
 

In k eeping w ith the Chines e definitio n o f “cris is , ”  the upro ar o v er
recent Danis h carto o ns  o f the Pro phet M o ham m ed o ffers

o ppo rtunities  that bo th Euro peans  and Mus lim s  w o uld do  w ell to
reco gniz e.  Euro pean and Mus lim  w o rlds  hav e beco m e inextricably
link ed,  and Euro peans  s ho uld unders tand Mus lim  anger o v er the

carto o ns .  The autho r argues  that the o utrage has  co m e agains t the
back dro p o f a gro w ing s entim ent that the Wes t s ho w s  no  m o ral

co ncern fo r the larger Mus lim  plight o r the lo s s  o f inno cent liv es  in
Iraq,  Pales tine,  Afghanis tan and Pak is tan.  The M us lim  w o rld,  o n
the o ther hand,  needs  to  reflec t o n its  o w n w eak nes s es  relativ e to
Euro pe,  w hich underlie  the o utburs ts  o f anger.  Lack ing bo th hard

and s o ft po w er,  trailing o n educatio nal and s o c ial indices ,  Mus lim s
s ho uld fo cus  o n the reas o ns  fo r its  current w eak  s tanding.  The

cris is  als o  pres ents  an o ppo rtunity  to  analyz e the po litics  o f free
expres s io n: Euro peans  m us t reco gniz e that the w o rld inc ludes  a

s ubs tantial “o ther” w ho  des erv es  res pect,  and M us lim s  m us t
reco gniz e that their co m m unities  co uld benefit fro m  a free and
critical pres s .  When the cris is  has  s ubs ided,  perhaps  bo th s ides

can engage in s erio us  dialo gue,  w ith a v iew  to w ard a m o re liv able
future fo r m ank ind.  – Y aleGlo bal

The Opportunity of the Cartoon Crisis

Despite the dangers it presents, the outrage shows what needs to be
done
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Right and respect: Muslim demonstrators in London
protesting Danish cartoons demand respect for their
religion

SIN GA PORE: The Ch inese word for “crisis” is
bri l l iant: It combines two characters: danger
and opportu nity . The crisis over the Danish
cartoons on Islam presents many dangers,
bu t also offers some opportu nities.

The first opportu nity  the crisis provides is to
edu cate u s on how mu ch the world has
changed. Before th is crisis, the 5.4 mil l ion
Danes cou ld retain  th e i l lu sion that they
sai led on a di fferent boat from the world’s 1.2
bi l l ion Mu sl ims. N ow they, l ike most
Eu ropeans, are aware that those Mu sl ims
share the same boat. N one of u s wou ld board a
boat and del iberately  ri le a large grou p of
fel low passengers. If one grou p rocks the boat,
we wou ld al l  sink together. The Danish
cartoon crisis has dem onstrated that the 5.4
mil l ion Danes, and 400 mil l ion fel low EU
citizens, share a com mon pol i tical  and
emotional  space with  1.2 bi l l ion Mu sl ims.
These Mu sl ims are experiencing a deep
existential  angst, an  angst aggravated by  the
Danish  cartoons. Their anger can rock ou r
boat. The widespread riots and loss of l i fe that
fol lowed shou ld now spu r u s to u nderstand
the deep roots of th is anger.

The Danes are famil iar with  the proverbial  expression of
the straw that broke the camel ’s back. The cartoons,
perhaps only  a straw, reinforce the deep sense of inju stice
that many Mu sl ims feel . Mu sl ims are convinced that the
world, especial ly  the West, shows no moral  concern over
their pl ight. The loss of innocent Mu sl im l ives, whether in
Iraq and Palestine, A fghanistan or Pakistan, does not stir the world. N or has the West
shown any real  interest in  su pporting the development of Mu sl im societies. In  short, the
cartoons hu rt the Mu sl ims badly  becau se they add real  insu l t to real  inju ries.

The second opportu nity  th is crisis provides is for the 1.2 bi l l ion  Mu sl ims to engage in  some
deep reflection. If they were strong and powerfu l , no smal l  Eu ropean cou ntry  cou ld afford
to anger and al ienate them. The abi l i ty  of a  Danish  newspaper to pu bl ish  the cartoons and
the su bsequ ent decision of several  Eu ropean papers to repu bl ish  them demonstrated the
weakness of the Mu sl im world. The Eu ropeans knew that Mu sl ims cou ld not retal iate and
hu rt Eu rope. Hence, Mu sl im sensitivi ties cou ld be ignored. Mass demonstrations,
inclu ding assau l ts on the Danish  embassies in  Damascu s and Beiru t, are not an
expression of strength . A s Tariq Ramadan said, “The Mu sl im reaction is far too excessive
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and not the way forward.” The Mu sl im world has neither hard power nor soft power and
lags behind Eu rope in  social  and edu cational  indices. A s su ch, the Mu sl im world needs to
u nderstand why i t has become so weak relative to Eu rope.

A  thou sand years ago, when the Mu sl im cal iphates were
shining brightly , wh i le preserving the rich  fru its of Greek
and Roman civi l izations, Eu rope was emerging from the
Dark A ges. In  the contest between civi l izations, the
Mu sl ims had clearly  su rpassed the Christians by  the year
1000. Today, despite i ts many problems, Eu rope is far
ahead. Why do so few Mu sl ims ask the obviou s qu estion:
How did the Mu sl im world, l ike mu ch of A sia, lose a
thou sand years? China too lost many centu ries in  catching u p with  the West. So did India.
Bu t both  civi l izations are final ly  waking u p, absorbing the best practices of the West,
inclu ding a carefu l  del ineation of the roles of rel igion and state in  the development of
modern societies. If the Mu sl im world cannot emu late the West, can i t emu late China and
India? The Prophet Mu hammad once said: “Seek knowledge, even into China. That is the
du ty  for every  Mu sl im .” If Mu sl ims heeded su ch  advice, Eu rope m ay not have drawn
offensive cartoons.

The th ird opportu nity  from the crisis is for the world to reflect on the vices and virtu es of
freedom of expression. The Danish  prime m inister’s defense is th at h is government cou ld
not stop the pu bl ication of the cartoons becau se freedom of expression is an absolu te valu e.
Technical ly , he is right. N o Danish  law wou ld al low him to stop the cartoons. Bu t societies
do have sensitivi ties. The Danish  insensi tivi ty  to the Mu sl im world has clearly  come
throu gh. A s Jonathan Eyal  noted in  the Singapore Straits Tim es, “N o sel f-respecting
Eu ropean newspaper wou ld dare to pu bl ish  a cartoon making fu n of the Holocau st, the
systematic mu rder of Jews du ring World War II.” Every  society  has i ts taboos. Today  every
society  has to respect i ts own taboos and th ose of i ts neighbors. There is one simple reason
why a few Danish  cartoons cou ld rock the world. The world is no l onger a world. We l ive in
the same neighborhood. Every  hu man is ou r neighbor. The Mu sl ims are ou r neighbors,
too. We mu st respect their sentiments.

A nd yet i t wou ld be a  great loss for mankind i f the virtu e of
freedom of expression  were sacri ficed or diminished as a
resu l t of th is cartoon crisis. Even the Mu sl im world wou ld
su ffer. The sad reason for the stru ggle of m any Mu sl im
societies is that they have some dysfu nctional  aspects.
Some of their el i tes feather their own nests, not that of
their popu lations. Th e lack of a free press in  many parts of
the Mu sl im world prevents cri tics from exposing the inequ ities. Hence, the Mu sl im world
shou ld welcome rath er than reject a free press. Look, for example, at the brave work done
by Tempo, Indonesia’s leading weekly  newsmagazine. Only  i t h as the cou rage to point ou t
both  the weaknesses of the Indonesian government and the Mu sl im extremists who try  to
sti fle debate in  Indonesia. The Mu sl im world needs more Tempos, not fewer.

Bu t the virtu es of freedom of expression wou ld be better appreciated in  the rest of th e world
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i f the Western media, which  dominate the world’s airwaves, encou raged a two-way street
of ideas instead of the cu rrent one-way street. The open bewilderment of the Danes and
Eu ropeans at the global  Mu sl im reaction to the Danish  cartoons only  reflects the
widespread ignorance of the existential  conditions of the Mu sl im world. It is no great
secret that the Mu sl im world feels trampl ed u pon by the West. They resent the dou ble
standards of the Western media on hu man rights, protesting strongly  when non-Mu sl ims
are ki l led, as in  East Timor, and protesting mildly  when Mu sl ims are ki l led, as in
Palestine and Iraq. The Western media has convinced Western pu bl ics that they are
paragons of virtu e on  hu man rights issu es. Bu t the Mu sl ims, together with  most of th e
five bi l l ion people wh o l ive ou tside the West, are acu tely  aware of the dou ble standards.

The Danish  cartoon crisis therefore provides the Western media an opportu nity  for
sel f-reflection: How cou ld they have fai led to explain  the viewpoint of five-sixths of
hu manity  to their own popu lations? How can a free press be so i rresponsible?

In short, despite the strongly  held bel iefs by  both  sides,
there are no saints and sinners in  th is crisis. Both  sides
shou ld engage in  deep reflection on what they have done to
al low the emergence of th is crisis. When the du st has
settled and the demonstrators have gone home, we shou ld
begin to work ou t the long-term fu tu re of m ankind. Is i t
tenable for u s to l ive in  the same neighborhood and ignore
the sentiments and wisdom of large segments of
hu manity? Is i t wise for u s to temper the open debate that
the virtu es of freedom  of expression al low? Is i t reasonable to al l ow the continu ation of a
one-way street in  the passage of ideas from  West to East? These are hard qu estions. Th e
Danish  cartoon crisis has provided u s an opportu nity  to address them head on.

Kishore  Mahbubani is the  de an of the  Le e  Kuan Ye w S chool of Public Policy, NUS , and the
author of “Can Asians Think?”  and “Be yond the  Age  of Innoce nce : Re building Trust be twe e n
Ame rica and the  World.”

Rights:
© 2006 Y ale Center for the Stu dy of Global ization

http://yaleglobal.yale.edu/article.print?id=6961

4 of 4 Friday 07,August,2009 03:45 PM


