When freedom becomes a licence

INAYATULLAH
The worldwide Muslim protests, violent in many lands, against the publishing and reprinting of cartoons in Europe and other places, maligning and ridiculing Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) have dramatically highlighted how biased and unreasonable Western society and especially its media have come to be with regard to Islam. The outrage in Denmark is just one striking sample of the way Europe, has, over the years viewed the Muslim world.
Those who dismissed Samuel Huntington's idea of the clash of civilisations, in particular between the West and Islam, may have to revise their thinking. One may recall the report of the bi-partisan Commission appointed in USA to probe into what happened on September 11 in the year 2001 - the first attack on the mainland of the sole superpower. Why it happened and what course of action was to be adopted. The voluminous report which has been officially approved came to the conclusion that "Islamist terrorism" henceforth was to be considered as the "enemy". 
The report referred to Muslim religious leaders like Imam Taimiya and traced the rise of terrorism, to their ideas and teachings and recommended remedies of either isolating and weakening of Muslim activists or crushing them altogether. The report is a must read in the Muslim countries for students, scholars, politicians and the media persons (it is now available in book form in Pakistan). And it wasn't just a slip of the tongue when Mr Bush in one of his earlier speeches after Nine Eleven used the word "Crusade" while talking about the war on international terrorism. One may also recall a former NATO Secretary General describing Islam as the next "enemy" after the fall of Soviet communism.
Of late, Europeans have been showing signs of intolerance towards the growing numbers of immigrant Muslim population. The French action against the wearing of headscarves may be cited as a demonstration of the hardening of a secularist and somewhat intolerant frame of mind. Another variation of the lack of a fair treatment on the part of the French government, was the recent outburst of the young men mostly Muslims, who defying the agencies of law and order indulged in violence including the torching of thousands of vehicles. The administration was indeed found unprepared to cope with the escalating expression of discontent and disappointment with the French policies. 
Earlier Bosnia and Kosovo tragedies had lot to do with the fact that their populations consisted mostly of Muslims. It took a long time for even the Clinton administration to come to the conclusion that the genocide of the Muslims in Europe just could not be permitted to be perpetrated by the Serbs. Why is Turkey treated so roughly and in such a discriminating manner when it comes to its admission to the European Union despite so much flexibility shown by it including the amendment of the local laws based on time-honoured traditions. Its application has been lying with the Commission for the last 40 years. The reason obviously is that Turkey unlike Western Europe, is predominantly a Muslim country.
When a conservative Danish newspaper came out with 12 cartoons focusing on our prophet projecting him as a terrorist, what exactly was the motive behind it? It is one thing to say, as the editor of Jyllands Posten, the Danish newspaper or the prime minister of Denmark assert, that the right of the freedom of expression is sacrosanct and cannot be compromised and quite another not to admit that a particular act of commission could be unnecessarily hurtful to a particular community. 
Knowing that Muslims all over the world are passionately and deeply attached to the prophet and just cannot tolerate any attempt in any form to, attack his person and violating their sentiments about him, why come out with a deliberate move to caricature him and depict him as one who stood for violence or terrorism. This was not a routine or an innocent action. And how is it that all those cartoons later were reprinted in many other European countries. Doesn't it look like a well considered campaign. It may not be a conspiracy as such but little doubt there is that there is more to these cartoons than meets the eye.
Finding the sharp reaction in Muslim countries with Danish embassies attacked and destroyed at many places with ambassadors recalled by some states and the boycott of Danish goods, the Denmark prime minister is now willing to open a dialogue with Muslim leaders. Earlier he wouldn't even consider talking to a delegation of Muslim ambassadors when they were requesting him to meet them.
The situation calls for the OIC to meet urgently and speak to Denmark and other European countries on behalf of the Muslims of the world and impress upon the West that the right of the freedom of expression cannot be permitted to become a licence to ride roughshod over the feelings and beliefs of more than a billion people. Its good that the Chairman of the OIC Contact group has addressed the letter to the UN High Commissioner for human rights. The letter rightly says that, "The Holy Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) is not just an icon. He lives in the hearts and minds of Muslims all over the world and is revered as a divine messenger, a law - giver and a spiritual leader. 
To distort His message and person is to insult the 1.3 billion Muslims living in the world today". Also as Ziauddin Sardar wrote in the Independent: A cartoon is a satiric device. Satire speaks the truth to power. But European Muslims can hardly be described as powerful. They are among the most marginalised and voiceless of communities. Thus when the powerless are ridiculed in this manner, 'freedom of expression' becomes an instrument of oppression.
Aptly has Dr Tariq Rahman a Muslim professor of Oxford University observed: How does one imagine that the average Muslim in Europe who opposes terrorism will react seeing the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) depicted with a bomb in his turban? Publishing these cartoons is a very stupid way to address the issue of freedom of speech.
In a most perceptive article written jointly by the prime ministers of Turkey and Spain, this is what they say on the subject: "In a globalised world in which the relationship and exchanges among different civilisations continue to multiply and in which a local incident may have worldwide repression, it is vital that we cultivate the values of respect, tolerance and peaceful coexistence. We have to cultivate peaceful co-existence by understanding the other side's point of view and respecting that which it holds most sacred. Otherwise we will never be able to diffuse the current climate of mistrust between Europeans and Muslims."
Europeans and Muslims should heed these words of wisdom. As for the government of Denmark they should unreservedly apologise for the hurt caused to the Muslims and so should the editors of various European newspapers.
This is a good time for Muslims too, to strive to move away from a rigid interpretation of Islamic injunctions and reconstruct their religious thought and practices so ably propounded by Allama Iqbal in his lectures. The slogan of "enlightened moderation" will remain a hollow gimmick unless underpinned and reinforced by a sustained, sincere and serious review of our thinking and behaviour as Muslims. There is need for setting up think tanks and institutes of research to arrive at a new understanding of our faith and traditions in the light of the tremendous progress achieved by man during the last 1500 years. This is essential not only for our own good but also to help the West to begin to view us differently.
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