Law, Politics and Society

Freedom of speech and expression

In 1988, Penguin Books published The Satanic Verses, a novel by the Indian-born British writer Salman Rushdie. Many Muslims found the book offensive to their religion, and, by the end of that year, Saudi Arabia, India, Pakistan, Egypt, Somalia, Sudan, Malaysia, Qatar, Indonesia and South Africa had all forbidden its publication in their countries. A campaign began to ban the book in Britain. The Islamic Foundation called for prosecution under the UK laws against blasphemy — denial of or insults against God. But the government argued that this rarely-applied law refers in Britain only to the Christian religion. The issue of The Satanic Verses encouraged a debate about freedom of speech which continues today. Rushdie himself lived in hiding for many years because the late Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran called for his death, and Iranian authorities offered a reward to anyone who killed him.
Pоман Сатанинские стихи (1988) вызвал яростный протест мусульман. Один из персонажей списан с пророка Мухаммеда, причём выставляет того в неприглядном свете. Иранский аятолла Хомейни публично проклял Рушди в своей фетве и приговорил его, а также всех лиц, причастных к изданию книги и знающих о её содержании, к смертной казни, призвав мусульман всего мира исполнить приговор (этот эпизод привёл к разрыву дипломатических отношений между Великобританией и Ираном). Писатель скрывался в течение многих лет, появляясь на публике лишь эпизодически. Поскольку аятолла Хомейни умер, не отменив приговора, он останется в силе навсегда 16 июня 2007 по случаю дня рождения Королевы Великобритании Салману Рушди был присвоен рыцарский титул, что вызвало массовые протесты в мусульманском мире.

The French government argued that Rushdie had the right to publish his book, that no one had the right to call for his death and withdrew diplomats from Iran. Some prominent people in Britain called for greater understanding of the religion and culture of minority ethnic groups, arguing that the blasphemy laws there should be extended to cover all religions. Others argued that we should tolerate someone else's views even if they attack our deepest beliefs and called for the abolition of the blasphemy laws altogether.
However, with years the situation changed so drastically that in the first decade of the 21st century governments have become so concerned about ethnic minorities’ religious vulnerability that Christmas has almost been BANNED in the Western world. In London for example city authorities insisted on using titles like "Winterval" for their Christmas celebrations and avoiding the use of Christian symbols in case they offended minority groups, especially Muslims and Hindus.
Christians, Muslims Urge City Officials to Stop Taking Christ out of Christmas

Christian and Muslims in Britain have told city officials to stop taking the Christianity out of Christmas, warning them that this is fuelling right-wing extremism. Members of the public complain that taking the Christian message out of Christmas plays into the hands of right-wing extremists who then accuse Muslims of undermining Britain's Christian culture. They claim that “when local authorities rename Christmas so as not to offend other religions, their stance will tend to backfire badly on the Muslim community in particular".

The threat of radical Islam, including London bombings, has led the government to rethink its traditionally tolerant attitude to ethnic minorities. The government has launched a debate on whether the policy of not imposing a single British identity on immigrants, and instead promoting multiculturalism, has led to the segregation of minority communities.

The London bombings in July last year prompted much soul-searching over what led four young Muslim Britons to become suicide bombers and kill 52 people. Many experts fear the focus on Islam could backfire if Britain's 1.8 million Muslims feel they are under attack.

Recent religious controversies which have not only made frontpage news in papers, but almost led to diplomatic scandals are Muslim protests over cartoons of the Prophet Mohammad, Pope Benedict's remarks about Islam and the debate over Muslim women wearing full veils.

The law of almost every country guarantees freedom of speech. In practice, however, every government puts legal limits on what its citizens may say, as well as on what they may write, the films they may make, and even on the pictures they may paint. Why is this?
Political Censorship

Despite the English saying, "Sticks and stones may break my bones but names can never hurt me," many people feel that words can hurt and need to be controlled just as actions do. The extent to which free expression is controlled varies greatly from country to country.

THAT TOOK THE CAKE

At one end of the scale, in some countries, law bans the expression of any ideas that are against the interests of the State. This may mean any criticism of government policy or government officials. This used to be typical of many of the socialist countries of Eastern Europe before 1989. In Romania and the USSR, for example, all public meetings had to be authorized in advance and criticism of the government was punishable by imprisonment. In Bulgaria the content of all newspapers had to be approved and sometimes changed (censored) before publication; and artists were allowed to paint and write only works that "served the people." In the former Czechoslovakia, all radio and television networks were owned and controlled by the state, and private individuals were not allowed to own photocopiers in case they distributed "unauthorized" ideas. Similar restrictions still exist in other parts of the world. 
Many governments admit that they restrict expression but justify their actions as being in the interest of the majority of the people. In answer to criticisms of its human rights policies, the Chinese government argues that freedom to say and write anything at all is not as important a freedom as economic well-being, and the former must be restricted in favor of the latter. 
CHOKE COLLAR OR A FACE-SAVER?
Some governments see freedom of speech as a basic human right and take pride in their own tolerance of different forms of expression, even when these forms are critical of them; clearly, Swedes, Canadians and Japanese have more freedom to say what they want than Chinese or South Africans. Nevertheless, restrictions exist even in apparently liberal countries, and it is interesting to consider what purpose these serve.

The most controversial is the area in which people hold political beliefs that involve violence. Some governments attempt to tolerate the opinions of any political groups but not the direct advocation of violence. In Spain, where the paramilitary group ETA is seeking independence for the Basques, Basque nationalists may sit in parliament, but it is illegal to encourage "pro-terrorist sentiments." In Britain, membership in the Irish Republican Army (IRA) is illegal, but membership in its political wing, Sinn Fein, is not. 
In addition to controls on political and religious ideas, almost every country attempts to control art and culture. Policies seem to range widely from country to country. In the 1970s, a picture was banned in Japan because it incorporated a very realistic copy of a ¥1,000 note — technically the crime of forging (copying) banknotes! Visitors to Japan from Scandinavia, where sex scenes are permissible in the media (but violence is controlled) are surprised to learn that very violent films and comic books are widely available, yet nudity is so heavily censored that a picture in a Time magazine of a woman breastfeeding her baby was blanked out.

Few legal systems clearly specify what kind of literary and pictorial expression is acceptable. In general governments lay down certain guidelines and apply them according to their own views or the apparent opinion of the majority of the public. The important question behind all of this seems not to be what is and isn't harmful for us, but rather, to what extent governments should make these decisions for their citizens.

DEFAMATION
Most of the above issues have been matters of public law. There are also restrictions upon speech in civil law. If a person feels that someone has said something about him or her which is not only untrue but has seriously harmed their reputation, they may sue that person in the tort of defamation. In Anglo-American law this is known as slander if the words were spoken, libel if they were written. Journalists and politicians have to be particularly careful to check their facts before publishing or uttering. If the case is proven, the defendant is ordered to pay damages to the plaintiff. In the case of some famous entertainers or public figures the amount of money has sometimes been very high. Sometimes a high award is made against a newspaper as punitive damages if the court feels that the newspaper knew it was printing something defamatory but went ahead and did so in the belief it would increase its readership and thus its profits. Some people feel that the laws of defamation do not provide enough protection for ordinary people who may not be able to afford to sue a newspaper or television company. Others believe the media should be free to print stories without the fear of a libel action every time they make a mistake.
Be ready to discuss the following:
1. Whose rights and freedoms were violated by the publication of The Satanic Verses (if any)?

2. Was the urge to ban the book justified?

3. In today’s Politically Correct world, should we tolerate someone else's views even if they attack our deepest beliefs?

4. How has the attitude towards ethnic and religious minorities changed with years?

5. What actions are fuelling right-wing extremism in the UK? Why?

6. How can the focus on Islam backfire if Britain? 

7. What do you know about the situations involving Muslim protests over cartoons of the Prophet Mohammad, Pope Benedict's remarks about Islam and the debate over Muslim women wearing full veils?

8. In your opinion, should governments put legal limits on citizens’ behaviour? 
9. Comment on the catchphrase "Sticks and stones may break my bones but names can never hurt me".

10. What restrictions were imposed on the public in the ‘Socialist countries’?

11. How do authoritarian governments justify their actions?

12. Why is the area in which people hold political beliefs that involve violence considered to be most controversial among the human rights issues?
13. Should art and culture be controlled at all? In your opinion, what kind of literary and pictorial expression is unacceptable?

14. What restrictions upon speech exist in civil law?

15. What is the difference between libel and slander?

16. How can the injured party be compensated in case the allegations of slander/libel are proven?

17. What should be the extent of the governmental censorship of the media?
[image: image1.png]



PAGE  
1

