Cartoon cartridge
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The hypocrisy of the West is all too obvious to be doubted, but we, the Muslims, must know how to keep a sound head on our shoulders when our mettle is tested by the mischief-makers. After all, it is the name and image of Islam that we are worried about
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France’s Muslim organization, The French Council of Muslim Faith (CFCM), decided last week to take legal action against French newspapers that printed blasphemous cartoons on the Holy Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). The CFCM said it was acting after receiving lawyers’ advice on the subject which has been condemned as “overt provocation” by French President Jacques Chirac. In the past weeks, the issue of the offensive cartoons creating riots across the globe has been examined over and over again by media analysts including propagators of free speech as well as moderates who understand the sensitivities of all religious beliefs. And the most obvious conclusion to be made is that the act was deliberate and premeditated to create uproar in the Muslim Ummah. It is ridiculous to believe that the “gate keepers” of the publications in Denmark, France and other countries which jumped onto the bandwagon of the anti-Islam media spin were so naive as to presume that they were not offending Muslim sensibilities while portraying the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) in an abusive light.

As for the ridiculous argument regarding secularist values of the West, which allows them liberty to speak about whatever they want, the lie has been exposed even more after the publication of the provocative cartoons. Robert Frisk in his column wrote in his customary style on the issue: “In Copenhagen, unfortunately, the smell of double standards is beginning to reek rather high. Only 10 days ago Dutch authorities blocked the transmission of two satellite television channels — one from Lebanon, the other from Iran — for allegedly spreading hate. Al-Manar, owned by the Lebanese Hezbollah, and Iranian Sahar TV1 were cut because they broadcast ‘anti-Semitic and radical comments’, according to the Dutch justice ministry. It said the channels ‘glorified terrorist attacks’ — even if the Dutch were quite right to ban the channels on grounds of race hatred — such swift action against Muslim television stations sits uneasily with the offhand comments of Dutch ministers faced with cartoons which Arabs see as suggesting that all Muslims are murderers or suicide bombers.”

Tracing the timeline since the drawings were first printed in the Danish newspaper, Jyllands Posten, the turn of events that followed prove that the printing was purely motivated by racism on the Danish newspaper’s part and decidedly aimed at creating controversy and uproar by other European publications. First published on September 30, the drawings went more or less unnoticed by the world, presumably because Jyllands Posten’s readership — primarily Dutch — cannot boast of a high audience and hence, there was no initial reaction. Two weeks later when the Egyptian newspaper, al-Fagr, reprinted some of the cartoons, describing them as a “continuing insult” and a “racist bomb”, is when the Muslim population became aware of the notorious act. Even then, no violent fall out immediately took place but on a diplomatic level, ambassadors from 10 Islamic countries complained to the Danish prime minister about the cartoons. Perhaps because the latent militancy of fundamental Muslims was not tickled enough, a Norwegian newspaper reprinted the cartoons on January 10. Two weeks later Saudi Arabia recalled its ambassador to Denmark and ordered Danish products to go off the shelf in supermarkets while Libya declared closing its embassy in Copenhagen. The news of the blasphemous cartoons had begun spreading amongst the Muslim masses and in a bid to lodge a more vociferous protest a militant faction raided EU’s offices in Gaza, demanding an apology over the cartoons.

Till three months after the incident, protests were still within the limits of sanity with the reluctant apology offered by the paper in tandem with the Danish PM’s continuing obstinacy in defending the right of free speech. But while damage was still within controllable limits, papers in France, Germany, Italy and Spain reprinted the caricatures on February 1, defying Muslim outrage. While editor of the French newspaper, France Soir was immediately sacked for printing those cartoons, a dangerous inferno had been kindled and mayhem had spread indiscriminately, with violent protests becoming the order of the day in most Muslim countries. More than a dozen lives have so far been lost and the rioting seems to be escalating everyday.

While deliberations at government levels between Muslim countries the EU and the UN are continuing, one wonders where this row is headed and how it will be defused. Despite a joint statement of solidarity with Muslims issued by them, are these forums equipped to handle this crucial controversy?

The words of the Malaysian Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi has defined it as, “a huge chasm which has opened between the West and Islam, fuelled by Muslim frustrations over western foreign policy.” But it cannot be denied that the quagmire which the Islamic Ummah finds itself in at present is partly of its own making. We are such ready candidates for potential militancy that western mischief-makers cannot desists from fuelling our fundamental passions. Like lambs to the slaughter we get led into the fray, readily becoming fanatics, and validating their assumptions of Islamic fanaticism attributed to Muslims. The present controversy has proved that it is so easy to light a match amongst Muslims and happily watch us dance around it. Close inspection of how the controversy unfolded is enough to tell us that this too was no expression of freedom of speech but a deliberate ploy to make Muslims appear as fanatics. Mr Frisk in another expose on western double standards of secularism wrote: “We exercise our own hypocrisy over religious feelings. I happen to remember how more than a decade ago, a film called The Last Temptation of Christ showed Jesus making love to a woman. In Paris, someone set fire to the cinema showing the movie, killing a young Frenchman. In other words, while we claim that Muslims must be good secularists when it comes to free speech — or cheap cartoons — we can worry about adherents to our own precious religion just as much.”

Though there are many more examples of “dual standards” one may cite to further the argument, the fact also remains that though the mischief was most severe, hurting Muslim faith to the core, providing fodder to western media should not have been Muslims’ knee jerk reaction. First and foremost, the drawings were the result of a few racist idiots’ distorted minds. To call them cartoons is also an insult to renowned cartoonists who truly use wit in portraying social evils and political ignominy. Second, they were amateurishly drawn, devoid of any wit. Artists, Kurt Westergaard and Peder Bundgaard, who attempted to de-sanctify the Holy Prophet (PBUH) through the most slanderous depiction, obviously saw this as the last resort towards achieving stardom. The same goes for cartoonists Rasmus Sand Hxyer, Claus Seidel, Jens Julius, Erik Abild Sxrensen, Annette Carlsen, Bob Katzennelson, Franz F|chsel, who came up with the other 10 drawings, attempting to make a bigoted statement, probably in cohorts with the Posten editor for a specifically engineered controversy. Unfortunately, controversy was the one aim they ‘did’ succeed in creating.

If protests had remained at a dignified level with Muslim countries truly hitting these nations diplomatically and economically, the Ummah would have gained strength. Saudi Arabia was right when Danish products were taken off the shelf in the kingdom. The act resulted in a sudden fall of sales of Danish companies and even layoffs. Unfortunately, though Arab states are financially in a position to take up such economic measures, their interests with European and other western states are so intricately linked that most Arab rulers will not be able to withstand the backlash of counter steps especially if the US decides to jump in with its strong arm tactics. And as for smaller states like Pakistan, Afghanistan, Egypt, and Iraq, we can presume that at present it is almost impossible for them to even consider severing economic relationship with any of the western nations. Though Pakistani wholesalers/retailers have also removed Danish products from their inventory, it is improbable that it will be a sustained move. Because to make crucial drugs unavailable and to observe a countrywide strike would only hit us the hardest.

The cartoon controversy should be taken as a time for more introspection by Muslims. Besides having a dialogue with western policy controllers and talks of Muslim unity, this direct attack on Islamic beliefs should make us realize our own weaknesses. What is lacking in us to allow western imperialism to trample upon our rights and our faith, while Jewish, Christian and Semitic sensitivities are duly observed? It is obvious that the rise of logical Muslim voices in the West has contributed to shaking the western preface of liberalism. After 9/11, while Muslim stereotyping increased, so did the Muslim voice of peace and reason. If westerners see Muslims as terrorists, some of them are also beginning to realize that western imperialism has a lot to do with rising terrorism and that not all Muslims are bad. If discriminatory acts have increased, so has an understanding of Muslim faith — and that is something radical leftists simply cannot stomach. Besides, Muslims are perhaps the only entity in the world for whom religion is translated into a way of life whereas for Christians state and church are separate things from the time of Henry VIII and since then religion has been an “issue” relegated to a dark corner.

However, western secularism still holds other issues to be as important abuse of which would definitely elicit quick reactions. For example, in many US states, Canada, the UK etc., it is legally an offence to point an abusive finger at a gay individual. Only because that premise has been added to secularism, gay sensibilities must always be considered whereas Muslim religious sentiments may easily be trampled on. But these disgusting double standards have been obvious for so long that Muslims should realize that such offences are actually a desperate move on western bigots’ part to portray Islam as a violent religion.

As for the freedom of speech rhetoric, which is being shouted from rooftops by many European papers/nations, it also needs serious re-examining. While article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that “everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression”, Mr Kofi Annan has stressed “freedom of speech is never absolute. It entails responsibility and judgment.” A book on English law titled, Libel and the Media: The Chilling Effect, draws a distinction between libel and slander. It states: “The former may be defined as the publication of defamatory material in writing or in some other permanent form, while slander is its publication by oral means. Libel law protects the right to reputation against defamatory allegations. But what exactly is defamatory? At one time it was thought that a defamatory attack was one which held up the plaintiff to hatred, ridicule, or contempt. But that definition is now considered too narrow. A standard formulation is that of Lord Atkin in a House of Lords case in 1936. A defamatory publication is one which tends ‘to lower the plaintiff in the estimation of right-thinking members of society generally.’”

The statement clearly shows that if remarks injure an individual’s reputation in the eyes of reasonable members of the public it can be termed libelous. Written by Eric Barendt, Laurence Lustgarten, Kenneth Norrie, Hugh Stephenson (Clarendon Press, 1997), it outlines the importance of considering an article or broadcast as a whole. It categorically states: “Occasionally an article or broadcast will appear totally harmless, but because of some special facts known to some readers or viewers, it will carry a defamatory meaning. A classic example of this would be a story associating someone with a particular property, known to a handful of people to be a brothel: that would be defamatory because of what is known as an ‘innuendo’. Any living individual can, of course, sue for libel, whether the article or broadcast explicitly refers to him or not.”

Going by the statements in this publication, the newspapers carrying the “defamatory” drawings of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) can easily be sued for libel as they have serious innuendoes, “known to some readers or viewers” of “a defamatory meaning”.

Journalists have always faced one important issue: if we consciously try to write about a subject from one perspective or from a sympathetic stance, are we in danger of losing neutrality as journalists?

With the electronic media still in its infancy in Pakistan the question of sensitive reporting and dramatization has also come up quite often, especially while reporting the earthquake tragedy. How far must a reporter focus on the miseries of affectees and the real time footage shown on air? There have been critical analyses of a number of instances with some critics maintaining that gory pictures should not have been aired and when sensitive moments were handled crudely. Some believe that the media must screen the news before relaying it to the public as the media doesn’t only reflect public opinion, it also shapes it.

In the ongoing controversy, the BBC came under fire from other European publications who accused this widely relied source of news of “succumbing to pressure” by not showing the cartoons on television news or on their website and by calling them “spineless”. But remaining adamant in their conservative stance, the BBC has refrained from publishing the cartoons stating that it was important not to exacerbate the controversy. Editor of BBC news interactive Steve Herrmann clearly stated: “When we cover any sensitive issue we have to balance our duty to report the story faithfully with our responsibility not to unnecessarily shock or offend our audience.” Had Jyllands Posten observed even half of the codes outlined by the BBC, it would perhaps have come a little closer to being accepted as a paper of some calibre.

With media outlines on freedom of speech still so murky, it can be assumed that as victims of western hegemony, Muslims alone have to cover the ground to spread the word of peace and the beauty of their faith which has been hi-jacked by radical mullahs on the one hand and by a totally westernized minority on the other, which believes that all things Islamic spell of fundamentalism.

Crusades of the girls who are legally fighting the discriminatory systems in France and other countries regarding the dress code which they deem fit, should be a shining example of how steadfast resolution and belief in faith can win tricky conflicts. Theirs has been a sustained fight through the countries’ own legislations.

Shedding blood and chanting slogans will not make us better Muslims, but a peaceful and pragmatic lifestyle in accordance with our beliefs will. We must know how to integrate or bear with all sorts of individuals — be they racists, fundamentalists or leftists. We will be often compelled to exercise self-control when provoked by bigots of all kinds. Islam is Allah’s religion and it can never be threatened by intrigues of any kind. But we as Muslims will be tried at every step and we must know how to keep a sound head on our shoulders when our mettle is tested by mischief-makers like the ones who made those cartoons.

