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Political actors often portray the invisibility of this phenomenon within
discourses surrounding the “minority problem” or “immigration problem”, at-
tributing migrant challenges to “objective” criteria such as culture (attitudes,
behaviour, mentality, values, and so on) or economic factors (class origin,
economic crisis, market forces, and so on).26 In other words, it is never a prob-
lem of racism, but of internal cultural causes featured in certain communities.
For Muslims in Europe, this discourse provides an unstable definition of Mus-
lims, making them the target of constant surveillance and suspicion of extrem-
ism and violence. In this sense, the “European racial order produces and sus-
tains a permanent suspicion and (at least) latent hostility towards ‘Mus-
lims’”, 27 which translates into links between the lack of integration of migrants
or racialized minorities with “migrant background” to the discourse of Muslim
extremism.

This racialization puts Muslims in the zone of non-being as they are “po-
liced in their communities, incarcerated in large numbers, discriminated
against in housing and labour markets, etc. This is not due to a problem of
‘terrorism’ or ‘illegality’ as immigrants, but rather of racial discrimination”.28

On that account, Ayhan Kaya states that the contemporary identity of Europe
is built upon an ideological framework that is characterized by anti-Muslim
racism and Islamophobia.29 It is important to point out that there is a myriad
of events that contributed to negative perceptions of Muslims and Islam. The
attacks of 9/11, as widely approached by literature, were a focal point in terms
of securitizing the discourses that permeate migration and Muslims. Within
Europe, the attacks on Charlie Hebdo in France and the “refugee crisis” in
2015 were recent significant events that, among others, placed increased focus
on Europe’s Muslim communities. In 2020, The European Commission
against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) launched an activities’ report warning
of growing hatred and violence against Muslims after the attacks in Nice and
Vienna, in October and November 2020 respectively. The ECRI’s report
points to a “dangerous spiral of inter-related forms of racism developing
[against Muslim individuals and/or collectives]”.30

The political construction of Muslims is based on an external alterity for
Europe that entails migration, race, and the Muslim identity acting as “rela-
tively floating signifiers”.31 This is to say that such Europeanness subjugates
and oppresses all that is produced as non-European, putting migrants and,
more specifically, Muslims in the position of racialized formations in the zone

26 Grosfoguel, Oso, and Christou, “‘Racism’, Intersectionality and Migration Studies,” 646–
647.
27 De Genova, “The ‘Migrant Crisis’ as Racial Crisis,” 1776.
28 Grosfoguel, Oso, and Christou, “‘Racism’, Intersectionality and Migration Studies,” 643.
29 Kaya, “‘Islamophobism’ as an Ideology in the West.”
30 European Commission against Racism and Intolerance,Annual Report on ECRI’s Activities
Covering the Period from 1 January to 31 December 2020 (Strasbourg: ECRI, 2021), 15.
31 De Genova, “The ‘European’ Question,” 347.
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of non-being. Anti-Muslim racism and Islamophobia as an ideology, then, op-
erate as “a form of cultural racism in Europe which has become apparent along
with the process of securitizing and stigmatizing migration and migrants”.32

Anti-Muslim Racism, Migration, and the EU as a
Relevant Actor

The previous section provided a conceptual framework of issues concerning
intersectionality, anti-Muslim racism in the European context, and how these
topics can relate to the level of policy-making on migration. Once these issues
are looked upon, the present section bridges the links between anti-Muslim
racism, intersectionality, and the EU as a relevant policy actor in this regard.
Some background context related to the EU actions towards policies of anti-
racism, particularly anti-Muslim racism, and migration will be addressed.

The EU has gradually crafted a position of influence in the area of migra-
tion and value-based issues, standing as a normative power able to impact the
policy field through its actions and words. As a political and executive power,
the EU is, on the one hand, an actor that can ensure moral and ethical respon-
sibility related to combatting discrimination, as its own identity is developed
under the values of human rights and equality.33 But, on the other hand, it is
also an important actor responsible for border enforcement, migration man-
agement, and security issues. Bearing in mind the aspect of intersectionality,
these two “roles” of the EU provide interesting reasons for looking at how the
EU addresses the issues of anti-Muslim racism and migration combined.

The first initiative of the EU to fight racism dates back to 2000, when the
EU Race Equality Directive was launched. TheDirective is a legislative doc-
ument that obliges all Member States to adopt national laws on the prohibition
of racial discrimination. As the first anti-racism legislation in Europe, theDi-
rective poses racism at the individual level where victims of racism must file
complaints to go to court. No specific references are made to anti-Muslim ha-
tred or anti-Muslim racism, nor to Islamophobia or racism concerning reli-
gious beliefs. As a consequence of theDirective, a series of legislative docu-
ments have been developed based on combating certain forms of racist and
xenophobic expression. The 2008Framework Decision on combating certain
forms and expressions of racism and xenophobia by means of criminal law,
for instance, added the prohibition of hate speech and violence based on race,
colour, ethnicity, or religion. Despite the introduction of “religion” as a cate-
gory of discrimination, there is still no specific mention of anti-Muslim racism

32 Kaya, “‘Islamophobism’ as an Ideology in the West,” 281.
33 Erel, Murji, and Nahaboo, “Understanding the Contemporary Race–Migration Nexus,”
1344.
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or Islamophobia. It was only in 2015 that the EU acknowledged anti-Muslim
racism as a problem demanding specific solutions. At the time, the European
Commission created the position of Coordinator on combating anti-Muslim
hatred, whose work it is to ensure responses to fight back anti-Muslim dis-
crimination and who “is the main point of contact for organizations in the EU
working against racism and anti-Muslim hatred”.34 Sparked by the BLM pro-
tests in May 2020 and the impacts of COVID-19 in racialized communities,
the European Commission finally published theAnti-Racism Action Plan to
act against systemic racism in the EU.

Concerning the EU and its work related to migration, the recent migratory
movements and, in particular, the “refugee crisis” of 2015 showed that migra-
tion is a complex issue. Establishing a well-set migration management system
can contribute to guaranteeing the safety of those who seek international pro-
tection or a better life, and support countries to receive newcomers. Given this
context, the European Commission proposed a “fresh start on migration” by
launching theNew Pact on Migration and Asylum for “building confidence
through more effective procedures and striking a new balance between respon-
sibility and solidarity”.35 The idea of a European Pact on migration originated
in 2008 with a proposal from the French Presidency of the EU for a European
Pact on Immigration and Asylum and, from then, several measures, treaties,
and other legislative documents were put into place to set up migration frame-
works in the EU. Based on a holistic approach, theNew Pact on Migration
and Asylum envisages the European Commission policy agenda aimed at set-
ting up a “Common European Framework for Migration and Asylum Man-
agement”.36

Sources and Methodology

The previous sections on the issues of racism and migration and how they
have been dealt with by the EU provide sufficient background to motivate the
main sources that will be analyzed in this paper: the EUAnti-Racism Action
Plan and theNew Pact on Migration and Asylum. Both documents were pro-
posed by the European Commission in September 2020, and they stand as the
most recent policies related to racism and migration respectively. Although

34 European Commission, “Combating Anti-Muslim Hatred: Activities of the European Com-
mission’s Coordinator on Combating Anti-Muslim Hatred,” accessed 18 August 2023,
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimina-
tion/racism-and-xenophobia/combating-anti-muslim-hatred_en.
35 European Commission, “Communication from the Commission on a New Pact on Migra-
tion and Asylum,” COM(2020) 609 final, Brussels, 23 September 2020.
36 Sergio Carrera,Whose Pact? The Cognitive Dimensions of the New EU Pact on Migration
and Asylum (Brussels: CEPS Policy Insights, 2020), 1–2.
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they differ in terms of purpose and expected goals, they constitute important
documents for the policy areas that this paper will examine.

The reason for comparing both policy documents is because racism plays
a key role in the migration field in Europe. The way in which the EU addresses
challenges relating to the intersection between racism and migration, where
Muslims often find themselves, can either counteract or undermine those chal-
lenges. Important EU actors, such as the Chair of the European Network
Against Racism (ENAR), have already pointed out that “racialized migrants
are bearing the brunt of increasingly restrictive migration policies and dis-
courses” and that there must be long-term solutions to question “the racial
biases underpinning European and national migration policies to ensure the
real inclusion and participation of migrants in European society”.37 If migra-
tion policies in Europe should take into account anti-racism to deliver better
strategies, then exploring how the EU addresses racialized groups, such as
Muslims, at the level of policy-making on migration remains important.

The methodology applied in this study consists of critical content analysis
of theAnti-Racism Action Plan and theNew Pact on Migration and Asylum
by applying the set of criteria of “good intersectionality” in policies. The
method of reading the documents and, by extension, investigating their men-
tion – or absence – of issues relating to migration and anti-Muslim racism is
done qualitatively. The following questions guided the reading of the texts:
Are Muslims, anti-Muslim racism, Islam, and/or Islamophobiaexplicit and
visible in the policies? Is thereinclusiveness of multiple inequalities? Is inter-
sectionalitymentioned? Is it possible to assume that power hierarchies are be-
ing reproduced or transformed? Are these policies contributing to or counter-
actingstigmatization of Muslims? The answering of these questions and the
analysis of the proposed documents will be done individually and, then,
crossed for comparison. The comparison is interesting as it can show the po-
tential intersections between racism and migration in policies.

Achieving a Union of Equality: TheAnti-Racism Action
Plan 2020–2025

With “a Union of Equality” and “United in Diversity” asmottos, the Anti-
Racism Action Plan, hereinafter thePlan, was launched by the European
Commission in September 2020. It was welcomed by civil society, anti-racist
organizations, and scholars as a positive turn in the EU discourse on racism.
This is due to the fact that thePlan touched upon essential points for the first

37 European Network Against Racism, “Racism Plays a Key Role in Migrants’ Exclusion and
Violations of Rights in the European Union,” 2 May 2017, https://www.enar-eu.org/Racism-
plays-a-key-role-in-migrants-exclusion-and-violations-of-rights-in-the/.
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time ever, acknowledging racism as an institutional and systemic issue in the
EU. It is important to point out that thePlan was not an initiative set on the
European Commission’s roadmap for 2020, but it was added after the BLM
movement demanded solid anti-racist positions from political institutions. On
17 June 2020, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen stated
that “we need to talk about racism. Andwe need to act”.38 Her speech clearly
reflects a sense of togetherness and it further calls for the EU to act, acknowl-
edging the existence of racism within the Union.

ThePlan explicitly addresses intersectionality as a relevant tool by stating
that the various forms of racism need to “be taken into account through an
intersectional approach”,39 followed by the EU definition of intersectionality
as an “analytical tool for studying, understanding and responding to the ways
in which sex and gender intersect with other personal characteristics/identi-
ties, and how these intersections contribute to unique experiences of discrim-
ination”.40 It is clear that thePlan is a policy document that accounts for the
articulation of intersectionality as one of its most important aspects. Particu-
larly, the transformative potential of using intersectional lenses to combat rac-
ism are made visible when thePlan states that “the impact of structural racism
can be as profound and harmful as individual racism, its existence needs to be
acknowledged and it must be addressed through proactive policies. An inter-
sectional perspective deepens understanding of structural racism, and makes
responses more effective”.41

In the beginning of the text of thePlan, the various forms in which racism
manifests itself are pointed out:

Racism comes in different forms. Overt expressions of individual racism and
racial discrimination are the most obvious. All too often, racial or ethnic origin
is used as a ground to discriminate – the COVID-19 pandemic and the after-
math of terrorist attacks are just the most recent cases where blame has been
unjustly directed at people with a minority racial or ethnic background. People
of Asian and African descent, Muslims, Jewish and Roma people have all suf-
fered from intolerance.42

Further, thePlan specifies categories of racism that have to be addressed
through an intersectional approach:

38 The speech opens the web page of the European Commission, “EU Anti-Racism Action
Plan 2020–2025,” accessed 18 August 2023, https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-
fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/racism-and-xenophobia/eu-anti-racism-action-
plan-2020-2025_en.
39 European Commission, “Communication from the Commission to the European Parlia-
ment, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the
Regions: A Union of Equality: EU Anti-Racism Action Plan 2020–2025,” COM(2020) 565
final, Brussels, 18 September 2020, 2.
40 European Commission, “EU Anti-Racism Action Plan 2020–2025,” 2, n. 6.
41 European Commission, “EU Anti-Racism Action Plan 2020–2025,” 13.
42 European Commission, “EU Anti-Racism Action Plan 2020–2025,” 1.
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may work against the intended goal of avoiding stigmatization and stereotyp-
ing.

To conclude, thePlan does not frequently address the concepts “anti-Mus-
lim hatred”, “Muslims”, or “Islam”. “Islamophobia”, for instance, is not men-
tioned at all. However, when reading the text through an intersectional lens
and applying the set of criteria for “good intersectionality” in policies, it is
possible to infer that the EU greatly adopts an anti-racist posture by recogniz-
ing intersectional forms of racism, anti-Muslim racism being one of them.
This recognition is important due to the fact that the EU addresses anti-Mus-
lim racism as an important and relevant category that needs to be tackled by
an anti-racist posture.

The next section will examine how the EU addresses anti-Muslim racism
and Islamophobia through the lens of intersectionality in theNew Pact on Mi-
gration and Asylum, using the same criteria as above.

A Fresh Start on Migration: TheNew Pact on Migration
and Asylum

TheNew Pact on Migration and Asylum, hereinafter thePact, is a document
also launched by the European Commission in September 2020 that is at the
core of migration policies and strategies of the EU. ThePact stresses the im-
portance of undertaking a “human and humane approach” for a new European
framework on migration by providing “certainty, clarity and decent conditions
for the men, women and children arriving in the EU” and allowing “Europeans
to trust that migration is managed in an effective and humane way, fully in
line with [EU] values”.46 Conversely, it does not require a meticulous analysis
of thePact to understand that it reinforces the mainstream discourse concern-
ing migration, which is one related to returns, push-backs, and borders. It is
possible to uncover the intention of thePact when it states that “EU migration
rules can be credibleonly if those who do not have the right to stay in the EU
areeffectively returned” 47 and this is emphasized by the appointment of a EU
Return Coordinator in connection to the launch of thePact. With this ap-
proach, the text builds a whole system of preventing irregular migrants, pre-
cisely the group whose vulnerability does not allow them to reach Europe by
regular means.

In this regard, thePact does not mention categories of vulnerability related
to migrants in Europe, nor does it address intersectional forms of discrimina-
tion and inequalities that migrants might face on their journey. On the con-
trary, when thePact emphasizes returning procedures and, consequently,

46 European Commission, “New Pact on Migration and Asylum,” 1.
47 European Commission, “New Pact on Migration and Asylum,” 7, emphasis added.
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more surveillance mechanisms, it leverages the harm in racialized communi-
ties, such as Muslims, who are stereotyped and constantly targets of suspicion
and securitizing discourses. The text of thePact does not mention Muslims,
Islam, Islamophobia, racism or, anti-Muslim racism, nor the related concepts
of religion, belief, discrimination, intersectionality, hatred, xenophobia, eth-
nicity, or minority.

This absence can be quite emblematic when examining other policies and
texts that followed the publication of thePact. A joint statement by the EU
home affairs ministers on the terrorist attacks in November 2020 in Europe,
explicitly pointed out migrants as the problem and, implicitly, the Muslim
communities.48 Initially released with several addresses to Islam and Muslims,
the final version of the statement still emphasized the link between religious
extremism and (the lack of) integration of migrants. Also in November 2020,
anAction Plan on Integration and Inclusion of migrants was published by the
European Commission. Under the key point of “inclusion for all”, the docu-
ment led to the assumption that the lack of integration of migrants and/or EU
citizens with migrant background is linked to radicalization and extremism.
This document frequently addresses religion as an important issue and men-
tions interreligious dialogues as a way of preventing radicalization – reinforc-
ing the recurring discourse of Muslims as primary suspects of extremist acts.49

Furthermore, in December 2020 the Commission published theEU Agenda
for Counter-Terrorism that contributed with a discourse that marginalized, ra-
cialized, and discriminated Muslim communities in the name of securitiza-
tion.50

The invisibility of racism and anti-Muslim racism in thePact, which is one
of the most relevant policy documents on migration in Europe, coupled with
the aforementioned texts, can lead to failure in addressing pressing issues of
racism against migrants and Muslim communities. In other words, whilst the
EU does not recognize in its policies that migration and race are intrinsically
related, it might fail to undertake a humane approach following the lines of
European values. That being the case, it seems that “United in diversity”, con-
tradictorily, no longer applies in migration frameworks and policies.

48 European Council, “Joint Statement by the EU Home Affairs Ministers on the Recent Ter-
rorist Attacks in Europe,” 13 November 2020, https://www.consilium.eu-
ropa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/13/joint-statement-by-the-eu-home-affairs-ministers-
on-the-recent-terrorist-attacks-in-europe/.
49 European Commission, “Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament,
the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions:
Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027,” COM(2020) 758 final, Brussels, 24 No-
vember 2020.
50 European Commission, “Communication from the Commission: A Counter-Terrorism
Agenda for the EU: Anticipate, Prevent, Protect, Respond,” COM(2020) 795 final, Brussels, 9
December 2020.



32

Comparison of theAnti-Racism Action Plan and the
New Pact on Migration and Asylum

Since the strategies presented in theAnti-Racism Action Plan and theNew
Pact on Migration and Asylum are by no means congruous with each other, it
is relevant to compare their contents. There is an absence of dialogues between
the two policies regarding Muslims and anti-Muslim racism, even though they
were proposed by the European Commission and released in the same
timeframe. While thePlan is built upon a discourse of acknowledgement, ac-
countability, and responsibility of the EU in adopting anti-racist postures and
recognizing anti-Muslim hatred, thePact does not even mention racism or
discrimination. This gives rise to a question: How can the EU counteract rac-
ism if this ambition is not embedded in all their policies?

It is possible to assume from thePlan, for instance, a discursive approach
from the EU where it explicitly recognizes itself as a predominant power over
others, while offering the possibilities for social change. In thePact, however,
this does not occur, as the discourse which permeates the document is one of
maintaining hegemonic positions towards migration. Thus, thePact (re)pro-
duces a discourse of maintenance of the EU hegemonic power by not referring
to racialized communities, such as Muslims, to migration policies. This poses
an issue as it leads to an understanding that intersectionality and anti-racism
approaches are left for “soft” policies that usually take suggestive forms such
as proposals or, in this case, a plan.

In the section on harnessing EU tools to their full extent, thePlan states:

When developing policies, from social inclusion to AI, from the Green Deal to
digital inclusion and from addressing hate speech tomigration policies, inte-
grating the equality dimension also includes ensuring that EU and national pol-
icies serve the interests of all people, irrespective of their racial or ethnic origin.
The Commission will seek to ensure that the fight against discrimination on
specific grounds and their intersections with other grounds of discrimination,
such as sex, disability, age, religion or sexual orientation is integrated into all
EU policies, legislation and funding programmes.51

While the EU advocates integrating an intersectional approach to discrimina-
tion in all its policies, and while it certainly deserves its merits for the great
anti-racist stance adopted in thePlan, thePact and its related policies show
that migration policies are not part of this integration yet. ThePact, for in-
stance, comes as a “fresh start” to a new migration framework for the EU, yet
is actively silent on an important problem, which is the fact that the anti-racist
approach does not reach out to the immigrant in the EU and ignores the fact
that the own existence of borders is a way of race-making. This can be

51 European Commission, “EU Anti-Racism Action Plan 2020–2025,” 19, emphasis added.
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exemplified by the use of new technologies in border management systems
that can have a profound impact on racialized and gendered subjects, such as
ethnic minorities and women. This is even addressed in thePlan:

Studies have demonstrated that AI-based facial recognition algorithms can ex-
hibit misclassification rates when used on some demographic groups, such as
women and people with minority racial or ethnic background. This can lead to
biased results and ultimately discrimination. The Commission and the agency
EU-LISA are working on facial recognition technologies to be used in the EU’s
own large IT system for border management and security.52

Surprisingly, thePact does not address the impact and potential risks of the
use of new technologies – such as artificial intelligence for facial recognition
– and IT-systems in general for racialized communities. This might pose a
threat as thePact establishes pre-entry screening procedures that are “appli-
cable to all third-country nationals who cross the external border without au-
thorization. This screening will includeidentification, health and security
checks, fingerprinting and registration in the Eurodac database”.53 This leads
to a concern of racial profiling in identification systems, especially of already
greatly targeted communities, including Muslims, and risks linking the cate-
gory of “migrant” to racial or ethnic minorities.

The comparison between theAnti-Racism Action Plan and theNew Pact
on Migration and Asylum leads to the assumption that anti-racism and migra-
tion occupy compartmentalized spots in EU policy-making. When using the
lens of intersectionality and analyzing how policies can be constructed with
such an approach, it is possible to identify how these documents were pro-
duced and how they address (or fail to address) racialized communities, such
as Muslims. On the one hand, the EU succeeds in addressing anti-Muslim rac-
ism and adopting an anti-racist posture and intersectional approach to the sub-
ject in thePlan; on the other, the way in which thePact is constructed leads
to the interpretation that the text undermines and actively ignores pressing is-
sues related to Muslims, racism, and migration in a European context. By
holding parallel agendas, thePact and thePlan barely intersect, connect, or
work towards complementarity on policy-making, which raises the question
of the validity and relevance in promoting anti-racism in one area at the ex-
pense of suppressing the subject in others.

52 European Commission, “EU Anti-Racism Action Plan 2020–2025,” 9.
53 European Commission, “New Pact on Migration and Asylum,” 4, emphasis added.
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The Representation of Islam in Emmanuel
Macron’s Discourses on the Fight Against
Separatism and Tribute to Samuel Paty

Viddy Ranawijaya

Introduction

In October 2020, the French president, Emmanuel Macron, shocked the Mus-
lim world by stating that Islam is a religion in crisis worldwide during his
discourse on the fight against separatism. During his speech, a statement that
targets a “parallel society” of radical Islamists among the French Muslim com-
munity was brought up when he introduced the “anti-separatism bill”. This
remark has drawn criticism on social media from French Muslim activists and
Muslim advocates worldwide. Some said that he promised a crackdown on
Muslims, while others accused him of promoting a divisive culture war against
a minority.1

Coincidentally, the occasion was followed by the heinous murder of Sam-
uel Paty, a French teacher, by a radical Muslim who accused Paty of showing
a cartoon of the Prophet Muhammad to middle school pupils. A 13-year-old
girl, who in the end admitted lying about the showing of the cartoon, reported
the incident to her parents, who would later initiate a protest campaign on so-
cial media. This campaign led a radical Islamist, an 18-year-old male born in
Muslim-majority Chechnya, Abdullakh Anzorov, to murder Paty.2 This sadis-
tic act prompted Macron to pay homage and speak before the French public.
In the tribute, he emphasized the commitment to defendlaïcité as a principle
in French society.

Both discourses have brought up criticism and calls for a boycott of French
products by government officials of many Muslim countries, including Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who accused Macron of a hate campaign

1 “Macron Says Islam ‘in Crisis’, Prompting Backlash from Muslims,”Al Jazeera, 2 October
2020, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/10/2/macron-announces-new-plan-to-regulate-is-
lam-in-france.
2 “Chechnya Buries Teenager Who Beheaded French School Teacher – Rights Adviser,”Reu-
ters, 7 December 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/france-security-chechnya-
idUSKBN28H257.
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against Muslims. Imran Khan, Pakistan’s Prime Minister, accused Macron of
saying things about Islam without understanding the teachings of the religion.3

The aim of this paper is to generate an understanding of how Islam is rep-
resented in President Macron’s political rhetoric. How is Islam represented in
Macron’s discourse on the fight against separatism and a series of statements
after the assassination of Samuel Paty? Moreover, to what extent does this
representation of Islam embody the French concept oflaïcité? It is important
to analyze Macron’s statements, since they reflect the government’s policy
and ability to influence the French society and build a perception of the Mus-
lim minority as an integral part of society.

The study will focus on three speeches and the transcript of a recorded
interview, all of which deal with Islam in one way or another. The speeches
as well as the interview are published and translated into English on the offi-
cial website of the French government. In chronological order, the speeches
are: “Fight against Separatism – the Republic in Action” (2 October 2020),4

“National Tribute to the Memory of Samuel Paty” (21 October 2020),5 and
“Demonstrations and Calls for the Boycotting of French Products” (25 Octo-
ber 2020).6 The interview is published as “Interview Granted to Al-Jazeera by
the French President Emmanuel Macron” (31 October 2020).7

The speeches and interview were chosen because of the frequent occur-
rence of Islam, something which triggered counter-reactions from leaders of
Muslim-majority countries. The first speech about the fight against separatism
includes the controversial quote that “Islam is in crisis all over the world” and
the equally controversial policy of the worship leader regulation that only al-
lows French citizens to lead the Muslim community. In comparison, the other
two speeches were included because they address Islamic extremism. Finally,
the recorded in-depth interview with Al-Jazeera took place right after the Mid-
dle East’s leaders’ criticism against Macron and the French government. The

3 Prabhash K. Dutta, “Backlash over French President Emmanuel Macron’s Comment on Islam
Explained,” India Today, 27 October 2020, https://www.indiatoday.in/world/story/backlash-
over-french-president-emmanuel-macron-comment-on-islam-explained-boycottfrenchprod-
ucts-1735400-2020-10-27.
4 “Fight against Separatism – the Republic in Action: Speech by Emmanuel Macron, President
of the Republic, on the Fight against Separatism,”Élysée, 2 October 2020, https://www.ely-
see.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/10/02/fight-against-separatism-the-republic-in-action-
speech-by-emmanuel-macron-president-of-the-republic-on-the-fight-against-separatism.
5 “National Tribute to the Memory of Samuel Paty – Speech by Emmanuel Macron, President
of the Republic, at the Sorbonne,”France Diplomacy, 21 October 2020, https://www.diplo-
matie.gouv.fr/en/coming-to-france/france-facts/statements-by-the-president-of-the-repub-
lic/article/national-tribute-to-the-memory-of-samuel-paty-speech-by-emmanuel-macron.
6 “Demonstrations and Calls for the Boycotting of French Products,”France Diplomacy, 25
October 2020, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/human-rights/free-
dom-of-religion-or-belief/article/demonstrations-and-calls-for-the-boycotting-of-french-prod-
ucts-25-oct-2020.
7 “Interview Granted to Al-Jazeera by the French President Emmanuel Macron,”Élysée, 31
October 2020, https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/10/31/interview-granted-to-
al-jazeera-by-the-french-president-emmanuel-macron.
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recorded interview mainly concerns the previous three speeches and misun-
derstandings that sparked condemnations from numerous leaders in the Mus-
lim world.

Theoretical Framework and Concepts

This paper shall begin by explaining the theoretical framework applied in the
study: the concepts of representation, meaning, and language. This will be
followed by an overview of the concept oflaïcité as the basis of secularism in
France, the Muslim minority in France, and the idea of “Islamism/Islamist(s)”.

Representation, Meaning and Language

Representation can, in this case, be defined as using language to say something
meaningful about, or to represent, the world to other people. It is an essential
part of how meaning is produced and exchanged between members of a cul-
ture. It links concepts and language, enabling us to refer to natural objects,
people, or events, or to fictional objects, people, and events.8

Stuart Hall, Jamaican-born British sociologist, categorizes two processes
involved in the representation, which he calls systems of representation. The
first system is the concept in which all sorts of objects, people, and events
correlate with mental representations that humans carry around in their heads.
This system explains that the meanings of an object formed in humans’
thoughts can stand for, or “represent”, the object, enabling them to refer to
things inside and outside their heads. The second process depends more on
constructing correspondences between people’s conceptual maps and a set of
signs, arranged or organized into various languages that stand for or represent
those concepts.9

Three approaches explain how the representation of meaning through lan-
guage works. They are reflective, intentional, and constructivist approaches –
the reflective approach functions as a mirror. The object should be seen as it
is reflected in human eyes. In other words, it reflects the true meaning that
already exists in the world. The second approach presents the opposite case,
in which the intentional approach provides unique meaning to the world/ob-
ject through language. It imposes that individuals use language to convey or
communicate things that are special or unique to them. Finally, the last ap-
proach is the constructionist approach in which things do not provide mean-
ings, but meaning is constructed by the beholder, using representational

8 Stuart Hall, “Representation, Meaning and Language,” inRepresentation: Cultural Represen-
tations and Signifying Practices, ed. Stuart Hall (London: Sage, 1997), 15.
9 Hall, “Representation, Meaning and Language,” 17–19.
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systems – concepts and signs. Constructivists usually do not deny the exist-
ence of the material world. However, they believe that the material world does
not convey meaning. It is the language system that the viewers are using to
represent their concept. The social actors use conceptual systems of their cul-
ture and the linguistic and other representation systems to construct meaning
and convey it to others.10

This concept of representation and the constructionist approach will be ap-
plied here to understand how Macron, as a social actor, constructs his view on
Islam and finally represents it in the sources used.

Laïcité in France

The concept oflaïcité (secularism) firstly emerged during the foundation of
the Third Republic in 1870. During that time, the Third Republic provided the
republicans with the opportunity to challenge the dominance of Roman Ca-
tholicism. The termlaïcité was then used widely to denote the core of the
anticlerical agenda. This agenda was confronted by the conservative Catho-
lics, who saw the Third Republic as a new form of “monarchy” that would
consolidate their status as a ruler of France. The confrontation between the
two turned into a “war of two Frances”.11

The disorganization of the conservative Catholics and various scandals
brought down Catholicism from the political scene. The event led Republicans
to a final wave of secularization laws in the early twentieth century. In 1905,
the bill of separation of the state and church, which aims to exclude religion
from the public sphere, was formally introduced.12

The principle oflaïcité is closely connected with Republican universal-
ism.13 Among various interpretations to define Republicanism, one of the
widely accepted concepts that explain the founding project of the French Re-
public was the disappearance of difference through the assimilation of all to
one “legitimate culture”. It overcomes all types of specific identities and cre-
ates equality through uniformity.Laïcité seeks to enforce this uniformity con-
cept in the public sector concerning religion by eliminating religious ob-
servance from public institutions.14

The Third Republic’s approach to implementing thislaïcité principle
through the education system has been continuously designed. State schools

10 Hall, “Representation, Meaning and Language,” 24–26.
11 Ahmet T. Kuru, “Secularism, State Policies, and Muslims in Europe: Analyzing French Ex-
ceptionalism,” Comparative Politics 41, no. 1 (October 2008): 5,
https://doi.org/10.5129/001041508X12911362383552.
12 Kuru, “Secularism, State Policies, and Muslims in Europe,” 6.
13 Jean Baubérot, “La laïcité française: Républicaine, indivisible, démocratique et sociale,”Ci-
tés 52, no. 4 (January 2013): 11–20, https://doi.org/10.3917/cite.052.0011.
14 Jane Freedman, “Secularism as a Barrier to Integration? The French Dilemma,”International
Migration 42, no. 3 (August 2004): 10, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0020-7985.2004.00287.x.
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have always been conceived as the prime site of integration. They play an
essential role in creating a national identity that aims to detach individuals
from their particular community and assimilate them into the “collective com-
munity” of the French nation.15

Cécile Laborde, French political scientist, identifies three main strands of
laïcité based on the historical and legal context of its emergence. First, she
seeslaïcité as a form of state neutrality based on the French Law of Separation
of 1905: “the state neither recognises nor subsidies any religion” (Article 2).
She further explains that this notion represents the French government of mu-
tual independence: freedom of religion is guaranteed in the private sphere,
while state policies are pursued and implemented without reference to reli-
gious value.16 Second, she portrayslaïcité as a promotion of individual auton-
omy. She describes it as a stage in the forcible liberalization of society by the
French state. The thought was based on the occasion when republican liberal-
ism was a militant fighting creed rather than the consensual ideology it became
during the twentieth century.17 Finally, she describeslaïcité as civic loyalty.
This is motivated with reference to contemporary French philosopher Jean-
Pierre Sylvestre and his statement that “one cannot belaïque [personal pro-
noun oflaïcité] in France unless one accepts an important part of our national-
republican heritage”.18 According to this understanding,laïcité revisits the
role of the state as a neutral party that respects religious difference and that is
not committed to individual autonomy, but rather enforces a civic sense of
loyalty to a particular historical community.19

On the other hand, Jean Baubérot, French historian and sociologist, ex-
plains the paradoxical nature oflaïcité that combines the freedom of con-
science with the freedom of thought. Based on this understanding, religious
freedom can be combined with emancipation from any doctrine. Religion be-
comes a matter of free choice at the same time as it is deprived of legitimacy
because of its alleged incompatibility with progress. In consequence,laïcité is
torn apart by two divergent perspectives: a legal approach that tends not to
intervene in religious issues, and an ideologicallaïcité that tends to denounce
ignorance and obscurantism in the shape of religious beliefs.20

The concept oflaïcité has become a vital factor in the analysis as it is prev-
alent in Macron’s speeches concerning Islam. This study will elaborate on

15 Freedman, “Secularism as a Barrier to Integration?,” 11.
16 Cécile Laborde, “Toleration andlaïcité,” in The Culture of Toleration in Diverse Societies:
Reasonable Tolerance, ed. Catriona McKinnon and Dario Castiglione (Manchester: Manches-
ter University Press, 2009), 162, https://doi.org/10.7765/9781526137708.00016.
17 Laborde, “Toleration andlaïcité,” 165.
18 Cited in Laborde, “Toleration andlaïcité,” 170.
19 Laborde, “Toleration andlaïcité,” 170.
20 Véronique Altglas, “Laïcité Is What Laïcité Does: Rethinking the French Cult Controversy,”
Current Sociology 58, no. 3 (May 2010): 493, https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392110364037.
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how Macron transmitted the concept oflaïcite to view Islam as one of the
major religions in France.

The Muslim Minority in France

France’s Muslim population proliferated after the Second World War. Most
of the Muslims came to the country from its colonies and protectorates in Af-
rica and Asia. Immigrants from the Maghreb – Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia
– composed the highest number of Muslim immigrants, followed by settlers
from Senegal and Mali.21 From these settlers have come a second, third, and
even fourth generation of migrants who identify as French Muslims.

It is hard to estimate the number of Muslims in France, since the census
forms do not ask questions about religious affiliation or ethnicity. Various sur-
vey institutions and companies have conducted opinion polls, and their esti-
mates range from three to ten million Muslims, depending on the sources and
categories used.

In April 2003, French President Jacques Chirac (1932–2019), through his
Interior Minister, Nicolas Sarkozy, initiated and mediated an institutionaliza-
tion of French Muslims through a representative organization called the Con-
seil français du culte musulman (CFCM). It was a government approach to
fulfil the need of creating an “Islam of France” as opposed to “Islam in
France”.22 The creation of this organization is based on several necessities:

1. The concern of the Muslim population of their exclusion in the bene-
fits of advantages of the 1905 separation of church and state provided
some indirect financial benefits to Christianity and Judaism.

2. Foreign government funding of Muslim religious activities. In other
words, Islam in France was considered to be under foreign influence.

3. There was a perception that integrating Muslims into French society
failed due to the malfunction of conventional integration channels,
such as the state schools.23

Therefore, the CFCM has formed a tool of communication that could mediate
the state and the Muslim minority in France. The president of CFCM was cho-
sen among the four biggest Muslim federations in France: the Grande Mos-
quée de Paris (GMP), the Union des organisations islamiques de France
(UOIF), Fédération nationale des musulmans de France (FNMF), and the
Comité de coordination des musulmans turcs de France (CCMTF).

21 Freedman, “Secularism as a Barrier to Integration?,” 7.
22 Zana Çitak, “Between ‘Turkish Islam’ and ‘French Islam’: The Role of theDiyanet in the
Conseil Français du Culte Musulman,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 36, no. 4
(2010): 624, https://doi.org/10.1080/13691830903421797.
23 Çitak, “Between ‘Turkish Islam’ and ‘French Islam’,” 623–625.
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The CFCM still plays a vital role as the first party to consult whenever the
government consolidates policies or bills regarding religious livelihood. This,
for example, means that they were involved in formulating President Mac-
ron’s “anti-separatism bill” that was announced during the discourse on 2 Oc-
tober 2021.

Islamism

The concepts of Islamism and Islamist(s) have been used by western oriental-
ists, Islamic Studies scholars, and political scientists since the nineteenth cen-
tury. The word Islamism was first used by French writers, such as Voltaire
(1694–1778) in the eighteenth and Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859) in the
nineteenth century to refer to Islam as a religion. Voltaire declared that “this
religion is called Islamism”, while Tocqueville claimed that “the root ofIs-
lamism is Judaism”. Furthermore, the Orientalist Ernest Renan (1823–1892)
saw the term as a parallel to “Christianism”, also using “Islamism” and “Is-
lam” as interchangeable terms.24

The transformation of the concept, relating it instead to a political ideology,
took place after the Iranian Revolution. The new Iranian government was of-
ten described as Islamist. Furthermore, the concept has been used increasingly
among politicians and journalists worldwide in the aftermath of 9/11. The term
“Islamism” is no longer a parallel to “Christianism”, but rather a separate con-
cept.25

Political scientist Mehdi Mozaffari proposes a definition of Islamism as “a
religious ideology with a holistic interpretation of Islam whose final aim is the
conquest of the world by all means”.26 He further adds that Islamists think that
the existing world is both wrong and repressive because it does not correspond
to Islamic principles. The restoration of the world by turning it into the “Cali-
phate”-like era is their first step. The phrase “by all means” in the definition
implies that the spectrum of means by which to reach the goal is quite wide,
reaching from propagation, peaceful indoctrination, and political struggle to
violent methods such as assassination, hostage-taking, terrorist and suicide ac-
tions, and even massacre of civil populations.27

The Islamist movement can be categorized into two axial pillars deter-
mined by sub-religious affiliations and diverse scope of goals. The sub-sects
are divided according to the Sunni, Shi’ite, and Wahhabi branches of Islam.
The Sunni group represent the vast majority of Islamists. Those responsible

24 Mehdi Mozaffari, “What Is Islamism? History and Definition of a Concept,”Totalitarian
Movements and Political Religions 8, no. 1 (2007): 17–18,
https://doi.org/10.1080/14690760601121622.
25 Mozaffari, “What Is Islamism?,” 18–19.
26 Mozaffari, “What Is Islamism?,” 21.
27 Mozaffari, “What Is Islamism?,” 21–24.
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for terrorism, such as in Bali and Mali, were followers of Sunni Islamism. In
contrast, Shi’a Islamists are represented mainly in post-revolutionary Iran.
Since 1979, Iran has become the epicentre of terrorist activities such as the
attack on the U.S. Embassy in Tehran and the following hostage crisis. An-
other group worth mentioning that belong to the Shi’a Islamists is Lebanese
Hezbollah. They were formed under the auspice of Iran as a reaction to the
Israeli occupation in Southern Lebanon. Since then, they have actively com-
mitted violent actions against soldiers and civilians in Israel under the justifi-
cation of defence against an invader.28

The concept of Islamism is included in this paper due to its recurring use
in Macron’s speech and the interview. The analysis will determine whether he
makes a clear distinction between “Muslim” and “Islamist”, hence avoiding
negative labelling of the entire Muslim community.

Methodology

The method applied to analyze Macron’s representation of Islam is critical
discourse analysis. The corpus pattern of Macron’s discourses will be ana-
lyzed using corpus analysis. In the following, critical discourse analysis and
corpus linguistics will be briefly introduced.

Critical Discourse Analysis

The Dutch linguist Teun A. van Dijk defines critical discourse analysis (CDA)
as a discourse analytical approach that primarily studies the way in which so-
cial-power abuse and inequality are enacted, reproduced, legitimated, and re-
sisted in social and political contexts.29 The method thus focuses on social
problems and political issues by considering properties of social interaction
and how discourse structures affect power relations in society.30

Many researchers who apply and develop CDA, including Melissa N.P.
Johnson and Ethan McLean, view language as a form of social practice and
are concerned with systematically investigating hidden power relations and
ideologies embedded in discourse. They also consider CDA as a tool that can
be used to examine the social and material consequences of discourse. It
makes links between micro-, meso-, and macro-level social phenomena and

28 Mozaffari, “What Is Islamism?,” 25.
29 Teun A. van Dijk, “Critical Discourse Analysis,” inThe Handbook of Discourse Analysis,
ed. Deborah Tannen, Heidi E. Hamilton, and Deborah Schiffrin, 2nd ed. (Chichester: John
Wiley), 466, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118584194.ch22.
30 van Dijk, “Critical Discourse Analysis,” 467.
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As I was saying, the figures are never clear because we do not do religious
statistics, but when I look at the analyses done by certain institutes, they say
that between four and six million French people have Islam as their religion.
So, we have no problem with this religion, which is that of several million of
our fellow citizens.

Macron does not see Islam and Muslims as enemies of secularism. On the
contrary, the state has provided a space for Muslims, as any other believers,
to manifest their religion in neutral spaces such as the street and other public
places. In the recorded interview, Macron makes the following statement to
confirm this argument: “So I repeat very clearly: in France, the principle of
secularism has no problem with Islam as a religion – none.”

Concerning the association of Muslims with terrorism, Macron sees Mus-
lims as a victim of terrorism and a scapegoat of terrorist actions, rather than a
subject that commits terrorism. He repeatedly argues that terrorists often com-
mit their acts in the name of Islam, which is harmful to the image of Islam and
Muslims all over the world. The following statement retrieved from the rec-
orded interview could prove this argument: “The main victims of the terrorism
committed in the name of Islam are Muslims. We are fighting this terrorism
because it is hitting us on our soil.”

Islamism and Islamist Movements as the Enemy of the State

In representing the words “Islamism” and “Islamist”, Macron follows the def-
inition that regards Islamism as an ideology, which has Islamists as its believ-
ers or followers, with a holistic interpretation of Islam whose final aim is to
conquer the world, including France in this regard, by all means. This thought
is proven by the results generated from concordances of “Islamism” and “Is-
lamist”, which is significantly different from that of “Islam” and “Muslim(s)”.
The words associated with “Islamism” and “Islamist” are negative. The collo-
cation between “radical” and “Islamism” is the commonest, with seven occur-
rences in all three speeches and the interview.

In Macron’s discourses, he always positions “Islamism” as an object to
fight and combat. He also defines it as an act of violence and the root of ter-
rorism. In general, he portrays Islamism as a problem and the enemy of the
state. He also makes a distinction between Islamism and the general Muslim
community in France by integrating the French Muslims as part of the state to
combat radical Islamism. This statement that appears in Macron’s speech on
“Demonstrations and Calls for the Boycotting of French Products” can sup-
port this argument:

They also distort and exploit for political purposes the statements the President
made in Les Mureaux on 2 October and during the national tribute to Samuel
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society with a strong state, while the latter is understood as a centre-left party.
They are known for an immigrant friendly policy and an EU positive ap-
proach. In the other group we have DF, who when it comes to value policy are
placed as the outermost right party, including strong immigration policies in
general.66 They are known for a populist rhetoric, strong redistribution policy,
and a nationalist sentiment. The governing SD’s value policy leans to the left,
but they are considered to have moved further to the right on immigration
matters in recent years and also further than their social democratic sister par-
ties in Europe.67

The political legitimacy based on public support is found in an opinion poll
from 3 May 2021, revealing that SD receives 31.2 %, RV 4.1 %, EL 8.6 %,
and DF 6.1 % of the voters’ support.68

The children being held in Syrian camps have added more fuel to an ongo-
ing discussion in Danish politics about who is welcome, who is not, and what
obligations Denmark has in immigration and refugee matters. The discussion
about the children reveals, first, the positions of the different prominent polit-
ical parties when it comes to protection of the Danish children. However, it
also illustrates the effect which the discourse surrounding securitization and
terrorism has had on the understanding of human rights. The understanding of
human rights is split between something which is either negotiable – depend-
ing on the political climate – or universally applicable at all times. RV, EL,
and DF have all published statements showing strong positions on the topic of
immigration. Therefore, it is no coincidence that they opt this issue as a part
of their position within the field of value-based politics.

The governing SD argue that they in 2019 took a principal decision stating
that neither adults nor children who have travelled to Syria are welcome back
to Denmark. The children are not welcome because they might have the right
to family reunion, which would open the door for their parents. Hence, SD
contradicts themselves when acknowledging that if the children end up in
Denmark, their rights must be complied. Thus, they violate the rights of the
children with the aim of not having to uphold them later. Furthermore, they
deny the children entrance altogether and justify it morally based on the prem-
ise that their parents have taken a decision on their behalf.69 The parents are
thus categorized as a terrorism threat explicitly and the children implicitly. In
this understanding, the children are transformed from passive victims of their

66 Lasse Lange, “Her er det nye politisk kompas,”Altinget, 26 September 2016,
https://www.altinget.dk/artikel/det-nye-politiske-kompas.
67 Nicoline Larsen, “Socialdemokratiets højredrejning er enestående i Europa,”Information, 19
October 2016, https://www.information.dk/indland/2016/10/socialdemokratiets-
hoejredrejning-enestaaende-europa.
68 Ritzau, “Politisk Voxmeter,” 3 May 2021.
69 Malthe Sommerand and Puk Damsgård, “DF vil have garanti fra statsministeren: Børnene i
syriske fangelejre skal ikke til Danmark,” DR, 21 February 2021,
https://www.dr.dk/nyheder/udland/df-vil-have-garanti-fra-statsministeren-boernene-i-syriske-
fangelejre-skal-ikke-til.
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“have made a choice on behalf of their children”.71 It is clear that the govern-
ment’s protection of children does not prevail on all other interests, such as
popularity among voters, and that their Muslim identity has an influence. The
public acceptance of the “Islamic terrorism” discourse also facilitates public
acceptance of securitizing Muslim children.

The opinion poll revealed in May 2021 shows that SD have a strong sup-
port among the population, which strengthens their political legitimacy. Fur-
thermore, it might be of importance that the party, with Prime Minister Mette
Frederiksen, lead the country through the COVID-19 pandemic. As the poll
illustrates,72 the party’s popularity has increased during the pandemic and the
population seems satisfied with the actions taken. It could be argued that the
overlapping consensus – the public support for the party – has increased dur-
ing the pandemic, whereby a strengthening of the political legitimacy has
taken place implicitly over time.

The party RV views common sense slightly differently than the governing
party. They state explicitly that “it makes no sense”73 when questioning why
the government does not bring a four-year-old girl diagnosed with PTSD
home. They clearly state that they do not morally understand it. The official
statement of the party starts with “There is Hope!” followed by the claim that
the first steps have been taken “towards getting the Danish children in Syrian
prison camps home to Denmark”. Thus, this shifts to the children being pris-
oners. RV criticize the government for being too passive, even if they now
finally have made “an important confession”. Thus, it is hinted that they have
won the moral argument. They argue that “for Denmark’s safety, it is best to
get the children on Danish soil”. The same goes for the mothers, whereby they
reverse the use of security arguments, arguing that taking control of the citi-
zens serves safety best. They argue that Denmark has a responsibility to com-
ply with conventions, concluding that “children are children”.74 Implicitly,
they emphasize their moral viewpoint on children as innocent. In other words,
children are passive actors as stated in conventions, which should be the com-
mon moral understanding. RV modify the threat by avoiding “terrorism”, “Is-
lam”, and “fighter”, instead focusing on “hope”, “convention”, and “inhu-
mane”.

In contrast, we find the use of “Islamist” four times in the statement by DF.
Here the moral understanding does not revolve around the conditions in Syria.
Instead, it revolves around the guaranty required of the government that “Is-
lamists and their children will not be brought to Denmark”. DF play highly on
the creation of a threat that refers to the belief of the “enemy from within”,
arguing that there are already far too many “corrupted minds sympathizing

71 Sommerand and Damsgård, “DF vil have garanti fra statsministeren”.
72 Ritzau, “Politisk Voxmeter”.
73 Sommerand and Damsgård, “DF vil have garanti fra statsministeren”.
74 Radikale Venstre, “Der er håb!” accessed 27 October 2024, https://web.ar-
chive.org/web/20210412182940/https:/fremad.radikale.dk/nyheder/der-er-haab/.
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with Islam”. DF label the other parties as hysterical with their demands of
getting “the so called ‘Danish children’ brought ‘home’ from refugee camps
in for instance Syria”.75 They explicitly use “Danish children” and “home” in
quotation marks to illustrate that they do not acknowledge them as Danish
citizens. The camps are “neglected” to “refugee camps”, which do not neces-
sarily include terrible living conditions, and they do not acknowledge the
dreadful conditions in al-Hol and al-Roj. The “Islamic terrorism” discourse
lies implicitly in the statement, positioning DF as the strong guardians of what
they consider to be the moral values which need protection. DF argue that if
the government is about to lose the fight to protect the country due to pressure
from the other naive parties, DF will take the responsibility and stay strong.
Noteworthy in DF’s approach is that they technically do not disregard the le-
gal obligations in the sense that they deny the children being “real” Danes.
Hence, they just leave the children in a legal no man’s land because they do
not consider them eligible for protection from Denmark.

Completely opposite DF is EL. They claim that the government is “wasting
time that the children in Syria do not have”. They argue that SD are not taking
the rights of the children seriously in opposition to EL, who place themselves
as a guardian of the children’s rights. The moral viewpoint here is that the
children are innocent victims being left unprotected, and it is Denmark’s re-
sponsibility to protect them. Like RV, EL also focus on the children as passive
actors omitting words that draw attention to the “Islamic terrorism” discourse.
The creation of an existential threat is turned towards the children, who are
described as being in “mortal danger” as well as in danger of being “hijacked
by the Islamic State”.76 The right thing to do in their narrative is to bring back
both children and mothers, so the mothers can be prosecuted and de-radical-
ized under controlled circumstances. The threat is thus not too big to be tack-
led.

After over the last two years consistently stating that none of the Danish
citizens would be brought back, SD announced on 19 May 2021 that three
women and fourteen children can return. However, they added that the most
important reason for the decision “was the security of the Danes”.77

The fourteen children and three women were brought back to Denmark in
October 2021, whereafter the women were taken in custody upon arrival. Nev-
ertheless, the “Islamic terrorism” discourse has contributed to enable the

75 Dansk Folkeparti, “DF forlanger garanti fra statsministeren om, at islamister of deres børn
ikke hentes til Danmark,” 21 February 2021,
https://web.archive.org/web/20210307174631/https:/danskfolkeparti.dk/df-forlanger-garanti-
fra-statsministeren-om-at-islamister-og-deres-boern-ikke-hentes-til-danmark/.
76 Enhedslisten, “Regeringen spilder tid, som de danske børn i Syrien ikke har,” 30 March 2021,
https://enhedslisten.dk/2021/03/30/regeringen-spilder-tid-som-de-danske-boern-i-syrien-ikke-
har.
77 Pedersen, “Mette Frederiksen om hjemtagelse af kvinder og børn fra Syrien”.
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prolonged political discussion. The discourse has legitimized the argument
that Muslims are more likely to be terrorists.

Conclusion

The “Islamic terrorism” and “war on terror” discourses have opened for a
muddy margin in which the state’s obligation towards its citizens can be dis-
cussed endlessly. Where the protection of the individual’s human rights earlier
served as the dominating obligation, it is now in stiff competition with the
state’s view on how best to maintain the security of the majority. However, it
fosters an enormous democratic challenge, when the protection of human
rights is competing against an inconsistent and impressionable factor, which
the security threat against a country is. Especially when the politicians act as
both judges of and influencers on the same political discourse simultaneously.
With prediction as an important tool in counter-terrorism strategies, a legal
grey zone occurs, wherein the “what if they develop into terrorists and violate
other citizens” is discussed on equal terms with all the rights that are already
being violated. Thus, the result is a discussion where possible scenarios have
the same weight as pure facts.

This intertwined discussion is also what we see on the Danish political
scene. All four parties agree on the securitization aspect of the issue. What
differs between them is the prioritization of protecting the children. The Dan-
ish government has opted for a standpoint on the issue that prioritizes the over-
all security before protecting the rights of children, while EL and RV strongly
argue, aligned with the Eurocentric conception, that children are victims, in-
nocent, and vulnerable in need of protection. The latter two do not contradict
the intersubjective understanding of the “Islamic discourse” directly, but at-
tempt instead to change the framing of the issue to children being imprisoned
while avoiding the use of words that relate to the “Islamic discourse”. The acts
by DF and SD support each other and rely on a political consensus that they
are not abandoning their obligation to protect the citizens because the citizens
broke the contract. The divergence in the two views is not related to the idea
of children being vulnerable to radicalization, but instead the divergence lies
in different views of the state’s obligation to protect the children. DF and SD
argue that the children are a possible source of terrorism if they are brought to
Denmark. According to DF, their status as Danish nationals is even suspicious.
In their eyes, Denmark has no obligation to protect the human rights of the
children, because their parents are the first guardians hereof. The children are
trapped in Syria as victims of their parents’ decision, because if they return to
Denmark, the Danish state is obliged to respect their right to family reunion.
Rather paradoxically, SD and DF do not want to comply with the international
obligations by actively protecting the children, because they fear that the
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child’s human rights might prevail once he or she enters the country. With the
agreement to repatriate fourteen children and three women in May 2021, SD
have admitted the terrible circumstances and the responsibility of Denmark,
even if they still claim that their position has not changed. By constructing
threats and utilizing the “Islamic terrorism” discourse the parties attain politi-
cal legitimacy to implement measures that strive towards their obligations un-
der international right conventions to protect every individual citizen.

EL and RV, on the contrary, align their political statements with human
rights. Their statements dissolve the existential threat that we see by the other
two parties, with focus on control and the importance of protecting the chil-
dren. They do not question whether the mothers can be prosecuted, which is
among the mentioned concerns of the other two parties.

The human rights obligations are in this political context dependent on the
understanding of morality, which the securitization discourse has influenced.
A securitization discourse highly imposed by some of the political parties
themselves. It illustrates that human rights are not stable and universal but
objects of negotiation and interpretation that take place in a political context.
Thus, the implementation of human rights gives no guarantee that all children
can expect their state to uphold their rights at any cost, instead they are de-
pendent on the opinion of the politicians in charge.
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Despite using these arguments in the name of secularism, it could be ques-
tioned whether these specific streams of thought could be seen as a form of
internet-based Islamophobia, a field of study that is still under-researched.11

Therefore, this paper will analyze the social media platform Twitter to provide
more insight into public opinion regarding the matters at hand. By applying
Theo van Leeuwen’s social actor model, tweets expressing arguments given
by those in favour of the ban will be analyzed to explore whether underlying
ideological sentiments conforming to Islamophobia are used to justify the im-
plementation. Therefore, the primary question that will be explored in this pa-
per is: To what extent are arguments given in favour of the prohibition of Is-
lamic veils in European public spaces based onlaïcité whilst also displaying
underlying Islamophobic sentiments?

Literature Review

Before going into more depth about the relationship between secularism and
Islamophobia, it is necessary to establish that, despite the hyper-focused me-
dia attention that European Muslims have received in recent years, it is still a
minority population. According to the most recent publications of the Pew
Research Center, it is estimated that there are around 25.7 million Muslims
currently living in Europe, making up 4.9 % of the European population.12

Thus, Muslims are the largest minority population in Europe at this point in
time. The discussion whether certain legislation conforms to Islamophobia
therefore becomes a discussion between a dominant, Christian population and
a Muslim minority population.

Prohibition of Islamic Veils in European Public Spaces

Even though the practice of veiling pre-dates the formation of Islam and is a
product of Judaism,13 it is viewed in our society to be intrinsically linked to
Islam. According to Turkish legal scholar Ali Ulusoy, the idea of limiting the
wearing of a veil in the name of secularism, as seen in various European

11 Giulia Evolvi, “Hate in a Tweet: Exploring Internet-Based Islamophobic Discourses,”Reli-
gions 9, no. 10: 307 (2018): 2, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel9100307.
12 Conrad Hackett, “5 Facts About the Muslim Population in Europe,”Pew Research Center,
29 November 2017, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/11/29/5-facts-about-the-
muslim-population-in-europe/.
13 Stephen M. Croucher, “French-Muslims and the Hijab: An Analysis of Identity and the Is-
lamic Veil in France,”Journal of Intercultural Communication Research 37, no. 3 (2008): 201,
https://doi.org/10.1080/17475750903135408.
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The Representation of Islam and the Muslim
Society in German Newspapers

A Critical Discourse Analysis

Atiena Abednia

Introduction
From Christianity to Islam to Buddhism – Europe is characterized by multi-
cultural and thus multi-religious societies. Due to their differences, European
countries invoke a common legal basis: human rights guarantee every individ-
ual the right to religious freedom.1But reality looks different. Certain religions
are less accepted than others, especially Islam and thus the Muslim commu-
nity.

Islam in Europe is not just a phenomenon of the twenty-first century. Mus-
lim communities have existed in Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as Albania
for centuries. Bosnian Islam in particular has developed its own forms, which
cannot be found in the Middle East.2 The majority of Muslims arriving in Eu-
rope nowadays come from the Middle East, North Africa, and Asia.They
moved to Europe over the past fifty years in search of work and have become
an integral part of European societies and are today the second largest reli-
gious group in Europe. France, Belgium, Germany, and the United Kingdom
currently have the largest Muslim populations, not taking the Balkan regions
into account.3 It seems like Europe is being flooded by Muslims, especially in
the wake of the recent arrival of millions of Muslim asylum seekers. However,

1 Equality and Human Rights Commission, “Article 9: Freedom of Thought, Belief and Reli-
gion,” 3 June 2021, https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/human-rights-act/article-9-free-
dom-thought-belief-and-religion.
2 Bobi Bobev, “Albania: Both a Bridge and a Barrier for Islamic Radicalism,” inBalkan Islam:
A Barrier or a Bridge for Radicalisation, ed. Lyubomir Kyuchukov (Sofia: Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung, 2018), 20–33, http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/sofia/15331-balkan_is-
lam_eng.pdf; Lyubcho Troharov, “Islam in Bosnia and Herzegovina,” inBalkan Islam: A Bar-
rier or a Bridge for Radicalisation, ed. Lyubomir Kyuchukov (Sofia: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung,
2018), 34–47, http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/sofia/15331-balkan_islam_eng.pdf.
3 “Europe’s Growing Muslim Population: Muslims Are Projected to Increase as a Share of Eu-
rope’s Population – Even with No Future Migration,”Pew Research Center, 29 November
2017, https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2017/11/29/europes-growing-muslim-popula-
tion/.
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Literature Review

Image of Islam in Germany
Religion shapes the thoughts and actions of many people; therefore, it is a
significant social force. This also applies to secular modern societies. In Ger-
many and throughout Europe, adherents of different religious communities
and non-denominational people live together today. They cultivate different
traditions and represent a broad spectrum of worldviews. In the face of this
diversity a peaceful and fair coexistence is not always possible. With the focus
on Germany this part will demonstrate some facts about the perception of Is-
lam and the Muslim society.

The number of Muslims in Germany has increased in recent years. Accord-
ing to the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees, between 5.3 and 5.6
million Muslims currently live in Germany. This corresponds to a population
share of between 6.4 and 6.7 %.11 At the same time, negative perceptions of
Islam have become entrenched. The Bertelsmann Foundation has published a
study on attitudes towards religious diversity in society. The results are clear:
a majority of respondents see Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, and Christianity
as enriching. Only about one out of ten consider these religions threatening.
On the other hand, one out of two respondents perceive Islam as a threat. This
perception of Islam as threatening has remained at a relatively high level in
the German population since 2012. At the beginning of 2019, more than half
of the population (52 %) perceived Islam as threatening, and more so in east-
ern than in western Germany.12 This leads to a conflict-oriented social climate,
in which Islam is seen mainly as a source of constant problems and dangers in
foreign and domestic policy.13

Media in Germany
Kai Hafez has conducted a lot of research in the field of mass media and their
representation of Islam in Germany. According to him “cultural conflict is not
simply there – it must be constructed”. Terrorist attacks or conflicts, such as
the cartoon controversy, lead to a stronger division of society. “Global media

11 Katrin Pfündel, Anja Stichs, and Kerstin Tanis,Muslimisches Leben in Deutschland 2020:
Studie im Auftrag der Deutschen Islam Konferenz (Nuremberg: Bundesamt für Migration und
Flüchtlinge, 2021), 9, https://www.deutsche-islam-konferenz.de/SharedDocs/Anla-
gen/DE/Publikationen/Studien/mlid-2020-lang.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=9.
12 Gert Pickel,Weltanschauliche Vielfalt und Demokratie: Wie sich religiöse Pluralität auf die
politische Kultur auswirkt (Gütersloh: Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2019), 12, https://www.bertels-
mann-stiftung.de/fileadmin/files/BSt/Publikationen/GrauePublikationen/Religionsmoni-
tor_Vielfalt_und_Demokratie_7_2019.pdf.
13 Kai Hafez and Carola Richter,Das Gewalt- und Konfliktbild des Islams bei ARD und ZDF:
Eine Untersuchung öffentlich-rechtlicher Magazin- und Talksendungen (Erfurt: Universität Er-
furt, 2007), 2.
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heated the conflict by […] creating the impression that the whole Muslim
world was on the march.”14 Many people perceive Islam no longer as a reli-
gion but as an anti-democratic ideology. Yasemin El-Menouar at the Bertels-
mann Foundation argues that “this has been amplified by the societal debates
and media reports of past years, which often cast Islam in a negative and crit-
ical light”. Media has a social power of interpretation. This does not mean that
media shapes the identity of a person, but since only few people have direct
contact with Muslims, the knowledge about this group as well as the image of
Islam are shaped by secondary media experiences.15 Studies show that 60 to
80 % of the articles in the German national press and on public TV stations
focus on Islam in the context of physical violence or other negative topics,
such as terrorism, oppression of women, fanaticism, fundamentalism, and
backwardness.16 German mass media only began to report on Islam during the
Iranian Revolution in 1978–1979. Since then, the image of Islam has been
strongly politicized.17

Thematic structures that take religious rights or ethnic minorities as their
theme are of great relevance both from a media-ethic perspective and from a
socio-sociological perspective. One should avoid equating all followers of a
faith community by generalization or on the basis of inadmissible notions with
sub-groups of that religion that are prominent in anti-democratic or fundamen-
talist activities. The Islamic community is part of German society. Therefore,
more care should be taken to avoid a media reality that destroys – whether
intentionally or unintentionally – the social togetherness of Germans, Ger-
mans of non-German origin, and foreigners.

As mentioned before, numerous studies have examined the image of Islam
in selected print media. Hafez, for example, concluded that concerning the
topic of Islam, more so than with almost any other topic, “violence or conflict-
uality of the events […] are the dominant elements for overcoming the media
attention threshold”.18 Hence, topics in areas like culture or economy play no

14 Kai Hafez, “Religion and Freedom of Expression – an Essential Cultural Difference between
the West and the Muslim World? Reflections on the Danish Cartoon Crisis,” transcript of
speech delivered at the University of Karachi, 12/13 December 2007, https://www.uni-er-
furt.de/fileadmin/fakultaet/philosophische/Medien-_und_Kommunikationswissenschaft/Per-
sonen/Hafez/Publications/red_goethe_pakistan_hafez.doc.
15 “Religious Tolerance Is Widespread – but It Does Not Extend to Islam,”Bertelsmann
Stiftung, 19 July 2019, https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/en/topics/latest-
news/2019/july/religious-tolerance-is-widespread-but-it-does-not-extend-to-islam.
16 Kai Hafez, “Der Islam hat eine schlechte Presse,”Die Zeit, 21 February 2017,
https://www.zeit.de/gesellschaft/zeitgeschehen/2016-12/islam-verstaendnis-medien-berichter-
stattung-populismus-gefahr.
17 Kai Hafez, “Das Medienbild des Islam in Deutschland,” transcript of lecture delivered at the
Deutschen Islam Konferenz, Nuremberg, 9 November 2006, https://www.deutsche-islam-kon-
ferenz.de/SharedDocs/Anlagen/DE/Downloads/Sonstiges/hafez-medienbild-islam-
dik.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=1.
18 Kai Hafez,Die politische Dimension der Auslandsberichterstattung: 2. Das Nahost- und
Islambild der deutschen überregionalen Presse (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2002), 32, my trans-
lation.
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Methodology

Selected Data

Due to the limited scope of this paper, the focus will be exclusively on German
print media, specifically the national daily newspapersSüddeutsche Zeitung
(SZ) andFrankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ). As mentioned above, the
media, especially the national daily newspapers, have an opinion-forming
function for both journalists and normal recipients.

FAZ, with a conservative or conservative-liberal orientation, is based in
Frankfurt am Main, published by Deutschland Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung GmbH. It has been described to have “one of [the] world’s largest
correspondent networks and the highest international circulation of all Ger-
man quality newspapers worldwide.”40 SZ is politically left-liberal, based in
Munich, and published by Süddeutscher Verlag/ Südwestdeutsche Medien
Holding.41 Regarding the quality of the articles, both newspapers are on the
same level. Various national newspaper offerings were excluded from the
analysis. For example, the high-circulation street-selling newspaperBild is
not included, since the differences in quality and quantity of reporting and
commentary compared with FAZ and SZ seem too significant.

The focus is on one article from each of the newspapers mentioned. Those
articles are about the attacks against the satirical magazineCharlie Hebdo af-
ter their publishing of the caricatures of the Prophet Muhammad and about the
murder of the French middle-school teacher Samuel Paty.

This paper will analyze how the selected articles associate these terrorist
attacks with Islam, Islamism, and Muslims. The articles were selected only
from those written by the newspapers’ own authors or guest authors, but not
from the Deutsche Presse-Agentur, which is the central and largest news
agency in Germany. Both articles were written in October 2020.

In critical discourse analysis, the story is taken as the analytical unit, then
the form, structure, and content of discourse are explored. Moreover, the
grammar and wording that are used and the reception and interpretation by a
wider audience are examined.42 The analysis of the selected newspaper articles
is based on Siegfried Jäger’s use of critical discourse analysis, but also takes
into account the descriptions already mentioned in the theoretical framework
above. To investigate what strands of discourse were dominant in the report-
ing, the employment of verbs, pronouns, and nouns in the material will be

40 “Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung,” Eurotopics, accessed 3 October 2023,
https://www.eurotopics.net/en/148548/frankfurter-allgemeine-zeitung.
41 “Süddeutsche Zeitung,”Eurotopics, accessed 3 October 2023, https://www.eurotop-
ics.net/en/148780/sueddeutsche-zeitung.
42 Norman Fairclough,Critical Discourse Analysis (London: Longman, 1995), 265.
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dialogue that encourages readers to reflect on their own prejudices. In this
case, in relation to prejudices against minorities.44

The headline of the second article published by FAZ is “Die Angst regiert”,
or in English “Fear reigns”.45 The date of the publication is 19 October 2020
and the author’s name is Jürg Altwegg. The article can be found under the
category “Culture” and the subcategory “Debates” under the name “Murder
of Samuel Paty: In France, terror hits the school”. The author criticizes the
growing self-censorship in France, fuelled by fear of Islamist terrorism. They
argue that this reluctance to openly address the issue is detrimental and calls
for a more forthright confrontation with the underlying causes. He emphasizes
that Islam is a problem in schools in particular. For this, he refers to the book
Comment on a laissé l’islamisme pénétrer l’école (“How Islamism Was Al-
lowed to Enter the School”) by Jean-Pierre Obin.46

As mentioned before, both articles are written in the context of the publi-
cation of the Muhammad caricatures and the murder of Samuel Paty. After
Paty showed his students cartoons portraying Muhammad and among them
one cartoon which portrayed him naked with his genitals exposed, he was
killed and beheaded. The caricatures have widened the divide between France
and Muslim nations and have led to many French Muslims feeling alienated.
Muslims outside of France and some within felt provoked and saw this as dis-
respecting of their faith.

Detailed Analysis

The SZ Article
The key topics in the SZ article are Islamism, terrorism, freedom of speech,
and hate. The text is both descriptive and critical in terms of the response to
and dealing with terror. Therefore, the following can be identified as discourse
fragments:

 Respectful treatment of other cultures’ values.
 Avoiding exclusion.
 Do not stir up hatred.
 Differentiation between Islamism and Islam; Islam is not the prob-

lem but the solution.

The text consists of 1,800 words and 8 paragraphs, which makes it easy to
read and the context apprehensible. Before starting with the main article, the

44 Prantl, “Islamistische Verbrechen, brodelnder Hass”.
45 Jürg Altwegg, “Die Angst regiert,”Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 19 October 2020,
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/mord-an-samuel-paty-in-frankreich-trifft-der-
terror-die-schule-17009837.html.
46 Jean-Pierre Obin,Comment on a laissé l’islamisme pénétrer l’école (Paris: Hermann, 2020).
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justifications, as well as the reasoning behind the case selection that was made.
The fourth section presents the results of the summative content analysis by
following the most prevalent themes from the analysis. Finally, the concluding
section discusses the results in light of the literature review and research ques-
tion, before mentioning the limitations of this work and offering suggestions
for future research.

Theoretical Background: Contextualizing Germanic
Neopaganism

Before approaching the particular cases under review in this paper, some of
the relevant theoretical background of Germanic neopaganism will be dis-
cussed. Even though summative content analysis – the core methodology of
this paper – is not primarily based in existing theory, the present section is still
important for two main reasons: firstly, it will clarify some of the key terms
and definitions that will be used throughout the rest of the paper; secondly, it
will position this paper in relation to existing literature. Following the most
prevalent themes within the academic literature on neopaganism, this section
first highlights several characteristics of neopaganism that are relevant to the
topic at hand, before discussing the works that have commented on the rela-
tionship between neopaganism and Christianity thus far. Finally, this section
provides background information about the religious landscape in the Nether-
lands and Iceland in order to contextualize the cases presented in the method-
ology section below.

Neopaganism: Definitions, Selectivity, and Authenticity

Neopaganism does not refer to a single religious group or movement, but ra-
ther to a wide variety of traditions, such as Wicca, Druidry, Shamanism, Celtic
paganism, and Ásatrú (Heathenism/Heathenry), with the latter being the sub-
ject of this paper.9 Some groups are fully institutionalized (like Ásatrú in its
country of origin, Iceland), some practice magic, some are more exclusive, but
“many use ritual, and almost all make use of myth, celebrating the eight sea-
sonal festivals which together constitute a mythic-ritual cycle, usually referred

9 Although neopaganism cannot be traced back to a specific starting point or single originator,
some have pointed to the British colonial administrator and anthropologist Gerald Gardner as
first having popularized Wicca in the mid-twentieth century, after which the other neopagan
traditions started to gain traction. See Jo Pearson, “Neo-Paganism,” inEncyclopedia of New
Religious Movements, ed. Peter B. Clarke (London: Routledge, 2006), 396–397. For more on
Gardner, see Philip Heselton,Gerald Gardner and the Cauldron of Inspiration: An Investiga-
tion into the Sources of Gardnerian Witchcraft (Milverton: Capall Bann, 2003).
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backing, it cannot include all broader meanings present in the data nor
properly analyze language use as one would in discourse analysis. Therefore,
several suggestions for future research on the present topic will be offered in
the results section.

After considering the state of the existing literature on a given topic, the
next step in summative content analysis is to identify keywords that are of
particular interest.52 As the present research is chiefly concerned with views
on Christianity and the perceived differences between neopagans and Chris-
tians, the following keywords were selected:

- “Christianity”/ “Christians”
o Christening

�ƒ Conversion
�ƒ Christianization of Europe

o Baptism
o Missions/missionaries
o Priests/clergy
o God/Jesus/monotheism

- “Values” and contrasts between Christianity and neopaganism
o Freedom/rationality/free will

�ƒ As opposed to subservience/obedience
o Heroism, battle, fighting

�ƒ As opposed to cowardice or lack of courage
o Return to pre-Christian traditions

�ƒ Claiming of forgotten, inherently European values

As is common within summative content analysis, these keywords were used
to construct six coding categories after a preliminary study of the data points.
These six categories were (a) rationality and free will, (b) values, (c) God(s),
(d) general attitudes, (e) original/authentic religion, and (f) conversion. The
frequency and context of these codes, as derived from the MAXQDA soft-
ware, were then used to make inferences about the most important differences
and similarities between the Icelandic and Dutch case studies (see Figure 3).

52 For another example of keyword identification, see Anne Wiese, Julian Kellner, Britta Lietke,
and Waldemar Toporowski, “Sustainability in Retailing: A Summative Content Analysis,”In-
ternational Journal of Retail and Distribution Management 40, no. 4 (2012): 318–335,
https://doi.org/10.1108/09590551211211792.
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textual genres that are used, rather than the content of the source as such. The
implications of this variance will be mentioned in the following section as
well.59

Results: Uncovering Narrative Patterns

This penultimate section of the paper discusses the most significant results
that the summative content analysis yielded in a thematic structure. The first
segment outlines the similarities between the Icelandic and Dutch material;
the second segment presents the major differences between the two countries;
finally, the third segment brings attention to the themes that were not signifi-
cantly present in the data, despite having been used in the keyword list. After
connecting these results to the research question and hypothesis, the limita-
tions of the present paper as well as several suggestions for future research are
discussed.

Cross-National Similarities: Individual Freedom and Authentic
Religiosity

The content analysis results contained many patterns and instances that would
be worth mentioning. However, the following segment will be limited to the
two most important similarities between the Icelandic and Dutch sources,
which were also the most prevalent themes that came up most frequently in
the used coding categories. The most significant theme in the analysis was that
of individual agency or free will in choosing to adhere to certain religious
practices and beliefs, which was sometimes also expressed as a dislike of “im-
posed” religion or religious doctrines (the code “free will” appeared 23 times,
the highest number out of all 6 coding categories). This disposition, oriented
towards the individual experience of religion, is summarized well in Article
2.5 of the statutes of De Negen Werelden, which states that “members of the
association cannot and should not decide on behalf of others what Ásatrú is or
means to them”.60

59 For more on textual genres and genre analysis, see John M. Swales,Genre Analysis: English
in Academic and Research Settings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), as well as
Teun A. van Dijk, ed.,Discourse and Literature: New Approaches to the Analysis of Literary
Genres (Philadelphia, PA: John Benjamins, 1985).
60 “Leden van de vereniging kunnen en mogen niet voor andere bepalen wat voor deze anderen
asatru is of betekent.” “Statuten van de Negen Werelden”. The same thing is expressed in a
forum post fromNederlands Heidendom, which says “within heathenry, everyone can choose
their own path.” Member Elvar Heimdalir, “Jezus dood en opstanding natuurlijk heidense
mythe,” 6 February 2015.
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Another expression of this attitude concerns missionary work. The Ása-
trúarfélagið statutes contain a provision about the subject: “Of course, it is
permissible to educate others about the Ásatrúarfélagið and pagan customs,
but missionary work is unnecessary.”61 The same attitude is reflected in Dutch
sources; the Negen Werelden statutes mention explicitly that their association
is not involved in missionary work,62 and a Heidevlam forum thread discuss-
ing the issue of raising children with a particular religion concluded that “eve-
ryone should make their own choice […] be yourself, but let your child be
themselves too”.63

A final narrative thread about free will and individual choice of faith relates
to belief itself, or rather being expected or forced to adhere strictly to certain
beliefs by others in a religious association. This theme attracted the most crit-
icism within the Dutch neopagan groups, who bring up issues like lack of crit-
ical thinking or poor historical knowledge and forced beliefs imposed by hi-
erarchical structures, which goes against the much-valued individual choice
of faith: “Christianity has […] built a giant, rigid power structure that still tries
to tell us what we should think.”64 These themes were also found in the song
lyrics, which emphasize “strong minds”65 and being a “free man, his own
Lord”.66 The aversion towards Christian conversion is mentioned clearly in
Uuntar’s “Een Germaansche Grafheuvel”when they sing “I bent for no force
of priests”.67

The second most important theme concerned the construction of Heathenry
as the original, “true” religion of Europe, with the implication that Christianity
overtook the real, pagan Europe. This argument is closely related to the afore-
mentioned attitudes towards conversion and forced belief system; when pa-
ganism is presented as the root of later religions, thereby constructing Chris-
tianity as a derivative movement, the former’s decline at the hands of the latter
is made all the more painful for neopagan groups. One of the forum threads,
which discussed a controversial Dutch newspaper interview with a pastor who
believed Jesus’ resurrection may have been a myth, contained statements such
as “you eventually find out that the monotheistic religions also started out

61 “Heimilt er og sjálfsagt að fræða aðra um Ásatrúarfélagið og heiðinn sið en trúboð er óþarft.”
“Lög félagsins,”Ásatrúarfélagið, accessed 27 September 2023, https://asatru.is/log-felagsins/.
62 “De vereniging oefent geen zendingswerk uit.” “Statuten van de Negen Werelden”.
63 Forum post by member Ingwar Molendrift, “Kinderen en Heidendom,”Heidevlam forum, 27
October 2014.
64 “Maar het christendom heeft rond één ingewijde een reusachtige, rigide machtsstructuur ge-
bouwd die ons nog altijd probeert op te leggen wat we moeten denken.” Member Elvar Heim-
dalir, “Jezus dood en opstanding”.
65 Skálmöld, “Upprisa,” Baldur, 15 December 2010, https://www.musix-
match.com/lyrics/Skálmöld/Upprisa.
66 “Als vrij man en als eigen Heer.” Uuntar, “Een germaansche grafheuveul,”Voorvadervere-
ring, 20 March 2018, https://genius.com/Uuntar-een-germaansche-grafheuvel-lyrics.
67 “Ik kromde voor geen priesterdwang.” Uuntar, “Een germaansche grafheuvel”.
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pagan”.68 As has been mentioned in the theoretical background, it is true that
many Christian traditions have incorporated pagan elements into their beliefs
and practices. Neopagan groups point to this process as proof of the continued
relevance of paganism in monotheistic religion, for example by claiming that
“while official heathen elements were excluded from the church based on de-
cree, in practice this did of course not apply”.69

However, the rhetoric implied in these statements seems to go beyond
pointing out such similarities or the Christian appropriation of pagan elements.
It rather presents – particularly in the Dutch context – paganism as a truer,
more authentic kind of religiosity. Examples include the following metaphor,
made by Het Rad: “Seeds from ancient trees have slumbered underground for
centuries until they got the chance to sprout and grow. Heathenry is an orchard
with a variety of tree species that take root in pagan ground”,70 as well as
OMNIA’s “Earth Warrior” lyrics, which speak of a “true-born pagan war-
rior”.71 Finally, tying together the themes of individual freedoms within reli-
gious life and the true nature of paganismvis-à-vis Christianity, a last example
comes from one of the Dutch forum posts, stating “so that the day may come
when all the clear-minded among the Christians realize that it’s best to return
to the gods of freedom of their Germanic ancestors”.72

Cross-National Differences: Attitudes towards Whom?

The results of the summative content analysis revealed several important dif-
ferences between the Netherlands and Iceland, most notably the nature of the
“Christian” actors presented by the two groups. In the case of Iceland, negative
attitudes towards Christianity or Christians were often aimed specifically at
the Lutheran state church, as well as the Icelandic government and their “un-
fair” privileging of the state church. The governance of religion and the grant-
ing of certain legal privileges were the subject of these criticisms, rather than
more fundamental aspects of Christian beliefs or the perceived differences
with neopaganism. A particularly striking example of this focus was the Eu-
ropean Court of Human Rights (ECHR) caseÁsatrúarfélagid v. Iceland.73

68 Forum post by member Axknot, “Jezus dood en opstanding natuurlijk heidense mythe,”Ne-
derlands Heidendom, 4 February 2015.
69 Forum post by member Asentrouw, “Kerstening of Germanisering,”Heidevlam forum, 26
May 2014.
70 Asraaf, “Heidendom? Paganisme?”.
71 OMNIA, “Earth Warrior,”Earth Warrior, 25 April 2014, https://www.musixmatch.com/lyr-
ics/Omnia/Earth-Warrior.
72 Forum post by member Axnot, “Jezus dood en opstanding natuurlijk heidense mythe,”Ne-
derlands Heidendom, 6 February 2015.
73 European Court of Human Rights,Ásatrúarfélagið v. Iceland (Decision), Application no.
22897/08, 18 September 2012, https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/app/conversion/docx/pdf?li-
brary=ECHR&id=001-113920&file-
name=%C3%81SATR%C3%9AARF%C3%89LAGID%20v.%20ICELAND.pdf.
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Part III

Governance of Religion between Private
Choices and Public Policies









Jeffrey R. Halverson defines a narrative as “a coherent system of interre-
lated and sequentially organized stories that share a common rhetorical desire
to resolve a conflict by establishing audience expectations according to the
known trajectories of its literary and rhetorical form”.11 By applying Halver-
son’s definition, the AfD’s narrative of “Germanness” is here seen as a coher-
ent system of interrelated stories that strive to appeal to the broadest possible
constituency and boost themselves by filling a perceived representational gap
caused by mainstream parties. This particularly in terms of their approach to
migration and Islam, to which the AfD’s narrative of “Germanness” offers an
“alternative” that refers to a common heritage, shared values, and an inner
unity.12

Politics of Fear

Although the proportion of Muslims is relatively small, representing only 1–
8 % of the population in various Western democracies, the discourse on Islam
and immigration of Muslim migrants has become a defining issue, causing
strong divisions in the political landscape and society.13 In Europe, almost all
major right-wing populist parties emphasize cultural and religious objections
to Muslim immigration, so do the AfD. Moreover, anti-Muslim sentiment is
also directed against Muslims who are already citizens but are seen in the re-
spective discourse as not willing to integrate. Ruth Wodak highlights how
right-wing populist parties successfully generate fears in their discourses in
order to legitimize their political programme and as a basis for an appeal to
the necessities of change and strengthening security. Such arguments became
already eminent after the end of the Cold War in 1989 and were forcefully
reiterated after 9/11.14 The phenomenon of the creation of fear to legitimize a
politics of exclusion – as indicated by Wodak as “politics of fear” – is seen as
a common populist strategy of right-wing parties. Wodak states that “all right-
wing populist parties instrumentalize some kind of ethnic/religious/linguis-
tic/political minority as a scapegoat for most if not all current woes and sub-
sequently construe the respective group as dangerous and a threat ‘to us’, to

11 Jeffry R. Halverson, H. L. Goodall, Jr., and Steven R. Corman,Master Narratives of Islamist
Extremism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 14, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-230-
11723-5.
12 Matthias Kortmann, Christian Stecker, and Tobias Weiß, “Filling a Representation Gap?
How Populist and Mainstream Parties Address Muslim Immigration and the Role of Islam,”
Representation: Journal of Representative Democracy 55, no. 4 (October 2019): 435–436,
https://doi.org/10.1080/00344893.2019.1667419.
13 Shadi Hamid, “The Role of Islam in European Populism: How Refugee Flows and Fear of
Muslims Drive Right-wing Support,”Brookings, February 2019, https://www.brook-
ings.edu/research/the-role-of-islam-in-european-populism-how-refugee-flows-and-fear-of-
muslims-drive-right-wing-support/.
14 Ruth Wodak,The Politics of Fear: What Right-wing Populist Discourses Mean (London:
SAGE, 2015), 5, https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446270073.
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Conclusion

The findings of this paper allow for drawing the conclusion that – as indicated
in the hypothesis – the AfD use Islam in their discourse as a demarcation to
narrate an imagined homogeneous German society. Thereby, the AfD assign
Christianity to a narrative of “Germanness”, without addressing specific
Christian beliefs. As the analysis has shown, Christianity is mainly mentioned
in the context of a specific conception of norms and values and is often com-
bined with references to the rule of law and democracy. A high emphasis is
put on the role of Christianity as a cornerstone of “German culture” and as a
focal point for the (re-)construction of an imagined German unity.

Using a process of Othering, Islam is depicted as a threat to Germany and
the vision of a German identity. Even beyond the context of Islam, as shown
for example by the analysis of the presented family image, the idea of diversity
is seen as a threat to national unity, which contradicts the AfD’s notion of the
narrative of “Germanness”. It can be subsumed that the shaping of a national
narrative of “Germanness” is primarily conducted through demarcation rather
than through self-attribution, which is the reason why the investigation of the
discourse on Islam and Muslims has been of such great importance for this
paper.

The attributions of “the Other” are more precise, while the self-ascription,
especially the meaning of Christianity, remains unspecific. The AfD’s dis-
course revolves around Islam rather than Christianity or Christian values.
Thus, it was noticeable in both the quantitative and qualitative analysis that
the AfD make significantly more references to Islam than to Christianity or
any other religion in both documents studied. Along these lines, Christianity
is constructed as an identity marker for “Germanness” mainly as a counter-
position to Islam and as a reference for the traditional image of man and family
that the AfD proclaim in their political programme. These findings are con-
sistent with Schuppener’s conclusion that although the AfD refer to Christian
values and norms, there is no substantive engagement with religious beliefs.

The constructed image of Islam as a threat is to be seen in a broader Euro-
pean context of increasing fear of Islam and can be interpreted as fear of the
foreign, of multiculturalism, and of social change in general. At the very least,
the AfD address these fears with their discourse, through the partly strong
emotional appeals as a discursive strategy to (re)construct a narrative of “Ger-
manness”. In doing so, they consciously break supposed taboos by formulat-
ing an anti-pluralist discourse and position themselves against Islam. These
developments must be viewed critically against the backdrop of increasing
xenophobia in Germany in the context of recent discourses on migration.
Through a further stigmatizing and differentiating discourse, as is the case
with the AfD on Islam, discrimination as well as existing power relations be-
tween in-groups and out-groups are strengthened, which is why it is important
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discourses. Hence, it has been used by a number of scholars analyzing right-
wing populist discourses. Moreover, it fits well with the research aim of this
paper, which emphasizes the role of broader nationalist and populist contexts.

The analysis of the material will be two-fold: First, an overview of religion,
politics, and society in Austria and Sweden will be given, as well as some
context on the parties themselves. In a second step, the material itself will be
analyzed using the discourse-historical approach’s three-dimensional model.
Here, the specific contents or topics of a discourse, its discursive strategies,
and linguistic means will be identified.19

Some discursive strategies identified by Wodak can be considered partic-
ularly relevant for this analysis. These include the strategy ofpredication,
where actors, things, or phenomena are discursively labelled as either positive
or negative. One such strategy involves inferring threat or opportunity posed
by certain actors or groups. Another important strategy is that ofargumenta-
tion, which uses certaintopoi to justify the attribution of positive or negative
characteristics to actors or things.20 Focusing on these discursive strategies
allows for the identification of identity-building strategies, during which neg-
ative traits are often attributed to certain social groups while positive traits are
attributed to others. When it comes to the use of these strategies, they can be
used by parties to create religious in-groups and out-groups.21

Topoi, then, can be defined as “parts of argumentation which belong to the
obligatory, either explicit or inferable, premises. As such they justify the tran-
sition from the argument or arguments to the conclusion”. The topoi most rel-
evant for the analysis at hand include thetopos of history (specific actions are
recommended on the basis of history and historical consequences to situa-
tions),topos of reality (specific actions are recommended based on a specific
reality), andtopos of definition (specific qualities, with particular meanings
attached to them, are attributed to people or things of a particular group).22

Analysis Part I: The Context

The following section will provide a brief overview of the role of religion in
the national contexts, before moving on to a closer investigation of the role of
religion in the party manifestoes of the Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ) and the
Sweden Democrats (SD).

19 Ruth Wodak, “‘We Have the Character of an Island Nation’: A Discourse-Historical Analysis
of David Cameron’s ‘Bloomberg Speech’ on the European Union,”EUI Working Paper RSCAS
2016/36, 4, https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.2572.6960.
20 Wodak, “‘We Have the Character of an Island Nation’,” 7.
21 Schwörer and Fernández-García, “Religion on the Rise Again?,” 1160–1161.
22 Wodak, “‘We Have the Character of an Island Nation’,” 7–8.
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traditions”.27 This is also visible in the case of the Austrian People’s Party
(Österreichische Volkspartei, ÖVP), one of the two major political parties in
Austria since the Second World War. The ÖVP is the successor to the earlier
Christian Social Party with historically close ties to the Roman Catholic
Church.28 This marks one of the key differences between Austria and Sweden.
In Sweden, the Christian Democrats (Kristdemokraterna, KD) are a small
party – in the 2018 elections, they received 6.32 % of the votes.29 This is sig-
nificant as the party is the only one with exclusively positive references to
religion in its manifesto. Other larger parties either show neutral or negative
stances, or – in the case of the SD – portray one religion positively, and an-
other negatively.30 At first glance, this fits with the general tenor that declares
Sweden one of the most secularized countries in the world. The Church of
Sweden, official state church until the year 2000, has seen a rapid decline in
membership numbers during the last few years. It remains the biggest religious
community in Sweden – however, while 62 % of the population are techni-
cally members, only 6 % attend services regularly.31 People in Sweden gener-
ally do not consider themselves religious, and religious indicators such as be-
lief in God and participation in religious practices are exceptionally low from
a comparative European perspective.32 Not only that, but religion is treated by
many “with suspicion and perceived as something belonging to the past”.33 In
this context, some scholars have pointed out, there is a tendency to point to
the “religious Other” as upholding outdated ways of thinking, in contrast to
the “modern”, secular Swedish way.34 At the same time, Christianity in Swe-
den, “although marginalized in its traditional forms, remains a dominating

27 Julia Mourão Permoser, “Austrian MEPs: between Privatisation and Politicisation of Reli-
gion,” Religion, State and Society 42, no. 2–3 (2014): 254–255,
https://doi.org/10.1080/09637494.2014.941616.
28 Franz Höllinger and Gerlinde Janschitz, “Religion und Kirche,” inSozialstruktur und
Wertewandel in Österreich, ed. Johann Bacher et al. (Wiesbaden: Springer, 2019), 108,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-21081-6_5.
29 “Val till Riksdagen – Röster,”Valmyndigheten, 16 September 2018, https://histo-
rik.val.se/val/val2018/slutresultat/R/rike/index.html.
30 Emil Danielsson, “Svenska riksdagspartiers syn på religion: En diskursanalys av åtta riks-
dagspartiers partiprogram,” BA thesis (Karlstad University, 2020), 32, https://www.diva-por-
tal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A1404376&dswid=2922.
31 Thomas Stenbäck, “Swedish Belief and Swedish Tradition: The Role of Religion in Sweden
Democrat Nationalism,” MA thesis (University of Gävle, 2020), 108, https://www.diva-por-
tal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A1458910&dswid=7922.
32 Ann af Burén,Living Simultaneity: On Religion among Semi-Secular Swedes (Huddinge:
Södertörn University, 2015), 85.
33 Magdalena Nordin, “Secularization, Religious Plurality and Position: Local Inter-Religious
Cooperation in Contemporary Sweden,”Social Compass 64, no. 3 (September 2017): 389,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0037768617713659.
34 Johanna Gustafsson Lundberg, “Christianity in a Post-Christian Context: Immigration,
Church Identity, and the Role of Religion in Public Debates,” inReligion in the European Ref-
ugee Crisis, ed. Ulrich Schmiedel and Graeme Smith (Cham: Springer, 2018), 132,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-67961-7_7.
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cultural interpretative scheme that continues to influence the majority’s view
on private and public, individual and collective, rational and irrational”.35

The Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ)

Emerging largely from the nationalist streams of the nineteenth century, the
FPÖ was founded in 1956 and understands itself as “a social, meritocratic and
patriotic Austrian political force”.36 Under Jörg Haider, who took over the
party in 1986, the party started focusing on anti-immigration and identity pol-
itics. It first started gaining popularity around the year 2000. After having re-
ceived the second-highest share of votes (26.9 %) in the 1999 national elec-
tions, the FPÖ entered the government as a coalition partner of the Austrian
People’s Party.37 In the years following, the party experienced a drop in sup-
port, but remained in the government until 2005. 2005 marked a significant
year for the FPÖ, as inner-party conflicts led to Jörg Haider leaving to start
the Alliance for the Future of Austria (BZÖ).Heinz-Christian Strache took
over the party, and after a few unsuccessful years soon started re-making its
image and rhetoric. Along with this came a shift from the general anti-immi-
gration focus on a specific anti-Islam rhetoric, during which Islamophobia
emerged as the party’s “central discursive and policy frame”.38 In 2017, the
party achieved its best election result since 1999, receiving 26 % of the votes,
and again entered into a coalition government with the Austrian People’s
Party. The FPÖ’s political discourse over the years has often included reli-
gious references, mostly in the context of discriminatory Islamophobic, xeno-
phobic, and anti-immigration sentiments. Examples from election campaigns
include slogans such as “Abendland in Christenhand” (“the West in Christian
hands”) or “Daham statt Islam” (“home, not Islam”).39 To what extent such
sentiments are visible in the party’s manifesto will be shown in the second
part of this analysis.

35 Jayne Svenungsson, “Public Faith and the Common Good: A Radical Messianic Proposal,”
Political Theology 14, no. 6 (2013): 744, https://doi.org/10.1179/1462317X13Z.00000000047.
36 “Party Programme of the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ),” 18 June 2011,
https://www.fpoe.at/themen/parteiprogramm/parteiprogramm-englisch/.
37 Michał Krzyżanowski, “From Anti-Immigration and Nationalist Revisionism to Islamopho-
bia: Continuities and Shifts in Recent Discourses and Patterns of Political Communication of
the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ),” inRight-Wing Populism in Europe: Politics and Dis-
course, ed. Ruth Wodak, Majid KhosraviNik, and Brigitte Mral (London: Bloomsbury, 2013),
139, https://doi.org/10.5040/9781472544940.ch-009.
38 Krzyżanowski, “From Anti-Immigration and Nationalist Revisionism,” 141.
39 Ruth Wodak, “The Strategy of Discursive Provocation: A Discourse-Historical Analysis of
the FPÖ’s Discriminatory Rhetoric,” inDoublespeak: The Rhetoric of the Far Right since 1945,
ed. Matthew Feldman and Paul Jackson (Stuttgart: Ibidem, 2014), 101.



The Sweden Democrats (SD)

The SD were founded in 1988 as a successor to the Sweden Party, which in
turn was formed from the movement Bevara Sverige Svenskt (Keep Sweden
Swedish). It was heavily influenced by the Swedish neo-Nazi and neo-fascist
scene. Although it has since officially distanced itself from these ideologies,
it can be said that since its formation, the SD have become “a mixture of ide-
ological tropes, such as anti-immigration, anti-feminism, and national pu-
rity”. 40

In their manifesto, the SD define themselves as a “social-conservative
party with a nationalist basic outlook”. They describe their overarching mis-
sion as wanting to “combine freedom and security, individualism and com-
munity [to] re-create a people’s home [Sw.folkhem] characterized by security,
prosperity, democracy and a strong inner solidarity”. Moreover, they describe
their nationalism as “open and non-racist”.41 The party made their entrance
into the parliament in 2010, but it was in the 2014 elections when their sudden
rise to popularity became visible and they received 12.9 % of the votes.42 In
the 2018 elections, SD received 17.5 % of the votes, making it the third big-
gest party in the Parliament, closely following the Moderate Party (Moder-
aterna; 19.84 %), while the Social Democrats (Socialdemokraterna; 28.26 %)
remain the biggest party.43

In recent years, religion has increasingly played a role in the SD party com-
munication and election campaigns. Not only can the party be considered Is-
lamophobic, but party leader Jimmie Åkesson has openly advocated for re-
instating the Church of Sweden as a state church, and having Christianity play
a bigger role in society again.44 The following analysis of the SD’s party man-
ifesto, and a comparison to that of the FPÖ, will show if and how these stances
are communicated in the SD’s main policy document.

Analysis Part II: Party Manifestoes

In the following section, the contents and macro-topics of the manifestoes will
first be identified. I will then go into the discursive strategies and topoiused
by the parties, before looking more specifically at the strategies used regarding
religion and identity politics.

40 Nilsson, “‘Shame on the Church of Sweden,’” 140.
41 “Sverigedemokraternas principprogram 2019,” 2, 8, https://ratatosk.sd.se/sd/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2020/11/16092141/Sverigedemokraternas-principprogram-2019.pdf.
42 Haugen, “Sweden Democrats’ Appeal to Christianity,” 77.
43 “Val till Riksdagen”.
44 Haugen, “Sweden Democrats’ Appeal to Christianity,” 81.
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Religion

To answer the research question, investigating the role given to religion by the
FPÖ in its manifesto is crucial. The explicit mentioning of religion can be
found in the policy section “Homeland, identity and environment of the man-
ifesto”. Accordingly, what stands out first is the way religion as a policy is
situated in the manifesto. The FPÖ starts out this section by stating their ded-
ication “to protecting our homeland of Austria, our national identity and au-
tonomy as well as our natural livelihood”. They then go on to claim that “the
language, history and culture of Austria are German” and that “Austria is not
a country of immigration”. Employing thereferential discursive strategy, the
FPÖ thereby construct in-groups and out-groups, before moving on to the spe-
cific subject of religion. They describe Christianity as having shaped Europe
in decisive ways and therefore “acknowledge the basic values this has created
and the European view of the world, which we describe, in a broad sense, as
cultural Christianity, and which is based on the separation of the church and
the state”.47

Cultural Christianity is then framed as something essential to Austrian cul-
ture and Austrian values, and the FPÖ, employing the “saviour strategy”, em-
phasize the need to protect these values. This argument is again based on his-
torical references (topos of history) and a resulting narrative of superior Euro-
pean – and Austrian – culture. Based on this argumentation, a perceived threat
to this “superior” culture is inferred. The FPÖ state that they are “prepared to
put up a resolute defence” of what they consider to be “European values” and
Austria’s “dominant culture and way of life”. The threat that would make such
a defence by all means necessary is described as “fanaticism and extrem-
ism”.48 While no specific social or ethnic group is mentioned, it is clear that
the threat is perceived as originating from outside of the bounds of cultural
Christianity. The section shows a clear interdiscursive relationship between
religion, immigration, and culture.

Moreover, the FPÖ state that “the privilege of status as a public body shall
be reserved for religious communities who acknowledge the separation of the
church and the state as an achievement of our enlightened society and adhere
to our Constitution and laws”.49 The explicit referral to the separation of
church and state as an “achievement” of the “enlightened society” reinforces
the FPÖ’s narrative of cultural superiority. Again, the intertwinement between
religion and culture is highlighted.

47 “Party Programme of the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ)”.
48 “Party Programme of the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ)”.
49 “Party Programme of the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ)”.
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Argumentative Structure

When writing about their views on each of the political and social areas, the
SD heavily rely onargumentation as a discursive strategy. What stands out is
thetopos of definition: In each section, they first go into their own understand-
ing of the subject at hand. The nation state, social conservatism, nationalism,
culture – for all of these terms, the SD offer their own understanding, in order
to then define the political and social consequences they draw from this defi-
nition. For example, when describing their understanding of human nature
(människan), the SD write that “most people identify primarily with other in-
dividuals who culturally remind them of themselves and this means that we
are generally closer to showing solidarity with individuals who we feel are
part of the same community as us”. From this, they draw the conclusion that
“a strong national identity and a minimum of linguistic, cultural, and religious
differences have a beneficial effect on cohesion, security, and stability within
a society”.51

In addition, much like the FPÖ, the SD heavily rely on historical roots and
traditions (topos of history) for creating a collective identity. Besides drawing
on a shared political past, historical references serve to paint a picture of what
a desirable society in the eyes of the SD would look like. For example, the
party points to the 1960s when describing what they view as an “acceptable”
version of multiculturalism. Their ideal society includes limited immigration
as well as “a pronounced overriding majority culture and an active policy of
assimilation”.52

History is also used to justify a perceived superiority and distinctiveness
of the Swedish culture, which the SD view to be intertwined with Nordic, and
in a broader sense European and Western, culture.53 The discursive construc-
tion of a shared culture and the benefits of a culturally homogenous society
stands out as very prominent narratives.

Religion

Unlike the FPÖ, the Sweden Democrats dedicate a separate section to religion
in their party manifesto. The section starts out by saying that the SD is a non-
confessional party that regards freedom of religion as highly important for a
democratic society. However, they argue that Swedish culture and identity are
deeply intertwined with Christianity. The state cannot and should not be neu-
tral, since “by virtue of its history, Christianity should be allowed to hold a
special position in relation to other religions in Sweden”.54

51 “Sverigedemokraternas principprogram 2019,” 5.
52 “Sverigedemokraternas principprogram 2019,” 13.
53 “Sverigedemokraternas principprogram 2019,” 11.
54 “Sverigedemokraternas principprogram 2019,” 17.
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immigrants in Europe were analyzed from the individual and contextual lev-
els. To measure the religiosity of each interviewee, select items from the Eu-
ropean Social Survey (ESS) on self-reported religious behaviours were used.27

Correlation and significance tests were then conducted to test their hypothe-
ses. The resulting statistical data from each country was then analyzed using
the theoretical framework of religiosity from which they derived their hypoth-
eses as well as the qualitative studies of their respective national contexts.

For this analysis, a similar method has been applied. First, I extracted rel-
evant data from two surveys to measure the salience of each interviewee’s
three social identities and perceptions of discrimination. Select items from the
two surveys were also used to filter out data according to the control variables
(for examplenatives and immigrants: Christian;immigrants only: Sub-Sa-
haran African, first-generation) and categorical variables (that is,natives and
immigrants: French vs. German,immigrants only: citizen vs. non-citizen).

Next, I tested the ten hypotheses listed above and derived from two buffer
theories. I used these three types of statistical methods depending on the type
of significance, variables, and samples the hypothesis compares:

1. Significant difference: same variable, two categorical groups.
2. Significant difference: two variables, one group.
3. Significant correlation: two variables, one group.

For my analysis, results from the statistical tests performed on select items
from two surveys were situated within the frameworks of the social identity
approachandthe buffertheories.

Data and Statistical Methods

First, I used the Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination Sur-
vey (EU-MIDIS) from 2016 to measure the saliences of nationality, ethnicity,
and religious identities among SSACI. For comparison, I used the European
Values Survey (EVS) from 2017 to measure the salience of nationality and
religion in the self-concepts of their respective native populations.

As van Tubergen and Sindradóttir explained, large-scale surveys like the
ESS are “a rich data source to study immigrant religiosity”, allowing for cross-
national comparisons because of their huge sample sizes and standardized pro-
cedures. However, most of these surveys are not “specifically designed to
study immigrant populations”, and immigrants tend to be underrepresented in

27 For instance, the aspect of religious attendance was measured through the following item:
“Apart from special occasions such as weddings and funerals, about how often do you attend
religious services nowadays?” Interviewees were asked to respond using a seven-point ordinal
scale (1 = “every day”, 2 = “more than once a week”, 3 = “once a week”, 4 = “at least once a
month”, 5 = “only on special holy days”, 6 = “less often”, 7 = “never”).



these data.28 Since the ESS was conducted in the national languages of the
receiving countries, immigrants who could not speak them were presumably
excluded from the samples, as van Tubergen and Sindradóttir acknowledged.

To address these limitations, I used the EU-MIDIS and EVS as primary
sources. Unlike the ESS, the EU-MIDIS was specifically designed to collect
data on select ethnic minorities and immigrant persons across Europe. Similar
to the ESS, both the EU-MIDIS and EVS are cross-national, large-scale sur-
vey projects with standardized procedures of data collection.

One limitation of the EVS is that it does not have the equivalent item to
measure the salience of ethnic identity among native-born Christians. How-
ever, this was left out of the analysis since ethnicity is not as pertinent to na-
tive-borns in the receiving society as it is with ethnic minority migrants.

Moreover, the EU-MIDIS and EVS were designed and conducted on dif-
ferent sample populations.29 Despite having different objectives, both are
comprehensive enough to have analogous items on the social identities of im-
migrant and native populations, respectively. However, the EU-MIDIS and
EVS questionnaires use different scales for items that gauge agreement to-
wards statements. Hence, I adjusted each data point from EVS to match the
standard five-point scale used in the EU-MIDIS before carrying out the statis-
tical tests and corresponding analyses.

As part of the analysis, I conducted three types of tests. The first type con-
sists of hypothesis-testing on significant differences between two categorical
groups. For this, I conducted two kinds of tests. The first treats Likert scale
data as continuous (One-way ANOVA and Independent T-Test), whereas the
second treats it as ordinal (Mann-Whitney Test). Meanwhile, the second type
consists of hypothesis-testing on significant differences between two variables
on the same sample. I treated this ordinal data as two related samples (Wil-
coxon test). Lastly, the third type consists of hypothesis-testing on significant
correlations between two variables from the same sample. Two kinds of tests
were also conducted. The first treats the data as interval (Pearson correlation),
whereas the second treats it as ordinal (Spearman’s correlation).

28 Tubergen and Sindradóttir, “The Religiosity of Immigrants in Europe,” 277.
29 The EU-MIDIS measures attitudes, behaviours, and perceptions of immigrants and/or ethnic
minorities towards different forms of intersectional discrimination. The EVS measures Euro-
pean citizens’ beliefs and attitudes towards different aspects of life, work, religion, morale,
family, politics, society, national identity, and environment.
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there were no statistically significant differences between the two when a non-
parametric test was used. As illustrated in Figure 3, most immigrant responses
in Germany were “2” or “3”, which is lower compared to the other three
groups, wherein most responses were “4”. Note that only those with citizen-
ship were considered in testing this hypothesis. As Barwick and Beaman the-
orized, immigrants who are not citizens of their receiving country are far less
inclined to identify with its associated nationality, since they lack the formal
associations that citizens have with the country’s national identity.32 I found
this to be the case among non-citizen SSACIs in Germany and France. During
the initial stages of testing the second hypothesis, I included both citizens and
non-citizens in the immigrant sample, which skewed the data since there were
significant differences in the responses between these two sub-categories.
Hence, I decided to include only those who have citizenship in my immigrant
sample to minimize the confounding factors.

Figure 3. Salience of national identity, SSACI vs. Christian natives. Scale: 0
(not at all) to 4 (very strongly).

32 Barwick and Beaman, “Living for the Neighbourhood,” 2–3.
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These findings are in line with the model of immigration assimilation, which
predicts that minority immigrants would feel weaker associations with na-
tional identity in countries like Germany, where nationalism was historically
associated with a particular ancestry. On the other hand, no significant differ-
ences were found between immigrants and natives in France, where national-
ism is associated with common values, as opposed to ancestry. Both coincide
with the argument that a receiving country’s model of immigrant assimilation
could be a factor in the immigrants’ degree of association with their national
identity. This is further supported by the fact that the immigrants considered
in the statistical test were all citizens of their respective receiving countries.

However, longitudinal studies would still be needed to test the validity of
the model of immigrant assimilation, since the length of stay, among other
variables, could also be a causal factor.33 Moreover, only first-generation im-
migrants were considered to minimize confounding factors, since the temporal
and intergenerational aspects of immigrant assimilation are not within the
scope of this paper. Rather, the key advantage of thesocial identity approach
is that it allows for a deeper analysis of how religious identity could be a
“buffer” when tensions between nationality and ethnicity arise. As explained
earlier, a major source of tension between these two is lack of citizenship. In
the next section, I will discuss my findings on the differences between citizens
and non-citizens in terms of their religious, national, and ethnic identities.

Comparing the Two SSACI Groups: Citizens and Non-Citizens

One of the predictions derived from the rejection-identification model is that
national and ethnic identities become strongly incompatible for immigrants
who are not citizens of the receiving country, regardless of the model of as-
similation. From this, one could hypothesize that national and ethnic identities
would be negatively correlated among SSACIs without citizenship of their
receiving country; whereas those with citizenship would have either unrelated
or positively correlated national and ethnic identities.

Results from both the parametric and nonparametric statistical tests were
in line with the predictions under the third hypothesis. On the one hand, non-
citizen SSACIs in both France and Germany were found to have slightly neg-
ative correlations between their national and ethnic identities. Meanwhile,
those with citizenship exhibited negligible or weak positive correlations be-
tween these two identities. It should be noted, however, that the resulting co-
efficients were weak and do not constitute enough explanatory power to con-
clude that citizenship pre-empts incompatibility between nationality and

33 I found (1) a significant but weak negative correlation between length of stay and ethnic
identity among non-citizens in Germany and (2) a significant but weak positive correlation be-
tween length of stay and national identity among citizens in Germany and, to a lesser degree,
in France.



ethnicityper se. Nevertheless, these results indicate that non-citizens are more
likely to experience a certain degree of conflict between their nationality and
ethnicity than those with citizenship. This provides the baseline for analyzing
the differences between non-citizen and citizen SSACIs based on the com-
bined predictions from the rejection-identification model and model of immi-
gration assimilation in the next four hypotheses.

As the third hypothesis tested, immigrants without citizenship are pre-
dicted to use their ethnic identity as a “buffer” to cope with potential discon-
nection from their receiving country. Extending this prediction, the rejection-
identification model and model of immigration assimilation theorize that reli-
gious identity is salient enough to be interchangeable with ethnicity as a
“buffer” for non-citizens. In this vein, the fourth and fifth hypotheses predict
that SSACIs without citizenship would have significantly stronger associa-
tions with their ethnic and religious identities, respectively, than those with
citizenship.

While the fourth hypothesis was only supported in the German sample, the
statistical results on the French sample were only in line with the fifth. As
illustrated in Figure 4, a smaller percentage of citizen immigrants in Germany
feel strongly attached to their ethnic identity than those without citizenship.
The opposite could be said of the SSACIs in France, where ethnicity is partic-
ularly salient for most SSACI, citizens and non-citizens alike.

Figure 4. Salience of ethnic identity, SSACI non-citizens vs. citizens. Scale: 0
(not at all) to 4 (very strongly).
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Figure 5. Salience of religious identity, SSACI non-citizens vs. citizens. Scale:
0 (not at all) to 4 (very strongly).

Meanwhile, religious identity was significantly more salient for non-citizens
than citizens in France. The opposite could be said of Germany, where reli-
gious identity is salient for SSACIs, with or without citizenship, as illustrated
in Figure 5.

Each of the two hypotheses were supported by only one of the two national
case studies, contrary to the initial prediction that both would apply to non-
citizens from Germany and France alike. However, these results could also be
interpreted as further support for the rejection-identification model and model
of immigration assimilation, which, as explained earlier, argue that ethnic and
religious identities are interchangeable. For instance, the two identities may
be interchangeable for SSACI citizens in Germany who identify strongly with
their Christian identity but not their ethnicity. In the following section, I will
discuss my findings on the sixth and seventh hypotheses by taking a closer
look at the three social identities of SSACI non-citizens.

SSACI Non-Citizens: Lack of Citizenship and the Three Social
Identities of Immigrants

Recalling the tenets of the social identity approach, disharmony in an individ-
ual’s sense of self could manifest as (1) incompatibilities among their social





231

Figure 6. Distribution of responses among SSACI non-citizens. Salience of
ethnic, national, and religious identities. Scale: 0 (not at all) to 4 (very
strongly).







targeted at them as their German counterparts. Rather, perceived discrimina-
tion was negatively associated with both national and ethnic identities.

Although incompatibilities were not evident among French SSACIs, they
may cope with social identity “disharmony” when discrimination is perceived
by disidentifying with both social identities. Nevertheless, these findings are
in line with the prediction that incompatibility between ethnicity and nation-
ality, specifically, would be observed in the German SSACIs when discrimi-
nation is perceived. On that note, the results are also in line with the tenth
hypothesis which predicts that German SSACIs are more likely to have posi-
tively correlated religious and ethnic identities to cope with this incompatibil-
ity. The French SSACIs, as predicted, did not exhibit these links and are less
likely to experience such incompatibilities. Note that there was a weak nega-
tive correlation between religious and ethnic identities among French SSACIs,
but the correlation was only significant among German SSACIs.

Conclusion

In summary, the four key findings from this analysis are consistent with pre-
vious studies and predictions derived from the rejection-identification model
and model of immigration assimilation, demonstrating the reliability of
“buffer” theories of religion in the European context of immigration.35

Upon comparing the SSACIs and native groups, immigrants were indeed
more inclined to identify strongly with Christianity than their native-born
counterparts in both Germany and France. This is in line with previous find-
ings suggesting that religion is more salient for immigrants than native-born
populations in Europe.

Comparing the SSACI groups with citizenship in their receiving country
and those without, the latter were indeed more likely to experience identity
conflict than the former. However, SSACI non-citizens in the two countries
exhibited possibly different coping mechanisms to this identity conflict. In
Germany, non-citizens may cope by identifying less with their ethnic identity,
as is evident from their weaker identification with ethnicity than SSACI citi-
zens. In France, non-citizens may instead cope by identifying more strongly
with their Christian identity than SSACI citizens. Further qualitative studies
are necessary to uncover the context-specific factors behind these trends.

On the individual level, non-citizens in both countries were found to iden-
tify strongly with their religious and ethnic identities, and significantly weaker
with national identity. This further supports the theory that religious identity
could be a replacement for those immigrants who feel disconnected from the
national identity of their receiving country. These preliminary results suggest

35 Note that these results could only test the reliability of these models, not their validity.
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The Religious–Secular Conflict over
Euthanasia in Spain’s Political Debate

Maike Raatz

Introduction

In 1998, euthanasia first became an issue of social, political, and moral im-
portance in Spain, when quadriplegic Ramón Sampedro put an end to his life
after having unsuccessfully fought for the right to euthanasia in court.1 On 18
March 2021, Spain legalized active euthanasia as the fourth European country
after more than twenty years of debate, in which not only media and society,
but especially political parties and the Roman Catholic Church played a cru-
cial role due to their historical intertwining and embeddedness in the increas-
ing secularization since the democratic transition.2 This leads to a complex
religious–secular situation in current Spanish politics, which often finds its
peak in the discussion of morality policies.3

For this reason, it is remarkable that a compromise on a polarizing issue
such as euthanasia was reached in a Catholic country like Spain. The point of
departure for this paper is the assumption that the previous political standpoint
must have changed to adopt the law on euthanasia. Accordingly, the paper
focuses on parliamentary debates, as this is the place of decision in democratic
societies, and thus expands the research on euthanasia to a specific recent out-
come in the political sphere.

1 Alex Raack, “Selbsttötung von Ramón Sampedro: Das Recht zu sterben,”Der Spiegel, 11
January 2018, https://www.spiegel.de/geschichte/suizid-von-ramon-sampedro-sterbehilfe-das-
recht-auf-den-eigenen-tod-a-1186882.html.
2 Fernando Heller, “Spain Becomes Seventh Country to Legalise Euthanasia,”Euractiv, 19
March 2021, https://www.euractiv.com/section/health-consumers/news/spain-becomes-sev-
enth-country-to-legalise-euthanasia/; Laura Chaqués Bonafont and Anna M. Palau Roqué,
“From Prohibition to Permissiveness: A Two-Wave Change on Morality Issues in Spain,” in
Morality Politics in Western Europe: Parties, Agendas and Policy Choices, ed. Isabelle Engeli,
Christoffer Green-Pedersen, and Lars Thorup Larsen (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 65–
68, https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137016690_5.
3 Isabelle Engeli, Christoffer Green-Pedersen, and Lars Thorup Larsen, “How to Study the Two
Worlds of Morality Politics,” inMorality Politics in Western Europe: Parties, Agendas and
Policy Choices, ed. Isabelle Engeli, Christoffer Green-Pedersen, and Lars Thorup Larsen (Lon-
don: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 27–34, https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137016690_3.





From Morality Issues to Morality Policies

Euthanasiais a morality issue because it relates to policies concerning funda-
mental questions, such as life and death, and refers to the central problem of
choice and responsibility: “Who has the right to make decisions about the be-
ginning and end of life: the government, the individual or only God?”23 This
quote introduces the religious and secular lines of morality issues, which con-
centrate on the perception and redistribution of fundamental values. This
means, while euthanasiais by some considered as murder according to the
Fifth Commandment, being one example of the codification of right and
wrong in a religious value, others see it as a chance for more autonomy. How-
ever, the different groups often stick to their perception, which makes it diffi-
cult to find a compromise. To sum up, morality issues seem to act as a glue
between religious and secular political actors, while at the same time they bear
a high potential for party conflict. Thus, if morality issues are transferred to
the political sphere, they can turn into morality policies. In Spain, the discus-
sion around these issues began in the 1970s with the democratic transition, the
formation of the party system, and the beginning of secularization.24

Tendencies of Secularization in Spain

Secularizationdescribes the process of a phenomenon, for instance a society,
becoming less religious and more secular.25 This can for instance be measured
through the attendance of religious services. As the World Values Survey
shows, the number of attendees decreased from 1981 to 2007,26 along with the
number of Spaniards who consider themselves Catholic and a growing num-
ber of non-believers. To complement the numbers from 2006/2007, when
22.5 % of Spaniards still attended religious services at least once per month,
it can be noted that in 2020, only 6.8 % of believers attended religious services
sometimes per month and 11.6 % on Sundays and holidays. Spain thus faces
an increasing trend of secularization.

A secular-oriented position is generally shared by the parties defending
euthanasia. Religion can thereby be constructed as a counter-element to secu-
larization, but it is also always intertwined with this phenomenon. Despite an

23 Isabelle Engeli, Christoffer Green-Pedersen, and Lars Thorup Larsen, “Theoretical Perspec-
tives on Morality Issues,” inMorality Politics in Western Europe: Parties, Agendas and Policy
Choices, ed. Isabelle Engeli, Christoffer Green-Pedersen, and Lars Thorup Larsen (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 23, 25, https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137016690_2.
24 Engeli, Green-Pedersen, and Larsen, “Theoretical Perspectives on Morality Issues,” 24-26;
Engeli, Green-Pedersen, and Larsen, “How to Study the Two Worlds,” 27–30.
25 Jörg Stolz and Pascal Tanner, “Secularization, Secularity, and Secularism in the New Mil-
lennium: Macro-Theories and Research,”Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics, 25 June
2019, https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.792.
26 See Engeli, Green-Pedersen, and Larsen, “How to Study the Two Worlds,” 33.
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justified.55 Furthermore, the argument of consensus is transferred to the social
sphere: The debate on euthanasia lacks priority in society, and therefore
should not be regulated. Remarkably, this argument is mediated through an
accusation of the PSOE’s decision-making, which is described as a product of
media attention to certain public cases and as forcing the society to accept a
minority opinion. Although the PP thus establish themselves as the protector
of society, which relates to the common good, the accusation of simplification
and misrepresentation suspends this. There is thus neither a willingness to
come to a consensus nor respect for the other’s arguments.

Again, the core of the speech is the unsecular argument of palliative care,
which against the negative framing of euthanasia, is presented as the most
secure, reasonable, and dignified solution in a culture of life. The PSOE in
contrast continue their middle position between the will to advance and not
doing it due to the lack of rules and of majority for euthanasia, trying to create
a party consensus by including palliative care and connecting it to dignified
death. This understanding also concerns society through trustful formulations
and the personal reference to public cases, such as Inmaculada Echevarría,
proving a strong reference to the common good. Thus, the PSOE are ready to
go one step further if desired by society.56 All in all, the PSOE again show
more respect and willingness to change their standpoint, although both parties
refer to what they interpret as the common good. The conflict is thus still in a
moderate phase.

In 2012, the PSOE echoed the arguments of the PP. They refer to important
legal sources and use consensus for the justification of their adoption. Accord-
ingly, euthanasia is explicitly called a crime of ending life, thus following the
PP’s logic characterizing euthanasia as homicide and the new proposal as
backwards. This speech thus shows a high level of respect for the PP’s argu-
ments, as the PSOE reproduces them. The PSOE’s middle, slightly pro-eutha-
nasia position thus shifted towards a more conservative, unsecular one. Ac-
cordingly, there is no attack on the PP’s arguments and a neutral tone of dis-
cussion, thus a high degree of deliberation and a low level of religious–secular
conflict on the non-legalisation of euthanasia. In turn, the PP for the first time
explicitly share the PSOE’s argument of a broad legal, judicial, and sanitary
consensus and emphasizes the need for more precision. Remarkably, the un-
secular argumentation is more dominant here: The PP become more coura-
geous, actively diving into the social and personal sphere of the citizens.

122/000051.),”Diario de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados, no. 65, 10 March 2009, 17–
18, https://www.congreso.es/public_oficiales/L9/CONG/DS/PL/PL_065.PDF.
55 See “Del Grupo Parlamentario de Esquerra Republicana-Izquierda Unida-Iniciativa,” 17. The
PP cites two sentences of the Constitutional Court stating the protection of life as a personal
right, so the state has no right to intervene in this area, as well as the critics on the lack of
terminological clarity of euthanasia.
56 “Del Grupo Parlamentario de Esquerra Republicana-Izquierda Unida-Iniciativa,” 18–19, 24–
25.
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