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The atrocious cartoons, depicting our Holy Prophet (PBUH) published in a Danish newspaper in September 2005 and recently reprinted in several European dailies has, as expected, been strongly condemned by Muslims from every corner of the world. Danish and Norwegian flags have been burnt. The Danish Consulate has been set alight in Lebanon. Norwegian troops have been attacked in Afghanistan. Students in Islamabad forced their way into the diplomatic enclave looking for the Danish Embassy. Secular-minded Turks have brought out the largest ever demonstration in their country. The streets of Malaysia and Indonesia have witnessed unprecedented protests. Even Muslims in Philippine and Latin America have displayed their rage. Muslim religious sentiments have been hurt. It was, therefore, natural for them to react and to do so in a very angry mood.

The Taliban reportedly are willing to give 100 kilograms of gold to anyone who would kill the editor of Jyllands Posten and 10 kilograms to anyone killing a Dane or a Norwegian. These may be empty threats but they do indicate the anger of the Muslims against those who have dared to draw cartoons of a personality loved, revered and highly respected by one and a half billion Muslims.

The president and the prime minister have condemned the publishing of the cartoons in the strongest terms. The National Assembly and the Senate have passed resolutions expressing their wrath. Parliamentarians belonging to all political hues have joined together to register their anger against the blasphemous act of the Danish editor. Lawyers have taken out peaceful processions. The cartoons have aroused the passions of every segment of society in Pakistan and in all Muslim lands.

Unfortunately, protests and demonstrations against those who have dared to publish and reprint the cartoons took a very ugly turn in Lahore and Peshawar. The feelings of ire boiled over because mere statements of our rulers did not satisfy a section of the population. They demanded greater action and were expecting that our ambassadors from these countries would be called back and the Danish ambassador in Islamabad would be asked to leave. The more radical elements wanted to cut off diplomatic relations with all those countries, which have reprinted the cartoons. They were hoping that Pakistan would take the initiative of calling for an emergency session of the OIC so that a unified approach by the Muslim world could be adopted. Since that did not happen they went on a rampage. Vandalism inflicted a serious damage to the image of Islam and Pakistan. We played into the hands of those who printed the blasphemous cartoons. They now can say we told you that Muslims are all terrorists.

Ironically it was not the bearded mullahs who were in the forefront. Nor were the students who displayed their fury from religious seminaries. Those who came out on the streets and destroyed property were wearing western clothes and were from modern schools and colleges. They had come well prepared with petrol cans and steel rods. Their actions were well timed and coordinated. They must have been motivated to act in this manner by some one behind the scene.

It does not appear just the hostility against the heinous act alone that prompted such an angry response. Many young people have come to believe that the West is an enemy of Islam. Notwithstanding the fact that these protests could have been politically motivated to malign the present government. The occupation of Muslim lands by Israel and the United States and the demeaning attitude towards Muslims in European nations has been burning in their hearts for long. Thousands of Muslims in Palestine, Afghanistan and in Iraq have been killed. European nations are now attacking our Holy Prophet (PBUH). These students must have said enough is enough. The only way they could vent their anger was to resort to acts of terrorism.

But just like freedom of action has to be restricted, freedom of expression also has its limits, even in the western world. The French did not allow Muslim girls to wear headscarves in school. Britain does not permit glorifying terrorists. Wearing a swastika by a member of English Royal family was not appreciated. Germany does not allow any one to give a Nazi salute. Italy prevented the publication of an early photograph of Pope Benedict XVI in SS uniform. Denmark laws forbid ridiculing or insulting any recognised community’s faith. CNN did not show some pictures of prisoner’s abuse by US troops as they were too offensive and would place US soldier’s lives at risk.

Racial discrimination, ethnic cleansing and genocide are liable offences in the eyes of the international community. Genocide includes any act causing mental harm to members of a group. These cartoons did cause mental harm to the Muslims not only in Denmark and in those European countries where the cartoons were reprinted, but to the entire Muslim world

Kofi Annan has rightfully called the cartoons offensive and provocative. While upholding the right of freedom of expression he did emphasise that it must be exercised with responsibility. British and American papers have been careful not to join those who have shown their solidarity with the Danish paper. Javier Solana has also realised the wrong that has been done and is presently visiting some Middle East countries to try and put out the fire that is raging in those lands.

Freedom of the press is indeed a laudable principle of democratic nations, but unrestricted freedom, which causes harm to others and infringes on another man’s rights, must be prevented. Expression of ideas, which hurt the religious sentiments of other people, has to be weighed against the response it will evoke. The publishing of the cartoon was a deliberate act of spreading hatred against Muslims as cartoonists were commissioned to draw such despicable cartoons. This should have been taken as a cognisable offence by the Danish government

What enraged people more was when reports were received that these cartoons would be put in the museum for generations to see and that they would be incorporated in books for children. The Norwegian and Finnish governments have done well in apologising to the Muslims for hurting their religious sentiments. The Swedish government has withdrawn the provocative cartoons from its web site. The government of Denmark should now also offer an apology to calm things down.

What should we do? Protest we must. What greater cause can there be than to protect our Prophet’s (PBUH) image from such scandalous behaviour? But let us do in a civilised manner. Statements condemning the action of the Danish editor must be made. Resolutions demanding apologies from offending editors and governments are in order. Even strikes, shutter downs, million marches should be organised. Importing Danish products could be banned. Twelve per cent of Danish exports go the Muslim countries. If they act in unison it will hurt the Danish economy. The Prime Minister has done well to indicate that steps would be taken to call an emergency session of the OIC.

The law enforcing agencies also need to be more effective in preventing lawlessness and ensuring the safety of the peaceful citizens and the protection of their property. Qazi Hussain Ahmed has condemned the destruction of property during these protests. He has emphasised the need for keeping all forthcoming protests peaceful and orderly. The demonstrations in Karachi have indeed been peaceful. The target will hopefully be the people who have published these cartoons and not the government of Pakistan.
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