Angry Muslims… Denmark combines arrogance with foolishness… and Syria and Iran capitalize on all this
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Had the angry Muslims confined themselves to boycotting Danish products in protest of the offensive caricatures that were published in an almost unknown Danish newspaper, and which harmed the Prophet Mohammed (SAAWS), such a clever and fruitful protest would have most probably resulted in the shutdown of the newspaper. The protest could have also possibly led to the fall of the government. Indeed, any well-planned boycott hurts companies, which, in turn, finance newspapers through advertising; and governments are responsible for protecting the economy. Consequently, confining a protest to boycotts would have let the ignorant journalists know that harming the Prophet of Islam is neither a scoop nor a professional right, but a costly and rejected provocation and instigation.

As for  all the agitation and provocation which dominated the violent reactions on the Muslim “streets,” well, there is no escaping the fact that the forces of  backwardness and extremism are the ones controlling Muslims today. This is a scary and dangerous reality that requires all rational Muslims to act courageously and publicly in order not to allow the forces of extremism, ignorance and exploitation to control the future of Muslims the world over.

Editors of European and other newspapers who re-published the caricatures of this ridiculous Danish newspaper were not advocating the protection of freedoms of the press and of expression. They represent a combined arrogance and foolishness, and they exempted themselves from the responsibility that comes with the right to express oneself and the right to freedom and the independence of the press.

Provocation is one of the media world’s basic rights, and no one is allowed to challenge it or contain it. But this right should be grounded in an important principle, that is, the motive behind the intended provocation. If it is meant to provoke the mind with the purpose of coming up with new ideas, then this would be constructive provocation. Indeed, inciting a society to get out of the realm within which it has been confined is a very healthy matter. Any kind of provocation whose intention is to cause innovative thinking is useful, since its goal is useful. But provocation for the sake of provocation is merely pernicious, resulting in dangerous consequences. This is exactly what the “enlightened” newspaper editors did—provoking the “helpless” and mostly illiterate masses when they republished the cartoons that were blasphemous of the Prophet.

All Muslims, intellectuals and illiterates alike, enlightened ones and ignorant ones, are completely furious about the Prophet cartoons, which defy Muslim traditions, especially since there was a clear message in one of the cartoons which depicted the Prophet’s turban in the form of a bomb. The clear message was the following: Dear Muslims, you and your religion and your prophet are all terrorists.

There is no purpose in this message other than evoking a so-called clash of civilizations and religions. Indeed, every argument about the media’s right to freedom of expression is void. The Western media does not grant itself the “right” to publish cartoons that promote child rape, for instance, since this is one of the taboos that everyone agrees on. So why, then, does it give itself the right to publish cartoons whose message to about 1.3 billion Muslims is: You and your religion and your prophet are terrorists?

The freedom of the press and the freedom of expression are basic rights governed by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. They are universal rights, not exclusively Western rights. That is why the West is mistaken when it assumes that these rights are a Western concept. Similarly, Muslims are mistaken when they assume that these rights can be given and taken by governments.

Initially, Danish Prime Minister Anders Fogh Rasmussen took the wrong approach, particularly when he refused to meet with a delegation of ambassadors from Islamic countries who were trying to draw his attention to the dangerous repercussions of these offensive cartoons, according to some ambassadors from these countries. Perhaps he misunderstood, or miscalculated. Perhaps, he did not realize the significance and ramifications of publishing these cartoons among Muslims. Perhaps he was annoyed with the idea of having ambassadors objecting to cartoons published by the media, considering that neither they nor he has the right to interfere in the prerogatives of a free press.  Whatever the motives behind his decisions, the Danish prime minister’s calculations were completely wrong. Most probably, the Danish people—who are backing their government and rejecting Muslim demands—will inform Mr Fogh Rasmussen in the next elections that he had made the wrong decision and had either acted ignorantly or arrogantly.

The editor of Jyllands-Posten, Carsten Joste, started out with a combination of ignorance and arrogance when he decided to publish the cartoons that were blasphemous of the Prophet Mohammed (SAAWS) on September 30, even though he had previously refused to publish similar cartoons about Jesus Christ, having considered them offensive. But, following the massive protests objecting to the cartoons, Joste said: “There was absolutely no intention to attack the Prophet in person (SAAWS) or to belittle his stature, but it was an opportunity to start a dialogue on freedom of expression.” He added: “But these cartoons apparently offended millions of Muslims worldwide, and for this reason, we are offering our apology and deep regret for what happened, as this was completely the opposite of what the newspaper had intended.” Joste concluded by reiterating: “I declare my apology for what happened and my stern condemnation for any step that would attack any religion.”

Joste’s apology is the most that this man could do. He did not kill; so he could not be imprisoned. He miscalculated and apologized for the harm done and for the subsequent repercussions. The others who should be apologizing do not only include the editors of the other newspapers that chose the course of blatant and offensive provocation, but also those who carried the other cartoons that were not published in Jyllands-Posten, and whose source remains anonymous. They carried these cartoons to Muslim countries with the sole purpose of provocation.

Who are these people and what are their motives? This is the question that should be posed in Muslim circles, instead of focusing exclusively on the offenses that have been coming from the Western press. The arrogant editors who reprinted the cartoons proved their foolishness because they placed themselves in confrontation with the Muslim “street.”

Just as US President George W. Bush has challenged all terrorist regimes by summoning them to a war on the Iraqi battlefield; and they accepted the “invitation.” Now we see Iraq transformed into a terrorist battlefield, so have the enlightened editors challenged the Muslim street, summoning it to a battle on “Western values. Here they are, now, accepting the destructive “invitation.” This was truly foolish, short-sighted, exploitative, and unprofessional and irresponsible behavior, as though the press is above accountability or dues.

Some might argue that the press in the Arab and Muslim worlds had committed similar transgressions with respect to other religions, so why the double standards, this hypocrisy and this violent objection? It is true that Arab newspapers, and others in the Muslim world, have published offensive cartoons over the years, depicting Jews as “blood-suckers;” and it is also true that Iran, today, is preparing itself to retaliate to the cartoons that are blaspheming the Prophet with other cartoons that deny the Holocaust’s incineration of Jews and that it will call for wiping Israel off the map of the Middle East.

Frankly, this behavior is questionable and suspicious, for it comes in the midst of a bigger war for Iran, whose motive is to possess nuclear weapons. Frankly, Iran seems ready today to give up its values and friends in return for assuming regional leadership and an international standing which it has been desperately seeking.

Both Iran and Syria have contributed to causing Europeans to move from offering their honest apologies for offending Muslims to their categorical rejection of acquiescing to any demands. When the two governments gave their green light to the anti-cartoon protestors to burn down embassies, they entered a different kind of battle with the European governments and the European public opinion. Burning down embassies and property starts a new kind of costly confrontation with serious diplomatic, economic and political ramifications.

Syria will pay the highest price because it is in a poorer state than Iran. The European Union will not forget Damascus’ contribution in inciting [protestors] against people and European property, and it will not forgive Damascus’ recent attempt to foment sectarian strife in Lebanon, when it “produced” some young men to violently protest the cartoons, by burning the streets of Ashrafieh and the Danish embassy. Once things calm down, it will be time [for Syria] to pay up. Europeans will not necessarily boycott Syria, officially, but they have the tools for boycotts and economic sanctions that will increase Syria’s isolation, due to its sponsorship of provocation, strife, and attacks on stability.

Iran is in its glory days, now, according to its own views. But its crossing of red lines is not something to be dismissed, particularly when it goes all the way to provocation, with the aim of causing a religious war and a clash of civilizations. Had Iran been a country that acts responsibly, it would have focused all its diplomatic capabilities and political acumen to teach those offending the Prophet a lesson that would have hit a nerve with respect to their interests.

Iran knows that launching violence in Islamic streets would harm Muslims first and foremost, but it has chosen to sponsor this style of protests. But Iran is a provocative country because of its own nuclear interests, not because of Palestine, Muslims or in defense of the Prophet Mohammed (SAAWS). Under the leadership of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Iran, today, is a negative factor for relations between Muslims and the world. It is not a protector of Muslims and their rights, in the style and skill Iran is usually known for. Iran has replaced the wisdom of the past with the muscle-flexing of today. It has become a state that is dangerous for the Muslims of the world, because it became obsessed with the Shiite nuclear bomb, even if this might lead to a clash of civilizations and religions, a clash between the West and Islam.

But Iran is really the leader of [only] the Shiite minority in Islam, and, therefore, it cannot be solely held responsible for all the violent fury that erupted across the Muslim world, from Indonesia to Egypt. Those who spilled on the streets are neither proponents of peaceful protests nor are they ready to give and take. They gushed on the streets in fury and protest, but they neither know what they want nor do they have a list of demands other than their shouts and burning of flags. They are the exact image sought by those in the West who have often argued that backwardness and violence are Muslim traits.

In order to challenge such an argument, the Muslim majority should rise and take on a courageous, cohesive, clear and well-planned position against the street people among Muslims and against the elite among Westerners. This position would mainly object to any transgressions made under the pretext of freedom of the press, and it would also reject any claims for the right to protest by the forces of Islamic backwardness and extremism.

As long as these forces are usurping Muslim decision-making and they remain unchallenged when they arbitrarily take Muslims to the streets, inflaming sentiments, in a manner that is very harmful to Muslims, these forces can then argue that they truly represent Muslims everywhere.

The burden lies on the shoulders of the Muslim majority which considers itself moderate and which claims to reject this kind of sick, offensive, violent protests. By staying silent, this majority would be digging its own grave. If it hides behind the incidents, it would be transformed into an active tool in allowing violence to control the fate of Muslims. It is time for it to wake up from its coma, and to decide whether what is happening is in favor of Islam and Muslims or not.

The silence of this majority, at this point, is actually a vote in favor of the furious minority that burns embassies and which is getting ready to escalate things to a dangerous point, in this somewhat fabricated crisis. It is strange, indeed, that these Muslims would come out on the streets in protest of caricatures, while they refused to come out in protest of super important and fateful matters, such as the war in Iraq.

However, the control of violence over the fate of Muslims is not a fait accompli. What is required now is for Muslim moderates to awaken in order to intelligently and conclusively conduct necessary protests against the harmful and foolish Western transgressions. In this manner alone would the ‘foolishness-arrogance pair’ be vanquished.
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