Turbulence over cartoons
By Najmuddin A. Shaikh

SIXTEEN persons die in cartoon protests in Nigeria. At least nine killed in Libya in clashes over cartoons; 12 killed in Afghan protests and five in Pakistan this week.

* A minister in the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, Haji Yaqub, announces an $11 million reward for anyone who beheads the cartoonist who drew the images. Peshawar cleric Maulana Yousaf Qureshi offers Rs 7.5 million and a car to anyone who kills the cartoonist

* The Muttahida Majlis-i-Amal (MMA) last Monday vowed to continue protesting against cartoons of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) until the European newspapers that published the caricatures apologise and pledge not to print such material in future. The religious parties’ alliance will organize nationwide protests on February 24, and in Lahore on February 26. The MMA has also called a wheel-jam and shutter-down strike on March 3, when rallies are planned in several other Muslim countries. The alliance will hold a “million march” in Karachi on March 5 and the MMA Supreme Council will meet in Quetta on March 7 to plan future protests.

* Danish Foreign Minister Per Stig Moeller says “All extremists will exploit the situation. Al-Qaeda, too, will use it and fan the fire.”

In the view of foreign observers, this has been one of the worst weeks of street violence Pakistan has seen in years, with rallies resorting to major acts of civil disorder. How did things come to this pass? How did the initial muted outrage over the publication of inflammatory cartoons in a minor, limited circulation Danish newspaper reach the stage where the masses in almost all the countries of the Muslim world and Muslim communities in other countries appear intent on destroying their own properties killing their own people or, at the very least, disrupting economic activity and bringing to the verge of starvation the daily wage earners that abound in each of these countries and communities?

Initially, after the cartoons first appeared on September 30, nothing of this nature appeared to be on the cards. In Indonesia, the most populous Muslim country, popular online newspaper the Rakyat Merdeka published the cartoons on October 13 on its website and evoked no reaction. They republished them on October 22 and again elicited no reaction. On Feb 2 however, when one of the cartoons was put up on the website, there was such an immediate and angry reaction that the publisher pulled it off the website twelve hours later.

The key development between the initial appearance of the cartoons and the current turbulence across the Muslim world was not the refusal of the Danish government to offer an apology, the Danish cartoonist’s assertion that he was unapologetic, the tour of the Middle Eastern countries by Muslim clerics from Denmark and other Nordic countries triggered anger and fury.

The adoption of a resolution at the OIC summit in Makkah in December which expressed “concern at rising hatred against Islam and Muslims and condemned the recent incident of desecration of the image of the Holy Prophet Mohammad in the media of certain countries” as well as over “using the freedom of expression as a pretext to defame religions”, the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s publication on its website, later that month, of a statement condemning “the aggressive campaign waged against Islam and its Prophet” by Jyllands-Posten sent the ball rolling.

Calling for the member nations to impose a boycott on Denmark, the decision by Saudi Arabia on Jan. 26 to recall its ambassador to Denmark, the call by Saudi clerics for a boycott of Danish products which led to most being pulled off supermarket shelves — all were important manifestations of the outrage felt in the Islamic world and demands for corrective action to be taken. They were not provocative and they involved no threat to life or property.

The Danes are keen to defuse the crisis. Even while representing a right wing political party, the Danish Prime Minister Rasmussen told Danish television, “I personally have such respect for people’s religious feelings that I personally would not have depicted Muhammad, Jesus or other religious figures in such a manner that would offend other people.” Carsten Juste, editor in chief of Jyllands-Posten, issued a similar statement. “In our opinion, the 12 drawings were not intended to be offensive, nor were they at variance with Danish law, but they have indisputably offended many Muslims, for which we apologise.” Many in the Muslim world felt that this was not enough but matters may well have rested there and the controversy would have continued only in terms of extracting some more concrete expression of regret on behalf of the Danish government.

The red rag was provided by the decision of the Die Welt in Berlin to consider the half apology by the “Jyllands Posten”, as an affront and an alarming defeat for Europe’s tradition of free speech. He decided to publish a story on the subject and to reproduce the offending cartoons. At least six other major European newspapers followed Die Welt’s example.

The editor justified his action even while deeming the cartoons “ridiculous” on the ground that “you don’t deliberately stir up religious hatred, but, sorry, we live in a secular country in the West. It’s part of our culture. It’s just not possible that our culture gets somehow penalized by threats.” When asked how he squared this with the fact that in Germany it is a crime to deny or question or minimize the Holocaust and why the Muslims were not right in suggesting that this showed the existence of a double standard, he maintained that “It’s not a double standard because it’s the right of every culture to have its own taboos.”

He went on to explain that given Germany’s painful history with the Nazis and the Holocaust, German society had chosen to establish certain limits on free speech. He said people in Germany must abide by those laws, just as people in Muslim countries must abide by the laws and traditions of lands.

While many newspapers and others in Europe balked at accepting this facile explanation, some of the most prominent newspapers did so and that is when the world exploded. In the Muslim countries this took the unfortunate form illustrated by the headlines quoted at the beginning of this article. In Europe and partly in America it took the more peaceful but equally ominous form of vociferous comment that reveal the degree to which there is the perception of a total incompatibility between the West and the world of Islam and on a political plane a condemnation of the use of this issue to foment further violence. But this too is not the full story.

In Lebanon the demonstrations brought to the fore the country’s religious and sectarian divide arousing fears that the Maronite Christians were being made targets for political purposes. In Syria and Iran the attacks on the Danish and other European embassies became a means of strengthening the government’s support among the masses against western pressures. In Palestine the Hamas victory would not, it was believed, lead to “Islamization” because the vote was “anti-Fatah maladministration” rather than “pro-Hamas Islamization” but this issue and the riots it triggered in the occupied territories has probably given fresh impetus to the “Islamization” programme that some Hamas leaders intend pursuing.

Before turning to Pakistan which I believe is the country in which the issue is being used to serve the interests of the religious parties, let us look at Europe and America. In Europe (excluding Russia) there are some 20 million Muslims. It is said to be the fastest growing religions community in the region, the growth being owed largely to higher birth rates among the Muslims and continuing economic immigration. There has been a growing mistrust of the Muslims who are at the lowest rung of the economic ladder.

The xenophobic attitude of many in Europe has been strengthened particularly after 9/11 by the highlighting in the European press of the actions of extremists. The terrorist attacks in Madrid, the killing of the Dutch artist in Holland, and most recently the subway terrorist attacks in London in July have added to the fears and apprehensions that local Europeans entertained about the Muslim immigrants and will ensure that the Algerians in France or the Turks in Germany will remain for all practical purposes an outcast even when they born and bred in Europe.

The fear that there is an unbridgeable incompatibility between Muslim and western values has more than anything else prompted the “Die Welt” and other European newspapers which followed its lead to fuel the controversy. As it continues, it will only get worse. The Muslims, already in dire straits, will see their situation worsen and will have no choice but to accept because the alternative of returning to their countries of origin will leave them even worse off economically. Every riot in the Islamic world even when it kills or maims its own people and destroys Muslim property only confirms the worst fears of the Europeans and makes them even more suspicious of the Muslims in their midst. If we are concerned about the welfare of the Ummah, we should be restrained if only to ensure the wellbeing of the European Muslims.

In America where the “melting pot” had theoretically kept discrimination against Muslims at a far lower level the situation changed after 9/11. Now xenophobia is gaining ground. The American government started with condemning the publication of the offending cartoons but now the focus appears to be on the violence that it has engendered in the Muslim world strengthening the perception of Islam as a violent religion.

Today, there is sharp criticism in the American Congress of the fact that the Dubai Ports World of the United Arab Emirates has by virtue of its purchase of the London-based Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Co. secured the contract for port operations in New York, New Jersey, Baltimore, New Orleans, Miami and Philadelphia. All indications are that the contract will be cancelled since, as one US Senator put it, “it is ridiculous to say you’re taking secret steps to make sure that it’s okay for a nation that had ties to 9/11, [to] take over part of our port operations in many of our largest ports. This has to stop.”

In Pakistan Qazi Hussain Ahmad made it clear that the programme of demonstrations is intended to achieve a change of regime. What is less clear, however, is why the government appears to be cooperating.

Demonstrations by other parties have been stopped and they will join the MMA demonstrations but with the vital difference that the MMA will be in the vanguard. How this will help the economic climate and how this will attract foreign investment is something the government should consider. It should also consider whether in these circumstances President Bush will be allowed by his security handlers to visit Pakistan even for a comparatively short stay that is apparently being planned.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
