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ABSTRACT Following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Islamopho-
bia exploded across ‘the West,’ but particularly in Europe. While Muslims 
were suffering attacks across Europe, the experience of Muslims in Latin 
America was markedly different, with almost no perceptible rise in Islam-
ophobia. In the roughly 10 year period between the attacks of September 
11, and the start of the Syrian civil war, why did Islamophobia rise in 
‘the West,’ but not in Latin America? This article attempts to answer this 
question through an analysis of the civilizational identities of both regions, 
in particular the countries of Denmark and Argentina. While the core of 
Denmark’s identity is being part of the ‘the West,’ which was ‘at war’ with 
the Muslim world during this period, Argentina defines its identity in op-
position to Western countries like Britain and the U.S., leaving it outside 
‘the West,’ and Islam not seen as a threat.
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Introduction

Following the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York 
City on September 11, 2001, there was a substantial rise in Islamophobia 
throughout ‘the West’ (Europe, North and South America, Australia, and 

New Zealand),1 but especially in Europe.2 As Liz Fekete of the London-based 
Institute of Race Relations explains, “Muslims collectively are being blamed 
for the attacks on the World Trade Center, and there is a general punitive 
climate toward Muslims. This has manifested itself in a variety of ways. On 
the ground, there has been a rise in racial violence on Muslim targets across 
Europe.”3 In a region known for its commitment to the rule of law, respect 
for human rights, and shared values and principles of pluralist democracy;4 
European Muslims –of which there were over 21 million– were now facing 
problems ranging from physical attacks and murder to discrimination in the 
job and housing markets to vandalism of Islamic centers and mosques.5 An-
ti-Muslim sentiment was institutionalized in Europe and, perhaps most wor-
ryingly, the increase in violence and discrimination was more and more based 
on issues of identity; these people were harassed because of their identity as 
Muslims.6

Seemingly, Muslims living throughout ‘the West’ had to contend with a grow-
ing racial and/or cultural prejudice and xenophobia that resulted in discrim-
ination, marginalization, and often violence.7 The more than two million 
Muslims living in the United States (0.8 percent of the total population) and 
657,000 living in Canada (two percent of the total population) were facing sim-
ilar, although less virulent and widespread, forms of discrimination as those in 
Europe, as well as a rising Islamophobia.8 In the U.S., there were threats to 
burn the Qur’an (which were subsequently abandoned) and the heated and 
often vitriolic dispute over the building of an Islamic Cultural Center in New 
York City indicated a rise in Islamophobia, according to Daniel Mach of the 
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU).9 According to the Canadian chap-
ter of the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR-CAN), fifteen docu-
mented acts of “desecration against an Islamic mosque or institution” occurred 
between September 2001 and March 2004, which they see as clear expressions 
of growing anti-Muslim sentiment.10 

In Australia, racism toward the roughly 280,000 Muslims living there (1.5 per-
cent of the total population) was growing, as evidenced by calls for the govern-
ment to ban the niqab and the burqa; veiling is seen to be incompatible with 
Australia’s Judeo-Christian heritage.11 In New Zealand, as a result of growing 
Islamophobia, the Federation of Islamic Associations of New Zealand (FI-
ANZ) felt the need to issue a declaration reaffirming their determination to 
“live in peace and abide by the law” and that their “commitment to the welfare 
of our country shall be unquestionable.”12
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The story in Latin America (LA),13 
however, was fundamentally differ-
ent than that of the rest of ‘the West’ 
in that there was not a rise in Islam-
ophobia, anti-Muslim, or anti-Islam 
sentiment or discrimination, or cul-
tural and/or racial prejudice. While 
it is difficult to find documentation 
on the absence of a phenomenon, 
leaked WikiLeaks documents con-
cerning the Muslim community in 
Brazil help to substantiate this claim. In the documents, the U.S. Consulate in 
São Paulo expressed a belief that the Muslim community in the city offered 
“unique possibilities for Muslim engagement” as it “had solid achievements in 
integrating Muslim and Brazilian identities, making them an excellent exam-
ple of how a unique Muslim Minority Community (MMC) has, by and large, 
carved out a positive space within a diverse Latin American country.” More-
over, in interviews with the U.S. Special Representative to Muslim Communi-
ties, members of the Muslim community in São Paulo asserted that they had 
“no real difficulties with anti-Islamist sentiments in Brazil.”14 

In addition, an examination of the U.S. Department of State’s “International 
Religious Freedom Report” for Argentina for the years 2001-2010 revealed 
a consistent level of anti-Muslim violence over the years (fewer than five in-
cidents per year); the vast majority of anti-religious acts are anti-Semitic in 
nature.15 Moreover, Waqas Syed, the Deputy Secretary-General for the Islamic 
Center of North America has stated that “[un]like Europe and North Amer-
ica, Latin America has been quite untouched with any of the anti-Islamic rhet-
oric, and the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslim Latinos can be 
described as excellent and strong.”16 The overall message of these documents 
and statements (regarding the two countries in LA with the largest Muslim 
populations) points to a region in which the relationship between the 1.2 mil-
lion Muslims and the non-Muslim community, as well as the non-Muslim 
community’s view of Islam and Muslims, had not changed significantly since 
9/11.17 

The crucial question then becomes: why? Why was there not a rise in Islam-
ophobia and an anti-Muslim/Islam backlash in LA in the years after 9/11 as 
there was in the rest of ‘the West?’ What makes LA unique compared to the 
rest of ‘the West’ that has led to this contradictory experience with Islam and 
the Muslim community? Since, “when survival is uncertain, cultural diversity 
seems threatening,” the lack of a rise in Islamophobia in LA seems to indicate 
that Latin Americans do not view Islam and Muslims as a threat to their cul-
ture/civilization.18 The answer seems to lie, therefore, in the principal matter 

The crucial question then 
becomes: why? Why was there 
not a rise in Islamophobia and 
an anti-Muslim/Islam backlash 
in LA in the years after 9/11 
as there was in the rest of ‘the 
West?’
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of identity; how the people in Europe and 
LA construct their civilizational identities. 
For Charles Taylor, this is “the sense peo-
ple have that the basic order by which they 
live, even imperfectly, is good and (usu-
ally) is superior to the ways of life of out-
siders, be they ‘barbarians,’ ‘savages,’ or (in 
more polite contemporary language) ‘less 
developed’ peoples;”19 in Huntington’s 
terms, they see themselves as members of 
which of the major civilizations?20 

In order to answer the question of why there was not a rise in Islamophobia in 
LA, I will explore the issue of civilizational identity discussed above, engaging 
in a limited comparative case study of the post-9/11 and pre-Syrian crisis ex-
periences of Denmark and Argentina.21 To that end, the paper will proceed as 
follows: i) the term Islamophobia will be defined and interrogated; ii) Samuel 
Huntington’s thesis of the ‘clash of civilizations’ will be explored in reference to 
the concept of civilizational identity and in terms of the cases of Denmark and 
Argentina; and iii) finally, I will conclude by reviewing the main arguments of 
the paper and offering some thoughts on the future implications of civiliza-
tional identity for the relationship between Islam and ‘the West.’

Islamophobia

In order to explain why there was not a rise in Islamophobia in LA during this 
period, we must first examine the concept –its meanings and manifestations– 
so that we can ‘know it when we see it.’ There is considerable debate concern-
ing the meaning and usefulness of the concept of Islamophobia. Some scholars 
claim that terms like racism or xenophobia are all-encompassing enough to 
cover the new ‘form of rejection’ that is sweeping across Europe in the wake 
of the 9/11 attacks.22 However, in Europe, it is no longer considered politically 
correct to criticize immigrants due to characteristics like race, but criticizing 
Islam is now perceived as an ‘act of courage,’ so the latter has replaced the for-
mer; a new concept is required to describe this new behavior.23 

The standard definition of Islamophobia comes from a 1997 report by the Run-
nymede Trust Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia, entitled “Is-
lamophobia: A Challenge for us All.” The report defines Islamophobia in two 
stages, the basic definition –“dread or hatred of Islam and therefore, to fear or 
dislike of all or most Muslims”– and eight components that underlie, justify, 
and result from the basic definition; the eight components are: i) Islam is seen 
as a monolithic bloc, static, and unresponsive to change; ii) Islam is seen as 

In Europe, this ‘us’ vs. 
‘them’ threat mentality has 
created “a situation where 
discriminatory or even 
violent behavior directed 
against certain minority 
groups is seen as more 
acceptable”
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separate and ‘other.’ It does not have values in common with other cultures, is 
not affected by them, and does not influence them; iii) Islam is seen as inferior 
to the West. It is seen as barbaric, irrational, primitive, and sexist; iv) Islam is 
seen as violent, aggressive, threatening, supportive of terrorism, and engaged 
in a ‘clash of civilizations’; v) Islam is seen as a political ideology and is used 
for political or military advantage; vi) Criticisms made of the West by Islam 
are rejected out of hand; vii) Hostility towards Islam is used to justify discrimi-
natory practices towards Muslims and exclusion of Muslims from mainstream 
society; viii) Anti-Muslim hostility is seen as natural or normal.24

Components two, three, and four of this definition point to an underlying 
source of Islamophobia rooted in issues of identity; Islam is a separate, violent, 
inferior culture/civilization that is a threat to our culture/civilization.

In Europe, this ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ threat mentality has created “a situation where 
discriminatory or even violent behavior directed against certain minority 
groups is seen as more acceptable,” as anticipated in the eighth component 
above.25 In this atmosphere of permissibility, Islamophobia has manifested 
in practice in various ways. Attacks against Muslim institutions, for example, 
became increasingly more common during this period: In Berlin on Decem-
ber 9, 2010, an Islamic cultural center was firebombed, the sixth arson attack 
on Muslim institutions in Berlin that year; eleven mosques were attacked in 
London after the July 7, 2005, terrorist bombings; and five mosques were fire-
bombed in France in 2006 alone.26 Additionally, physical assaults carried out 

Shirts reading 
“I Am Muslim, 
Don’t Panic” are 
exhibited on Place 
de la Republique 
in Paris during a 
demonstration after 
a far-right politician 
asked a woman 
accompanying 
her son and other 
children on a school 
trip to remove her 
headscarf. In Paris, 
France on October 
19, 2019.
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against individuals believed (by the attacker) to be Muslim have increased: 
In Scotland, on September 10, 2007, 17-year-old Tarik Husan was stabbed 
while he was standing at a bus stop by a 32-year-old woman screaming “You’re 
all terrorists;” and in Denmark, on March 19, 2008, three Danish teenagers 
verbally harassed (including the use of a racist slur) and assaulted (with a 
baseball bat and a hammer) a 16-year-old teenager of Turkish origin, Deniz 
Özgür Uzun, who died the next day, having sustained severe brain damage.27 
As troubling as these attacks against Muslim institutions and people are, for 
Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu, former Secretary-General of the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference (OIC), and others like him, the most disturbing element of 
this growing Islamophobia is the institutionalization of anti-Muslim sentiment 
across Europe.28

The institutionalization of Islamophobia refers to government activity that 
seeks to establish some type of anti-Islam/Muslim practice or behavior as a 
norm for the population; usually, this takes the form of Islamophobic legisla-
tion. The French government, for example, initiated a ‘national identity cam-
paign’ in 2009 to ensure an exclusive non-Muslim and non-immigrant identity 
for France, and also voted in September of that year to ban the wearing of the 
burqa and the niqab in public; President Nicolas Sarkozy called the burqa a 
‘walking coffin’ that is ‘not welcomed’ in France.29 And Switzerland, despite 
only having four mosques with minarets and a tiny, law-abiding Muslim popu-
lation, banned the building of minarets on mosques; the right-wing Swiss Peo-
ple’s Party (SVP) claimed that “the towers would soon be springing up across 
the country, marking the beginning of a takeover by Sharia-supporting ex-
tremists.”30 Radical-right parties, like the SVP, experienced resurgence in this 
period in Western Europe, attracting large voter support, and in some cases, 
even being included in ruling government coalitions.31 

İhsanoğlu found this resurgence worrying as well because parties like the Dan-
ish People’s Party (DF), the French Front National, the Italian Lega Nord, the 
Sweden Democrats, the Dutch Party for Freedom (PVV), and the Austrian 
Freedom Party, “instead of stopping this [the rise of Islamophobia], or fight-
ing this, some of them are using this for their political ends, to gain more 
popular support in elections.”32 The election promises made and the campaign 
methods utilized by these radical right-wing populist (RRP) parties preyed on 
this rising Islamophobia, and help to perpetuate it throughout their respective 
countries. The Italian Lega Nord, for example, during the 2010 regional elec-
tions, campaigned in the Arezzo region by handing out free soap samples for 
voters to use “after having touched an immigrant;” they took over the regional 
governments of Veneto and Piemonte.33 And the Sweden Democrats party, 
which actually started out as a neo-Nazi movement, entered the parliament for 
the very first time in 2010, winning 5.7 percent of the vote with television ad-
vertisements that featured burqa-clad Muslim women knocking white Swedish 
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pensioners out of the way and grab-
bing their state benefits.34 These RRP 
parties share a fundamental core of 
ethno-nationalist xenophobia, which 
incorporates a strong anti-immigra-
tion focus and an opposition to multi-
cultural society; in that Islamophobic 
environment, where criticizing Islam 
largely replaced the practice of criti-
cizing immigrants, RRP parties em-
braced an anti-Islam stance.35

As will be discussed in more detail 
below, these RRP parties played upon 
their voters’ fears of Islam as a threat 
to their civilizational identity; they engaged in a ‘political-identity mobilization’ 
in defense of difference and ‘Western’ identity.36 Voters in LA did not share this 
fear of Islam or Muslims, reflected, in part, in the fact that the majority of the 
political parties, including all those in government in Argentina during this 
period, for example, were founded around economic, not ethnic, cleavages in 
society; the Justicialist Party, of which the incumbent Vice President Cristina 
Fernández de Kirchner was a member, is a Peronist party that represented the 
interests of the working and lower classes –its largest and most consistent base 
of support was the General Confederation of Labor, Argentina’s largest trade 
union.37 Additionally, the major election issues in Argentina’s elections in-
volved the slowing national economy and public security; the threat to identity 
from the Muslim community in Argentina was a non-issue.38 As will be shown, 
this is a consequence of Latin Americans not viewing themselves as part of ‘the 
West,’ and, as such, they are not under attack by the Islamic civilization.

Civilizational Identity: A ‘Clash of Civilizations’?

In the wake of the 9/11 attacks on the U.S., “whatever spotty appeal the issue of 
Muslim-Christian ideological harmony had in academic and public discourse 
quickly faded as a more pugnacious debate pitting the Muslim and Christian 
worlds in a ‘civilizational’ clash suddenly made it to the top of the charts.”39 
Across Europe, there was talk of “Europeanness” as under attack from Islam 
and the theory of a ‘clash of civilizations’ between Islam and ‘the West’ began to 
gain ground.40 As shown previously, one of the core components of Islamopho-
bia (#iv) is to view Islam as engaged in a ‘clash of civilizations’ and the RRP par-
ties that sprang up across Europe took this theory of a ‘clash of civilizations’ as a 
rallying call. These parties not only embrace the language of the ‘clash of civili-
zations,’ but their leaders seemingly set themselves up as the ‘saviors of Europe.’

The primary source of conflict, 
according to Huntington, will 
no longer be economic or 
ideological, but cultural, given 
that “cultural characteristics 
and differences are less 
mutable and hence less easily 
compromised and resolved 
than political and economic 
ones”
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The theory of a ‘clash of civilizations’ is usually attributed to a 1993 article by 
political scientist Samuel Huntington, entitled, “The Clash of Civilizations?” 
In his article, Huntington argues that “the paramount axis of world politics 
will be the relations between “the West and the Rest…” and that “a central 
focus of conflict for the immediate future will be between the West and sev-
eral Islamic-Confucian states.”41 The primary source of conflict, according to 
Huntington, will no longer be economic or ideological, but cultural, given that 
“cultural characteristics and differences are less mutable and hence less easily 
compromised and resolved than political and economic ones.”42 

A civilization is a cultural entity, it is the highest cultural grouping of peo-
ple and the broadest level of cultural identity people have short of that which 
distinguishes humans from other species. It is defined both by common ob-
jective elements, such as language, history, religion, customs, institutions, and 
by the subjective self-identification of people. … People can and do redefine 
their identities and, as a result, the composition and boundaries of civiliza-
tions change. … Civilizations are nonetheless meaningful entities, and while 
the lines between them are seldom sharp, they are real.43 

Therefore, civilizational identity is much like national identity, but on a larger 
scale –a Dane, for example, will identify as Danish as well as ‘Western;’ a 
member of the civilization known as ‘the West.’ An Argentine, on the other 
hand, will identify as Argentinean as well as ‘Latin American.’ Just like national 

Muslims gathered 
at the Islamic 

Cultural Center 
in Buenos Aires, 

Argentina to 
perform Eid 

prayers, on June 
25, 2016.
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identity, this is a subjective concept with which the person strongly identifies, 
but that can be renegotiated and redefined, although it takes time. 

But, in a ‘clash of civilizations,’ which is based on issues of cultural character-
istics and differences, where the identity of the civilization can be redefined, 
leading to a change in the composition and boundaries of said civilization, 
how are we to recognize the core elements around which the identity of each 
civilization is based as well as the members (countries) of each civilization? 
In other words, how do we know who is fighting against whom, and for what 
reasons? If people see themselves as members of civilization under threat (as 
Europeans currently seem to), then naturally hatred against members of the 
opposing civilization would increase (Islamophobia); however, if people do 
not view their civilization as under threat (as Latin Americans appear not to), 
then there should be no increase in hatred against another group, as there is 
no one threatening their civilization (no rise in Islamophobia in LA). The only 
way for us to know whether or not Islamophobia is truly the consequence of 
a perceived civilizational threat is to understand who belongs to each civiliza-
tion, and the core ideational elements of each. 

Huntington offers us very little guidance in answering these fundamental ques-
tions –he explains that ‘the West’ is based on ideas of “individualism, liberalism, 
constitutionalism, human rights, equality, liberty, the rule of law, democracy, 
free markets, the separation of church and state,”44 that the European Com-
munity (now the EU, and the core of Western civilization, along with North 
America) “rests on the shared foundation of European culture and Western 
Christianity,” and that Western culture and concepts “often have little resonance 
in Islamic, Confucian, Japanese, Hindu, Buddhist or Orthodox cultures;”45 save 
for a few brief discussions of ‘the West,’ we are pretty much on our own.

Enter Ronald Inglehart, Pippa Norris, and Christian Welzel and the World 
Values Survey (WVS). The WVS is a worldwide network of social scientists 
who study peoples’ changing values and their impact on social and political life 
in five waves of surveys in 97 countries.46 The WVS is useful for the purposes 
of this study because the authors also find that:

The only way for us to know whether or 
not Islamophobia is truly the consequence 
of a perceived civilizational threat is 
to understand who belongs to each 
civilization, and the core ideational 
elements of each
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Cross-cultural variation proves to be surprisingly coherent, and a wide range of 
attitudes (reflecting people’s beliefs and values in such different life domains as 
the family, work, religion, environment, politics, and sexual behavior) reflects 
just two major dimensions: one that taps the polarization between ‘traditional 
values’ and ‘secular-rational values;’ and a second dimension that taps the po-
larization between survival values and ‘self-expression values.’ … To a remark-
able degree, these societies cluster into relatively homogeneous cultural zones, 
reflecting their historical heritage –and these cultural zones persist robustly 
over time.47

Cultures (or here, civilizations) cluster together in coherent ways according to 
values that can be recognized and periodically assessed; in other words, we can 
now identify the crucial ideational elements of each civilization and identify 
the membership of each.

In their 2005 work, Modernization, Cultural Change, and Democracy: The Hu-
man Development Sequence, Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel did just 
that, creating a “Cultural Map of the World,”48 that placed all of the countries 
in the WVS into their appropriate civilization according to their scores on both 
the ‘traditional/secular-rational’ values and ‘survival/self-expression values’ 
dimensions. The resulting graph is open to a wide range of interpretations, 

but following the argument put for-
ward by Ronald Inglehart and Pippa 
Norris in “The True Clash of Civili-
zations,” the “real fault line between 
the West and Islam” is over social, 
not political values.49 They explain 
that “at this point in history, societies 
throughout the world (Muslim and 
Judeo- Christian alike) see democ-
racy as the best form of government,” 

but on social issues like gender equality and sexual liberation, “as younger 
generations in the West have gradually become more liberal on these issues, 
Muslim nations have remained the most traditional societies in the world.”50 
Therefore, the ‘traditional/secular-rational values’ dimension, which reflects 
the contrast between countries where religion is very important and those in 
which it is not, provides us with the most useful information in determining 
the core ideational values and member-states of ‘the West.’

As we can see on Inglehart and Welzel’s “Cultural Map of the World,” the coun-
tries of the ‘Protestant Europe,’ ‘Catholic Europe’ and ‘English Speaking’ sec-
tions make up the civilization identified by Huntington as ‘the West’ (Map 1). 
These countries, such as Denmark, share the foundational historical, cultural, 
and value-elements discussed by Huntington and are locked in a ‘clash of civ-

Mogens Camre, a member of 
Parliament for the DF between 
1999 and 2009, has expressed 
an ‘us’ versus ‘them,’ ‘clash of 
civilizations’ message on a 
number of occasions
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ilizations’ with Islam; therefore, we should see a rise in Islamophobia in these 
countries. The majority of the countries in LA, however, seem to fall outside 
of ‘the West’ when it comes to elements on the ‘traditional vs. secular-rational 
values’ dimension (-0.5 to -2.0). Societies with more traditional values (on the 
lower end of the scale), tend to “emphasize the importance of parent-child ties 
and deference to authority, along with absolute standards and traditional fam-
ily values, and reject divorce, abortion, euthanasia, and suicide. These societies 
have high levels of national pride, and a nationalistic outlook.”51 While not 
every country within each civilization shares these values to the same degree, 
these are general civilization-wide trends. 

Map 1: Inglehart-Welzel Cultural Map Wave 5
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Source: World Values Survey52 
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are not viewed as a foreign threat 
to national culture, which cannot 
be integrated. While these asser-
tions are based on one interpreta-
tion of the WVS data as applied to 
Huntington’s ‘clash of civilizations’ 
thesis, case study evidence from 
two countries –Denmark and Ar-
gentina– which are members of ‘the 
West’ and LA civilizations, respec-
tively, should help to show that it is 

civilizational identity that is one of the main factors at the heart of the post 
9/11 and pre-Syrian crisis rise in Islamophobia in Europe, and the lack of a rise 
in Islamophobia in LA during the same time period.

Case Studies

Denmark
Denmark, which name’s means ‘Borderlands of the Danes,’ represents the 
ideal European nation-state, in that a single ethnonational group (the Danes) 
built a state (Denmark was actually created during the 6th through 9th centu-
ries) and since 1864 has maintained, or did until recently, a rather homoge-
neous population.54 Additionally, Denmark joined the EU in 1973 during the 
first wave of enlargement; basically, Denmark is a quintessential European 
country that is firmly entrenched within ‘the West.’ Two post-9/11 develop-
ments illustrate Denmark’s self-identification as a member of ‘the West’ that 
is engaged in a ‘clash of civilizations’ with Islam: the rise of the RRP party, 
the Danish People’s Party (DF), and the 2005 cartoon controversy in which 
a Danish newspaper, Jyllands-Posten, published 12 cartoons of the Prophet 
Muhammad.

As part of his ‘clash of civilizations’ thesis, Huntington argued that over time 
governments and groups will decreasingly be able to mobilize support and 
form coalitions on the basis of ideology, so they “will increasingly attempt to 
mobilize support by appealing to common religion and civilization identity.”55 
The rhetoric and growing popularity of the DF perfectly illustrates Hunting-
ton’s assertion. The DF was founded in 1995 as a break-off from the Danish 
Progress Party, a right-wing party that supported radical tax cuts and deep cuts 
in government spending. Over time, the party “began to harden its position 
against Islam significantly, playing to popular concerns about the threat posed 
by Muslim countries,” and to “depict Islam as a totalitarian and violent ide-
ology whose destructive effects posed a deadly threat to Western democratic 
principles and values from within.”56

In all aspects of their message, 
the DF paints Islam as an evil, 
primitive civilization that is a 
threat to the Western culture 
and values that Danes, as proud 
members of ‘the West,’ hold 
dear
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Mogens Camre, a member of Parliament for the DF between 1999 and 2009, 
has expressed an ‘us’ versus ‘them,’ ‘clash of civilizations’ message on a number 
of occasions. In 2001, at the DF annual convention, he said “what we are facing 
with is not just a short-term military operation. It is a question of driving this 
evil ideology out of the Western civilization. Islam should never get a place in 
our countries;” and at the same meeting in 2004, “let me state it clearly: Mus-
lims ought to live in ‘Muslimland’ –and that’s not here.” Pia Kjærsgaard, the 
Chairperson of the party, has taken the message even farther, responding to 
Swedish criticism over a proposal to tighten immigration laws in Denmark by 
commenting, “if they want to turn Stockholm, Gothenburg or Malmoe into a 
Scandinavian Beirut, with clan wars, honor killings, and gang rapes, let them 
do it. We can always put a barrier on the Oresund Bridge;”57 and saying in an 
interview with Weekly Commentary on June 13, 2005:

Not in their wildest imagination would anyone [in 1900] have imagined, that 
large parts of Copenhagen and other Danish towns would be populated by 
people who are at a lower stage of civilisation, with their own primitive and 
cruel customs; like honour killings, forced marriages, halal slaughtering, and 
blood-feuds. This is exactly what is happening now. Thousands upon thou-
sands of people who spiritually, culturally, and with regard to civilization, are 
plainly still in the year 1005 instead of 2005, that have come to a country [Den-
mark] that left the dark ages hundreds of years ago.58

In all aspects of their message, the DF paints Islam as an evil, primitive civili-
zation that is a threat to the Western culture and values that Danes, as proud 
members of ‘the West,’ hold dear. Their message seems to be working as they 
have increased their total vote, their percentage of the popular vote, and their 
number of seats in the parliament in every election in which they have run –
going from 7.4 percent of the popular vote and 13 seats in parliament in 1998 
to 13.8 percent of the popular vote and 25 seats in parliament in 2007. Plus, 
from 2001, the DF was part of the ruling Conservative-Liberal coalition gov-
ernment, together with the Conservative People’s Party and Venstre. The DF, 
and other RRP parties like it, has tapped into a “highly public discourse about 
the limits of cultural diversity and a European fixation with social homogene-
ity that eschews pluralism;” Islam is fundamentally at odds, and is irreconcil-
able with all that is Danish and Western.59 

Never was this tension between social homogeneity and cultural pluralism 
seen so clearly as in the wake of the cartoon controversy, when Denmark be-
came the ‘flashpoint in the growing culture wars between Islam and the West.’60 
On September 30, 2005, Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten commissioned and 
published 12 cartoons depicting images of the Prophet Muhammad, which 
is considered blasphemous and is forbidden in Islam. Almost immediately 
there were negative reactions to the publications, organizations like the OIC 
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condemned the publication, and a group of 11 ambassadors, who represented 
over half a billion Muslim people, asked to meet with Danish Prime Minister 
Anders Fogh Rasmussen to discuss the incident. When the Prime Minister 
refused, the story went global; violent protests began to spring up all over the 
world and the cartoonists as well as Flemming Rose –the editor of the paper 
who had commissioned the cartoons– received numerous death threats.61 

Rose tried to explain that the cartoons were meant to be a way of integrating 
and incorporating the Muslim community in Denmark into the culture, not 
about provoking, demonizing, or stereotyping Muslims. In a Washington Post 
Op-Ed piece he explained, that

We have a tradition of satire when dealing with the royal family and other 
public figures, and that was reflected in the cartoons. The cartoonists treated 
Islam the same way they treat Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, and other 
religions. And by treating Muslims in Denmark as equals they made a point: 
We are integrating you into the Danish tradition of satire because you are part 
of our society, not strangers. The cartoons are including, rather than excluding, 
Muslims.62

However, partly as a result of the Prime Minister’s behavior, and partly as a 
result of the Western media, the language of the debate quickly changed into 
that of a ‘clash of civilizations’ into one of the Muslim world having a problem, 
not the West. Danish Prime Minister Rasmussen made it clear, that to him, 
Denmark and the West have freedom of speech, while ‘you guys’ in the Muslim 
world do not. This is a problem of “immigrants from Muslim countries who 
refuse to recognize Danish culture and European norms.” In other words, ‘We’ 
in the West are civilized, and ‘You’ in the Muslim world are not.63 

In response, several Islamic governments and organizations, including the 
Muslim Brotherhood and the Muslim Council of Britain, issued denuncia-
tions and a boycott of Danish goods began across the Muslim world. Across 
the Western world, leaders were quick to show their support, with Austrian 
Foreign Minister Ursula Plassnik declaring, “We have expressed a spirit of sol-
idarity with our northern colleagues, as well as our belief and attachment to 
the freedom of the press and the freedom of expression as part of our funda-
mental values, and the freedom of religious beliefs;” and her French colleague 
Philippe Douste-Blazy added that “We have all declared our solidarity with 
the Danes.”64 In the United States, conservatives like Michelle Malkin, Judith 
Apter Klinghoffer, Glenn Reynolds, and Seth Greenland of the Huffington Post, 
worked on a ‘Support Denmark’ and ‘Buy Danish’ campaign to counteract the 
Muslim boycott of Danish goods and so that we don’t have to see “Westerners 
capitulating to Muslim demands regarding one of the most fundamental te-
nets [freedom of speech] of our society.”65 In the end, the fallout over the pub-
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lication has died down, although 
tensions get stirred back up every 
time the cartoons are reprinted in 
another newspaper or book.

Argentina
On the other side of the civiliza-
tional map, lies LA and its quint-
essential state-nation, Argentina. 
Officially declaring its indepen-
dence from Spain on July 9, 1816, 
like most colonial states, Argentina 
is considered a state-nation in that the state preceded and molded the nation, 
which consists of several ethnic groups.66 Unlike in Denmark and other na-
tion-states, for Argentina, “heterogeneity is conceived as part of the nation.”67 
The founding experience of colonialism and the high influx of migrants early 
in Argentina’s history promoted cultural hybridization and mutual involve-
ment.68 Essentially, “Latin America’s experiences of colonialism, neo-colonial-
ism and internal colonialism mean that its national ‘identities’ have always been 
multifold, created and re-created in a continuous process of negotiation and 
renegotiation with both the others without and the others within.”69 The result 
of this ongoing process of defining identity has been an internal identity of in-
clusion, and external identity of Hispanoamericanismo and anti-imperialism/
Americanization.70

This internal identity of inclusion is partly related to the process by which the 
Muslim community developed in Latin America. By 2010 there were roughly 
2.3 million Muslims in South America and only about 50 percent of those were 
migrants. The rest were converts from Latin America or the descendants of 
Muslim immigrants. The original Muslim immigrants came to Latin America 
in two waves: first, in the 15th century when slaves were brought from Africa; 
and second, between 1878 and 1924 with a wave of migration from mainly 
Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine. These migrants largely settled in Argentina, 
Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela. As a result of these waves of migration, and 
conversion, Brazil and Argentina have the two largest Muslim populations in 
Latin America. Given the long history of Muslims in Latin America, and the 
large numbers of converts, the Latin American Muslim community is inclusive 
of many ethnic groups and is well integrated into the community –seen as part 
of ‘us’ instead of an outsider ‘them.’71

The relationship between race, ethnicity, and religion in LA, just as it is in 
the U.S. or any other country of immigration, is complicated. The case of the 
Argentine President Carlos Menem (1989-1999) offers an excellent illustra-
tion of the complicated nature of this relationship. Born to Syrian immigrant 
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parents in the La Rioja Province of Argen-
tina, Menem was unofficially the country’s 
first Muslim president.72 At the time that 
Menem was running for president, the Ar-
gentine constitution required that the pres-
idential and vice-presidential candidates be 
of the Catholic faith, and Menem converted 
to Catholicism shortly before his election as 
president.73 While technically a Catholic, the 
population never fully accepted him as such, 
especially because his wife never converted 

and practiced her faith openly, he appropriated state land for the building 
of a Saudi Arabian mosque in Buenos Aires, and called a special assembly to 
reform the national constitution; the provision requiring the president to be 
Catholic was removed.74

The Argentine population, therefore, was open and accepting enough of people 
of other ethnicities and faiths to elect a Syrian Muslim to the highest political 
office in the land, although once in office, anti-Muslim bigotry toward Menem 
raised its ugly head. In criticizing Menem’s policies and heavy reliance on gov-
ernance by decree, an opposition legislator referred to him as ‘a Muslim deity’ 
and the Archbishop of Buenos Aires fought against the building of the Saudi 
mosque by calling Islam one of the ‘great heresies’ and described Prophet Mu-
hammad and the Saudis as “degraded idolaters from savage Arabia.”75 Across 
LA, we see a conflictual and ever-evolving relationship with ethnicity, religion, 
and identity; quite similar, in fact, to that found in the U.S. Racism, xenopho-
bia and Islamophobia exist across LA, but those sentiments have not increased 
after 9/11.

Argentines, overall, are very nationalistic, but there is little agreement on what 
the basis for that nationalism is; conservative elites historically have tried to 
mold the idea of the nation around the two pillars of the Roman Catholic 
Church and Spanish tradition. The modern ‘obsessive search for a national 
soul’ finds the nation oscillating between seeing itself as a Latin American mes-
tizo nation and a highly-educated Western nation,76 although the Argentine 
conception of a Western nation is not the same conception held by those coun-
tries in ‘the West;’ for Argentina, race/ethnicity and nation are not connected 
as they are in Europe. Nationalism here draws upon a rhetoric of inclusion, 
rather than exclusion, and it actually allows marginalized persons (like in-
digenous peoples) to use the rhetoric of nationalism to renegotiate and better 
their position in society. The region’s experience with neo-imperialism means 
that from the early 1900s onwards, nationalism “often assumed a left-leaning, 
developmentalist, anti-imperialist and popular emphasis.”77 In addition, the 
Catholic Church has had a profound and deep-seated influence on the for-
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mation of society and the nation in Argentina and LA, which can be seen in 
their displaying greater support for religious authorities playing an active so-
cietal role than do Western societies; a support they share with many Muslim 
societies.78

However, perhaps most importantly, identity in Argentina is seen as two things: 
anti-imperial (especially anti-Britain and anti-American) and Hispanoameri-
canismo (Latin American). Given their colonial history and their proximity 
to the U.S., LA countries have historically “sought to distinguish themselves 
from … various European countries (Spain, France, Britain)” and “the United 
States,” and have developed a complex transnational regional identity.79 For 
Argentina, the United Kingdom (UK) serves as the main identity ‘other;’ to be 
Argentine is to be anti-UK. This stems from their long-running dispute (going 
back to 1833) over the Malvinas (Argentine name)/Falkland Islands (British 
name). The fight over the Malvinas is a core element of Argentine identity, 
one that places it most definitely outside of ‘the West,’ because, as explained 
by the former Argentine President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, there still 
“subsists a colonialist enclave a few hundred kilometers from our shores [the 
Malvinas]” and colonialism is something perpetrated by ‘the West’ on those 
outside ‘the West,’ non-Westerners.80 In terms of Hispanoamericanismo, this 
can be seen in Argentina taking leadership positions in regional organizations 
like the Common Market of the South (Mercosur) and the Union of South 
American Nations (Unasur); increasingly, to be Argentine is to be (Sudameri-
cana) South American.81 
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For most Latin Americans, how-
ever, the main oppositional other is 
the U.S.; in LA citizenship creates a 
‘cultural space to resist Americani-
sation.’82 This can be seen most viv-
idly in the reaction of Muslim Latin 
Americans to the Danish cartoon 
controversy in 2005. While most 
Muslims burned Danish and Nor-
wegian flags in protest, Muslims 
in Venezuela, for example, burned 
American flags in protest of this 
‘Western’ affront to their beliefs. 
For Latin Americans, the U.S. rep-

resents ‘the West,’ while also serving as their identity ‘other,’ therefore, to be 
Latin American is almost to be anti-Western.

Finally, Huntington asserted, in his ‘clash of civilizations’ thesis, that “groups 
or states belonging to one civilization that becomes involved in war with peo-
ple from a different civilization naturally try to rally support from other mem-
bers of their own civilization … the ‘kin-country’ syndrome is … the principal 
basis for cooperation and coalitions.”83 Hence, if LA identifies itself as part of 
‘the West,’ then we should see it rallying to the support of its western friends 
and allies. But this is not at all what we see, as countries in LA continue to 
strengthen their bonds with the Islamic world. In October 2010, President 
Chavez of Venezuela and President Ahmadinejad of Iran “hailed what they 
called their strong strategic relationship” and “saying they are united in efforts 
to establish a ‘new world order’ that will eliminate Western dominance over 
global affairs.”84 Additionally, in early December 2010, Argentina and Brazil 
recognized the independent state of Palestine, with borders predating those 
annexed by Israel in the 1967 war; Uruguay announced that it would follow 
suit next year. So far, ‘mostly Muslim and former Soviet bloc countries’ have 
done the same, and some see the move as signaling ‘a growing Latin American 
relationship with Israel’s arch-enemy, Iran.’85

Rather than a LA that is firmly embedded in ‘the West’ and allied with its Chris-
tian brethren in a fight against the evil Islamic threat, we see a clearly non-West-
ern LA that seemingly views itself as decidedly anti-Western. The oppositional 
element of LA identity, based mainly against the U.S. (seen most clearly by the 
Venezuelan Muslims burning the U.S. flag), as well as the important influence 
of religion in the region (as evidenced by its position on the ‘traditional vs. 
secular-rational values’ dimension of the “Cultural Map of the World”) appears 
to overcome any affinity or kinship that might be felt with ‘the West’ based on 
political values like democracy, free markets, liberty, etc. National identity is 
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defined by heterogeneity and inclusiveness, so the Muslim communities in LA 
are not seen as a threat to identity, especially as they are not a threat to Latin 
America’s civilizational identity; thus, Islamophobia has not risen in the region. 

Conclusion

The perceived existential threat posed by Islam to European civilizational 
identity has led to a rise in Islamophobia in countries across the region. For 
Latin Americans, however, Islam poses no such threat and, consequently, Is-
lamophobia has not taken hold in the region. The crucial difference lies in how 
the people of these two regions identify themselves: Europeans see themselves 
as firmly entrenched members of ‘the West,’ while Latin Americans view them-
selves as outside of and often in opposition to ‘the West.’ Therefore, Europe-
ans are actively engaged in a ‘clash of civilizations’ with Islam, whereas, Latin 
Americans are bystanders, or sometimes even active participants on behalf 
of the Islamic civilization. Either way, Islam and Muslims are not dangerous, 
treacherous entities to be feared, hated, and attacked.
 
This is where this article, hopefully, makes its most useful contribution. Sadly, 
Islamophobia is rarely discussed outside of Europe and North America –the 
global ‘West’ the same areas that saw a massive spike in Islamophobia follow-
ing the attacks of September 11. This leads many to believe that Islamophobia 
is a given –a natural phenomenon that will occur anywhere large communities 
of Muslims live side-by-side with non-Muslims. But, as soon as we look else-
where in the world, as this article does with Latin America, the reality of Mus-
lims living in those areas paints a very different picture. This article shows that 
Islamophobia is not a given outside of the ‘West,’ and that Islam and Muslims 
can be embraced and welcomed within majority non-Muslim communities.

Moreover, this article offers countries within the global ‘West’ a guide, a way 
for them to change their relationships with their growing Muslim communities 
and potentially end the outbreak of Islamophobia in the region. Rather than 
painting Islam and Muslims as an existential threat, governments should look 
to countries like those in Latin America which have successfully engaged with, 
and integrated, their Muslim communities within their society. Through open 
communication, consistent messaging about belonging and being a part of ‘us,’ 
along with working to build positive ties between the Muslim and non-Muslim 
communities, this Islamophobia can be overcome and does not have to be a 
given. Unfortunately, for the more than 21 million Muslims currently living 
in Europe, identities take quite a long time to become solidified, recognized, 
and accepted by the community at large.86 In the meantime, as Huntington 
asserted, we will have “a world of different civilizations, each of which will have 
to learn to coexist with the others.”87 
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