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VISUAL CHALLENGE: The presence of Shalini Sinah, above, on the 'Late Late Show' panel seemed designed to make Fintan O'Toole, below, look good and Mark Dooley look bad
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Like the Tanaiste and Eddie Hobbs, I was set up by Late Late Show

WHO could blame Mary Harney and Eddie Hobbs for pulling out of the Late Late Show? The programme, whose actions so far this season smack to me of an unseemly drive to get high ratings, messed both of them around. The result is that few high-profile guests will bother appearing on the show in future.

Unlike Harney and Hobbs, I did go on the Late Late two weeks ago, supposedly to debate immigration and integration with Fintan O'Toole and others. But what unfolded that night was, I believe, a classic set-up which could have ended up embarrassing and discrediting me.

In the event, this did not happen because I stood my ground. But it did serve to highlight why the Tanaiste and Eddie Hobbs were right to be cautious. Let me tell you what happened.

In the discussions preceding the show, I was told that the debate would focus on the implications for Ireland of the recent immigration surge. I said that I fully supported immigration, but that multiculturalism without integration was threatening its success. I specifically mentioned certain sections of the Islamic community whose failure to integrate has led to difficulties. As far as I was concerned, my brief was to highlight these difficulties and say how they might be addressed.

But that is not how things worked out. Just as I was about to leave for RTE, Pat Kenny did his usual pre-news promo, in which he advertised the item by asking, "Is Ireland on its way to becoming an Islamic State?"

Had I known the discussion was going to be presented in those terms, I 'I encountered certain members of the audience whose disdain for me during the discussion was not hidden'

would never have agreed to do the programme for these reasons.

First, I don't believe Ireland will become an Islamic state any time soon. But all of us here, Muslims and non-Muslims alike, have a problem with the presence of Islamic extremists. I have written extensively in this newspaper about the threat posed by Islamists to the moderate Muslim community in Ireland. And my work to help these moderates is too important to jeopardise for a cheap television thrill.

Second, a genuine debate on Islamism in Ireland must include all sections of Islamic opinion throughout the country. It should never be set in the context of a discussion about race, which is what the Late Late Show debate became. And that is because Islamism is not a race issue. Rather, it involves an ideology of hate that can be espoused by people of any colour or tribe.

But these crucial distinctions appeared not to be understood by the Late Late. On set, Shalini Sinah was placed between Fintan O'Toole and me. Sinah works for both the Irish Times and RTE, and is a perfectly integrated Canadian of Indian descent. In my view, putting her there simply made O'Toole look good and me look bad.

For example, anything I said regarding the ill-treatment of women throughout the Islamic world was visually challenged by Sinah's presence on the panel. It didn't matter that the audience wasn't told she is a Hindu and not a Muslim. What did matter was that her presence made it seem that my attack on Islamism was motivated by racial prejudice. Of course, no one actually ever said that. But to my eyes her positioning between O'Toole and me symbolically sent out that message.

Most troubling of all, however, was the placing in the audience of Sheikh Shaheed Satardien, a South African Muslim who has been in Ireland for three years. He is a noted moderate who runs the Muslim Council of Ireland.

Despite repeated requests to know who they planned to feature in the audience, I was not informed of the Sheikh's presence until I arrived in studio. Neither did he seem to have been fully briefed about my work or the content of the show. It seemed that, as far as he knew, I was there on an anti-immigration platform.

It was, of course, a masterly stroke to invite a South African Muslim to oppose me. It was inevitable that he would recall the horrors of apartheid under which he suffered. And that he did.

But I have since made contact with the Sheikh through an intermediary. He regrets the confusions of that night, and has confirmed that what I said about Islamism in Ireland was entirely correct. We have also agreed to maintain contact in order to challenge extremism throughout his community.

Of the six people involved in the debate, only one was brought in to support me. While I was glad of that support, it didn't help that he was Irish and an immigration sceptic.

And when the show was over, I encountered certain members of the audience whose disdain for me during the discussion was not hidden. They were on their way to the Hospitality Suite. As I passed, they hurled abuse in my direction.

What all this tells me is that Eddie Hobbs and Mary Harney were right in objecting to the underhand tactics of the Late Late Show. Was I set up? The facts suggest that to be the case. And had the Tanaiste not discovered what they were up to in time, she may well have endured a similar fate.

Issues such as the health service and integration are serious topics that deserve thorough and honest analysis. That is because they are matters of life and death. And sensationalising them and chasing high ratings is immoral and wrong.

There was a time when the Late Late was guaranteed to provide balanced and objective analysis. But not so far this season. That is the hard lesson I learned two weeks ago and it is why I shall not be doing the show again.

Mark Dooley
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