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Xenophobia and Nationalism in EU

Morten OUGAARD

Denmark has a long history of international
engagement, supporting international law
and contributing to international organiza-
tions. Important values in its political cul-
ture are tolerance, human rights, and inter-
national openness, being sympathetic to
immigrants and asylum-seekers. At least
that is how Danes liked to think of them-
selves, and with some justification. Over the
last decade, however, this picture has
changed significantly.

From the 1960’s Denmark has had a
steady inflow of so-called ‘guest-workers’
from Turkey, Pakistan, and North Africa,
and refugees from troubled areas around
the world. This led to a growing Muslim
minority who visibly and culturally is dif-
ferent from ethnic Danes. Adding to the
growth was rules allowing for family reuni-
fication and the practice of some immi-
grants to marry persons from their coun-
tries of origin. Today the Muslim minority is
ca. 150.000 persons or 3% of the population.

This gave rise to resentment among some
ethnic Danes, in particular the poorer and
less educated, who also felt growing insecu-
rity because of economic changes induced by
globalization and cut-backs in the welfare
state resulting from the turn to neo-liberal
policies. Thus arose a tendency to scape-
goat foreigners. This was strongly magnified
by the populist Danish Peoples Party (DPP)



who engaged heavily in ‘hate speech’, for
instance calling Islam an inferior religion
and claiming that Muslims never can
become real Danes.

This strategy had some success, resulting
in 24 out of 179 seats in parliament.
Together with the governing coalition’s 70
votes this constituted a solid majority. A
bargain was struck, the DPP supporting the
government’s economic policies in exchange
for support for its anti-immigration and
anti-refugee agenda. From being among the
most open countries in questions of immi-
gration and refugees, Denmark now is one
of the most restrictive in Europe, if not the
most closed. The government also tolerated
the DPP’s anti-Islamic rhetoric

The domestic climate grew tenser. In this
situation a newspaper chose to publish crit-
ical cartoons of the prophet. Allegedly a
measure to protect freedom of the press, but
it was difficult not to see it as a deliberate
provocation of Danish Muslims.

Muslims in Denmark, the Middle East
and elsewhere reacted strongly with
protests and demonstrations. Ambassadors
from major Muslim countries requested a
meeting with the Prime Minister who
refused, which further fuelled the demon-
strations, leading to attacks on Danish
embassies, a diplomatic crisis, and con-
sumer boycott of Danish goods. The conse-
quences were costly: economic losses for
companies, loss of political good-will in the
Middle East, loss of standing among partner
countries, and a weakening of Denmark’s
standing in the world. Much effort was

required to repair the damage.
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But the internal political dynamics
remained unchanged, the government
relying on the support of DPP, continuing
the anti-immigration, anti-refugee policy,
and tolerating anti-Islamic hate-speech. In
early 2007, however, a possible change was
signaled by the creation of a new political
party, New Alliance, whose prime aim is to
minimize the influence of the DPP. This
may alter the internal political balance in

the next election.
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