Confrontation is no option
By Shahid M. Amin

THERE have been unprecedented demonstrations by Muslims all over the world against the publication of some sacrilegious cartoons by a Danish newspaper. Muslim anger has led to burnings of the Danish flags, boycott of Danish goods and demands for apologies by the Danish government. Protests in several countries of the world have also led to rioting, loss of lives and injuries, attacks on diplomatic missions and damage to property.

In Pakistan, there was a day of mob rule in Lahore, damage to churches in Sukkur and shutter-down strikes all over the country. Moreover, the opposition parties have sought to exploit the religious protests to secure political objectives against the Musharraf government.

Muslims have every right to feel indignant over this deliberate insult to their religion. The person of the Holy Prophet (peace be upon him) is held in the highest reverence by Muslims. Moreover, Islamic teachings prohibit the depiction of his face in any form. The Danish cartoons depicted him as a terrorist and sought to ridicule him. This was an unprovoked, irresponsible and grave affront to Muslim sensitivities. At a time when there is already a growing cleavage between Muslims and the western world, the publication of such cartoons has added fuel to the fire and has probably caused long-term damage to inter-faith harmony.

The claim of the Danish newspaper and some others in Europe that preventing the publication of these cartoons would have meant curtailment of freedom of the press and the right to freedom of thought and expression is clearly faulty. There have always been certain limits to the freedom of expression exercised by all responsible western news media, including the Danish newspaper in question; they do not use foul language or depict mutilated bodies or print pornography. The threat of libel prevents the publication of defamatory articles. Hence, the attempt by some European countries to defend the publication of these infamous cartoons is based on mala fides and hypocrisy.

At the same time, one must question the extent as well as the nature of protests in the Muslim world against this outrage. There seems to be an unending chain of demonstrations and protests on this issue. Over the years, there have been other incidents of sacrilege of one kind or the other but the reaction had tended to remain within limits.

This time, however, there seems to be some kind of a competition going on in Muslim societies all over the world as to who carries out how many demonstrations, rallies and strikes on this issue. In Pakistan, things have clearly gone much too far. One or two nationwide protests should have sufficed against this outrage, but it seems that there is a deliberate attempt being made to whip up emotions in order to keep the agitation going on as long as possible.

Before matters get any worse, realism demands that we ask ourselves some searching questions. If the aim of the protests is to force the Danish newspaper to atone for its mistake, how is this objective served by burning down property in Pakistan or shutting down business activities all too often through strikes? In effect, we are hurting ourselves while seeking to punish the Danish newspaper. Moreover, the Pakistan government has nothing to do with the publication of these cartoons and there is no logic in holding anti-government protests on this issue.

Similarly, the Danish government is not responsible for the publication of the cartoons. What is the logic of demanding that the Danish government should apologize for this incident? Let us put things in the reverse. There have been attacks on Christian churches in Pakistan in which the images of Christ were damaged. Would Denmark or western countries be justified in asking for an apology from the Pakistan government or the Pakistani nation for the outrages committed by a handful of miscreants? In every country, there are some obnoxious elements. The whole country cannot be condemned for the misdeeds of a few individuals.

Similarly, the demand to ban trade with Denmark makes little sense. Trade is always a mutually beneficial activity. If we can get some commodity that we find useful or economical from Denmark, stopping its import harms us as well as the Danish exporter. In any event, the Danish exporter is not responsible for the publication of the offensive cartoons and there is no sense in singling him out for our anger. Statistics also show that nearly 90 per cent of Danish exports go to non-Muslim countries and any trade ban by Pakistan or Muslim states would hardly affect Denmark.

Actually, this protest over the cartoons should be seen in a wider perspective. There has been a growing gulf between the Muslim world and the West — quite apart from Russia, India and Israel — which has been accentuated in the last few years for several reasons. Above all, the Muslims feel indignant over the US backing for Israel which has, for nearly 60 years, followed highly aggressive policies against the Palestinians in particular and the Arabs in general. The fact that the latter seem helpless to counter Israel (basically because of open-ended US support for Israel) has caused deep humiliation and bred extremism and terrorism in Muslim societies. This is what led to the creation of Al-Qaeda and the events of 9/11 which, in turn, resulted in a vicious chain of events — the US military invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.

When this is viewed in addition to the denial of Muslim rights in Kashmir, Chechnya and other places, it is possible to understand as to why Muslim public opinion sees all of this as an attempt to attack or harm Muslim countries one by one. Some see the “global war against terrorism” launched by the US after 9/11 as a mere euphemism for imposition of US hegemony over Muslim states. The looming threat to Iran from the US, Israel and the West adds to these concerns.

This particular background has provided the opportunity to religious extremists in Muslim societies, the so-called Jihadists, to launch hate campaigns, against the US and other perceived enemies of Islam. Suffering from a serious case of paranoia, these circles argue that Islam is under siege and Muslims must take revenge, using all possible means. This includes terrorism and suicide bombings, with the promise that the dead would straight away go to paradise. This kind of propaganda has secured increased popularity for Muslim extremists, as seen in election results in several Muslim countries — in Palestine, Egypt and elsewhere.

Should these trends continue, the world is heading towards a clash of civilizations. It is evident that in the non-Muslim world as well, there has been a rise in the influence of neo-cons and extremists who view Muslims as a threat to civilization. These circles have seized on the activities of Muslim extremists so as to distort the image of Islam and to portray Muslims as fanatical, narrow-minded people who have become a threat to world peace and security.

The truth is that Islam has always prided itself on its traditions of tolerance, peace and harmony. The Holy Prophet (PBUH) was in his own life a model of kindness, tolerance and forgiveness. There was the story of an old, pagan woman who used to throw filth in the way of the Prophet when he walked in that street. One day, he found that no filth had been thrown in his path and enquired about the old woman and was told that she was sick. The Prophet visited her in her house to enquire about her welfare. One could expect that had he been alive today, he would have shown similar forbearance towards the Danish cartoonist. But the unfortunate part is that many of those who claim to be his most devout followers today have none of the attributes of a tolerant Islam and are instead steeped in hatred, violence and vindictiveness.

The Muslim extremists also need to ponder as to what would be the consequences if the path of confrontation eventually led to a conflict with the West, Russia and other perceived enemies of Islam. The latter have, at present, overwhelming military, economic and technological superiority over the Muslim world which is really in no position to take on them. To take one example, the Arabs have not been able to vanquish tiny Israel in all these years. Can the US and other perceived enemies of Islam be brought down through suicide bombings and other acts of terrorism? Anyone with even average commonsense should know the answer.

Of course, there are genuine grievances of the Muslims that should be set right, but this is not going to be achieved through confrontation and war. What the Muslim world needs is statesmanship, foresight and appropriate planning. In the first place, we have to set our own house in order through political stability, social reforms and establishment of democratic institutions. We have to eradicate illiteracy and acquire science and technology in order to compete with the rest of the world.

We have to build up our economies which will provide the base for military and diplomatic power. We need to have close cooperation and coordination between Muslim countries and make the OIC an effective organization. These measures will enable the Muslim world over a period of time to secure and protect Muslim rights. These rights are certainly not going to be secured by slogans, rallies and hate campaigns, nor by the Al-Qaeda-type terrorism.
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