Report of Partners in Humanity Working Meeting

Amman, Jordan
July 26-29, 2003

For three days in Amman, sixty leaders of NGOs, government agencies and international organizations – all catalysts and facilitators of Islamic-Western dialogue – convened to develop an action plan to improve understanding and cooperation between the West and countries with predominately Muslim world populations.  

Participants from Malaysia, Indonesia, Iran, India, Morocco, Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine, Israel, Jordan, United Kingdom, Italy and the U.S. met to launch Partners in Humanity, a global effort to establish Islamic-Western cooperative action based on mutual respect and guided by a desire to affirm and build on their shared humanity.
To achieve maximum impact, participants were drawn from the high-leverage fields of media, development and humanitarian assistance, higher education, and action-oriented cross-cultural and inter-faith dialogue.

The meeting was held under the auspices of a unique partnership formed by His Royal Highness Prince El Hassan bin Talal and Search for Common Ground and was funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York.

From the opening session, the meeting took on an urgent, action-oriented tone:

“Those who promote hatred are energetic and organized.  We can be more energetic and more organized than that enemy.  We must become more proactive, may I say aggressive, about moderation.  We must enhance what is universal and cultivate respect for our differences.”

- HRH Prince El Hassan bin Talal

From this point of departure, participants spent one day exploring the obstacles and opportunities for Islamic-Western cooperation in each of the fields represented before breaking into working groups for the remainder of the meeting to generate cooperative action plans.

While issues of European and particularly US foreign policy toward the Muslim world, a perceived domination of media by those with political agendas, and other factors were acknowledged as playing key roles in exacerbating Islamic-Western divisions, participants took these and other issues up only to the extent that they felt they were in a position to influence them.  Informing all of their deliberations was the guiding question:

“What can the people in this room do to make a difference?”

Main Themes
Discussions were organized according to four fields represented at the meeting:

1. Media Outlets

2. Humanitarian and Development Agencies

3. Education Institutions

4. Dialogue Centers

In exploring how professionals in each of these fields could have a more constructive impact on Western-Islamic relations, the following themes emerged:

1. Media Outlets

1.1 In U.S., Europe, and in Muslim countries, voices of reason are often absent as media seeks out negative and sensationalistic news, rather than positive breakthroughs.  While journalists are often criticized for polarizing debates, they are rarely provided with viable alternatives.  Those who want to promote more moderate voices in the media should make themselves resources to the media by providing speaker and resource lists when events arise, helping put human faces on stories of moderation and reconciliation, providing polls that give voice to “the silent majority” in cases where only extremists are being heard, and learning how to write press releases, speak in sound bites, and hold newsworthy press events.  (See Action Points 1, 4, 9, & 12)

1.2 Beyond journalism, dramatic and other creative media can be used to shift attitudes, build bridges and cultivate tolerance.  Made-for-media dialogue formats such as broadcasted roundtables, co-authored articles, publications on single topics that invite views from diverse sources, call-in shows, etc.) can engage cultures in mutually respectful ways.  Most of the newly developed media aimed at addressing Islamic-Western relations rely instead on programs that are, in essence, a one-way flow of information.  Models for using dramatic, documentary, and other media formats to affect attitude change have been successfully implemented by, for example, Sesame Workshop and Search for Common Ground and should be exploited in the U.S., Europe and in Muslim countries. (See Action Point 2)

1.3 Projects seeking to affect change in the media too often target only the largest publications and broadcasters and only the top-level managers and reporters.   In addition to top executives, media professionals (producers, editors, and booking agents) have a great deal of influence and should be engaged proactively, as should smaller national and local media outlets in the West and in Muslim countries. (See Action Point 1)

1.4 The role of media in Muslim countries.  In many Muslim countries (particularly in the Arab world), the relative lack of media freedom leads to a presentation of unified and monolithic viewpoints that are dictated by governments.  As a result, news appears defensive and unreasonable as well as ineffective and discouraging of professional journalistic standards.  Government dominated media pursues state agendas, and thereby discourages individual professional excellence.

2. Humanitarian and Development Agencies

2.1 While the 1990’s provided many examples of interfaith cooperation in development and relief efforts, since 9/11 support for Muslim relief and development agencies has dropped significantly, as has Christian-Muslim cooperation in this field.  Renewed attention to past successes and to the practical merits of such efforts would help re-start what has been eroded in the past few years. (See Action Point 6)

2.2 Both Christian and Muslim faith-based development agencies face internal challenges when they seek to provide aid to those of the other faith community.   This resistance is sometimes compounded by suspicions in communities receiving such assistance, that faith-based agencies seek to take advantage of those in need to convert recipients to their faith.  Nevertheless, there is broad consensus in major Christian and Islamic development and aid agencies that they should provide support to areas of greatest need, regardless of the religious identity of the target population, and that such assistance should not be combined with efforts to proselytize.   Given the generosity of spirit and activist orientation that motivates Muslim and Christian aid professionals alike, there are tremendous opportunities for interfaith cooperation in this field if the two obstacles above can be addressed.  (See Action Point 5)

3. Education Institutions

3.1 While Americans’ and Europeans’ fear of traveling to Muslim countries and the obstacles for people in Muslim countries to travel to the US have both risen significantly, participants noted that demand for such exchanges is at a high – the same factors that have made people more wary have also made people more interested to learn and engage “the other”.  The issue is how to meet that demand and how to deepen that engagement.

3.2 American/European Studies & Islamic Studies programs: While there are several Islamic studies programs at larger universities in the USA and in Europe, taken as a whole, they make up a very small and highly specialized sector of academia.  Smaller liberal arts colleges that are developing Islamic Studies programs could benefit from support in terms of materials, resources, and links to each other and to academic institutions in Muslim countries.   In Muslim countries, especially in the Middle East, newly developing European and/or American Studies programs (i.e. at al-Quds University, Jordan University, American University of Cairo, American University of Beirut, and soon-to-open American University of Kuwait) could benefit from sharing resources and information with each other and with Western academic institutions.  Participants acknowledged that even these programs will affect a small portion of the population in each country and that universities that serve broader segments of society should be encouraged and supported to develop similar programs. (See Action Point 7)

3.3 Expanding and enriching exchange programs: University exchange programs for students from the USA and Europe going to Muslim countries are hampered by the fact that they are often not academically rigorous and students often can not get credit at their home university for courses taken in the host country.  For Muslim students seeking study in the U.S., post-9/11 visa restrictions have made this difficult, but the biggest obstacle is the cost of such programs, which is prohibitive for all but the smallest percentage of predominantly Muslim populations.  Lastly, foreign exchange students are often cloistered together, rather than integrated in the host country.   Exchanges in both directions need to be enriched and additional exchanges involving faculty and young professionals in a variety of fields should be developed.  (See Action Point 10)

3.4 It was noted that foreign language training is generally weak in the West, particularly the U.S where training in Arabic and languages of other predominantly Muslim nations almost non-existent. The resulting lack of language skills undermines exchange and other mutual education initiatives.  Moreover, in many Muslim countries, government control of education can make engagement beyond private universities difficult, but ISESCO and others provide useful guides and partners for mutual education in such situations.

3.5 Some new programs, such as the American University of Beirut’s “Understanding Contemporary Islam” project, send Muslim scholars to the U.S. to educate Americans on Islam and Muslim countries.  To date they have received a very positive response.

4. Dialogue Centers

4.1 Dialogue centers often site the negative impact that sensationalistic and polarizing media has on their efforts to build understanding.  However, it is naïve to expect the media to “behave” – media thrives on hard news and the entertainment and shock value of divisive conflict.  To influence media, dialogue promoters must provide useful information and resources to the media.  As one senior journalist put it, “They must learn to play our game”.  (See Action Points 1, 4, & 9)

4.2 Dialogue among elites is important as it sets the tone of interaction and is the way in which cross-cultural engagements usually begin.  Nevertheless, dialogue centers should engage in the problems faced by their communities and help set the agenda for inter-cultural dialogue, rather than reacting to the latest crises with largely theoretical or academic discussions.   Dialogue promoters in the West and in Muslim countries affirmed that the greatest resistance they face to building bridges is within their own communities.   By defining issues that are of concern to a broad spectrum of activists and seeking to engage both those predisposed to dialogue and those “on the peripheries of the extremes” they can both strengthen the middle and move beyond preaching to the converted.   By being issue-focused and applying their facilitation skills to the problems addressed by development and media agencies, they can ground and expand their own work while helping generate mutually beneficial solutions to shared problems across the Islamic-Western divide. (See Action Points 5 & 10)

4.3 Especially with regard to youth, opportunities for exploiting the internet for dynamic cross-cultural and interfaith engagements are rich, notwithstanding the technical limitations that exist in some Muslim countries. (See Action Point 8)

4.4 The many cross-cultural, interfaith, and “inter-civilizational” dialogue centers that already exist want to be better informed about each other’s activities, to cooperate more regularly, and to share experiences regarding shared problems, such as how to engage the more resistant elements of their societies.  (See Action Point 11)

4.5 Cross-cultural experiences that include an artistic, musical, or spiritual component have a unique power.  They allow for the interaction of collective identities above and beyond individuals talking to one another, and they address the fear of losing one’s culture through interaction with a greater political and economic power, which several participants mentioned is a barrier to Muslim participation in dialogue with the West.  Yet cultural and spiritual dialogue is often neglected in favor of intellectual discussion.  Dialogue centers can increase their impact by engaging participants in participatory artistic, musical, and spiritual experiences, not just in discussion. (See Action Point 10)

4.6 Lack of political freedom in many Muslim countries undercuts Islamic-Western engagement in numerous ways – from the restrictions it places on media and citizen activism to the ways in which it limits the full expression of the diversity of views and cultures that exist in Muslim countries.  This is one reason that Muslims in the West are key in cultivating meaningful engagement and mutual respect.  It also serves as a reminder of the importance of intra-communal dialogue in Muslim countries, which several PiH participants, such as the Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy, currently facilitate.

Proposed Action Plans

1) Launch a list-serve and web-based Partners in Humanity (PiH) News Service to commission, select, and disseminate materials and articles that promote constructive perspectives and dialogue between the West and the Muslim world.  PiH News would target local and regional newspapers in the West and in Muslim countries to contribute to and receive pieces for which the rights to reprinting have been secured.  PiH News would commission articles on topical issues such as “the meaning of Jihad”, “views of immigration and foreign policies in Europe and the U.S”, “the role of Shari’a in the modern world”, presenting perspectives that maintain balance, broad coverage and inclusiveness. 

2) Produce short (3-minute) animated or live action films which humanize “the other” and demonstrate diversity and commonality between Islamic and Western values.  Such programs would air as fillers or bumpers between programs on local TV stations, at film festivals, in classrooms, on airplanes, etc.  Video shorts would target children and youth in the West and in the Muslim world and would be fun and entertaining while enhancing understanding.  Common Ground Productions would seek local filmmakers from predominantly Muslim countries and from Western countries to co-create the stories to achieve their goal, starting with a pilot.

3) Hold action-oriented trainings for media producers and journalists on how to mobilize journalism skills to build cross-cultural understanding and to expand media involvement in activities such as the PiHNews Service (see above).  The Al-Ahram Regional Press Institute in Cairo and Tempo Magazine in Jakarta have offered to host such training meetings and a host venue in the U.S. and/or Europe needs to be identified.

4) Provide a series of public communications coaching workshops in major cities in the Muslim world.  Beneficiaries would be representatives of non-governmental organizations, professional syndicates and associations, universities, religious groups, human rights organizations, and research centers that are active in building cross-cultural understanding and want to communicate more effectively through western or national media.  Workshops would cover a wide range of public relations techniques that would help get more constructive voices into the public sphere.

5) Convene Christian and Muslim faith-based development and aid professionals and religious leaders to discuss issues arising from serving one another’s faith communities, using aid as a means to proselytize, and other areas of concern.   To engage the broadest possible spectrum, the meeting should be co-convened by Muslim and Christian aid agencies and presented under a title that reflects shared concerns, such as “Meeting Human Needs”.  In order to have immediate practical application, such meetings should focus on a single country or limited region.  PiH will assist by identifying a country or region of interest to Christian and Muslim aid agencies alike and potential co-conveners.

6) Commission a report on good practices and lessons learned from interfaith cooperation in development and aid projects in the 1990’s (i.e. in Iraq, Kosovo, Bosnia, etc.) as a means to re-popularize the notion and counter the post-9/11 trend toward segregation of development efforts.  PiH would work with Muslim and Christian faith-based development agencies to maximize the usefulness of such a report to them.

7) Convene Presidents of American and Europeans colleges and universities that are developing or strengthening Islamic studies programs with their counterparts in predominantly Muslim countries who are developing American studies programs.  Special emphasis will be placed on facilitating communication between universities in the Middle East that are developing the first American and Western studies programs there so they may begin to coordinate their efforts and to share information. 

8) Develop citizen conferencing projects that link college students in the U.S. and Europe and those in Muslim countries through video conferencing and hands-on development of video narratives that explore differing perceptions, humanize the participants in each others’ eyes, and develop young people’s ability to view media critically by sensitizing them to the power of media to shape people’s views of one another. 

9) Compile from dialogue centers and universities lists of effective speakers-on-demand for media outlets on issues such as Islam & women, Islam & political violence, Western-Islamic relations, etc.  When events arise requiring commentary on these topics, PiH will be proactive in sending them to media outlets to increase the presence of moderate voices and promote a diversity of viewpoints in the media.

10) Link dialogue centers offering spiritual and cultural experiences and internships with universities and other organizations seeking to deepen the experience of those going through their exchange programs.  Also, link dialogue centers that offer training in cross-cultural understanding and community relations with development, humanitarian aid, and private sector organizations seeking such training for their staff and partners.  ISESCO with its 56 member-country base, as well as dialogue centers in Malaysia and India have already expressed a strong interest in providing such training.  PiH will begin by researching existing exchange programs with these needs and existing dialogue centers with these capacities.

11) Develop a web-based PiH clearing-house including a directory of interfaith, cross-cultural, and “civilizational” dialogue centers around the world starting with those present at the PiH meeting.   Develop capacity for interaction around lessons learned and best practices around shared problems, such as how to engage elements in one’s own community that are more resistant to dialogue. 

12) Strategize for the creation of a global citizen’s media-watch.  The Fes Festival will seek to convene at its 2004 event, media professionals from the U.S. and from Muslim countries together with Festival-goers from around the world.  They will explore how the same events have been covered differently by their respective medias and seek to launch a media-watch as a means of feeding back to media outlets the public’s views on their handling of divisive issues.

Next Steps

In an article published in al-Hayat three days after the PiH meeting, journalist and PiH participant Raghida Dergham wrote of the meeting,

The meeting not only offered recommendations, but suggested programs that can be executed.

- al-Hayat,  8/1/03
The challenge now is to translate the momentum generated at the Amman meeting into action along the lines proposed above.  For each of the action plans generated at the meeting, one or more organizations represented there expressed a desire to engage and in several cases, have made specific commitments.

Majlis El Hassan and SFCG’s offices and partners in the U.S., Morocco, Indonesia, Belgium, and throughout the Middle East are committed to working together with these PiH participants and others to advance each of the proposed actions, beginning with identifying and approaching potential donors.

SFCG will establish a mechanism for updating PiH participants on the progress of these efforts, starting with a regular e-mail update and eventually a website dedicated to the Partners in Humanity initiative.

In cases where it appears action plans may duplicate work already being carried out by others, SFCG will link interested PiH participants to those initiatives.

The importance of the networking and cooperation that has already taken place through the PiH working meeting can not be underestimated.  Early feedback from the meeting has been extraordinarily positive, with participants reacting particularly well to the action-oriented bias that dominated the entire meeting and to the wide spectrum of participants, particularly in terms of professional and geographical diversity.

It is the firm belief of those who convened and participated in the Partners in Humanity working meeting that the proposals generated there offer concrete, achievable steps.  Taken together, they model the kind of Islamic-Western cooperation based on mutual respect and guided by a sense of shared humanity which we seek to bring about more broadly.

For Additional information visit the Search For Common Ground website section about Partenrs in Humanity:  http://www.sfcg.org/pih2.cfm.

