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 Let me begin by introducing myself. I am the Personal Representative of the OSCE 

Chairman-in-Office on Combating Intolerance and Discrimination against Muslims. As such, 

the topic of this working session is not only directly related to the implementation of my 

mandate, but is also dear to my heart. 

 First of all, I would like to underline that I will not be speaking solely on the so-called 

cartoon crisis, but more generally on the media discourse and representation of Muslims in the 

Western countries. 

 During my tenure, I conducted six country visits to Western countries where major 

Muslim communities live (Holland, US, France, UK, Germany and Denmark), attended quite 

a number of OSCE conferences and co-organized two NGO Roundtable Meetings with 

Muslim civil society organizations together with the ODIHR. During all my activities and as 

also reflected in the reports of leading human rights organizations, one problem emerged at 

the forefront; namely the media discourse and representation about Islam in general and about 

Muslims in particular in the Western media. 

 When it comes to reporting on Muslim communities, the media is found to be overly 

selective, one sided, simplistic and clichéd. Muslims feel overwhelmingly discriminated 

against, as a result of news stories and commentaries which anchor a negative image of their 

culture and religion in the public consciousness. For instance, a recent case of an honour 

killing (which of course I strongly deplore) resulted in an avalanche of news stories in the 

media of an OSCE participating State. While this was a deplorable but isolated incident, the 

disproportional media coverage provided the impression that honour killings or forced 

marriages are ubiquitous within the Islamic culture. Unbalanced reporting also reinforces 
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stereotypes and provides the reader with the impression that the entire Muslim community is 

prone to violence, abusive towards women, rigid and monolithic. 

 The same goes for identification of Muslims and Islam with terrorism. Even most 

reliable media outlets use terms such as “Islamic terrorism”, whereas terrorism has no 

religion. 

 On the other hand, media reporting to the effect that Islamic way of life and Islam 

itself is a barrier before liberal democratic thought and that Islam represents a culture that 

cannot possibly achieve harmony with the modern world is another source of stigmatization 

felt by Muslims. 

 Now a few words on the cartoons of Prophet Mohammed. 

 These drawings were not only silly as Mr.Momani stressed, but were also tasteless, 

unnecessary, provocative and defamatory. Muslims all over the world felt offended. 

Therefore, I can not agree with my colleague Mr.Haraszti that these caricatures are “secular 

artistic depictions”. On the other hand, as my counterpart at the UN Mr.Dienne also 

underlined, it is an irony and a contradiction that the starting point of these caricatures was a 

book intended for children. This makes the situation even more deplorable. 

 However, the real issue was not their publication, but ineffective action or rather non-

action, when the signs of crisis first emerged and appeals were made to diffuse the tension. 

 A simple but clear condemnation by Denmark on the publication of the caricatures and 

restraint and moderation on the part of the media in other countries not to insist on publishing 

these offensive drawings could have put the outrage by the Muslim communities under 

control. 

The problem before us is very complicated, has different aspects, and is not related 

solely to the freedom of expression or of the media. 

There is no doubt that freedom of expression is among the basic prerequisites of truly 

democratic and civil societies. 

However, as other speakers before me also stressed, both from an international and 

national legal point of view and also from a moral perspective, there are limits to the freedom 

of expression. 

Indeed, the European Court of Human Rights, as reflected in many of its decisions, 

has established that incitement to hatred or incitement which would generate violence and 

blasphemous publications offending religious feelings are not permitted by the European 

Convention of Human Rights. 
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On the other hand, from a moral point of view, leading statesman (of the West and of 

the East) as well as leaders of international organizations have clearly stated that the 

boundaries of freedom of expression have been crossed in this instance. 

Another dimension of the issue before us is the residual impact of Islamophobia that 

emerged especially in the wake of September 11. The unfortunate publications of the cartoons 

have created an atmosphere of tension almost bounding to a polarization between the East and 

the West, and between the Islamic and Christian worlds as never witnessed before in recent 

decades. 

I will now try to answer the question on the relationship between media freedom and 

media responsibility. 

First of all, I believe every body should draw the necessary lessons from the 

unfortunate and sad episode of the cartoons. 

One of these lessons, as I see it, is that it was a mistake to publish these offensive 

drawings. Another lesson would be that violence by a fringe group does not necessarily 

represent the majority view of the Islamic world. 

We should all appeal for moderation and restraint, both vis-à-vis exercising freedom 

of expression with due respect for religious and moral values of others and sensitivities of 

everybody; as well as vis-à-vis the reaction we would like to display in view of offensive 

gestures or discourse, by strongly underlining disapproval of violence. 

We should also appeal for increased dialogue, understanding and respect, especially 

respect to the “other”. 

Having said that, let me stress that I am not suggesting an increase in the 

governmental role in regulating the media. On the contrary, I believe the remedy should come 

from the journalists themselves. 

In that context, I would simply refer to declarations and statements of the International 

Federation of Journalists (IFJ).  

The 1998 IFJ Congress in its Resolution on Racism, Xenophobia and Intolerance 

noted with alarm the rise in racism and extremist political movements which try to manipulate 

media and agreed to promote joint action to enhance the role of the media in combating 

racism and to raise awareness among journalists of the danger of community conflict. 

The IFJ Declaration of Principles on the Conduct of Journalists, dated 14 March 2003, 

on the other hand, stated that the journalist shall be alert to the danger of discrimination being 

furthered by media, and shall do the utmost to avoid facilitating such discriminations based 
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on, among other things, race, sex, sexual orientation, language, religion, political or other 

opinions, and national and social origins. 

Finally, through its Declaration dated 12 February 2006, the IFJ called for media on 

all sides to avoid actions that might provoke community tensions both at home and abroad, 

underlining that ����controversy over a series of cartoons commissioned and published by the 

Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten, showing images of the Muslim Prophet Mohammed, are 

deeply offensive to many Muslims, and has opened up a professional divide over questions of 

free expression and cultural sensitivity. 

This Declaration went on to say that this is an ethical issue which must be discussed, 

debated and resolved by journalists. 

So, the way-out is obvious to me.  

The media must act responsibly when dealing with inter-religious and cross-cultural 

issues. As many speakers who took the floor before me underlined, self-regulatory ethical 

systems should be established, or if they exist, should be strengthened. 

I would like to end my remarks by referring to the recommendations of the civil 

society as reflected in the Preliminary Summary of the Roundtable Meeting on the 

Representation of Muslims in Public Discourse, which the ODIHR and myself organized on 9 

May 2006 in Warsaw. (ODIHR.GAL/46/06)  This document, together with my statement is 

being made available to participants. I would also like to refer to EUMC’s latest Equal Voices 

magazine dated June 2006, which contains quite a number of relevant articles on freedom of 

expression, media responsibility and hate speech. I would especially like to direct your 

attention to the Article 19’s  recommendations, including inter alia, designing and delivering 

media training programmes, ensuring effective ethical self regulatory codes of conduct, taking 

measures to ensure that their workforce is diverse and representative of society as a whole, 

taking care to report factually and sensitively, and ensuring that a number of voices within 

communities are heard, rather than representing communities as a monolithic bloc. 

Finally, let me recall what Georg Hegel and Aldoux Huxley once said in different 

words to the effect that ‘the only thing we learn from history is that we learn nothing from 

history’. I hope we will be able to prove them wrong by drawing the necessary lessons from 

the infamous cartoons. 
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Recommendations to Media (as contained in ODIHR.GAL/46/06) 

 

1. Provide ongoing and regular training on how to report diversity-related issues in general, 

and on Muslims and Islam in particular. Training and educational initiatives should be 

practical and comprehensive in scope, and targeted towards editors and practicing journalists, 

professors and students of journalism, and media standards bodies. 

 

2. Take positive steps to strengthen media bodies so that they have an increased capacity to 

assess and regulate media quality, and particularly to develop professional codes of conduct 

and ethical standards for dealing with religious and cultural issues, including the rights of 

minorities, and the avoidance of stereotypes and language that incites prejudice, hostility and 

tensions. 

 

3. Promote dialogue and cooperation between media professionals and journalists of different 

cultures in order to promote intercultural understanding, raise awareness of different world 

views and personal subjectivity in reporting, and in order to promote an exchange of best 

practices in responsible, ethical and quality reporting.  

 

 

 

    

 


