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Ingvild Flaskerud

Preface

As the new managing editor of the Scandinavian Journal of Is-
lamic Studies (S]1S), I am delighted to present this topical issue
in which we explore the interplay between Islam, art,and popu-
lar culture as sites for possible configurations of Islam, Muslim
cultures, and identities. As noted in the introduction by the edi-
tors, Ragnhild Johnsrud Zorgati and Douglas Mattsson, ap-
proaching religion through the medium of artistic/aesthetic ex-
pressions is part of a broader trend in the academic study of
religion/s. In the first of the four studies presented in the cur-
rent issue, Alma Munk Kronik explores conceptualizations of
interreligious relation and religious coexistence between Mus-
lims, Jews, and Christians in Copenhagen. The discussion is
based on ethnographic studies at the Goldschmidts Musikaka-
demi, the Islamisk-Kristent Studiecenter,and MuJu & Co. In the
second article, Jonas Otterbeck introduces readers to a Muslim
ballet school in London where students dance to poetry with the
purpose of cultivating Islamic adab (etiquette) and akhlaq (eth-
ics). Shifting the to Iran, Ingvild Flaskerud next explores how
signs associated with Twelver Shiite visual, material, and perfor-
mative religious culture were used by the ‘Green Movement’ to
mobilize opposition against the Iranian authorities in 2009. In
the last article, Thomas Brandt Fibiger turns to the Gulf region
to examine some of the spectacular new museums established
in recent decades. Focusing on how ‘religion’is exhibited, he dis-
cusses how its presentation connects with notions of ‘cultural
heritage’ and Islamic civilization’ so as to situate the nation as a
global actor. In “Meet the Doctor”, Douglas Mattsson presents
an interview with Gustav Larsson who recently (2024) defend-
ed his dissertation, “Positioned orthodoxies: Muslim diversity
in contemporary Sweden’, at Linnaeus University. In the thesis,
Larsson examines the ways in which notions of Islamic ortho-
doxy are constructed within and used to maintain boundaries
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Ingvild Flaskerud - Preface 5

around certain Muslim congregations in contemporary Sweden.
In his conversation with Mattsson, he reflects on results he found
particularly interesting and surprising and on challenges he en-
countered.

The editorial board of the journal has undergone some
changes since the publication of our last issue. Jesper Petersen
has resigned as managing editor and I am honoured to accept
the invitation to take over the managing editorship as the jour-
nal continues in its work of strengthening the connections be-
tween research communities across Scandinavia studying Islam
and Muslims. The editorial board would like to thank Jesper Pe-
tersen for the time and energy he has invested in the journal,
and for his work in steering its profile from the well-established
Danish journal of Islamic studies, Tidsskrift for Islamforskning
(TIFO), to a Scandinavian-based and Scandinavian-oriented
journal publishing articles on Muslims and Islam in Scandina-
via as well as on Muslims and Islam across the world by re-
searchers affiliated with Scandinavian universities. Jesper Pe-
tersen has also connected our journal with the Directory of
Open Access Journals, with the result that the journal now fol-
lows an internationally approved standard for peer review and
open access. We believe that these changes will strengthen the
journal’s quality and accessibility and enable it to become a valu-
able platform for mediating and discussing research into Islam
and Muslims in Scandinavia and elsewhere, as well as to strength-
en collaboration between Scandinavian researchers and col-
leagues internationally. The editorial board would also like to
thank Sara Jul Jacobsen for her valuable editorial contributions
to the journal over many years.

The board is now in the process of strengthening its Scandi-
navian profile, and we are excited to be joined by three new
members who will make this possible. From the University of
Bergen we are joined by Eirik Hovden, research professor in
Arabic and Middle Eastern history, from Stockholm University
we are joined by Susanne Olsson, professor in the history of re-
ligions and from the University of Lund we are joined by An-
ders Ackfeldt, who also acts as Deputy Director at the Swedish
Research Institute in Istanbul. I myself am affiliated with the
University of Oslo. These additions will renew the board’s ex-
pertise and broaden its network. Hovden has worked on Islam-
ic law, legal history, and Islamic history in Yemen, with a focus
on the Zaydi Islamic tradition. From 2020 to 2025 he led the
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Ingvild Flaskerud - Preface 6

TMEF starting grant on mechanisms of change in Islamic legal
texts, using the conceptual lenses of canonization and codifica-
tion. Olsson’s research interests include the Egyptian philoso-
pher Hasan Hanafi and his interpretation of Islam, Islamic
preachers, mass media and social change in Egypt, in addition
to juridical interpretations related to minority Muslims and
Salafi-oriented Islam in both a global and a European context,
including Sweden. Ackfeldt holds a PhD in Religious Studies and
his research interests include how Islam is produced in Ameri-
can and global hip-hop culture by both Muslims and non-Mus-
lims. Analyzing lyrics, sounds and images, he has explored the
Islamic semiotic resources used by artists and through a social-
semiotic exploration, discusses how Islamic themes feature in
US hip-hop culture. My own research similarly moves between
Muslim majority and minority contexts. Focusing on Twelver
Shiism in Iran and Norway, I have conducted ethnographic re-
search on the use of images for devotional and ritual purposes,
on women as ritual experts, and on various material and em-
bodied methods in the formation of virtue ethics.

As always, we extend our thanks to the Independent Re-
search Fund Denmark for their generous funding, and to all our
peer-reviewers, without whose contributions we would not be
able to share our research with you.
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SJIS special issue, spring 2025

Douglas Mattsson, Ragnhild Johnsrud Zorgati

Islam, Art, and Popular Culture

In this issue of the Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies we
explore the interplay between Islam, art,and popular culture. We
could have begun by defining the three terms involved, all of
them multivalent and complex. Tslam; as all readers of this jour-
nal know, covers 1,400 years of human religious history, involv-
ing continuities and breaches, coherences and contradictions,
and referring to different branches, interpretations of scripture,
authority structures, legal requirements, rituals, and ethical and
moral considerations. Art’ and ‘popular culture’are also complex
terms riddled by value debates. Is there a hierarchy between
them? Do we talk of ‘“fine arts’ or ‘high art’ versus ‘popular cul-
ture, or do we have a concept of art that is less elitist? And what
does ‘culture’ refer to in ‘popular culture’? Is it the same ‘culture’
as in ‘multiculture’ or ‘a plurality of cultures’?

Given the complexity of all the terms involved, we have opt-
ed for pragmatism: what the terms mean depends on context
and on the various authors’ use in their respective contributions.
Hence, in this special issue, Islam’ in one contribution provides
arepertoire of potent references that may be translated into cul-
turally significant images, capable in turn of being used to raise
political awareness and engagement; in another, Islam’is under-
stood as something representable — one religious tradition
among others that are to be exhibited in a museum; and in a
third, Tslam’ is perceived as a set of values that can provide ar-
guments for engagement, whether in interreligious dialogue or
in pedagogical programmes of ballet instruction. In similar vein,
the authors of these contributions engage with various aspects
of ‘art’and ‘popular culture, ranging from orchestral music, reli-
gious images on political posters and religious artefacts in mu-
seums to classical ballet and motorbike rides.

The study of Islam, art, and popular culture is part of a trend
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Mattsson & Zorgati- Islam, Art, and Popular Culture 8

in the academic study of religion/s, whereby over the past few
decades approaching religion through the medium of artistic/
aesthetic expressions has gained momentum (Gilmour 2005;
Partridge and Christianson 2009; Nieuwkerk 2011; Klassen 2014;
Cutrara 2014; Nieuwkerk, LeVine, and Stokes 2016; Lund 2016;
Forbes and Mahan 2017; Piela 2018; Coody, Clanton, and Clark
2023; Rashid and Petersen 2023, Endsjo and Lied 2011; Peter,
Dornhof, and Arigita 2014; Zorgati 2023). The focus of this spe-
cial issue is not on religious foundational texts, rituals, or expe-
riences alone, but on how discourses, lived experiences, and re-
presentations of religion are produced, adopted, and negotiated
in art and popular culture. Scholars have remarked noticed that
religious imagery, themes, symbols,and ideas have become more
frequent in popular culture, and hence that popular culture as a
medium offers a ‘pool of resources’ from which individuals can
draw ideas, symbols, practices, and beliefs, and thus shape their
own conceptualization of and relation to religion (Partridge
2004, 2005). In the call to this special issue, we chose to use the
word ‘configuration; asking how art and popular culture may be
explored as “sites for possible configurations of Islam, Muslim
cultures, and identities.” In order to question the assumption
that the connection between art and Islam is the religious iden-
tity of the artist (Muslim artist creates Islamic art), we under-
lined that “configurations may stem from Muslims producing
art and popular culture, or from Islam and Muslims being re-
presented or portrayed in art and popular culture (independent-
ly of the producers’ self-identification as Muslim or non-Muslim),
or from Muslim theological/juridical/ethical discussions about
art and popular culture” The contributions we have received ad-
dress different trajectories of/in the intersection between Islam,
art, and popular culture.

In her article, “Muslimer, joder og kristne i samspil, dialog
og pa motorcykel: En feltstudie om interreligiose foreninger i
Kebenhavn”, Alma Munk Kronik explores the issue of inter-
religious dialogue and ‘living together’among Christians, Mus-
lims, and Jews in Copenhagen. In an atmosphere of increased
tension both between majority and minority/ies and between
different minority groups due to ongoing conflict and war in the
Middle East, Kronik underlines the urgency of doing research
on interreligious and interethnic communication and dialogue.
Taking the UN ambition of creating a ‘Culture of Peace’ as a
point of departure, she asks how interreligious groups in Copen-

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 18 (1) - 2025 - pp. 7-12



Mattsson & Zorgati- Islam, Art, and Popular Culture 9

hagen practice ‘living together’ (sameksistens). Her study focus-
es on three associations: Goldschmidts Musikakademi, Is-
lamisk-Kristent Studiecenter (IKS),and MuJu og Co. Danmark.
Combining field work and interviews with theories on lived re-
ligion and affect theory, Kronik demonstrates that although the
goal of the three groups is similar, their practices differ consider-
ably. While IKS represents an organization that favours verbal
dialogue about (potentially contentious) religious issues, the
other two groups engage in nonverbal practices of coexistence
- playing music or riding motorbikes together. For the founder
of the Musikakademi, words often create tensions, while music
produces shared feelings among the participants that transcend
religious and ethnic differences. The academy seeks to create a
space and communal feeling for children, hoping to provide tan-
gible alternatives to paths that might lead towards interreligious
or interethnic conflicts. Its founder therefore seeks to reach out
to children to foster this communal feeling before they are
claimed by interreligious or interethnic conflicts. Kronik labels
the practice of the academy as ‘bricolage; arguing that “sammen-
blanding af kulturer og religioner gennemsyrer gruppernes
praksis, f.eks. idet der spilles musik fra forskellige kulturelle og
religiose traditioner pd musikskolen.”

While Kronik sheds light on how music is used to build
bridges between children from different religious and ethnic
backgrounds, Otterbeck draws attention to ballet instruction for
Muslim children in “Grace & Poise: A Muslim ballet school in
the UK”. At the Grace & Poise Academy in London and Birming-
ham, children (boys are accepted up to the age of 6-7 years)
learn classic ballet steps and movements accompanied by rhyth-
mic poetry. The school does not employ music, as its founder,
Miss Maisie, deems music as a possible hindrance when mar-
keting the school. Combining her background as a profession-
al ballet dancer with insights from Montessori pedagogy and Is-
lamic adab (etiquette) and akhlaq (ethics), the school’s founder
aims to install bodily integrity and a culture of excellence and
endurance in the children through ballet. The school is open to
all children but follows what the founder defines as Islamic ethi-
cal standards, and most of the participants are Muslims. Unlike
the Copenhagen Musikakademi, which aims to recruit children
from different minority groups, Miss Maisie’s school is struc-
tured in such a way as to be accommodating to Muslim fami-
lies. Still, in combining a classical (European) art form with a
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pedagogical programme building on Islamic ethics and values,
the ballet school, like the music academy, stands out as an exam-
ple of what Otterbeck refers to as blending that is not so unlike
KroniK’s ‘bricolage’ or ‘hybridity. Moreover, and despite their dif-
ferent approaches to music, the examples of the ballet school and
the music academy illustrate how Muslims actively engage in
various cultural and popular cultural forms,and in so doing, cre-
ate new ways to relate to Islam.

Kronik and Otterbeck study the intersection of Islam, art,
and popular culture in Denmark and the UK, both contexts in
which Islam represents a minority religion. What happens with
the intersection in countries where Islam represents the reli-
gious tradition of the majority? While Ingvild Flaskerud ex-
plores the topic of religiously inspired political art in Iran
through the theoretical lens of semiotics, Thomas Brandt Fibi-
ger analyses how museums in the Arab Gulf represent different
religious traditions, including Islam.

In “Visual Culture, Religion, and Politics in the Modern Ira-
nian Public Sphere: Recontextualizing Twelver Shiite Culture in
the Mobilization of Protest”, Flaskerud sheds light on the visual
strategies used by the protest movement, known as the Green
Movement, mobilized in the aftermath of the Iranian presiden-
tial election on 12 June 2009. More precisely, she studies the vi-
sual and verbal language of four posters produced by the move-
ment, all of which draw on a repertoire of cultural codes con-
nected to Twelver Shia. Understanding the movement as a ‘coun-
ter public’, she investigates how the protest movement “use([s] re-
ligiously anchored visual language and cultural codes to unite
people against the authorities.” Religiously and emotionally
charged references, such as the colour green or scenes from the
battle of Karbala, have a long political history in Iran; Flaske-
rud’s contribution consists in demonstrating how these codes
are recirculated and reinterpreted in the post-2009 political
context to contest the current theocratic regime in Iran.

In “Religion pa museer i de arabiske Golf-stater — Islam og
universalisme”, Fibiger compares the representation of religion,
and particular Islam, in the various museums of the Gulf region.
Giving a short overview of the history of museums in the region,
he demonstrates a process of change, from the establishment of
relatively modest historical and ethnographic museums in the
early 1970s to that of recent, important institutions in buildings
designed by internationally renowned architects and with the

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 18 (1) - 2025 - pp. 7-12



Mattsson & Zorgati- Islam, Art, and Popular Culture 11

ambition of becoming centres of the global museum industry/
sector. Examples in point are the Museum of Islamic Art (MIA)
in Qatar, the National Museum in Qatar, the National Museum
in Bahrain, and Louvre Abu Dhabi. Fibiger finds that while Is-
lam is presented as a natural part of local history in the national
museums of Qatar and Bahrain, Louvre Abu Dhabi has anoth-
er ambition. In exhibiting religious artefacts or holy scriptures
from different religious traditions - Hinduism, Buddhism, Juda-
ism, Christianity, and Islam - side by side, Islam is represented
as one among other important religious traditions of the world.
According to Fibiger, “I et Golf-omrade, som ofte fremhaves
som konservativt, er denne sammenstilling af forskellige reli-
gioner bemaerkelsesverdig.” He discusses whether the universal-
ist ambition reflected in the format of the exhibition may be ex-
plained in terms of the museum’s close connection to the Lou-
vre in Paris, and to a specific French form of universalism “hvor
den universelle sammenstilling af ‘store traditioner’ og ‘civilisa-
tioner’ er det vaesentlig focus.” In a later passage, Fibiger con-
ducts an interesting discussion where he contrasts Louvre Abu
Dhabi’s outspoken postcolonial ambition with the colonial le-
gacy of its ‘mother’ institution, the great Louvre in Paris.

In both Flaskerud’s and Fibiger’s contributions, the interre-
lationship between aesthetic expression/representation and po-
litics is explicit. While Flaskerud demonstrates how protesters
in Iran use religious imagery to contest the politics of the regime,
indicating how such images can be installed with new opposi-
tional meaning, Fibiger shows how museums form part of di-
plomatic ‘soft power’ and national branding for both local and
global audiences.

A common tread in the articles in the current issue is the ob-
servation that art and popular culture need to be studied con-
textually, and that different actors may use them for different,
even competing purposes. The articles cover very diverse geo-
graphical locations - Iran, the Arab Gulf states, England, and
Denmark - and artistic expressions — political posters, ballet,
museum exhibits, and orchestra music. Still, there are overlap-
ping themes, such as integration, tolerance, and nation building;
the articles show that religious art or religion in art and popu-
lar culture are often used to pursue further ends - interreligious
understanding and dialogue on a local level (Kronik, Fibiger, Ot-
terbeck), political purposes, such as freedom of speech (Flasker-
ud), or attempts at global positioning (Fibiger). Another inter-
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Alma Munk Kronik

Muslimer, jgder og kristne i sam-
spil, dialog og pa motorcykel.

Et feltstudie om interreligigse foreninger i

Kgbenhavn

Abstract This article explores and identifies an organized and collective type of
(inter)religious movement, that evolves around coexistence and interreligious re-
lations, expressing themselves through aesthetics, dialogue, motorcycles and/or
music. It seeks to explore the concept religious coexistence, based on empirical
studies of groups in Copenhagen that work with interreligious activities, dialogue
and relations — Goldschmidts Musikakademi, Islamisk-Kristent Studiecenter and
MuJu & Co. MC Danmark. | argue that these groups are examples of a type of in-
terreligious lived religion drawing on theoretical perspectives from Meredith B.
McGuire, Brian A. Jacobsen and Nancy T. Ammerman. Second, | find that the
groups have similar understandings of religious coexistence as a form of knowl-
edge. However, they differ in their methods of achieving it, using respectively ver-
bal and non-verbal communication strategies, which | explain drawing on Sara
Ahmed’s affect theoretical framework.

Introduktion

EN indstiftede i 2017 “International Day of Living Together in
Peace “ for at sette fokus pa “the desire to live and act together,
united in differences and diversity, in order to build a sustain-
able world of peace, solidarity and harmony “ (un.org). Den
baerende id¢, som har redder i FN’s vaerdigrundlag, er, at vi skal
skabe en “Culture of Peace “, som skal forebygge og bekempe
krig (UNGA 2007). Laeeser man videre i dokumenterne frem-
heaeves saerligt religios splittelse som det, vi skal overkomme for
at opna ‘sameksistens; og interreligios dialog fremhaeves som ve-
jen dertil. Det rejser sporgsmélene om, hvilken sameksistens der
straebes efter, og hvad sameksistens er? “Culture of Peace“ peger

Alma Munk Kronik (f. 1998), kandidatstuderende i religionsvidenskab ved

Tveerkulturelle og Regionale Studier pa Kebenhavns Universitet.
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1. Feltarbejdet og fire af de seks
interviews var afsluttet for 7. oktober
2023 og bombningerne af Gaza.
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pé en fredspraksis — hvordan kan en sddan praksis se ud? Denne
problemstilling er kun blevet mere aktuel i lyset af den seneste
udvikling i Mellemgsten, som ogsa satter sit praeg i Danmark -
seerligt hos paleestinensiske, muslimske og jodiske minoriteter,
men ogséd i samfundsdebatten i medier og hos politikere. Dialo-
gen og samarbejdet bliver svaerere, som vi eksempelvis sé til Bro-
byggernes Ramadanmiddag, hvor fremtreedende danske mus-
limer fandt det problematisk at dele bord med personer, som
ikke tager afstand til Israels bombning af Gaza. Vigtigheden af
forskning om interreligios og interetnisk kommunikation og re-
lationer tager til. De seneste 10-20 ar er der sprunget flere og
flere initiativer op, som eksempelvis Brobyggerne, Islamisk-
Kristent Studiecenter, Jodisk-Kristent-Muslimsk Forum, som
alle baserer deres arbejde omkring verbal dialog, mens andre
grupper som MuJu & Co. MC Danmark, Radiant Arcardia, Mid-
dle East Peace Orchestra og Goldschmidts Musikakademi arbej-
der med nonverbale elementer som fundament for deres prak-
sis (Galal 2015).

Jeg vil i denne artikel argumentere for at forsta religios
sameksistens som et levet, praktiseret fenomen, som skabes af
aktorer i samspil og i reaktion pa det omliggende samfund. Med
afsxetifeltarbejde og interviews praesenterer jeg, hvordan samek-
sistens forstas, praktiseres og kommunikeres blandt akterer i in-
terreligiose grupper i Kebenhavn. I samspil med Meredith B.
McGuires, Nancy T. Ammermans og Brian A. Jacobsens forstael-
ser af lived religion argumenterer jeg for, at denne bevagelse kan
forstas som en reaktion pa splittelse og religios diskrimination
og som et eksempel pa en ny organiseret type religionsdyrkelse.
Jeg har fokus pa deres motivationer, praksis, opfattelser og kom-
munikation af religios forskellighed og sameksistens. Her ind-
drager jeg Sara Ahmeds affektteoretiske begreber fra The Prom-
ise Of Happiness (2010a) til at belyse muligheder og begreens-
ninger i gruppernes kommunikation, i deres praksis, gennem
objekter, sanser og folelser.

Metoder og materialer

Jeg har i perioder af 2022 0g 2023' lavet feltarbejde hos tre grup-
per: Goldschmidts Musikakademi, Islamisk-Kristent Studie-
center (IKS) og MuJu & Co. MC Danmark (MuJu). De er alle
placeret i Kobenhavn og forseger pa forskellige méder at fremme
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3. Deltagerobservation til Copen-
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interreligiose og interetniske relationer og forstaelse gennem ek-
sempelvis kunst, musik, motorcykler eller dialog. I lebet af felt-
arbejdet har jeg lavet deltagerobservation af gruppernes
kerneaktiviteter, samt seks lost- til semistrukturerede interviews
med aktorer i grupperne — ledere, initiativtagere og aktive
medlemmer.

I mit feltarbejde har jeg besogt grupperne og deltaget i deres
‘kerneaktiviteter’>. Hos MuJu bestar de af lordagskersel pa mo-
torcykel, hos Goldschmidts Musikakademi af musikundervis-
ning og eventuelle koncerter® og hos Islamisk-Kristent Studie-
center af dialogmede. I deltagerobservationen har jeg seerligt
veeret opmarksom pé de sanselige aspekter af felten. Det knyt-
ter sig bade til feltens karakter og til studiet af levet religion/lived
religion, hvor materialitet og sanser typisk spiller en stor rolle.
Antropolog Paul Stoller beskriver i The taste of ethnographic
things: The senses in anthropology (1989) tilgangen som “A Re-
turn to the Senses» (Stoller 1989, 3) og forklarer, at den i hgjere
grad inddrager materialitet og dennes indvirkning pa men-
neskene i ens felt. Som dokumentation har jeg taget feltnoter
bidde under og efter deltagerobservation og suppleret med
billeder og videoer.

Igennem feltarbejdet har jeg modt de informanter, der dan-
ner grundlag for studiets seks interviews, hvoraf tre af inter-
viewene var med medlemmer af forskellig rangering fra MuJu,
to med Goldschmidts Musikakademi, hvor jeg har interviewet
en underviser og grundleggeren og forstanderen af skolen, og et
interview med et medlem og medgrundleggeren af Islamisk-
Kristent Studiecenter. Alle interview-informanterne er mand
over 40 og minoritetspersoner, med hhv. jodiske eller muslimske
baggrunde. De er aktive medlemmer af deres grupper, og tre af
dem har veret med til at grundlaegge grupperne. Deres forskel-
lige baggrunde og roller bidrager med forskellige lag og perspek-
tiver pd, hvordan det interreligiose arbejde foregar og opleves for-
skelligt, samt hvilke motivationer der driver medlemmerne.

Dét, at alle informanterne er maend over 40, kan have en be-
tydning for studiet pd den méde, at jeg ikke har adgang til ek-
sempelvis unges og kvinders oplevelser af interreligiost arbejde
og praksis — man kunne forestille sig, at der kunne veere andre
referencerammer ift. Israel-Paleestina-konflikten, og hvordan
den har pavirket dét at veere minoritet i Danmark og interak-
tionerne mellem bade minoriteter og mellem minoriteter og
majoriteter. Eksempelvis ser vi en ny gruppe, Paleestinensisk/
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Jodisk Alliance, som er opstaet umiddelbart efter 7. oktober 2023,
hvor unge savel som gamle mand og kvinder gar sammen i di-
alog og storytelling for at skabe bedre relationer og forstaelse
mellem joder og palastinensere i Danmark og sammen skabe
fundament og hab for fred og et frit Palaestina baseret pa religios
sameksistens (pers. kom. 2024). Derudover kan man forestille
sig, at intersektionalitet kunne spille en rolle ift., hvad det bety-
der at veere dobbeltminoritet eller at vere religios eller etnisk
kvindelig minoritetsperson. Pga. tidsbegraensninger er disse
vinkler ikke inkluderet i dette studie. Det sagt, er det interessant
at udforske midaldrende mends folsomhed og oplevelser af
béde diskrimination og sammenhold som basis for opstarten af
disse grupper og foreninger.

Alle interviews har fokuseret pa religios sameksistens, prak-
sis og interreligiost arbejde og samveer. Alle informanter har
givet informeret samtykke og de informanter, som ikke onskede
at fremgé med navn, har fiet et pseudonym.

Karakteristik af felten

Goldschmidts Musikakademi blev stiftet i 2011 af Henrik Chaim
Goldschmidt. Det startede pa forskellige skoler pé bl.a. Norre-
bro, men har siden 2018 haft egne lokaler i Nordvest. Pa skolen
gar der i dag 250 elever i skolealderen, og skolen har som malsaet-
ning, at 70 % af eleverne skal vare born med enten etnisk, re-
ligios minoritetsbaggrund, bern med diagnoser eller bern i ud-
satte positioner. Skolens filosofi er, at musikken er et serligt
“livstorandrende “ redskab for born, idet den “forsteerker evnen
til at arbejde sammen pa tvaers “ og giver dem en “folelse af til-
hersforhold “ (goldschmidts.dk). P4 musikskolen undervises der
gratis i instrumenter fra hele verden, som ellers sjeeldent ud-
bydes pa musikskoler i Danmark, f.eks. saz, darbuka og harmon-
ika.Idéen er at blande religioner og kulturer og skabe “et forplig-
tende og tryghedsskabende faellesskab pa tveers af religiose, kul-
turelle og etniske forskelle og potentielle konfliktomrader “
(ibid.) og pa den made formindske konflikter.
Islamisk-Kristent Studiecenter (IKS), ogsa kaldet Center for
Sameksistens, blev grundlagt 1996 af en gruppe kristne og mus-
limer*. Det startede som et studiecenter med idéen om, at kristne
og muslimer skulle lzere om hinandens religioner gennem di-
alog og felles undervisning. De sidste mange ar har teolog og
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5. Det skal naevnes, at der findes en
anden interreligios interetnisk
MC-gruppe, The Holy Land Bikers,
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Facebookside vil jeg ansla, at der er
ombkring 15-20 medlemmer.
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tidligere faengsels- og stiftspraest Lissi Rasmussen vaeret forper-
son for gruppen (Fenger-Grondahl 2021; ikstudiecenter.com).
Siden er det blevet udvidet til flere grupper, herunder Etnisk
Ressourceteam, som laver omsorgsarbejde pa hospitaler, og
Katalysator, som tilbyder praktisk hjaelp og samtale til tidligere
indsatte og unge, der vil ud af kriminalitet. Derudover tilbyder
centeret at facilitere og “velsigne “ tvaerreligiose vielser, hvor
imamer og/eller praester, som er medlemmer, udferer ceremo-
nien (ikstudiecenter.com). Centeret er startet og drevet af pri-
vatpersoner, men flere af medlemmerne arbejder ogsd som
preest eller imam eller i organisationer, som fokuserer pa etnic-
itet og religion. Deltagerne til dialogmeodet, jeg deltog i, var aka-
demikere og religiose autoriteter: to imamer, en feengselspraest,
en ansat i foreningen Folkekirken & Religionsmode og akade-
mikere fra forskellige discipliner (Feltnoter d. 4.10.23).

MulJu er “verdens forste motorcykelklub med et initiativ, der
demonstrerer, at muslimer, joder og andre religiose og etniske
minoriteter kan indga i aktiviteter, der bygger pa tveerkulturel
dialog, gensidig forstaelse, fred, samver og motorcykler “ (muju.
dk).s Klubben blev stiftet i 2019 af Dan Meyrowitsch og Sohail
Asghar. Klubben er opbygget som en traditionel motorcykel-
klub, styret af valgt ledelse (en preesident, en vicepreaesident
m.m.) og er registreret hos Bikerfonden (ibid.). Gruppens de-
mografi var i 2022 mend® mellem 40-60 ar, mange med akade-
misk baggrund og blandet joder, muslimer og ‘andet’ Deres
primeere aktivitet er lordagskereture, hvor de nogle gange invi-
terer gaester, f.eks. politikere eller religiose autoriteter, men de
deltager ogsa i f.eks. ramadanmiddage i hinandens hjem og
demonstrationer (ibid.).

Lived religion

Jeg traekker i denne artikel pd Nancy T. Ammermans, Meredith
B. McGuires og Brian A. Jacobsens forstéelser af lived religion
samt Sara Ahmeds affektteori fra bogen The Promise of Happi-
ness (2010a). Disse forskere har bl.a. det tilfeelles, er de mener, at
der er behov for et fokusskifte i forskningen af menneskers prak-
sis, ord, folelser og sans for at organisere sig pa nye mader. Igen-
nem artiklen argumenterer jeg for at forsta religios sameksistens
som et eksempel pé en ny religionsform, en kollektiv og organ-
iseret type levet religion.
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McGuire (2008) forstar begrebet lived religion som ‘hver-
dagsreligion, hvor laegpersoner selv skaber, ssmmensatter og
bruger religion i deres hverdagsliv. Denne forstéelse og brug af
begrebet er en implicit kritik af, at religionsforskningen ofte sim-
plificerer individets religion, og at de analytiske og metodiske
redskaber ofte fejler i at belyse “individuals’ religion-as-prac-
ticed [...], in all their complexity and dynamism “ (McGuire
2008, 5). Levet religion er et teoretisk felt i udvikling, og hvor
McGuire gnsker at tage religionsforskningen ud af institution-
erne og ind i folks liv, ensker Ammerman og Jacobsen at blande
de to horisonter (Ammerman 2020, 11; Jacobsen et al. 2023,192).
Sammenblandingen skubber lived religion i en sociologisk ret-
ning med fokus pa, hvordan religion lever i institutioner, og
hvordan lived religion skaber institutioner og nye kollektive, or-
ganiserede religionsformer.

Dette sidste perspektiv flugter med mit projekt. For selvom
grupperne, jeg arbejder med, ikke grundleegger deciderede re-
ligiose institutioner, sa organiserer de sig og former en kollektiv
lived religion. Institutioner og religiose bevaegelser opstar ikke
ud af ingenting, men fra akterer og individer, som gar sammen
i feelles projekter (Jacobsen et al. 2023,187). Ammerman skriver
i Studying Lived Religion: Contexts and Practices fra 2021 om re-
sistance og tager netop fat i, hvordan grupper som reaktion pa
tendenser i samfundet aktiverer deres religion i nye praksisser.
Folgende vil jeg, inspireret af netop denne tanke, undersoge de
tre ovennavnte gruppers baggrunde og drivkreefter. Herefter vil
jeg se pa, hvordan de tre gruppers praksisser udger en bricolage
af religioner og religiose praksisser, som skaber en kollektiv
feelles hybrididentitet.

Resistance - reaktion, energi og trods

Ammerman skriver bl.a. om religigse praksisser, som vedlige-
holder den moralske status quo, men papeger ogsd, at der findes
religiose praksisser og grupper, som udfordrer status quo (Am-
merman 2021, 168). Hun taler her om to grupper: fojelige grup-
per og modstandsgrupper (compliant og resistance). Hun poin-
terer, at nar vi arbejder med den moralske dimension af re-
ligigsitet ud fra lived religion-paradigmet, er vi ikke blot inter-
esserede i, hvad grupperne bekender sig til og fralerer sig af
moral, men ogsa i, hvordan moral leves — hvordan de implemen-
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terer moral i deres egne kategorier, regler og adfeerdsmenstre —
altsa i deres praksis (ibid., 161). Min felt kan forstas under kate-
gorien modstandsgrupper (resistance groups), pga. deres moti-
vationer i forbindelse med opstarten og drivkraften i projek-
terne. Ammerman opfordrer til at undersoge denne form for re-
ligios praksis som projekter frem for blot at se det som adfeerd -
og som en bevegelse mod noget, som de praktiserende finder
godt eller smukt. Dette motiveres og drives af folelser, fordi “at-
tention to emotional, moral, and aesthetic qualities of religious
practice can provide a window on both the patterned, taken-for-
granted reactions and the emergent energies that motivate ac-
tion “ (ibid., 160).

Denne bevagelse med reaktion og energi reesonnerer med
mit felt, hvor initiativtagerne har lignende erfaringer ift. at have
oplevet antisemitisme og islamofobi, hvilket forstaerker deres et-
nisk-religiose identitet og skaber en energi, som er fundamentet
og motivationen for et organiseret feellesskab med religios
sameksistens som mal. En informant fra MuJu, som har veret
med fra starten, fortalte mig, at hans oplevelser med antisem-
itisme i sit arbejdsliv fra 8o’erne og op gennem goerne gjorde,
at han blev mere interesseret og “trukket ind “ i den jodiske
identitet og dét at have en minoritetsbaggrund (Ib, interview,
april 2022). Polariseringen og profileringen gjorde, at han beg-
yndte at interessere sig for, “hvad det var for nogle dynamikker
[mellem minoritets- og majoritetsbefolkning] “. Derudover
sagde han: «Hver gang det her sker, ma jeg ligesom ga tilbage til
mit jodiske bagland og fortzlle om det her og henvende mig -
og s, der er noget sikkerhedsmaessigt og sddan noget, som jeg
bliver npdt til at dele “ (ibid.). Felger vi Ammermans tankegang,
er dette et eksempel pa reaktioner og energi som motiverer han-
dling, idet vi ser en reaktion pa religios profilering hos Ib i
forbindelse med hans arbejde og medierne, som han finder ube-
hagelig og sommetider truende. Han neevner det iser i forbindel-
se med en debat, som ofte blusser op i Danmark, og hvordan han
har oplevet at blive gjort utroveerdig i debatten pga. sin baggr-
und. Reaktionen pé dette veekker en interesse, en energi, i ham
og forer til en trods. Energien leder til engagement og interesse
i minoritets-majoritet-debatten — og i sidste ende til oprettelsen
af MuJu.

Et lignende udsagn fra et andet medlem af MuJu med mus-
limsk baggrund, Said, gjorde indtryk pa mig, da han gennem
hele interviewet og flere gange i lobet dagen, hvor vi var ude at
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kere motorcykel, gentog at “[...] jamen der er jo nogen, der on-
sker den her splittelse mellem muslimer og joder “ (Said, inter-
view, april 2022). Han fortalte, hvordan denne splittelse bade
kommer fra medier og politikere, men ogsa internt fra hans eget
bagland. Her nzevnte han Israel-Paleestina-konflikten som et ek-
sempel pa, hvordan der er folk, som prever at skabe splittelse. I
interviewet blev det tydeligt, at han er meget bevidst om, hvad
MuJu repraesenterer og symboliserer, nar de kerer sammen
joder og muslimer med Hamsas Hand® som rygmaerke, samt
hvilket forbillede han ensker at fremmane (ibid.). Denne reak-
tion pa splittelse virker saerligt relevant, nar man leeser den i den
nuverende kontekst med krigen mellem Israel og Hamas, som
vi ogsa ser, pavirker serligt joder og muslimer her i Danmark.
Her kan man sperge, hvilke reaktioner vi ser, og hvilke projek-
ter det motiverer, og hvordan det pavirker det religiose landskab
- nu og i den nere fremtid.

Samme reaktionsmenster kan ses hos IKS. Min informant
fra IKS, Omar, har sunnimuslimsk baggrund, er religios og har
veeret med til at starte IKS tilbage i go’erne sammen med bl.a.
Lissi Rasmussen, som er forperson i dag og repraesenterer den
kristne del af IKS. Han forteller, at dialoggrupperne tog fart i
efterskeelvene af 9/111i 2001, hvor han oplevede, at den offentlige
debat og profileringen af muslimer blev intensiveret, og “hvor
man begynder at have den der meget bevidste snak om religion
og de andres religion “ (Omar, interview, oktober 2023). Han
forteeller, at efter 9/11,

[...] begyndte mange muslimer jo at blive truet, si blev
det meget ‘os og dem’ Og det var ogsa en af de ting:
Jamen vi er jo af forskellig tro, men hvorfor kan vi ikke
sidde og snakke om det og maske veere med til at give
noget forstaelse om hinanden. Og specielt om mus-
limerne, som man jo ikke vidste noget om, andet end det,
medierne sagde. (Ibid.)

Vi ser samme menster som hos Ib og Said fra MuJu. Omar
reagerer pa en oplevelse af stigende polarisering og religios pro-
filering. Vi ser ogsd, at Omar reagerer pa uvidenhed og forbin-
der det med polariseringen: at man ikke vidste noget om mus-
limer udover det, som blev bragt i medierne. Ifolge Ammerman
skaber denne reaktion en energi, som motiverer til handling,
idet Omar, neermest i trods, siger: “[...] men hvorfor kan vi ikke
sidde og snakke om det? “, og heraf kommer handlingen i form
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af dialoggrupperne i IKS. Energien kan beskrives som en folelse
af trods og forer til handling imod den framing om, ‘at man ikke
kan sidde og snakke sammen om det. Derfor oprettes en gruppe,
hvor de gor lige netop det for at fa “forstéelse om hinanden

Hos Henrik, grundleggeren af Goldschmidts Musikakade-
mi og Middle East Peace Orchestra, ser vi lignende erfaringer
med antisemitisme og oplevelsen af polarisering i medierne og
fra politikerne. Her er der tale om en lidt anden tilgang, som gi-
ver en anden energi (jf Ammerman), da Henrik har en religios
motivation. Henrik beskriver sit arbejde med musik, serligt
musikskolen, som en del af hans tikkun olam. Tikkun olam kan
oversattes til “at reparere verden “ og er et begreb inden for
jodisk mystik. Det stammer fra den talmudiske tid og bliver ofte
forbundet med Kabbala. Kort opsummeret bygger det pa
forestillingen om, at mennesket skal reparere verden, for at den
messianske tid kan komme. I 1960%rne og 7o'erne til i dag bliv-
er tikkun olam ogsé forbundet med social retfeerdighed og ak-
tivisme. Henrik reagerer pa ‘skader’i verden, som had og religios
splittelse. I reaktionen opstdr en energi, som motiverer handling
eller ‘reparation’ — nemlig hans projekter, hvilket understreges i
titlen pa hans biografi: Manden, der ville reparere verden med
musik (Goldschmidt og @hrstrem 2019). I interviewet, jeg lave-
de med Henrik, spurgte jeg ham, hvad der fik ham til at starte
musikskolen, hvor han svarede:

[...] efter jeg havde skabt Middle East Peace Orchestra,
[...], og der var sadan en happy-clap-stemning, du ved, og
[det var] fedt. Men de, jeg ndede ud til, var jo folk, som i
forvejen var overbeviste om, at det var fedt. Jeg naede jo
ikke dem, der ville sla hinanden ihjel. De kommer ikke til
koncerter. De sidder jo derhjemme og er fyldt af had og
vrede. [...] Sa jeg teenkte, hvis jeg skal lave noget, sa mé
det have fat i bernene. (Henrik, interview, september
2023)

Det forte i forste omgang til musikundervisning rundt pa sko-
ler i Nordvest og blev forst senere til Musikakademiet. Senere,
efter inspiration fra en musikskole i Ramallah:

[...] satte han [en ven i Ramallah] mig i forbindelse med
nogle born ude pa Vestbredden, altsa i Paleestina. Og s&
opdagede jeg, at det var muligt at spille sammen og lave
noget musik, selvom vi ikke kunne tale sammen. Og det
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inspirerede mig sa til at komme hjem og lave en skole,

fordi jeg synes, at ude pa Norrebro, der var der meget
social ned [...]. (Ibid.)

Senere i interviewet, da jeg bad Henrik uddybe “social ned “ pa
Norrebro, naevnte han bandekriminalitet, og at der er nogle “om-
rader, hvor det er svaert at vaere jodisk dreng “ (ibid.). ‘Skaderne’
beskrives her som diskrimination, antisemitisme og utryghed,
f.eks. ift. til at veere jodisk dreng pa Nerrebro. Derudover reage-
rer han pa nogle af de samme ting som IKS og MuJu ift. medi-
ernes og politikernes profilering og polarisering af religiose mi-
noriteter og deres tendens til at ville assimilere dem:

For der skal veere plads til alle mennesker og deres
religiose ritualer, men her i Danmark er vi ved at f et
debatklima, hvor alle helst skal veere som alle andre, hvis
de skal passe ind. Nu har man indfert burkaforbud, men
mange steder er torklaeder heller ikke accepteret, og et
forbud mod omskaering har allerede folkelig opbakning.
[...] Retorikken er rystende og uvidende. (Goldschmidt
og Ohrstrem 2019, 106)

Her ser vi, ligesom hos MuJu og Omar, et fokus og en reaktion
pé majoritets- og minoritetsforhold, hvor der er en oplevelse af,
at minoriteten skal give afkald pé deres religion og kultur og as-
similere sig for at “passe ind “. Henrik forbinder uvidenhed i re-
torikken eller “debatklimaet “ og dét, at religiose minoriteter
ikke far lov til dyrke deres kultur og religion. Derudover far vi
et indblik i felelsen, det vaekker i ham, nér han siger, at det er
“rystende “ - en folelse, som jeg kan genkalde fra interviewet, jeg
lavede med ham, hvor jeg spurgte ham om, hvad han synes om
begrebet sameksistens. Her sagde han, at det er “et fedt begreb
men lige efter tilfgjede han, lidt rystet og bestemt: “Der er noget
andet, som jeg har lidt sveerere ved, det er begrebet integration
og assimilation “ (Henrik, interview, september 2023). Jeg be-
mearkede hans reaktion og umiddelbare association til, at samek-
sistens i hvert fald ikke er den assimilation, han oplever i debat-
ten (ibid.; Feltnoter d. 14.09.23).

Henriks reaktion pa ‘skaderne’ ser vi i hans forseg pé at ‘re-
parere’ ved at skabe en musikskole, som skal skabe “respekt for
hinandens kulturer “ og dbne “mulighed for venskaber , som
musikskolen skriver pa deres hjemmeside (goldschmidts.dk).
Det kan sammenlignes med bade IKS og MuJu, som blev mo-
tiveret til at lave projekter, hvor det interreligiose er i centrum,
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og som bygger pé et onske om forstdelse. Energien, som mo-
tiverer til handling, adskiller sig til gengaeld lidt fra de andre pa
den made, at den er religiost motiveret:

Man far ingen bonus ved at sidde fordybet i ben, hvis
man ikke folger bennen op med handling. Derfor har jeg
valgt at gore noget. Det er min made at veere troende pa.
Maske kommer jeg til at springe synagogen over en
lordag, men jeg dyrker min tro ved at prove at gore
noget, saette initiativer i gang. Det er maden, jeg udlever
det, der hedder Tikkun Olam. Det lykkes ikke altid, men
det er derfor, at jeg har etableret min musikskole. (Gold-
schmidt og @hrstrem 2019, 107)

Henrik beskriver her sine initiativer, og specifikt Goldschmidts
Musikakademi, som maden, han dyrker tikkun olam og sin tro,
og fremhzeever generelt et praksisorienteret religionsideal frem
for en trosorienteret. Det harmonerer med lived religion pa den
made, han beskriver sit religiose liv som noget uden for det in-
stitutionaliserede, og snarere i hverdagens handlinger og initia-
tiver.

Aktorernes reaktioner, folelsesmeessige engagement og den
energi, som skabes i reaktioner og forer til hhv. musikskolen,
motorcykelklubben og dialoggruppen som projekter, kan ses
som dele af én beveegelse, idet de reagerer mod lignende ten-
denser som religios polarisering og minoritets-majoritets-
forhold. Man kan se folelsen af trods som drivkraft ga igen pa
forskellige mader for de tre projekter, hvilket heenger sammen
med deres moralske oprer, hvor de forseger at bekempe det, de
opfatter som uvidenhed, som bidrager til den splittelse og
udgreensning af religiose, etniske minoriteter, som de oplever.
De trodser framingen om, at muslimer, joder og kristne ikke kan
leve sammen og endda veere venner, og forseger som kernen af
deres praksis at skabe interreligios forstielse og relationer og
vaere forbilledet pa, at dette — sameksistensen - kan lade sig gore.

Bricolage

McGuire beskriver en type lived religion, hvor flere religiose
praksisser og/eller politiske ideologier blandes i samme praksis
og skaber en hybrid religigs identitet. Hun illustrerer det som en
bricolage, hvor forskellige elementer sammenszettes, sa de pas-
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ser ind i individets hverdag, altsa en kreativ, eklektisk og individ-
orienteret religionsform (McGuire 2008, 195-196). Bricolage og
idéen om hybrididentitet kan bruges til at forklare medlem-
mernes forhold til deres respektive religioner og et feelles forhold
til religion. McGuire betoner sarligt individets religion — her
bruger jeg begrebet som et eksempel pa en kollektiv tilgang til
religion og argumenterer for, at deres praksis udger en bricolage.
Mit felt er interreligiost i sin kerne — det interreligiose og sam-
menblanding af kulturer og religioner gennemsyrer gruppernes
praksis. Der spilles f.eks. musik fra forskellige kulturelle og re-
ligiose traditioner pa musikskolen, og der studeres og sammen-
lignes religiose feenomener i IKS - denne praksis udger brico-
lage. Som McGuire skriver: “Religious hybridity is often a result
of the practice of bricolage, because individuals’ blended ele-
ments can become culturally shared for future individual or
group synthesis “ (ibid., 195). Pa den ene side kan man sige, at
personerne i grupperne fir en religios hybriditet i kraft af deres
blandede praksis. De dyrker alle en religios pluralisme, s pa den
méde er det mere passende at betegne deres gruppeidentitet og
praksis end deres individuelle religigsitet som “religious hybrid-
ity». Pa den anden side er grupperne alle anti-missionerende og
onsker ikke at lave om péd nogens religiositet — heller ikke blot
til en hybrididentitet (Henrik, interview, september 2023; Omar,
interview, oktober 2023).

Bricolage og hybrididentitet kan ses i forleengelse af grup-
pernes moralske opror, hvor bricolagen knytter sig til kropslig-
gorelsen og det wstetiske og symbolske aspekt af deres mod-
stand og moralske budskab (Ammerman 2021, 160). Et eksem-
pel, som illustrerer dette, er de farverige veegtaepper (se billeder
nedenfor), som hanger pa Goldschmidts Musikakademi. Teep-
perne er lavet af eleverne og forestiller forskellige flag, smileyer,
peacetegn og religiose symboler: kors, davidsstjerne, halvmaner
(Feltnoter d.18.09.23). Det er ikke blot fordi, det er en faktisk col-
lage, men fordi det er et eksempel pa, at bornene har udfert en
aktivitet, hvor de har vaeret feelles om at sammenblande forskel-
lige aspekter af deres liv — deres religioner, deres kulturelle bag-
grunde, deres sprog, deres felles interesse musik og den felles
ideologi om at sameksistere i “fred , som der star pa arabisk med
gylden skrift. De haenger pa skolens vaegge og markerer pa den
made skolens faelles hybrididentitet og moralske budskab.

En lignende praksis findes hos MuJu, hvor de pa deres ryg-
merker har Hamsas Hand som et felles symbol for jededom-

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 18 (1) - 2025 - pp. 13-37



Alma Munk Kronik - Muslimer, jeder og kristne i samspil, dialog og motorcykel 25

men og islam. De har endda lavet gjet pa handen til et motor-
cykelhjul, hvormed de blander det jodiske, det muslimske og in-
teressen, der forbinder dem. Hos IKS kan selve navnet, Islam-
isk-Kristent Studiecenter, ses som en ord-bricolage, hvor de to
religioner forbindes med det felles element - studiet og leerin-
gen. Her tydeliggores ogsa en af de centrale forskelle pa grup-
perne — Musikskolen og MuJu pa den ene side, som helst
udtrykker deres budskaber i @stetiske, nonverbale former som
kunst og symboler, og IKS pa den anden side, som har en eks-
plicit og verbal tilgang, hvilket jeg vil uddybe senere i artiklen.
Bricolagen understreger det interreligiose projekt og deres trods
mod splittelse af etnisk-religiose minoriteter og mod framingen
af, at de ikke kan sameksistere. Det har bade en bekraftende ef-
fekt inden for den enkelte gruppe, hvor det fungerer som en
bekraftelse og pamindelse af budskabet, og udadtil, hvor det
fungerer som et forbillede og bevis for, at religiose grupper kan
tale og gore ting sammen.

Figurer 1,2, 3. Billederne er taget pa feltarbejde pa musikskolen, hvor jeg observerede hhv. kor og samspilsundervisning.

De viser udsmykningen i guldsalen, hvor eleverne evede. Guldsalen er fyldt med aegte persiske teepper og guldstole og
har guldvaegge, som bade refererer til navnet Goldschmidt og symboliserer, at alle pa skolen “er guld vaerd “ (Goldschmidt
og @hrstrem 2019, 209). Foto: Alma Munk Kronik.

Viden, forstaelse og laering

Pa tveers af grupperne, MuJu, Goldschmidts Musikakademi og
IKS, er der en lighed, idet de forstar sameksistens som en form
for viden, forstaelse og leering, som fungerer vaccinerende mod
fordomme og had. Den forbinder og humaniserer og virker pa
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den made bade reparerende og forebyggende. Dét, gruppe-
medlemmerne lerer, kan beskrives som en viden om dem selv,
deres egen religion samt en forstaelse af andres religion — saledes
en gensidig forstaelse. Sameksistens ligger da i forstaelsen og in-
dsigten, at der er veerdi i samspillet mellem de to. Dog har grup-
perne forskellige forstaelser af, hvor denne viden ‘sidder i krop-
pen, og hvordan man bedst tilegner sig den.

IKS arbejder med at skabe forstaelse mellem muslimer og
kristne ved at snakke om tro og leere af og om hinanden i studie-
centeret. Deres forstaelse af viden kan beskrives som en ‘kogni-
tiv viden, som man leerer intellektuelt via dialog og information
om hinandens tro og kulturer. De er interesserede i at leere om
hinandens tro og vil here det fra “hestens mule , som Omar
forteeller i interviewet. Jeg sperger ham om, hvorfor det lige er
tro, de taler om. Her svarer han, at det jo er en studiekreds, ikke
en bogklub, og at troen er det felles interessepunkt:

Og den accentuering, som vi har set, og politisering, det
var vi jo, for mit vedkommende som den muslimske del,
interesserede i, at der ogsa blev udbredt forstéelse for, at
det altsa er almindelige mennesker, og vi vil gerne laere
noget af nogen, og andre vil gerne leere noget af os, ikke.
Sé det er derfor, det er troen. Vi kunne have siddet
sammen og snakket om beger, eller det kunne have vaeret
hvad som helst, men det er ikke det - det her, det var
kernen i det. (Omar, interview, oktober 2023)

Omar sammenkeder “politiseringen “ og “accentueringen “ af
religiose minoriteter med modsvaret at udbrede forstielse om
muslimer og om, at muslimer er “almindelige mennesker , som
gerne “vil leere noget af nogen “ og give den samme laering retur.
Han giver pa den made udtryk for, at ens egen og den andens
religiose baggrund har en veerdi, som vi kan og ber lere af. Vi
ser en forstaelse af sameksistens som noget, der udbredes ved
leering, og at der med denne viden sker en menneskeliggorelse
af, i dette tilfaelde, muslimer. Samtidig ser vi et fokus pa gensi-
dighed, idet han understreger, at leeringen gar begge veje, hvilket
er noget, han laegger vaegt pa senere i interviewet, hvor jeg sporg-
er ham, hvad der kendetegner sameksistens for ham:

Alma: Jo, jeg kunne godt teenke mig at hgre om det her
sameksistens — fordi jeg prover at finde nogle karakter-
treek, nogle forskellige kerneveerdier, ssmmenhaenge eller
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elementer. Og jeg er interesseret i at hore — hvad tror du
er vigtigt for begrebet sameksistens?

Omar: Jamen det forste, det er jo accept. At du accepterer,
at der er en forskel. [...] Ja, vi er forskellige og for at
kunne eksistere, sd skal man acceptere, at vi er forskellige,
og det har den anden lov til at veere. Ligesom jeg har lov
til at veere det. Sa det er den forste. [...] Sa det er jo ikke
noget med, at det ikke kan eksistere - mennesker, ting
eller begreber, som man synes er meget anderledes eller
ikke ber veere der, men der - det kan altsa godt lade sig
gore, hvis der er nogen aktivt, der siger jamen det ma
godt eksistere’ Sa det forste, det er jo, at der er accept. Og
sa skal det veere en gensidighed. Det kan ikke nytte noget,
at den ene accepterer, og den anden ikke gor. (Ibid.)

Omar navner her forst “accept “ og udvider til, at det skal vere
en “gensidig“ accept. P4 den made udvider han begrebet samek-
sistens fra ‘tolerance; hvor man blot lever side om side, til noget,
der ligger ud over selve tolerancen og rummer gensidighed, en
mere aktiv accept af forskellighed.

Vigtigheden af “gensidighed “ gar igen hos Said fra MuJu. Til
samme sporgsmal svarer han: “Gensidigt hensyn — det er jo det
vigtigste i dag “, hvorefter han forteller om vigtigheden af at tage
hensyn til hinandens forskelligheder (Said, interview, april
2022). Gensidigheden betyder, at begge parter skal anerkendes
som verdifulde og som nogle, vi kan og ber lere af.

Senere i interviewet med Omar ses et nyt aspekt af denne vi-
den, som betoner en mere interagerende leering eller relation:

Omar: Men jeg mener ogsa, at man jo faktisk kan bruge
det som noget positivt ogsa [...].

Alma: Bruge det til noget positivt?

Omar: Altsa at sameksistens ogsa er noget, hvor man
leerer af hinanden. Man er jo ikke bare neutral og ikke
pavirket. Nar man er to kulturer, to religioner, to men-
nesker, sa pavirker man hinanden.

Alma: Hvad leerer man?

Omar: Jamen, man kan jo laere alt, altsa nar du gar i byen
og er pa vej hjem og tager en shawarma, sa er det fordi,
der er sameksistens. Der er nogen, der har taget shawar-
maen herop til Danmark eller pizzaen herop, ikke.
Alma: Ja, gud ske tak og lov.

Omar: Ja, det er jo sameksistens, det er jo en af grundene
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til det, fordi der er nogen, der kunne det. @hm, du leerer,
at der er andre mader at tro p4, du leerer — det er méske
en af de vigtigste ting, hvis man vil bruge det til noget.
Det er jo at acceptere, at der er andre end dig selv. Altsa
end dem, du ligner. Og dbne din horisont og fa en glaede
ud af at mede noget andet ogsa, nyt, noget, du ikke
kender til méske. (Omar, interview, oktober 2023)

Omar beskriver her en interagerende, aktiv form for samek-
sistens — en sammenblanding eller bricolage af kulturer, som
man kan tage en positiv leering og gleede ud af, hvor man laerer
veerdien i andres kultur. Noget interessant her er, at han neevner
en nonverbal-dialogisk situation, med shawarmaen og pizzaen,
som jo ellers adskiller sig en del fra IKS’ praksis, som i hoj grad
er dialogbaseret, og fra en udtalelse tidligere i interviewet, hvor
han giver udtryk for, at “fakta “ om tro kommer fra “Bibelen og
Koranen, og hvad du nu ellers bruger, Hadith og de fortolk-
ninger “ Selvmodsigelsen kan vaere et udtryk for, at det er et
kompliceret emne, men maske ogsd, at sameksistens, viden og
leering ligger mellem kilderne og fakta og en mere kulturel, san-
selig viden.

Hvad angar Goldschmidts Musikakademi og Mu]Ju, sa for-
star de sameksistens og viden som en mere kropslig ting, som
man tilegner sig gennem oplevelser, aktivitet og dét at besoge
hinandens kulturer og religioner gennem f.eks. musik. I citatet
nedenfor kan man se, at Henriks forstielse af eksistens betoner
det aktive og interagerende, og at aktivitet sammen er afgerende
for “reel sameksistens , hvor man “skaber noget “ — i modseet-
ning til en mere basal eksistens, hvor man blot “treekker vejret “:

Henrik: To forskellige parter eksisterer i samme rum,
uden at der er vold. Det er sadan, skal vi sige, den laveste
feellesnaevner, ikke?

Alma: Jo, jo. Sa jeg er nysgerrig pa, hvordan sadan noget
her [musikskolen] kunne spille ind?

Henrik: Men her, der eksisterer vi jo. Der star vi jo ikke
bare i samme rum og kigger pa hinanden. Der eksisterer
vi sammen. Altsd, vi gor noget sammen.

Alma: Gor noget?

Henrik: Vi er aktive i samme eksistens. Altsa, vi spiller
musik sammen. Det er en aktiv handling, som man ger
sammen. Og det betyder sa, at der er en reel samek-
sistens. Hvis ikke man laver noget, ja, sa eksisterer man
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jo, man treekker vejret. Men eksistens har vel noget at
gore med at skabe noget, at gore noget. Udrette noget. Og
det gor vi jo. (Henrik, interview, september 2023)

Idéen om den aktive og interagerende eksistens moder vi ogsd
hos MuJu - bédei et interview med Allan og i deres praksis, hvor
det at besoge hinanden spiller en central rolle. Allan giver som
Henrik udtryk for en anden mere kropslig opfattelse af, hvad ek-
sistens og sameksistens indebaerer ift. Omars: “Men det er jo ikke
nok med bare, ligesom bare at veere i samme rum. Altsa eksistens
vil jo sige, at man ligesom har nogle band sammen. [...] alts&
sameksistens, dvs. at vi er felles - vi er sammen om nogle op-
gaver “ (Allan, interview, april 2022). Her leegger han, lig Hen-
rik, vaegt pa det aktive og skabende element som essensen af
sameksistens.

Hvad er det sa, man leerer, nar man “skaber “ noget og “gor
noget “? At man har en sammenflettet, interagerende eksistens?
Helt grundleggende lerer bornene pa musikskolen at spille
musik og om hinandens musikkulturer, sprog og religion gen-
nem musikken - det er en slags beseg, som er en “grundidé “ i
skolens praksis (Henrik, interview, september 2023). Med
McGuire i tankerne kan musikskolen ses som rammen om det,
der skaber en kropslig, aktiv, sanselig bricolage, der illustrerer
den komplekse, positive forstaelse af flere religioner som noget
aestetisk og veerdifuldt. Denne forstaelse af hinandens religion
og kultur har ogsé et andet formal: Den skal menneskeliggore,
nedbryde og forebygge fordomme. Det giver Henrik udtryk for,
da jeg sporger ham, om dét at skabe noget ogsa pavirker ens
tanker og folelser:

Henrik: Det tror jeg bestemt. Jeg tror, de bern, som har
leert hinanden at kende - der er jo mange fordomme,
som er nedarvet, og had, der er nedarvet. Altsa, i den
arabiske verden er der mange, som har Israel som fjende.
Og sa setter man joder lig med Israel, og sa pludselig kan
man ikke lide joder. Og sa sidder man i sit arabiske miljo
og kan ikke lide joder. Men man har ikke set nogen eller
kender ikke nogen joder. Man aner ikke, hvor de er
henne, og hvem de er. Og nar de sa pludselig star over for
en jode, som er venlig og sed, som er vokset op med de
samme fordomme, at araberne er vores fjender, og dem
kan man ikke stole pa. Nar de sa pludselig meder nogle
arabere, som “Hov “, men han sidder da og spiller pa
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tromme med ham der, og jeg spiller flojte, vi kan spille
noget sammen. [...] S& pludselig, sa far man et meget
mere nuanceret syn pa hinanden. Det er i hvert fald
meningen. Sa jeg tror, at de born, som har spillet sammen
med hinanden - de sldr i hvert fald ikke hinanden ihjel.
(Ibid.)

Musikken skal altsa skabe en viden, en kropslig erfaring, som
nedbryder nedarvede fordomme og had og forbinder bernene
menneskeligt og relationelt. Formuleringen “de slar i hvert fald
ikke hinanden ihjel “ gar igen i interviewet med saz-laereren,
Fuat, fra musikskolen, hvor jeg stiller ssmme sporgsmal om
sameksistens og har nevnt den nuverende definition om
sameksistens som ‘to forskellige parter, der eksisterer side om
side uden vold’. Han grinede og sagde: “Néar man spiller musik,
sa slds man ikke med hinanden “ (Fuat, interview, oktober 2023).
Fuats forklaring pé dette er, at nar man spiller musik, bliver man
“tilknyttet “ hinanden, fordi man gennem musikken deler
samme folelse, hvilket jeg vil komme naermere ind pa i neeste del
af analysen, hvor jeg bl.a. vil undersege musik som et happy ob-
ject.

Praksis, objekter, glaede

Jeg vil nu praesentere, hvordan grupperne arbejder med at
fremme viden, forstidelse og moral ud fra Sara Ahmeds aftekt-
teori (2010a). Ahmeds hovedargument er, at vi pavirker hin-
anden, bevidst og ubevidst, gennem handlinger, ord og materi-
elle objekter som steder og mad. Altsa idéen om, at disse ting pa-
virker vores opfattelse af situationer, hinanden og os selv. Hen-
des bog, The Promise of Happiness, behandler folelsen ‘gleede’
(happiness)® og det kulturelle imperativ, som er forbundet med
den. Som med lived religion undersoger Ahmed det store i det
sma. Hun fokuserer pa magtrelationer pa individ- og hverdags-
niveau og pa, hvordan glade bliver brugt i hverdagslivet, spro-
get og interaktioner, og hvordan de manifesterer sig i det insti-
tutionelle liv (UMBCtube, 2019). Hendes affektteoretiske be-
grebsapparat er brugbart til at afkode, hvordan akterer spreder
gleede i deres praksis.

I Goldschmidts Musikakademi kommunikeres religion og
religios forskellighed ikke verbalt, men aestetisk, gennem kunst
eller musik. Med Ahmeds begrebsapparat kan musik ses som et
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happy object i denne praksis, mens ord er et unhappy object.
Forste gang jeg modte Henrik, sagde han noget, der gjorde stort
indtryk pa mig: at der er sameksistens pa skolen, og at skolen
fungerer, fordi de ikke taler sammen (Feltnoter d. 13.08.23). Det
samme sagde han i interviewet i september, da jeg spurgte ind
til det, han sagde i august og til hans mening om dialogkafte:*

Henrik: Men pé vores skole kommer de ikke, fordi de
skal hen og drikke en dialogkaffe. De kommer, fordi de
skal leere noget musik, spille noget musik, og de er ret
ligeglade med om ham, der sidder ved siden af, er jode
eller muslim. Hvis han spiller godt pé sin klarinet, sa er
det bare fedt. Og sé [at han] hedder Isak og kommer fra
et jodisk milje, og det finder de ud af langt senere. [...]
Fordommene bliver nedbrudt helt af sig selv. Fordi det er
noget andet, der er vigtigt. Og i virkeligheden tror jeg, at
vores styrke er, at vi ikke bruger sa mange ord, som man
bruger, nar man har dialogkaffe. [...] Fordi ord har det
med at skille, synes jeg. [...] Men musik har det med at
samle.

Alma: Er det nogle bestemte erfaringer, du har med dét?
Henrik: Ja, altsa, hvis man nu siger, at ...‘Man kan jo ikke
stole pa de arabere. Det er et udsagn, som sa kommer til
at haenge fuldsteendigt forfeerdeligt i luften. Men hvis jeg
sidder ned og spiller sammen med arabere, sa kommer
sddan et udsagn aldrig til. (Henrik, interview, september
2023)

Ord ses som noget risikabelt og forbindes med potentiel kon-
flikt og splittelse. Ifolge Ahmeds affektteori er (un)happy objects
“sticky “ og pavirker vores folelser og vores vaerdier, moral og
verdenssyn. De positive associationer og folelser ‘klistrer’ sig til
andre objekter, koncepter og ord (Ahmed 2010b, 29). Vi soger
intentionelt mod happy objects og veek fra unhappy objects — det
kalder Ahmed “the bodily horizon “, hvilket betoner menneskets
kropslige sanser i deres streeben efter glaede, det gode liv og det,
de vurderer moralsk (Ahmed 2010a, 24).

Interviewet med Henrik vidner om, at Henriks darlige erfa-
ringer med ord og dialog om religion og etnicitet gennem f.eks.
medier og “debatklimaet “ har gjort dialog og ord til et unhappy
object. Han er derfor sogt vaek derfra og opbygger i stedet sin
nonverbale praksis. Det minder om tanken bag bricolage ift. det
eklektiske aspekt, hvor individer eller grupper udveelger de me-
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ningsfulde dele og fraveelger dem, som ikke giver ‘glaede’ eller
mening for dem. Musikken gor, ifolge Henrik det modsatte af
ord og dialog, idet musik “samler , suspenderer religios forskel-
lighed og “nedbryder fordomme helt af sig selv*, blot ved at man
er til stede med hinanden og musikken. Et eksempel pa denne
praksis bliver tydelig, nar Henrik siger, at de ikke synger religiose
sange som “Et barn er fodt i Betlehem  og jeg sporger, om de
kunne finde p4 at spille den uden tekst. Han nynnede melodien
og sagde, at det kunne de godt. Her understreges det, at det er
ordene, som er risikable. At tale om religion og religios forskel-
lighed er pa den made tabu, men kan dog alligevel kommuni-
keres gennem estetiske udtryk. Et andet eksempel er veegtaep-
perne med de religiose symboler fra tidligere eller de danse, som
er knyttet til religiose traditioner og knyttet til musikundervis-
ning pé skolen - her oplevede jeg bl.a., at bernene dansede
jodisk folkedans (Feltnoter d. 18.09.23). Ifolge Ahmeds affekt-
teori kan man argumentere for, at musikken og symbolerne pé
kunsten har positiv indvirkning pa bernenes syn pa religios for-
skellighed og‘de andres’ religion, idet tabuet, religion, pakkes ind
i happy objects. Denne positive affekt ‘klistrer’ sig til religios for-
skellighed og ‘de andres’ religion og ger, at bernene opfatter an-
dre religioner som sjove, smukke og verdifulde. P4 den made
bliver fordommene brudt ned «helt af sig selv “ og uden et ord
- selvom det selvfolgelig ikke sker helt af sig selv, men over tid
med ugentlig musikundervisning. Man kan overveje, hvordan
dette péavirker bernenes bodily horizon. Hvis vi folger Ahmeds
tankegang, vil de soge mod happy objects og samle dem i deres
bodily horizon" (Ahmed 2010b, 24) - i dette tilfaelde interreligios
kultur og praksis (musik, kultur og personer fra forskellige
religioner) — og pa den méde dyrke den interreligiose praksis
som del af deres sogen efter glaede eller ‘det lykkelige liv.

Ved at kommunikere gennem musik skabes der en “fzelles
folelse “, som forbinder eleverne og skaber den forstéelse og vi-
den, som vi undersogte i den forrige analyse: nemlig en for-
staelse af hinanden som mennesker. Musikken skaber en felles
folelse og gor musikken, interreligigsiteten og dyrkelsen af reli-
gion og kultur til et “et rart sted at vaere [og] et smukt sted at veere
“,som Henrik beskriver det (Henrik, interview, september 2023).
Saz-underviseren, Fuat, beskriver, hvordan eleverne forbindes i
folelsesmaessigt til hinanden gennem musikken:

Alma: [...] Hvordan ser du den her musikundervisning i
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forbindelse med sameksistens? [...]

Fuat: Jamen det oh - selvom man er forskellige fra
hinanden - det kunne ogsé vere etnisk forskellighed
eller religion eller politiske overbevisninger — det hele.
[...] Tyrkerne og kurderne sidder og spiller sammen. [...]
Det har ikke nogen betydning faktisk, nar man sidder
sammen og spiller og synger. Det giver noget andet — vi
har noget felles. Og nar man - musik - det er ogsa en
folelse med sin kunst. Og der er nogen, der sidder sam-
men med nogen, der er meget forskellige, eller en, der
teenker, at man er meget forskellige, men nér du spiller
sammen, synger sammen - sa far du den samme folelse.
S& man faktisk bliver knyttet mere sammen.

Alma: Hvad er det for en folelse?

Fuat: Ja f.eks. de der sange, vi spiller, om Muhammed
eller en kurdisk [sang] eller en keerlighedssang - eller en
keerlighed til Gud eller en keerlighed til verden eller
keerlighed til natur, ikke? Sa er det det der med, at hvis
der er to mennesker eller tre mennesker, der sidder og
spiller og far den der samme ooh ...

Alma: Den samme folelse ...?

Fuat: ... den samme folelse. S& taenker man ‘okay, vi er
ikke forskellige fra hinanden’ [...] Selvom vi har maske ...
aah han er kurder, jeg er tyrker, han er araber, jeg
paleestinenser. (Fuat, interview, oktober 2023)

Ifolge Fuat er musik en saerlig made at kommunikere pa, idet
“det giver noget andet“,som er,at den forbinder folk folelsesmaes-
sigt. Nar man spiller eller lytter til den samme musik, far man
“den samme folelse “. Han fortzller, at folelsen giver en viden
om, at “okay, vi er ikke forskellige fra hinanden “ trods man er
kurder eller tyrker, som typisk ses som fjende-identiteter. P4 den
made tilsidesaettes de etniske eller religiose forskelle. Fuat kny-
tter det til deres praksis af sameksistens, hvilket understreger
forbindelsen mellem sameksistens og den kropsliggjorte for-
staelse, som musikken giver.

Henrik beskriver det ligeledes som en inderlig, kropslig
egenskab, nér jeg sperger ham, hvad musik er for et sprog: Det
“abner ind til den der verden [...] inde i hjertekulen “ hvor “tar-
er kan fa lov til at blive gleedestérer “ (Henrik, interview, septem-
ber 2023). Her smitter musikkens glade affekt af pa kroppen, og
tarerne transformeres. Samtidig fremhaves det kropslige ved, at
det ligger helt inde i hjertekulen, allerinderst i kroppen. Ahmed
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skriver om, at glaede kan skabe en ensrettet bevagelse eller men-
talitet (Ahmed 2010b, 45), hvilket kan ses i forlengelse af min
forste analyse, om min felt som modstandsgrupper (resistance),
som har moralske projekter og oprer. Nar gruppen spiller musik
sammen, kropsligger og inderliggor de deres moralske projekt
og retter elevernes opmerksomhed imod, at de er ens pd mange
mdder, og at de bor besoge og forsta hinandens kulturer og re-
ligioner - og at de bor sameksistere.

IKS har en anden tilgang til at kommunikere religion og re-
ligios forskellighed. De pakker det ikke ind i objekter og aeste-
tik, men har en mere ‘svesken-pé-disken’-tilgang, hvor de mal-
rettet retter blikket mod den forskellighed, som af andre bliver
portreetteret som et problem. De vil hgre om andres religion fra
“hestens mule  leere og forteelle om deres egen religion (Omar,
interview, oktober 2023). P4 den méde er happy objects en lidt
sjov samtalepartner til IKS, da happy ikke rigtigt passer til stem-
ningen til det mode, jeg oplevede. I deres praksis er det i stedet
ord, koncepter og rum, som er meningsskabende eller er en-
gagerende. At konfrontere svere problematikker i dialog er, selv
nér det er ubehageligt, livsbekraftende for dem og far dem til at
fole sig steerke og modige, og dialogen kan pa den made i sig selv
have eftekten af et happy object. At forsta, studere og vende og
dreje ting er en engagerende og livsbekraeftende aktivitet, hvilket
hanger sammen med, at IKS er et akademisk rum - et studie-
center — hvor studiet og nysgerrighed forbinder medlemmerne
og gor det meningsfyldt for dem at deltage. Omar var f.eks. vaek
fra gruppen i mange ar, men kom med ind igen i den nye “su-
perdialoggruppe “ som jeg observerede. Omar fandt fornyet
mening i gruppen pga. det nye koncept og sammensatningen
af medlemmerne, som skulle veere nogle af de mere garvede
medlemmer (Omar, interview, oktober 2023).

Et af de engagerende objekter i gruppen er ‘norderi, hvilket
péavirker medlemmerne pa den made, at de far energi, hvilket
skaber en livlig stemning. Det oplevede jeg, da jeg kom ind til
dialoggruppemedet i Lissis stue og sagde “Hej, jeg hedder Alma
“, hvorefter Omar og en anden begyndte at diskutere etymolo-
gien af mit navn og bad mig preesentere den etymologiske bag-
grund for “Alma “ Jeg blev overrasket og lidt overveeldet af den
gejst,der kom af det, hvilket gav mig et indblik i deres gleede ved
at ‘norde. P4 sin vis kan man sige, at engagementet er en form
for gleede — som Ahmed skriver: “Happy objects could be de-
scribed simply as those objects that affect us in the best way “
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(Ahmed 2010b, 22). Derved kan man sige, at nerderi-sproget er
et happy object for gruppen, da det pavirker dem pa den bedste
made. Norderiet havde muligvis en slagside, da den gjorde stem-
ningen saglig, sober og lidt trykket (Feltnoter d. 4.10.23). Den
trykkede stemning gér igen i mine noter og beskriver mit eget
indtryk af situationen - her er det meget muligt, at det er, fordi
jeg kommer udefra, og at de andre maske ikke oplevede stem-
ningen som trykket. Dog var der et scenarie, som tyder pa, at jeg
ikke var helt alene i den oplevelse. Pa puffen i midten af sofa-
gruppen var der et kagebord med kaffe, te og kager. Klokken var
aftenkaffe-tid, men alligevel lagde jeg maerke til, at ingen tog
kage eller kaffe fra kagebordet for 20 minutter efter, at modet
startede (ibid.). Kagebordet var nok taeenkt som et happy object,
men blev det ikke, for medet var slut, hvor der opstod et mar-
kant stemningsskift. Der blev mere smalltalk, og folk grinede og
smilede generelt mere. Den person, der havde arrangeret mo-
det, pabed mig, pd en jokende onkelagtig méade, at jeg skulle tage
noget kage, “fordi det kunne du da godt klare, Alma “ (ibid.).

Denne oplevelse vidner om, som Ahmed understreger, at
happy objects ikke nedvendigvis er happy fra starten, men bli-
ver det over tid. Lise P. Galal skriver da ogsa i sin artikel om in-
terreligiose dialogarrangementer, at det tager tid at skabe et “safe
space ,hvor man trygt kan udtrykke sig (Galal 2015, 55-56). Hun
beskriver ogsé en trykket stemning til dialogmede i Danmis-
sion, hvor deltageren placeres i “et spaendingsfelt mellem frygt
ogutryghed [...]“ (ibid., 55). Galal underseger, hvorvidt man kan
se dialogmeder som et overgangsritual og bruger derfor iseer de
dele af Ahmeds affektteori, der fokuserer pa, hvordan kroppen
transformerer sig. Da det var et af gruppens forste moder, giver
det mening, at kroppen (som foler) og objekter stadig er i faerd
med at transformere sig i tid og rum for at skabe et safe, happy
space (ibid., 56).

Nye perspektiver

Mit feltstudie kan bidrage med bl.a. to nye perspektiver: et non-
verbalt aspekt til studiet om interreligios dialog og forskning om
radikalisering og minoriteters reaktioner pa diskrimination.
Bade inden for religionsvidenskaben, kulturstudier og teologien
er der en del forskning om interreligios dialog — heriblandt
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Galals om interreligios dialog som et overgangsritual (Galal
2015) og Anna Kors” antologi Religious Diversity and Interreli-
gious Dialogue, som indeholder bade teologiske og samfunds-
taglige artikler om interreligios dialog (Kors et al. 2020). Ogsa i
EN er der fokus pa religionsdialog som lgsningen pa religiose
splittelse (un.org). Faellestraekkene for begge er, at de fokuserer
pé verbal dialog og religiose autoriteter eller eliter som aktorer.
Dette feltstudie er et eksempel pa, hvordan interreligios dialog,
kommunikation og samveer kan se ud, nar det praktiseres af
leegfolk og nonverbalt. MuJu, Islamisk-Kristent Studiecenter og
Goldschmidts Musikakademi kan ses som en ny organiseret re-
ligionsform, hvor det interreligigse dyrkes gennem en bricolage
af ord og astetiske udtryksformer. De og dette feltstudie kan
bidrage med et nyt perspektiv pé religios forandring.

Konklusion

Grupperne Islamisk-Kristent Studiecenter, Goldschmidts
Musikakademi og MuJu kan forstas som eksempler pa en ny re-
ligionsform, som organiseres omkring interreligiositet, trods og
arbejdet om at fremme sameksistens. Gennem interviews med
de initiativtagende aktorer ser vi, at der er et monster i, at ople-
velser med diskrimination, religios profilering og splittelse ska-
ber en folelse af trods, som motiverer til en modstand (resist-
ance), hvoraf grupperne opstar. Modstanden er en drivkrafti den
religiose forandring, som grupperne er et udtryk for. Det under-
streger, at religiose grupper reagerer pa tendenser og begiven-
heder i samfundet og skaber religiose, @stetiske og til dels akti-
vistiske projekter og organiserede fellesskaber. Feltstudiet viser
ogsa, hvordan nonverbale sanselige og verbale dialogbaserede
kommunikationsstrategier bruges og skaber forskellige mu-
ligheder og effekt i arbejdet med interreligigse relationer.
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Poise

1. Grace & Poise is a CIC, Commu-
nity Interest Company, i.e. not for
profit. It became a limited company
in January 2020; the CIC status was
obtained 28th November 2023. A
CIC requires a non-paid, volunteer-
based board that is being set up in
spring 2024. Becoming a CIC is
prompted by legal, ethical and
economic reasons. As a CIC, Grace &
Poise better meets requirements to
receive funding from external actors.
It is facilitated by having a board and
Miss Maisie employed as CEO rather
than owner.

2. In the academy’s communication
and at classes, the teachers and
assistants are known as Miss this or
that. Thus, in her professional
capacity, Maisie A. Byers is ‘Miss
Maisie’ and this is how I refer to her.
3. https://www.royalacademy-
ofdance.org/people/maisie-byers-
uk/. Visited 11th June 2024.

4. For more information on
London’s commercial Muslim
festivals, see Otterbeck 2024.

38

Jonas Otterbeck

Grace & Poise: A Muslim ballet
school in the UK

Abstract: Grace & Poise Academy is a Muslim ballet school with a unique syllabus
where students dance to poetry, not music, expectations of female modesty
among parents, teachers and students are met and attention is paid to Islamic the-
ology and morals. While cultivating Islamic adab (etiquette), akhlaq (ethics) and
Islamic pedagogies, the academy is also inspired by classical ballet training and
alternative holistic educational traditions. The result is both traditionalist and pro-
gressive, and points to a possible future for Islamic creativity, signalling openings
rather than closures. The research for this article is based on interviews, media
analyses and participant observation.

Grace & Poise Academy CIC' is a Muslim ballet school found-
ed by ballet educationalist and choreographer Maisie Alexandra
Byers (henceforth Miss Maisie*), a 2016 graduate of the Royal
Academy of Dance (RAD) with a special focus on ballet educa-
tion.> Miss Maisie is the current CEO of the academy. Grace &
Poise is probably the very first ballet Academy in the world to
follow an Islamically inspired curriculum.I first noted the acad-
emy at the annual London Muslim Shopping Festival in 2022
where their poster (Figure 1) attracted my attention. The follow-
ing year, I saw a performance by some Grace & Poise students
on the main stage at Eid in the Square (London City’s celebra-
tion of the end of Ramadan in Trafalgar Square).* As a self-de-
scribed ‘ballet dad’ I wanted to know more and initiated an ex-
ploratory study.

Jonas Otterbeck is professor of Islamic studies and Rasul-Walker Chair of Popular
Culture in Islam at Aga Khan University, Institute for the Study of Muslim
Civilisations, London. His most recent research analyses the Islam of Muslim
creatives and Islamic pop music. His two latest books are The Awakening of
Islamic Pop Music (EUP, 2021) and Migration and Religion (Springer, 2023, co-

authored with M. Nordin).
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5. Some converts use convert, some
revert. Miss Maisie uses both. I use
convert, the more common term in
writing.

6. The academy was started by
Maisie Byers, initially in partnership
with a Dr. Sajedah Shubib who left
the company in February 2021 and is
no longer associated with the
academy.

7. Graceandpoiseacademy, Insta-
gram 4th February 2022, https://
www.instagram.com/p/CZkasU-
wINWE/. Visited 11th June 2024.

8. ‘Muslim creatives’ is borrowed
from Morris 2023. It is shorthand for
Muslims who are engaged in creative
work and either profile themselves as
believers or who actively relate their
craft to Islam.

9. There are several competing,
parallel and sometimes overlapping
Muslim Communities in the UK, at
least from a sociological understand-
ing of community. But the linguistic
trope ‘the Muslim community’ is
strong and ever-present among both
non-Muslims and Muslims.

10. https://www.instagram.com/p/
CcFw-Hrlif /.
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Miss Maisie converted® to Islam in August 2018. Soon after,
in September, she founded the academys; it was ready to start
trading and arranging classes in January 2019.° As COVID-19
hit in spring 2020 classes were forced online, but the school sur-
vived and developed. Currently it organises classes at six Lon-
don locations and one in Birmingham (since February 2022).
The academy now has 15-20 regular employees on different con-
tracts and some who freelance for specific classes. There is no
requirement for students or employees to be Muslim, only to
support the general vision and ethos of the school, although
most seem to identify as such.

Grace & Poise is one of many initiatives undertaken by ‘Mus-
lim creatives™ working in the cultural industry in the UK, initi-
atives that are shaped by the economic conditions and laws of
the country, but also by visions of the arts and crafts that the
Muslim creatives believe will be appreciated by ‘the Muslim
community™. Clearly, there is a growth in new Muslim taste
communities which value arts and crafts in non-traditional
forms, leading to the renegotiation of aesthetics and also ethics
among Muslims in the UK. This development encourages a cul-
tural creativity wherein new forms are employed either to ex-

The First Muslim Ballet School

Ballet To Poetry Syllabus

Figure 1: From graceandpoiseacademy Instagram 8th April 2022.°
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11. I have formally interviewed Miss
Maisie on two occasions, 15th
January 2024 and 10th June 2024.

12. Observations were made 6th-21st
March 2024 at different locations in
London by my research assistant
Anna Otterbeck, presented below.

13. https://www.graceandpoise.co.
uk/. Visited 11th June 2024.

14. Grace & Poise’s Instagram
account has archives back to autumn
2019; posts before that were erased
because outdated or not professional
enough.

15. Grace & Poise has been covered
by both Muslim and non-Muslim
media in the UK. I have seen two
public performances: one at Eid in
the Square (Trafalgar Square), 29th
April 2023, and one at the Eid
Festival at Westfield (Shepard’s
Bush), 14th April 2024.
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press Islam directly or the artist’s active relations to Islam (Mor-
ris 2023; Warren 2022; Otterbeck 2021). Grace & Poise is an ex-
ample of the latter.

This article narrates the remarkable story of Grace & Poise
and opens with a thick description of the school before context-
ualising and analysing its visions and practices. The article then
discusses what Grace & Poise represents, finally developing an
argument about how such creative endeavours relate to the con-
tinuous reconfiguration of Islam in England.

Aims, methods and material

If nothing else is indicated, information about Grace & Poise
stems from a) my interviews with Miss Maisie,” b) classroom
observations by a research assistant,” ¢) Grace & Poise’s web-
pages™ and Instagram® and d) media interviews, reportage and
stage performances by Grace & Poise.™ Facts have been checked
by using a variety of independent sources. Both interviews with
Miss Maisie were conducted online. The first was an open-
ended explorative conversation centred around a few themes
deduced from the available information from webpages, social
media and previous journalism. The second interview followed
up the classroom observations to ensure understanding. As the
academy is a new, small business, this article has taken extra care
not to share Miss Maisie’s intellectual property without authori-
sation; she kindly commented on a draft before the second in-
terview and approved the information shared. It does not in-
clude any identifiable information about parents, students,
teachers or assistants, apart from Miss Maisie.

I trained my research assistant, Anna Otterbeck” — who has
a BA in modern dance from Dundee and Angus College - in
ethnographic methods of field observation. During and after ob-
servation sessions, she made written and audio notes, later tran-
scribed and shared with me. She also took snapshots of objects
and places, while avoiding photographing teachers, assistants,
parents and students. We engaged in critical discussion and in-
terpretation before, during and after the sessions. She has also
read through a draft version of this article suggesting changes
and additions for which I am very grateful. Grace & Poise web-
pages are approached knowing that they contain promotional
material. Further, media interviews with small, struggling busi-
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16. For more on Anna Otterbeck, see
Lutra Dance & Movement Instagram
account: https://www.instagram.
com/lutra_danceandmovement/.
Visited 24th June 2024.

17. This subproject has been ethically
tested and approved by the Aga
Khan University’s Ethical Review
Committee for the Social Sciences,
Humanities and Arts.

18. In this article I will assume that
Grace & Poise are referring to
assumed biological sex. I have not
discussed the definition of girls,
women, boys and men with Miss
Maisie. The issue did not surface,
neither in interviews nor observa-
tions and trans- or non-binary
gender identities were not the focus
of the study. It is however possible to
conjure up situations that could be
challenging for any biological sex
segregated teaching institution today
but none of that were observed.

19. Graceandpoiseacademy, Insta-
gram 8th February 2022, https://
www.instagram.com/p/CZuL-
mAgltoQ/. Visited 11th June 2024.
20. In the UK, students of, for
example, music and dance proceed
through grades that represent skill
stages. In ballet, according to the
RAD curriculum, there are eight
grades (plus two pre-grades) for
non-professional dancers. There is
another scale for vocational training.
21. Graceandpoiseacademy
Instagram 29th September 2022,
https://www.instagram.com/p/
CjFZopClva3s/. Visited 11th June
2024.

22. Graceandpoiseacademy Insta-
gram 28th September 2022, for
example. https://www.instagram.
com/p/CjDvT4lIDpy/?img_index=2.
Visited 11th June 2024.
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nesses are generally very positive and again are used with cau-
tion. The short performances observed by me were parts of larg-
er programmes at family friendly Eid celebrations in London
where I was in the audience.®

Grace & Poise’s activities

Grace & Poise primarily focusses on girls and women.” Current-
ly, the academy offers regular classes up to the age of fifteen but
envisions developing more classes in the future. Since February
2022, the academy has also arranged classes called ‘ Mummy and
me’ for infants up to two years old if accompanied by an adult
woman.”® Boys may participate in ballet classes until year two,
which implies an age of 67 years in the UK, after which class-
es are girls only. In early 2024 the academy developed and
launched a ‘creative movement’ syllabus for physical education
(PE) offered to Muslim primary schools and meant for all gen-
ders.

From the age of 4-5, the academy offers annual ballet exams
so students may receive recognition of their progress.”” These
form a regular reference point in the classroom, with students
training to perform the exam in mock situations. The academy
also caters for those who wish to take up ballet professionally,
noting that in order

...to support our students in a career pathway, we intend
to provide training and graduate programmes for them
to train as Ballet Teachers. This will enable them to join
our Ballet Teaching Faculty and teach our Ballet to
Poetry Syllabus, in line with the values of our Academy.”

Note that Grace & Poise does not support a career as a stage
dancer as this would, as staged ballet is organised now, require
a different ethos. The ‘Ballet to Poetry Syllabus’ mentioned is the
original dance curriculum of the academy (discussed below).
Apart from the regular classes, Grace & Poise organises shorter
workshops for both younger and older children. At times, they
have arranged ‘ladies’ ballet’ classes, but these are not held regu-
larly.”* For example, in 2024, the academy cooperated with the
charity Muslimah Sports Association** and offered ladies’ ballet
classes over a twelve-week period.

As for all small-scale business that must compete commer-
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cially, the reality on the ground is challenging. Classes need to
reach a certain size to be sustainable and competition when ap-
plying for funding support is harsh. Grace & Poise has been suc-
cessful thus far and is currently stable and financially independ-
ent. It works hard for funding to keep fees down and enable all
interested students to join regardless of economic situation.
Many classes are in fact full and there are even waiting lists, al-
though in some locations there are classes with fewer students.

The academy cooperates with and is recognised by profes-
sional organisations like the Muslim business organisation Sis-
ters in Business® and the Empowered Women Network, which
awarded Grace & Poise the Rising Star of The Year award in July
2023.** Many of these associations provide important network
opportunities for small, local businesses, allowing them to share
their experiences and seek advice from each other. Grace &
Poise has won some even more prestigious awards. For exam-
ple, The Islam Channel® named the academy the ‘community
business of the year’ in 2022 and The Muslim News?*® awarded it
for Excellence in the Arts, 2023. According to Miss Maisie, the
academy has expansion plans, possibly even overseas, but only
when they are prepared and the situation is right.

Visions of a Muslim Childhood

In its self-presentation, the academy expresses its vision in de-
claratory terms: ‘With a unique Ballet to Poetry Syllabus the
Academy is founded upon a passion for Child Development and
raising the Muslim community to make a positive impact in the
world. ‘Child developmentis explained as aligning ‘mind, body
and soul’ for positive development. It is further specified as nur-
turing cognitive, social, emotional and creative development.
This is seen as corresponding to ‘Life Skills & Positive Islamic
Identity,, stressing that a positive faith resonates with a healthy
body and active mind.

When interviewed, Miss Maisie uses typical educational lan-
guage when underlining that she aims to make ‘ballet accessible
to girls from impoverished backgrounds’ as it will provide them
with ‘transferable skills that will help them change their finan-
cial circumstances.” She observes that there is scepticism about
the performing arts and an emphasis on medicine and STEM
subjects® within ‘the Muslim community’ (cf. Morris 2023; War-
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ren 2022). To raise awareness of the potentially positive impact
of ballet, she and Grace & Poise refer to studies showing that ac-
tivities like ballet strengthen academic results and physical and
mental health (see Figure 2).

There is a separate page on the academy webpages briefly
presenting a normative understanding of Islamic identity. It
starts by declaring that in contrast to a generic understanding
of religion, Islam is more; it is a complete outlook on life meant
to be nurtured from childhood until death.? The text then
stresses the importance of ‘Muslim etiquette’ in both manners
and appearance, emphasising ‘modest wear’ as a female ideal.

Transferable Skills
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Figure 2: Graceandpoiseacademy Instagram, 20 January 2023.3°

This is then extended to the grace and modesty of the art of
ballet, with its elegance of movement perceived and presented
as a moral quality. Islam is also connected to a ‘strong work eth-
ic,in turn associated with ballet training. Teachers and assistants
are to inspire students to encourage and support each other.
Thus, the text proclaims that training ballet will ‘support chil-
dren in everyday life as they [i.e. work ethics, etc.] ensure they
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pray on time, fast through Ramadan!’* The webpage evokes the
Islamic concept ihsan — excellence in morals and deeds - claim-
ing it is reflected in the attention to detail and work ethic need-
ed to become proficient in ballet. Further, success is connected
to having the right intention in your deeds and trust in Allah
who holds the ultimate key to development as ‘all strength and
ability is from Allah’ The aim is to strengthen the children who
will be humble in success and show sabr (patience) in hardship.
By being taught to use common phrases like mashaallah (Allah
has willed it) and alhamdulillah (praise be to Allah) the group
is made aware of the importance of the two qualities (humility
and patience). The Islamic profile is stressed in a passage on the
Grace & Poise page ‘Our Story’ that I quote in full:

We feel passionately about contributing to Islamic Arts
and honouring the significance of Poetry within Islamic
heritage. Grace & Poise Academy offers the beautiful art
form of Ballet in a way that is shaped by our Islamic
ethos. Our values are founded in Islam and we are
committed to working with passion, excellence and
integrity to make a positive impact in all we do.”

At the very heart of the above is the stress on ethical heritage.
Heritage here should not be understood as continuity of the tra-
ditional arts in established forms but as a theologically estab-
lished ethical heritage that - if taken seriously and approached
responsibly — can be paired with forms of expressions previous-
ly unutilised in Islam, like ballet. Creative cultural forms like the-
atre, film, music and stand-up comedy are increasingly, and
globally, being appropriated by Muslim creatives or Muslim
movements for a variety of purposes (Rashid and Petersen 2023).
Central to the theological debate about the possibility of doing
so — and also important for Muslim creatives taking such initi-
atives — is a stress on ethics, especially the holistic understand-
ing of Islam as a tradition primarily providing sound overarch-
ing principles and excellence (ihsan). This is observable through-
out the first decades of the 21* century, not least in cities like
London (Otterbeck 2021, 2024). It is also notable in the ethical
virtues invoked through English rather than Arabic terminolo-
gy, for example etiquette rather than adab, morals instead of
akhlag, intention not niyya, trust in Islam instead of tawakkul,
humbleness rather than tawadu’, concepts that the Muslim tar-
get group likely associates with the English words. Only sabr and
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ihsan are in Arabic, although Miss Maisie points out that there
is no specific strategy behind making these words stand out. The
main goal is to communicate the values. I cannot, however, help
noticing the similarities between this text and the general con-
temporary stress in Islamic discourse on ethics as a set of key
principals taking precedence over established, rule-based read-
ings, not least in key questions about environmental responsi-
bility and cultural creativity (Kersten 2019; Otterbeck 2021). Yet
the rule-based interpretations are still important, and some
community-specific, important rules are honoured, both gene-
rally in the discussion and by Grace & Poise.

In this case, two main adjustments to general ballet classes
in the UK have been made. There is no music, only poetry, in
class and at performances, and there is a separation between
girls and boys from the age of about six-seven, for moral rea-
sons. From then on, classrooms are all-female spaces.

From music to poetry

The reason for reimagining ballet to be danced to poetry is that
music may not be ‘promoted or encouraged within their faith}»
‘their’ being Muslim, ballet-interested children and families.>*
Rhythmically spoken poetry is instead used to enable the stu-
dent to hit the beat and find flow. The academy claims that ‘Our
poems explore Islamic Values and Celebrate the creation of Al-
lah 8548550 3 The Arabic reads subhanahu wa ta ala, mean-
ing ‘may he be praised and exalted; a formula traditionally add-
ed after saying or writing ‘Allah’

To use accompanying sounds other than music is not un-
heard of in dance, especially contemporary dance. Before con-
verting to Islam, Miss Maisie had already used poetry in her own
ballet choreography. As she says, ‘Poetry is very rhythmical so
when I am talking about rhythm and poetry I'm talking about
the poetic rhythm; poetry naturally requires rhythm.*® She
points out that it is a different kind of rhythm, not technically
music, and continues, ‘But I write poems on music scores, so it
is just a creative way of transferring a rhythm that would apply
to movement to poetry. Miss Maisie writes the poems herself
with specific choreography in mind. She has already written
hundreds of them. All the poems are recorded for use in class.

Having observed 36 classes and danced in some of them, the
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research assistant attested that the words and pauses of the po-
ems skilfully created rhythms that were simple to find and fol-
low. As poems are specific to certain exercises and repeated dur-
ing training, the rhythm of a specific poem affords certain move-
ment: a drawn-out syllable may invite an arabesque, a row of
quickly pronounced consonants forming a rhythm may invite a
pirouette, plié or petit jeté. In fact, the research assistant found
the poetry surprisingly like music as it was both tonal and rhyth-
mical; however, she also stressed it was different from music in
that it seemed easier for beginners to follow since the rhythm
was carried only by the voice instead of by tonally rich compo-
sitions. However, it was harder to give instructions when a poem
was read as words had to compete with words, not tones.

Another aspect of the poetry is its storytelling. Both poetry
and storytelling are celebrated art forms in many Muslim con-
texts and are also specifically embraced by Islamic thinking,
something Miss Maisie is quick to point out, underscoring that
these art forms are central to ballet too. The stories of the poems
help form the choreography. For the smallest dancers, storytel-
ling will be concrete and might be about animals or nature, of-
ten with a subtle moral message about good character or good
behaviour, but these poems do not have explicit Islamic messa-
ges, so they may be accessible to everyone, Muslims and non-
Muslims. As the students grow older, there is more room for ab-
stract ideas. Miss Maisie considers that poetry increases inde-
pendent, intellectual reflection and builds confidence in her stu-
dents; this is an effect of the curriculum that many might fail to
notice, but that Miss Maise particularly emphasises. To prepare
the students, the class first listens to the poems together to get
the message but also the flow.

When Grace & Poise conducts thematic workshops, narra-
tives from the Quran, for example, are introduced and drama-
tised for the stage without depicting the characters themselves.
A salient example of this is a workshop based on a yet-to-be-
published book by Miss Maisie called Grace & the Story of Yu-
nus (alayhu salam) (peace be upon him) (Figure 3). In it, a little
girl called Grace defies her mother’s instructions and goes to
play in the woods. She then gets trapped when having a pretend
tea party with her imaginary friends. To comfort them - and
herself - she tells them of Yunus who was trapped inside a whale
but was released when he had found his way and prayed a dua,”
which Grace does too. Soon after, her mother finds her and res-
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cues her. Grace apologises fully, in line with the story in which
Yunus accepts he has made mistakes and asks for God’s forgive-
ness. The moral, in a nutshell, is, Tt is ok to make mistakes, but
you own your mistakes, you say sorry* The story is also about
the act of forgiveness. Indeed, workshop participants collabo-
rated in writing a poem about forgiveness, later posted on the
Academy’s Instagram, as a reminder of the tradition to forgive
those who you think have wronged you before Ramadan starts.*
Currently, Grace & Poise has not had many opportunities to
hold workshops, not least due to the harsh economic conditions
affecting many in ‘the community’, but in future, Miss Maisie has
the ambition to offer full packages like classical ballet shows: the
show, the book, the gadgets and memorabilia.

‘Grace & The Story Of Yunus sl dle’

Islamic Tales Through Ballet & Poetry Workshop

About

3 Day Workshop

Dates: 16th-18th February 2022

2 . - > QA Location: Acton Gardens Community Centre, Unit A,
3 Munster Court, Bollo Bridge Road, London W3 8UU

Level & Times:
Level 1: Reception - Year 3: 10:00am-1:00pm
Level 2: Year 4- Year 7: 1:15pm- 4:15pm

.A Y % \D o

Original Price £78 (£26 per day)

Special Offer:
De ldll S £69 (£23 per day) When You Book Before 31st January!
Includes:
Ballet Classes, Poetry & Creative Writing Classes,
Storytelling, Final Day Presentation & Awards (Ladies
Only Watching)

‘Grace & The Story of Yunus’ explores the Story of Yunus
through the eyes of a little girl called Grace as she relates
themes of this story to her own life. As Grace is faced
with a Tea Party gone wrong, Grace and her imaginary
guests turn to the story of Yunus for guidance and
discover the importance of repentance and developing a

strong relationship with Allah.

&) www.graceandpoise.co.uk

W4 academy@graceandpoise.co.uk

Figure 3: From graceandpoiseacademy Instagram 21st September 2022.4°

Modesty and religious practices

Segregation along the lines of assumed sex lies at the academy’s
core. Up to about the age of six, when classes are based on ‘play
and establishing fundamental movement and expressive skills,*
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boys may participate. When formal ballet teaching commences
and as the students grow older, to guard the awra (the parts of
the body that one needs to cover to maintain modesty) of the
students, teachers and assistants, neither boys nor men are ac-
cepted as students, teachers, assistants or visitors. Men accom-
panying children to the academy meet the class assistant and
sign in the children but are not present in the room during the
class. Then again, women bringing children to the ballet will not
be in the classroom either, apart from with the youngest child-
ren when adult women are allowed. As many of the classes are
held at art centres, there are usually integrated cafés parents may
frequent for some social time. When Grace & Poise offers its cre-
ative movement syllabus at primary schools, classes are mixed.
This is in line with how Muslim schools envisage PE classes.*
Thus, the reason for the early age of segregation at the ballet
training at Grace & Poise is curriculum based rather than seen
as a necessity for maintaining modesty.

The academy’s recommended uniform is regular ballet
school garb but, instead of nylon tutus, the younger girls wear
blue skirts that cover most of their thighs® and the older wear
burgundy, calf-length skirts to cover their awra.* In class dur-
ing the observation sessions, some of the girls did not wear ‘the
uniform;, which was accepted as the academy was in the process
of changing it and did not want to pressure anyone into buying
something merely for the short term. As the Grace & Poise class-
room is an all-female space, teachers and assistants generally do
not wear hijab, but if they have to leave the classroom regularly,
the hijab may stay on. The students who wear them take them
off in class. Miss Maisie claims to look ‘exactly the same as a bal-
let teacher as before I became Muslim;# also the case for the oth-
er teachers and assistants if they wear a hijab at all.

The ideal of Grace & Poise is that ‘our work is a means to
drawing closer to Allah (swt*’) and fulfilling our purpose to wor-
ship The One who created us’# Ballet may be a passion, but as
Allah comes first ‘even amidst our favourite pastimes, hobbies
and passions,* those who pray take time to do so at prayer time,
even during lectures. Teachers and assistants take turns so lec-
tures are not paused. As working-day classes are held in the eve-
nings, and weekend classes around noon, this happens in at least
one class out of the three to four they generally hold at each lo-
cation. During Ramadan 2024, teachers and assistants broke for
a very quick iftar with the fasting students, eating dates and
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snacks, rounding off with a prayer before continuing the
lecture.

In our first interview, Miss Maisie underline that the acade-
my does not impose values on the children; it caters for those
who prefer a ballet school based on Muslim values, but does not
demand them of teachers, assistants or students. The research
assistant confirms the inclusive atmosphere but also emphasis-
es that there is an Islamic normality in the classroom that finds
outlet in language, rituals and character preferences (see below).
For example, lectures are introduced by saying bismillah (in the
name of Allah) and often end with a mashaallah (Allah has
willed it, i.e. the task is completed by the mercy of Allah). An in-
teresting example of a non-religious ritual which has become Is-
lamic is that the students, especially the younger ones, do a kind
of révérence,a curtsy directed at the teachers and a universal tra-
dition in ballet at the end of lectures. However, at Grace & Poise
there is a twist. Generally, a révérence includes a bow, but this is
not included at Grace & Poise as students are taught not to bow
to anyone but Allah. Instead, they line up, hold their hand over
their hearts and then open their arms saying, “Thank you, Miss

Ballet studios are rented in art centres, so both inside and
outside the classroom, other agendas are clearly visible — a con-
dition of not owning a place of your own. Miss Maisie stresses
that the staff of Grace & Poise ‘respect those around us even if
the values may be different to our own’# The research assistant
confirmed the live-and-let-live atmosphere at the art centres. A
more central difficulty, one crucial in the choice of space, is
whether the dance studio can guarantee the privacy of the class.
Doors with a window will be covered up and a note on the door
will declare that there is a Grace & Poise ballet class in progress,
‘Please knock for assistance. Some spaces are equipped with cur-
tains that can be drawn. Without these possibilities for privacy,
spaces will not be considered.

Yet, occasionally, the academy opens its doors or has its stu-
dents perform in public. For example, several media channels
have covered (filmed and photographed) the dance school (e.g.
the BBC, British Muslim TV, The Times, Daily Mail) and the
academy’s students have performed on stage: at the Eid in the
Square festival at Trafalgar Square, London, in 2022 and 2023,
for example. Miss Maisie stresses that at any public display mod-
esty and health and safety are carefully considered. For example,
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the many images of the students on Instagram, or taken by vis-
iting journalists, are arranged outside of regular classes. Only
children who volunteer, with the permission of their parents,
feature in these photoshoots, which is primarily a safeguarding
issue. There is however a cut-off date for public photos and per-
formances, which occurs when girls hit puberty, something that
is clearly a question of modesty. In images meant to be made
public, most teachers and assistants wear the hijab, even some
of the students. Thus, the images from photoshoots are imbued
with more Islamic semiotics than a general class. Apart from
stressing modesty, this also serves the purpose of signalling to
potential customers that the ballet school offers an Islamic safe
space.

Thus, Islamic religious practices and moral agendas are
clearly accentuated in the academy and form the backdrop for
how it makes space. The gendered Muslim body and awra, the
ritualised phrases, the ritual prayer, the private and public space
associated with the gendered gaze, all index Islam and the Islam-
ic profile of the academy. Yet, the research assistant also noted
that students, assistants or teachers who did not want to pray or
fast were not pushed to do so. After all, the emphasis was on the
ballet training.

Islamic ballet aesthetics

I asked Miss Maisie about the use of Islamic aesthetics versus
the established aesthetics of European ballet, which led to a dis-
cussion on culture and art. Miss Maisie prefers a less obvious Is-
lamic branding. She appreciates Islamic schools that choose the
name of a flower or plant rather than using one more associat-
ed with Islam, which partly explains the Grace & Poise name,
but this also provides a clue to the general lack of Islamic semi-
otics on Grace & Poise’s Instagram account.* The exception is
the veil, which is common, and the posts celebrating Eid which
occasionally have, for example, a crescent. I was particularly sur-
prised that the medal received by the students after an exam was
devoid of Islamic aesthetics, something I pointed out at our first
interview. The next time I met Miss Maisie, she told me with a
big smile she had now ordered a new type of medal with some
added Islamic design on it, as she thought it a good idea. But her
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overall reasoning is still that she does not want to present a par-
ticular, culturally defined Islamic aesthetics. On the contrary, she
wants the ballet aesthetics to dominate, and she claims the stu-
dents want that too. Thus, much of the art work is cute and pink.
Many of the elaborate illustrations are by Zonrana Zivic (zoKki.
art®) or Noemi Manalang (noomiedoodles®), two illustrators
who are often engaged. Yet there is a modesty to the cute. In our
interviews, Miss Maisie recurrently expressed the idea of ‘living
Islam, not fitting it in’ in different versions; that includes appro-
priating aesthetics from ballet and living it as Islam. At the per-
formances I have seen, and in the classes observed by the re-
search assistant, the dominant aesthetic is drawn from ballet. In-
stead of a range of visual, decipherable semiotics, character
building is the clearest example of the Islamic ethos at Grace &
Poise. Miss Maisie captures the complexity:

I never want them [the students] to say, T don't do that
[ballet]’ because something got in the way, I want them
to feel confident in their Islamic identity, in and of itself,
and feel happy and satisfied with everything because
we've just adapted anything that may not be aligning. Not
that you have to adapt to fit in; we can actually change
the world around us to put our values at the forefront for
ourselves.”

Character building

The Grace & Poise understanding of character is well summa-
rised in the following Instagram post: ‘We raise children in line
with an Islamic Ethos and encourage them to be kind, consid-
erate, supportive and respectful towards otherss* Islamic char-
acter preferences are not to be understood as separate from val-
ues like friendship and team spirit but rather as the same or pos-
sibly to a large part overlapping. That is,being kind, friendly and
cooperative are values upheld in ballet classrooms all over the
world; the difference is that there is religious motivation in the
stance of Grace & Poise mentioned by adults and students alike.
This can take the form of the reminder, ‘Allah is always watch-
ing us; or simply that it is an Islamic virtue to be kind-hearted
and cooperative.

The younger students frequently do teambuilding exercises.
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One is ‘the ballet train, a recurrent image on the Grace & Poise
Instagram account. Miss Maisie explains that the ballet train
aims to build friendship and nurture the feeling of security and
belonging. She likes to begin to build awareness of morals using
an exercise based in pedagogical tricks. For example, students
sit and open an imaginary ballet book, but it is slammed shut.
This builds expectations. When it shuts, all pretend to be shocked.
‘What happened to the ballet book?’ The teacher tells it off, call-
ing it naughty. But, with the words ‘please’ and ‘bismillah’ (in the
name of Allah), it opens, making clear that one should be polite
but also initiate things by saying bismillah. It stresses the impor-
tance of intention in Islam: that one should prepare and start a
task consciously.

The idea that all the dancers are a team is also nurtured with
the older students in ways recognisable to the research assistant.
Phrases like, Don’t do a solo, and encouragement to wait until
all are ready but also not to make others wait, are recurrent. Nat-
urally, as in any educational environment, interests, skills and
the ability to work hard vary more as students get older, creat-
ing friction in small groups that teachers and assistants work
hard to control. In this, sisterhood and friendship become im-
portant reference points, seen as virtues according to Islam.*

As mentioned above, many of the poems and plays - like the
one about Grace - centre on character building. A poem for the
younger students, posted on the Grace & Poise Instagram ac-
count 16th July 2021, reads:

These little steps,

These little feet,

Do you know what it takes,
To be prepared to meet

A goal, a dream,

To face a challenge so great
To climb that mountain

To explore and create

To never give up

To not say we can’t

To trust in Allah

No matter how far

So lift your eyes,

Reach as high as you can...
With every moment you trust in his plan
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So lift your eyes....

Because Allah can raise you
To the skies.

© Maisie A. Byers56

All the poems for younger students that I have read or heard are
straightforward and easy to interpret. A key passage here is ‘to
never give up, to not say we can't, to trust in Allah’ Ballet tech-
niques are demanding. They require precision and discipline,
and at times students simply do not get a technique even if they
are skilled and have tried. Teachers encourage students by point-
ing out that they are in a learning process and that they should
not say that they cannot, rather that they are learning how to do
it. Sometimes, ballet words are introduced into the poems. The
research assistant noted that the word ‘snatch’ was part of poem
that included a snatch, a movement of the feet used in a relevé
when quickly raising the body by letting the heels leave the floor.
This allowed the students to time the snatch, anticipating the
passage of the poem.

The following poem is for the older students. On the surface
it is about an orchid, but metaphorically it is about patient striv-
ing and growing.

1)¥ Orchid you endure all inconstancy

2) Baring all with quiet assurity

3) Lips sweetly pursed delicately refined,

4) A blush upon cheeks so modestly inclined
5) Will this beauty last, or fall and fade away
6) Sabr and trust you reply to say,

7) As dullness overtakes

8) A ropy capturing embrace

9) The vibrance of your flower

10) A drooping headdress towers

11) So fall and shed and weep

12) A collapsed pillowed heap

13) At the bed in which you sleep

14) From where hope may creep

15) A lush new journey peeps to begin

16) And bursts forth beyond what is lost

17) A hope like the coming of a new spring
18) That follows the harshest of frost

19) Orchid you endure all inconstancy
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20) Baring all with quiet assurity

21) A glimpse of perfection that is only truly known
22) When travellers find their ever lasting home

© Maisie A. Byers

A religious framework is evident in the poem. Sabr, or pa-
tience (line 6), is a keyword in Islamic ethics but also in train-
ing and in rituals. With sabr one may endure hardship; eventu-
ally, patient travellers will find their home (line 22). The poem
also evokes associations with nature as Allah’s wonders are
glimpsed through the perfection of the orchid as part of creation
(line 21). Thus, the dancer becomes both orchid and patient trav-
eller: created, rootlessly wandering, yet rooted through the soul
in an everlasting original home.

Character building has been a central educational value all
through the Sunni revival in the UK, finding its shape in the
1970s and 1980s and simultaneously in the global discussion of
Islamic pedagogics (Roald 1994; Janson 2003). It taps into the
genres called adab (etiquette) and ‘ilm al-akhlaq (deontological
ethics, or morals, based in religious advice about right and faulty
behaviour). Grace & Poise approaches character building in an-
other way, finding inspiration in European alternative pedagog-
ics and so-called holistic pedagogies, and in various European
ballet training programmes like RAD, Vagonova (a Russian
school)*® and Cecchetti, which has long been influential in the
UK, not least within ISTD (Imperial Society of Teachers of
Dancing).* However, this unique blend is framed by Islamic
adab and akhlaq, foregrounding the ethical principles of friend-
ship, hard work and politeness. Yet some gendered ideas about
awra remain important. The curriculum is further approached
through discussions about Islamic pedagogy. Although not
Montessori trained, Miss Maisie had encountered its tradition
before conversion and knows enough about it to be baftled by
the parallels between Islamic and Montessori pedagogies.® Miss
Maisie has developed Grace & Poise as a continuation rather
than a break with her past; thus, my argument is not that adab
and akhlaq are plastered onto something per definition alien to
Islam, but rather that the Grace & Poise curriculum has metic-
ulously created something new out of existing material that is
considered to align with Islam. Evidently, how this is received is
another question.
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Reception and recognition

As already mentioned, Grace & Poise has received several priz-
es and managed to reach out through reportage and interviews
in a wide variety of media channels. The academy has already
rearranged its business model twice to meet the demands of the
market and donors, as well as legal requirements. Grace & Poise
frequently uses Instagram to highlight the support it gets: the
positive response from parents and students and the favourable
media coverage.

I asked Miss Maisie if she also receives negative feedback.
She immediately told me about Islamophobic messages they
have received as comments on social media. Most comments
seem to be accusations that Grace & Poise excludes non-Mus-
lims, which Miss Maisie is adamant that it does not. I was, how-
ever, thinking about negative reactions from Muslim commu-
nities, so I rephrased my question. Miss Maisie shared that one
of the few recurring issues was a concern about where ballet les-
sons would lead the girls, especially the fear that the girls will
eventually not be able to practice their Islamic values due to be-
ing encouraged or coerced to join ‘Western ballet companies’
which is assumed to operate with other modesty ideals around
the female body. Miss Maisie then explained Grace & Poise’s po-
sition and elaborated on the trajectory of becoming a ballet
teacher. She also shared her plans for a future ballet company
that also takes into account Muslim sensitivities on perfor-
mance, which has reassured parents for now, according to Miss
Maisie. Further, the research assistant witnessed one of the
teachers being questioned by a Muslim man that I interpret as
a revivalist Salafi preparing another Islamic activity in one of the
art centres. He wondered whether doing ballet was not challeng-
ing the purity of Islam by introducing bida‘or innovation.® The
teacher invited him to have a discussion via email with Miss
Maisie about Grace & Poise’s approach to ballet and its Islamic
basis.

Generally, if parents raise an Islamic issue that Grace & Poise
has not encountered before, Miss Maisie replies that she will ex-
plore this further instead of just sharing her personal thoughts.
She seeks well-grounded answers and advice through online lec-
tures and attending study circles, meanwhile stressing that she
does not want to tell others what Islam is. London has a lot to
offer when it comes to publicly expressed Islamic thinking, be-
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lievers need to pick and choose. Miss Maisie is part of some dis-
cussion networks that offers lectures and debates that she trusts
more than others. However, most discussions with parents are
about health and safety and data protection; those things are
more common parental concerns, according to Miss Maisie.

In flux

As Grace & Poise Academy is rather unknown to most, I have
provided a thick description of it before discussing what it re-
presents. In many respects, it is like other small, niche, ‘ethnic’
businesses, albeit in this case religious, started by an enthusiast
with a vision, surviving the first hard years, expanding and hav-
ing to ‘professionalise’ in accordance with the rules of the mar-
ket economy to survive. It is tempting to use terms like ‘accul-
turation’ to imply that Grace & Poise is a result of cultural adap-
tation, but acculturation is too blunt an instrument, although
the demand for leisure time activities for Muslim girls — which
frames the economic conditions of Miss Maisie’s initiative — is
probably a result of social acculturation. But as Grace & Poise is
driven by a unique creative combination of ideas about ballet
which forms its distinctive vision, it is clearly more than just an-
other ‘ethnic’ business or fallout from an acculturation process.
Ballet is highly international, both as a profession and as a lei-
sure time activity or exercise; moreover, London is one of the
world’s centres for ballet — both in terms of education and pro-
fessional opportunities. Ballet has a long history; it was profes-
sionalised at the French court when Louis XIV was a youth
(mid-17" century) by teacher-choreographers initiating very
specific, demanding techniques making it a special artform
(Sennett 2024). It has since developed into many overlapping
traditions and morphed these into new forms in conversation
with aesthetic ideals in other dance genres. In a way, Grace &
Poise is yet another development in a strong London ballet scene
that is open to different parallel ballet traditions.

The empowerment of the child lies at the heart of Miss
Maisie’s communication and teaching practices at Grace & Poise
where it is thought to be reached by a) respecting the child, b)
trusting in the child’s abilities and ¢) nurturing the religious eth-
ics (akhlaq) and etiquette (adab) of the child. Miss Maisie con-
siders Montessori pedagogy and Islamic pedagogy align in
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terms of a) and b); she is not alone in this. Besides being among
Italy’s first female physicians, Maria Montessori was a devout
Catholic who theorised about the spiritual completion of the
children she observed. The holistic and cosmic education pro-
moted served to encourage children’s inner teacher (Montessori
1989). As Islamic pedagogy has carved out its own specific lan-
guage over the last forty years, Montessori pedagogy has become
a close ally and a way for UK Muslims to communicate their
pedagogical convictions to each other and to the rest of society.
Practically, this means that Grace & Poise consciously tries to
help students to develop through training and achieving goals.
The pedagogy informs the choice of words as ‘T can’t’ is not en-
couraged, but ‘let me try again’ is, thereby stressing the compe-
tent child. The elements of ¢) are manifested in the manners that
are inculcated, attitudes to awra and the role models set by
teachers and assistants. Thus, Grace & Poise aims to emphasis
an Islamic ethical empowerment that will enable the students to
participate in and contribute to the society in which they live
with grace and dignity. In both Montessori and Islamic pedago-
gies this aspiration is motivated by the goal of attaining one’s in-
ner potential and becoming part of the natural state of being hu-
man, or fitra in Islamic terms. The starting point for both is the
evaluation of all human life as equally important and worthy of
growth, given that it is divinely initiated.

Art and popular culture are created, produced and experi-
enced through forms in flux. As forms, they can be filled with
new ideas or new combinations of ideas, which are crucial for
the continuity of the change of the forms. Grace & Poise com-
plements, or perhaps expands, the ballet form, both through an
ethical Islamic reframing and by reimagining ballet pedagogies.
The resignification of general ballet virtues — such as grace,
poise, hard work, discipline, kindness and sisterhood - as Islam-
ic ballet virtues is a creative act built on established traditions
combined to produce something new (cf. Negus & Pickering
2004).

While the above obviously makes sense to Miss Maisie, it
also seems to resonate with many in the Muslim communities.
As far as I can tell, there are no protests when Grace & Poise stu-
dents perform in public. On the contrary, the girls are support-
ed and appreciated. Obviously, those who disagree with the di-
rection taken will not send their children to the academy, but
neither do they seek the academy out and try to close it down;
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then again, it is, to date, a phenomenon restricted to two large
metropolises in the UK and does not pose a broad major chal-
lenge. Yet it should be noted that Islamic-inspired pop music, for
example, has spawned global discussions on the legality and ap-
propriateness of this kind of music (Otterbeck 2021) and, if an-
ything, dance, especially female dance, seems to be even more
sensitive within a number of Muslim communities, albeit not in
all Muslim contexts (e.g. Stellar 2011; Silverstein 2016). By care-
fully controlling the moral issues raised by dance, Grace & Poise
has succeeded in developing a form of ballet that has generally
met with approval and positive curiosity.

Meanwhile, Grace & Poise is an example of a broader trend
among Muslim creatives who are expressing themselves confi-
dently in forms that have not previously been connected with
Islam. Miss Maisie and her team are immersed in contemporary
ballet culture and the general cultural climate around profes-
sional dance. They live and breathe the same reference frames
as the dance-trained, non-Muslim research assistant of the same
age. This is a precondition for the creativity as the academy
moulds the dominant ballet culture and Islamic ideas into some-
thing culturally new (cf. Lewis 2015: 49). One could possibly
frame this with a reference to Stuart Z. Charmé’s (2000) discus-
sion about existential authenticity in contrast to essentialist au-
thenticity. While the latter seeks to express a prescriptive, nor-
mative authenticity valid for all times but quite often simply ro-
manticising one of many time-bound contexts as the authentic
one, the former accepts a fluid and contextual authenticity. This
authenticity is brought forth by genuine and honest reactions to
contemporary issues in relation to a living tradition and is in
flux, like all identities, yet in one form or another maintains con-
tinuity. In such a logic, being authentically Muslim today may
include engaging with ballet and trying to creatively understand
its potential as an Islamic expression. Seen as an existentialist
authenticity project, Grace & Poise is both perfectly straightfor-
ward and quite revolutionary, both traditionalist and profound-
ly progressive in its approach to ballet, and to Islam.
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The resemiotization of Twelver
Shiite Culture in the Mobiliza-
tion of Protest

Abstract To contest the results of the Iranian presidential election in 2009, mobi-
lize street protest, and document the regime’s responses protesters disseminated
posters, photographs, and films on social media platforms. In this article I discuss
how their use of signs associated with Twelver Shiite visual, material and perform-
ative culture were used to mobilize opposition against authorities who claim to
be acting as guardians of a society based on the creed. By giving attention to signs’
coexisting discursive contexts and modality, the study seeks to advance the con-
ceptualization of ‘recontextualization’ and ‘resemiotization’in the semiotic study
of cultural codes, and to connect the study of Twelver Shiite visual, material and

performative culture to the sphere of public discourse in modern Iran.

When Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was declared the winner of the
Iranian presidential election on 12 June 2009 and reappointed
as president for a second term, widespread protests were mobi-
lized across the country. Accusing the authorities of electoral
fraud, thousands of people gathered spontaneously in the streets
to demand the removal of Ahmadinejad from the office he had
held since 2005. Suggesting their vote had been stolen, the pro-
testers’ main slogan was ‘Where is my vote?’ (ra’y-e-man kojast).
The popular mobilization became known as the Green Move-
ment (junbesh-e sabz), with activities that would continue until

Ingvild Flaskerud is a visiting researcher at the University of Oslo. Trained as an
historian of religion, Flaskerud has done ethnographic research among Twelver
Shia communities in Iran and Northern Europe. Her research interests include
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spring 2010. The movement can be described as a ‘counter pub-
lic) incorporating forms of protest which, according to Robert
Asen and Daniel Brouwer, experience ‘varying degrees of exclu-
sion from prominent channels of political discourse and a cor-
responding lack of political power’ (Asen and Brouwer 2001, 2).
To contest the electoral results, mobilize street protests, and
document the regime’s harsh responses, the activists dissemina-
ted posters, photographs, and films on various social media plat-
forms. By adding their voices and perspectives to the dominant
discourse in the Iranian public, they challenged official ideologi-
cal and political perspectives channelled through state-con-
trolled media outlets, which ignored reportage on, and discus-
sion of the protests. Despite their efforts, the Green Movement
protesters did not succeed in altering the authorities’ decision
regarding the electoral outcome and Ahmadinejad embarked on
a second term as the President of the Islamic Republic of Iran.
Nevertheless, the posters’ designs offer an opportunity to explore
how references to signs conventionally associated with Twelver
Shiite visual, material and performative culture are used to mo-
bilize opposition against political authorities who claim to be
acting as guardians of a society based on the creed.

The politicization of religious symbols is not unique to the
Green Movement. As pointed out by Gustav Thaiss when dis-
cussing the protests against the Iranian Shah in the early 1960s,
‘under conditions of social change, the meanings and interpre-
tations of myths and rituals are modified as each generation re-
interprets the past in terms of its own current premises and val-
ues’ (Thaiss 1972, 347). Meanwhile, Chelkowski and Dabashi
have talked about the ‘renarrating potentials’ that are constitu-
tive elements of the various performing arts associated with the
Karbala event (Chelkowski and Dabashi 1999, 46). Similarly,
Gruber notes, the displays in martyr museums make ideologi-
cal claims and shape the collective memory about the recent past
(Gruber 2012, 69). The Green Movement posters thus partici-
pate in a visual political discourse which has shifted from pre-
senting regime critique in the past to expressing support for the
authorities in the present, to again presenting anti-authority cri-
tique in the present. The research question addressed here fo-
cuses on two issues: the semiotic and the social, and how they
influence each other in the process of mobilizing protest. To dis-
cuss the question, I examine four posters designed and circula-
ted by the Green Movement activists, selected because they re-
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fer to commonly shared Twelver Shiite cultural codes otherwise
appearing in religiously connected contexts, such as rituals and
the securing of a saint’s protection. The posters are available at
the digital poster archive created by Elham Mahootchi and pre-
sented in her MA thesis (2014).! The appearance of religiously
coded signs in the context of a political protest movement rep-
resents a discursive recontextualization and possibly also a re-
semiotization of the signs’ signification and here I am interest-
ed in two aspects. How do coexisting discursive contexts and se-
miotic grounds combine, compete, or support each other in mo-
bilizing the public and criticizing the authorities? What is the
bearing of the signs’modality on the process of resemiotization?
By giving attention to signs’ coexisting discursive contexts and
modality, the study seeks to advance the conceptualization of
‘recontextualization’ and ‘resemiotization’ in the semiotic study
of cultural codes, and to connect the study of Twelver Shiite vis-
ual, material and performative culture to the sphere of public
discourse in modern Iran.

Analytical Approach

Throughout analysis of the four Green Movement posters se-
lected for this study, I have moved back and forth between ex-
amining the posters’ visual and verbal language and conferring
with available theoretical perspectives that could move the anal-
ysis forward. As a result, I have developed an overarching ana-
lytical approach which I have used as the framework for a sys-
tematic examination of the posters. The analysis proceeds from
the assumption that the activists, to communicate their view-
points to the wider public, expressed themselves through signs
that were comprehensible to their audience. Influential theorists
of semiotics have pointed to the collective nature of meaning-
making processes. Signification, according to Roland Barthes, is
developed by a given society and by history (Barthes 1977, 28).
A similar idea is presented by Stuart Hall who perceives texts,
images, objects, and practices to be cultural representations in
which meaning is shaped by conventions and collective consen-
sus (Hall 2002, 1-11). In this respect, we can conceive of the Ira-
nian public as an ‘interpretive community’, an expression intro-
duced by Stanley Fish to conceptualize how readers may share
cultural assumptions or interpretive strategies when it comes to
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reading and understanding a text (Fish 1980). For the present
study it is also useful to keep in mind Hall’s suggestion that cul-
tural representations should be understood, not only as concepts
and ideas, but also as attachments and emotions (Hall 2002, 2).
To discuss how the posters could mobilize the Iranian public,
we can, therefore, think about the public as an ‘emotive commu-
nity. Given that visual representations in Iran are used for po-
litical, liturgical, dogmatic, devotional, and ethical purposes
(Flaskerud 2010), I also propose perceiving the public as a ‘prag-
matic community’ that shares common practices. Thus, to dis-
cuss the posters’ potential for mobilizing this target audience, I
consider how religiously anchored signs may engage the public
as an interpretive, emotive, and pragmatic community.

A protest movement, however, challenges established para-
digms to produce alternative viewpoints and responses. A uni-
lateral focus on collective interpretive, emotive, and pragmatic
significations may give the impression that signs are monosem-
icand stable, that there is a tight correlation between encoding—
how a message is formulated—and decoding, that is, how a mes-
sage is understood. Instead, Charles S. Peirce has emphasized
that a sign is ‘something that stands to somebody for something
in some respect or capacity, not in all respects, but in reference
to a sort of idea, which he calls the ‘ground’ (Peirce 1985, 5). In-
deed, Peter Chelkowski and Hamid Dabashi’s study of the role
of visual media in the pre- and post-revolutionary ‘art of per-
suasion’ in Iran has demonstrated that a redefinition of reli-
giously anchored signs was essential to their systematization
into a new ideological statement (Chelkowski and Dabashi 1999,
51). The shift is comparable to Per Linell’s conceptualization of
‘recontextualization, understood as the ‘transfer-and-transfor-
mation of something from one discourse/text in context ... to
another’ (1998,154). The premise for his reasoning is that all dis-
course is constructed within a context. When pieces of a dis-
course are taken out of their original context and used in a new
one, the transfer causes a change in the setting in which mean-
ing is created and some kind of transformation of the meaning.
Recontextualization is, therefore, accompanied by ‘resemiotiza-
tion; a process described by Rick Iedema as the shifting of mean-
ing from context to context, from practice to practice, or from
one stage of a practice to the next’ (ledema 2003, 41). The ques-
tion I address is how the signification of signs referring to
Twelver Shiite objects, practices, and stories are transformed
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when transferred into the context of the post-electoral protest
movement.

Here, I find it useful to work with John Connolly’s distinc-
tion between the ‘source’ context and the ‘destination’ context. In
the present study, the source context is the religious culture, un-
derstood here as a ‘mediated heritage subjected to ongoing cre-
ative modifications’ (Connolly 2014, 278), while the destination
context is the post-electoral mobilization into which the signs
are transferred. A broader look at image politics in modern Iran
demonstrates, however, that religiously anchored signs have
been moved through multiple destination contexts, including
the revolution and the establishment of the Islamic Republic in
1978- 79, the war between Iran and Iraq from 1980 to 1988, and
the post-war era. As these social settings preceded, as well as co-
exist with the post-electoral context, the Green Movement’s use
of religiously anchored signs involves the recontextualization
and resemiotization of both earlier and coexisting signs and sig-
nifications. The situation adds new dimensions to the concep-
tualization of ‘recontextualization’ and ‘resemiotization’ in that
signs can be recontextualized several times and that multiple in-
terpretive grounds can coexist. Resemiotization, therefore, does
not simply cause a change in a sign’s signification. It creates mul-
tiple and multilayered meanings which make the sign’s signifi-
cation ambiguous. How may coexisting semiotic grounds com-
bine, compete, or support each other in mobilizing the public
and criticizing the authorities?

Above I have presented a situation in which signs are trans-
ferred from one source context into multiple sequential or co-
existing destinations contexts, to cause transformations in the
signs’ significations. The opposite development is, however, also
possible. In one of the posters circulated by the Green Move-
ment, the visual programme has two possible sources, namely
the visual programmes developed to narrate the story about the
battle at Karbala and illustrations to the Persian epic drama
‘Book of Kings, Shah-Nameh. How can the presence of multiple
source contexts impact the signification of signs presented in a
destination context like the Green Movement posters?

Another issue to consider when discussing recontextualiza-
tion and resemiotization is the bearing of modality, that is, the
particular mode in which a sign exists. Several protest posters
depict objects that are carried or worn by people in religious rit-
uals and devotional observances. The signification of these signs
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when recontextualized in the post-electoral setting may become
entangled with viewers’ embodied experiences and emotional
attachments connected with ritual and devotional practices,
which then serve as a source context. Modality is thus another
factor, in addition to context, that can create multilayered and
polysemic significations of culturally shared signs.I explore this
aspect by following the posters’ visual signs into settings in
which they are used as ritual devotional objects.

The Post-Electoral Destination Context

To comprehend how Green Movement campaigners used reli-
giously anchored signs to mobilize protest and critique the re-
gime it is necessary to get an understanding of the destination
context. What was at stake? The Green Movement posters were
created and distributed during a politically tense situation. The
presidential election had drawn a high voter turnout, mobilizing
85% of the voting population (40 million). One explanation be-
hind the high turnout was the perceived possibility for political
changes. Four main candidates competed for the office: the serv-
ing president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and Mohsen Rezai, both
regarded as conservatives, and Mehdi Karroubi and Mir-Hus-
sein Mousavi, who ran on reformist platforms (Ranjbar 2017,
612-613). People’s ability to exercise democratic rights is, how-
ever, limited.

Since the establishment of the Islamic Republic in 1978-79,
Iran has been a theocracy governed by a Supreme Leader who
must be a high-ranking religious scholar, marja‘“e taqlid. The
position is by appointment and the leader serves for life. The Su-
preme Leader’s power is shared with a president elected by the
public, but candidates running for presidency must be approved
by the Supreme Leader and the appointed Council of Experts
(Majlis-e Khobregan). Moreover, the electoral process is super-
vised and controlled by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(Pastaran-e engelab-e islami) under the leadership of Ayatollah
Khamenei, who has served as the Supreme Leader since 1989.
This structure of power sharing is founded on the ideology and
institution introduced by Ayatollah Khomeini (d. 1989) called
velayat al-faqih, which refers to the guardianship or vicegeren-
cy of the jurist consult. When the electoral results suggested Ah-
madinejad had won 62.6% of the votes while the widely antici-
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pated frontrunner, Mousavi, received a mere 33.7%, Mousavi as
well as many Iranians suspected foul play and held the Guards
responsible for undermining the electoral process (Ranjbar 2017,
609). In the days following the election in June, thousands of
people began walking the streets and gathering in squares as a
form of non-violent protest. Demonstrations declined in fre-
quency and intensity in July, but on Quds Day (Ruz Jahani
Quds),18™ September, a protest was organized at the same time
as the annual staging (since 1979) of rallies to express support
for the Palestinians and opposition to Israel and Zionism. Pro-
tests flared up again in December after the death and memori-
al service of Ayatollah Montazeri who, shortly before he died,
had criticized the brutal way the regime dealt with the popular
opposition, calling it un-Islamic (Sadri and Sadri 2010: 171-182).
Additional protests were organized in parallel with the annual
religious celebrations on 27" December, or the 10" day of Mu-
harram, when the battle at Karbala is commemorated. Again, on
14" February 2010—the 25" day of Bahman—a protest was or-
ganized a few days after the official annual celebration of the ap-
proval in 1979 of the constitution of the new Islamic Republic of
Iran (22" day of Bahman) (Golkar 2011, 55). The last recorded
protest was during the Persian New Year celebration, nowruz,
on 28® March 2010 (Cross 2010, 174).

The Green Movement was a popular one in that it operated
as a decentralized network sustained mainly by ordinary people,
particularly young adults, but aimed to address the population
at large. It can also be characterized as ‘ideologically elastic; as it
attracted support from people adhering to various ideologies, in-
cluding Islamist reformists, liberals, socialists, and secular dissi-
dents (Mozaffari 2010, 4). Initially, the unifying agenda was to
protest against what was held to be a fraudulent presidential elec-
tion, but when the protests, both off-line and on-line, received
hardline reactions from the Revolutionary Guards and their po-
licing instrument, the Basiji battalions (Basij Mustazafin,"Mobi-
lization of the Oppressed’), additional demands were raised.
These included the release of prisoners arrested in connection
with the protests, and the application of the constitutional pro-
visions related to free demonstrations and elections (ibid.). As
such, the movement addressed a much deeper frustration with
the authorities and their institutions and representatives.

To announce future street rallies and document street events,
the activists used social media and were thus able to break the
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government’s monopoly on the production and broadcasting of
news on televised channels, radio networks, and newspapers.
Operating as an alternative news channel, the internet enabled
people to report consecutively on events and confrontations
with state authorities. In this situation, ordinary people acted as
‘citizen journalists’ (Allan and Thorsen 2009), posting informa-
tion, reports, photos, and videos related to the protests on social
media. Platforms like Twitter and Facebook could serve as ac-
cessible and flexible spaces for citizen journalism since, by 2009,
over 70% of the population owned mobile phones (Monshipouri
and Assareh 2009, 39). Like the street protests, however, the in-
ternet activism did not escape retaliations from the state author-
ities. In fact, Saeid Golkar has described the internet in Iran as
a ‘battlefield’ (Golkar 2011, 57). Since 2009, the Iranian authori-
ties have operated a cyber regime which blocks internet web-
sites perceived as ‘anti-government’ and ‘anti-Islamic’. Accord-
ingly, before the elections in 2009, the control of cyber space was
upgraded to curb the flow of digital information while, after the
election, the regime stepped up its response to the protesters’
posting of news reports by lowering bandwidth and internet
connection speeds, and filtering weblog. It also began arresting
cyber dissidents and people suspected of planning protest ac-
tivities (Cross 2010, 175-176). The Green Movement posters were
thus created and circulated in a socio-political context admin-
istered according to a governmental system whose representa-
tives claimed to represent Islam. The system and its representa-
tives, however, lacked the trust and support of large segments of
the population due to limited political influence, lack of free-
dom of expression, and extensive state surveillance.

Mobilizing Political Opposition through Internet
Posters

It may seem paradoxical that posters designed to engender op-
position to a theocratic governance system would use religious-
ly anchored visual language and cultural codes to unite people
against the authorities. In this section I analyze the four inter-
net posters selected for this study to discuss how signs conven-
tionally associated with Twelver Shiite visual, material and per-
formative culture were used to mobilize opposition and criticize
the authorities.

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 18 (1) - 2025 - pp. 60-91



Figure 1. Mousavi'’s supporters would
wave green flags or don green shawls.
Source: www.3xphoto.aminus3.com.

Figure 2. A poster depicting Imam Ali,
presented in a perfume store.
Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud, Shiraz 2002.
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The Colour Green and the Formation of a Counter Discourse

Not surprisingly, the colour green was the Green Move-
ment’s most consistent symbolic reference. Originally, the col-
our was chosen by the presidential candidate Mir Hussein
Mousavi to represent his campaign, but it was soon adopted by
members of the public to signal their support. At street rallies,
Mousavi’s supporters waved green flags and donned green
shawls. The photograph in Figure 1, taken in Teheran in June
2009 and later circulated online, depicts a group of young men
standing in the street (Mahootchi 2014, 18-19). In preparation
for campaigning for Mousavi, one of the men is handing out
pieces of green fabric which the others are placing around their
necks.

In the pre-electoral context, a situation which opened a win-
dow for political change, green became a political symbol stand-
ing for social transformation and serving to identify people sup-
porting change; perhaps this is why the colour was picked up to
signify opposition in the post-electoral context. In the Iranian
Twelver Shiite culture, however, green is also an established sign
identified with the Prophet Muhammad and his family, the ahl
al-bayt. Mass-produced posters depicting the Prophet and
members of the ahl al-bayt wearing green headgear are today
widespread. They can be purchased in shops and at markets
and decorate private and public spaces as diverse as home
settings, religious ceremonial spaces, shops, taxis and lorries, see
Figure 2.

In visual narrative painting, like the story about the battle at
Karbala in 680 A.D., the green headgear is also employed to
identify the holy protagonists and martyrs in the battle. In the
battle, the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson, Husayn ibn Alj,
fought against and was killed by the army of the Umayyad Ca-
liph, Yazid ibn Muawiya ibn Abi Sufyan, and in the visual story-
telling genre, green is applied to identify heroes from villains,
the good from the bad, and the just from the unjust. This repre-
sentative quality of the colour green has become a recognized
cultural code in Twelver Shiite popular visual culture which
spans more than hundred years. To give but two examples: Imam
Husayn and his family members are easily recognizable from
the green headgear in the wall painting from around 1905 dec-
orating the interiors of the shrine of Imamzadeh Shah Zayd ibn
Imam Ali ibn Husayn in Isfahan, see Figure 3; and the mass-pro-
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duced paper poster printed in 1997 and purchased from a bazar
vendor in Shiraz in 2002, see Figure 4.

Figure 3. Wall paintings from around 1905 depicting scenes from the story of the battle at Karbala in the shrine of Imamza-
deh Shah Zayd ibn Ali ibn al-Husayn. Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud, Esfahan 2012.

Figure 4. A poster depicting the battle at Karbala. Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud.
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It cannot be established with certainty whether traditional
Twelver Shiite visual codes and practices serve as a source con-
text for the Green Movement’s use of the colour, but the co-
existence of the two signifying contexts—the protest movement
and the mediated sacred history—makes green a multilayered
and polyvalent sign, and therefore discursively ambiguous. So-
cially, it takes on a polysemic quality in that it points to various
categories of people, that is, contemporary protesters and his-
torical sacred heroes. In both cases, however, green identifies
people who stand up for what they hold to be right. Thus, con-
ceptually, green operates as a monosemic sign, signifying mo-
rally righteous opposition. If we perceive the electoral protest
context to function as an interpretive ‘primary ground; and the
religious culturally coded system to operate as a ‘secondary
ground’ against which the post-electoral context is evaluated
and interpreted, the Green Movement activists can be identified
with the heroes at Karbala and other members of the ahl al-bayt.

In addition to colour, the practice of wearing green shawls
can operate as a cultural code. In wearing green shawls, the ac-
tivists, deliberately or not, imitate practices associated with Kar-
bala commemorative rituals. Sometimes participants in ritual
parades put on green shawls, see Figure 5, and it is common to
decorate ritual experts, like eulogists and storytellers, in green
shawls to honour them for their eloquence and service to the
community, see Figure 6.

Figure 5. Boys wearing green shawls in parades during Muharram.
Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud, Shiraz 2002.
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Figure 6. A ritual leader wearing a green shawl at a ceremony commemorating
the battle at Karbala. Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud, Shiraz 2002.

Regardless of the protesters’intentions, when structured into
this order of signification, the possible alignment of the three
coexisting signifying grounds makes the colour green a potent
sign in the formation of a counter discourse. The identification
between post-electoral protests and historical holy figures who
stood up for ‘what is right’ and contemporary people who keep
this memory alive is important to the formation of a counter
discourse under a theocratic governance system as it gives legit-
imacy to the protest movement. The colour green as a cultural
code is employed to position the protesters and the movement
and question the system of governance.

In the next section, I discuss how the aspect of identification
is also an important feature in the posters’ mobilizing potential,
one related to the posters’ capacity for connecting with viewers
lived experiences and practices.

The Mobilizing Potential of Cultural Objects and Em-
bodied Practices

The poster in Figure 7 depicts a Muharram ritual standard, alam,
which is drawn like a black silhouette in the shape of a crest with
finials in the form of hands against a green background (Ma-
hootchi 2014, 38). The text notes that on 26" and 27" December
(2009) in the streets of Iran, the Green Movement will organize
the event “Ya Hussein, Mir Hussein’
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Figure 7. Alam poster.
Source: http://www.design4ademocracy.
worldpress.com.

Figure 8. Alam paradedin a
Muharram procession.
Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud, Shiraz, 2002.
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Ritual standards made of a metalwork crest displayed on a
supporting pole are well known to the Iran public as they form
part of the historical and contemporary ritual paraphernalia
used in Muharram processions, see Figure 8.

The annual rituals commemorating the battle at Karbala run
from the first day of Muharram and reach a peak on the tenth,
ashura, which is a national holiday in Iran. Processions of
mourners parade the streets to lament the killing of Husayn, his
family members, and his supporters. Elegies are performed by
multiple male chanters and broadcast through wheeled loud-
speakers, while the marching mourners carry flags and stan-
dards, and some perform moderate forms of self-flagellation,
sineh-zani and zanjir zani. Along the routes, the streets are
packed with onlookers. As public spaces become steeped in sen-
sations blending feelings of grief and festivity, of nationalistic
pride and spiritual sentiments, Muharram is a nation-wide event
nobody can escape noticing. A major Karbala symbol, proces-
sional standards are decorated with calligraphy, portraits of the
ahl al-bayt, feathers, and ex-votos (nazr, dakhil) in the shape of
colourful fabrics. The standards represent Imam Husayn and his
party of followers, in particular Husayn’s half-brother Abu al-
Fazl al-Abbas, who was his standard-bearer, alamdar-e Husayn.
It is held that the young men carrying the processional stand-
ards follow in his footsteps and express the carriers’ readiness to
react to injustice. This idea may serve as a source context for the
poster’s message. The text, however, explicitly establishes a con-
nection between Imam Husayn and Mir-Hussein Mousavi. The
drawing of the standard could therefore also be intended to in-
dicate that Mir-Hussein Mousavi and his supporters act as
Husayn’s standard bearers.

The significance of the standard in the poster is thus entan-
gled with the viewers’ embodied and emotive experiences, in-
cluding those of the weight of its heaviness and the sensation of
proximity to holy characters like Imam Husayn and Abu al-Fa-
zl. Because of the standards’ weight, several men alternate in car-
rying them and the toil they suffer is perceived to be rewarded
with divine blessing, barakat. The standard itself, moreover, is
held to transmit blessings which is mediated by the ex-votos em-
bellishing it. From time to time, standard bearers swing the
standard around to let people pass under it to be touched by the
ex-votive fabrics decorating it and receive the blessings and pro-
tection they transfer. Many viewers, therefore, have intimate
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Figure 9. A poster showing a photo-
graph of a raised clenched fist

wrapped in green and black wrist
ribbons. Source: Iman Navabi official
website, http://imannabavi.com
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knowledge of, and experience with the standards’ material mo-
dality. This may impact their perception of the message in the
protest poster. The abstraction of the illustrated standard, lead-
ing to its becoming an incitement for mobilization may thus be
related to the public’s corporal and spiritual experiences with
ritual standards paraded in the streets. Here, the ritual object’s
modality as well as the shared emotive and pragmatic aspects
of the Iranian public come into play in the signs’ mobilizing
capacity.

Another example of how the mobilizing potential of Green
Movement posters relies on making viewers identify with prac-
tices and sentiments in their own life can be found in a poster
depicting a raised clenched fist wrapped in green and black rib-
bons, see Figure 9. The text in the poster announces that a pro-
test will take place on 25™ Bahman (i.e., 14™ February 2010) and
declares, “You are the Medium “ In my reading, the linguistic
message seeks to mobilize people to take to the streets on a gi-
ven date. But what is the mobilizing potential of the raised fist
wrapped in green and black ribbons?

The raised clenched fist is a sign of opposition known from
protest movements all over the world. More specifically, anyone
with a living memory of the Iranian revolution in 1978- ‘79 will
remember how, to express discontent with the Shah and his re-
gime, people took to the streets and protested by raising their
fists. Photographs depicting the scenes were circulated to mobi-
lize the anti-Shah movement (Chelkowski and Dabashi 1999, 71,
102, 103). During the early years of the Islamic Republic, the fist
continued to appear in posters propagating the new ideologized
interpretation of Islam, encouraging citizens to support the
building of a new society and to denounce Western values
(Abrahamian 1993; Chelkowski and Dabashi1999). To large seg-
ments of the Iranian population the fist is thus associated with
anti-regime mobilization as well as with support of a new social
order.

The green and black wrist bands, on the other hand, are con-
ventional expressions of ‘popular’ devotion, by which I mean
non-prescribed practices which somehow connect to some form
of belief. It is not uncommon to observe Twelver Shiites, in Iran
and elsewhere, carrying green or black bands around the wrist,
see Figure 10.
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Figure 10. A photograph of a woman wearing green or black bands around the
wrist. Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud, Oslo 2012.

The green wrist ribbons are cut from pieces of fabrics which
have been rubbed on sarcophaguses belonging to the Imams
and their descendants, the Imamzadehs. Upon returning home,
the fabrics, now held to carry divine blessing and protection, are
divided and shared among people (Flaskerud 2018, 48). When
tied around the wrist, the ribbon serves to make one safe from
bad events, a practice called bala-gardan (Persian: warding off
or averting evil). The ribbon can also be an expression of the car-
rier’s spiritual attachment to, and affection for the holy martyr
from whom protection supposedly radiates. The black band re-
fers to the culturally established way of expressing mourning.
People wear black to express grief after the loss of dear ones,
while black fabrics are central paraphernalia during the annual
rituals in Muharram (Flaskerud 2010). Black is thus associated
with loss, mourning, and commemoration. In fact, this was not
the first time the protesters combined green and black colours
to oppose the authorities. In the days following the election on
12™ June, the authorities responded to university students’ non-
violent demonstrations with dormitory raids and detentions. In
a march labelled the ‘Green Wave in Black Silence) staged on 18"
June, participants donned green and black clothing to protest
and commemorate the lives lost since the election.

The protest poster depicting a fist thus combines signs cir-
culating in various social contexts and addresses the public as
an interpretive, pragmatic, and emotive community. In recon-
textualizing and rearranging signs and practices, the poster con-
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nects a global visual rhetoric of political opposition and support
for change (the fist), with the Green Movement’s own signature
of protest (the colour green), which is linked to culturally devel-
oped notions and personal practices of seeking divine protec-
tion (the green wrist band), and cultural expressions of com-
memoration (the black wrist band). These multiple and coexist-
ing grounds of signification connect the fist wrapped in green
and black ribbons to viewers’ personal lives, including their val-
ues, sentiments, practices, and experiences. Thus, the poster’s
mobilizing potential profits from its appeal to shared cultural
codes as well as its ability to make viewers identify with the ob-
jects and practices referred to in the poster.

From the Streets of Teheran to the Plains of Karbala

The protest event announced in the poster depicting a standard
(Figure 9) was one of the last public protests organized against
the electoral results. The event resulted in severe clashes in Te-
heran between protesters and the Basiji militia. The day was la-
ter labelled ‘Bloody Ashura;, referring to the tenth day of Muhar-
ram when Imam Husayn was killed. Soon after, activists pub-
lished a poster showing a central panel presenting five photo-
graphs documenting clashes between protesters and the Basij
battalions, see Figure 11. The photographs are vertically organ-
ized to look like a film scroll and originate from an amateur vi-
deo captured by someone’s mobile phone camera (Mahootchi
2014, 34). The four upper photographs depict the turmoil of
clashes between protesters and paramilitary groups, giving
panned views from urban streets with pick-up trucks, smoke,
and people running. The bottom image is a close-up, showing a
young protester lying in the street. It is unclear whether it is a
man or a woman because the face is smeared with blood. Next
to the wounded youth sits a woman bending her head over the
protester. Her face is not visible, but the viewer can recognize
her headcover, magna, which is worn like a hood to effectively
conceal a woman’s hair. The garment has been part of girls’
school uniforms and women’s work uniforms since 1979 and is
upheld by the authorities as one of the Islamic state’s most po-
werful symbols.

The scene in the close-up image reflects pictorial models de-
veloped in Karbala commemorative visual culture and resonates
with an iconic cultural representation of the unjust killing of a
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Figure 11. Designed by Osiaan Art Group. Source: Osiaan Art Group, Facebook
page October 2011.

youth whose death is associated with martyrdom. An example
can be seen in the poster in Figure 4, which depicts Imam
Husayn’s son Ali Akbar lying wounded on the ground with his
back supported by Husayn, who is kneeling behind his son.
Husayn is holding his right hand to his own forehead, an indi-
cation of grief. Scattered behind them lie fallen horses, shields,
swords, and spears, paying witness to the turmoil of the battle.
To the right stand countless numbers of soldiers merging into
an infinite crowd representing the army of the antagonist Ca-
liph Yazid.®* The scene is well-known to the Iranian public as
posters depicting episodes from the battle are commonly on dis-
play during Muharram and used as didactical tools, mnemonic
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2. A text explains: ‘Effigy of his
Honourable Ali Akbar, Peace be
upon him. At the time when he
became a martyr on ashura, in the
lap of his great father, his Honour-
able Aba Abd Allah al-Husayn. Peace
be upon him’ (Timthal hezrat Ali
Akbar, alayhu al-salam, hengam
shahadat ruz Ashura der daman
pedar buzurgvar Khoda, hezrat Aba
Abd Allah al-Husayn, alayhu
al-salam).
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devices, and emotive stimuli to engender grief in viewers dur-
ing the rituals of mourning (Flaskerud 2010). If we assume con-
ventional Karbala pictorial models serve as a source context for
the poster’s design, the battle at Karbala is presented as a frame-
work for interpreting the clashes in the streets of Teheran. In
fact, as Elizabeth Rauh has demonstrated, in a drawing posted
during the protests, a scene depicting a protester being beaten
by the police is inserted in a visual Karbala narrative model
known since the nineteenth century (Rauh 2013, 1337).

The poster in Figure 11, by referring to a culturally estab-
lished template which commemorates the battle as a great tra-
gedy, addresses the Iranian public as an emotive and pragmatic
community. The photographs are framed by two identical black
calligraphic bands presenting texts and signs from the Twelver
Shia visual and verbal elegiac repertoire. At the top of each band
is inserted a sign known as the ‘Hand of Abu al-Fazl; dast-e Abu
al-Fazl, and on the inside of the palm is written a greeting: Al-
lah, ya Ibn Abd al-Husayn. The greeting is repeated at the bot-
tom of the band. A text in red below the hand reads: ‘Again, what
is this revolt among the creatures of the world? Again, what is’
(Baz in che shuresh ast keh dar khalg-e alam ast. Baz in che.) The
incomplete passage can be recognised as part of the first line
from the twelve-stanza elegy, tarkib-band, composed by the fa-
mous Safavid court poet, Muhtasham Kashani (d. 1587), to
mourn and honour the martyrdom of Imam Husayn. The elegy
remains one of the masterpieces of Persian literature and, in its
oral form, the poem has become standard fare in Muharram cer-
emonies. Today, the first one or two lines of the poem often ap-
pear on wall hangings decorating ritual locations and home set-

Figure 12. A wall hanging (parcham) referring to the first lines of Kashani’s elegy.
Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud, Shiraz, 2000.
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Figure 13. A wall hanging presenting
parts of Kashani’s elegy decorating
the shrine Imamzadeh Zayd in
Muharram. Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud,
Teheran, 1999.
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tings during mourning assemblies, see Figure 11. Sometimes wall
hangings present longer passages from the poem, see Figure 12.

The brief reference to Kashani’s poem in the poster indicates
that the designer expects the viewers to know the poem and fill
in the rest, or at least to identify the text as introducing a Karba-
la elegy and recognize its emotive ambience. As the citizen jour-
nalistic documentation of clashes in the streets between protest-
ers and paramilitary groups refer to the martyrs of the battle at
Karbala, framed by conventional Karbala articulations of grief,
the poster provides narrative content as well as emotive modal-
ity for people to reflect on the situation and shape their concep-
tualization of it.

Comparing how the fate and body of modern martyrs are
represented in murals appearing in Teheran between 1997 to
2009, Ulrich Marzolph detects a development in the visual lan-
guage that is relevant to the present discussion about recontext-
ualization and resemiotization. Around 2008, the realistic and
often gruesome martyr portraits are gradually replaced by an
abstract, symbolic language in which a rose indicates martyr-
dom, and a white dove and butterflies symbolize the martyr’s
soul in heaven (Marzolph 2013,166). This is an old symbolic lan-
guage commonly used to commemorate past events and he-
roes—like the battle at Karbala and its martyrs—which often ap-
pears in ritual commemorative practices. Nevertheless, when
transferred to a new context, Marzolph suggests, this older ab-
stract language is capable of retaining the graphic murals’ propa-
gated concepts of martyrdom. However, the abstract character
also seems to contribute to expanding the new murals’ horizon
of signification in that its depersonalized character makes the
signs very ‘suitable for promoting the past as the foundation of
identity’ and ‘perpetuating the martyrs’ lives and ideals into the
future’ (Marzolph 2013,172-173). There is thus a recontextualiza-
tion of older, abstract signs into modern martyr murals in which
the old signs still refer to significations associated with the
source context and relate to martyrdom and redemptive award.
In the destination context, however, the reference, the martyr,
shifts from the holy heroes of Karbala to contemporary citizens
supporting the Islamic Republic. The Bloody Ashura poster pre-
sents a similar method, but by changing the destination context,
the martyr is associated with the Green Movement.

The visual and verbal descriptions of modern martyrs are,
Marzolph suggests, evidence of the ‘popularisation of martyr-
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dom as a constitutive element of the Shiite creed in today’s Ira-
nian interpretation’ (Marzolph 2003, 96). In its combination of
signs referring to established cultural codes and current events,
the Bloody Ashura poster, I suggest, operates in discursive and
non-discursive ways to challenge the co-existing politized con-
ceptualization of martyrdom in modern Iran, and the authori-
ties’appropriation of the Karbala event in its ideological project.
Two important tropes in the official ideological project are the
‘battle at Karbala’ and the ‘martyr’. One of Imam Husayn’s epi-
thets is Sayyid al-Shuhada, often translated as The Prince of Mar-
tyrs. Today Husayn’s death is interpreted as an ‘active’ martyr-
dom, that is, as fighting and dying while trying to reestablish a
just society, following in the footsteps of his father Imam Ali and
grandfather, the Prophet Muhammad. In the build-up to the rev-
olution in 1978- ‘79, the expression ‘Every place is Karbala, eve-
ry month is Muharram, and every day is Ashura’ was turned into
a popular slogan and Muharram processions transformed into
powerful modes of public mobilization. Accordingly, in parallel
with the martyrs at Karbala, demonstrators killed by the Shah’s
troops were designated ‘martyrs’ (Chelkowski and Dabashi1999).
After the establishment of the Islamic Republic, martyrdom con-
tinued to be glorified, now connected to the protection of Islam
and, by association, the Islamic Republic. The conceptualization
of martyrdom was again modified during the Iran-Iraq war to
incorporate sacrifices endured to secure the survival of the na-
tion. Now facing an external enemy, the war was conceived of as
a cosmic battle between good and evil, resonating with the bat-
tle at Karbala, while martyrdom was developed as a dominant
theme to recruit soldiers, to honour fallen combatants, and to
console their mourners. In this context, martyrs were defined as
those who had given their lives to defend the country and, by ex-
tension, its ideological and political system, while their self-sac-
rifices were connected to the eschatological promise of redemp-
tion. In the post-war era, the martyrdom theme has been devel-
oped to serve as an important supplement to the Karbala theme
in promoting the authorities’ ideological position and the state’s
identity. In this context, the conceptualization of martyrdom is
given a wider interpretation, in that any person whose violent
death can be linked to the service of the Islamic Republic, no
matter the task, is regarded as a martyr.

A central institution in defining the modern conceptualiza-
tion of martyrdom as a religio-ideological-national protective
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Figure 14. A major street in Shiraz
lined with posters of fallen soldier
martyrs from the Iran-Iraq war. Photo:
Ingvild Flaskerud, Shiraz 2014.
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sacrifice is the Foundation of Martyrs, Bunyad-i Shahid, estab-
lished in 1980. In the multimodal visual propagation supervised
by the Foundation of Martyrs, fallen soldiers are described with
references to Islam, specifically emphasizing their heroic sacri-
fices and the promise of a rewarding afterlife. Assigned with the
authority to issue martyr certificates on behalf of the state, the
foundation decides who qualifies as a martyr. It also supervises
the public visual representation of martyrdom and has been in-
strumental in the shaping of a ‘culture of martyrdom, farhang-i
shahadat (Gruber 2012, 71-72), promoted through educational
institutions, art festivals, and book exhibitions (Saeidi 2004),
martyr museums and graveyards (Gruber 2012, Shirazi 2012),
books and magazines, films and documentaries. The presence
of modern martyrs in public spaces is inescapable as major
streets, schools, and hospitals are named after post-revolution-
ary martyrs, and memorials appear as billboards, mural paint-
ings, graffiti, banners, and posters (Marzolph 2003,2013; Gruber
2008,2009; Bombardier 2012; Fromanger 2012, Talebi 2012), see

Figures 14 and 15. Martyrs are also made physically present as
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Figure 15. A billboard in the city centre presenting portraits of fallen soldier
martyrs from the Iran-lraq war. Photo: Ingvild Flaskerud, Shiraz 2014.

coffins, allegedly containing the remains of unrecognizable mar-
tyrs, shahidane-gomnam, of the Iran-Iraq war (Talebi 2012, 121),
are paraded through urban streets in military motorcades be-
fore being buried at designated sites around the country.

However, as Fromanger has argued, it would be reduction-
ist to perceive the martyrdom culture as merely staged by the
authorities (Fromanger 2012, 52). The effects of the revolution
and the war with Iraq were deeply felt by the population, with
many families losing one or more members. In fact, the first rep-
resentations of martyr memorials were the result of private in-
itiatives and the many martyrs’ cemeteries and museums, care-
tully designed from media-specific ideological perspectives, are
also important spaces for personal grieving and solace (From-
ager 2012; Shirazi 2012; Talebi 2012). Martyrdom in modern Iran
is thus highly politicized as well as deeply personal. The Bloody
Ashura poster speaks to both and herein lies the potential for
challenging the officially politicized understanding of martyr-
dom.

The Revolutionary Guards and the Basiji, in particular, have
embraced the modern conceptualization of martyrdom. Basijis
often call themselves ‘martyrdom-lovers’ (ashigan-e shahadat)
(Moin 1999,249-250),and in the early 1990s, the Revolutionary
Guards established a sub-organization of the Basiji which spe-
cialized in anti-riot tactics to combat domestic unrest called
‘Ashura Brigades’ (Menashri 2001,122). The Bloody Ashura post-
er depicting a youth injured after clashes with paramilitary for-
ces contests such self-perceptions of the Basiji and Revolution-
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ary Guards, whose retaliations were encountered by the post-
electoral protesters both in the streets and on the internet. In
fact, the movement’s contestation of the authorities’ hegemonic
understanding of who qualifies as a martyr was made explicit
from the very beginning when a young woman named Neda
Aghasoltan was shot and died during demonstrations on the day
of the presidential elections. The movement, headed by Mir-
Hussein Mousavi, announced her to be the first martyr of the
resistance movement. Referring to Neda as a martyr, Shirazi
concludes, spread a ‘divinely ordained, religious mantle over the
entirely political uprising’ (Shirazi 2012, 114).

In depicting a civilian wounded by the regime’s paramilitary
supporters in a style that imitates a Karbala narrative, the Bloody
Ashura poster can also be seen as directed at the re-elected pres-
ident, Ahmadinejad. For his 2005 presidential election campaign
he adopted as his key slogan Islam without justice is not Islam’
(Islam bedun-e “adalat Islam nist) (Monshipouri and Dorraj
2021,207). The allusion to ‘justice’ may have a dual reference. The
slogan could refer to Ahmadinejad’s vision for his social politics
and his appeal to the economically underprivileged and unem-
ployed with promises of financial improvements. Implied in the
slogan is a critique of the reformists, whom he portrayed as cor-
rupt and responsible for growing economic inequality. Embed-
ded in the slogan is thus the casting of Ahmadinejad as just’ and,
as such, representing Islam. The slogan, moreover, connects with
the ethos of the Revolution.

In his critique of the Shah’s politics, Khomeini developed a
rhetoric based on notions of the ‘underclass’ and ‘disinherited’
and frequently addressed the people as ‘the oppressed of Iran,
mazlum-e Iran (Sreberny-Mohammadi and Mohammadi 1994,
106). A mazlum is someone who has been ill-treated and the
concept has been central to the development of the Twelver Shi-
ite identity. Following the Twelver Shiite understanding of his-
tory,Imam Ali, deprived of his right to succeed the Prophet Mu-
hammad as the leader of the Muslim community, and Imam
Husayn, killed at the battle of Karbala, archetypically epitomize
the mazlum as wronged individuals. Mazlum, however, also re-
fers to someone who is humble and considerate of others (Da-
bashi 2008, 302). In the Twelver Shiite collective memory, Imam
Ali is remembered as identifying with the poor and needy in so-
ciety and, thus, as a considerate and just ruler, a dualism exploit-
ed by Khomeini. In the pre-revolutionary build-up, he cast him-
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Figure 16. Qahveh-khaneh painting
depicting Rostam sitting by his son
Sohrab, whom he has fatally wound-
ed.Tehran 2012. Photo: Ingvild
Flaskerud.
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self as a defender of the oppressed, while after the revolution he
argued that the candidates best suited to secure the protection
of the mazlum under a just governance would be Islamic juris-
prudence experts operating under the rule of the velayat-e fa-
qih. About thirty years after the revolution, Ahmadinejad, al-
though a lay person, inscribes himself in the modern version of
the archetypical narrative of the ‘just ruler’ The photographs
presented in the Bloody Ashura poster depicting the authorities’
violent responses to non-violent opposition can be interpreted
as questioning both the official and Ahmadinejad’s understand-
ing of ‘justice. The poster thus connects visually, conceptually,
and emotionally to co-existing religious and political discour-
ses in modern Iran.

The photograph of the wounded youth in the Bloody Ashu-
ra poster has, however, a second possible source context, name-
ly the illustrations to the Persian epic drama ‘Book of Kings,
Shah-Nameh, composed by Abu al-Qasem Ferdowsi (d. ca.1020).
Chelkowski has drawn attention to the iconographic resemb-
lance between paintings representing Imam Husayn mourning
his dying son Ali Akbar and those illustrating Ferdowsi’s story
of the famous hero Rostam comforting his dying son Sohrab
(Chelkowski 1989,109). The resemblance is not surprising since
both visual programmes were developed by coffeehouse paint-
ers, naqqashi qahveh-khaneh, in the nineteenth century, when
coffeehouses often served as ateliers for the Karbala pardeh
painters (painting on canvas) (Bulookbashi 1996, 104). For
two modern visual renderings of the scenes, compare Figures 4
and 16.
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Shah-Nameh is counted among the works referred to as adab
literature which invites people to improve their character and
engage in ethical reflection on how to act in order to be wise and
do what is just (Mahallati 2015). This body of literature includes
various literary genes like the Qur’an, Sufi poetry, parables, and
secular and religious stories (Ormsby 2010, 53-78; Sajoo 2010,
1-30; Alshaa 2017). The three best known stories in Shah-Nameh
involve the death of sons as the result of their fathers’ actions,
thus casting the offsprings as the innocent parties. The most fa-
mous character is Rostam, the Persian king’s most renowned
champion, who meets his son Sohrab on the battlefield. Never
having met before, Rostam fails to recognize his son, and Soh-
rab is fatally wounded by his father (Ferdowsi 2007, 186-214).
Rostam then recognizes his son due to the clasp the young man
wears on his upper arm. Ferdowsi’s literary rendering of Ros-
tam’s grief when he sits by his dying son states, ‘Violently he wept
and tore his hair and heaped dust on his head’ (Ferdowsi 2007,
210). The son replied, I tried in every way to guide you, but no
love of yours responded’ (Ferdowsi 2007, 210).

The combination of signs from two source contexts into one
destination context enlarges the culturally available interpretive
frame for understanding the image depicting the clashes in the
streets of Teheran. The similarities in the visual renderings of
the wounded youth in the streets of Teheran, the fatally wound-
ed son of Imam Husayn in the historical battle at Karbala, and
the young combatant in the national epic drama, may invite
comparisons to be made between the destiny of the three. Per-
haps all three can be conceptualized as mazlum, wronged indi-
viduals. However, if we perceive the stories about Ali Akbar and
Sohrab as source contexts for the interpretation of the Bloody
Ashura poster, there is also an important difference to consider.
Ali Akbar was killed when standing up to what was perceived
to be an illegitimate regime while Sohrab was killed by his fa-
ther, a figure who is supposed to offer protection. In thus turn-
ing the attention towards the offender, one could argue that
Iranian youths, like Al Akbar, are killed by illegitimate authori-
ties,and like Sohrab, are forsaken by those who should offer pro-
tection. There are, most likely, many other possible interpreta-
tions to be drawn. What is important is that the photograph’s
discursive field is expanded to not simply function as documen-
tation of one event, but to invite comparison and evaluation be-
tween events. As such, the Boody Ashura poster also addresses
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the Iranian public as a pragmatic community experienced in the
ethical examination and interpretation of the adab literature.

The resemiotization of Twelver Shiite Visual,
Material, and Performative Culture in Mobilizing
Protest

The central question that has been examined in this article is
how references to signs conventionally associated with Twelver
Shiite visual, material and performative culture can mobilize po-
litical opposition against authorities who claim to act as guard-
ians of a society based on the Twelver Shiite creed. The question
addresses two issues, the semiotic and the social, and how they
influence each other in the process of mobilizing protest. The
Green Movement activists’ reference to well-established signs
and practices seems to confirm Hall’s suggestion that ‘members
of the same culture share sets of concepts, images and ideas
which enable them to think and feel about the world’ (Hall 2002,
4). However, the movement’s use of shared signs to mobilize pro-
test against the authorities contradicts the concluding part of his
argument, ‘and thus to interpret the world in roughly similar
ways’ (ibid.). This raises some questions regarding the polyse-
mic, semantically versatile, and even contrastive potential of
otherwise shared cultural signs.

The posters’ potential for mobilizing protests and presenting
critique, I suggest, lies in the polysemic and ambiguous signifi-
cation of the signs, which has accumulated through multiple in-
stances of discursive recontextualization and resemiotization to
create multiple and multilayered meanings. The recontextual-
ization of signs referring to Twelver Shiite objects, practices, and
stories in the post-electoral context of protest, places already es-
tablished and shared significations on new interpretive ground
that shapes the signs’ resemiotization. But for the signs to func-
tion as mobilizing tools and expressions of critique, the viewers
must be able to connect the signs’ source and destination con-
texts. Here, the electoral protest destination context functions
as an interpretive ‘primary ground;, and the religious and cultur-
ally coded systems operate as coexisting ‘secondary ground’
against which the post-electoral context is evaluated and inter-
preted. The mobilizing power of this interpretive structure is
that the Green Movement activists can be identified with the he-
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roes and/or victims at Karbala who stood up for ‘what is right;,
the young heroes and/or victims of Shah Nameh killed by their
guardians, and contemporary people, thereby challenging the
coexisting official interpretation of the battle at Karbala, mar-
tyrdom, and legitimate governance.

The resemiotization of the objects and practices presented
in the posters is also reliant on the viewers pragmatic and emo-
tional experiences. Ever since Twelver Shiism was made the of-
ficial religious creed in Iran in 1501 A.D., the public has been ex-
posed to and participated in religious visual storytelling con-
veyed through theatre (fazieh) (Rahimi 2012), painting on can-
vas (pardeh) (Chelkowski 1979,1989; Peterson 1981; Bulookbashi
1996), tile paintings (kashi-kari) (Mousavi 2018), lithographed
books (Marzolph 2001), wall hangings (parcham), posters
(Flaskerud 2010), and films (Aghaie 2004). Important to this tra-
dition of visual communication is the creation of signs assigned
specific and stable denotational meanings which are then recon-
textualized into multiple social and political settings. While im-
ages, flags, banners (parcham), and standards (alam) are parad-
ed in government-supervised public processions and public
halls (Chelkowski 1986), they also decorate ritual venues in peo-
ples’homes where they are used to afford the individual and the
community powerful settings for worship and devotion (Flasker-
ud 2005, 2010). Here the objects function to stimulate deeply
personal emotions and experiences of the sacred, to produce
collective ritualized expressions of mourning, and create favour-
able liturgical moods for people calling on holy intercessors to
ask for divine help and protection. Today, collectively shared, re-
ligiously anchored signs, objects, and practices thus coexist in
ideologized, authority-controlled social contexts, in ritualized
devotional settings, and in personal, spiritualized situations.
Each of these pragmatic contexts creates certain emotional and
interpretive frames which can operate in isolation from each
other or in combination to produce multilayered meanings.

The Green Movement posters profited from the culturally
developed practice of transferring religiously anchored signs
through multiple destination contexts, the coexistence of sever-
al interpretive grounds, and the multiple and multilayered se-
miotic potential attributed to each sign. The green and black
wrist bands and the standards, for example, not only connect
with politized and dogmatic frames of signification but refer to
collectively shared and private devotional practices and emo-

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 18 (1) - 2025 - pp. 60-91



Ingvild Flaskerud - Visual Culture, Religion, and Politics in the Modern Iranian Public ... 88

tional experiences. When the signs connect with viewers’ own
actions and subjective experiences, sometimes of the sacred, this
creates an interpretive ground which may compete with hegem-
onic patterns of signification. Pragmatic and emotional aspects
of the religiously anchored signs may, therefore, be just as im-
portant as discursive aspects in mobilizing protest and express-
ing critique. Thus, resemiotization depends not merely on the
signs’ recontextualization but also on their multimodality and
the intersemiotic translations between the various modalities,
such as visual rhetorical signs like posters and material objects
like standards. The situation permits what O’Halloran et al. de-
scribe as ‘semantic expansions that extend beyond those possi-
ble with one resource alone’ (O’Halloran et al. 2016, 205).

Similarly, the Bloody Ashura poster is an example of resemi-
otization based on the signs’ multimodality, presenting photo-
graphic images from street protest as a form of citizen journal-
ism which is organized to connect with Karbala visual narra-
tives as a form of liturgical object, framed by visual and verbal
elegiac expressions from ritual culture. At the same time, this
poster offers a semantic expansions that extend beyond one
source context, the battle at Karbala, to include a second source
context, namely stories from Shah-Nameh, the national epic dra-
ma. In challenging the authorities’ hegemonic interpretation and
their legitimacy, the protest posters function as abstractions, a
suggestion inspired by Sussane Langer, who has conceptualized
symbols as ‘any device whereby we are able to make an abstrac-
tion’ (Langer 1953,x). With the Karbala event and the story about
Sohrab lingering in the background as secondary interpretive
frames, the Bloody Ashura poster can be interpreted as posing
questions frequently addressed in the adab literature: ‘What is
justice?”*Who represents justice?’ As such, the Green Movement
posters shape a counter public in the sense of creating parallel
discursive arenas wherein activists can formulate and circulate
interpretations of collectively shared signs which challenge the
authorities’ interpretations.

The Green Movement posters thus participate in a visual po-
litical discourse where signs associated with Twelver Shiite visu-
al, material and performative culture have been used in the past
to generate support for the Safavid Shahs’ Shiification of Iran
and to critique the Pahlavi Shahs’ regime, and in the present to
express support for the Islamic Republic of Iran as well as to cri-
tique the Republic’s authorities. The posters were able to present
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1. Jeg takker Det Danske Institut i
Damaskus for en rejsebevilling, der
muliggjorde besog pa museer i Emir-
aterne og Qatar, preesentation af
projektet pA MESA-konferencen i
Montreal 2023 samt en workshop i
Aarhus med Sarina Wakefield, Aisha
al-Muftah, Zeinab Abdelhamed og
Katrine Hedegaard Mandrup. Jeg
takker disse involverede samt andre
samtalepartnere i Golfen og i
Danmark for gode pointer og kritik
undervejs.
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Thomas Brandt Fibiger

Religion pa museer i de
arabiske Golf-stater — islam og
universalisme’

Abstract This article focuses on how religion is exhibited in new museums in the
Arab Gulf states. The article focuses in particular on the Louvre Abu Dhabi, a
branch of the Louvre Paris, which opened in 2017 with the ambition of being a‘uni-
versal’museum that, among other things, makes religion central to the history of
civilizations and innovatively, both in the Gulf but also in general, exhibits differ-
ent religions side by side. In recent years, a number of new, large museums have
been built in the Arab Gulf states — and more are on the way. The Louvre is part of
Abu Dhabi’s launch of several different museums on Saadiyat Island, and Qatar is
known for its Museum of Islamic Art (MIA) and a spectacular National Museum.
The article also shows how these new museums further develop a museum tradi-
tion which was founded in the first years of the Gulf states as independent states,
among other things with great involvement from archeology and anthropology

in Aarhus.

En raekke nye, imposante museer er de seneste ar blevet bygget
i de arabiske Golf-stater.I seerdeleshed er den nyanlagte “kultur-
@ “ Jazirat Saadiyat (ar.: Lykke-oen) i Abu Dhabi et centrum for
disse initiativer, hvor Louvre Abu Dhabi abnede i 2017, Guggen-
heim Abu Dhabi er undervejs samt ogsa et nyt nationalmuseum
for Emiraterne, et naturhistorisk museum med mere (herunder

Thomas Brandt Fibiger er lektor i Arabisk- og islamstudier pa Aarhus Universitet.
Han har beskaeftiget sig med de arabiske Golf-lande siden 2003 og blev PhD i
antropologi pa en afhandling om historieopfattelser, religion og politik i Bahrain
(2010). Tidligere arbejdede han sammen med Bahrains Nationalmuseum for
Moesgaard Museum, ligesom han senere har veeret tilknyttet Moesgaard
Museums etnografiske afdeling. Aktuelt er han del af et starre kollektivt
forskningsprojekt om Dawoodi Bohra (ismaili) muslimer rundt om det Indiske
Ocean, og har samtidig afviklet et mindre projekt om nye museer i de arabiske
Golf-stater (stottet af Det Danske Institut i Damaskus), som denne artikel er et

resultat af.

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 18 (1) - 2025 - pp. 92-115



Thomas Fibiger - Religion pa museer i de arabiske Golf-stater - islam og universalisme 93

i ovrigt New York University Abu Dhabi). Hvor Abu Dhabi pa
denne made knytter an til etablerede, internationale kulturinsti-
tutioner, har naboemiratet Dubai pa vanlig selvsikker vis pree-
senteret sit eget, mere alternative museum — Museum of the Fu-
ture (abnet 2022) — som i en ganske unik bygning dekoreret med
arabisk poesi skrevet af Dubais emir Shaykh Mohammed bin
Rashid Al Maktoum forseger at skabe forestillinger om, hvor-
dan fremtidens samfund, i Golfen savel som globalt, vil se ud. I
Qatar dbnede allerede i 2007 et islamisk kunstmuseum (MIA,
Museum of Islamic Art), som bade i sin samling, udstilling og
nyindkeb kan sammenlignes med store vestlige museer som the
Metropolitan Museum of Art i New York eller, i en mere lokal
nordisk kontekst, Davids Samling i Kebenhavn - om end MIA
nok har endnu sterre muskler end disse aldre museer. Qatar har
ogsa Mathaf (ar.: museum, 2010), et museum for moderne ara-
bisk kunst, og i 2019 dbnede et nyt nationalmuseum i en saerde-
les bemaerkelsesveerdig og original bygning tegnet som en or-
kenrose af den franske stjerne-arkitekt Jean Nouvel. Han har
ogsd tegnet Louvre i Abu Dhabi, og de ovrige navnte
museumsbyggerier er ligeledes tegnet af sadanne internationale
stjernearkitekter (Guggenheim af Frank Gehry, MIA af
[.M Pei).

Med udgangspunkt i et overblik over disse forskellige muse-
er og deres betydning for det arabiske kulturlandskab vil jeg i
denne artikel fokusere pd den made, religion udstilles pa muse-
erne og serligt pa Louvre Abu Dhabi, som jeg i denne forbin-
delse finder mest nyskabende og interessant. Selvfolgelig er ogsa
islamiske museer som MIA i Qatar interessante og relevante i
denne sammenhang, men om end de udstillede genstande pa
MIA ligesom museumsbygningen er spektakuleere og enestaen-
de, er selve udstillingsformen velkendt, nemlig en gennemgang
af islamisk historie og kulturspredning gennem kunst (sadan
som man fx ogsa ser det pa Davids Samling i Kebenhavn).
Louvre praesenterer derimod en ambition om at veere et ‘univer-
selt museum’ og inkluderer forskellige religiose traditioner side
om side - helt konkret med religigse genstande fra fx islam, kris-
tendom, jodedom, hinduisme og buddhisme ved siden af hin-
anden. Louvres filial i Abu Dhabi er udteenkt af modermuseet i
Paris, og der er serlige grunde og motivationer bag denne ud-
stillingsform, som ogsa er blevet kritisk behandlet i internatio-
nal museumslitteratur (iseer Wakefield 2021; Grincheva 2020;
Graebner 2014).
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Jeg vil derfor i denne artikel, som er baseret pa besog pa de
forskellige nye museer i Emiraterne og Qatar samt en leengere
forskningsmaeessig interesse i museer og kulturarv i Golf-lande-
ne, praesentere og analysere de udstillingsgreb, som Louvre Abu
Dhabi har foretaget, seerligt i forhold til religion. Disse vil jeg dis-
kutere i relation til den allerede eksisterende litteratur om bag-
grunden for dette museum. Jeg vil dog begynde artiklen med en
kort diskussion om religion og museer, som ogsa er et forsk-
ningsfelt i udvikling, inklusive en kort prasentation af MIA
samt Museum of Islamic Civilisation i Sharjah. Herefter vil jeg
give baggrund til de nye museer ved at behandle museumshi-
storien i Golf-landene over de sidste 50-60 ér, med fokus pa
hvordan islam er blevet praesenteret og undersogt. Dette er i ov-
rigt en historie med klar forbindelse til Danmark, idet de om-
fattende arkeaeologiske kampagner og undersegelser, som Moes-
gaard Museum (oprindeligt som Aarhus Museum) har foreta-
get i de arabiske Golf-stater siden 1950%erne, har veeret et veesent-
ligt grundlag for etableringen af disse forste museer i Golfen. Jeg
onsker med denne artikel at vise, hvordan denne tidlige muse-
umshistorie har udviklet sig til, at Golfen i dag har etableret nog-
le af de mest toneangivende, internationale museer, som fortje-
ner yderligere undersogelse og diskussion, ogsa med hensyn til
den made, islam og religion generelt bliver behandlet pa muse-
erne. Derfor slutter artiklen med sit hovedfokus pa Louvre Abu
Dhabi.

Figure 1. Museum of Islamic Art, Doha. Foto: Isabell Schulz/Wikimedia Commons)
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Figure 3. Museum of the Future, Dubai. Foto: Thomas Brandt Fibiger.

Figure 4. Museum of the Future, Dubai. Udstillingselementet “Arternes bibliotek “.
Foto: Thomas Brandt Fibiger
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Museer og religion - i Golfen og international
forskning

Religiose genstande har altid vaeret del af museers samlinger og
udstillinger, men i de senere ar har der veeret fornyet akademisk
interesse for forholdet mellem museer og religion og for den
rolle, religion spiller for og pd museer (Buggeln, Paine og Plate
2017). De svenske museumsforskere Magnus Berg og Klas Gri-
nell udgav i 2018 bogen Musealt islam, som fokuserede pa, hvor-
dan islam fremstilles pa museer i Tyskland og England - fordi
emnet har vaeret stort set fravaerende i Sverige og ogsé i Tysk-
land og England ofte handler om at introducere til en fremmed’
religion (Berg og Grinell 2018). Ligeledes har et nyligt dansk
forskningsprojekt (Vejrup Nielsen og Schiitze 2022), inspireret
af bogen Religion in Museums (Buggeln et al. (2017), bl.a. pape-
get, at mange museer og museumsfagfolk har vanskeligt ved at
arbejde med religion, iseer hvor religion er nerverende og le-
vende frem for fremmed og fjern i tid eller rum (Hansen 2022).
Museet som universel, men méske som udgangspunkt vestlig,
institution ser sig selv som sekuleert forankret og kan maske nok
portreettere ‘andres’ religion, mens det er mere udfordrende, nar
den religiose tro og praksis geelder museets eget samfund og
publikum. I den sammenhzeng kan det vaere vaerd at overveje,
hvad Talal Asad (2003) har kaldt sekularismens grundleggen-
de sporgsmél: “What is the proper place of religion? . For Asad
handler sekularisering ikke sa meget om et fraveer af religion,
men snarere om et politisk projekt, der tildeler religion en be-
stemt rolle og sfeere i samfundet. For museer handler det derfor
om, hvordan man vil tilgd og behandle religion. Dette geelder i
vestlige savel som i andre kontekster, herunder i islamiske kon-
tekster som fx de arabiske Golf-stater.

I ovennzevnte bog, Religion in Museums (Buggeln et al.,2017),
fokuserer John Reeves i sit kapitel om (vestlige) museer og islam
iseer pa britiske museer som Victoria and Albert Museum og Bri-
tish Museum, som begge rummer faste udstillinger om islam.
Men som Reeves skriver, virker det begraenset, hvilken forstael-
se for islam publikum far ud af disse udstillinger. For det forste
bruger publikum begranset tid i saidanne udstillingsrum - pa
Victoria and Albert blev tiden i museets udstilling om islam i en
publikumsunderseogelse malt til gennemsnitligt fire minutter
(Reeves 2017: 173) - for det andet er formidlingen fokuseret pa
genstandenes astetik og pa en som regel fjern tid og geografi.
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2. Museets islam-udstilling blev
nyopsat i 2018, efter Reeves’ artikel.
Han vurderer her pé den tidligere
udstilling.
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A modernist gallery like the British Museum’s Islamic
gallery is basically aesthetic, distancing, compressed, and
assumes considerable knowledge to reap maximum
benefit. Such galleries typically have very little overt
religious content or context and are quite challenging for
informal learners. (Ibid.: 174)*

Udstillinger om islam, savel som anden religion, kommer saledes
til at virke fjern og eksotisk — om end muligvis aestetisk og inte-
ressant — for et almindeligt publikum. Reeves, som selv har vee-
ret involveret i British Museum savel som andre museer, ser imid-
lertid muligheder i museernes uddannelsesprogrammer og en
formidling, der bringer hverdagslige erfaringer i spil, bade mus-
limers egne og et ikke-muslimsk publikum, som nok kender til
muslimer i deres egne samfund men ikke meget til islamisk tro
og historie. Som eksempel pa en vellykket nyere udstilling frem-
haever Reeves British Museums udstilling om Hajj (2012). Den
viste den islamiske pilgrimsfeerd bade i et historisk og nutidigt
perspektiv og med savel fine kunstgenstande som fx kiswa-teep-
per fra kabaen og den yngre saudiske kunstner Ahmed Matars
vaerk ‘Magnetisme’ (en magnetisk kube, der holder en masse smé
metalstykker (pilgrimme) bade tiltrukket og pé afstand) som
med nutidige muslimers hverdagserfaringer i video, forteellinger
og hajj-relaterede genstande (som ihram kleededragt). Udstillin-
gen tiltrak et stort publikum, inklusive 47 % muslimer, som ellers
generelt kun udger 3 % i britiske museers besogsstatistikker (ibid.:
176). Desuden inspirerede udstillingen lignende udstillinger pa
Institut du Monde Arabe i Paris, i Leiden i Holland samt ikke
mindst pd Museum of Islamic Art i Doha. De lante alle veerker
fra udstillingen i London og den nyetablerede Khalili-samling,
idet den britisk-iranske kunstsamler Nasser Khalilis indsamling
14 til grund for denne udstilling (Porter 2012).

Hajj-udstillingen viser ogsa, at der er gensidigt samarbejde
og inspiration mellem vestlige museer og museer i den islami-
ske verden. I den sammenhzng er det selvfolgelig interessant,
hvordan museer i den islamiske verden (her mener jeg lande
med muslimsk majoritet) forholder sig til islam i deres udstil-
linger.I Golfen er der for det forste som nevnt MIA i Qatar, men
ogsa fx Museum of Islamic Civilisation i Sharjah (2008) samt
flere forskellige museer og samlinger i Kuwait: Dar al-Athar
al-Islamiyya, et kulturcenter, som udstiller vaerker fra Sheikh
Nasser Al-Sabahs (1948-2020) samling af bade islamisk og pree-
islamisk kunsthdndvaerk; Tareq Rajabs private museum (1980),
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3. Tareq Rajab (d. 2016) var bl.a.
leder af Kuwaits uddannelsesminis-
teriums afdeling for museer og
antikviteter i 1960’erne og etablerede
museet sammen med sin kone Jehan
Rajab (d. 2015) (se https://trmkt.
org/).

4. Et andet projekt, som fortjener
opmeerksomhed, er biennalen for
islamisk kunst i Saudi-Arabien, som
fandt sted forste gang i 2023, 0og som
er indrettet i den tidligere terminal
for hajj-pilgrimme i Jiddah. Jeg har
dog ikke selv haft mulighed for at
besoge denne biennale, som
tydeligvis har ambition om at gere
islamisk kunst til udgangspunkt for
et moderne, globalt kulturtilbud,
som kan sammenlignes med
internationale kunst-biennaler andre
steder, ikke mindst Venedig.
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som bl.a. har en storre samling af islamiske manuskripter? samt
det nye Sheikh Abdallah Salem Cultural Centre (2018), som har
et museum med fokus pa islamisk videnskab i middelalderen
blandt flere andre museer (se ascckw.com).

Jeg vil her fokusere pa de to islamiske museer i Qatar og
Sharjah (og sa senere Louvre Abu Dhabi, der netop fremstiller
sig selv ikke som et islamisk, men universelt museum).* Hvor
Museum of Islamic Art i Qatar som sagt pa mange méader min-
der om store vestlige museers udstillinger og samlinger - om
end selve veerkerne lige sa vel som bygningen er enestidende og
med en klar ambition om at sette Qatar pa det globale muse-
umskort — er museet i Sharjah pa mange mader mere lokalt. Det
er indrettet i en historisk bygning, der tidligere fungerede som
en stor indenders souq (marked), lige ud til kysten i det centra-
le Sharjah, og giver en padagogisk og historisk introduktion til
islam. Det gaelder fx de fem islamiske sojler med en model af ka-
baen, men ogsa originale og sjeeldne genstande som (ogsé her)
et kiswa-teppe, sjeldne koranmanuskripter m.m. Ligeledes er
der udstillinger om arabisk kalligrafi, islam og videnskab (som
i Kuwait) og musikinstrumenter fra den islamiske verden. Shar-
jah har i en drreekke onsket at praesentere sig som et mere kon-
servativt, islamisk forankret og kulturelt orienteret emirat end
sin nabo mod syd, Dubai, og museets lokale, islamiske forank-
ring er et godt udtryk for det.

De to museer i Qatar og Sharjah dbnede nzaesten samtidig
(2007 0g 2008) og er begge store islamiske museer, men muse-
et i Qatar ma betegnes som ulige mere ambitiest og som global
aktor med sin nye praegnante bygning tegnet af den japanske
stjernearkitekt .M. Pei. Den kubistiske bygning, med klare re-
ferencer og elementer fra islamisk tradition, troner majesteetisk
pé kysten ud for det centrale Doha, pa inddemmet land og om-
givet af sin egen park. Men selvom bygningen er en attraktion i
sig selv, er den absolut ikke museets eneste attraktion (i mod-
seetning til det senere nationalmuseum i Doha kan man mene
- se mere nedenfor). Museets islamiske samling og udstilling i
18 store sale er af hej international veerdi. Museets udstillinger
blev reetableret op til fodbold-VM i Qatar i 2022, og bl.a. blev
der her arbejdet med at give publikum mere information om de
enkelte genstandes kontekst. Der er dog stadig hovedvagt pa
den wstetiske fremtraeden, med sarlige genstande i hver sin
montre eller installation i smuk og enkel belysning i merke rum,
som fremhever de enkelte genstande.

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 18 (1) - 2025 - pp. 92-115



Thomas Fibiger - Religion pa museer i de arabiske Golf-stater - islam og universalisme 99

Museum of Islamic Art er med til at saette Doha pa det glo-
bale museumskort, som en museumsleder udtrykker det over
for den amerikanske kultur- og museumsforsker Peggy Levitt i
forbindelse med hendes komparative studie af museer i Singapo-
re, Qatar, Sverige og Danmark (2015). Levitt fokuserer pa Qatars
Nationalmuseum, som jeg vil behandle yderligere nedenfor,
sammen med de ovrige nationalmuseer i Golfen. Men MIA og
nationalmuseet har den globale ambition til felles — og deler
den i ovrigt med de nye museer pa Saadiyat-gen i Abu Dhabi -
at disse nye museer skal veere med til at fremhave Golf-lande-
nes rolle i en global kultur, og at de selv ikke er kulturlose men
kan tilbyde veesentlige museer og kulturoplevelser for deres be-
boere - sével lokale som expats (midlertidige) tilflyttere — samt
tilrejsende turister. Det er samtidig et udtryk for ‘soft diploma-
cy;hvor kultur (ikke mindst museer og sport) er vigtige redska-
ber til at fa international indflydelse, ogsa politisk og diploma-
tisk (ibid.: 115; se ogsa Grincheva 2020). Pa den made er MIA det
forste af disse ‘globale’ museer, som Qatars nationalmuseum og
Saadiyat-museerne folger op pa. De indvarsler en ny epoke i
Golfens museumshistorie, som begyndte et halvt arhundrede
tidligere, ikke mindst med dansk mellemkomst, som jeg nu vil
diskutere.

Nationalmuseer i de arabiske Golf-stater - og
religion

Golf-landenes museumshistorie er, som landene selv, relativt ny.
Fra 1950%erne opstar for alvor interesser i at etablere selvsten-
dige nationer i Golfen, baseret pé olierigdom (iseer fra sheikh-
ernes side) og inspireret af postkoloniale bevagelser andre sted-
er, ikke mindst i Egypten (iser fra den bredere befolknings side).
I denne sammenhzng kom en ny dansk arkaeologisk interesse i
Golfens oldtid pa et meget passende tidspunkt, og de danske
arkaeologiske (og siden andre) undersogelser, som begyndte i
Bahrain i 1953, blev grundleeggende for forstaelsen af en lang
civilisationshistorie i Golfen og for etableringen af de forste na-
tionalmuseer. Et storre hold af danske arkaeologer gravede i Bah-
rain hvert &r 1953-1965, og efterhdanden blev undersogelserne ud-
videt til Qatar, Kuwait, Abu Dhabi og Oman, ligesom flere etno-
grafer, en maler og en musikolog ogsa blev del af kampagnen
(Glob 1968; Bibby 1969; Hejlund 1999; Fibiger 2005; Hansen
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5. For Moesgaard Museums aktuelle
aktiviteter i de arabiske Golf-lande,
se https://www.moesgaardmuseum.
dk/forskning-og-undersoegelser/
arkaeologi/arkaeologi-omkring-
golfen/

6. Henny Harald Hansen skrev
desuden den populervidenskabelige
bog I skyggen af Kerbela (1961) om
sine oplevelser i Bahrain. I den havde
hun, som titlen antyder, et mere
kritisk blik p4 religionens betydning
for sine shiamuslimske informanter.
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1967; Ferdinand 1993; Olsen 2003). Moesgaard Museum i Aarhus
har fortsat en steerk relation til nationalmuseerne i Golfen og
foretager fortsat arkaeologiske undersegelser, iseer i Bahrain,
men ogsa i Kuwait, Qatar og Abu Dhabi.s

Det er bemeerkelsesvaerdigt, at de arkeeologiske undersogel-
ser har veeret naesten fuldt fokuseret pé tiden for islam. Det sky-
ldes uden tvivl en arkaeologisk interesse i at finde de seldste spor
af menneskelig aktivitet, og ret hurtigt blev det klart, at een Bah-
rain har spillet en betydelig rolle i det, der blev identificeret som
Dilmun-kulturen, der var forbundet med det antikke Mesopo-
tamien for op mod 5000 ar siden. Men arkaologerne har givet-
vis ogséd veret bevidste om, at de ville mode storre udfordring-
er ved at beskaftige sig med den tidlige islamiske historie, som
nutidens befolkninger i hojere grad ville have forskellige hold-
ninger til. Det geelder ikke mindst i Golfen, hvor befolkningen
teeller bdde sunni- og shiamuslimer, og saerligt i Bahrain spiller
det en veesentlig politisk rolle, hvilket ogsa var tilfeeldeti1950°erne
(om end ikke p& samme modsatningsfyldte midde som senere,
jf. Matthiesen 2013; Fibiger 2019). Blandt de mange publikation-
er, som har afrapporteret udgravningerne, er kun en enkelt
fokuseret pé islam, nemlig Karen Frifelts sene bog med den
sigende titel Islamic Remains in Bahrain (2001). Titlen signalerer,
at fokus er pa noget fortidigt, méaske endda at islam herer for-
tiden til. Bogen viser ogsd, at det islamiske materiale, som blev
fundet i forbindelse med udgravningerne, ikke var en del af sys-
tematiske undersogelser, men snarere fund, som i forste omgang
blev gravet veek og lagt til side, sd man kunne komme ned til de
antikke oldtidslag, der var udgravningernes egentlige fokus.

De etnografiske undersegelser, som fandt sted i Qatar i 1959
(Ferdinand 1993) og i Bahrain i 1960 (Hansen 1967), havde
naturligvis et storre fokus pa islam. I Klaus Ferdinands tilfaelde
gjaldt det primeert, hvordan islamiske moralkoder var del af be-
duinernes dagligdag (fx adskillelse mellem kon, kvinders til-
deekning m.m.). I Bahrain fokuserede Henny Harald Hansen
mere direkte pa, at hendes undersogelser fandt sted i en shia-
muslimsk landsby. Investigations in a Shia village in Bahrain
hedder hendes faglige afrapportering, publiceret af Danmarks
Nationalmuseum. Dette fokus har gjort, at bogen har faet en no-
get tvivlsom status i Bahrain og ikke er blevet sa promoveret
lokalt som fx Klaus Ferdinands Bedouins of Qatar i nabolandet.®

Som nevnt blev de omfattende danske undersogelser et
vigtigt grundlag for etableringen af nationalmuseer i de folgen-
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7. En grundigere analyse af Golfens
museumshistorie findes pa fransk i
bogen Le Miroir Des Cheikhs af
Alexandre Kazerouni (2017). Den
danske antropolog Christel Braae,
der sammen med Klaus Ferdinand
deltog i arbejdet med de etnografiske
udstillinger pa Bahrains National-
museum i 1980’erne og sidenhen i
mange ar har veret tilknyttet
Danmarks Nationalmuseum i
Kobenhavn, har desuden skrevet en
ph.d.-athandling om national-
museerne i Golfen (Braae 1997).
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de artier. Man kan diskutere, hvad der udger et egentligt na-
tionalmuseum, og derfor hvornar de forste museer blev grund-
lagt i hvilke lande. Abu Dhabi etablerede allerede i 1971 en min-
dre udstilling i oasebyen al-Ain, i det fort, hvor Emiraternes
forste preesident og landsfader Sheikh Zayed blev fodt, for at vise
nationens og Al Nahyan-familiens redder (og ikke mindst diss-
es indbyrdes sammenhzng). I Qatar blev det forste nationalmu-
seum ligeledes etableret i emirens tidligere fort i Doha i 1975, 0g
det nye nationalmuseum fra 2019 er faktisk bygget rundt om
dette fort og har bevaret den gamle bygning som base. Kuwait
(1983) og Bahrain (1988) var de forste lande, der byggede nye
moderne museumsbygninger til nye nationalmuseer. Kuwaits
museum blev, som meget andet i landet, odelagt under krigen
mod Iraki1990-91 0g er kun langsomt blevet genopbygget. Bah-
rains Nationalmuseum, derimod, har siden 1988 stiet som et
tidligt modernistisk ikon, bade som arkitektur og museums-
fagligt. Pa den made kan dette museum siges at veere et udgangs-
punkt for de nyere museumsprojekter, som dog fremstar mere
markante og med storre armbevaegelser.”

Med udgangspunkt i den staerke forbindelse til Danmark
blev Bahrains Nationalmuseum tegnet af den danske arkitekt
Knud Holscher og indrettet ikke mindst af danske arkeeologer
og etnografer, sammen med bahrainske museumsfolk samt ogsé
forskere fra fx Frankrig og Jordan. Ogsa her er den arkeeologi-
ske del primeert fokuseret pa oldtidscivilisationen Dilmun, men

Figur 5. Bahrain Nationalmuseum. Foto: Thomas Brandt Fibiger.
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Figur 6. Koranskole. Udstillingselement pa Bahrain Nationalmuseum.
Foto: Thomas Brandt Fibiger.

- ay A

Figur 8. Videoinstallation om olieindustri fra Qatar Nationalmuseum.
Foto: Thomas Brandt Fibiger.
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et vigtigt element i den historiske del af udstillingen er ogsa en
kopi af et brev, der angiver, at Bahrain blev del af den islamiske
verden allerede i ar 7 Hijri, eller 629, altsa i profeten Muham-
mads levetid. Denne ‘dabsattest’ er vigtig for den islamiske selv-
forstéelse i Bahrain (om end navnet Bahrain op igennem histo-
rien har dakket et storre omrdde i Qstarabien og ikke kun de
ger, der udger staten Bahrain i dag). De etnografiske udstillinger
handler om dagligliv med fokus pa primare erhverv for
oliepkonomiens indtog, dvs. perlefiskeri,landbrug samt en souq
(markedsgade) med forskellige handveerk og erhverv. I denne
sal er der intet om islam, mens det andet etnografiske udstil-
lingsrum handler om et livsforleb i et traditionelt Bahrain, fra
vuggen via koranskole til eegteskab og voksenliv. Her er der sé-
ledes et helt diorama med en koranskole og fokus pa islamiske
ritualer ved barnets fodsel, ved bryllup samt ogsa det lokale
hiyya-biyya i forbindelse med hajj, hvor bern kaster gronne
planter i vandet som en symbolsk ofring. Der er dog meget lidt
antydning af det, som serligt optager bahrainske muslimer,
nemlig forskellige islamiske traditioner i Golfen, i saerdeleshed
kategoriseret som henholdsvis sunni og shia, og deres indbyr-
des forskelle og ligheder. Fokus i museet er pa ligheder, uden at
navne de forskellige grupper. Museet er et nationalmuseum,
som skal samle hele nationen, og pd den made er dette greb me-
get forstaeligt; men ved at forsege at inkludere alle og kun det,
der kan veere feellesskab om, bliver museet mindre vedkommen-
de for store dele af befolkningen i Bahrain. Inklusion bliver i den
forstand det samme som eksklusion, og ligesom den ovennzevn-
te generelle litteratur om museer og religion gjorde galdende,
med fokus pé vestlige museer, gaelder det i fx Bahrain, at religi-
on er et pmtaleligt emne, som et museum med ambition om at
veere samlende for en hel nation kan have vanskeligt ved at
héandtere.

Qatars nye nationalmuseum fra 2019, der som navnt oven-
for ma ses som del af en ny epoke for museer i Golfen, er nok i
sit design og ogsa i udstillingernes aestetik i en helt anden skala
end fx Bahrains Nationalmuseum, men udstillingernes indhold
og genstandsmateriale er langt hen ad vejen det samme pé tveers
af disse forskellige museer. En del handler om den lokale
arkaeologi og en del om lokal historie - som i Qatar kan virke
kortere, med hovedveagt pa Al Thani-dynastiets grundlaggelse
af det moderne Qatar, men som interessant nok ogsa fores helt
op til i dag, endda med perspektiver pa Qatars strid med sine
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8. Et andet nyt museumsprojekt i
Qatar, som endnu er under ud-
vikling, er Lusail Museum, som tager
udgangspunkt i en storre samling af
orientalsk kunst, indsamlet og
etableret at Sheikh Hassan Al Thani
(som ogsé star bag kunstmuseet for
arabisk kunst, Mathaf). Som det blev
fremhaevet i en midlertidig udstilling
i forbindelse med fodbold-VM i
Qatar 2022 er ambitionen med Lusail
Museum at preesentere “Tales of a
Connected World;, for ikke blot at
reproducere en gammel oriental-
isme. Hvordan dette lader sig gore pa
baggrund af en samling af orientalsk
kunst bliver interessant at folge.
Aisha al-Muftahs (se note 1)
ph.d.-athandling ved Leicester
University, som i skrivende stund er
under afslutning, omhandler serligt
dette museumsprojekt.
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nabolande 2017-2020, naturligvis fremstillet med Qatar i rollen
som offer. Herimellem er en del om ‘traditionelt liv’ i Qatar, saer-
ligt som beduiner og med tydeligt afseet i Klaus Ferdinands felt-
arbejde i slutningen af 1950’erne. Der er bemaerkelsesvaerdigt lidt
direkte fokus pé islam og religiost liv. Jeg bemerkede kun i en
videoinstallation, at en aldre kvinde fortalte om beduin-livet i
sin barndom og i en gennemgang af dagliglivets aktiviteter pa
et tidspunkt midt i fortellingen, naermest en passant, bemaerke-
de: “Og sa bad de “. Man ma, ogsa ud fra Ferdinands forskning,
forestille sig, at islam har udgjort og fortsat udger en stor del af
dette dagligliv, men maske netop derfor star religion ikke i cen-
trum for udstillingens fortalling. Det er bdde en naturlig del af
for og nu og ikke noget, man kan fremhaeve som serligt i en et-
nografisk eller historisk museumsudstilling. Museer fremhaever
det saerlige og det, der er anderledes i forhold til museets og pub-
likums eget nutidige og moderne udgangspunkt, og ogsa derfor
kan dagligdags religion veere fraveerende i museumsudstillinger.

Qatars Nationalmuseums primeere attraktion er som neevnt
den spektakulaere bygning, hvilket geelder bade udefra oginde i
selve udstillingerne. Rum og vaegge tager ogsd indenfor form ef-
ter den grkenrose, som arkitekten har gjort til baerende symbol
(og som en qatari fortalte mig ellers ikke har veeret et seerligt vel-
kendt symbol for landet). Sadanne irreguleere rum kan vaere
vanskelige at lave traditionelle udstillinger i, s& man har i stedet
lavet store filmprojektioner pa de skeve vaegge, hvilket skaber
steerke visualiseringer. Blandt andet bliver olieindustrien pé
denne made portratteret i sestetisk og abstrakt form, som sale-
des bade kunstnerisk og historisk inkluderer Golfens nyere hi-
storie og okonomiske grundlag pa en original made.*

I'sin sammenligning af museer i den nordiske lande ogi‘nye
lande’ som Singapore og Qatar fremhzver Peggy Levitt, i trad
med mange tidligere museumsanalyser, at museerne skal for-
ankre den nationale historie og ‘brande’ nationen bade indadtil
og udadetil. For de sma, globaliserede bystater Singapore og Qa-
tar handler det ikke mindst om at fa international anerkendel-
se og opmerksomhed og fremstille stederne som attraktive, kos-
mopolitiske og som en vesentlig del af globale kulturelle flows.

Both countries are using culture strategically to claim a
more prominent, influential place in the world. Both are
inventing or reinventing heritage to anchor themselves
during a period of rapid social change. Both are riding
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the global art wave, drawing from and being driven by
the proliferation of global art institutions, fairs, biennales,
and museums that are taking shape throughout Asia and
the Middle East. (Levitt 2015: 116)

Museerne har dermed ikke kun en lokal, men ogsa en global og
universalistisk ambition, som ikke mindst Louvre Abu Dhabi og
de nye museer i Abu Dhabi synes at videreudvikle. Som afslut-
ning pa denne artikel vil jeg derfor diskutere Louvre Abu Dhabis
saerlige ide om universalisme.

Louvre Abu Dhabi som ‘universelt museum’

I kataloget til Louvre Abu Dhabi indleder direktoren for Abu
Dhabis ministerium for kultur og turisme, Mohammed bin
Khalifa Al Mubarak, sammen med Louvres ledende direktor i
Frankrig, Jean-Luc Martinez, med folgende grandiose erkleering:

It is no exaggeration to say that we are bearing witness to
a pivotal moment in the history of museums. The open-
ing of Louvre Abu Dhabi not only marks the completion
of a building of stunning architectural complexity and
the amassing of a collection of global significance; it also
represents the advent of the very concept of the museum,
as invented in enlightenment Europe, in the Arab world
for the first time. (Louvre Abu Dhabi Complete Guide:

4).

Baseret pa denne artikels hidtidige redegorelse for museumsh-
istorie i de arabiske Golf-lande er det i al fald en overdrivelse, at
Louvre Abu Dhabi markerer museumsgenrens begyndelse i re-
gionen, og det er bemeerkelsesveerdigt, hvordan museets oprin-
delse knyttes til ‘oplysningstidens Europa, som Frankrig nu ‘vi-
deregiver’ til den arabiske verden. Det er ligeledes betegnende,
at katalogets forord signeres af bade franske og emiratiske mu-
seumsledere og i evrigt henviser til de to landes regeringers
teelles aftale om dette museum. Men selvom museet maske gan-
ske rigtigt primeert er blevet bemeerket for sin ‘stunning’ arkitek-
tur, idet (ogsé franske) Jean Nouvels bygning samles af en aben,
islamisk inspireret kuppel, kan man godt mene, at Louvre Abu
Dhabi udvikler museumsgenren pa en interessant og nyska-
bende made, bade i den arabiske verden og i museumsverdenen
globalt set. Det er det, jeg vil diskutere i dette afsnit.
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Figur 10. Louvre Abu Dhabi. Islamiske og jedisk gravsten samt buddha-figur i
udstillingsrummet ‘universelle religioner’ Foto: Thomas Brandt Fibiger.
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Sarina Wakefield, som nok er den forsker, der har behandlet
Louvre Abu Dhabi og de gvrige Golf-museer grundigst, kalder
Louvre Abu Dhabi et franchise museum’i relation til Louvre Pa-
ris (Wakefield 2021; se ogsd Exell og Wakefield 2016). Dermed
mener hun, at Louvre Abu Dhabi har sine egne samlinger, selv
laver udstillinger og har sin egen ledelse, men samtidig er del af
det overordnede Louvre brand og er skabt i teet samarbejde mel-
lem franske og emiratiske museumsmyndigheder, og hvor den
franske indflydelse og myndighed er afgerende. Som ogsa andre
har peget pa (Graebner 2014; Grincheva 2020; Giusti og Lamo-
nica 2023) er projektet en veesentlig del af fransk diplomati og in-
volverer ikke kun museumsledere, men som ovenfor naevnt ogsa
det gverste politiske niveau i sével Frankrig som Emiraterne.

Allerede i 2005 tog myndigheder i Abu Dhabi kontakt til
Louvre med henblik pa at lane genstande til nye udstillinger i
Emiraterne. Man onskede at folge i fodsporene pa Dubais nye
og succesfulde kosmopolitanisme, men med et steerkere ud-
gangspunkt i hejprofilerede institutioner i Vesten, herunder mu-
seer og universiteter (Graebner 2014). Oprindeligt var Louvre
afvisende, men bade den franske regering og Louvre blev lok-
ket, ifolge Graebner, af de hgje summer, som Abu Dhabi kunne
tilbyde - 400 millioner euro for at bruge Louvres navn alene, og
i alt 850 millioner for samarbejdet, over en 30-érig periode. Sa-
ledes skiftede indstillingen og narrativet i lobet af oo’erne og
kom i stedet til at handle om, at Louvre her havde en mulighed
for at skabe en ny forteelling om globale sammenhznge og ud-
brede sine samlinger og ekspertise, sa en storre del af verden
kunne fa glaede af den.

Museet udstiller en del af samlingen fra Louvre Paris for-
uden dele af sin egen samling. Samarbejdet mellem de to muse-
er er derfor taet. Ligeledes har Louvre Paris veret afgorende for
profileringen og opsetningen af Louvre Abu Dhabis grundud-
stilling. Men hvor en kritik, der ofte har veeret fremfort i forskel-
lige medier, ikke mindst franske (jf. Graebner), haevder, at Louvre
Abu Dhabi er en kopi af Louvre Paris, eller at det rige Abu Dha-
bi blot har ‘kebt’ og ‘importeret’ et europaeisk museum (ligesom
Golf-landene kober alle mulige andre varer og brands, herun-
der europziske fodboldklubber og VM i Qatar), er det imidler-
tid netop en vigtig pointe med udstillingerne i Abu Dhabi, at de
ikke skal vaere eurocentriske, ej heller arabocentriske (eller isla-
mo-), men universalistiske. Som jeg vil komme ind p& nedenfor,
kritiserer Wakefield, Graebner og andre dette for at veere en seer-
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lig slags ‘fransk universalisme, men forst vil jeg prove at illustre-
re,hvad denne universalistiske tilgang betyder for museumsop-
saetningen og -oplevelsen. Jeg vil ogsa argumentere for, at der er
en veerdi i dette, som gor, at Louvre Abu Dhabi har noget seer-
ligt at byde p4, som ikke kun er relevant i en Golf-sammenhzng,
men ogsa kan veere en méade for andre museer at arbejde paien
postkolonial virkelighed. For nok kan Louvre kritiseres for, som
Wakefield og andre gor, at udlicitere en postkolonial refleksion
til Abu Dhabi frem for at integrere den i sine udstillinger i mo-
dermuseet i Paris, men af samme grund er det maske i Abu Dha-
bi man kan lade sig inspirere af nye mader at lave museum og
udstillinger om en global verden frem for i de gamle museer i
den vestlige verden. Netop derfor er ‘Louvre in the desert ikke
blot en kopi af Paris eller en eksportvare, men et nyt bud pé at
lave universalistiske museer.

Publikum meder denne tilgang allerede fra begyndelsen,
idet abningsrummets tekst beerer titlen ‘Louvre Abu Dhabi - et
universelt museum’ I gulvet er indgraveret stednavne fra hele
verden, i forskellige alfabeter, langs en imaginaer flod, der for-
binder disse steder, bade fortidige og nutidige civilisationer. I
montrene rundt i det store abne rum er enkelte seerlige genstan-
de fra forskellige steder verden over, fx en montre med minia-
turefigurer i ben, fra hhv. oldtidens Mesopotamien, fra Egypten
kort for ar o og fra Gabon ca. 1900. Saledes er tonen sléet an, og
nu forteelles civilisationernes historie fra oldtidens Mesopota-
mien til nutidig globalisering.

Man kan diskutere, om ikke det universalistiske perspektiv
efterhdnden bliver meget vestligt forankret, iser i udstillingens
afsluttende sektioner om modernitet, som bade i tekster og
kunstgenstande har fokus pé vestlige eksempler og erfaringer.
Der er kun fa undtagelser, fx det osmanniske maleri ‘ung emir
studerer, malet af Osman Hamdi Bey, som ofte fremhaeves som
en serlig ‘lokal” skat i museets samling, men som jo ogsa er et
eksempel pd, hvordan en osmannisk maler overtager og fortol-
ker en vestlig tradition for orientalsk kunst. For mig at se er der
ikke en seerlig ny made at lave udstillinger pé i disse dele af mu-
seet. Det, der gor Louvre Abu Dhabi interessant for denne ana-
lyse af religion og museer, er i stedet til dels, at religigse traditi-
oner er barende for den fortelling om civilisationer, som mu-
seet bruger som drivkraft for det historiske forleb - hvilket ikke
i sig selv er nyt. Dertil kommer ikke mindst, at seerligt udstillin-
gens ‘sal 4, som har fokus pé religiose objekter, sammenstiller
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9. Lige sa bemeerkelsesveerdig er en
ny institution beliggende lige over
for Louvre pa Saadiyat-gen, nemlig
Bayt al-‘aila al-ibrahimiyya, Abra-
hamic Family House, som rummer
en moske, en kirke og en synagoge,
alle i ensartet design men med
forskelligt indre, samt et musealt
besogscenter. Centret blev annon-
ceret i forbindelse med Pave Frans’
besog i Abu Dhabi i 2019 og &bnede
i2023. Det kan uden tvivl ogsé
forbindes til De Forenede Arabiske
Emiraters normaliseringsaftale med
Israel i 2020, men peger pa samme
méde som Louvre pa en ambition
om at preesentere forskellige
religioner side om side. Det er naeppe
tilfeeldigt, at de to institutioner er
naboer. En neermere analyse af dette
abrahameeiske center horer imidler-
tid til andetsteds.
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objekter fra forskellige religioner. Som ogsd Wakefield og andre
- savel som bade Louvre selv og publikum - bemzrker, er det
iseer her den universalistiske og tvaerkulturelle tilgang kommer
til udtryk.

Rummet hedder ‘Universelle religioner’, og her praesenteres
fx to islamiske gravsten fra hhv. Mekka i den forste islamiske tid
og Tunesien i 1187 (AH 583) sammen med en jodisk gravsten fra
Frankrig, dateret 1250, og ved siden af en Buddhafigur fra
600-tallets Kina. Dateringerne her naevner jeg fra udstillingens
genstandstekster, hvor de gregorianske dateringer (eller ‘com-
mon era) star forst og kun hvis forbundet til genstanden ogsa
fx hijri-datering, som ved den tunesiske gravsten. Pa samme
made er en figur af Jesusbarnet og Jomfru Maria fra en kristen
tradition sat sammen med en frise fra 1200-tallets Nordindien
med Koraninskriptioner og ved siden af en hinduistisk Shiva-fi-
gur fra Tamil Nadu. I tilknytning til dette rum er et mindre,
merkt rum med helligskrifter, savel Koranen som Toraen, Bibe-
len og buddhistiske Sutra-ruller. Udover selve genstandene er
ogsa en indfering i deres betydning, fx eksegetiske tafsir-kom-
mentarer i margenen af en Koran, som forklares pa en skaerm
med forskellige eksempler.

I et Golf-omrade, som ofte fremhaeves som konservativt, er
denne sammenstilling af forskellige religioner bemaerkelsesvaer-
dig.® Museet er ikke islamocentrisk (som fx MIA i Qatar eller
Museum of Islamic Civilization i Sharjah), men preesenterer de
forskellige religioner ligevaerdigt og, i museets egen selvforsta-
else, universalistisk. Det kan meget vel veere en ‘fransk universa-
lisme; en fransk kuratering, der har ensket og insisteret pa den-
ne ligeveerdighed, og som fortszetter en fransk og europzeisk mu-
seumstradition, hvor museet og Vesten har magten til at samle
og kategorisere verden. I seerdeleshed i dette rum om religion,
men ogsa fx andre dele om kosmografi, verdensbilleder og op-
dagelsesrejsende, adskiller udstillingen sig dog ogsa fra den
eurocentriske made, som en vestlig museumstradition, og ikke
mindst Louvre selv, kan kritiseres for at have promoveret i r-
hundreder, ved ikke at privilegere et bestemt geografisk perspek-
tiv. Derfor er der noget nyt pa spil i Louvre Abu Dhabi.

Selve udstillingsformen - sarlige, @stetisk fine og betyd-
ningsfulde genstande ved siden af hinanden pa rad og raekke,
med en kort forklarende tekst om genstandens proveniens, alt-
s& hvor og hvornar den stammer fra — er ikke nyskabende. Mu-
seumsrummene inde i Louvre Abu Dhabi er dermed ikke s&
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overvaldende eller utraditionelle som selve bygningens arkitek-
tur, som primeert meerkes i den store atriumgard, som er delvis
dben ud til havet og til himlen og derfor giver en let og varm bri-
se, samtidig med at man fortsat er inde i museet. Det bor ogsa
fremhaeves, at ‘universelle religioner’ kun inkluderer de sédkald-
te verdensreligioner - islam, kristendom, jededom, buddhisme
og hinduisme - og ikke de mange andre religiose traditioner
rundt om i verden. Fx er der kun f& eksempler i hele museet fra
afrikansk religion og afrikanske civilisationer i det hele taget.
Denne tilgang til religion er blevet kritiseret i religionsfaget
(fx Asad 1993; Masusawa 2005), men selvom museet fremhaever
sig selv som et postkolonialt museum er der ikke blevet levnet
plads til nyere tilgange til, hvad (universel) religion er og
kan veere.

Museet er ogsa blevet kritiseret for ikke at veere lokalt for-
ankret (Wakefield 2021: 184). Det geelder ikke kun i forhold til
den arabiske kontekst — som jo netop ville vaere arabo- eller is-
lamocentrisk — men lige sa meget i forhold til den saerlige de-
mografiske sammensatning i Emiraterne, hvor befolknings-
grupper fra andre dele af verden udger flertallet. Ifolge Ency-
clopedia Britannica var ca. 60 % af befolkningen i Emiraterne i
2016 fra Sydasien (Indien, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal og Sri
Lanka), mens kun 10 % var fra Emiraterne (og havde statsbor-
gerskab her), og 15 % var fra andre arabiske lande. De resteren-
de grupper var fra alle andre dele af verden, herunder iser Syd-
ostasien (serligt Filippinerne) og Vesten (Europa og Nordame-
rika). Mange af disse migranter er sdkaldte ‘blue collar’-arbejde-
re i industri, byggeri og serviceerhverv (fx tjenere og stuepiger),
mens andre er del af en mere velstillet middelklasse. Der synes
ikke at veere nogen seerlig ambition om at tiltreekke eller adres-
sere det store flertal af asiatiske befolkningsgrupper pa Louvre
Abu Dhabi. Der var i foraret 2023 en mindre seerudstilling om
Bollywood, men andre seerudstillinger har veeret seerdeles fransk
orienterede, fx en i 2022 om Versailles og slottets samlinger fra
hele verden. Museets postkoloniale ambition handler tilsynela-
dende ikke om at inddrage nye, marginaliserede og underreprae-
senterede grupper pa museet, men om den serlige form for
‘fransk universalisme, hvor den universelle sammenstilling af
‘store traditioner’ og civilisationer’ er det vaesentligste fokus. Ty-
deligvis er storstedelen af publikum ogsa fra en vestlig kultur-
kreds, nogle maske pa krydstogt, andre i transit pa vej mellem
Atlanten og Asien og andre bosiddende i Emiraterne. Feerre
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publikummer er enten arabiske emiratier og endnu feerre mi-
grantarbejdere, hvor mange hverken har tid eller rad til ga pa
museum og givetvis ikke ville fole sig inkluderet, trods alle uni-
verselle hensigter.

Séavel Sarina Wakefield (2021) som Nathalia Grincheva
(2020) og Seth Graebner (2014) peger pa, at Louvres universa-
lisme er en seerlig form for fransk universalisme, som ogsé ken-
detegner modermuseet i Paris. Louvre er, ssmmen med andre
vestlige museer, grundlagt i det 19. og 20. &rhundrede, forankret
iimperialisme og kolonialisme, hvor Europa og den vestlige ver-
den var det universelle centrum, og hvor museerne skulle ind-
samle og repreesentere hele verden. Derfor blev Frankrig, i
Louvres tilfelde, til selve centrum i fortaellingen. Og selvom
Louvre Abu Dhabi muligger en forskydning og decentrering af
denne forteelling, mener observatorer som de her navnte, at
projektet fortsat har et klart fransk udgangspunkt. Ifelge Graeb-
ners tidlige artikel var de veerker, som museumsmyndigheder-
ne i Abu Dhabi var mest interesseret i at ldne, da de i forste om-
gang henvendete sig til Frankrig, franske og europaiske kunst-
vaerker som malerier af Monet, Cezanne, Mondrian og Struth;
ud af 162 veerker lant i Frankrig pr. 2013 var 46 produceret i
Frankrig og 58 andre i det gvrige Europa. Som Graebner (2014:

€«

195) syrligt bemaerker: ““Universal’ culture in the form of high-
profile arts still favors French post-impressionists. “ Wakefield
kalder denne szrlige form for universalisme ‘cosmo-universal-
isme, hvor Louvre som institution forseger at bryde med sin ko-
loniale fortid, men kun med en serligt udvalgt partner i Abu
Dhabi, som er i stand til at betale godt for det, og som kan til-
byde et narrativ om globale forbindelser og udfordre islamofo-
bi og ideer om ‘civilisationernes sammensted’ a la Huntington
(Wakefield 2021: 83).

Nathalia Grincheva bemerker ligeledes, hvordan Frankrig
og Abu Dhabi sammen skaber en fortalling om Abu Dhabi som
handelsrute og ‘medested’ for alverdens forskellige civilisatio-
ner. Hun citerer Abu Dhabis ministerium for kultur og turisme
for at fremhaeve:

... the city’s position at the crossroads of East and West,
North and South, and its ancient and vital role in the
days of the Silk Route, when the region linked Europe
and the Indian Ocean, opening up exchanges between
Asia and Africa. Louvre Abu Dhabi and the wider Saadi-
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yat Cultural District will be a place where diverse parts
of the world can meet to exchange ideas and culture.
(Grincheva 2020: 94).

Grincheva interviewer museumspersonale i Abu Dhabi - bade
fransk og arabisk — som argumenterer for, at ‘the Louvre in Par-
is is not universal anymore, men at museet i Abu Dhabi i stedet
har denne mulighed, og at museet derfor ikke ma ses som en
replika af museet i Paris, men som et nyt museum i sin egen ret.

Selvom Abu Dhabi neeppe kunne have spillet rollen som ‘ci-
vilisationernes modested, for olieoskonomien forandrede omré-
det for 50 ér siden, og selvom det uden tvivl kun er pa grund af
emiratets finansielle ressourcer, at det har veeret muligt at indga
en aftale med Louvre i Paris, mener jeg, som ovenfor naevnt, at
det er rigtigt, at museet i Abu Dhabi ikke kun skal ses som en re-
plika eller en eksport af det oprindelige Louvre, men som et nyt
museum - om end skabt af Louvres ledelse i Paris - med en ny
fortelling, som har noget nyt at tilbyde. Netop sammenstillin-
gen af religiose objekter fra forskellige traditioner og sammen-
stillingen af ‘universelle religioner og civilisationer’ (hvad de s&
end indbefatter) er gode eksempler herpa.

Sarina Wakefield, hvis bog jeg har fremhaevet, og som des-
uden har diskuteret dette pa en workshop, som ligger til grund
for denne artikel, er uenig. Hun pépeger, at netop sammenstil-
lingen af religiose objekter er et udtryk for denne szerlige (fran-
ske) kosmo-universalisme, der for det forste skal tjene som post-
kolonial ‘undskyldning’ for at modermuseet i Paris kan fortszet-
te som hidtil, og for det andet dekontekstualiserer genstandenes
historie og proveniens (Wakefield 2021:164). For eksempel er de
ovennavnte genstande fra kristen og islamisk middelalder fra
en tid praeget af korstog og sammensted mellem kristendom og
islam og repraesenterer ikke kun kosmopolitiske og florom-
vundne ‘forbindelser. Museet forspilder dermed en mulighed
for at problematisere historien og fortalle genstandenes egne
flertydige historier, fordi fokus kun er pa at vise universelle for-
bindelser. Det har hun ret i. Ikke desto mindre er det den sam-
me tilgang, som tidligere ‘universelle museer’ (eller ‘verdensmu-
seer’ som gamle imperiale museer i Vesten nu er begyndt at kal-
de sig selv) har gjort geeldende, og hvor fokus har veeret pa at
klassificere civilisationer og kulturer og underlaegge andre civi-
lisationer det vestlige centrum. Her tilbyder sammenstillingen
og den nye universalisme trods alt et andet perspektiv, som ud-
fordrer bade eurocentrisme og arabo- eller islamocentrisme.
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Konklusion

I museums- og kulturarvsforskningen har begrebet ‘Authorised
Heritage Discourse’ (AHD) vaeret fremtraedende og omdisku-
teret, siden det blev lanceret af Laurajane Smith i 2006. Begre-
bet peger p4, at bestemte former for kulturarv og kulturarvs-
fortzllinger legitimeres og autoriseres af fx fremtradende, of-
fentlige institutioner som museer, mens andre former for kul-
turarv og fortaellinger marginaliseres eller helt udelades. ‘Na-
tionen’ bliver ofte fremhaevet som ramme for en sadan AHD, ig-
ennem en lang museums- og kulturarvshistorie og saerligt med
nationalmuseers rolle som ‘authorised’ kulturarvsformidler bade
i‘det gamle’ Vesten og i nye nationer i andre dele af verden - ikke
mindst i den arabiske verden og Golf-landene. Noget kunne im-
idlertid tyde p4, at ogsa ‘det globale’ og kosmopolitiske i dag
udger en AHD, hvor mange museer og kulturarvsprojekter
fremhaever globale og transregionale forbindelser, som Louvre
eller Lusails “Tales of a Connected World’ (se note 8). Globalise-
ring er blevet en AHD, som ikke aflgser, men supplerer en
forankring i den nationale fortelling, idet det fremhaeves,
hvordan seerlige nationer — Qatar, Emiraterne, Frankrig m.fl. -
har en position og rolle i globale netveerk og er formidlere af
disse globale fortallinger. Alle vil gerne se sig selv som del af ver-
den, sin egen nation som en vigtig akter pa en global scene. Det
geelder ikke mindst i de arabiske Golf-lande i disse ar.

Louvre Abu Dhabi er blandt mange bemerkelsesverdige
nye museer i Golfen maske det, der steerkest forsoger at saette en
ny dagsorden. Man kan diskutere, hvorvidt Louvres insisteren
pé at veere universalistisk blot er en fortsattelse af en serlig
fransk universalisme og dermed en ny, institutionel kolonialis-
me eller faktisk er en ny non-centreret globalhistorie. Denne dis-
kussion er fremtraedende i meget af ovennzevnte litteratur, fra
Peggy Levitts fokus pa Qatar til Sarina Wakefields fokus pa Abu
Dhabi. Golf-landene onsker helt klart at knytte band til og blive
set i ssmmenheng med vestlige lande og museer, lige som det
ogsa geelder omvendt. Her er museerne, sammen med andre kul-
turinstitutioner (som fx sport), en del af et gensidigt ‘soft diplo-
macy.

Jeg har med denne artikel onsket at nuancere denne diskus-
sion ved at papege, at Louvre Abu Dhabi og lignende museer i
Golfen ogsa reprasenterer et nybrud i forhold til forste og an-
den generation af nationalmuseer i Golfen (fra fort-udstillin-
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Louvre Abu Dhabi fortjener at blive taget alvorligt for sit bidrag
til nye museumsforteellinger, som i al fald har en ambition om
hverken at vaere eurocentriske eller islamocentriske. Kritikken
af disse ambitioner og deres baggrund og udtryk er selvfolgelig
béde berettiget og nodvendig, al den stund Louvre selv define-
rer og fremhaever denne sarlige universalisme og uden blusel
markerer en steerk selvforstaelse (som man kan mene kendeteg-
ner bade det franske og emiratiske ophav). Men som jeg har
gjort gaeldende i denne artikel, betyder det ikke, at der ikke er
noget nyt pa spil i dette museum og de nye museer i Golfen ge-
nerelt. Det geelder seerligt den made, religion kommer i centrum
for den universalistiske fortelling om forbindelser og ligheder,
samtidig med at den decentreres, ved at én religion ikke privi-
legeres over andre, i al fald ikke blandt de sakaldte ‘verdens-
religioner’

Artiklen er baseret pa et mindre studie, og der er brug for at
udvikle dette med grundigere studier af forskellige museer og
kulturprojekter i Golfen, fx det kommende Lusail-museum i Qa-
tar, det abrahamaeeiske center i Abu Dhabi eller den nye bienna-
le for islamisk kunst i Jiddah. Jeg héber, at artiklen dels kan veere
til inspiration for sadanne videre studier og dels give indtryk af
de mange projekter, som har veeret i gang de seneste ar i de ara-
biske Golf-lande og fortsat er under udvikling. Men frem for alt
héber jeg, at artiklen kan veere med til at nuancere billedet af
Golf-landenes museer som blot kopier og importvarer fra Ve-
sten. De har deres egne udtryk og fortellinger, som kan bidra-
ge til studiet af museer generelt og studiet af religion og muse-
er i seerdeleshed.

Asad, Talal. 1993. Genealogies of athandling, Afdeling for Ethno-
Religion. Johns Hopkins grafi og Socialantropologi, Aarhus
University Press. Universitet.

Asad, Talal. 2003. Formations of the ~ Buggeln, Gretchen, Crispin Paine
Secular. Stanford University Press. og S. Brent Plate (red.). 2017.

Berg, Magnus og Klas Grinell. 2018. Religion in Museums. Global and
Musealt islam. Halmstad: Molin Multidisciplinary Perspectives.
og Sorgenfrei. Bloomsbury Press.

Bibby, Geoftrey. 1969. Looking for Exell, Karen og Sarina Wakefield
Dilmun. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. (red.). 2016. Museums in Arabia.

Braae, Christel. 1997. Heritage Transnational Practices and
Exhibited. Upubliceret ph.d.- Regional Processes. Routledge.

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 18 (1) - 2025 - pp. 92-115



Ferdinand, Klaus. 1993. Bedouins of
Qatar. Copenhagen: Rhodos.

Fibiger, Thomas. 2005. Eventyr fra
grkensandet. De danske
ekspeditioner og nutidens Bahrain.
Moesgaard Museum.

Fibiger, Thomas. 2019. “Sekteriske
myter. Lokale diskussioner om
historie og sekterisme i Bahrain “
Scandinavian Journal of Islamic
Studies 13(1), 112-133.

Frifelt, Karen. 2001. Islamic
Remains in Bahrain. Aarhus
Universitetsforlag.

Glob, P.V. 1968. Al-Bahrain.
Gyldendal.

Giusti, Serena og Alessandro
Giovanni Lamonica. 2023. “The
Geopolitics of Culture: Museum
Proliferation in Qatar and Abu
Dhabi. “ The International
Spectator, 58(2), 123-139.

Graebner, Seth. 2014. “The Louvre
Abu Dhabi. French Universalism
Exported. “ Lesprit Createur, 54(2),
186-199.

Grincheva, Natalia. 2020. “Glocal
diplomacy of Louvre Abu Dhabi:
museum diplomacy on the cross-
roads of local, national and global

Thomas Fibiger -

ambitions. “ Museum Manage-
ment and Curatorship, 35(1), 89-105.

Hansen, Henny H. 1961. I Skyggen
af Kerbela. Lindhardt og Ringhof.

Hansen, Henny H. 1967. Investiga-
tions in a Shi’a Village in Bahrain.
Publications of the National
Museum. Ethnographical Series
vol. XII. Danmarks National-
museum.

Hansen, Sanne Andersen. 2022.
Ideally, religion is part of the
cultural heritage. Perceptions of
religion ad heritage in cultural
history museums in Denmark.
Phd dissertation, Aarhus
University.

Hojlund, Flemming. 1999. Glob og
paradisets have. Udstillings-
katalog, Moesgaard Museum.

Kazerouni, Alexandre. 2017. Le
Miroir de Cheikhs. Musée et
politique dans les principautés du
golfe Persique. Presses
Universitaires de France.

Levitt, Peggy. 2015. Artifacts and
Allegiances. How Museums put the
Nation and the World on Display.
University of California Press.

Louvre Abu Dhabi. 2017. Louvre

Resume

Religion pa museer i de arabiske Golf-stater - islam og universalisme 115

Abu Dhabi Complete Guide.

Masusawa, Tomoko. 2005. The
Invention of World Religions.
University of Chicago Press.

Matthiesen, Toby. 2013. Sectarian
Gulf. Stanford University Press.

Olsen, Poul Rovsing. 2003. Music in
Bahrain. Aarhus
Universitetsforlag.

Porter, Venetia (red.). 2012. Hajj:
Journey to the Heart of Islam.
British Museum Press.

Reeves, John. 2017. “Islam and
Museums. Learning and Outreach.
“1 Buggeln, Paine og Plate (red.).
Religion in Museums. Global and
Multidisciplinary Perspectives.
Bloomsbury Press, 173-180.

Smith, Laurajane. 2006. Uses of
Heritage. Routledge.

Vejrup Nielsen, Marie og Laura
Schiitze (red.). 2022. “Religion og
museer. Dansk kulturhistorie med
nye ojne. “ Religion i Danmark,
arbog for Center for Samtids-
religion, Aarhus Universitet.

Wakefield, Sarina. 2021. Cultural
Heritage, Transnational Narratives
and Museum Franchising in Abu
Dhabi. Routledge.

Denne artikel fokuserer pa, hvordan religion udstilles pa nye mu-
seer i de arabiske Golf-stater. Artiklen fokuserer iseer pd Louvre
Abu Dhabi, en filial af Louvre Paris, der dbnede i 2017 med en
ambition om at vaere et ‘universelt’ museum, der bl.a. gor religion
central i civilisationernes historie og som noget nyt,bade i Golfen
og generelt, udstiller forskellige religioner side om side. I de se-
nere dr er en reekke nye, store museer blevet bygget i de arabiske
Golf-stater — og flere er undervejs. Louvre er en del af Abu Dhabis
lancering af flere forskellige museer pa gen Saadiyat, og Qatar er
kendt for sit museum for islamisk kunst (MIA) samt et spek-
takulaert nationalmuseum. Artiklen viser ogsa, hvordan disse nye
museer videreudvikler en museumstradition, som blev grund-
lagt i Golf-staternes forste dr som selvstaendige stater, bl.a. med
stor involvering fra arkeeologi og antropologi i Aarhus.

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 18 (1) - 2025 - pp. 92-115



116

Douglas Mattsson

“Meet the Doctor” - Interview
with Gustav Larsson

Congratulations, Gustav Larsson, on successfully defending
your dissertation, “Positioned orthodoxies: Muslim diversity in
contemporary Sweden” (2024) and on completing your doctor-
ate in the field of Religious Studies.

Can you tell us a bit more about yourself? Who are you -
both as a person and a researcher?

My research interests are quite broad, but I prefer to focus
on that which is empirical, sensed, and “real”. Thus, while I see
the obvious value of philosophical and theoretical elaboration,
I have much more patience for practical investigations that yield
tangible results. I guess this sums up many of my non-academic
interests and overall personality as well. In short, I am more of
a builder than an artist. I play no musical instruments but know
how to construct a simple house and am endlessly fascinated by
masonry.

What was your dissertation about?

I studied ways in which notions of Islamic orthodoxy are
constructed within and used to maintain boundaries around
certain Muslim congregations in contemporary Sweden. In this,
I focused on intra-Islamic debates and dialectics — namely, on
narratives used for the “othering” of Muslims whose faith and
practice are considered incorrect or unorthodox. I examined
these issues ethnographically, by engaging with and observing
the activities of several different Muslim congregations operat-
ing within the same residential area.

What results did you find particularly interesting in your
dissertation?

While I focused mostly on intra-Islamic debates, I encoun-
tered many interesting examples of how non-Muslim discours-
es on Islam and Muslim migration (including what Petersen and
Ackfeldt call “non-Muslim Islam”) affect these Muslim debates
on orthodoxy. All of the Muslim groups I studies were well aware
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of how Islam is considered by and portrayed to non-Muslim
Swedes and were accordingly positioning both themselves and
other Muslims in relation to these contemporary and main-
stream Swedish debates on Islam.

Did anything surprise you?

Beyond the above-mentioned impact of non-Muslim dis-
course, I was also surprised by the extent to which my findings
and observations aligned with those of other researchers. For
example, I found traces of historical and cultural processes that
have been identified by scholars working on Islam in Lebanon
among the Lebanese Swedish communities I studied. Overall, I
identified much in terms of continuity across time and space.
That continuity was not a surprise per se — but the degree to
which I could draw parallels between phenomena observed in
a Swedish residential area and various processes, debates, etc.,
that other researchers have described in relation to develop-
ments elsewhere, or at different time periods, did surprise me.

Was there something in the process that you found challeng-
ing? If so, what and why?

I gathered my data through ethnographic methods - and the
greatest challenges I encountered came with the structuring and
analysis of the materials. Before embarking on this project,I had
no previous experience of doing ethnographic work. Partly for
that reason, I seriously underestimated the amount of time
needed to process the data, develop my findings into coherent
narratives, etc.

In retrospect, is there anything you would have done differ-
ently?

The above-mentioned challenges were made worse by the
Covid pandemic - which began at a critical moment in my pro-
ject, just as I was beginning my fieldwork. Considering this, I
probably should have redesigned parts of my project so as to de-
emphasize ethnography and do more in terms of (for example)
internet-based research. Instead, I ended up doing most of my
ethnographic work in the year just after the lifting of Covid-re-
lated restrictions — and therefore did not have much time for the
proper structuring of data, transforming it into academic writ-
ing, and so on. A redesign of the project would therefore have
saved me many stress-related problems at the end - but all of
these challenges nevertheless taught me important lessons about
the ethnographic working method. In that sense, I think I have
grown as a researcher.
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Were there aspects of working on your dissertation that you
found particularly fun or rewarding? If so, which ones and
why?

The data-gathering and ethnographic process itself was im-
mensely rewarding — mostly for social reasons, as I was warmly
welcomed to all of the congregations I studied. It was also intel-
lectually rewarding, granting me opportunities to study and dis-
cuss Islam in non-academic and more natural settings. I expe-
rienced this as quite freeing - in the sense of moving beyond the
shells and confines of academia, its paradigms and detachments
from reality,and so on. Experiencing the things we study as they
really are, among the people for whom they truly matter, is so
much more fun and inspiring than discussing them during
seminars.

Now that your doctorate is completed, is there something
special you would like to do afterwards? Any academic or non-
academic interests that you would like to begin pursuing?

At the moment, I am focusing most of my attention on non-
academic interests that I have neglected in the last two years of
intense writing. In short, ’'m using my hands a lot more than my
brain these days. I am also rediscovering the joy of reading -
now that I feel free to choose whatever piques my interest with-
out considering its value to my dissertation project!

In terms of academic interests, at the moment, I feel most in-
spired by the prospect of teaching undergraduates. This, since it
grants me opportunities for reading and talking about the things
that got me into the study of Islam in the first place - namely,
deep history and macro developments over centuries. I have al-
ways enjoyed teaching, and I see the current moment as an op-
portunity to devote myself to it in a more wholehearted manner
than was possible while working on the dissertation.

Do you have any future research projects in mind? Or are-
as of research you would like to delve into?

I have several more-or-less developed ideas that may turn
into proper research projects. First, I want to write a few articles
where I can flesh out or introduce theoretical elaborations that
did not really fit with the overall themes of my dissertation.
These will deal primarily with issues of how the structuring of
certain rituals may contribute to different forms of religious or-
ganization and mobilization. In the local context where I con-
ducted my research, I noticed that most Sunni Muslim groups
tended to orientate towards consensus and deculturalization,
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whereas local Shiites were split into various nationality-based
congregations. To make additional sense of these differences, I
am working on an analysis that applies various forms of ritual
theory to make sense of how differences between the main ritu-
als emphasized in these various Muslim congregations contri-
bute to variations in how they organize and imagine the bound-
aries of community.

Beyond that, besides Moreover, beyond revisiting and ela-
borating on my own ethnographic materials, I am also thinking
about how to test and elaborate on the conclusions I have drawn
by looking at Swedish Islam at a larger scale. So far, I have only
conducted a qualitative study in a delimited locality - and what
I would like to do next is therefore to complement my previous
work with more quantitative research. These ideas are still at an
early development stage,and I am currently experimenting with
ways in which to do large-scale and Al-assisted analysis of ma-
terials available online (such as recorded Friday sermons up-
loaded onto YouTube by Swedish mosques).

If anyone would like to get in contact with you for future re-
search projects or presentations, how can we reach you?

My private email address is gustav.gecco@gmail.com.
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