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The prospective Mayor of Copenhagen, Social democrat Ritt Bjerregaard said just before the cartoons portraying Mohammed were published, quoting a Danish saying: ‘Those that sow in the wind, harvest a storm.’

It is no exaggeration to say that the crisis provoked by the publication of the Mohammed cartoons in Jyllands-Posten, a right wing daily, in Denmark raised that storm and posed fundamental questions both on a national and international scale. In this short piece I will concentrate on the internal consequences and focus on how the left wing in Denmark has responded and is responding to the issue.

There are three main phases in the crisis. The first phase was kicked off by the publication of 12 cartoons depicting the prophet on the 30 September 2005, and lasted till the New Year. In this the phase the attacked – the Muslim community – pushed the attackers, including the right wing government, onto the defensive – without the help of the left.
In the second phase the conflict became internationalised and the Muslim masses took over. This phase lasted from January to the middle of February 2006.
It culminated in the torching of the Danish embassies in Syria and Lebanon, and attacks on other symbols of western imperialism. This phase, specifically the two weeks in the middle of February, produced a gigantic crisis in Danish society whereby the majority of people suddenly woke up to a new reality.

In this part of the crisis it would have been possible for the left to go on to the offensive. Yet again, the opportunity was missed.

The third phase is the aftermath, when the government and the right gained control again and reverted back to its policies of racism combined with attacks on welfare.
This phase reached its conclusion in the middle of April 2006 when the government announced its attacks on pensions, students and the unemployed. At the same time they refused to budge on the question of easier conditions for rejected asylum seekers and their children, who are rotting away in horrible and life threatening conditions in camps.

The reaction to the cartoons of the Prophet did not come out of the blue. The Muslim community had been the scapegoat both before and, more intensively after 9/11.

Particularly the Arab imams have been on the short list of ‘hate’ people in the Danish media and amongst right wing (government) politicians, which were constantly seeking to connect the religious representatives of Muslim Arabs to terrorism, and depicting them as a 5th column. In the months before the publication of the cartoons at least two very high profile incidents illustrated this.

The Minister of Culture, Brian Mikkelsen (from the Conservatives, which is a coalition party in the government), declared at the Conservative Party conference that the main focus of the cultural struggle in Denmark was the struggle against the ‘dark forces of Islam’. While a leading local politician from the Danish Peoples Party (the extreme right) in Copenhagen, wrote on her home page about the “cancer” of Islam. But also internationally, the Danish government has allied itself with the Anglo-American alliance of the willing and is a partner in the occupation of Iraq.

The cartoons themselves were stagemanaged. An anti-Islamic writer, Kaare Bluitgen claimed he couldn’t get a cartoonist to illustrate his children’s book about Islam. This has never been documented. This inspired the paper Jyllands-Posten to claim that Islamic fundamentalists were a current threat to freedom of speech and thereby contacted 40 cartoonists to stage a ‘happening’ in the paper.

Most refused because they could see the motive. 12 submitted cartoons and, of these some were critical drawings of the paper itself! The three most provocative drawings were created by the paper's own cartoonists, including the famous one of the aggressive Prophet with a bomb in his turban! (a) More specifically the paper wrote in the article that accompanied the cartoons, that they were drawn to show that Muslims in Denmark must be prepared to accept ‘scorn, mockery and ridicule’.

This provocation galvanised the Islamic denomination (mainly Muslim Arabs) to call a demonstration against the cartoons. It drew 3,000 Muslims at very short notice. Unfortunately the left were not involved at all. And indeed were not invited. This was very much seen both by them and most of the left as an internal affair.
The left has traditionally held religious leaders of the Muslim community to be suspect and it took a hard fight in the ‘No to War’ coalition to get Muslim leaders on the platform of the anti-war movement. The greatest success in this direction was a call from the ‘No to war’ coalition to support a ‘pray-in against the war’ in 2003.

But a more concerted and permanent relationship between the various left-wing parties and the Muslim religious community has not been forged. Indeed the Red-Green Alliance, which the Danish IS has just joined, equates “fundamentalist” Islamists with the far-right and sometimes, quite frequently, fascism. Thus the left is not seen as a natural ally by the Muslim community. Depressingly the left did not of itself seize this opportunity to take the offensive and join ranks with Muslims on this question.

A concentrated effort by the left to extend a hand to the Muslim community would have put pressure on the government and helped place the cartoon provocation within the general fight against racism and Islamophobia. Thus, hopefully, drawing ordinary Muslims closer towards conclusions other than religious and antiwesterner conclusions. But the Red-Green Alliance talked instead about removing the very weak legal protection against blasphemy, in the name of secularism – exactly what the far right was demanding.Why should religious leaders from the Muslim community take the left seriously?

The Islamic denomination was denounced by the media for suppressing ‘freedom of speech’, and their leaders demonised. But this did not stop them organising. They approached the ambassadors from 11 Muslim countries and asked them to put pressure on the government. The ambassadors requested a meeting with the government on the general discriminatory conditions of Muslims in Denmark and the anti-Muslim mood of public debate.

The cartoons were just one example they used. The government refused to meet them on the basis that the ambassadors had demanded that the government take legal action against the paper. This is a lie, as the letter to the government only talks about ‘taking the paper to task’ and not legal action.

It was this arrogant refusal, basically based on the fact that the far-right Danish People’s Party would have accused the government of being soft on Islam and retreating on the principle of ‘freedom of speech’, that precipitated the crisis and pushed the Danish Muslim leaders to go ‘international’ and appeal to the Arab and Muslim world for support. Yet the effect of their appeals was preceded by and prepared through the diplomatic crisis that the government’s refusal of dialogue created.

The government’s refusal to meet the ambassadors has since become a major point of criticism from within mainstream centre and left parties in Denmark. But at the time there was only muted protest. Indeed it was former Foreign Minister Uffe Ellemann Jensen from the Prime Minister Anders Fogh Rasmussens’s own party, the right-liberal Venstre, who had the hardest criticism.

This was followed up by a public statement criticising the government for their handling of the affair by a number of former ambassadors, who saw the dangers involved. They saw, quite clearly that if all legal and diplomatic channels were denied to Danish Muslims, then pressure would build up for solidarity from the governments of Muslim countries, and this was exactly what happened.

It has become an accepted truth amongst most Danes and indeed far into the left wing, that it was a delegation representing 27 Muslim organisations, who travelled to the Middle East in December that ‘created’ the crisis, because they ‘misinformed’ the Arabic world about the cartoons. This is a lie that is easily demolished, as has effectively been done by the left-liberal national daily paper Politiken (unfortunately two months after the event).
However underlying this is the conception of ‘unpatriotic activity’, or the more popular expression ‘pissing in the corners’. In its most extreme expression the accusation of ‘traitor’ was bandied about at will by the far right. Thus the question of nationalism also arises.
Yet again the left failed to defend the Muslim organisations that appealed for Muslim solidarity and their right to international support. In most left wing commentary we find that the responsibility for the international Muslim demonstrations in protest against the cartoons and the consumer boycotts that preceded and accompanied them, is placed equally at the feet of the government and its ‘handling’of the affair and of the Imams who undertook the solidarity tour of the Arab world.

The Red-Green Alliance made a completely surreal statement in which they tried to find a way through the heated debate by, on the one hand not condemning consumer boycotts of Danish goods, but on the other not supporting them because they were ‘serving reactionary purposes’! A lesson in how not to confront rabid nationalism when a voice from the left was most needed.

Despite this kind of failure, the efforts of the Muslim community and other forces than the left, were taking its toll on the government’s hard position.

In early December 2005 a group of mainstream and well acknowledged writers attacked the anti-Muslim feeling in the country and the racist policies of the government. This was followed up by a thousand doctors and psychologists who signed a statement condemning the government. Then 300 Lutheran priests protested and many used their sermon on Christmas Day to protest against the government. Many used the question of the cartoons as evidence of the problem.

But of course there is no automatic connection between these groups and the Muslim community. This connection could have been made by the left. This united front would have created the possibilities to unite to fight religious persecution, racist immigration policies and point the finger at the government.

Both the Socialist Peoples Party and The Red-Green Alliance, who together have 17 members of parliament, 10,000 members and 300,000 voters, had the chance to make that connection. Unfortunately they failed to do so in December/January just as they failed when the crux of the crisis came in the middle of February. In a statement on 3 December (b), when the possibility of initiating a united front was greatest, the Red-Green Alliance used 50 percent of the text to attack ‘Islamic fundamentalism’: ‘The red-Green Alliance sees political Islam as the same as every other right wing tendency, which have their more or less extreme groups, and we will always fight them.’
And to show they meant it seriously they organised a demonstration outside a meeting called by the small Islamic political group Hizb ut-Tahrir – which is the favourite hate object of the media and anybody wishing to bash Muslims.
This failure is, of course no coincidence. It is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the question of socialists and religion, and in particular socialists and Islam.1
It is also a fundamental misunderstanding of what the united front is. Finally it is also based on the nationalist conceptions of much of the Danish left. All these political failings came to the surface during the crisis and paralysed the left.
The government was now aware that they could not contain the question to the domestic scene and attempted to retreat a little by using the Prime Minister’s New Year’s speech vaguely to put distance between his government and Jyllands-Posten.

This speech was translated into Arabic and transmitted on some of the main networks. However this was too little, too late. The pressure on the Muslim countries’ governments, particularly those with strong Islamist movements, was building up steam. The movement among the Muslim masses started as a consumer boycott in various Arab countries in January 2006 and hit the Danish export of dairy products particularly hard.

The consumer boycott suddenly ignited all the humiliations and feelings that decades of western imperialism felt by millions of ordinary Muslims. They went on the streets and some burned flags, Danish, Israeli and American, showing quite clearly that this wasn’t just a religious protest but a general protest against imperialism and solidarity with the oppressed Muslims in the West.

These protests spread to Pakistan and the Far East. Then back again to the Middle East, where in one weekend two Danish diplomatic buildings were torched. But no Danish citizen has been harmed throughout the crisis, whilst at least 20 (c) Muslims have lost their lives because their governments security forces fired on demonstrations.

The effect on the Danish society was electrifying. Particularly the torching of the embassies created a crisis situation. The reaction of all the parliamentary parties (d) was to rally around ‘Denmark’ and that meant rallying around the government.
The new Social Democratic leader Helle Thorning Smith agreed to a ‘citizens’ peace’ under which her party wouldn’t attack the government whilst it was trying to ‘solve the diplomatic crisis’ – in effect ceasing to be an opposition.
The two left wing parties appeared paralysed. The feeling, in the country was a stampede to the middle. A myriad of ordinary citizens wanted ‘tolerance and dialogue’ and lots of demonstrations (small, local ones) were held on that basis. In many cases these initiatives were taken by the youth organisations of the left.
Voices, like the International Socialists in Denmark, that tried to place the responsibility on the government received a very hard, very aggressive hearing. Socialist papers were hard to sell, although it was clear that anti-war arguments received a much better reception.

The rush to the middle ground was to be expected but, in the aftermath, it was who took the initiative that would move feeling to the left or to the right. The government could only regain the initiative – and there was about a week after the torching of the embassies where it hung in the balance – if others didn’t seize it.

Yet again the left, particularly the far left in the form of the Red-Green Alliance, did not do so. In this instance there was an internal struggle within the Alliance that points to the possibilities for Marxists to turn the discussion our way. But the voices that argued not to take an initiative but to leave it up to ‘the movement’, which in effect meant nothing, won the day and the government survived.
The only real success that pointed in the right direction was the initiative taken by the so called Muslim Network, which is based on middle-class intellectuals who have been hounded out of various centre and left parties because of their beliefs. They managed to organise the only multiracial, multi-religious demonstration that occurred. 2,000 Muslims, Christians and left-wingers marched together in Nørrebro, the heart of Copenhagen and a multi-ethnic area. The composition was 50/50 Danish/immigrant. But this was only possible when called by the Muslim Network. A week later a similar demonstration called by the left with Muslim support could only get 400 on the streets of Copenhagen and was almost entirely white.

The lessons here are clear. As our leaders use the fear of fundamentalist Islamists as the underpinning of their attack on our welfare, then we have to be clear on the issue.

It is the fight to win political clarity on the question of Islamophobia, combined with the tactics of the united front, that need to be won if we are to be able to challenge the ruling class effectively. On the other hand if we don’t do so then the consequences are dire as the cartoon crisis in Denmark shows.

The first step is to win the discussion within the Red-Green Alliance. Although the main tendency within the Alliance has been not to see the question of Islamophobia as central to the struggle against the government and this has led to inertia, then the whole process has created a discussion climate where our arguments can have some weight.
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