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When I was a visiting fellow at the Center for Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard University, 

USA, I interviewed some young Muslims for my research project on identity. One interesting 

topic that emerged during my discussion with the participants was freedom of speech. In this 

commentary I discuss the comments of three participants who lived in different locations in 

one city and did know each other. The three participants each made interesting observations 

on free speech. The first participant, Majeed (male, French-born of Moroccan origin, 24 years 

old) observed, ‘I think in America people cherish freedom of speech but in France, partly’. 

When I asked Majeed what he meant by ‘partly’, Majeed explained: 

 

I definitely think that there are some acts of Islamophobia [in France] ... I have the 

impression that whenever something is being said about the Holocaust for example, 

that’s a very sensitive subject there and which I definitely think it is, but when it 

comes to something Islamic, and a quick example actually was the cartoons about the 

Prophet Muhammad, Sallallahu Alaihi wa Sallam [Peace Be Upon Him], and when 

                                                 
1  Nahid Afrose Kabir is a Senior Research Fellow in the International Centre for Muslim and non-Muslim 

Understanding, University of South Australia. Dr Kabir was a visiting fellow in the Islam in the West 

Program at the Centre for Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard University, USA, from 2009 to 2011. Her 

forthcoming book is titled Young American Muslims: dynamics of identity (Edinburgh University Press). It is 

based on about 400 in-depth interviews with Muslims (aged 15 years and over) from six states: Florida, 

Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, New York and Virginia. 
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those newspapers were brought to court, well, they were released because they [the 

court] said, ‘We’re using freedom of speech’. (Interview, Boston, November 2009) 

 

Majeed further remarked: 

 

If we’re talking about freedom of speech then let us start with the Holocaust, which 

I’m not denying. I’m just saying when people are denying the Holocaust they’re not 

allowed to because it’s a breech to religion. But when we’re talking about the life of 

the Prophet, Peace and Blessings be Upon Him, and accusing him of being a bomber 

and now we’re talking about religion you know, of  freedom of speech, then I just do 

not understand that … Yeah, the double standard. (Interview, Boston, November 

2009) 

 

Denying the Holocaust is illegal in some European countries including France. But the point 

Majeed wanted to make is that, if some sensitive religious issues can be banned from public 

discussion, then why are the issues impacting on Muslims not banned? The case in point here 

was the reprint of three of the Prophet Muhammad [PBUH] cartoons (of the 12 cartoons first 

published in Denmark’s Jyllands-Posten) in the French satirical weekly newspaper Charlie 

Hebdo in February 2006. Immediately, the Union of Islamic Organisations of France and the 

Great Mosque of Paris sued the newspaper for ‘racial insults’ but a Paris court acquitted the 

director of Charlie Hebdo, Phillippe Val, in the name of freedom of speech.2  

 

The second participant, Sohaib (male, Saudi Arabian-born of Pakistani heritage, age 26) also 

appreciated the freedom of speech Muslims were enjoying in America. Sohaib compared 

Muslims’ place in the USA with that of religious minorities in other countries: 

 

I respect my [American] government very much, this is my country, I voted for the 

current President [Obama] who’s in power, so my vote was counted. So yes, 

Muslims … I mean just the very fact that we’re able to build mosques and practise 

                                                 
2   „Caricatures: Charlie Hebdo relaxé‟, CFCM TV, 22 March 2007, http://www.cfcm.tv/2007/03/22/caricatures-

charlie-hebdo-relaxe/, accessed 4 October 2012. 
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our religion freely and student groups are allowed to pray in designated halls, and 

even pray out in quad areas across campuses across the country, shows that we’re 

able to practice our religion freely. And that’s a huge thing compared to perhaps 

other countries … even you know Muslim countries where, for instance in Pakistan, 

Hindus can’t do the same, you know they can’t practise their religion as freely 

perhaps as we Muslims can in this country.  So we’re able to say as much as we want, 

to a certain degree obviously. (Interview, Boston, November 2009)  

 

The final participant, Rasheed (male, US-born of Pakistani background, 19 years) appreciated 

American democracy, putting it like this:  

 

I mean it’s freedom of speech, freedom of religion. The fact is that, you know, the 

people are the rulers. Government is representative of the peoples’ ideas, right? I’m 

one of the subscribers to that, that the government should be afraid of the people, 

that is more along with my philosophies and it fits very well with America. And the 

people who have come here, on average, tend to be very accepting of others. 

(Interview, Boston, November 2009) 

 

Yet Rasheed was critical of some events at his university campus: 

 

Two years ago there was a national campaign by somebody to have Islamo-Fascism 

Awareness Week essentially as a response to Islam Awareness Week which takes 

places once a year all over the nation. And so this [Islamo-Fascism Awareness 

Week] is essentially, in our perspective, an attempt to slander in a way and incite 

anger against Islam and Muslims across the globe, and this is an event banned at 

many campuses. It was organised by some anti-Islam group trying to provoke anger. 

(Interview, Boston, November 2009) 

 

Rasheed was referring to ‘Islamo-Fascism Awareness Week’, which was observed on 114 

college and university campuses in the week of 22–26 October 2007. The organisers aimed to 

protest against the violent oppression of women in Islam and advertised in campus 

newspapers and circulated pamphlets on that issue. They also showed documentaries such as 
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Obsession and Suicide killers, and organised panel discussions and talks by controversial 

speakers such as former Senator Rick Santorum, Ann Coulter, Robert Spencer, Nonie 

Darwish, Wafa Sultan, Michael Medved, Dennis Prager and Daniel Pipes.3 Other participants 

in my study also mentioned Islamo-Fascism Awareness Week; some were distressed by the 

Islamophobic attitude of this group. I was told by a student in San Francisco (when I attended 

a conference there in 2009) that during Islamo-Fascism Awareness Week some students on 

their campus held up the Hamas flag and threw shoes at it. The Hamas flag is green in colour 

and has the Shahada (first pillar of Islam) written on it. As Rasheed said, it was done to 

provoke a reaction from Muslims. 

 

While the participants in my study cherished their free speech by exercising their democratic 

rights, some members of the wider society practised their free speech by attacking the Islamic 

faith. In 2010 Terry Jones, pastor of a small Florida church, vowed to mark the anniversary of 

the 9/11 al-Qaeda attacks on the United States and honour the deaths of almost 3000 people 

by burning a copy of the Quran. The day was also set to coincide with the festivities for the 

Muslim Eid al-Fitr. Pastor Jones said the Quran burning was intended ‘to remember those 

who were brutally murdered on September 11’, and to send a warning ‘to the radical element 

of Islam’.4 This made worldwide news and NATO chief Anders Fogh Rasmussen warned that 

it would be a security risk for the troops present in Afghanistan.5 Pastor Jones temporarily 

suspended the idea of burning the Quran, but on 20 March 2011 he presided over the burning 

of a copy of the Quran at his Dove World Outreach Center in Gainesville, Florida. 

 

Regrettably, the burning of the Quran sparked deadly attacks in Afghanistan. On Friday 1 

April 2011 in Mazar-e-Sharif, northern Afghanistan’s largest city, thousands of protesters 

                                                 
3  Terrorism Awareness Project, „Islamo-Fascism Awareness Week‟, 2007, 

http://www.terrorismawareness.org/islamo-fascism-awareness-week/, accessed 8 May 2011. 

4  It is important to note that about 358 Muslims died in the World Trade Center attacks: see John L Esposito, 

The future of Islam, Oxford University Press, New York, 2010, p 30. But the irony is that sometimes the 

wider society (particularly some media) failed to emphasise that Muslims were also victims of the terrorist 

acts of jihadi Muslims (who can be lethal but constitute a tiny minority of the 1.5 billion Muslim population 

worldwide). 

5  „US church vows Koran burning will go on‟, The West Australian, 8 September 2010, 

http://au.news.yahoo.com/thewest/a/-/world/7901560/us-church-vows-koran-burning-will-go-on/, accessed 8 

September 2010. 

http://www.terrorismawareness.org/islamo-fascism-awareness-week/
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came out of the large Blue Mosque and marched toward the United Nations mission a mile 

away. The angry mob entered the compound chanting ‘Death to America’, burned the US flag 

and killed seven UN workers. Demonstrations also spread throughout the country. 6 

 

Under the pretext of free speech, in September 2012, the movie Innocence of Muslims by 

controversial director Sam Bacile (a Coptic Christian, real name Nakoula Basseley, residing in 

California)7 was uploaded onto YouTube. The film upset some Muslims because it portrayed 

Prophet Muhammad (Peace Be Upon Him) in a derogatory manner. In Benghazi, Libya, a few 

Muslims were so outraged that they killed some innocent Americans: the United States 

ambassador to Libya, J Christopher Stevens,8 and three other Americans in the US Consulate. 

However, the US government is investigating whether the attack on the US consulate in 

Libya was a planned attack to mark the eleventh anniversary of 9/11 attacks.9   

 

To the participants of my study freedom of speech meant enjoying democratic rights, voting 

and thereby voicing their choice of leader, but it appears that to a few western media outlets 

(for example, Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten, French newspaper Charlie Hebdo10), and 

individuals (such as Pastor Terry Jones and Sam Bacile) free speech was beyond enjoying 

democratic rights. To them free speech meant disregarding the religious sentiment of 

Muslims. It appears that to some people inciting Muslims has become the defining criteria of 

their freedom of speech. 

                                                 
6  „Ban Koran-burning? If Islam becomes a protected faith, free expression will be no more‟, The Washington 

Times, 8 April 2011, p B01. 

7  „US identifies anti-Muslim filmmaker “Sam Bacile” as Nakoula Basseley Nakoula‟, news.com.au, 14 

September 2012, http://www.news.com.au/news/us -identifies-anti-muslim-filmmaker/story-fnejlrpu-

1226473831487, accessed 4 October 2012. 

8  „Obituary: J Christopher Stevens ‟, BBC News, 12 September 2012, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-

canada-19571272, accessed 4 October 2012. 

9  „US ambassador Chris Stevens killed in Benghazi by protesters as US investigates if attacks were planned to 

mark 9/11‟, news.com.au, 13 September 2012, http://www.news.com.au/world/us-ambassador-killed-in-

libya/story-fndir2ev-1226472933508, accessed 4 October 2012. 

10  After the release of Innocence of Muslims, Charlie Hebdo published abusive cartoons of Prophet Muhammad 

[PBUH]. See: „French magazine Charlie Hebdo publishes nude cartoons of Prophet Mohammed‟, Herald 

Sun, 19 September 2012, http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/world/french-magazine-charlie-hebdo-

publishes-nude-cartoons-of-prophet-mohammed/story-fnd134gw-1226477532876, accessed 3 October 2012. 


