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THE publication of cartoons that presented the Holy Prophet of Islam in a humiliating manner September last by Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten is not a unique case by any standard. TV and radio commentators in the West, especially those leaning to the right, routinely insult the religious sensitivities of Muslims and they do so in a manner that often confuses such insults with the right, and in extreme cases, even an obligation, of journalists in a free society.

The argument supporting the right to publish such caricatures is that freedom of speech is a core western value imbibed deeply in the western psyche as an embodiment of a free people. Implicit in this specious argument is the premise that western concepts such as freedom of speech and individual liberty, though almost 800 years old since the days of Magna Carta, are still alien to a largely first or second generation Muslims in the West. Thus, instead of an apology, the response to Muslims’ protest is quite often a condescending explanation of their ‘behaviour’ fraught with innuendoes of their intolerant culture and Islam’s incompatibility with the West.

Granted freedom of speech, as a matter of law, is a sacred virtue that is also enjoyed by the minorities in most western societies. However, it is usually not possible for a minority to garner media influence equal to the majority’s to effectively defend itself.

Therefore, a majority’s freedom to criticize and ridicule a minority’s religious sensitivities, though legal, is an act which is neither progressive nor civil. It is retrograde. Every majority has enjoyed this freedom, the Magna Carta notwithstanding. Indeed, in its purest form, an unrestrained freedom of expression finds precedents only in what should by today’s standards of civility be called ‘uncivilized’ societies. A majority’s ability to extricate from, not exercising, it is progress and civility.

Many western commentators have defended the publication of the cartoons by arguing against any limit on the freedom of expression. In effect they argue against any sacred cows, so to speak. There is some validity in this viewpoint. However, in the current context, it is assumed, that the Muslims have a monopoly over sacred cows. In reality, they don’t.

Consider for example the case of David Irving, a British historian and author of almost 30 books. On February 20, an Austrian court sentenced him to three years in jail for publicly questioning the extent of the holocaust. Irving’s case flies in the face of those who defend unrestrained freedom of expression as a core western value. While there has been some criticism of the government in the West, there has not been any suggestion of Austrians’ intolerance and incompatibility with western values.

On the other hand, there has been repeated criticism of many mainstream American newspapers who refrained from reprinting the cartoons by those who would make it appear that defending their right to a completely unrestrained freedom of speech is the apotheosis of their existence. It appears that sacred cows grazing in the West’s own backyard are somehow more sacred than those grazing on the Muslim side of the fence.

Arguing against a limitless freedom of expression, John Stuart Mills, the famous British philosopher and economist, wrote in 1859 in his landmark and timeless essay On Liberty: “There are many who consider as an injury to themselves any conduct which they have a distaste for, and resent it as an outrage to their feelings; as a religious bigot, when charged with disregarding the religious feelings of others, has been known to retort that they disregard his feelings, by persisting in their abominable worship or creed.

“But there is no parity between the feeling of a person for his own opinion, and the feeling of another who is offended at his holding it; no more than between the desire of a thief to take a purse, and the desire of the right owner to keep it. And a person’s taste is as much his own peculiar concern as his opinion or his purse.”

Muslims are constantly subjected to western media’s bigotry and stereotyping. Bigotry acquires spurious legitimacy when it is accompanied with stereotyping, thus helping in the subjugation and even oppression of a minority or the weak.

It was the stereotyping of the Native Americans as savages that enabled the Europeans to carry out atrocities against them.

The same is also true of the crimes of Nazi Germany against Jews, which were perhaps the worst expression of human indignation for a religious minority within any society in recorded history. Almost six million innocent Jews were killed in a highly educated and secular society. It would not be too farfetched to say that at least some of the blame for it was attributable to the hatred of Jews as an inextricable part of European history. Persecution of Jews was a socially acceptable norm in the West until the Second World War. Throughout history, Jews had been ridiculed in the European literature and popular culture. In the backdrop of widespread vilification, it was relatively easy for the Third Reich to portray them as an evil people.

A so-called ‘free’ press in Nazi Germany enabled the permeation of hatred against Jews throughout Germany and ultimately helped create an environment in which the average German participated, tolerated, or considered it not worthwhile to resist their government’s crimes. Silence is the voice of complicity. The average German remained silent while their government was committing atrocities, partly because of the venomous propaganda against the Jews that had poisoned their minds.

After the end of the Second World War, the Nazi party leadership was accused of crimes against the killing of millions of innocent people and was tried at what came to be known as the Nuremberg Trials. In the first Nuremberg Trial, of the 22 Nazis who were tried, three were acquitted. Of the 19 who were found guilty, 12 were sentenced to death by hanging. Eleven of them were senior military or government officials; the 12th convict was Julius Streicher, a newspaper publisher and a journalist who was the founder and editor of an ultra-nationalist newspaper called “Der Sturmer”. At Nuremberg, he was indicted on two counts: “conspiracy to wage aggressive wars” and “crimes against humanity.” He was acquitted of the former charge and found guilty of the latter.

In a society that prides itself on freedom of expression, why would a person who was mainly known as a newspaper publisher be held responsible for crimes against humanity along with senior military and government officials? The question is an important one. And not too an irrelevant one for any civilized society.

Indeed, clause 20 of the Magna Carta of 1215 stated that a person “shall be fined in proportion to his crime”. Was the death penalty a “proportionate” punishment for Streicher’s ‘crimes’? The jury at the Nuremberg trials certainly thought so. And, it seems a fair conjecture that many people who defend the Jyllands-Posten’s cartoons also think so.

Julius Streicher certainly knew of the power of the press in influencing public opinion. Streicher published vehemently anti-Jewish articles and, yes, cartoons and caricatures in his newspaper and defended his right to express his opinions. Indeed, during the Nuremberg trials, he declared that Nazi Germany had permitted the same degree of freedom of press as was allowed by democratic countries.

However, while exercising his right to free speech, he helped create and sustain an environment that caused an elevation of anti-Semitism to the point where average German acquiesced in to their governments’ genocidal policies.

Today, the historic anti-Semitism in the West has been directed toward the other Semites — Arabs and, by extension, all things Islamic. Spiteful stereotyping of religious Muslims has replaced the past practices of stereotyping of the other ‘less civilized’ peoples.

It seems that the past can easily protrude into the present and prevent any meaningful dialogue on issues relating to balance between freedom and respect for a minority’s religion.

By preferring to criticize the Muslims for protesting against the cartoons but choosing to remain silent on the Irving case, western journalists and intellectuals’ claim on the issue of freedom of expression appears hypocritical.

If only those in the West who appear to be genuinely concerned about the freedom of expression could divest themselves of the politicians’ version of equality, in which some are more equal than others, they could provide spur to the endeavours of those in the Muslim world who truly aspire greater progress towards it.

By picking an easy target, the torchbearers of unrestrained freedom of expression seem to be driven more by the western media’s vilification of the Muslims and Islam than their deification of the press freedom and its virtues. Surely, they ought to know that today Muslims lack the cornucopia of resources to respond to the incessant verbal and non-verbal attacks on their religion.

For, if Muslims do not have adequate resources to respond through media, they will try to get their message across using whatever resources they have at their disposal — even if such means ultimately hurt Islam. It is really not only unfortunate; it is, unfortunately, a reality.
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