VIEW: Cartoon issue: one more perspective—Shaukat Qadir
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It seems the world is determined to drive home to students of sociology that while all other cultures might be areligious, the only religious culture that threatens the world is that of Islam

Almost everybody has written to express their views on the latest offensive against the world’s Muslim population. I too have decided to join in and perhaps offer a slightly different perspective. What was most surprising about the entire affair was the fact that there appeared to have been no reason to trigger this in Denmark — unlike US Denmark had witnessed no 9/11, no bombing in the streets of Copenhagen (as had happened in London), nothing that should suddenly cause the Danish press to publish such ridiculous and provocative caricatures of the prophet (peace be upon him). 

It is argued that the publication of these cartoons was an instance of the press and freedom of opinion. However, both these concepts by definition do not include transgressing the religious emotions of others, since the freedom of one individual ends where the freedom of the other begins. 

Of the Scandinavian countries I am most familiar with Sweden and the least with Norway. However, my little interaction with the Danes left me with an impression that a transformation was underway in their character. Traditionally they have been seen as tolerant and respectful of the feelings of the citizens of the world (they acquired this reputation during the holocaust when Danish citizens and the government went out of their way to assist the Jews escaping the genocide). 

However, when I arrived in Copenhagen this national character was undergoing a change. I was not treated with quite the same courtesy as other tourists and was not as welcome at the hotel, or elsewhere. This feeling was strengthened when I talked to a Pakistani friend who had been living there for over two decades. He complained that Muslims had been unable to obtain permission to construct a mosque in Copenhagen for over two years although, as in the other Scandinavian countries, there was an increasing number of Muslims in the city. According to him, the Muslim population in Copenhagen had doubled over the last decade to over 50,000. He and his friends had other complaints as well.

It was my opinion that the change began in mid-1990s. I might have refrained from expressing this view if I had not read “Denmark’s problem with the Muslims” by Martin Burcharth, a Dane, published in the New York Times. He writes, “Aren’t Danes supposed to be unusually tolerant and respectful of others? Not entirely. Denmark’s reputation as a nation with a long tradition of tolerance towards others — one solidified by its rescue of Danish Jews from deportation to Nazi concentration camps in 1943 and by the high levels of humanitarian aid it provides today — is something of a myth.

“We Danes have grown increasingly xenophobic over the years. The publication of the cartoons had little to do with generating a debate about self-censorship and freedom of expression. It can be seen only in the context of a climate of pervasive hostility toward anything Muslim in Denmark.

“There are more than 200,000 Muslims in Denmark, a country with a population of 5.4 million. A few decades ago, Denmark had no Muslims at all. Not surprisingly, Islam has come to be viewed by many as a threat to the survival of Danish culture.

“For 20 years Muslims have been denied [permission] to build mosques in Copenhagen. And there are no Muslim cemeteries in Denmark, so the bodies of Muslims have to be flown back to their home countries for proper burial.” 

He also explains that the minister for cultural affairs, Brian Mikkelsen, asked scholars, artists and writers to create a ‘canon’ of Danish art, music, literature, and film. And, according to him, while the ostensible reason might have been the preservation of Danish culture, the real reason was that it was the ‘last line of defence’ against the invasion of Muslim culture. 

One of the courses I have frequently been asked to teach is ‘Culture, Conflict, and Dispute Resolution’. I have always been at pains to explain to students that culture has no religion. It is, in fact, much broader than religion, in that it absorbs all religions. I quote examples of customs that the Pakistani culture has absorbed from the Hindus, of customs that Indian and Pakistani cultures have absorbed from the British, Arabs, Afghans, Iranians, Turks, and others. My point is that while religions influence cultures, they do not govern them. For example the Islamic culture is not monolithic; there are great differences between the cultures of Muslim majority countries.

Such discriminatory treatment of Muslims and the fact that a disparate ‘Muslim culture’ is seen to be threatening the world bother me. It appears that a part of the world is determined to prove me wrong. It is determined to drive home to students of sociology that while all other cultures might be areligious, Islam is a religious culture that threatens the world.

I am, by no standards, a devout Muslim, but this incident has left even moderate people like myself closer to those who prepared to take up cudgels against the ‘liberal’ Danes and their ilk. It saddens me that the entire world seems to be regressing towards intolerance, the very antithesis of progress. Whatever legacy of thought I had to bequeath my children, I have already done. However, if I live long enough, what legacy will I be able to offer my grandchildren

