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On Wednesday, November 3, 2004, I attended a talk in Northeastern’s (NEIU’s) Golden Eagles Room that was sponsored by the Muslim Student Association, and was dismayed  to find myself listening to an hour-long diatribe. The speaker was Sheikh Fisal Hamouda,  who, despite having lived in the US since 1969, was anti-secular Arab, anti-American, and virulently anti-Israel and anti-Jewish.  


I took shorthand notes while Hamouda spoke, and will offer a brief sample of the distortions of fact and messages of hate to which his audience was subjected.  Speaking about Arab peoples other than the Palestinians, he said: “Now what we have in the Middle East are the brown puppets of the USA.”  Speaking about the United States, he said: “If you are not Anglo-Saxon, right-wing Christian, you are not to have liberty.”  He said that “Every phone in the US is wiretapped” by Israel and that, as he spoke, “there is a nuclear missile [in Israel] which is pointing to Chicago.”  On one hand, he accused the Jews of “fabricating lies about the Holocaust,” but, on the other, he claimed that “It was the Zionists who helped Hitler to oppress their own brothers.”  He praised the late Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, who was a leader of the terrorist organization Hamas.  He declared “Yassin never killed anybody.  He has been a cripple since the age of 12,” and scoffed at the idea that a physically disabled person could send others to accomplish his evil ends.


I have been a NEIU faculty member for 18 years, and I am certain that the vitriolic untruths spoken by Hamouda are not representative of NEIU, a university which prides itself in making members of all groups of people feel welcome.  His attack on the Jews harms all members of the NEIU community.  Last week, it was the Jews who were slandered.  Next week, it could be the Catholics, the African-Americans, the Latinos, the gays, or even the Muslims.


This incident reminds me of a famous poem written by Rev. Martin Niemoller, a Protestant pastor who spent a number of years in various Nazi concentration camps.  There are several versions of this poem, but the one I’ll quote is from an address Niemoller made to the U.S. Congress on October 14, 1968 which appears in the Congressional Record:

“When Hitler attacked the Jews
I was not a Jew, therefore I was not concerned.

And when Hitler attacked the Catholics,

I was not a Catholic, and therefore, I was not concerned.

And when Hitler attacked the unions...,

I was not a member of the unions and I was not concerned.

Then Hitler attacked me and the Protestant church - 
and there was nobody left to be concerned.”

We have to deal with messages of hate now before there will be “nobody left to be concerned.”


Perhaps some good can come from this painful event.  If NEIU truly values its multicultural make-up, it may be time for its administration and student government to set some guidelines for the type of presentation that can be made under the auspices of the university.  There was no applause at the conclusion of Hamouda’s talk, which gives me some hope that the Muslim Student Association might publically repudiate Hamouda’s untruths, or at least that individual Muslims who attended the session might step forward to say that Hamouda’s views are not representative of all Muslims.  As the faculty advisor to Northeastern’s Hillel Jewish Student Association, I also invite the members of the Muslim Student Association to join with us in working on some constructive interfaith project to improve society.
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