Dread of ‘Eurabia’? 
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BIGOTED, xenophobic, reactionary, alarmist, radical, hateful, rabid: these words are more commonly used to describe extremist Muslims. But since 57.5 per cent of the Swiss public voted to ban the building of any new minarets in their country, the tables have turned, and the world is wondering, who’s the radical one now? 

To say that the outcome of last week’s Swiss referendum — backed by rightwing, nationalist parties — was inappropriate is an understatement. What is more offensive, however, are the justifications and clarifications that have surrounded the process. 

Conservative Swiss politicians, when tabling the referendum, argued that minarets symbolised a “political-religious claim to power, which challenges fundamental rights”. Indeed, the Swiss took the trouble to clarify that they were not anti-Muslim, but simply averse to power displays. The perception that the construction of minarets is an attempt to promote Islam in the public sphere is yet another symptom of the Islamophobia plaguing Europe. 

For some years now, Europe has been battling fears of what Ali Allawi has described as “reverse colonisation”. Many Europeans believe that they are soon to fall victim to a demographic time bomb as rapidly multiplying Muslim immigrants induce a population shift. Many dread a future ‘Eurabia’, in which expanding Muslim communities (and, apparently, their towering minarets) overwhelm native societies or fragment the continent into Muslim enclaves that thrive to the detriment of others. It is the widespread acceptance of such alarmist scenarios that translated into votes during the Swiss referendum.

Of course, this paranoia pays little heed to statistics that suggest that Europe’s current population of 15-20 million Muslims has no chance of trumping the 450-million strong who claim the continent. Nor does it see any irony in the fact that less than 20 per cent of Switzerland’s 300,000 Muslims actually practise their faith. 

Referendum supporters also argued that the minaret ban was an effort to improve integration and fight extremism. Nothing could be further from the truth. Sociologist and urban theorist Henri Lefebvre has argued that “monumental space offer[s] each member of a society an image of that membership, an image of his or her social visage. It thus constitute[s] a collective mirror more faithful than any personal one”. In other words, monuments mirror societies and thus help communities develop consensus and craft collective identities.

If Europe wants Muslims to integrate, let them have their minarets. Let them literally see themselves as part of the European landscape and know that their belonging has been concretised. Isn’t it more important that Muslims in Switzerland identify with a local articulation of their faith — whether through practice or architecture — rather than yearn for an idealised Islam that flourishes in faraway places? Without any outward acknowledgment of the fact that there are Muslims in Europe, they will feel more marginalised and socially overlooked — anything but integrated. 

The integration argument also falls apart because of the pro-Christian subtext of the Swiss referendum. As Filip Dewinter, the head of an organisation called Cities Against Islamisation, put it: “Europe is a Christian-based society. We are used to church towers. Mosques do not belong to European culture.” 

It is highly ironic that minarets are seen as an affront to Christian culture: an informative post on the Chapati Mystery blog points to sources that suggest that the rise of church towers in Europe coincides with the arrival of Arabs in the Mediterranean, and that steeples are in fact reinterpretations of minarets! 

Flawed in logic and xenophobic in nature, the minaret ban will fan the fires of hatred and create a ‘clash of civilisations’ where there needn’t be one. Look a little closer, and it becomes apparent that the Swiss are not as bigoted as this controversial referendum might suggest. 

Within Europe, the outcome of the referendum has sparked a debate about the merits of direct democracy, one far livelier than rants against encroaching Muslims. Referendums are not allowed in most European countries — they are considered unproductive because they decontextualise issues, focus on the short-term, and facilitate populist results. If Europe really believed that it was being overrun by breeding Muslims, the pros and cons of direct democracy would not be up for discussion. 

That said, there is no denying pervasive Islamophobia in Europe. Some analysts have even suggested that the minaret ban expresses a European desire to deal more decisively with the ‘Muslim threat’. In comparison with the United States, which has launched two wars to push back against Islamic highhandedness, Europeans believe their response has been weak, wrapped in the miens of political correctness. 

The good news is that the minaret ban may yet be overturned. The Council of Europe has pointed out that the ban violates fundamental human rights protected by international treaties, specifically the European Convention on Human Rights. 

In the event that the ban is overturned, the Muslim world should not rest on its laurels. Across Europe, defenders of the minaret ban have put forth the argument that Christian symbols and structures are unwelcome in Islamic countries, and therefore, European Muslims deserve no courtesies. It is certainly true that the Muslim world’s record on tolerance and pluralism is shoddy, and, in Pakistan, the hypocrisy of groups such as the Jamaat-i-Islami protesting the minaret ban is apparent. In this context, the Swiss referendum should serve as a reminder in the Muslim world, too, that you should do unto others as you would have them do unto you.

