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The United States has always understood itself as a country of immigrants, whereas Germany has only recently
begun to grapple with its reality as a country of destination for immigrants. Yet for both countries the ques-
tion of integration of its immigrants is becoming more and more important. In the United States, programs
aimed at integration have been lacking because immigrants are expected to integrate without any problems.
In Germany, the previous mindset of immigrants as guest workers that would leave Germany after a few years
has led to a delay in establishing programs for integration.  

While analyses on the integration of immigrants and especially Muslim immigrants have multiplied in recent
years, debates in the U.S. and Germany differ on these issues. The U.S. debate is focused on security aspects;
the German debate centers on cultural issues. The U.S. wrestles with immigration policy questions, whereas
Germany and Europe examine integration policies more closely. Even though the U.S. and German debates
are clearly different, a comparison of Muslim integration in the U.S. and in Europe is still drawn frequently.
Europeans often view the U.S. as model in integrating immigrants, including Muslim immigrants, whereas the
U.S. cites Europe's perceived lack of integration as security risk.

The authors of this edited volume examine and challenge these assumptions. After an introduction by Lily
Gardner Feldman that gives an overview of the different aspects of Muslim integration in the United States
and Germany, Raida Chbib examines the socioeconomic aspects of Muslim integration in both countries.
Ariane Chebel d’Appollonia’s essay focuses on the impact of geopolitical factors on Muslim integration and
Tara Bahrampour examines the relations between Muslims and the media, both from an American perspec-
tive. The edited volume closes with a look at Muslims and their religious organizations in Germany by Rauf
Ceylan and Mathias Rohe’s legal perspective on Muslim immigration and integration in Germany. 

AICGS is grateful to the Robert Bosch Foundation for their generous support of this edited volume and the
larger project. We are also grateful to the many speakers and authors that have contributed to the confer-
ences and publications in which this project has resulted. Furthermore, the Institute would like to thank Lily
Gardner Feldman for directing the project and Kirsten Verclas and Jessica Riester for their work on the project
and this publication.

Best regards,

Jack Janes
Executive Director
AICGS
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The official recognition of negative stereotyping
accords with the results of surveys on attitudes
toward Muslims in Germany and the U.S. According
to a 2010 study reporting on opinion in 2008, only
16.6 percent “agreed that Muslim culture fits well
into Germany.”3 In a U.S. Gallup poll published in
2009, 53 percent of respondents indicated they held
“not too favorable” or “not favorable at all” opinions of
Islam.4 In both the German and the American cases,
negative attitudes appear to stem from lack of knowl-
edge about Islam. However, these attitudes do not
appear to carry over to other areas. A 2007 Financial
Times/Harris Poll demonstrated that almost 60
percent of Germans and Americans did not believe
that “the presence of Muslims in [their countries]
pose[s] a threat to national security.”5

The similar statements above suggest common
framing of the challenges for Germany and the U.S.
in integrating Muslims, but they also reveal differ-
ences in words and give way to differences in subse-

quent concrete action. This introductory essay will
examine governmental tone and institutions for inte-
gration as well as Muslim communities and organiza-
tions as recipients and catalysts in their relations with
the larger society. It will conclude with a short list of
recommendations for transatlantic interaction on
Muslim integration.

Tone

VARIATION

Two features of the above governmental statements
demonstrate variations in the German and American
approaches to Islam. The German statement was
delivered by a cabinet minister whereas the American
initiative was taken by the president himself, thereby
elevating the endeavor. While Obama’s statement
referred to the important domestic role of American
Muslims, his principal focus was on the need for
change in the tense relations between the U.S. and
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INTRODUCTION:

DIFFERENT WHILE SIMILAR: MUSLIM
INTEGRATION IN GERMANY AND THE U.S.
LILY GARDNER FELDMAN

In September 2006, the German Minister of the Interior, Wolfgang Schäuble,
made a path-breaking, categorical statement when he said in Berlin “Islam is
part of Germany…part of our present and part of our future.”1 He went on to
describe the goal of the newly-inaugurated Islam Conference: to create a
permanent dialogue between Muslims and non-Muslims over issues that impair
coexistence between these two groups in Germany, including Islamophobia.
Almost three years later, in June 2009, the U.S. President, Barack Obama, was
equally forceful when he emphasized in Cairo that “Islam is a part of America,”
and that he sought a “new beginning” in relations with Muslims.2 He then indi-
cated that mutual listening between Muslims and non-Muslims was essential
and that he would fight constantly against negative stereotypes of Islam. 



Muslims around the globe. This is hardly a surprising
emphasis on foreign policy given the U.S. role as
superpower; its involvement in wars in the two Muslim
countries of Afghanistan and Iraq; the challenges
presented by two issues of central importance to the
Muslim world, that is, Iran and the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict; and the President’s own personal history with
Islam abroad, namely in Indonesia and Kenya.
Statements by U.S. officials following President
Obama’s speech in Cairo have been in the same
foreign policy mold.

The German Interior Minister’s principal emphasis
was on domestic relations, although he hinted at the
foreign policy issue of “Islamic terror.” On other occa-
sions, the German chancellor herself has spoken on
the need for dialogue with Islam and for countering
Islamophobia in Germany,6 and her foreign ministers
have made statements highlighting the importance of
improving relations with the Muslim world, but not
with the visibility involved in statements by Schäuble
or his successor as interior minister, Thomas de
Maizière.

Differences in tone also reflect the different history of
Germany and the U.S. with Muslim immigration. As
Obama pointed out in Cairo, “Islam has always been
part of America’s story” from the very beginning,
including slaves from Africa and North Africa, whereas
Muslim migration to Germany has occurred only in the
last five decades. Yet, as Raida Chbib notes in her
comparison of the two countries, in the postwar
period, Germany has more extensive experience
dealing with large numbers of Muslim immigrants who
represent a higher portion of the general population
than they do in the U.S. Differences in heterogeneity
of Muslim populations regarding their origins are
accompanied, Chbib emphasizes, by variation in
immigration motives, naturalization figures, socioeco-
nomic standing, education, and religiosity. At the
same time, she is able to identify similar features in the
two cases. Her analysis permits a degree of optimism
about the variety of ways in which integration can
take place and the potential for fuller integration.

SIMILARITY

Despite differences in governmental tone and in the
history and composition of Muslim immigrants,
German and U.S. officials, at the rhetorical level at
least, display similarities in how they envision the inte-
gration dialogue.  Both recognize that there are
domestic and foreign policy challenges of integra-
tion. Neither German nor American officials define
integration as assimilation, but rather as membership
in and adherence to a majority community while main-
taining one’s distinctive history and heritage.7 Mathias
Rohe’s essay describes the attempt to maintain such
a balance in terms of German legal norms, law itself,
and practice with particular reference to building
mosques, labor law, and family law. He is quite opti-
mistic about the degree of Muslim integration from the
legal perspective. Obama spoke of the necessity for
dialogue to relieve the “years of mistrust” between the
United States and Muslims around the world, and
Schäuble referred to mutual “suspicion” as the char-
acterization of relations in need of change. German
and American leaders believe dialogue requires
mutual respect and reciprocal action. Both sides
reference common values of tolerance, respect for
differences, human dignity. To what extent is this
common lofty language translated into practice and
action, and to what extent are those institutional and
policy responses similar or different in the U.S. and
Germany?

Institutional and Policy Responses

INTERNAL INTEGRATION: INSTITUTIONAL VERSUS
AD HOC

Germany’s chief public response to the need for
dialogue and improved integration of Muslim commu-
nities has been the Islam Conference, whose creation
was promised already in the Grand Coalition agree-
ment of the first Merkel government in fall 2005.8 The
first phase, which involved defining the agenda, was
conducted under Interior Minister Schäuble with
participation of Muslim organizations, Muslim individ-
uals, and federal, state, and local representatives; it
generally has been well-reviewed for achieving a high
level of dialogue and debate. The second phase,
which began on 17 May 2010 under the Interior
Minister of the second Merkel government, de
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Maizière, centers on the goal of turning debate into
practice in three main areas through demonstration
projects: religious education, both of Imams and of
Muslim children; gendered issues such as forced
marriage and wearing of headscarves; and the
prevention of extremism, radicalization, and societal
polarization. The second phase of the Islam
Conference, from which the Central Council of
Muslims in Germany decided to withdraw, has been
criticized by both Muslims and non-Muslims in
Germany, including opposition parties, for being less
high profile, less representative, less open to
contention, and insufficiently concerned about
Islamophobia.9

The U.S. has followed a different path in trying to
advance dialogue and integration at home. Where
the German process has been public, structured,
formal, and focused on the long term, the American
approach has been quiet, informal, unstructured, and
oriented to the short term. After the fanfare of the
Cairo speech, American Muslims questioned whether
they would be party to Obama’s initiative.10 To some
extent, they have been. While Obama’s lack of
personal appearance in a mosque and in meetings
with Muslim leaders has been duly noted, members of
his cabinet, including the Homeland Security
Secretary and the Attorney General, have engaged
with Muslim leaders. Those leaders have also been
courted and heeded by a variety of administration offi-
cials on both domestic and foreign policy questions,
on an ad hoc and issue-driven basis. 

WHERE INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL INTEGRATION
INTERSECT

Muslim leaders have “yet to see substantive changes
on a variety of issues, including what they describe as
excessive airport screening, policies that have chilled
Muslim charitable giving and invasive F.B.I. surveil-
lance guidelines,” but they acknowledge that a
process of dialogue is underway.11 These issues of
concern to Muslims in America are what Ariane
Chebel d’Appollonia characterizes as the “domestic
impact of geopolitical factors,” which also includes
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; the situations in Iraq,
Syria, and Lebanon; and the U.S. role in Afghanistan;
they all have a disintegrative impact, she argues. She
views Muslim attitudes on foreign policy issues

increasingly as a source of “commonalities and
convergences” in an otherwise heterogeneous
Muslim community.  The U.S. response to 9/11 solid-
ified Muslim disagreement with official U.S. foreign
policy while the event itself led to racial profiling and
surveillance that impaired integration of Muslims in
America. She is guardedly optimistic about the
current prospect for rapprochement between
American Muslims and American foreign policy lead-
ership due to the institutional approach the Obama
administration has taken on dialogue with the Muslim
world. She cites various examples of the Obama
administration’s public commitment to improve rela-
tions with the Muslim world that have resonated with
American Muslims: high profile speeches and inter-
views by the President; creation of new outreach
positions; appointment of Muslims as foreign policy
decision-makers and civil rights monitors; elevation of
foreign policy issues of concern to Muslims; and the
planned closing of Guantanamo. However, the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Iran all
remain on the intractable side of the foreign policy
ledger.

EXTERNAL INTEGRATION: INSTITUTIONAL AND
CONVERGENT

Whereas much of the agenda of the domestic inte-
gration of American Muslims is caught up in foreign
policy and national security questions, the American
dialogue with the Muslim world goes beyond these
issues. In Cairo, Obama called for a long-term “part-
nership” with the Muslim world, at the governmental
level, but also importantly with civil society actors of
all kinds. His administration has emphasized interac-
tion and exchanges in education, science and tech-
nology, and economic development. In April 2010,
Obama hosted a Presidential Summit on
Entrepreneurship with the Muslim world in
Washington, making good on a promise he delivered
at Cairo.12 

The elevation of this type of “soft power” with Muslims
abroad is nothing new for the German Foreign Office,
which already in 2002 began a Dialogue with the
Islamic World (Dialog mit der islamischen Welt)
under the auspices of its foreign cultural policy and
overseen by the Office of the Special Plenipotentiary
for Intercultural Dialogue (Amt des Beauftragten für
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den Dialog zwischen den Kulturen).13 Using tradi-
tional and highly experienced facilitative channels
such as the Goethe Institute and the Institute for
Foreign Affairs (Institut für Auslandsbeziehungen),
the German Foreign Office supports cultural, educa-
tional, scientific, and professional exchanges of many
varieties with key Muslim countries. The Islam
Dialogue also features a website. The importance of
cultural understanding was highlighted in Chancellor
Merkel’s May 2010 speech at the Museum for Islamic
Culture in Doha.14 

In her visit to the Gulf, Merkel also underscored the
economic pillar of relations with the Muslim world,15

as she had done in her March 2010 speech to the
German-Turkish Economic Forum in Istanbul.16 On
that occasion she saw Germans of Turkish descent as
economic and cultural (in the broadest sense) “bridge
builders” between Germany and Turkey, interweaving
the domestic and external integration themes in a
fashion similar to the connection Obama hinted at in
Cairo. Like the State Department’s Special
Representative to Muslim Communities, Farah
Pandith, regarding American Muslims, Germany’s
Foreign Minister, Guido Westerwelle, has highlighted
the importance of domestic Muslim groups to
German society when addressing foreign policy
toward the Muslim world.17 However, unlike the prac-
tice in the U.S., where ethnic and religious influences
on the “hard power” foreign policy domain are by now
mainstream, German foreign policy makers do not
engage Muslim groups at home in traditional foreign
and security policy.18

Muslim Perspectives on Integration

THE MUSLIM AGENDA

German and American governments have recognized
there are deficits in the integration of Muslim immi-
grants and have started, at home and abroad, to
address the areas of concern.  It is too soon to tell
how effective these efforts are, but the measurement
of efficacy will also involve an accurate reading of
Muslim perspectives on the nature of the integration
agenda and Muslim organizations’ capacities for
advancing their agenda while adhering to the laws
and norms of the host society.  In his essay Rauf
Ceylan refers to this passage as a “reciprocal

process.”

In terms of survey data, Raida Chbib has unpacked
the concept of integration to offer a nuanced and
complex picture for Germany and the U.S. Putting
the pieces back together, there are hopeful results in
terms of overall German and American Muslims’ feel-
ings of belonging to the larger society. In the 2009
major study of German Muslims sponsored by the
Federal Agency for Migration and Refugees
(Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge), on behalf
of the German Islam Conference,  69 percent of
respondents felt a “strong” or “very strong” connec-
tion to Germany. There was no noticeable difference
between Muslims and non-Muslims in their feeling of
connection with Germany.19 In a survey undertaken
by Public Agenda in the same year, with an emphasis
on Mexican and Muslim immigrants, 61 percent of
Muslims indicated they were “extremely happy” in the
U.S, compared to only 33 percent among other immi-
grants.20

This general picture of public opinion clearly must be
supplemented by detailed knowledge of what
Muslims deem key issues.  In addition to the items
noted above in governments’ endeavors to engage
Muslims in dialogue, three topics have risen to the top
recently from the Muslim perspective: one involves the
right to religious expression in the building of
mosques as a visible demonstration of faith and
centers on the intersection of Muslim and non-Muslim
views; one reminds us of the power and responsibility
of the larger society in the way the media portray
Muslims; and the third entails Muslim self-governance
and self-definition in the training of Imams. All of these
topics are related to what Ceylan sees as the slow
formation of a “Diaspora-Islam,” the reality of which
would signal that the integration process, albeit incip-
ient, is working through healthy debate, deliberation,
discussion, and mutual adjustment between Muslims
and non-Muslims.

The Building of Mosques

The German Muslim physical landscape is in the
gradual process of transformation from one domi-
nated by “backyard” facilities (Hinterhofmoscheen)
with few traditional mosques to one characterized by
more significant, fully representative mosques, indi-
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cating a desire for permanence in the host country.
Conflicts over the building of large new mosques
have arisen in cities like Cologne, but the debates
have also revealed important coalitions between
Muslims and non-Muslims. Ceylan advocates the new
mosques’ multi-functionality while Rohe advocates
social mediation of building disputes before the judi-
cial route. The first phase of the German Islam
Conference came up with recommendations for the
mosque-building process.

In the U.S., there are over 1,200 mosques with at
least one in every state of the union, ranging from
small to large, but rarely hidden. Sixty-two percent of
mosques have been founded since 1980, paralleling
the large increase of Muslim immigrants after this
date. There has been a 25 percent increase in the
number of mosques since 1994.21A recent major
dispute has arisen over the planned construction of a
13-story Islamic mosque steps from Ground Zero in
New York, but the New York City community board
voted to support the plan in May 2010. Opposition to
mosque building, which has increased since 9/11, is
evident in various parts of the U.S.22

Media Bias

Muslims in both Germany and the U.S. have identified
the media as an essential source of negative images
of Islam and Muslims. Tara Bahrampour offers
personal examples of Muslim sensitivity to being
misunderstood, identifies the instant-news style of
American media as inimical to tolerance and appre-
ciation of complexity, and notes the media’s contin-
uing indiscriminate use of words like “terrorism” only
for Muslim behavior. Nonetheless, she sees both
sides recognizing the problem and working toward
mutual understanding. The larger context seems to
bear out her sense of the willingness for dialogue.  For
example, just in the last year there have been three
major conferences in the U.S. focused solely on Islam
and the media (at the University of Colorado, Indiana
University, and at Michigan State University). Major
Islamic organizations in the U.S. are pro-active in
providing speakers and knowledge for media
coverage of topics involving Muslims. 

Ceylan points to the German media’s fundamental
role in shaping attitudes, and finds them highly defi-

cient concerning Muslims. The German Islam
Conference has addressed the issue of negative
media images, and has called for more balanced
reporting, more emphasis on Muslim contributions to
German society, and more recruitment of journalists
with an immigration background.23

Young Muslims in particular need positive and recog-
nizable images of Islam for a successful process of
identifying with German society and American
society.  The absence of this dimension can increase
the lure of new media, including those advocating
violence; the danger of this negative alternative has
been acknowledged by Muslim leadership in both
countries. Youth also look to Imams as mediators
between religion and society, but here too there are
real deficiencies in both countries.

The Training of Imams

In his analysis of challenges and perspectives in the
Muslim diaspora, Ceylan attaches special importance
to the origin and training of Imams in Germany as
factors that do not aid integration. He notes that 90
percent are foreign; largely of Turkish origin;  that they
command neither the language nor intimate knowl-
edge of the German culture, society, and polity; and
that their purpose is to forge a connection for Muslims
with the country of origin and not permanently with
Germany. The German Islamic Conference and
Islamic leaders have advocated additional education
for foreign Imams and an elevation and institutional-
ization of the training of German Imams.24

A similar disaffection on the part of youth from the
spiritual and social leadership of foreign Imams
occurs also in the United States.  Foreign Imams,
who lead some 85 percent of non-African-American
mosques, are seen as out-of-touch with American
society and culture and as forces of isolation, rather
than integration, for some mosque communities.25

Young Muslims believe “the need for American-
trained spiritual leaders is desperate.”26 According to
one of the leaders of the Islamic Society of North
America (ISNA), this situation is “beginning to
change.”27 ISNA itself has made the important inte-
grative transition from a society for foreign Muslim
students in the 1960s to an organization of (North)
American Muslims. How effectively have Muslim
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organizations in the U.S. and Germany articulated an
agenda and pursued integration?

MUSLIM ORGANIZATIONS

Four impediments are identified by Ceylan for the
absence of  dynamic, adaptive, purposeful, and expe-
rienced Muslim organizations that can engage
German authorities and German society at a high
level and thereby contribute to integration: the
absence of a Muslim educational elite; the lack of
professionalism; the priority accorded countries of
origin rather than the German context; and the unwill-
ingness of the German state to recognize Muslims
officially as a religious community (with attendant tax,
financial, and credibility benefits).  American Muslim
organizations do not suffer from any of these imped-
iments. As individual organizations, they are active,
well-organized, and sophisticated in their social and
political dealings. Nonetheless, a 2007 task force
assembled by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs
saw the need for stronger coordination and central-
ization of Muslim institutions to overcome religious
and social divisions. Like observers in Germany, the
task force strongly recommended the cultivation of
leadership among young Muslims.28 In both coun-
tries, Muslim organizations can be constrained in their
political work by the limited number of self-identified
Muslim politicians at the national level: there are only
two in Congress29 (Keith Ellison and Andre Carson)
and only one in the Bundestag (Omid Nouripour).30

At the state and local level, there has been much
more progress in political and administrative posi-
tions held by Muslims.

Recommendations

Ten recommendations emerge from the above
comparison of Germany and the U.S.:

 There are both domestic and foreign policy aspects
of Muslim integration. In both Germany and the U.S.,
there should be a more concerted effort to link the
two and to balance their weight. 

 As the media plays an important role in shaping
perceptions and images of Muslims it is imperative
that more Muslim voices are included in the German
and American media and in transatlantic discussions
on the role of new and traditional media in the twenty-
first century. 

 Germany and the U.S. should look to the extensive
experiences with integration at the state and local
level in formulating policies on the federal level. 

 The U.S. should do more to institutionalize the
internal dialogue with Muslims and Islam, learning
from the achievements and deficits of the German
Islam Conference. Such an institution might be similar
to the American Diversity Dialogue proposed by the
Muslim integration task force of the Chicago Council
on Global Affairs in 2007.

 Germany’s Islam Conference should include more
representation from foreign policy decision-makers.
Of the seventeen federal, state, and local government
representatives, only one is from the German Foreign
Office.

 Germany’s foreign policy decision-making in areas
of concern to Muslims could borrow from the more ad
hoc American approach that permits active consulta-
tion on a case-by-case basis as key and sensitive
issues develop.

 As German Muslim organizations begin to weaken
their links with countries of origin, the transformation
of some American Muslim organizations from associ-
ations representing foreign immigrants to typical
American interest-group entities could be instructive.

 Recent undertakings to educate Imams in Germany
and the U.S. should be encouraged, broadened, and
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include transatlantic exchanges on methods and
experiences. Increasing the numbers of American and
German Imams will enable younger Muslims to foster
a German and American Islam and will minimize the
risk of radicalization from abroad. Additionally, it is
imperative for Germany to incorporate the study of
Islam in its school system. 

 The need for a new Muslim generation of spiritual,
organizational, and political leaders is a frequent
clarion call. While the challenges they must address
have some unique situational features in Germany
and the U.S., there are also often similar aspects.
Building transatlantic networks among young Muslims
and between them and their non-Muslim cohorts can
facilitate the identification of best practices for inte-
gration. 

 Such networks can parallel and complement the
existing channels of dialogue between German and
American authorities on both the internal and external
aspects of integration, but they should also be
included in such official deliberations for the young
will shape the Islamic diaspora, its purpose and
engagement at home, and its connection abroad.
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Introduction

When migration scholars discuss the integration of
immigrants, they distinguish between at least three
dimensions: cultural integration, social integration and
identification with the host country, and structural inte-
gration. The questions analyzed in this essay refer
mainly to structural aspects of integration, such as
education or employment; because we are talking
about a population that is defined and shaped as a
separate migrant group on the basis of religion also
makes it necessary to include the idea of religious
identity.

Until recently, religion was not a factor or a topic in
German migration studies and policies.1 Accordingly,
research at the national level, e.g., on key employment
or social indicators, did usually not single out Muslims
or other religious groups. But in the aftermath of 11
September 2001 religion has become a factor in
research on migration and integration and Islam the
most prevalent religion in empirical research.2

German researchers study Islam almost exclusively in
its Turkish manifestations and mostly in the context of
problems of integration, women’s rights, and the
welfare of children. After the events of 11 September
2001, the threat of terrorism and fanaticism joined the
debate, resulting in a sharp rise of studies on funda-
mentalism. 

In the United States there is a longer tradition of
including religion in migration studies (due to the
country’s migration history), dividing research into
two groups: early European migrants and post-1965
immigrants to the United States.3 Recent research is
based on highly descriptive individual case studies4

and considers the growing American religious diver-

sity, maintaining a broader view by not limiting its
focus to Muslim migrants or to any other particular
religious group.5

The scholarly interest in followers of Islam in Germany
and the United States has increased in the past
decade, resulting in comprehensive surveys and
studies on both sides of the Atlantic that are useful for
the purposes of this essay. The study “Muslims in
Germany,” published in 2007 by the Federal Ministry
of the Interior, examined the viewpoints of Muslims in
Germany regarding integration and democracy, rule
of law, and politically and/or religiously motivated
violence.6 Two years later, the Federal Office for
Migration and Refugees presented another nation-
wide study of migrants originating from forty-nine
Islamic countries, offering a comprehensive view of
Muslim life throughout Germany and of different
aspects of Muslims’ integration.7 The Bertelsmann
Foundation conducted another survey on the reli-
giosity of Muslims, which delivered a broad insight
into the religious life and practice of Germany’s
Muslims.8

In the U.S., the 2009 “Muslim West Facts Project” by
the Gallup Center for Muslim Studies explored the
attitudes of U.S. Muslims on issues ranging from polit-
ical views, civic engagement, and the socioeconomic
situation to the importance of faith and political views
in comparison to other religious groups in the U.S.9

Additionally, the Pew Research Center published a
study in 2007 that gathered information including
education, economic status, political and social
values, and religious beliefs of American Muslims.10

Based on the findings from those studies, this essay

SOCIOECONOMIC INTEGRATION OF MUSLIMS
IN GERMANY AND THE UNITED STATES
RAIDA CHBIB



starts with a general comparative look at the compo-
sition of Muslim populations in Germany and the
United States and considers the migration back-
ground of a majority of Muslims. Muslims’ socioeco-
nomic situation will then be highlighted using relevant
data on different aspects of their economic perform-
ance from the above-mentioned studies. This then
leads to the discussion of those factors that might
affect the socioeconomic integration of this selected
population in both countries.

The essay finally asks the question of whether reli-
gious beliefs are a determining factor in a social
group’s economic integration. Factoring in religion
may be relevant, if considerable differences between
Muslims and non-Muslims with similar backgrounds in
integration emerge from this analysis. 

Muslims in Germany and the United
States: Data and Facts 

SIZE OF MUSLIM POPULATION 

The study conducted by the Federal Office of
Migration and Refugees puts the generally accepted
number of Muslims living in Germany in 2009
between 3.8 and 4.3 million, or 4.6 to 5.2 percent of
the total population. In 1987, there were only 1.7
million Muslims in Germany, which accounted for 2.7
percent of the total population.11 In the U.S. the
number of Muslims is based on estimates as well.
However, unlike in Germany, there is no widely
accepted figure because different institutions,
including Muslim organizations, have given varying
estimates on the number of Muslims in the U.S. The
more recent study by the Pew Research Center esti-
mates the number to be as high as 2.5 million, which
represents a share of approximately 0.6 percent of the
total population.

COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN

The regional origins of the Muslim population in
Germany have become much more heterogeneous in
the course of the last few decades: Muslims now
originate from forty-nine Islamic countries, although
the dominant group is still those of Turkish descent.12

Many Muslims in Germany still have Turkish roots but
their proportion has become much smaller due to

increased immigration of Muslims from other coun-
tries.13 Thus, almost 63 percent of Muslims have
Turkish roots, Southeastern European Muslims follow
with 14 percent and Muslims from the Middle East,
with 8 percent.14

In the U.S. no single racial or ethnic group constitutes
a majority of the more diverse Muslim population (from
sixty-eight countries). A relatively large proportion of
Muslim immigrants comes from Arab countries (24
percent), but about as many also emigrated from
Pakistan and other Southeast Asian countries.
Compared to other western countries, the ethnic
composition of the Muslim population in the United
States is exceptional due to the large number of
native-born Muslims. Thus, being Muslim in the U.S.
is not automatically linked to a specific migrant group
as it usually is in Germany or in other European coun-
tries.

MIGRATION MOTIVES

In Germany, the reasons for Muslim immigration have
changed along with Muslims’ migration backgrounds
and histories. The earliest notable immigration of
Muslims occurred in the beginning of the 1960s,
when low-skilled labor migrants mainly from Turkey
and North Africa arrived;15 this group shaped the
socioeconomic situation of Muslims until the 1980s.
In the course of the 1980s a large number of Muslim
refugees and asylum seekers arrived; much of the
immigration history of non-Turkish Muslim immigrants
is rooted in international conflict. Throughout Muslim
immigration to Germany one of the main reasons for
migration has been family reunion.

Today a mixed composition of Muslim migrants’ migra-
tion motives and social and economic background is
evident. This leads to two socially and economically
challenging conditions for a vast number of Muslim
migrants in Germany: First, unskilled workers, often
from poor rural parts of their home countries, still live
with their extended families in relatively deprived
conditions. Second, refugees from war or from inhu-
mane conditions, such as those from Afghanistan or
Iraq, have limited rights and are in need of social aid. 
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During the postwar period in the U.S., only 16 percent
of Muslim immigrants arrived before 1980. The
majority of foreign-born Muslims arrived in the 1990s
(33 percent) or in the last decade (28 percent). In
comparison, the Federal Republic of Germany has a
longer experience with large numbers of new Muslim
immigrants. Although the percentage of those who
immigrated to the U.S. because of economic reasons
(24 percent) or conflict (20 percent) is comparable to
Germany, the numbers of those who come for educa-
tion (26 percent) is considerably higher (versus 14.8
percent in Germany) and those who arrive for family
reunion reasons (24 percent) is less.   

Despite the relatively late immigration of Muslims in
the U.S., 77 percent of them are already naturalized
whereas only 50 percent of Muslims have German
citizenship. While considerably less than the share of
naturalized U.S. Muslims, this is an unexpectedly high
rate considering the much stricter German natural-
ization laws.

RELIGIOSITY

Most Muslims in Germany consider themselves reli-
gious: 36 percent describe themselves as “very reli-
gious” and 50 percent identify as “rather religious.”17

More objective indicators of different dimensions of
religiosity, such as the Bertelsmann Religion Monitor,
confirm this result. Accordingly, Muslims in Germany
are characterized by deep religiosity (90 percent);
including 41 percent of “highly religious” individuals.
In essence, this study shows that Muslims in Germany
are far more religious than the average population.
With its three-stage index on the centrality of reli-
giosity (non-religious, religious, highly religious), the
Religion Monitor 2008 established that, in contrast to
the Muslim population, only 18 percent of Germans
are “highly religious” and 52 percent are “religious,”
while about 28 percent are “not religious” (versus 5
percent of the interviewed Muslims).18

In the U.S. the overall Muslim approach to religion is
fairly similar to the way American Christians approach
their religion.19 Although Muslims in the U.S. are more

Muslims in Germany Muslims in the U.S.

Estimated size and share of population 3.8-4.3 million 
4.6-5.2% of total population

2.5 million 
0.6% of total population

Diversity Growing diversity of Muslim
population but still a majority of
Turkish migrants

Muslim population has always
reflected the diverse nature of
American society

Indigenous Muslims Small number of German
converts to Islam16

Large number of indigenous
Muslims

Origin Dominant Turkish Muslim group
(63%); Eastern European
Muslims (14%); Muslims from
Arabic countries (15%)

No single ethnic group is domi-
nant

Main reasons for immigration Family reunion, economic
reasons, conflicts

Economic reasons, education,
conflicts

Religion Strong belief and higher reli-
giosity than the average popula-
tion

High religiosity but roughly similar
to total population; higher level of
religious commitment compared
to Germany’s Muslims

Figure 1: Composition of Muslims in Germany and in the U.S.



likely to acknowledge the importance of faith in their
lives than other Americans (80 percent and 65
percent, respectively),20 their religious service atten-
dance is similar to that of Protestants (41 percent)
and Muslims are even less likely to pray daily
compared to Christian believers (61 percent versus
70 percent).

Muslims in Germany show a similar approach to reli-
gion compared to Muslims in the United States in
terms of importance of religion (both above 80
percent) as well as regarding fundamental religious
duties (“the five pillars of Islam”), such as paying
zakat21 (more than 70 percent in the U.S. and
Germany) or fasting during Ramadan (more than 70
percent in the U.S. and Germany).

However, there are some differences concerning the
adherence to certain religious commandments.
American Muslims seem to follow these command-
ments more strictly,22 such as the ban on alcohol (86
percent in the U.S. versus 58 percent in Germany),
daily prayer (61 percent pray at least once a day in the
U.S. versus 39 percent in Germany), wearing hijab23

(about 50 percent in the U.S. versus 30 percent in
Germany), and regularly visiting the mosque (41
percent in the U.S. versus 34 percent in Germany). 

Finally, the fundamental teachings of Islam are
accepted by a large majority of Muslims in the United
States. Nearly all (96 percent) believe in “One God”
and the Day of Judgment (91 percent) whereas 78
percent of German Muslim respondents do so.24

Hence, American Muslims display a higher level of
religious commitment in their everyday lives than
Muslims in Germany.

SOME SIMILARITIES – MORE DIFFERENCES

The comparative view on the composition of Muslim
populations in both countries reveals some similarities
but more differences. In both countries Muslims
appear to be heterogeneous in terms of ethnic and
regional background. But in Germany, being Muslim
is still associated with being Turkish due to the large
number and the early arrival of this group. The high
share of those who came as unskilled workers
followed by their families has led to the widespread
association of Muslims as a socially weak group of

foreigners.

Conversely, U.S. Muslims belong to various racial
groups (except Hispanic) and can be found in
different social classes. Thus, they are not associ-
ated with a specific class, or with a single ethnic or
racial group. A relatively high percentage of Muslim
immigrants come to study in the United States or
arrive with a high level of education and benefit from
a solid educational background. 

Muslims in both countries are characterized by high
religiosity, which is perceived differently in the U.S.
and Germany. Whereas in the U.S. Muslims’ religiosity
is not perceived as uncommon or odd (despite an
even higher degree of religious commitment than
Germany’s Muslims) due to the relatively high reli-
giosity among a majority of Americans, in Germany
the religiosity of Muslims is often regarded as out of
the ordinary. Thus, altogether, Muslims in Germany
often are perceived as an alienated, socially margin-
alized group, while U.S. Muslims reflect the diverse
nature of American society and do not particularly
stand out.

Socioeconomic Integration

The following section focuses on the socioeconomic
situation of Muslims in the U.S. and Germany and is
structured along four key indicators: Education,
income, labor market integration, occupation, and
social and language skills.

EDUCATION

Migration scholars agree that education provides
immigrants with the major key to socioeconomic
mobility. Thus, educational progress is equally
accepted by German and American researchers as a
variable for examining how immigrants integrate into
a society. Moreover, the level of education achieved
by foreign-born immigrants is an important indication
of the socioeconomic resources and backgrounds a
migrant group brings with it—resources that often
determine the migrant group’s starting position in the
host country.

Consequently, education of Muslim migrants in
Germany is one of the main aspects that scholars are
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examining in order to determine how well Muslims
are structurally integrated in society. The results of
recent studies provide additional evidence of rela-
tively low levels of education across the board among
migrants from Muslim countries of origin. They prove
once more that, in terms of education, Turkish
migrants—whether Muslims or not—fare relatively
badly when compared to migrants from Southeastern
Europe  or to migrants from other Muslim countries of
origin. Studies further reveal some differences in
educational achievement between Muslims of
different denominations (i.e., Sunni Muslims, Shiite
Muslims) and also between Muslims from different
countries of origin. 

Overall, Muslim immigrants in Germany who finished
school in their countries of origin can be split into two
groups: a large group who has no (25.5 percent) or
a very low (26.3 percent) school degree on one hand
and a (larger than assumed) group of those with a
minimum of a high school diploma25 (36.2 percent)
on the other. The group with the poor education
figures might be attributed to first wave of immigrant
generations from Turkey or southeastern Europe, who
exhibit the worst educational achievement compared
to Muslims from other countries of origin. Only 20.4
percent of those Turkish immigrants have a high
school diploma (vs. 63.3 percent from Central Asia or
56 percent from the Middle East) and at the same
time more than a third came without any school
leaving diploma from Turkey compared to 15.8
percent from Central Asia or 29.7 percent from
Middle East.26

Given these figures, and considering that Muslims
with Turkish or southeastern European roots
comprise a large majority of Muslims in Germany, the

widespread assumption that Muslims in Germany
mainly belong to the uneducated segment of society
is more easily understood.27 However, as German
society and its Muslim population become more
heterogeneous and as subsequent generations of
Muslims attend school, in Germany these figures of
educational achievement are evolving.

In the U.S. the Muslim population in general and the
new Muslim immigrants in particular reveal a higher
educational background than Muslims in Germany.
Compared with the general American public, fewer
Muslims have finished high school, but just as many
have earned college degrees: 47 percent are or were
enrolled in a college and of those, 10 percent
attended graduate school.28 Among foreign-born
U.S. Muslims, the proportion of those with a minimum
of a college degree is even larger than among native-
born Muslims which indicates that a considerable
number of new Muslim immigrants are highly
educated. 

The numbers for high school or college diplomas of
Muslims in the U.S. and Germany indicate that there
are wide differences in the educational resources
with which the first generation of Muslim immigrants
to both countries arrived. The number of highly
educated Muslims who came to the U.S. is consid-
erably larger than in Germany. In addition, this differ-
ence suggests that migrants’ previous human capital
resources, such as education or a solid social back-
ground, are factors that determine a migrant group’s
prospects for socioeconomic integration.

In sharp contrast to the largest immigrant group in the
U.S. (Hispanics) Muslim migrants in the U.S. have a
significantly more favorable educational and social

U.S. Muslims
(overall)

German Muslims
(overall)

Foreign-born U.S.
Muslims

German Muslims
with foreign school-
leaving certificatie

Less than high
school degree

21% 65.9% 24% 67.5%

High school degree
and/or college30

79% 34.1% 76% 33%

Educational background of Muslims in the U.S. and Germany29



background. This puts them and their families in a
much better starting position, although recent figures
show that young Muslims (up to age 29) are less
likely to have college degrees or higher when
compared to older generations of Muslims.31

However, the opposite can be said about Muslims in
Germany who, to a large degree, belong to the disad-
vantaged group of rural Turkish migrants.
Furthermore, children of immigrants still are overrep-
resented in lower school types and have worse
educational opportunities, not only in comparison to
German natives but also to other immigrant groups.
Accordingly, about 42 percent of Muslims in Germany
have a low or no school diploma; 34 percent have a
higher school diploma (i.e., the “Abitur” certificate in
Germany).

Better educational achievement becomes visible in
the second and third generations attending school in
Germany. At 11.8 percent, they display a significantly
lower number of young Muslims without any diploma
compared to 28.9 percent of the generation that
finished school in their home countries.  Later gener-
ations also show an increase in students who obtain
an intermediate or extended level of education at the
Realschule (31 percent compared to 13.4 percent of
first generation immigrants). Moreover, educational

advancement appears among female Muslim
students who more often earn diplomas mostly from
medium school types in Germany, such as the
Hauptschule and the Realschule, than their mothers
who were educated in their respective countries of
origin. 

On the other side, the proportion of Muslims with an
“Abitur” certificate, enabling them to study at a univer-
sity is still below the rate of those who finished school
in their home countries with a similar qualification for
University entrance.32 This highlights the limits of
educational upward mobility for young Muslims, which
results in a relatively low, although steadily increasing,
number of Muslim academics. Moreover, it raises the
question of the relationship between education and
economic prospects and of the mode of integration
into the labor market.  

INCOME

Recent empirical studies on Muslims in the U.S. and
Germany offer different figures of their household’s
financial situation and their economic opportunity,
particularly their integration into the labor market. In
the following, comparable data on income and satis-
faction with one’s personal financial situation will be
discussed.  
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U.S. Muslims Native-born U.S. Muslims Muslims in Germany

Less than $30,00033 35% 35% 53%

$30,000-$74,999 39% 42% 35%

$75,000 or more 26% 23% 12%

Figure 2: Household Income of U.S. Muslims and of Muslims in Germany

According to a survey conducted in 2006 as part of
the Pew Global Attitudes Project, Muslims in
Germany were found to be less wealthy than the total
population: the majority of Muslims (53 percent)
reported annual incomes of less than EUR 18,000
(compared to 35 percent of the German total popu-
lation with the same income) and a relatively low
percentage of Muslims reported an annual income of
more than EUR 30,000 (12 percent vs. 26 percent of
total population).34

This German Muslim income situation stands in sharp
contrast to Muslims’ integration in the U.S. economy,
where their family income is roughly comparable with
that of the entire U.S. population. Forty-one percent
(vs. 44 percent of the general U.S. population) of the
Muslim interviewees reported annual household
incomes of $50,000 or more; one-third report annual
household incomes of less than $30,000.35 More
detailed figures on household income of both foreign-
and native-born Muslims reveal that the household



income of first generation immigrants is somewhat
better than that of native-born U.S. Muslims, many of
whom are African-Americans. Hence, first generation
immigrant Muslims are reported to be more satisfied
with their financial status (“excellent” or “good,” 47
percent) than native-born Muslims (37 percent).
Economic disparities among U.S. Muslims are also
discernible when looking at individual subgroups:
Only one-third of African-American Muslims rate their
economic situation as “excellent” or “good” while 68
percent of recently immigrated Muslims of Pakistani
origin are largely satisfied with their economic situa-
tion;36 conversely, fewer foreign-born Muslims rate
their situation as “fair” or “poor” than native-born. 

In comparison, 37.5 percent of Muslims in Germany
state that they are satisfied with their financial means
whereas 20.3 percent report insufficient household
income. In Germany, a large percentage of Muslims
(42.2 percent) states that their income “fairly
suffices.”37

Based on this fact, one might infer that despite
American Muslims on average earning more than
Germany’s Muslims, half of American Muslims eval-
uate their financial situation as “fair” or “poor.”
Perceptions of native-born U.S. Muslims appear to be
similar to that of Muslims in Germany, although only
35 percent (vs. 53 percent of Muslims in Germany)
of native-born Muslims belong to the lowest income
group.
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Figure 3: Financial situation of Muslims in the U.S. compared to Muslims in Germany38

U.S. Muslims Native-born U.S. Muslims Muslims in Germany

Excellent / Good 42% 37% 37.5%

Fair / Poor 52% 62% 62.5%

Thus, Muslims in the U.S.—with both their poorer and
wealthier members—are seen to be broadly inte-
grated into the economic mainstream of their country,
whereas the overall income situation of Muslims in
Germany varies widely from the average income of
the total population due to the low number of Muslims
with a high income and the relatively high share of
those with a low income. However, the proportion of
Germany’s Muslims with a middle income differs only
slightly from that of the general population.

LABOR MARKET INTEGRATION

In most EU member states Muslims tend to have
lower employment rates than the average population.
Germany has the highest rate of labor market inte-
gration of young migrants in comparison to other
western European nations, France the lowest, and
Great Britain in the middle.39 Regarding employment
status, Muslims both in Germany and in the U.S.
exhibit a relatively high number of those who are regu-
larly employed, an indication that in both countries the
employment status of Muslims is better than in other
western countries.40 Nevertheless, the employment

status of Muslims in the United States is not worse
than that of the average population, while the rate of
regularly employed Muslims in Germany is lower than
it is for its general population. In this context it might
be noteworthy that unlike American surveys that
distinguish between part-time and full-time occupa-
tion, German studies include vocational training in
employment figures.

Integration in the labor market is further shaped by
education. Studies in Germany reveal a particular and
remarkable correlation between education and occu-
pation of Muslim migrants: among Muslims without a
diploma and among those with an intermediate level
of education from the Realschule, there is high
employment. But Muslim immigrants who attained
their high school diplomas in their countries of origin
are less likely to find a job than those with an inter-
mediate level of education from a German school.41

Germany and the United States also exhibit differ-
ences in women’s participation in the work force.  In
the U.S., approximately 59 percent of Muslim women
work—the same as women in the general popula-



tion.42 In Germany, however, there is a significant
gap between the employment status of immigrant
females, including Muslim women, and native women.
While approximately 63 percent of German women
work, only 43 percent of women with migration back-
grounds are employed.473

Although Muslims in the U.S. are racially and ethni-
cally diverse, there are no noteworthy differences
among Muslim American racial groups’ employment
status. There are, however, some differences associ-
ated with the length of stay: “Immigrants who came to
the U.S. prior to 1990 have a full-time employment

rate comparable to the general public’s (55%), while
more recent immigrants lag behind (only 33% of them
work full-time).”44

In German surveys there are no similar statistics, but
employment figures on Muslims from different coun-
tries of origin reveal that those from Central Asia, the
Middle East, and Central Africa show the highest
rates of unemployment, which might be caused by the
relatively high number of new refugees from those
regions. Turkish Muslims and those from Iran show
the lowest unemployment rates.45
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Figure 4: Employment Rates

U.S. Muslims46 German Muslims47

Employed / Working full time 41%48 43.5%

Employed / Working part time 16% 10.8%

Self-employed 24% 15.5%

Other n/a 12.9%49

OCCUPATION

Surveys on the type of jobs worked by Muslim
migrants in Germany reveal that a large percentage is
still concentrated in unskilled or semi-skilled jobs.50

Many studies on the Turkish Muslim group demon-
strate that, compared to German natives, migrants of
Turkish origin are overrepresented in unqualified or
semi-qualified work.51 However, the evolution of the
Muslim population is now reflected in the type of
work: unlike the early years of Muslim immigration,
Muslims are now found in different segments of the
German economy and are no longer mainly unskilled
laborers but also qualified, i.e., skilled laborers as well
as employees or self-employed business owners.

This differentiation may also explain the increased
percentage of people from Muslim countries of origin
that are self-employed and the transformations that
occurred in this context. A survey on enterprises of
Turkish migrants in North Rhine Westphalia illustrates
that Turkish migrants’ early business foundation first
concentrated on the ethnic niche market but has
changed over several generations to a business
ownership in different economic sectors. Until now,

most are small and medium-sized enterprises that
generated annual sales of €6.4 billion in the federal
state of North Rhine Westphalia in 2003.52

Comprehensive studies on Muslims in the U.S.
discuss only the share of Muslims that work in
“professional occupations” and do not provide further
information on the standard of work. According to the
Gallup Survey, Muslim Americans are slightly more
likely to be in a trained profession, such as medicine
or law, than the general public (30 percent versus 26
percent) and they are more likely to be self-employed
than the general U.S. population.53

SOCIAL INTEGRATION  AND LANGUAGE SKILLS

Recent studies in the U.S. do not discuss the Muslim
population’s social relations or language skills. With
regard to assimilation, scholars seem most interested
in the topic of identification and in the attitudes of
Muslims toward the American “way of life” and toward
American society. In contrast, language skills and
social integration are mostly at the center of attention
in German research on Muslims in European coun-
tries, because language skills are perceived as an



important prerequisite for a strong performance in
school and in the labor market.

Hence, information about language use and media
use was gathered in one study as a measure for
linguistic integration. In the general Muslim population
sample, 12.1 percent stated that they “never” spoke
German with their friends and 26.3 percent said that
they “rarely” did so; 36.2 percent of respondents said
they “mostly” or “almost always” spoke German, while
25.5 percent said they spoke German about as often
as their native language. Media use reflects similar
tendencies: about one-third said they “mostly” (20.8
percent) or “exclusively” (10.9 percent) watched tele-
vision programs broadcast in a language other than
German.55 Therefore, scholars conclude that about
20 percent of respondents exhibit problems with
language integration and that 37 percent use the
German language rarely. Thus, about half of Muslims
face difficulties with the German language. 

But when aspects of socio-linguistic integration are
examined—differentiating among pupils, students,
and adults—some differences are explained:

 The percentage of Muslim university-level students
who are “well” and “very well” integrated in socio-
linguistic terms is significantly higher (78.9 percent)
than in other Muslim groups. Students also appear to

have more frequent contact with native Germans. 

 In general, the findings demonstrate that younger
Muslims are much better integrated in socio-linguistic
terms than the older generations.

 However, for more than 40 percent of young
people significant deficits are obvious. And again
Muslim adolescents reveal significantly lower levels of
socio-linguistic integration than non-Muslim immi-
grant adolescents.

Conclusion

Regarding socioeconomic aspects of Muslim inte-
gration, U.S. surveys highlight the upper socioeco-
nomic segments of the Muslim population while
providing limited data on secondary schooling and
non-professional Muslim laborers. On the other side,
German surveys do the opposite: they offer limited
information on higher education and on Muslim
professionals in the labor market, but do include infor-
mation about school degrees and educational
achievement below the college or university level.

UPWARD OR DOWNWARD INTEGRATION?

In the U.S., figures on Muslim household incomes
and on Muslim education reflect the racial diversity of
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Figure 5: Proportional distribution of economically active Muslim respondents according to the type of
work54



the Muslim population. Figures indicate differences
between Muslims from different racial groups with
the largest difference between Asians Muslims and
African-American Muslims, with 44 percent of Asian
Muslims reporting a high monthly household income
of more than $5,000 versus only 17 percent of the
surveyed African-American Muslims.56

Although data on the socioeconomic situation of
Muslims in the U.S. prove that American Muslims are
well integrated on average, this should not distract
attention from the fact that there is still a significant
number of those who live in deprived conditions. The
overall socioeconomic situation of Muslims in the U.S.
should therefore not be idealized. However, the
socioeconomic performance of the Muslim population
could be described as balanced because there are
similar shares of those with a high income and educa-
tion on one side and those with a low income and
education on the other side. Moreover, income and
employment status is comparable with the entire U.S.
population.

The data reveals that foreign-born U.S. Muslims have
a nearly similar educational background to native-
born Muslims with an even slightly larger amount of
those with a very high education. Furthermore, newly
immigrated Muslims are better off in terms of income
situation and financial satisfaction than their native-
born fellow believers. But in terms of employment
status, native-born Muslims are more often employed
full-time than recently arrived migrants. Those results
make it difficult to trace the educational performance
and income fluctuations to the migration background
of Muslims in the U.S. However, they may point to
difficulties for some recently arrived migrant groups to
enter the American labor market.

Muslim women are as well educated and as well inte-
grated into the labor market as non-Muslim American
women. There are even more American Muslim
women who work in a professional occupation than
Muslim men.

In Germany, successful Muslims are not especially
visible in the labor market or in education. Compared
to the overall German population, as well as to other
migrant groups, Muslims exhibit a higher rate of
unemployment, a significantly lower number of high

school and university degrees, a higher rate of under-
performance in education, and a lower average
income. 

Upward mobility in education is apparent for younger
generations but there remain persistent shortcom-
ings in the education sector. About half of the Muslim
respondents face particular difficulties with the
German language. 

Different figures on education and on labor market
activity point to success stories of upward integration
of Muslims into the upper-middle class with groups
performing well in different sectors of the German
economy. But the percentage of those trapped in the
lower class, dropping out of schools and failing to find
good employment, is still far higher.

There are some differences in education and labor
market integration within the Muslim population.
Although the Turkish migrant group has the lowest
educational achievement, they show the highest
employment rates compared to other Muslim groups.
This suggests that, similar to the U.S., the length of
stay might have an effect on the chances in the labor
market. Furthermore this gives rise to the assumption
that, on the one hand, a better education does not
automatically enhance the chances for immigrants to
gain access to the German labor market and that, on
the other hand, lower skilled migrants seem to have
easier access to a job.

When socioeconomic integration of Muslims in
Germany is compared to the situation of the Muslim
population in the postwar period, we might conclude
that German Muslims of today are in many aspects
better off than before. The second generation enjoys
better preconditions for upward mobility but at the
same time faces more difficulties financially and
economically as well as with the changed perception
of Muslims in Germany. In addition, recent Muslim
immigrants arrive better educated and thus change
the overall figures on education of Muslims. In total,
the initially unfavorable situation of Muslim migrants
has changed since the 1980s and they are catching
up in education and in the labor market. Hence,
Muslims are increasingly located in the medium
income, medium education, and middle class
segments of society, being conspicuously underrep-
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resented in the high income and the high education
segments.

In contrast, based on income, education, and occu-
pation, U.S. Muslims are almost evenly distributed
across different socioeconomic levels of society.
They have been able to build upon a much better
educational background and income situation than
Muslims in Germany, who display similarities to their
fellow Muslims in the U.S. only in their relatively high
labor market integration. Nevertheless, no noticeable
changes exist in socioeconomic terms among the
American Muslim population. While the socioeco-
nomic performance of Germany’s Muslims is
improving, young Muslims in the U.S. reveal slightly
poorer levels of employment and education57 than
the older generations, which might be interpreted as
a downward trend.

In this context, it is difficult to assess the effects of the
global economic crisis on the situation of Muslims in
Germany or in the U.S. based on existing research.
However, it may be assumed that the economic
decline has had the same impact on the socioeco-
nomic situation of Muslim migrants in the United
States as on the general population, given that the
economic status of U.S. Muslims mirrors the
economic situation of the overall population. For
Germany it appears to be more difficult to assess the
consequences of the economic crisis. Since a large
part of Germany’s Muslims are still unskilled or semi-
skilled laborers in German factories, many of them
constitute an economically vulnerable group that is
rapidly hit by a decline in sales and layoffs in German
companies, e.g., in the automotive industry.

INTEGRATION AND RELIGION

Finally, the comparative analysis of the Muslim popu-
lation in Germany and in the U.S. offers some
substance to discuss the relationship between reli-
gion and the socioeconomic performance of Muslims,
as well as possible effects that religion may have on
integration.

Germany’s Muslims show an equally high religiosity
but with a different approach to religion compared to
American Muslims. U.S. Muslims have an even higher
degree of religious commitment in their everyday lives

than their fellow believers in Germany. But while U.S.
Muslims’ economic performance is as strong as main-
stream Americans’ performance, the opposite is true
for Muslims in Germany.

Despite the income and education disparities that
have become apparent, U.S. Muslims from different
racial and socioeconomic backgrounds resemble one
another when it comes to religion.58 The comparative
view on Muslims and non-Muslims from different
racial groups has revealed that Muslim white
Americans, for instance, do in fact perform signifi-
cantly better in education than do non-Muslim white
Americans. From this, it might be concluded that,
generally, Islamic religiosity does not seem to be a
factor impacting the socioeconomic situation of
Muslim believers in the U.S. However, since this
conclusion is based on limited data from the above-
mentioned surveys, with more thorough studies on
religiosity of Muslims in relation to social or economic
integration difficult to find in the U.S., this result is
more an assumption that still has to be proven.   

In the European discourse on the participation of
Muslim minorities in society, Islam is often used to
explain difficulties or failures of integration.59

Additionally, various studies on the religiosity of
Muslims also question the relationship between reli-
giosity and different aspects of integration. All
research agrees that Muslims as a whole are more
religious than other faiths although some research
points to differences between ethnic groups (e.g.,
Muslims of Turkish origin appear to be more religious
than Iranians) or between followers of different Islamic
denominations. Research that deals with the rela-
tionship between Muslim religiosity and education,
for example, usually demonstrates that Muslims with
a lower socioeconomic status and with a lower
education are more religious than those who perform
better.60

Although present studies do point to a noticeable
correlation between religious conviction and integra-
tion performance, they are neither capable of
explaining this correlation or of establishing or proving
a causal connection.61 The most comprehensive
study on Muslim life in Germany that includes and
compares different Muslim groups therefore
concludes that a direct link between an affiliation to
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Islam and integration cannot be established, espe-
cially given the great differences between Muslims
from different countries of origin.62

Considering the situation of Muslims from both the
U.S. and Germany, as well as the provisional results
of the relationship between Islam and integration, it
becomes clear that the poorer socioeconomic posi-
tion facing a segment of Muslims in the United States
and a larger percentage of Muslims in Germany is
more likely to be linked to other originating factors.
The social backgrounds and racial disadvantages (in
the U.S.) or various forms of discrimination (in the
EU) which often shape the prospects for upward
mobility among different social groups seem to be a
more appropriate link to explain issues in integrating
the Muslim population in both countries.

Thus, the better overall socioeconomic performance
of Muslims in the U.S. appears to predominantly result
from the immigration of Muslim groups who arrived
with advantageous resources in the form of human
capital and better skills, easing their successful inte-
gration into the mainstream middle and upper classes.
The pluralistic nature of American society and a
common acceptance of different forms of religious
behavior aided this integration. In contrast, the more
homogeneous nature of German society, requiring
more time to adapt to the rapid increase of residents
with a non-German background and to deviant reli-
gious habits of Muslim migrants, together with the
large proportion of unskilled workers and their fami-
lies can be seen as major barriers to the successful
integration of Muslims into mainstream German
society.
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Introduction

The literature on American Muslims has vastly
expanded over recent years. Various aspects have
been well-researched, such as the role of religiosity
in their political affiliation; their beliefs, social values,
and group consciousness; and most notably after
9/11, their sense of alienation as potential grounds for
radicalization.1 Yet, little has been written about the
role of factors related specifically to U.S. foreign
policy in framing key aspects of the integration of
Muslims in American society, as well as the percep-
tion of Islam by non-Muslims. This essay focuses on
the domestic impact of geopolitical factors that are of
particular significance for American Muslims, and
which are significantly impacted by U.S. policies,
such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; the situations
in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon; and the continuing mili-
tary escalation in Afghanistan. Yet, there is evidence
that these issue variables do not work in isolation. The
current situation of Muslim minorities in the U.S. (as
well as their perception by U.S. public opinion) is,
indeed, the result of a complex set of interactions
between both domestic and geopolitical factors.

These factors include the impact of counterterrorist
legislation adopted in the aftermath of 9/11, as well
as the long-term effect of ethnic discrimination and
suspicion toward Islam—trends both fuelled by the
emergence of “home-grown terrorists.” However, the
domestic context also involves some more positive
aspects as well, including the extensive socioeco-
nomic integration of the majority of U.S. Muslims who
today form the most affluent and assimilated Muslim
community in the Western world.2 American Muslims
have also achieved high levels of civic and political
integration, as illustrated by the large percentage who

are registered and actually turn out to vote—79
percent and 85 percent, respectively.3 In a similar
fashion, Arab Americans (although comprised mostly
of non-Muslims4 due to waves of predominately
Christian Arab immigration to the U.S. during the early
1900s, but overlapping significantly with many
Muslims in terms of worldview) were registered to
vote in 2000 at a rate of 88.5 percent, surpassing the
national average that year of 70 percent.5 Since the
1967 Arab-Israeli war, Arab Americans have created
a number of organizations and interest groups to
achieve and further encourage these comparatively
high levels of political participation (such as the Arab
American Institute or AAI), while the Civil Rights
Movement boosted the political activism of many
African-American Muslim groups.

The dynamic interaction between geopolitical events
and domestic issues consists of two major dimen-
sions. First, external factors can become motives for
grievances (and sometimes for radicalization) among
U.S. Muslims while fuelling negative stereotypes
about Islam among the U.S. general population.
Second, domestic issues—such as the excesses of
the “war on terror” police actions during the Bush
administration—are conversely exploited by foreign
Muslim groups and damage the image of the U.S.
abroad, most notably in Arab and Muslim-majority
countries. These trends, in turn, affect the shaping of
U.S. foreign policy, as well as the perception of
America and its policies by U.S. Muslims. Addressing
the various facets of this dynamic interaction there-
fore leads to an analysis of how foreign issues have
helped the emergence of a U.S. Muslim group
consciousness and how this group identity is either
a path toward polarization or constitutes grounds for
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rapprochement.

Foreign Issues, Group Consciousness,
and Political Mobilization

U.S. Muslims are a diverse community. While over
one million persons claimed “Arab first” ancestry on
the 2000 U.S. Census, various sources suggest that
the number of Arab Americans and Muslims (both
categories combined) is higher—close to 3 million
people. Other American Muslim organizations believe
that there are upward of 6 to 7.5 million Muslims in the
U.S., the community consisting of immigrants and
second and third-generation Arab, Latino, Asian,
European, African, and African-American Muslims.6

The three major groups—African-Americans, Arabs,
and South Asians—are very different from each other
and long-standing differences continue to divide
immigrant Muslims from their African-American core-
ligionists.7 Each group is, in itself, quite heteroge-
neous. Among African-Americans, Islam is
fragmented into several religious and political affilia-
tions.8 Immigrant Muslims are divided along religious,
linguistic, and national-origin lines. Arab Americans
are extremely diverse as well in terms of socioeco-
nomic status, length of residence in the U.S., country
of origin, and religion/ religious practices.

Foreign policy issues have played a significant role in
the emergence of commonalities and convergences
among this diverse landscape of U.S. Muslims. The
process of political participation started with the
pioneer Arab immigrants who migrated before 1967,
mainly from Syria and Lebanon, and formed interest
groups and organizations such as the Arab National
League and the National Association of Federations
of Syrian and Lebanese American Clubs. Concerns
about the fate of Palestinians increased after the
1967 Arab-Israeli war. The pro-Israeli attitude of the
U.S. government motivated the creation of the
Association of Arab-American University Graduates
which, in addition to lobbying for Arab causes (espe-
cially Palestine), sought to mobilize the Arab
American community to participate more actively in
U.S. politics. At that time, the Arab American commu-
nity was close to the Republican Party, especially on
domestic issues.9

In the 1980s and early 1990s, Arab Americans and
new Muslim immigrants focused on U.S. foreign
policy issues affecting the Islamic world such as the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, U.S. sanctions against Iraq,
and conflicts in Afghanistan and Chechnya. African-
American Muslims, by contrast, tended to focus on
domestic issues and largely supported the
Democratic Party. Formulating a united political plat-
form between the two groups was not easy, as
evidenced by the recurrent tensions between African-
American organizations and immigrant Muslim organ-
izations, such as the Islamic Society of North America
(ISNA). Despite these tensions, U.S. Muslims
increased their political visibility, mainly as the result
of the activism of the Muslim Public Affairs Council
(MPAC) and the American Muslim Council (AMC).
Although these two organizations had good relations
with the Clinton administration, U.S. Muslims
resented the pro-Israeli orientation of U.S. policy in
the Middle East, as well as the discriminatory effects
of the 1996 Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty
Act used mainly against Middle Easterners and
Muslims.10

The 1996 presidential election represented the first
major attempt at a Muslim “voting bloc” to address
issues promoted by U.S. Muslims, such as immigra-
tion and civil rights, as well as foreign policy issues
(mainly Palestine, Lebanon, Syria). The drive faltered
however, partly as the result of a debate within the
community over whether Muslims should even partic-
ipate in the American democratic process. Major
Islamist organizations tried to endorse a single candi-
date, but actually the AMC and MPAC backed Bill
Clinton, while the National Council on Islamic Affairs
(NCIA) endorsed Bob Dole, and the American Muslim
Alliance (AMA) and the Council on American-Islamic
Relations (CAIR) took no position.11 In late 1997,
the AMA, AMC, CAIR, MPAC, American Muslim
Caucus, and NCIA formed what would become the
American Muslim Political Coordination Committee
(AMPCC) with the expressed intention of forging a
single political forum.12

The 2000 presidential election saw U.S. Muslims’
voting patterns take on more importance. The
AMPCC endorsed George W. Bush for president
without acknowledging African-American Muslim
objections to that endorsement. The head of the
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AMPCC, Agha Saeed, declared two weeks before
the election: “Governor Bush took the initiative to
meet with local and national representatives of the
Muslim community. He also promised to address
Muslim concerns on domestic and foreign policy
issues.”13 The former Congressman Paul Findley
estimated that 65 percent of the 3.2 million Muslims
who turned out to vote supported G.W. Bush,
including 15 percent of African-American Muslims.14

According to a Zogby poll, Bush support among
Muslims was 42 percent, whereas Gore secured 31
percent.15 Furthermore, about 700 Muslim
Americans ran for various local, state, and federal
offices in the 2000 elections. At least 152 of them
were elected to local and state offices.

Foreign policy concerns largely explained this support
for Bush and the Republican Party. As demonstrated
by Matt A. Barreto and Dino Bozonelos in their study
of Muslim American party identification, “the foreign
policy issue of Jerusalem as the ‘undivided and undis-
puted’ capital of Israel weighed heavily on Muslim-
Americans in 2000. If any one issue has the ability to
unite Muslim Americans of all backgrounds, is it the
plight of the Palestinian people and the status of the
Occupied Territories.”16 The growing resentment
toward former President Bill Clinton’s support for
Israel, the pro-Israeli position of the Democrat candi-
date Al Gore, as well as the selection of an Orthodox
Jew, Joseph Lieberman, as the candidate for vice
president explained why U.S. Muslims voted en bloc
for George Bush. The outbreak of Palestinian violence
against Israel in September 2000 further highlighted
a perceived U.S. government bias toward Israel,
severely diminishing Clinton’s once-lofty popularity
rating among Muslims and Arab Americans.17 The
Arab American Institute noted that Gore, as Clinton‘s
vice president, “…has remained an ironclad supporter
of Israel and has consistently attended and spoken
before pro-Israel audiences in the United States.”18

President Bush, however, quickly departed from the
foreign policy pledges made to U.S. Muslims during
his campaign. His attitude toward Palestinians in the
Occupied Territories was perceived by a majority of
Muslim organizations as overwhelmingly favoring
Israeli interests. The Muslim American community
deeply resented the rationale put forth to explain the
disparity, which was simply that the Arab American

lobby was weak and had no impact on foreign policy
issues. Moreover, the Bush administration paid little
attention to the necessity of engaging and actively
reaching out to U.S. Muslims. The State Department’s
(DOS) office for public diplomacy, for example, did
not include a single U.S. Muslim on its staff until 2006.
The same year, the State Department had only five
Arabic speakers capable of appearing on behalf of the
U.S. government on Arabic-language television.19

Public diplomacy activities designed to counter nega-
tive sentiments overseas were highly criticized by
U.S.-based Muslim organizations for their lack of
regional expertise and professional staff.20 DOS’s
data showed that as many as 30 percent of public
diplomacy positions in countries with significant
Muslim populations were filled with officers with insuf-
ficient language skills and a low understanding of the
culture and history of the local populations.21

Therefore, several Muslim organizations felt that they
had no say in the U.S. government’s foreign policies,
precisely while they were perceived as the major root
behind anti-American sentiments among Muslim
populations abroad.

Furthermore, the post-9/11 policies of the Bush
administration perpetuated a feeling of betrayal
among Muslims who voted for Bush in 2000.22

Shortly after 9/11, President Bush visited the Islamic
Center of Washington to show that Islam was not to
blame for the attacks. Yet, this initiative was followed
by a series of anti-Muslim statements by policymakers
close to the government. Adding to the development
of a group consciousness among U.S. Muslims vis-à-
vis opposition to the administration’s policies and
general tone during the “war on terror” was the high
level of discrimination and prejudice, which increased
after the attacks of September 11.23 U.S. Muslims felt
unfairly targeted by some controversial aspects of the
domestic terror war such as racial profiling, detention,
deportation, and discrimination. Moreover, U.S.
Muslims suspected the Bush administration of doing
little to prevent threats and violence directed at Arab
and/ or Muslim Americans by private citizens. The
Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR)
received about 141 reports of anti-Muslim hate
crimes in 2004, a 52 percent increase from 2003. In
2006, CAIR reported 167 anti-Muslim hate crimes, a
9.2 percent rise from the 153 complaints received in
2005.24 This growth of anti-Muslim hatred created
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an increasing sense of alienation. A University of
Michigan study of Arab Americans in the Detroit area
(one of the largest such communities in the U.S.)
found in 2004 that about “15 percent say that, since
9/11, they personally had a bad experience due to
their ethnicity. These experiences included verbal
insults, workplace discrimination, special targeting by
law enforcement or airport security, vandalism, and in
rare cases, vehicular and physical assault.”25

According to a survey conducted by the Pew
Research Center in 2007, a majority of Muslim
Americans (53 percent) said “it has become more
difficult to be a Muslim” in the United States since
9/11. Beyond discrimination (19 percent), their main
concerns were being viewed as terrorists (15
percent) and stereotyping (12 percent).26

Interestingly, the feeling of being “singled out” over-
shadowed the common differences between African-
Americans and other native born Muslims (with 72
percent and 74 percent, respectively, who expressed
such a feeling).

These post-9/11 concerns increased the political
mobilization of U.S. Muslims, which is evident in the
data on the 2004 presidential election. This election
provided, as well, a perfect illustration of the dynamic
interaction between domestic concerns and foreign
policy issues. “The current administration, despite its
verbal posturing has not matched its rhetoric with
deeds,” said Muslim American Society Freedom
Foundation Executive Director Mahdi Bray. “I think it
is quite clear that both in foreign policy and domestic
issues, especially in civil rights and liberties, that this
administration’s war on terror is poorly focused and
has targeted its own citizens.”27 This election
strengthened the unity of the Muslim voting bloc.
About a dozen of U.S. Muslim organizations and the
American-Muslim Taskforce on Civil Rights and
Elections (AMT) endorsed the Democratic candidate
John Kerry. An exit poll by CAIR indicated that more
than 90 percent of Muslim voters cast their ballots for
Kerry. Other surveys confirmed this shift in partisan
affiliation, as well as the role of both external policy
issues and domestic issues related to U.S. foreign
policy.28

U.S. Muslim political involvement continued to
achieve a higher level of national visibility during the
2006 Congressional elections, which were charac-

terized by a massive turnout of U.S. Muslim voters and
the election of the first Muslim member to the U.S.
Congress, Minnesota Democrat Keith Ellison.
Although divisions remained between African-
Americans and immigrant Muslim groups, the nega-
tive attention and policies directed toward Muslims
since 9/11 led all the diverse sub-groups to speak
with a more unified voice. “We came together, all
colors, all faiths, all of us,” Ellison said in a victory
speech to supporters. When Indiana voters elected a
second Muslim Congressman in March 2008, Andre
Carson, the satisfaction of the Muslim community
overcame the common racial breakdown.29 This
trend was confirmed by the 2008 presidential elec-
tions when Muslims overlooked differences they have
among themselves. Nearly 90 percent of U.S.
Muslims supported Democrat Barack Obama and
only 3 percent voted for the Republican candidate
John McCain. Turnout among Muslim voters reached
95 percent according to the AMT findings.30 Foreign
policy issues faded in importance for the general elec-
torate because on the heels of a global financial melt-
down, more than 60 percent of the voters cited the
economy as the most important issue facing the
country.31 While these grave economic concerns
also dominated U.S. Muslim voters’ agenda, 17
percent of Muslim respondents considered foreign
policy as the main issue deciding the choice of pres-
ident, followed by civil rights issues (15 percent) and
the war in Iraq (13 percent).32 

Reasons for Polarization

Due to the multiple identity levels of U.S. Muslims,
diverse groups have had various motives—even
before 9/11—for voicing strong dissent toward U.S.
foreign policy in the Middle East and, more globally,
the Muslim world as an entire community of faith. The
frustration of Arab Americans, for example, increased
over the years with regard to the status of the
Occupied Territories, the Lebanese crisis, and the
impact of the U.S. embargo on Iraqi civilians (espe-
cially children). Other reasons for disagreement—and
frustration—were related to the killing of Muslims in
various countries (such as Bosnia, Kashmir,
Chechnya, and Kosovo) and the increased U.S. mili-
tary presence in the Gulf, especially in Saudi Arabia,
the country with the two holiest sites in Islam, Mecca
and Medina. Meanwhile, the U.S. had a segmented
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strategy in dealing with Muslim countries. As argued
by Muqtedar Khan, “Washington, in the past, has
often perceived the Middle East, especially Iran, as
the focal point of the Muslim world. Everyone was
aware that not all Arabs are Muslims and that not all
Muslims live in the Middle East, but this awareness
did not permeate policy making.” Therefore, “the fact
that Indonesia and Malaysia are predominantly Muslim
nations was irrelevant to U.S. policy in the region.”33

Malaysia was mostly a trading partner, and Indonesia
was seen as a potential ally against China. By the
same token, Pakistan was a major ally against the
Soviet Union, as well as the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan.

September 11 changed the U.S. agenda. “Since
Washington has noted the presence of al-Qaeda in
the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia and other parts of
the Muslim world,” Khan noted, “policy makers real-
ized the security implication of the global nature of
Muslim distribution.”34 Yet, the evolution of U.S.
foreign policy in the aftermath of 9/11 created
common ground for contention among U.S. Muslims,
irrespective of their race, ethnicity, social status, and
political or religious affiliation. American Muslims
expressed a broad dissatisfaction with the direction
of U.S. foreign policy during the Bush administration.
Only 15 percent in 2007 said they approved of the
way Bush was handling his job as president while 69
percent disapproved of it.35 The main bones of
contention were the interrelated issues of Iraq,
Afghanistan, and the wider global “war on terror”
(GWOT). According to a Pew Research Survey poll
conducted in 2007, most Muslim Americans (up to
75 percent) said that the U.S. made the wrong deci-
sion in using military force against Iraq (compared to
12 percent who believed that it was the right deci-
sion). Native-born and Democratic Muslims were
more likely than foreign-born and Republican Muslims
to say it was the wrong decision. But even among the
small minority of Muslims who described themselves
as Republicans (11 percent compared to 63 percent
Democrats), 54 percent said it was a wrong decision.
While there was greater support for the decision to
use force in Afghanistan, more said it was the wrong
thing to do (48 percent) than said it was right (35
percent). The negative perception of the use of mili-
tary force in Iraq and Afghanistan was consistent with
the negative opinion about the effectiveness of the

“war on terror.” A majority of Muslims in America (55
percent) said in 2007 that they did not believe that the
U.S.-led “war on terror” was a sincere attempt to
reduce international terrorism (71 percent of native-
born, and 49 percent of foreign-born).36

Several Muslim organizations have pointed out, for
instance, that the brand of political terrorism engaged
in by groups such as al-Qaeda was largely the
product of the first Gulf War (notably the U.S. military
presence in Saudi Arabia), as well as the protracted
conflicts in Afghanistan, the West Bank, and the Gaza
Strip. Just as Muslims in other parts of the world, U.S.
Muslims expressed a high level of skepticism about
the Bush administration’s motives behind sending
troops in Iraq. Many came to believe that the
American government was seeking to dominate
Muslim countries by force as a way to secure U.S.
geopolitical and economic interests, including Middle
East oil. Others even held the view that the “war on
terror” was actually a deliberate war on Islam itself,
with serious consequences for U.S. relations with
Muslim countries. When considering the worldwide
expansion of the “al-Qaeda franchise,” U.S. Muslims
expressed serious concerns about the negative
outcomes of the “war on terror.” As Americans, they
worried about the degradation of the image and
stature of the U.S. in the Muslim world, which, in turn,
fuelled the anti-American propaganda of the most
extremist organizations and facilitated terrorist recruit-
ment.37 As Muslims, they denounced the violation of
human rights and legal protections by authoritarian
regimes supported by the U.S. government in its fight
against extremist groups. Finally, as both Americans
and Muslims, they feared the domestic backlash
effect of this U.S.-Muslim divide, in terms of discrim-
ination, the sense of alienation, and potential radical-
ization.

Numerous studies have illustrated the correlation
between a sense of alienation and radicalization.38 In
2006, a Pew Research Survey found that only 7
percent of U.S. Muslims believed that “suicide
bombing to defend Islam from its enemies” was
“sometimes” justified (5 percent answered “rarely”
and 1 percent “often”). Yet, the most troubling finding
was that the acceptance of Islamic extremism was
wider among African-Americans and young Muslims,
the two groups most discriminated against. Both
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groups, in turn, expressed a strong sense of alienation
that led them to fundamentally question the American
dream. About 9 percent of African-American
Muslims—who share the double burden of racism
and religious intolerance—expressed a favorable atti-
tude toward al-Qaeda.39 In 2007, up to 26 percent
of U.S. Muslims under the age of 30 said that suicide
bombing was “sometimes” justified.40

The evolution of U.S. foreign policy after 9/11
reignited concerns about the actual commitment of
the U.S. government to promote democracy in the
Muslim world.41 The dominant perception was that
the U.S. supported authoritarian regimes to maintain
near-term political stability and security of oil
supplies—to the detriment of the rule of law, respect
for human rights, and truly democratic reforms. For
most of the liberal and moderate U.S. Muslim organ-
izations, this strategy damaged both the credibility
and legitimacy of U.S. diplomacy. It also contributed
to a widespread sense of frustration among Muslims
living in these countries and, thus, facilitated the
expansion of radical Islamism. One of the most
common examples elucidating this trend was Egypt,
which has received more economic aid than any other
Muslim country during the past 30 years. President
Hosni Mubarak did allow parliamentary and municipal
elections in 2005 (after a two year delay) but
continued to suppress opposition leaders, notably
those from the Muslim Brotherhood. A series of
constitutional amendments was passed in 2007 that
outlawed all political activity by religious groups. This
gave the Egyptian government greater freedom to
arrest Brotherhood members. The muted U.S.
response to Mubarak’s repeated crackdowns thus
spurred higher levels of anti-American sentiment, as
well as violent Islamic activism (as illustrated by the
bombings of three hotels in the Sinai Peninsula in
2004 and a series of coordinated attacks in the city
of Sharm el-Sheikh in 2005). Criticisms of the U.S.
record regarding democracy also included little pres-
sure on Saudi Arabia to institute political reforms, as
well as U.S. inaction regarding the issue of Gujarat in
exchange for India’s cooperation in the “war on
terror.” Some Middle Eastern groups focused their
criticism on the restrictions imposed by the U.S. State
Department on official contacts with Islamist opposi-
tion movements, as well as the unwillingness to
engage publicly with either Hamas or Hezbollah (both

included on the U.S. list of foreign terrorist organiza-
tions).

Grounds for Rapprochement

Despite the multiple disagreements caused by U.S.
foreign policy (as well as its domestic effects) over the
last decade, U.S. Muslims have reaffirmed their
commitment to America, its institutions, and its values.
According to Karen Leonard, “the Muslim organiza-
tions have now rallied and declare themselves even
more fervently to be American, democratic and
supportive of civil liberties.”42 In 2006 the Council on
American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) conducted a
survey of American Muslim voters. Results showed
that American Muslims were strongly integrated in
American society—89 percent said they vote regu-
larly; 86 percent said they celebrate the Fourth of
July; 64 percent said they fly the U.S. flag; and 42
percent said they volunteer for institutions serving the
public (compared to 29 percent nationwide in
2005).43 The terrorist attacks of 9/11 were followed
by an unprecedented mobilization. The AMC, for
example, urged Muslims to apply for law enforcement
jobs to help with the investigation of terrorism. Other
Muslim organizations collaborated with the FBI and
developed partnerships with local and state authori-
ties, as illustrated by the Muslim Public Affairs
Council’s “National Grassroots Campaign to Fight
Terrorism” and the Southern California’s Muslim-
American Homeland Security Congress. Muslim reli-
gious bodies publicly condemned terrorism while the
Fiqh Council of North America issued an opinion
stating that it was religiously permissible for enlisted
American Muslims to take part in the fight against
terrorism.44 U.S. Muslims also strongly rejected the
use of suicide bombings (up to 78 percent) and
viewed al-Qaeda very unfavorably (up to 58 percent)
or somewhat unfavorably (10 percent). Most U.S.
Muslims also expressed optimism that a balanced
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can be found
(61 percent).45

The American Muslim community emphasized the role
it could play in improving the relationship between the
U.S. and the Muslim world. The U.S.-Muslim
Engagement Project, for example, listed a series of
guiding principles designed to reshape American
relations with Muslim leaders and people in ways that
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would improve U.S. and international security. The
final report recommended elevating diplomacy as the
primary tool for resolving conflicts involving Muslim
countries; to work intensively for immediate de-esca-
lation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and a viable
path to a two-state solution; to support more effec-
tive governance and promote civic participation in
Muslim countries; to support job-creating growth in
Muslim countries; and to improve mutual respect and
understanding between Americans and Muslims
around the world.46

The importance of U.S. Muslims to an effective U.S.
foreign policy toward the Muslim world was empha-
sized after 9/11 when Americans realized that foreign
actions had domestic consequences and that there
was a critical nexus between exogenous and endoge-
nous security considerations. Since then, officials and
policy experts have increasingly come to believe that
the deficiency of democracy in many Muslim countries
actually helps breed Islamic extremism.47 A
consensus also emerged about the necessity to
restore the credibility of America by building mutual
respect and to address the sensitive issues of the
human rights abuses perpetrated by members of the
U.S. military against captives in the Abu Ghraib and
Guantanamo Bay prisons. Solutions for winning the
“war of ideas” were suggested, such as establishing
American Centers in Muslim countries, bolstering
cultural exchange programs, and creating an
America’s Voice Corps.48

During the 2008 U.S. presidential campaign, Muslims
the world over grappled with several pressing ques-
tions: “What would be the newly-elected president’s
foreign policy toward the Muslim world? Would he
keep his campaign promise to shut down
Guantanamo Bay prison and withdraw American
troops from Iraq? Would Obama change Bush’s
Afghanistan and Pakistan policy? What would
Obama do with the so-called ‘war on terror’? Would
he change its conduct by adopting other means?”49

On behalf of the American Muslim Task Force,
Ambassador Syed A. Ahsani declared shortly after
President Barack Obama’s historic election that “we
are very encouraged by your commitment to shut
down the Guantanamo Prison […] Your pledge to ‘try
to facilitate a better understanding between Pakistan
and India and try to resolve the Kashmir crisis’ has

won the hearts of millions in South Asia […] We
believe it would be beneficial to our nation if, in
consultation with the Muslim community, you appoint
a new envoy to the Organization of the Islamic
Conference and an Ambassador-at-large to improve
U.S.-Muslim world relations.”50

The recent change in American leadership has, no
doubt, raised hopes. President Obama has intro-
duced significant changes in style, tone, and strategy.
“To the Muslim world, we seek a new way forward,
based on mutual interest and mutual respect.” This
statement made by President Obama in his inaugural
address was highly welcomed, as were the remarks
he made at the landmark speech in Cairo (June
2009), and his remarks to the Turkish Parliament
(April 2009). In addition to repeatedly pointing out the
contribution of Muslims to America (“Islam has always
been part of America’s history,” and “the United
States has been enriched by Muslim Americans”),
President Obama has tried to address the most
urgent concerns expressed by Muslims both in the
U.S. and abroad.

The new administration has demonstrated its will to
engage the American Muslim community in partic-
ular, as illustrated by the appointment of Farah Anwar
Pandith as the State Department’s Special
Representative to Muslim Communities51 (a newly
created position) as well as Rashad Hussain as U.S.
Ambassador to the Organization of the Islamic
Conference.52 Muslim and Arab American advocates
have participated in policy discussions with senior
White House Advisor Valerie Jarret, Homeland
Security Secretary Janet Napolitano, and Attorney
General Eric H. Holder, Jr. to discuss civil liberties
concerns and counterterrorism strategy. “For the first
time in eight years, we have the opportunity to meet,
engage, discuss, disagree, but have an impact on
policy,” said James Zogby, President of the Arab
American Institute.53 The new administration has
appointed special envoys for the Middle East,
Afghanistan and Pakistan, Southwest Asia, the Gulf,
and Sudan. President Obama has also condemned
the excesses of the “war on terror,” such as racial
profiling and discrimination against Muslims. Closing
the Guantanamo Bay camp was part of the first set on
Executive Orders in January 2009—a decision largely
approved by Muslims in the U.S. and abroad.54
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The Obama administration has embarked on compar-
atively innovative initiatives aimed at the Muslim world.
The first interview Obama granted from the White
House was to the Arab television station Al-Arabiya.
Furthermore, in March 2009, the President surprised
many observers by broadcasting a recorded message
that directly addressed the Iranian people. He also
built upon his inaugural message, saying in his
Ramadan message that his key objective was to
“…engage Muslims and Muslim-majority nations on
the basis of mutual interest and mutual respect. And
at this time of renewal, I want to reiterate my commit-
ment to a new beginning between America and
Muslims around the world. As I said in Cairo, this new
beginning must be borne out in a sustained effort to
listen to each other, to learn from each other, to
respect one another, and to seek common ground.”55

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton has echoed these
sentiments, emphasizing “three core pillars: relations
based on mutual respect, mutual interest, and mutual
responsibility; a shared commitment to universal
values; and broad engagement with governments and
citizens alike.”56 Dr. Tarik Yousef, Dean of the Dubai
School of Government and researcher at the
Brookings Institution wrote that “this tone is clear and
fresh and gives the impression that there will be a
change in the main principles adopted by the new
U.S. administration.”57 Moreover, President Obama
as well as Secretary of State Clinton have logged
record travel to Muslim-majority and many other
nations.58 During its first few months, the new admin-
istration focused on efforts to bring peace and
stability to Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq, chart a
way forward on Middle East peace, and address the
nuclear ambitions of Iran. In addition, there have been
broad-based efforts to expand programs aimed at
Muslim youth and women, as well as other initiatives
to promote cultural and business exchange (such as
the White House Summit on Entrepreneurship and
the Science Envoy Program).

However, the new administration is still facing a set of
crucial, urgent, and seemingly intractable challenges.
On Iran, the policy of “carrots and sticks”—in which
the Islamic Republic would be offered real economic
and political incentives to cease its nuclear program,
or face international sanctions—has not been
successful so far. As noted by Ibrahim Khalin, “the
Iranian nuclear file is getting more complicated. A

possible decision to apply sanctions against Iran will
further deteriorate U.S.-Iranian relations, which in turn
contradicts Obama’s promise to turn a new page with
most Muslim countries.”59 In regard to Iraq, President
Obama announced in February 2009 a 19 month
drawdown plan that would see U.S. forces reduced
to about 50,000 by August 2010 and the end of
American combat operations. “Under the U.S.-Iraq
Security Agreement, which President Obama has
said would be followed, all U.S. forces are to be out
of Iraq by the end of 2011. Senior U.S. military leaders
said in January 2010 that the U.S. draw-down plans
are ‘on track’ and have not been altered by the
violence or the election delay. Nor have the recent
attacks reignited large-scale sectarian violence that
could cause a U.S. re-evaluation of its plans. Still,
nervous that U.S. gains could be jeopardized if
sectarian tensions flare into major new violence,
recent U.S. official visits to Iraq and contacts with
Iraqi leaders have stressed the need for political
compromises on outstanding issues.”60 Regarding
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the FATA (Federally-
Administered Tribal Areas) spanning the two nations,
President Obama has reaffirmed his commitment to
pursue al-Qaeda and the Taliban with the support of
an international coalition of 46 countries. President
Obama has also planned to invest $1.5 billion each
year (over the next five years) to partner with
Pakistanis to build schools and hospitals. However,
the substantial increase in the use of unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs) or “attack drones,” and the collateral
damage that inevitably results from their deployment,
has been perhaps the central point of outrage over
the Obama approach to prosecuting the war against
the Taliban, al-Qaeda, and its extremist allies in the
region. 

Nonetheless, achieving a breakthrough to compre-
hensive Arab-Israeli peace has been described as
the cornerstone of the Obama administration’s
strategy in the Middle East. Yet, the failure so far to
achieve progress on this issue, combined with the
troop surge in Afghanistan and the delay in closing
Guantanamo Bay, have raised frustration among the
Muslim community. Abdulbari Atwan, editor of al-
Quds al-Arabi, has harbored skepticism of President
Obama’s true ability and desire to transform relations
with the Muslim world, warning that “the U.S. legacy,
which is hated in the Muslim world, cannot be
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redressed with rhetorical words and phrases [...] The
Arabs are fed up with false promises that were made
by former administrations. We have a feeling that the
Muslims’ honeymoon with Obama will not be long
and that his rhetorical language will not produce an
effective result.”61 Global perceptions of U.S. lead-
ership have improved in 2009, except in many Muslim
countries, where favorable dispositions toward
America remain extremely sparse. Pakistan expressed
the most dismal approval (9 percent), followed by
Iraq (14 percent), Syria (15 percent), Egypt (37
percent), Tunisia (37 percent), and Morocco (38
percent).62

Finally, various attempted terrorist attacks in the
Arabian Peninsula and in the U.S. (such as the
rampage at Fort Hood in November 2009, the failed
Christmas Day bombing of an American plane by a
Nigerian man, and the narrowly-avoided bombing of
Times Square in May 2010) have renewed the atten-
tion paid to the problem of failed states (Yemen, and
potentially Somalia) becoming bases for al-Qaeda
operations. This security-related issue provides a
dramatic illustration of the lasting domestic impact of
foreign issues. U.S. Muslim organizations still
complain about attacks against mosques and other
anti-Muslim incidents. Meanwhile, about 43 percent
of Americans still admit to feeling at least a “little”
prejudice toward Muslims—more than twice the
number who say the same about Christians (18%),
Jews (15%), and Buddhists (14%). Islam is the most
negatively viewed religion in the U.S. with 53 percent
of Americans admitting that their opinion of Islam is
either “not too favorable” or “not favorable at all.”63

In his Cairo address, President Obama laid out his
vision for a “new relationship” with Muslims: while
America would continue to fight terrorism, terrorism
would no longer define America’s approach to
Muslims. While it is premature to evaluate the poten-
tial outcomes of this “new relationship,” there is strong
evidence that the key factors determining the inte-
gration of U.S. Muslims are partly located in the
American power center of Washington, D.C., but also
in far distant places such as Islamabad, Kabul, Sana’a,
or Bali.
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The topic of Muslim integration is one that is not only
of global significance but also is particularly relevant
for the American media. A recent example of the
potential for miscommunication and problems
between journalists and the Muslim communities we
cover occurred when I received a late-night phone
call from a Muslim woman  I had written about in an
article that would be running in the following day’s
paper (she had just read the online version, which is
generally posted the night before). She liked the
article overall, but had grievances regarding a phrase
she had approved in advance. The reader comments
about the story were so virulent that she had changed
her mind about the phrase and wanted it replaced
with something else. (Reader comments are a feature
that allows readers to be able to immediately express
their views. Typically stories about Muslims or immi-
grants provoke unusually vicious comments. Often
the writers of the comments comprise a very small
minority, but they seem to air their views more
frequently and vehemently than other readers, which
can give a skewed impression of reader viewpoints.) 

I was on the phone for two and a half hours, going
back and forth between this woman and her husband
and my editor; trying to mediate between the point of
view of Muslims who were saying we trusted you, we
reached out and opened up to you, and we feel
betrayed; and the newspaper, whose viewpoint was
we don’t let our subjects decide what we put in the
paper. 

Both were valid points of view, and the incident illus-
trates some of the problems that exist between
Muslims and the U.S. media—issues of trust and
sensitivity, and how careful one has to be with

wording, photos, and the context of quotes. Even
when there is goodwill on all sides, a small matter can
set off a storm. 

Here are some things to keep in mind when thinking
about Muslims and the U.S. media:

The Muslim Community in the U.S. is
Relatively New

African-Americans began converting to Islam in
significant numbers starting in the early part of the
twentieth century. But Muslim immigrants did not start
coming to the United States in large numbers until the
1960s and 70s. The leaders of these immigrant
communities have for the most part been immigrants
themselves, and they come from countries with
different media traditions from the U.S. Typically they
do not have an ingrained understanding of the way
the press works in the U.S., or the ideas of objectivity,
neutrality, or balance in reporting. Most come from a
much more black-and-white perspective where the
media either applauds or excoriates the subject. 

For their part, members of the U.S. media are also
inexperienced with Muslims. From the point of view of
the American press, when Muslim immigrants began
arriving, they were largely an unknown factor. They
kept to themselves and did not present much of a
public face. Americans heard about Muslims in the
news in the context of stories such as the Israel-
Palestine conflict or the Iran hostage crisis. It was
negative publicity but it was mostly overseas. 

In the 1990s, with stories such as the Gulf war in Iraq,
the first World Trade Center bombing, and the attacks
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on U.S. marine barracks and U.S.S. Cole, the news,
still negative, started to hit closer to home. 

Then came September 11, 2001. And suddenly the
news was about Muslims all the time. 

But they were still largely unknown, and at this deli-
cate time for Muslims, in the midst of death threats
and hate crimes, thousands of journalists realized they
had to familiarize themselves with the Muslim commu-
nities around them.

Both Sides Started Working on Forging
Relations

After the September 11 attacks, journalists around
the country descended on mosques, Islamic schools,
bagel vendors, and taxi drivers. Spokesmen for the
“Muslim community” were not necessarily the most
knowledgeable representatives—Afghan coffee
vendors who had carts near the New York Times
building became overnight experts on Afghan poli-
tics—while many of those who were more knowl-
edgeable were avoiding the media. 

It was a fast learning curve, but along with stories on
terrorism, the media also started turning to more non-
terrorism-related stories about Muslims, writing
stories about Islamic schools, Ramadan, hejab, etc. 

While journalists became more educated, some
Muslims became more media-savvy. 

In the past decade a crop of new civic and national
organizations have started—organizations such as the
Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) and
the Muslim Public Affairs Council (MPAC), which
began offering outreach and education to the media
and to Hollywood, provided easy-to-reach spokes-
people to give facts and perspective, and held training
workshops that trained Muslim activists in how to
work with media.

Many mosques, too, started doing outreach,
announcing interfaith programs and inviting reporters
in to cover their events. (Some, however, became
more closed, refusing to return calls or talk to the
media.)

Muslim experts began appearing on talk shows, and
more Muslims began to appear in media as journal-
ists. Even conservative talk shows regularly have
Muslims on now. More “normal” Muslims began to
appear in the media, in stories on non-terror-related
topics such as the economy, sports, etc. 

Editors became much more encouraging of stories on
Muslims, and much more interested in hiring Muslims
and seeking their point of view. 

The convergence of these trends toward seeking
better understanding, on both sides, has led to some
positive developments for the relationship between
Muslims and the media.

Work Remains to be Done

Among many Muslims, a deep distrust of the media
persists. When CAIR holds classes for Muslim
activists and asks who feels the media is against
them, most participants raise their hands. The auto-
matic response among many Muslims is that the
media is the enemy (one mosque leader I talked to
compared the Muslim perspective on that front to that
of the U.S. religious right). There is also high sensi-
tivity among many Muslims to anything negative being
reported on, even if the Muslim subject of a story has
committed a negative act.

There persists a sense among many Muslims that
they should not air the community’s dirty laundry or
criticize other Muslims—either when talking to the
media or talking to each other. So there is still work
to be done in terms of lowering suspicion from the
Muslim side.

On the media side, the direction of U.S. news has
been toward less print consumption and more televi-
sion, which skews more and more toward 24-hour
news cycles and shortened stories. So if an event
occurs that involves Muslims, the news of it is shown
over and over again, but generally in repeated 2-
minute TV segments without much depth or context.
This setup can help reinforce viewers’ negative
stereotypes of Muslims and Muslims’ negative views
of the media.
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Language is still an issue. While the media has gotten
better at labels—not using as many terms now such
as “Islamofascism”—it still uses words that worry
Muslims. Take the word “terrorism,” for example, for
which, as Muslim organizations pointed out, an inter-
esting pair of cases occurred in late 2009 and early
2010. 

In Fort Hood, Texas, a man with a grievance against
a U.S. institution shot and killed several people at the
army base where he worked. He was Muslim, and
the act was labeled “terrorism.” Several months later,
in Austin, Texas, a man crashed a plane into a building.
When it was reported that the man was a non-Muslim
with grievances against the Internal Revenue Service,
the mayor of Austin and others quickly announced
that it was “not terrorism.” It was just a single man
committing a crime. 

In another example, all over the United States there is
domestic violence that ends in fatalities, but as one
mosque leader pointed out to me, if it’s done by a
Muslim it’s called an “honor killing,” a term that casts
both perpetrator and victim in a shroud of “other-
ness.”

To many Muslims, the language chosen to describe
acts by Muslims denotes a double-standard in how
Muslims are viewed, and conveys a persistent need
for much of U.S. media coverage to be refined and
improved upon. 

A Word on Youth

In any discussion about media consumption, the
importance of youth and the Internet cannot be over-
looked. Most imams in the U.S. preach against
violence and extremism. But they are also increasingly
worried about the difficulty of monitoring the informa-
tion young people have access to. 

Like all young people, Muslim youth receive a lot of
information from blogs, YouTube, websites, forums,
etc. Like the comments section that so upset my
source, blogs and websites can be written by anyone,
with no regulation, editing, or oversight. Under the
guise of Islamic authority, extremists can preach
violent jihad via the Internet. They can encourage
viewers to take action in solidarity with less fortunate

Muslims abroad, an exhortation that can seem
appealing to young Muslims in search of a meaningful
path in life. 

In the United States, only a small minority of Muslim
youth listens to this, but each instance is nevertheless
shocking, in part because it makes clear that violent
ideologies are slipping past the filters that community
leaders have set up. In late 2009, when young men
in Virginia traveled to Pakistan allegedly to help
jihadists there, they were apparently recruited via the
Internet. Their actions unsettled their community,
including mosque leaders, in part because they had
seemed well-integrated into the American society
they had grown up in. 

In the wake of this, Muslim leaders began to talk more
about building their own online presence through
actions such as making their meetings available to
watch on YouTube, holding Q & A sessions online, or
establishing an international interfaith peace corps
that might attract youth seeking to take action to help
other Muslims. Muslim organizations such as MPAC
send strong messages to youth, warning them against
believing they must choose between the “false
dichotomy of either Muslim or American.” 

At the same time, youth are also seen as key to better
integration for Muslim immigrant communities, espe-
cially vis-à-vis the media. It is the younger generation,
growing up in U.S., who really understands the media,
knows how to interact with it and even work within
mainstream media. 

This is part of a natural evolution—going from a first
generation of immigrants seeking degrees as doctors
or engineers to later generations with better English
skills and familiarity with U.S. society who branch out
to careers in law, journalism, the arts, or politics. 

Such youth are widely recognized as key to forging
bridges between the more isolated stance of the new
immigrant and integration into the mainstream U.S.
economy and society.
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Introduction

The Federal Republic of Germany is among the most
significant immigration countries in the world. In
comparison to the traditional immigration destina-
tions, Germany’s migration is much more important in
impacting demographic developments—the popula-
tion increase in recent years can be attributed to the
positive migration balance. With the negative imbal-
ance of births, zero migration in the Federal Republic
would yield a decline in population. The results of
migration and the surplus of births have therefore
resulted in an increase in the number of migrants
living in Germany since the ban on labor recruitment
to almost 7.4 million in 2001. When the migration
backgrounds of Germans are also considered, the
number increases to 15.3 million, approximately 19
percent of the entire population. 

In the context of this immigration process, the number
of Muslims in Germany has also steadily increased.
Since the 1960s, the number of Muslims in Germany
has grown constantly and now forms a very dynamic
group. One example: In the 1997 census there were
just 1.7 million Muslims; today there are about 4
million Muslims. One characteristic of Islam in
Germany is that it is colored red and white: 2.7 million
Muslims are of Turkish descent. The largest contin-
gent is constituted of Sunni Muslims. This diversity is
mirrored by the organizational landscape. In Germany
there are over 2,500 Islamic cultural facilities. The
large quantity of mosques and the numerous
members—especially of the three largest Turkish-
Islamic umbrella organizations—are an indication that
Islam has arrived in Germany. After the two biggest
Christian churches, the third largest religious pillar in
this country is Islam. As a result, Islam is becoming

more socially visible in Germany. The economic, polit-
ical, cultural, and social participation of Muslims is
accelerating and increasing mosque construction,
making the Muslim community more visible. As a
result, the question of Islamic integration into local
society is growing in public discourse as well.

The Integration of Islam in Germany:
A Reciprocal Process

In the last fifty years a very complex network of rela-
tionships between the non-Muslim majority and the
Muslim minority has developed. Both sides find them-
selves in a learning process that does not proceed
conflict-free: For Muslims it is the experience of the
Diaspora, and for the non-Muslim public it is the
debate about Islam that is no longer in front of their
door but, instead, in their own house. As with the
subject of integration in general, the topic of Islam in
Germany has been ignored for decades. Since a
paradigm shift of integration politics at the end of the
1990s, this phenomenon is coming more and more
into focus in debates and research, in politics, and in
the sciences. Above all, after September 11, an inten-
sive debate on Islam occurred. The criticism of this
debate is that it took very complex and multi-faceted
questions concerning the integration of Islam in
Germany and conducted them in an emotional,
subjective, and polarizing manner. The exotic, cultur-
alist, and racist picture against Islam was reignited
from the European past, particularly through the
reconstruction of the “Islam-myth.”1 It is therefore not
surprising that Muslims especially are victims of
“group-based hostility” in Germany. In addition, a
survey from the Institute for Public Opinion
Allensbach showed that a majority (two-thirds) of

47

the many sides of muslim integration

muslims in germany: religious and
PolitiCal Challenges and PersPeCtiVes
in the diasPora
RAUF CEYLAN*



Germans do not believe in a friendly coexistence with
the Islamic world and an equal percentage declared
that they expect conflicts in the future. Forty-two
percent of the respondents approved the following
statement: “There are so many Muslims living here in
Germany. Sometimes I personally feel scared that
there are also many terrorists living among them.”
Approximately as many respondents endorsed
restricting the exercise of Islamic beliefs in Germany
in order to suppress the radicalization and inclination
toward violence.2

Anti-Islamic resentment in German society does not
emanate primarily from subjective experiences in
one’s immediate surroundings or experiences directly
with Islam or, accordingly, with Muslims. Rather, they
are constructed and gathered through secondary
experiences, mostly through the media. Stereotypes
about Muslims are constructed and strengthened
through the “Framing Problem,”3 which creates
“facts” that are not based in reality. These prejudice-
laden clichés about a collective Muslim culture are
further perpetuated on the basis of the defining power
of the majority.4 The fact that Islam, as a world reli-
gion, does not have a monolithic size and has
changed itself in many currents and directions (like
Christianity) is—consciously or unconsciously—
ignored in the Islam debate.5 Also forgotten is that
integration politics is reciprocal, meaning that
Muslims as well as non-Muslims are involved in this
process. In light of this background, the numerous
relevant factors to both sides of this process must be
considered in order to find adequate measures.
Because the theme is very multi-faceted, a few impor-
tant points in the context of Islam in Germany are
discussed below. In addition, central questions and
problems from the Muslim community in their inte-
gration process will be addressed.

The Muslim Community in Germany:
Obstacles on the Way to a Diaspora-Islam

For Muslims, the Diaspora in Europe after World War
II has grown into an entirely new experience. Muslims
have not lived outside of their countries of origin in this
number before. Because of this combination,
numerous questions concerning the transformation
process of Islam in Europe have emerged: The
secular legal states in countries like Germany

construct the political-institutional regulatory frame-
work in which Muslims live and practice their beliefs.
This situation poses important questions: How does
Islamic life in Europe shape itself? What possibilities
does the secularization of the political order offer?
What opportunities exist for new interpretations of
Muslim sources? Muslims arrived in the 1960s from
states like Turkey that are profoundly secular, but at
the social level are very religious. Many state-
controlled reforms toward societal secularization in
these countries were only received by a few elites,
while the majority of the population, especially the
rural population, remained untouched by them. This
process can be seen in many Islamic countries since
the 1930s.

The first Muslim migrant generation to Germany came
from such rural populations where Islam continues to
play a fundamental role as a social and cultural frame
of reference. In the 1970s, immigration through family
reunification began to take place in the entire Federal
Republic. Thousands of Muslim children and youths
moved to Germany. In the 1970s, interest in Islam
grew further, in combination with family reunification,
during which time one worried above all about the reli-
gious education for children. Various quantitative and
qualitative studies show that Islam in Germany is also
a shaping power in the everyday lives of these people,
regardless of what form their religiosity takes.

In Germany, Islamic religious needs are served in over
2,500 Muslim organizations. Religion plays an espe-
cially central role in everyday life for Muslim children
and youth as well as for Muslims in general. With
respect to the religiosity of young Muslims, many
studies have shown that Islam has an identity-
strengthening character and opens various dimen-
sions for subjective development and social
participation. For a portion of Turkish-origin second
and third generation immigrants, religiosity comprises
a strong component of their environment. The most
recent study from the Bertelsmann Stiftung on the
religiosity of Muslims documents this connection:
strength of faith-related beliefs is developed even
more strongly in young Muslims than in seniors (80
percent versus 66 percent).6 Given existing tenden-
cies toward individualism in our so-called “Risk
Society,” Muslim community life has an increasingly
strong relevance for youth. Especially because
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“Social control is to a large extent omitted and the
feeling of isolation takes hold broadly, forms of grati-
fied community life again become interesting. Many
Islamic communities currently offer those elements
youths miss in their everyday lives, but are most rele-
vant for their personal development. This can allow
youths either to flee a narrowly perceived feeling of
security or instead to search for this sense of secu-
rity, in which youths find a group of like-minded
people with whom they have the same problems to
solve.”7 For the young mosque visitors, they can
experience this sense of security in the mosque
community. In the future, the young Muslim generation
will codetermine the orientation and content of Islam
in Germany. Their religious understanding and their
personal degree of community integration will deter-
mine the successful integration of Islam. In the
process, shortfalls that are essential to compensate
for also exist within the Muslim community. These will
be discussed below.

EDUCATIONAL DEPRIVATION: THE ABSENCE OF A
MUSLIM EDUCATIONAL-ELITE IN GERMANY

Muslims first traveled to Germany as guest workers.
Many were uneducated. This educational deprivation
was passed down to the third and fourth generations.
The German educational system is also responsible
for propagating this pattern that did not allow for
social mobility. As the 11th Child and Youth Report of
the Family Ministry demonstrates, educational
success and equal educational opportunities for chil-
dren and youths are dependent on various factors.
The social, ethnic-cultural, and language origins of
children and youths continues to have an impact on
school success, learning motivation, and the intellec-
tual development of children.8 If a child is from a
working class family, then the possibilities for an
academic career are very low. According to the PISA
study, the socioeconomic background of schools in
Germany plays an especially important role in deter-
mining educational opportunity. Accordingly, educa-
tional opportunities decrease for children and youths
who attend a school in a disadvantaged area of the
city. In contrast, the educational chances for students
rise when they attend schools in well-off areas.9

In countries like the U.S., most Muslim migrants enter
as students or academics, so that the Muslim popu-

lation possesses a better socioeconomic status. “In
America to be a Muslim means to be an academic.”10

That is the advantage of American Islam. Especially
apparent in the U.S. is the financial power of Muslims.
One perceives this when Muslims are together at a
fundraising dinner. In contrast, Muslims in Germany
continue to be associated with the working class,
because these people most often arrived as work
migrants and presently continue to hold primarily the
same status. A Muslim educational elite has not yet
developed. 

THE ABSENCE OF PROFESSIONALISM AMONG
MUSLIM ORGANIZATIONS

Educational deprivation and the social and intellectual
gap are further reflected in Muslim organizations,
which are not professional and in many respects are
not able to cope with their duties and responsibilities.
Only a small number undertake public relations.
Moreover, most workers in Muslim organizations are
employed as volunteers and are not compensated for
their work. These present organizational structures
were established in the 1970s by the first worker
generation. Because the Muslim countries of origin
have considered the employment and stay of their
citizens in Germany as temporary, no measures of
prevention or mitigation regarding the developing
social, cultural, economic, and societal problems of
their citizens were taken. Muslims filled this gap them-
selves, particularly through non-state Islamic organi-
zations functioning under the context of a common
origin. They established organizational structures,
undertook the religious supervision of Muslims, and
attempted to win over Muslims for their ideas. Of the
more than 2,500 Islamic societies, most are
supported by the Islamic associations. Compared to
German associations and church-associated struc-
tures, there is an extensive demand for continuing
education and professionalization in the Islamic
organizations. For example, since financial and
personnel resources are lacking, no full-time workers
can be employed there. However, full-time staff is
essential to mobilize members for voluntary commit-
ment. This deficit is further reflected in the communi-
cations process with the non-Muslim majority and
their organizations. The process therefore runs asym-
metrically and not on par with each other.
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HIGH PERSISTENCE OF ORIENTATION TOWARD
ORIGINS

The accomplishments of the Islamic associations are
difficult to assess. On the one hand, they have
ensured the religious-cultural support of Muslims in
Germany for over forty years. On the other hand, they
divert the attention of their members to the develop-
ments in the context of their country of origin. Another
cause of this is the fact that the majority of Muslim
associations and organizations have their roots in
Islamic countries. All organizations have—depending
on the country of origin—their own specific develop-
ment history, often as opposition movements. From
this perspective some saw the activities of organiza-
tions in Germany also as a possibility to find new
resources for their opposition politics. To use Turkey
as an illustrative case, the leading organizations such
as the Milli Görüs movement and its connection to the
former Refah Party under Necmettin Erbakan were
strengthened through Turkey’s foreign offices in
Europe. Only in the past few years has there been an
emancipating process from the country of origin.
Using the example of Milli Görüs—the most contro-
versial Turkish-Islamic organization in Germany—the
younger generation’s attempt to redefine the rela-
tionship between religion and politics and frame them
as compatible with the fundamental value of democ-
racy becomes clear.11 

The traditional orientation of Muslim organizations
toward the home country can also be attributed to
German integration politics that for a long time treated
Islam as a foreign religion and did not make any
adequate integration proposals. The more closed the
politics of the assimilating country are against immi-
grants, the higher the focus will be on the political and
social development of the home country. From the
beginning of guest worker migration, the government
policy toward foreigners in Germany has not followed
an integration standpoint and has sustained very high
barriers to assimilation. In this sense, the Muslim
organizations and their members have, for decades,
concentrated on political developments in their coun-
tries of origin: “The more opportunities to assimilate
for migrants in the admitting system are available, the
fewer barriers there are to assimilation in the admit-
ting system, and the fewer alternative opportunities to
act in a possibly non-assimilatory manner, then it is

more likely that the migrant—ceteris paribus—will
undertake assimilating acts.”12

The fact that Islam came to Germany in the context of
guest worker migration has reduced the political and
societal view of this religion and its followers exclu-
sively to the immigrant and integration discourse and
considered it only as a social problem. Even though
the number of naturalized Muslims (around 800,000)
and the number of those who have spent many years
in residence in Germany are climbing, Islam is still,
through the process of its “Orientalization,”13

regarded as a foreign religion in which one partici-
pates in a “Turkish homeland association.” The estab-
lishment of Islam as an everyday religion is mostly
ignored in restrictive and pejorative public and polit-
ical discourses. Through the conflation of the Islam
discourse with the immigration discourse there
continued to be a “denial that Islam is a religion that
is present today and part of everyday life, and a reli-
gious orientation that is anchored in an urban commu-
nity.”14 Through the reconstruction of an “Islam Myth,”
the Muslim religion in Germany is perceived as an
integration barrier. 

Religious pluralism and its consequences in Europe
are contingent on migration mainly from Islamic states
and accompany the public and political discussion.
As Michael Bommes correctly states, in Europe Islam
has been and is “reduced in the functional analysis to
the question of the meaning to social integration of
migrants. This reduction of religion and integration in
Europe is also due to the fact that in countries like
France and Germany the biggest immigrant groups
are Muslims and, on the other hand, most Muslims are
immigrants: their strangers are Muslims and their
Muslims are also strangers. In this measure, in which
the integration of the next generation fails, Islamic
affiliation will become a synonym for failed integra-
tion.”15 According to Bommes this reductionist
perception has contributed to the fact that Europe
has failed to recognize that Islam has developed into
the most important religion in Europe after
Christianity.16

MUSLIMS: NOT LEGALLY RECOGNIZED AS A RELI-
GIOUS COMMUNITY

An obstacle in the exposure as well as integration
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process of Muslims in Germany is demonstrated by
the continuously denied recognition of Muslims in
Germany as a religious group and as a corporation
under public law. “While the practice of Islam in
Germany is not an illegal activity, the organizational
form to which religious communities are forced to
revert is one of a private church community without
legal capacity. In comparison to recognized churches,
this actually provides some freedom. However, this
does not lead toward the desired societal integration
that the status of a public body would allow.”17 In
order to reach the status of a religious community in
Germany, the following criteria must be fulfilled
according to the Federal Administrative Court of
Germany in Leipzig:

 General fulfillment of religious tasks;

 Durability and inner consolidation;

 Transparency of the membership structure; and

 Constitutional adherence.18

According to the opinion of the German states, none
of the umbrella Islamic organizations fulfills these
criteria. The legal action of some main Muslim organ-
izations has achieved no success in the process of
recognition. Even the newly formed Coordination
Council of Muslims—an umbrella organization to
which the biggest Muslim associations belong—has
not led to legal recognition. In this connection Heiner
Bielefeldt points out that this missing legal equality for
the Muslim section of the population is in contradic-
tion to the principle of freedom of religion. Therefore,
he postulates, “It is the time to set a mark. With all the
undeniable hardships and even more unclear ques-
tions, there is no principled alternative to giving
Muslims a chance to becoming members of this
society on the basis of equal freedom. Those who
would see a danger to the secular order do not under-
stand what the meaning of secular government is.”19

BRAIN-DRAIN PROCESS FROM THE MOSQUE
ASSOCIATIONS

The change of Turkish-Islamic umbrella organizations
from a “guest worker Islam” to a German organization,
which is indicated by the gradual emancipation

process from the country of origin, is already
underway. The Muslim associations must define
themselves anew in this process and strengthen their
integrative function in Germany.20 Above all, it is the
young leaders in these organizations who lead this
transformation and force the emancipation process
from the homeland: “This mind-changing process in
the associations, that is moving away from the foreign
connections and more strongly institutionalizing itself
in society, is carried out by a younger generation of
Muslims who know the local structures and decision
mechanisms.”21 Most are European-born academics
who, through their dedication, have brought about
profound changes in attitude. They see themselves as
Europeans and attempt to bring their rights to bear.22

“As a result there is a break between the generations,
because the youth openly attempts, in opposition to
the first immigrants, to occupy the intellectual and
social terrain.”23 However, a portion of young
Muslims feels that this process is not fast enough
and the few highly educated leave the organizations
and build new structures. This brain-drain process is
not wholly unproblematic: in situations where elites
leave their organizations, they also lose contact to the
Muslim base. That is a problem insofar as the elites
typically do not organize mosque associations, but
cultural organizations. Their work concentrates prima-
rily on the dialogue with the majority of society or on
the publication of books (recently such a group did a
great job in publishing a very timely Koran interpreta-
tion in Germany). They lead important work, but
academics in particular could be the motor for the
positive transformation process inside the Muslim
organizations. When they fall away, then the opening
process is delayed. The Muslim organizations have
not yet recognized this problem. This is a serious
problem, because the number of highly educated
Muslims in the organizations is already low to begin
with.

BACKYARD MOSQUES

In Germany around 2,500 Islamic structures exist,
most of which are so-called “Backyard Mosques.”
Only around 160 are actually representative
mosques, meaning they are intelligibly visible with a
cupola and minaret. The symbolic dimension did not
play a role in the first phase of migration. One did not
want to attract attention or make any demands
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because the residence of immigrants in Germany was
seen as temporary. The first guest workers had prima-
rily economic goals, so that they were content with
the provisional prayer space in the accommodation
camps. After the deferral of return plans, they rented
spaces like warehouses or factory buildings and
converted them into mosques. But, the longer the
stay in Germany lasted, the more pronounced the
desire became to buy these structures, which finally
occurred. Today, the situation has changed. Muslims
want to demonstrate their presence with the help of
recognizable structures. The goal of developing
representative structures that become part of the
urban landscape only mirrors the societal process
further. The material visibility of the community is only
an expression of the inner changing attitudes to the
immigrant society. It is not to be interpreted as a with-
drawal or an indication of a strengthened “funda-
mentalism.” For societal acceptance and the mutual
understanding of cohabitation, the development is
beneficial because the migrants signal with this
construction that they understand themselves as an
integral component of society.24 Following this
process, the self-understanding of the mosques also
changes: They are not solely sacred structures
anymore; they are multifunctional. Most of the newer
representative mosques are complexes, meaning
churches in which prayer spaces are next to seminar
rooms and bookstores, etc. In Islamic history,
mosques were always oriented in a multifunctional
manner. These functions were lost in the course of
nation-building and state secularization. Interestingly,
this lost multifunctional purpose was reestablished in
the Diaspora.

IMPORT IMAMS IN GERMANY

In an interview, a local politician with a Turkish-Muslim
background put it in a nutshell: “In Islam we believe
that paradise lies at the feet of the mothers. And I think
that integration lies at the feet of the imams. When we
are able to integrate the imams, we will also be able
to integrate the millions of Muslims in Germany.”25

From this quotation it is evident that the imams are key
integration figures in the Muslim community. They are
important societal and political multipliers. Above all,
they are a theological reference. In many Islamic
countries, imams enjoy more authority and trust than
state institutions; this is true also in Germany. In

recent years we have seldom broached the signifi-
cance of the imam. Imams continue to come from
abroad to lead the Muslim community in Germany. 

In Germany, the occupational category of imam does
not officially exist and is therefore not registered. We
also know that approximately 2,500 Islamic institu-
tions exist in Germany, of which at least 2,000 are
mosque associations. By means of mosque associa-
tions one can discern the number of imams; with rela-
tive assurance we can therefore say that there are
approximately 2,000 active imams in Germany. When
one assumes that approximately 150 to 250 Muslims
attend Friday prayers per mosque (the number can be
larger, particularly when the Friday aligns with a
school break or a holiday in Germany), then it can be
estimated that the 2,000 imams reach 300,000 to
500,000 Muslims solely on one day per week. We
can then estimate that approximately 70 percent of
the imams are of Turkish origin. A large number of the
remaining 30 percent are distributed among the
former Yugoslavians and North Africans. More than
90 percent of the imams in Germany still come from
a foreign country. Very few are socialized in Germany.
As a result, many conflicts are preprogrammed:
imams do not know the socio-political/cultural condi-
tions of the country of destination, do not speak the
national language, and therefore they cannot partici-
pate in official discussions about Islam. This was
particularly noticeable following September 11, 2001.
Since then, different themes, such as Islam and
terrorism, the role of women, honor killings, and
arranged marriages, have defined the debates in
Germany’s public discussion. Seldom has a theolo-
gian been included in these debates; instead, the
Muslim functionary is predominantly a natural scien-
tist, not someone with a theological background.

Furthermore, there are massive communication prob-
lems between young community members and the
imams, because young Muslims now no longer have
a strong connection to the language of their country
of origin. Some of these imams feel called to instill the
national and cultural identity of their home country in
the Muslim children and youth. An additional problem
in Germany is that young Muslims facing important
theological questions turn to Muslim authorities in
Islamic countries (i.e., over the internet) rather than
those in European countries. This is problematic,
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because these authorities lack an understanding of
life in a European country. 

NO RELIGIOUS INSTRUCTION FOR MUSLIMS IN
GERMAN SCHOOLS

For many decades there has been a systematic
debate on the phenomenon of religion in the denom-
inational-oriented, Christian religious instruction in
German schools. As members of the second largest
religious community in Germany, the 900,000 Muslim
students, in contrast, do not have this opportunity
with (Islamic) religious pedagogy in schools. Only
recognized religious communities are allowed the
benefits of issuing religious instruction. Concerning
Muslims, the state points to the lack of a church hier-
archy and an official contact person, thus the political
and jurisdictional requirements intended for constitu-
tional provision of issuing religious instruction are
considered unfulfilled by the state and jurisdictions.
Due to secularity and neutrality, the state itself cannot
speak as a representative for a specific faith commu-
nity or designate the content of religious instruction
classes; thus, the state is dependent on the cooper-
ation with the religious communities. For many Muslim
students, this is a clear example of their discrimina-
tion. 

Since the 1970s, the religious pedagogy excluded
from the schools has taken place only in the mosques.
However, with demographic changes and the political
challenge of integration, selective experiments have
recently begun to implement Islamic instruction in
individual schools as test cases. Only 3 percent of
students are reached with these individual test cases.
Thus the development and expansion of Islamic reli-
gious pedagogy in the schools is only at its beginning
and must be intensified in the future. 

Conclusion

The solution to the above listed central challenges of
the Muslim community in Germany is a medium- and
long-term process. They must be considered in
addressing the question of provisions and concepts
of recognition and incorporation of Islam in Germany.
Certainly, progressive development can only be
successfully initiated on the basis of a recognition of
Muslims as constitutional components of German

society. Accordingly, “Islam is a part of Germany and
a part of Europe; it is a part of our present and a part
of out future. Muslims are welcome in Germany. They
should display their talents and promote our country
together.”26 These historic words spoken by the
former Federal Minister of the Interior, Wolfgang
Schäuble, in the context of the first German Islam
Conference reveal a sufficiently known phenomenon:
Muslims are a permanent component of German
society. In this sense the reality of Muslim immigration
and migration as a constitutive attribute of German
society must be acknowledged first, without lapsing
into ideological debates and scandal. Only from such
a foundation will it be possible for additional progres-
sive development to occur in the Muslim community.
The stronger the recognition and inclusion of Muslims
in German and European society, the quicker this
group will fulfill the emancipation process from their
Islamic countries of origin. Only then will German
Muslims be able to create their own independent
identity. 

* Translated from German by Michelle Dromgold and
Jessica Lewis.
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Introduction

The presence of significant numbers of Muslims in
Germany is a relatively new phenomenon. Most of
these Muslims have an immigration background,1

although many were born in the country. At present it
is estimated that there are around 3.8 to 4.3 million
Muslims (4.6-5.2 percent of a total population of 82
million), with nearly 2 million possessing German citi-
zenship.2 Thus, Germany has one of the largest
Muslim populations in the European Union. Given the
widespread immigration background, specific migra-
tion-related topics will be addressed in this essay.
These are, however, secular in nature; they do not
concern Muslims’ religious beliefs or their religious
needs as such.

The major problems that many—though not all—
Muslims face in trying to integrate into European soci-
eties, as in Germany, are language difficulties, a lack
of higher education, and a comparatively high degree
of unemployment. There is an enormous gap between
Muslims, for example between Muslims of Iranian
origin, who are usually very well educated and do not
face any significant problem of access to the labor
market, and those of Turkish or Lebanese origin,
raised in families with a very low average level of
education. While 27.5 percent of Muslims with a
Turkish background have obtained higher school
degrees, 50 percent have only lower degrees or none
at all, whereas among those of Iranian descent 81.4
percent acquired higher degrees and only 12 percent
lower ones or none.3 These figures are significant,
since around two-thirds of the Muslims in the country
have a Turkish background. Therefore, the debate on
immigration and problems related to it, on the one
hand, and the practice of Islam in Europe, on the

other, should be seen as two partly related but
nonetheless distinct issues.

Particularly since September 11, 2001, Muslims in
Europe and other Western societies have faced what
has come to be known as “Islamophobia.”4 Obviously
there is a mixture of real threats by a small but
dangerous number of Muslim extremists and larger
tendencies toward anti-Western attitudes that may
lead to self-segregation5 and irrational generaliza-
tions driven by anti-Muslim propaganda not only from
right-wing populists or extremists, but also from
poorly informed extreme feminists or former leftist
self-appointed defenders of “western values.”6

According to a poll taken in 2006, a large majority of
Germans associates Islam with backwardness,
oppression of women, intolerance, and fanaticism.7

Interestingly such perceptions are mostly based on
abstract perceptions of “Islam as such” rather than on
concrete experiences. “Fear of Islam” is most wide-
spread in eastern Germany, where Muslims are only
marginal in number, causing German chancellor
Angela Merkel to warn that “Islamophobia […] must
not be imposed on Germany.”8 Among Muslims,
there is a widespread attitude of self-victimization
exaggerating the existing tensions; sometimes criti-
cism based on existing problems is simply turned
down by calling it “Islamophobia,” thus trying to immu-
nize one against critical questions.9 Nevertheless,
these problems should not be overestimated; in sum,
an open and respectful dialogue and mutual accept-
ance is predominant in politics and daily life.

Regarding religious issues, many Muslims in Europe
still tend to seek practical solutions for reconciling
their own religious beliefs and practices with legal
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and other codes of secular European societies.
Within the last few years European Muslims have also
tried to formulate theoretical statements to clarify their
positions on these issues, identify possible conflicts
between legal and religious norms, and find adequate
solutions for such conflicts.10 Furthermore, a consid-
erable number of Muslims is not particularly inter-
ested in performing religious practices, while not
denying their Muslim identity as such. Others are
attached to Sufi (mystic) beliefs and practices, while
considering the rules of Islamic jurisprudence to be of
little importance in everyday life.

At the same time, European legal orders must find
ways to address the Islamic identities and practices
of the Muslims in their midst. Legislation on Islamic
norms concerning clothing, ritual slaughtering of
animals, and family law practices has either been
recently passed or is under consideration; courts
apply foreign laws (including those based on Islamic
norms) in civil matters, including the provisions of
Private International Law (PIL) on a daily basis. As to
dealing with religious and cultural diversity, the
German legal and social order has chosen a middle
path between the British approach of communitarism
and the French system of far-reaching uniformity
(“unite de la République”). Nevertheless, the legal
order has not yet reacted to the fact that Germany has
again become an immigration country (see below
concerning Private International Law).

Islamic Norms and German Law

INTRODUCTION: THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK

The application of Islamic norms must differentiate
between religious and legal issues. The former are
regulated by constitutional and other rules regulating
freedom of religion. The scope of these laws is not
limited to private worship but also grants an adequate
(though not unlimited) protection of religious needs in
various aspects of public law (from building mosques
to social-security issues) and private labor law.11

Traditionally freedom of religion is divided into indi-
vidual and collective aspects. In both fields the
German system grants far-reaching rights to practice
one’s religion (examples will be given in the section
below). Other than in France, where a system of rela-
tively strict laicism was established in 1901/1905 to

restrict the influence of the Catholic Church,
Germany has chosen a system of “positive” neutrality
of the state toward religions. It is based on the convic-
tion that religion in general has a major potential to
grant humanity and stabilize a peaceful life in society
beyond the value in itself. Thus, there is broad space
for the visibility of religion in public space.

INDIVIDUAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

General Framework

In Germany, the most important provisions that regu-
late individual religious affairs are Sections 1 and 2 of
Article 4 of the German Basic Law (“Freedom of faith
and conscience, and freedom to profess a religious
or philosophical creed, shall be inviolable. The undis-
turbed practice of religion shall be guaranteed.”). This
essay is mainly aimed at the relations between indi-
viduals and the state, but also has an impact on
private legal relations (see the examples on labor law
below). It is not limited to freedom of private religious
conviction, but also grants freedom of public mani-
festation of belief. The state is obliged to ensure that
this right is not unduly limited. Of course there are
legal limits for all rights, including religious ones. For
example, no one can threaten others on religious
grounds. Nevertheless, the German legal system
provides far-reaching freedom of religion. This
freedom is, according to the unanimous opinion
among legal experts and the German government and
administration, not restricted to Christianity and
Judaism, but also applies to Islam and other religions.
Furthermore, Article 3, Section 3 of the German Basic
Law prescribes that no one may be discriminated
against, or given preferential treatment, for reasons of
his/her religious belief. German courts have proven in
a huge number of cases to efficiently promote and
grant Muslims’ equal rights.

State – Individual Relations: The Example of
Mosques

One of the major topics actually at stake with regard
to Muslims in Germany is the establishment of a reli-
gious infrastructure, namely mosques with or without
minarets. About 2,600 mosques exist in Germany.
Most of them are installed within former industrial
buildings, which were available for reasonable prices
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and situated near to the living quarters of many of the
believers working in the area of factories. But there
are also examples of very representative-looking
mosques in several cities, with prayer rooms giving
space to more than 1,000 persons. Some of them
have minarets and in some cities the adhaan (call to
prayer) by using loud speakers is allowed for certain
prayers, e.g., the prayer at noon on Friday.12

The construction of places of worship is privileged
under German law of construction due to the consti-
tutional guarantees of religious freedom. In rare cases
there were judicial procedures initiated on the ques-
tion of whether minarets were allowed to be built, and
what would be their acceptable height. It is not too
surprising that the highly-visible erection of minarets
could cause some irritation due to the local circum-
stances. Some people consider the erection of
minarets a symbolic attack on the predominant
Christian culture. Such suspicions are very often
formulated not by practicing Christians, but mostly by
right-wing to extremist rightist people who maintain
rather loose ties to religion in general, but in some
cases also by small Christian fundamentalist and anti-
Islamic sects.

According to German law of planning and construc-
tion, the shape of places of worship has to fit into the
given surroundings, despite the generally privileged
status of erecting such buildings. Nevertheless, the
Administrative Court of Appeal of Koblenz decided in
a case concerning the erection of a minaret that there
is no kind of “protection of the cultural status quo”
according to the law.13 Times are changing, and as
Muslims now are an important part of inhabitants,
society as a whole has to accept this fact. But still
there is a widespread lack of information in the
general public on the scope of religious freedom for
minorities. Thus, there is urgent need to clarify the
relationship between democracy and the rule of law
in case of conflicts: The majority is not entitled to
deprive the minority of its rights granted by the consti-
tution of a secular, religiously neutral state.

In Cologne the plans of DITIB (Diyanet Isleri Türk
Islam Birligi, Turkish-Islamic Union of the Institution for
Religious Affairs) a major Muslim Turkish organiza-
tion, to build a mosque with 55-meter minarets trig-
gered protests not only by extreme right-wing

nationalists but also among some otherwise
renowned personalities like Ralph Giordano not previ-
ously known to advocate extremist views. The
mosque opponents have protested the “visible claim
of power” that such mosques represent, also implying
obvious distrust of those who wish to build them. At
the same time, a broad political majority in Cologne
supports the mosque-building plans, arguing that
Muslim members of German society have a right to
the visibility that comes with the mosques. German
law would certainly support this view, provided the
relevant building and environmental codes regarding
construction projects for religious purposes14 are
met. Obviously, visible symbols of Islam are still
broadly perceived as foreign—even by people living
a considerable distance from Christian churches.
Christian institutions seemingly have the function of
“vicarious religion,”15 as British sociologist Grace
Davie puts it: Even people very loosely affiliated with
established churches feel comfortable with the activ-
ities of the practicing minority and the dominant public
presence of their institutions.

Notwithstanding the favorable legal position in
general, Muslims would be well advised not to
enforce their rights by the aid of the judiciary before
having presented themselves and their goals to the
local public; transparency on all sides is the key to
viable solutions. Having been a judge at the Court of
Appeal of Nuremberg for a couple of years, my expe-
rience shows that a judgment in application of the law
has to decide a given case in favor of one of the
parties, at least in part. But often it will not lead to a
true and stable “peace” between the parties involved.
The party whose claim was dismissed would often
search to find a new reason for continuing the battle,
which would be not a very convenient basis for
running a house of prayer or a cultural center. In this
kind of case settlements are the much more prefer-
able solution; such settlements could be found in
preliminary discussions with the administration
involved as well as with the public in general.
Fortunately this has become the usual way of handling
matters in Germany.

Relations Among Individuals: The Example of Labor
Law

The second formal level on which freedom of religion
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is granted is related to constitutional norms that may
have an impact on relations governed by civil law,
specifically (but not exclusively) employment law. In
this field, possible conflicting interests of employers
and employees have to be weighed with respect to
the employee’s religious needs on one hand and the
employer’s needs on the other,16 since other than in
state-individual relations both parties may claim
constitutional rights for their purposes. In general,
most Muslims do not face legal problems concerning
their employment. For those who need to pray during
working hours, acceptable solutions can be found in
most cases. Many either pray during regular breaks or
concentrate their prayers in the morning and evening.
In Britain, a bus driver claiming the right to interrupt
his work five times a day for prayer lost his case for
obvious reasons.17 On Fridays employers often allow
breaks for Muslim employees to participate in
communal prayer at mosques or allow employees to
finish working earlier in the day. Muslim workers are
also generally allowed to use vacation days during the
feasts of Eid ul-Fitr at the end of Ramadan and the Eid
al-Adha (Festival of Sacrifice) in the month of
pilgrimage. If the need to be present for prayer or
celebration of feast days conflicts with employment
requirements, Muslims generally rely on the Islamic
principle of necessity (darura) which allows them to
choose a minor evil over a major one. In this case, the
major evil would be the loss of the necessary source
of income. The last reported case in Germany
concerning a conflict between employment law and
the requirements of Muslim prayer or Eid feasts was
in 1964,18 indicating that mutually acceptable solu-
tions to such potential conflicts are readily found. A
new case in 200919 was decided in favor of a Muslim
employee who wanted to perform the ritual pilgrimage
to Mecca. Her interests20 were taken to be of supe-
rior importance in comparison to the needs of her
employer.

However, the wearing of headscarves by Muslim
female employees remains problematic. In many
cases in which such employees deal with the public
(e.g., in warehouses, offices, etc.), employers do not
allow them to wear headscarves at work. In the state
of Hesse, the employment of a Muslim clerk working
in a rural warehouse was terminated when she
refused to work unveiled. The company had a rule that
employees would dress so as not to offend

customers. The employer testified that he was not
personally bothered by the headscarf, but that there
was evidence that the clientele would not accept
being served by a veiled clerk and would take their
business elsewhere. The employee lost her case in
the original trial and in the Labor Court of Appeal of
Hesse on the same grounds.21 Nevertheless, the
Federal Labor Court finally accepted the claim of the
appellant who wore her headscarf to work at the
Hessian warehouse.22 Stressing the great impor-
tance of religious freedom, the court ruled that this
freedom cannot be abrogated by mere suppositions
of possible economic detriment to the employer. Even
in cases of proven economic detriment, the employer
would first have to consider whether the employee
could work in a less sensitive capacity before being
entitled to terminate her contract. The new rules of
anti-discrimination laws would further strengthen
Muslims’ positions in such cases.

Finally, religious norms can be applied in a wide-
spread fashion on an informal level, merely by prac-
ticing them. It is mainly in the sphere of religious
rules—concerning the relations between God and
human beings (ibadat) and the non-legal aspects of
the relations between human beings (mu‘amalat)—
where a European Sharia (in this context: Islamic
“theology”) is possibly developing.23 In such cases,
the opinions contained in religious rulings, or fatwas,
would distinguish between legal validity of the trans-
actions at stake and their religious acceptability. This
is not a new development in Islam, but it may rely on
the traditional distinction between the religious and
the legal dimensions of human behavior (e.g., the
distinction between the categories of what is consid-
ered to be forbidden (haram), and what is considered
to be “invalid” (batil).24

COLLECTIVE RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Collective religious freedom is regulated by different
legal provisions. First of all it should be mentioned that
German law does not contain a system of legal
“recognition” of religious communities in general.
They have the right to choose the forms of organiza-
tion they like, be it informal or legally formal like asso-
ciations under the legal provisions on civil
associations.25 On this basis they become capable to
hold and exercise legal rights.26 The same is true for
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establishing foundations under private law.27

Article 140 of the Basic Law regulates the conditions
for religious societies (communities) to apply for the
status of a corporation under public law
(“Körperschaft des öffentlichen Rechts”). Those
communities holding this status when the Basic Law
came into force kept their status. Others may apply for
it and shall be granted the same rights, if their bylaws
and the number of their members give assurance of
permanency. The responsible state administrations
would usually affirm permanency in cases when an
organization has already existed for 30 years and
represents at least 0.1 percent of the state’s popula-
tion (membership has to be clearly regulated), but
accepts less from case to case.

This status grants far-reaching rights and privileges,
e.g., tax exemptions and access to state institutions
for collecting taxes (against payment), rights to have
members appointed to broadcast advisory boards
and to cooperate in matters of youth social care, the
right of refusing testimony in court for those carrying
out pastoral care, and rights to regulate labor relations
and the relations to members including internal juris-
diction, etc. No Muslim organization has obtained this
status so far.

Logically such far-reaching rights require clear struc-
tures of organization including transparent proce-
dures for decision-making and a reliable body or
bodies which authentically decide about doctrine and
order.28 Until now, most of the Muslim organizations
in Germany are far from fulfilling all these prerequi-
sites. Nevertheless, in recent years there is a devel-
opment of formal association and unification, now
partly crossing the ethnic borders especially between
Turks and others. Current attempts of religious unifi-
cation in “German” organizations are obviously
counter-acted by the exercise of political influence of
several countries of origin.

Of course there are general legal limits for the activ-
ities of organizations, including religious ones. In
recent times two extremist Muslim organizations were
forbidden by the Federal Ministry of Interior for the
allegations of having committed serious crimes or of
having worked illegally against peaceful relations
between peoples (Khilafet Devleti and Hizb al Tahrir,

respectively). Other organizations are under the
supervision of the intelligence services.

Some laws do differentiate between legally recog-
nized/registered religious communities, others do not.
In many cases it is sufficient to be registered as an
association under private law, which is easily achieved
and thus the case for most of the Muslim organiza-
tions, in particular those running mosques and Islamic
cultural centers. The prerequisites for being recog-
nized as a religious community according to the laws
regulating the cooperation between the state and
such communities vary heavily. They are linked to the
respective importance of the issue at stake for the
state.

On a federal level, in 2006 the Ministry of the Interior
has established the first Deutsche Islamkonferenz
(DIK, German Islam Conference) to bring forward a
more structured dialogue between Muslims and the
state on crucial issues.29 There was a plenum
consisting of 15 representatives of the state (federal,
state, and local level) and of 15 Muslim representa-
tives. The latter were chosen by the Ministry; five of
them represented the major Muslim organizations,
who proposed their candidates themselves, the rest
were prominent individuals covering different sectors
of society. Since the beginning, this choice was (natu-
rally) disputed; while the organized Sunni Muslims
complained of their “minority” position compared to
the “secular” majority, others rejected the participation
of conservative Muslims and especially those under
supervision of the security services. Of course, every-
body who was not invited has challenged the authority
of the plenum to speak for Muslims. This was equally
true for the state side: No parliamentarians were
members of the plenum, which has led to criticism of
a “lack of transparency” of the DIK. Obviously the
Ministry has decided to start early in a more informal
manner, rather than to enter into a broad political
process from the beginning.

Most of the practical work took place in three working
groups and one “dialogue circle” covering security
issues. The three groups deal with “German social
order and consensus of values,” “Religious issues
under the German constitutional order,”30 and
“Economics and media as a bridge.” They consisted
of 25 members, all nominated by the Ministry (the
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organizations send their representatives by their
choice in principle); besides the organizations and
the state, representatives of “independent” Muslims
and scholars were chosen to participate. Their propo-
sitions were discussed in the plenum and are usually
accepted by it. There have been few immediate
results, but the working group on constitutional issues
has produced papers on the regular establishment of
Islamic instruction in public schools, on building
mosques and establishing Muslim cemeteries, etc.,
which are now being discussed in the states compe-
tent for the implementation and administration of
these issues. In general, the very fact of establishing
and maintaining this institution has a very positive
impact on the public debate: Islam clearly has
become a part of Germany, as Minister Schaüble
underlined time and again.

The work of this first conference ended in late 2009.
The newly appointed Minister of the Interior Thomas
de Maizière has set up a follow-up conference which
shall continue the work of the first one, but in a
different shape.31 There were changes in the
plenum—the federal and local levels are more
intensely represented now, the number of participants
was enlarged (17 from both sides), and on the Muslim
side one of the organizations involved was removed
because a number of key figures are currently facing
investigations for serious criminal offenses and did
not agree on simply suspending their participation
until the end of the investigations. Another organiza-
tion refused the invitation due to an alleged lack of
readiness to debate Islamophobia intensely and to
formulate concrete goals; this refusal was broadly
criticized by other Muslims and politicians. Individual
participants were replaced by others. The invitation to
a Turkish non-religious organization was broadly crit-
icized by Muslim representatives. On the operational
level, the working groups were replaced by a joint
(state-Muslim) preparation committee which will
establish punctual task forces for work on specific
topics to be defined, such as the establishment of an
Islamic educational system in universities.

On the level of the states, “round tables” have been
established to promote concrete projects, in partic-
ular regarding pilot projects of Islamic instruction in
public schools. In most of the states only some of the
existing major organizations are involved; in some

cases, local Muslim initiatives are accepted as prelim-
inary partners for cooperation.

The Application of Islamic Legal Norms

GENERAL RULES

In the sphere of applying foreign legal provisions, the
possible conflict between rules of the law of the land
and rules of the law of religious/cultural origin has to
be solved. In the field of law, most of the existing legal
orders have a territorial basis: everyone within the
territory of a specific state has to abide by the same
laws. Only the state can decide whether and to what
extent foreign law can be applied and enforced on its
territory; the legal system is not “multi-cultural” as far
as it concerns the decisive exercise of legal power.
Therefore, the application of foreign legal provisions—
including Islamic ones—is an exceptional case. This
does not mean that foreign legal principles and
cultural influences are kept out. In the end, certain
constitutional principles are basic and cannot be
dispensed with: the inviolability of human dignity;
democracy; the rule of law with the binding force of
all state power; separation of powers; majority rule,
minority protection; and the essential elements of
constitutional civil rights, such as the equality of the
sexes, freedom of opinion, religious freedom, and
protection of marriage and family. Within this frame-
work, foreign legal provisions can be formally applied
on different legal levels. Moreover, the state has no
control on informal ways of application as long as its
bodies are not called upon by one of the parties
involved.

Private International Law

Private International Law (which regulates conflicting
laws pertaining to civil matters)32 is one level on
which Islamic legal rules can be directly applied.
Today, there is no legal system known to refuse the
general application of foreign legal norms. Civil law
essentially regulates the legal relations between
private individuals, whose welfare is of prime impor-
tance. This includes the continuity of existing legal
relationships (such as marriage) when crossing “legal
borders” (so-called “theory of vested rights” devel-
oped by the eminent British and American lawyers
Dicey and Beale).33 Nevertheless, the legal commu-
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nity in a particular country may decide that in certain
matters the same substantial law should be appli-
cable to everyone resident there. This would be the
case particularly in matters touching the roots of legal
and societal common sense such as those regulated
by family law. The question as to whether foreign or
domestic law should be applied must therefore be
determined, and this is done according to the provi-
sions of Private International Law, which tries to
balance the relevant interests.

Concerning the areas of family law and the law of
succession, the application of legal norms in Germany
and many other European countries is often deter-
mined on the basis of nationality of the persons
involved rather than by their domicile or residence.34

Unlike in Canada or the U.S.,35 European courts are
therefore often obliged to apply Islamic legal rules. In
this respect it may generally be stated that Islamic law
until today has a strong position especially within
these areas. This can be explained by the fact that
Islamic law in this area has a multiplicity of regulations
derived from authoritative sources (Qur’an and
sunna). Furthermore, a powerful lobby obviously tries
to preserve this area as a stronghold due to religious
convictions as well as for reasons of income and the
exercise of power (which was very similar in Europe
in former times). The Tunisian lawyer Ali Mezghani
states that “[i]n Islamic countries, it is difficult to deny
that family law is the site of conservation.”36 This is
true despite the fact that in several Islamic countries,
namely in Morocco, reforms have taken place and still
are in progress. In others, there is even a remarkable
backlash to traditional standards.37

However, the application of such provisions must
comply with the rules of public policy. If the applica-
tion of legislation influenced by Islamic law would lead
to a result that is obviously incompatible with the
basic principles of German law, including constitu-
tional civil rights, the provisions in question cannot be
applied. There are many provisions in Islamic law that
do not contradict European laws (in the area of
contract law, for example) and therefore may be
applied within the framework of existing laws. The
main conflicts between Islamic and European laws
concerning family matters and inheritance arise over
constitutional (and human) rights such as gender
equality and freedom of religion, including the right

not to believe. Provisions reflecting classical Islamic
law preserve strict separation between the sexes with
respect to their social roles as well as far-reaching
segregation of religions under the supremacy of Islam.

For example, according to German Private
International Law, the application of the Islamic legal
norm of unilateral divorce by the husband (talaq)
would contradict secular state law in cases where
the wife was not able to claim her legitimate interests
or was not even informed about the divorce. In other
cases, where the prerequisites for divorce according
to the law of the land would be fulfilled in a compa-
rable way, the legality of such a divorce according to
Islamic tenets would be accepted by the controlling
legal authority. On its face, a husband’s unilateral right
to divorce contradicts gender equality as well as the
norm of the sole authority of the state to adjudicate
divorce cases. Nevertheless, in Germany the norms
protecting the public order are not intended to
prohibit the application of foreign norms as such.38 In
Austria, however, policy is different: The Supreme
Court39 refuses to accept any kind of tal•q whatso-
ever. Here again, the crucial question is whether
legislative bodies and the courts compare foreign
legal norms categorically as with their normative
domestic “counterpart” in a general way, or whether
the results of the application of foreign norms only
must be controlled in specific cases.

Furthermore, German spousal maintenance, inheri-
tance, and social security laws treat polygamous
marriages as legally valid, provided that the marriage
contracts are valid under laws applicable to them at
the place of their formation.40 (Of course, polygamy
fundamentally contradicts German and other
European legal standard; therefore it cannot be
contracted legally in Europe.) The legal reasoning is
not to deprive women in polygamous marriages of
their marital rights, including maintenance. Thus,
according to German social security law41 widow
pensions are divided among widows who were living
in polygamous marriages. However, German law
differentiates between mainly private aspects of
marriage and predominantly public ones, especially
those relating to immigration law. Law governing the
latter aspects provides only the first wife in polyga-
mous marriages with marital privileges within its
scope of application, for example residence
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permits.42 Treatment of polygamous marriages in
Germany differs from that in other European coun-
tries. In England, courts have rejected the claim to a
widow’s pension by a woman who was engaged in a
polygamous marriage, resulting in none of the wives
in the marriage receiving a payment.43

From a legislative perspective, two types of goals
must be considered. One goal would be to establish
clear-cut legal norms in absolute accordance with
prevailing social mores: in this context, the sole validity
of monogamous marriages. This would lead to rejec-
tion of polygamous marriages that are legal in other
parts of the world and would leave the weaker parties
without legal protection, which could encourage the
creation of a parallel system of social norms among
the parties involved. The other goal would be to
render justice for individuals who legally entered such
marriages in other jurisdictions and who now have
claims in a jurisdiction that rejects such marriages. In
such a case, it has to be made clear that accommo-
dation for individuals does not mean acceptance or
approval of polygamy, even though it may be inter-
preted as such. Thus, either solution has its prob-
lematic aspects.

In a singular case in Frankfurt am Main, Germany,
dating from 2007 a judge refused to grant legal aid
to a woman of Moroccan origin who wanted to obtain
an immediate divorce according to the legal hardship
clause because her Moroccan husband had severely
beaten her. The judge ruled that because according
to the Qur’an, surah 4:34, the beating of wives was
common in the parties’ culture of origin, a hardship
case was denied. This ruling errs gravely on several
counts: It ignores not only Moroccan law, which does
not allow domestic violence (see Art. 98 Sec. 2, 99
of the family law code), but also the German law of
conflicts, which on grounds of German public policy,
rejects application of foreign provisions that “allow”
domestic violence. Further, the judge ignored recent
interpretations of the Qur’anic verse in question,
which say that the term “daraba” should be inter-
preted as “to separate” instead of “to beat.”44 The
ruling, which was reversed shortly after it was made
public, spurred a debate in Germany over alleged
“Islamization” of the German judiciary that echoed
concerns raised over the British archbishop’s remarks
on the possibility of introducing aspects of Sharia law

in economic and family-related issues into the British
legal system.45

This case was certainly exceptional for several
reasons, one of them being that no Muslim—whether
party to the case or observer—insisted on the appli-
cation of such an alleged “Sharia norm.”46 Some anti-
Muslim fanatics confused the Frankfurt ruling with the
legitimate exercise of rights accorded in European
and German constitutional provisions that grant
freedom of religion. Thus, such fanatics obviously
ignore the very constitutional order that they pretend
to defend.47

The question remains of whether the concentration on
nationality in a number of the rules relating to inter-
national family law still is the appropriate solution for
determining the most significant relationship between
the persons involved and the respective legal order.48

This is especially true in cases where large groups of
persons keep a foreign nationality (for whatever
reasons) despite a long-lasting residence in Germany.
In such cases, in my opinion, we should consider
applying the law of the state of residence instead of
a mere “historical” foreign law, which might have
found adequate solutions for the grandparents’ prob-
lems. Also, we could prevent people constantly living
under foreign rules—despite spending some time
abroad—from being subject to a legal regime more
and more unfamiliar to them. However, it is up to the
legislature to change the law in this respect. We
should add that problems resulting from a long-lasting
status of being “foreigners” may diminish in the future,
because German law of citizenship, after a substan-
tial reform in 2000, now regularly leads to the acqui-
sition of German citizenship by children born in the
country.

Optional Civil Law

A second area for (indirect) application of foreign
legal norms exists within the framework of so-called
“optional” civil law. For example, there are various
methods of investment that do not violate the Islamic
prohibition against usury (riba, which according to
traditional interpretations means not accepting or
paying interest).49 To enable business financing,
Islamic law permits the formation of types of compa-
nies (murabaha and mudaraba) for this specific
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purpose. In the UK a special vehicle for “Islamic mort-
gages” has been developed, enabling Muslims to
purchase real estate while avoiding conflicts over riba.
The German state of Sachsen-Anhalt has offered
“Islamic” bonds replacing interest payments by
broadly accepted instruments of financial participa-
tion to attract Muslim capital.

In the field of matrimonial law, the introduction of
Islamic norms into marriage contracts has also been
accepted within the framework of optional German
civil law. Thus, contractual conditions regulating the
payment of doweries (mahr or sadaq) in Muslim
marriages are possible and generally accepted by the
courts.50

Informal Application

Besides these formal ways in which Islamic legal
norms can be applied, people are in principle free to
agree on the methods and results of non-judicial,
alternative dispute resolution (ADR) and to seek
private solutions to social problems that are compat-
ible with state legal codes and fall within the bound-
aries of public policy. Recent research indicates that
many European Muslim immigrant communities main-
tain the structures of family life from their countries of
origin51 and can be reluctant to use legal remedies
available in the countries where they live because
they believe that they are bound to different legal
orders. This is also true for some Muslims who were
born and grew up in Europe or who converted to
Islam, insofar as they consider Islamic legal norms to
be an integral part of their religious belief.52 Others
are simply unaware of the fact that regarding certain
matters of family law (e.g., marriage and divorce), the
secular law of the land must be observed; otherwise
the intentions and actions of the parties involved are
not legally valid. In Germany some refugees from Iraq
and other war-torn countries lacking functioning legal
systems were not able to obtain the necessary docu-
ments for marriages considered valid by the state, so
instead they “married” according to Islamic custom,
with the participation of an Imam and witnesses. But
in general, other than in the UK, there are very few
Muslims challenging the existing legal order in family
matters or trying to establish ADR institutions based
on Islamic provisions for various reasons. Indeed, the
disadvantages of officially establishing parallel ADR

systems in the sensitive field of family law would
contradict basic needs of protection by the state in
cases of disproportional bargaining power within the
family.53

It is remarkable that many European examples of
harmony between Muslim and secular sensitivies
abound. In 2002 the Central Council of Muslims in
Germany declared in its charter on Muslim life in
German society (“Islamic Charta”54) that Muslims are
content with the harmonic system of secularity and
religious freedom provided by the Constitution.
According to Article 13 of the charter, “The command
of Islamic law to observe the local legal order includes
the acceptance of the German statutes governing
marriage and inheritance, and civil as well as criminal
procedure.” 

Perspectives

In sum, the secular legal order in Germany does not
reject religion, and it is not at all anti-religious (la-
dini), as some Muslims allege.55 On the contrary, it
opens broad spaces for religious life and beliefs,
including the establishment of religious organizations,
places of worship, and private schools, not to mention
religious instruction in public schools (in the German
educational system) and social security payments for
religious burials and other rites for those in need.56 It
is only that the states themselves must be neutral and
not interfere in religious affairs. The most important
result of this legal secularism is the equivalence of
religions, including the freedom not to adhere to a reli-
gion or the freedom to change one’s religion.57

Across the European continent, there is broad
consensus that such neutrality is a necessary prereq-
uisite for true religious freedom. Accordingly, a promi-
nent French Muslim has called this a system of
“positive neutrality” (i.e., toward religion).58

Most of the existing problems of Muslims in German
society are not rooted in religion, but in education,
language skills, a certain degree of xenophobia and
Islamophobia among groups of society, and tenden-
cies of self-segregation. During the times of immi-
gration for the first generation, hardly anybody cared
about the beliefs of the immigrants, nor did anybody
fear tensions on religious grounds. The remarkable
quarrels which broke out in later times seem to be
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quite a normal phenomenon which should not be
exaggerated: When sharing claims among members
of society in a new way, everybody tries to get the
best part of it. The legal and social integration of
Muslims in a mainly non-Muslim society is not exempt
from this observation. The legal system is well
prepared for adequately granting and distributing
rights and duties in a religiously neutral way. It is
society where the debate on unity in diversity—
including Islam—has to continue on a hopefully more
and more fact-orientated and differentiated basis.
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