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THE publication of the blasphemous cartoons of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) by the Danish paper Jyllands-Posten may have been due to the ignorance of the publishers of the deep respect Muslims have for their religion and the high veneration in which they hold religious figures, rather than a deliberate attempt to provoke them.

But the subsequent insistence on not regretting the mistake and reprinting those cartoons across Europe in the face of worldwide protests by Muslims was a deliberate provocation that can be attributed to the arrogant conviction that all western values are superior to other value systems. The other fctor that led to the reprinting of the cartoons was the belief that the frequently misused and selectively applied principle of unbridled freedom of expression could be flaunted as a justification for injuring religious beliefs. Historical enmity to Islam and the current demonisation of Muslims are, of course, other reasons in this new phase of western belligerency.

What started as low-level protests by Muslims in Denmark and some other European countries later turned into a wave of anger and resentment across the Muslim world because of the thoughtless and ill-advised defiance shown by western governments in defending their delinquent media, expressing unwillingness to prevent further mischief by citing freedom of expression as a sacrosanct principle.

They have not only failed to distinguish between freedom and license but also seem to be oblivious of the provisions of various international conventions and covenants to which they are signatories; such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), which defines the limits of freedom of expression, and the International Convention on Elimination of all forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) which places an obligation on states to punish those disseminating racial or religious hatred. The anti-racial and anti-Semitic hate-laws existing in many European countries can and should be extended to cover hate against Islam and Muslims.

The decision to include the controversial cartoons in Danish textbooks, the wearing of a T-shirt emblazoned with the cartoons by an Italian minister and the support extended by the European Parliament to the Danish stand on the issue are all mindless acts of defiance and provocation on the pretext of protecting freedom of expression. Western leaders do not realise that by such an insensitive defence of the provocation they are deeply antagonising the Muslim world.

In fact, this could be the beginning of the second phase of the clash of civilizations, which was initially postulated as a theory but has now turned into a reality, thanks to the role played by the irresponsible and ‘free’ western media in the post-9/11 world. While the first phase of the clash involved deionising all Muslims as extremists and terrorists, the second phase heralds attacks on their religious beliefs and values.

Before it is too late, the West should realise that it is treading on a dangerous ground. The escalation of the current conflict, which seems unavoidable due to western obduracy and insensitivity to Muslim sentiments, could rock the world order of mutual tolerance and peaceful coexistence. It will certainly boost the menace of terrorism that the world is currently facing.

Defending or asserting the right to freedom of expression is justified if it serves any public interest or promotes a noble cause or if that freedom is under threat. But the West should seriously ponder whether it is worthwhile asserting this right if its only objective or outcome is to humiliate and alienate one-fifth of humanity. Fortunately, some of the leaders in the West have seen the fallacy in justifying sacrilegious acts as manifestations freedom of expression and have criticized the publication of the cartoons.

The basic cause of the present conflict between the West and the Islamic world is the vast difference in their concepts of life and religion. Though Christian in name, the West is now largely irreligious or even anti-religion in the traditional sense. This is what explains their wide acceptance and legalisation of behaviour that was previously considered sinful and unacceptable in the Christian world, such as homosexuality, free sex, blasphemy and ridiculing of religious figures and scriptures.

The West has now adopted another religion whose fundamentals are secularism, democracy, freedom of expression and free enterprise. While no exception can be taken to the adoption of these laudable concepts if practised within the bounds of reason and moderation, the West has unfortunately adopted an extremist attitude of putting them in a confrontational position vis-a-vis religion. They have done this not only in their own societies but also want to impose their values on others.

On the other hand, the overwhelming majority of Muslims are highly religious, though some of their practices may be at variance with the original teachings of religion on account of misinterpretation or owing to the influence of local customs. In the words of Veteran journalist Robert Fisk the Muslims, “live their religion.” Islam is not merely a way of worship or rituals it is a way of life and a philosophy that governs every aspect of individual and collective lives of its adherents.

Muslims do not regard their Prophet (PBUH) as an ordinary human being who can be subjected to criticism or ridicule. To them, he is the chosen Messenger of God and beyond human flaw. They hold other biblical prophets in equally high regard. It is natural that anyone who attempts to ridicule the faith Prophet and the Quran should incur the wrath of the entire Muslim world.

Having said all this one must hasten to add that no provocation, howsoever serious justifies the large-scale violence and destruction by the protesters. And no sane Muslim will ever endorse it. This mindless violence must be condemned in the strongest possible terms by all opinion leaders in the Islamic world. By indulging in violence the protesters are not only damaging national and private properties belonging to them and other innocent people, they are causing irreparable damage to the image of Islam and projecting Muslims as uncivilised people. For protest to be effective it must be peaceful and morally strong. It is the duty of the political and intellectual leadership in Muslim countries to educate their masses to shun violence and extremism.

If the world is to be saved from the consequences of a escalating confrontation between the West and the Islamic world it is necessary for political leaders and intellectuals to urgently begin a serious dialogue for fostering better understanding of each other’s value systems and beliefs and to bridge the widening gulf between the two civilizations. Though Muslims are disorganised and confused at the moment it would be a serious mistake on the part of the West to think that they can physically eliminate or subjugate more than a billion people in the world or can enjoy a peaceful life by antagonising and alienating them.

Neither can have a peaceful existence in this globalised and interdependent world without understanding and cooperation. Organisations like the OIC, the UN and the European Parliament need to sit together to evolve a code of conduct that would balance the right to freedom of expression with the obligation to eliminate ethnic, racial and religious discrimination against Muslims. Failure to do this can have horrific consequences for world peace.

