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JAKARTA: US Vice President Mike Pence, left, is greeted by Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Secretary
General Lee Luong Minh shortly before a meeting with permanent representatives of the association at the ASEAN
Secretariat in Jakarta yesterday.—AFP

JAKARTA: US Vice President Mike
Pence yesterday toured the biggest
mosque in Muslim-majority Indonesia
during a visit seen as a highly symbolic
gesture from an administration that has
been accused of stoking Islamophobia.
After kicking off his stop in the world’s
most populous Muslim-majority country
by praising its moderate Islam as “an
inspiration”, he visited Istiqlal Mosque,
whose vast white dome towers over
downtown Jakarta.

He slipped off his shoes before being
guided around the mosque, which is
also the biggest in Southeast Asia,
accompanied by his wife and two
daughters in headscarves, as well as
Istiqlal’s grand imam. His visit represents
the most high-profile outreach to
Muslims by the Donald Trump adminis-
tration since the brash billionaire came
to office and echoes a similar trip by
Barack and Michelle Obama in 2010.
Since becoming president almost 100
days ago, Trump has hosted leaders
from majority-Muslim Jordan, Iraq, Saudi
Arabia and Egypt.

But his administration has also tried
to ban travelers from several Muslim-
majority nations, citing concerns about
terrorism-an effort currently being chal-
lenged in US courts. As a presidential
candidate, Trump often appeared to flirt
with the far right as he railed against
“radical Islamic terrorism.” 

But Pence struck a starkly different
tone during his visit to Indonesia, which

has often been praised as a successful
Muslim democracy where most practice
a moderate form of Islam and coexist
peacefully with substantial religious
minorities. “Indonesia’s tradition of mod-
erate Islam is frankly an inspiration to the
world and we commend you and your
people,” he said after talks with
President Joko Widodo at the presiden-
tial palace in Jakarta. “In your nation as in
mine, religion unifies, it doesn’t divide.”

Tolerant Islam under threat    
Pence is currently on a tour of South

Korea, Japan, Indonesia and Australia
that is aimed at smoothing some of the
rougher edges of Trump’s rhetoric. In
South Korea and Japan, Pence played
down protectionist declarations of
“America first” and reaffirmed US treaty
commitments to the security of the two
countries as tensions rise over
Pyongyang’s nuclear program. 

After meeting with representatives of
the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations at the regional bloc’s headquar-
ters in Jakarta yesterday, Pence
announced Trump would attend three
summits in Asia in November, a further
sign that his administration is seeking to
reassure regional allies. He will attend
the US-ASEAN and East Asia summits in
the Philippines and a gathering of the
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
group in Vietnam.  

At the mosque in Jakarta, Pence and
his family also toured the cavernous

main prayer room-which was empty
during his visit but fills up with tens of
thousands of worshippers during key
dates in the Muslim calendar-and
admired the towering dome. A man
showed the US leader how he beats a
carved drum next to the courtyard, a
local addition to the traditional call to
prayer. Pence then held an interfaith
dialogue behind closed doors with rep-
resentatives of the Christian, Buddhist,
Confucian, Hindu and Muslim faiths. 

The vice president’s upbeat tone
about Indonesian Islam contrasts with
growing concerns inside the country
that the traditionally inclusive brand of
the religion is under threat from hardlin-
ers and a trend towards conservatism.
On Wednesday Jakarta’s Christian gov-
ernor Basuki Tjahaja Purnama was
defeated in a run-off election to lead the
capital by a Muslim challenger who was
accused of pandering to hardliners to
win votes. 

Purnama, known by his nickname
Ahok, lost after his once-unassailable
lead in opinion polls was dented when
he was put on trial for blasphemy in a
case criticized as politically motivated.
After his talks with Widodo, Pence also
said the US was committed to building a
stronger defense partnership with
Indonesia to combat terrorism, and
guaranteeing freedom of navigation in
the South China Sea, where Indonesian
and Chinese vessels have recently
clashed.—AFP 
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TOKYO: Japan’s century-old imperial proclamation urging
people to be willing to die for the emperor was consigned to
history books until video surfaced showing children in an
Osaka kindergarten enthusiastically reciting it. A cabinet deci-
sion allowing schools to teach the long-banished edict, which
was used to promote militarism in the 1930s and 1940s, has
delighted hardcore nationalists but left many Japanese
scratching their heads. Others were horrified at the sight of
youngsters chanting the archaic proclamation, even as Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe’s wife, Akie, praised them during a visit to
the school, run by a nationalist seeking to inculcate pupils
with pre-war values. The once-revered Imperial Rescript on
Education, issued in 1890, was abolished after Japan’s World
War II defeat at the hands of the US over concerns it had con-
tributed to creating a militaristic culture.

It exhorted citizens to “offer yourselves courageously to
the State” so as to “guard and maintain the prosperity of Our
Imperial Throne”. The edict “functioned as a mechanism to
strike down people’s individual rights,” said Kenji Ishikawa, a
law professor at Tokyo University. But Abe and his fellow con-
servatives have sought to stealthily bring it back into vogue,
as part of a bid to revive traditional values that have lost their
shine following the introduction of an American-penned paci-
fist constitution which renounces war and designates the
emperor as a figurehead.

“Japan should not just be an economic power but a coun-
try respected and relied on in the world for its high ethical
views and morality,” hawkish defense minister Tomomi Inada
said last week. Some constitutional scholars have expressed
concern over the government’s attempt to expose impres-
sionable minds to a document with “fanatic and cult-like”
leanings.  Sota Kimura, a law professor at Tokyo Metropolitan
University, said the revival appeared to be a sop to national-
ists who “feel terribly humiliated about the post-war system
imposed by the Allies.” Members of Abe’s cabinet, including
Inada, have regularly sought to appease the government’s
conservative base with nationalist gestures, such as paying
homage at the controversial Yasukuni Shrine where senior
convicted war criminals are honored. 

Forced to bow 
The edict was once considered so sacred that school princi-

pals who accidentally disrespected the document would com-
mit suicide out of shame or fear of punishment, according to
some accounts. A copy of it was kept in a special cabinet in
schools where children were forced to bow before it. But the
clumsily managed revival has left many Japanese confused
over the 19th-century edict’s relevance to their hectic 21st-
century lives. Its archaic wording means most Japanese today
have neither read it nor know how to interpret it. “I’m not real-
ly clear what it is,” said Yoshiko Yamanaka, a 48-year-old
mother of two, when asked about the document. 

“It’s got something to do with having to serve the state for
the emperor, or something, right?”  Others who are more
familiar with its content say it has no place in a modern socie-
ty where all citizens are deemed equal. “Its nonsense to bring
it back now,” said Kazushi Tamura, 54. “Some people say it
contains some good moral values like respecting family,
friends and parents... But all of them end up telling people to
serve the emperor.” —AFP 
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TOKYO: This picture shows people holding various plac-
ards as they protest against Japan’s conservative Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe during a rally to denounce his poli-
cies and call for his resignation, outside Shinjuku Station
in Tokyo.—AFP


