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Opinion

W
hy does Charlie Hebdo 
do it over and over and 
then press rewind and 
replay yet again? Last 
week marked the 
fourth time since 2006 
that the French 

satirical magazine provocatively set out to 
offend those who believe in Islam or wish 
it well. Its cover shows two people lying in 
pools of blood, having been run over by a 
van, in a clear reference to the recent 
terrorist attack in Barcelona. The cartoon 
bears the words “Islam: Religion of peace… 
eternal.”

Charlie Hebdo’s cover leaves us in no 
doubt about its view of the spate of terror-
ist attacks roiling Europe. According to the 
magazine, Islam is to blame and it’s no 
longer possible to say that Islam is a 
religion of peace.

There are two points to make about this. 
First, portraying self-proclaimed jihadist 
killers as representatives of an entire faith 
is neither accurate nor fair. Second, Charlie 
Hebdo, which has long drawn on France’s 
anti-clerical tradition and cherished the 
right to offend, is entitled to free speech 
but not, however, at the expense of other 
people’s right to live in peace with the 
expectation their deeply held beliefs will 
be respected.

More than anything else, it is unfair to 
equate the murderous actions of jihadists 
with the faith of more than 1 billion peo-
ple.

As prominent French Socialist MP and 
former minister Stéphane Le Foll said of 
Charlie Hebdo’s latest cartoon, it is 
“extremely dangerous,” mostly because it 
can create “misleading associations (that) 
can be used by other people.” Indeed, as 
Le Foll noted, the cartoon appeared to 
sweep away the intense debate and the 
probing questions the world has been 
asking “about the role of religion, and in 
particular the role of Islam, in these 
attacks.”

This newspaper condemned the January 
2015 terrorist attack on Charlie Hebdo’s 
Paris office when masked gunmen belong-
ing to al-Qaeda killed 12 people, including 
some of the magazine’s longest-serving 
cartoonists. Soon after, Charlie Hebdo 
excited controversy yet again with a 
cartoon of a weeping Prophet Mohammad 
bearing a placard that said “Je suis Char-
lie” and “all is forgiven.” It was of a piece 
with the magazine’s repeated portrayals of 
the Prophet and its swipes at Islam.

In 2006, it reprinted inflammatory 
cartoons of the Prophet from Denmark, an 
act that was deplored by France’s then 
President Jacques Chirac as a “manifest 
provocation.” In 2011, its offices were 
firebombed after publishing an issue that 
was supposedly guest-edited by the 
Prophet. As its late editor, Stéphane 
“Charb” Charbonnier, who died in the 
2015 attack, insisted: “We have to carry on 
until Islam has been rendered as banal as 
Catholicism.”

One must ask: Is this the way to do it? Is 
it not absurd to repeat an action that 
inevitably draws a hostile response, one 
that might even lead to violence or a 
disturbance of the public peace?

That said, however outrageous they 
might be, Charlie Hebdo’s offensive 
cartoons cannot be used to divert from the 
main task at hand. The jihadists’ per-
verted ideology must urgently be coun-
tered. The distorted Islamic State vision 
that claims to speak for Islam, and which 
seems to have motivated the Barcelona 
killers and others before them, is one of 
the dark cores of the violent intolerance 
sweeping the world. A cartoon cannot be 
equated with a gun. An illustration or an 
opinion may be unwise and irresponsible 
but nothing can justify terrorism as a 
response.

Charlie Hebdo 
does it again

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

President Assad’s dubious
definition of homogeneity

S
yrian President Bashar 
Assad, at a speech open-
ing a foreign affairs 
conference, said a real 
achievement had taken 
place since Syrian socie-
ty had become “healthi-

er and more homogeneous.”
We’re not sure what kind of 

“homogeneity” the Syrian 
president was talking about. Was 
he referring to getting rid of those 
Syrians he didn’t like and who 
rebelled six years ago for scraps of 
their dignity? Or maybe he was 
talking about the outcome of 
submitting the Syrian people to 
his Iranian- and Russian-made 
repressive apparatus?

Does Assad’s “homogeneity” 
amount to killing half the Syrian 
population, destroying major 
cities, subjugating Damascus and 
Latakia and changing their 
demographic make-up to forever 
eliminate the Sunni majority in 
Syria just to please Iran and its 
expansionist plan?

The dust has not settled yet in 
Syria. The familiar Syria is 
probably gone forever, exactly 
like Iraq. The images of hot, loud 
nights in Damascus and Latakia 
being circulated around the world 
are a mere cover for a major crime 
against a country that has been 
divided into five colonies if not 
more. Each one of the five 
colonising powers is trying its 
best to plant roots on Syrian land.

It is no longer a secret that 
Turkey is controlling 2,000 sq.km 
of Syrian land if we believe 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan. It is also well known that 
Assad wanted to go to Aleppo at 
the end of last year to give a 
“victory speech” but the Russians 
refused to let him make the trip to 
please the Turkish side since the 
latter had helped the former kick 
out opposition forces from parts 
of Aleppo in preparation to hand 
the city over to those loyal to the 
Syrian regime under the supervi-
sion of Moscow.

It is no longer a secret also that 
the United States has established 

several bases in Syria, especially 
in fertile, oil-rich areas such as 
Hasakah. There are no indications 
that the Americans intend to 
leave Syria in the foreseeable 
future. They might leave when 
some of their specific interests, 
such as the Kurds and their future 
in the region, are secured.

Many areas in Syria are under 
direct Russian control. The 
Russians hold the coastal zones 
and have an airbase at Hmeimim 
that even the Syrian president 
cannot visit without explicit 
authorisation 
from the 
Russian com-
manding officers. 
Russia also 
controls zones in 
southern Syria 
within the frame-
work of an 
agreement with 
the United States 
and Jordan.

Most important of all 
is the close coordina-
tion between Russia 
and Israel. We, of 
course, understand that 
the main objective of this 
cooperation is to ensure that 
Israel’s demands are met. Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu are good buddies 
and meet regularly. It goes 
without saying that Israel 
maintains the freedom to 
launch air raids on southern 
Syria whenever it deems it 
opportune.

Next to Russia, the United 
States and Turkey, you have Iran, 
which is trying to join Syrian 
lands to Lebanese land under 
Hezbollah’s control. Iran wants a 
permanent foothold in Damascus 
and has its own militia in Syria in 
addition to the various sectarian 
militias from Lebanon and Iraq 
under its control.

Of course, Iran is mindful that 
there are zones where it is not 
welcomed for “Israeli” reasons. 
So it goes the extra mile to 

compensate for the loss by 
pushing Hezbollah militia in 
specific zones in Lebanon and 
Syria.

If we must speak of “homoge-
neity” in Syria, it must be 
between the occupying powers. 
The Syrian regime has chosen to 
solve its problems in worse ways. 
It has chosen to ignore two 
simple realities. The first is that it 

is a sectarian regime and the 
second is that it has 

always been an 
illegitimate regime. 

The regime is the 
product of a series of 

military coups that 
began in 1963. The 

conspiring officers 
never intended to 
relinquish power and 
never intended for 
Syria to develop.

This was not the first 
time, nor will it be the last 

time, that Assad shows the 
world that he is completely 

cut off from Syria’s realities 
and the world. Five colonis-

ing powers are backing his 
regime and he speaks of 
Syrian “homogeneity.” 
This regime will remain in 
place until Syria is 

dismantled 
brick by brick. 
It can’t be 
otherwise 

since Barack 
Obama chose to ignore 

the “red line” he set for 
Assad four years ago.

Four years ago, Assad resorted 
to chemical weapons to extermi-
nate his own people. The fact that 
the United States refused to make 
good on its warning and deal the 
regime a final blow shows that 
the United States was more 
interested in getting rid of Syria 
than in getting rid of its regime. 

Yes, Assad can indeed boast of 
a “greater homogeneity” in Syria 
but he must be referring to the 
coexistence of different colonis-
ing powers on Syrian land. His job 
is to hear and obey.

Editorial

Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer based in London.

Iran is mindful that there are zones where it is not 
welcomed for “Israeli” reasons. 

In denial. 
A Syrian 
soldier waves 
the national 
f lag in 
al-Qtaifeh, 
50km north 
of the capital 
Damascus. (AFP)


