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Old Fears, New reats
riya havit

One rain-soaked evening, in a bus stop on the road leading to a castle 
 overlooking the picturesque German town of Marburg, an especially 

frank piece of graffiti caught my eye: “To hell with Islam!” In this remote,
pastoral setting, the words at first appeared out of place. But in today’s Eu-
rope—and in Germany in particular—this sort of attitude toward Islam 
should come as no surprise. Since the September 11 attacks in America, and 
the subsequent terrorist attacks by al-Qaida on European soil, the continent 
has witnessed a rising tide of hostility toward Muslims living there, from vio-
lent rhetorical outbursts to physical attacks on mosques and businesses.1

is hostility has, in turn, increased the widespread sense of discrimina-
tion already felt by most Muslim immigrants in Europe. In a recent field
study of German Muslims, for example, interviewees described difficulty
finding work, prejudice against their children at school, and obscene re-
marks frequently hurled at them on the street. Finally, they described the 
obstacles they face trying to observe their religious commandments (likely 
related, among other reasons, to the fact that Islam, unlike Judaism, is not 
an officially recognized religion in Germany). Mahmoud, a twenty-six-year-
old of Indian extraction who volunteers as a preacher in a local mosque, 
recounted a job interview for a position as a social worker that began with a 
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lecture on democratic values and the rights of women. Twenty-two-year-old 
Nadia from Morocco recalled what one of her Christian friends said to her 
when she explained her strong feelings of religiosity: “To be a true Muslim 
now, you have to wear an explosive belt.” And Haled, a thirty-year-old foot-
baller of Tunisian ancestry, talked about the cries of “dirty Muslim” directed 
at him on the pitch, saying that he fears for his life and that of his wife, a 
Christian who converted to Islam.2

It is hard to avoid comparing this new animosity toward Muslims to the 
traditional manifestations of a much older hatred—anti-Semitism. e fear
of a minority that practices an unfamiliar form of worship and is believed 
to be worming its way into Christian or Western culture, undermining its 
values, shaped the relationship between Europe and the Jews in its midst 
for hundreds of years. is comparison between “Islamophobia” and classic
anti-Semitism is much favored among European politicians, intellectuals, 
and human rights workers who are trying to prevent, or at least mitigate, the 
“culture war” that is being waged on the continent.3 is concept is embod-
ied in the Warsaw Declaration, adopted by the Council of Europe on May 
17, 2005, which condemned “all forms of intolerance and discrimination, in 
particular those based on sex, race, and religion, including anti-Semitism and 
Islamophobia.”4 Opinion columns in major European newspapers now regu-
larly claim that “Muslims are now getting the same treatment the Jews had a 
century ago.”5 e temptation to draw parallels between past and present is
unquestionably strong—but is it justified? ere are certainly some notable
points of similarity between prewar European anti-Semitism and the enmity 
directed toward the Muslim immigrants living in Europe now. However, 
there is a quintessential difference between the two: e fear of a Jewish
conspiracy against European civilization had no basis in fact, whereas fear 
of the expansionist ambitions openly expressed by senior figures in the
Muslim-Arab world, and shared by some ordinary Muslims, is not groundless. 
Understanding this difference is of crucial importance if one wishes to prop-
erly assess the nature and magnitude of the challenge certain interpretations 
of Islam pose to Europe, and to deal with this challenge accordingly.
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II

One of the most striking points of similarity between European anti-
 Semitism—both the classic and modern varieties—and the current 

hostility towards Muslim immigrants is the conspicuousness of Jews and 
Muslims, a factor that exaggerates the presence of the minority “other” in 
the eyes of the majority “self.” Traditional antipathy toward Jews was fed to 
a great extent by their obvious dissimilarity from other Europeans. Before 
the Emancipation, the Jews were confined to ghettos, kept commandments
that were alien to Christians, spoke a language of their own, and adopted 
distinct modes of dress. Although the Jews were relatively few, the concen-
tration of the Jewish population in a small number of areas and their foreign 
appearance ensured that every encounter between Christian and Jew would 
be indelibly engraved in the former’s memory, giving him the impression 
that the Jews were far more numerous than they actually were. e post-
Emancipation “new Jews” who tried to integrate into European society at 
the end of the eighteenth century may have been similar in outward appear-
ance to the Christian majority, but their assimilation into general society 
and culture was incomplete, while their considerable and often publicly 
visible achievements in various fields—science, literature, banking—and
their prominent involvement in radical social and ideological movements 
far outweighed their relatively small population, giving birth to stereotypes 
bristling with suspicion and jealousy. Whether he shut himself off from
non-Jewish society or assimilated into it, the European Jew was perceived as 
a representative of a minority whose size and influence was exaggerated in
the extreme by European Christians; a delusion enthusiastically adopted by 
anti-Semitic propaganda.

A somewhat similar situation exists today regarding the Muslim com-
munity in Europe. Most European Muslims arrived on the continent after 
World War II as immigrant workers needed to provide the postwar revival 
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of the industrial and service sectors with cheap manpower. Like most 
immigrant communities, they settled in the more affordable residential
neighborhoods of large cities. Because of these social and economic factors, 
European cities developed entire neighborhoods overwhelmingly populated 
by immigrants—modern ghettos of a sort. Anyone passing through these 
areas would be confronted by such sights as hundreds of men thronging the 
local mosque or a row of restaurants and grocery stores with signs proclaim-
ing “Halal” (food prepared according to Islamic law) in Arabic.

Like traditional Jews, some Muslims are distinguished by their dress, 
and it is no coincidence that public fear of the rise of Islam in Europe 
regularly coalesces into a debate over head coverings.6 A woman wearing 
a hijab (headscarf ), or niqab (veil), and most certainly one enshrouded in a 
burqa (complete body covering), is inescapably visible on a busy European 
street and is likely to be perceived as a sign of a significant Muslim pres-
ence, even if, statistically speaking, she represents a marginal phenomenon. 
us, in November 2006, on the eve of general elections in Holland, the
government declared its support for a ban on the wearing of the burqa in 
public areas. Although 6 percent of the population of Holland is Muslim, 
the number of women in the country wearing the burqa is estimated to be 
little more than a hundred.7

e conspicuousness of the small Muslim minority, like that of observ-
ant Jews, serves as a lightning rod for feelings of fear and hatred. However, 
this issue taken alone is not sufficient to explain why Jews and Muslims in
particular became the primary targets of European xenophobia. It is impor-
tant to note that the Jews were not alone in being alien to Europe at the end 
of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. e Gypsies,
for example, were also perceived as “strangers,” but while they aroused 
hatred and persecution, they were never considered an existential threat to 
Christian civilization or pestilential carriers of a diseased culture maneuver-
ing to take power.8 In the same manner, there are non-Muslim “others” 
whose presence in the human and cultural landscape of European societies 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century is eminently conspicuous: e
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skin color of Africans living on the continent is no less glaring to the eye 
than the Middle Eastern appearance of many Muslims, and the traditional 
Sikh head covering is no less striking than the hijab.

It is not, therefore, the specific external signs of the Muslim presence
that arouse feelings of fear and aversion, but rather what they represent to 
the European collective consciousness. at is, it is the resonance projected
onto them by non-Muslim Europeans. e explanation for Islamophobia is
to be found, therefore, not in simple xenophobia, but in one of Islam’s more 
abstract features, and one which it shares with Judaism: e fact that it is a
religion and a nation capable of being imagined, even from afar.

e Israeli writer A.B. Yehoshua’s article “An Attempt to Identify and
Understand the Roots of Anti-Semitism,” which had enormous repercus-
sions when it was published in the journal Alpayim some two years ago, may 
cast some light on this issue.9 Yehoshua claims that the primary reason for 
the enduring historical phenomenon of anti-Semitism is to be found not in 
Christian doctrine, envy of Jewish success, loathing aroused by Jewish busi-
ness dealings as moneylenders, or disgust at the Jew’s “backward” existence 
in the ghettos, but rather in the fact that at the heart of Jewish identity there 
is a double thread of religion and nationality. Beginning with the period of 
the Babylonian exile, Jewish identity coalesced around a national-religious 
existence that belonged more to the realms of thought and imagination than 
to tangible reality. us the Jews were given “the possibility, of which they
took full advantage, of remaining in voluntary exile without losing their 
identity.”10

is element enables a Jew to transfer in his imagination—virtually—
essential and basic elements of his national identity, like territory, language, 
and even a framework of natural national solidarity, from the active and 
living nationality to the religious life and its ceremonies, and to preserve 
them for thousands of years as if they were real and actual.

e physical territory of the land of Israel was preserved as a symbol
or metaphor of the holy land in prayer or in religious ceremonies. e
national language became a holy language and acted not as a living and 
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practical language but as a rabbinical one or one reserved for prayer. e
institutions of self-determination, sovereignty and the military became 
symbols and metaphors that the Jew was able to alter and knead in differ-
ent spiritual commentaries (but not as a fact active in reality) as he wished 

and as he needed.11

e Jew’s particular ability to live physically in one nation while be-
longing to another in the abstract—one whose members had no common 
territory or governmental institutions—allowed him to integrate into a for-
eign cultural and political environment, true, but it also provoked powerful 
antagonism. e elastic nature of Jewish identity, says Yehoshua, is the root
of anti-Semitism:

e fact that a Jew recognizes certain clear, virtual fundamentals makes his
identity flexible, fluid, lacking clear boundaries, and difficult to identify;
enables virtual activity equivalent to that of a non-Jew to accrue to it, for 
better or worse, which can be associated with this identity more easily 
than with other identities defined and delineated by territory, a language,
and the traditional elements that create identity. is association is usually
achieved according to the needs of the one associating, in fantasies, fears, 
or various desires on the basis of which the superstructure of religious ar-
guments and contentions is erected.12

According to Yehoshua, the Jewish nation is a unique phenomenon; 
a combination of nationality and religion that exists intact in the Jewish 
imagination even when Jews are living dispersed, landless, and without self-
determination on the terrain of other nations.13 But is this really a phenom-
enon that has no counterpart? An examination of the development of Islam 
from its beginnings until our own time reveals that it is not.

What the prophet Muhammad established in 622 following the hijra 
from Mecca to Medina was not only a religion, but also a nation: e Na-
tion of Islam, or ummah (the word for nation in Arabic and Hebrew is iden-
tical). Muhammad demanded that his followers accept not only the Sacred 
Book, its fundamentals of faith, and its binding laws, but also allegiance to a 
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sociopolitical group obedient to the authority of a single ruler and prepared 
to take up arms when necessary. us the fundamental principle of Islam
was the idea of religion and state as an indissoluble unit.

e nation Muhammad founded was exceptional in that it was not a
function of social status, ethnicity, or territorial location. e only condi-
tion a man must fulfill to become a Muslim is his willingness to convert to
Islam. Sovereignty over the Islamic nation is granted not to a king or to the 
collective that comprises the Islamic nation, but to Allah alone. e princi-
ple—absurd to Western ears—that a man can belong completely, politically 
as well as religiously, to the Islamic nation, even if he does not live under 
Muslim rule, derives from this essential concept.

In its early years, the Islamic nation was a tangible entity. It numbered 
several hundred of Muhammad’s followers, each of whom knew their leader 
and each other as flesh-and-blood human beings. But within a few decades,
the nation’s conquests had become so extensive that, out of necessity, it 
became an imagined nation. e Muslim in Syria, the Muslim in Egypt,
and the Muslim in Spain, while all belonging to the same political-religious 
community, could verify this belonging only through the abstract belief 
that the sacred text they read, the laws they obeyed, and the wars they were 
embarking on were held in common by Muslims they had never seen and 
would never see.

A mere three hundred years after the establishment of Islam, the physi-
cal Muslim nation that had become an imagined Muslim nation split into 
a myriad of sub-kingdoms, which differed from each other not only in their
leadership, but also in their theological outlooks and legal systems. But while 
the Muslim domain was splitting up into separate, occasionally mutually 
hostile entities, the idea of the Islamic nation as a united religious-political 
community retained its vitality. e competing Muslim kingdoms did not see
themselves as autonomous units, each with a manifest ethnic and territorial 
identity, but rather as faithful representatives of the supra-ethnic and supra-
territorial Islamic nation. e last of these kingdoms, the Ottoman Empire,
was not “Turkish” in the sense in which Westerners commonly and mistakenly 
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refer to it. It characterized itself as the embodiment of the Islamic nation, and 
as it grew weaker, it came to rely more and more on that concept.

e breakup of the Ottoman Empire after World War I led to a change
in the way the Islamic nation was perceived and imagined. From the ashes 
of the empire rose territorial nation states in which Islam played a second-
ary role. At the beginning of the twentieth century, therefore, for the first
time since its establishment, the Islamic nation lacked any territorial entity 
that could claim to represent it. Islam lost not only its unity, but also the 
competing political entities that purported to embody that unity.

Muslim clerics could not tolerate such a state of affairs; it violated the
fundamental Islamic principle that the Islamic nation is one unified reli-
gious and political framework. Reaction to the Muslim political reality that 
followed World War I was almost instantaneous, and, at its most forceful, 
it was a fundamental negation of the existing order. For clerics and radical 
intellectuals like the Pakistani Abu al-Ala al-Maududi and the Egyptian 
Sayyid Qutb, the entire concept of the new territorial nation states was 
jahili, or non-Islamic, and therefore wholly illegitimate.14 ey demanded
a restoration of the unity of the Muslim nation and the return of Islam to 
its rightful place as the supreme regulatory structure of all aspects of life, 
including politics. Because even more moderate clerics were bound by this 
fundamental principle, the regimes in Muslim nation states were compelled 
to pay lip service to it—whether by bankrolling institutions that theoreti-
cally embodied the unity of believers, employing rhetoric that boasted of 
the existence of the Islamic nation, or providing fiscal and political support
to Islamic religious organizations throughout the Muslim and Western 
world.15 Nonetheless, in the absence of any real political power or military 
capability, the Islamic nation remains a purely imagined entity; it exists only 
in fatwas, in homiletics, and in pan-Islamic conferences. As such, it is an 
idea, the perfect image of a mythical past, separate from the circumstances 
of the present and its practical dictates.

e situation of the Islamic nation is thus analogous in several impor-
tant respects to the situation of the Jewish nation following the Babylonian 
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exile. at is, it is a nation that exists on a purely imagined level; but even as
an imagined nation it contains a set of beliefs, symbols, and yearnings that 
retain enormous power over its members’ allegiances and identity.

As fate would have it, the period during which the Islamic nation be-
came a purely imagined nation, devoid of any tangible political dimension, 
also witnessed the mass immigration of millions of Muslims to the West. 
Ironically, living conditions in the Western world made the concept of an 
imagined Islamic nation far easier to accept. Whereas the dictatorships that 
hold sway over many parts of the Islamic world suppress their more radical 
clerics and restrict their ability to speak in the name of the Islamic nation, 
the open and liberal environment of Western societies allows considerable 
freedom of thought and expression. e Muslim immigrant in London,
Paris, Amsterdam, or Berlin can therefore present himself as and behave like 
an active member of an imagined Islamic nation without fear of the violent 
and often murderous reprisal facing his counterparts living in dictatorial 
nation states.

ere are reasons to doubt the extent to which Europeans who fear
Islamic immigrants and their possible intentions are aware of these dynam-
ics. However, even the most complex issues of identity and allegiance can 
sometimes be perceived instinctively and unconsciously. e European
senses that the Islamic identity is unlike that of other minorities living in his 
midst, and therefore he fears it.

Suspicion, it must be noted, is not reserved for Muslim immigrants 
alone. Italian, Polish, or Indian immigrants living in Germany are also “oth-
ers,” and their attitudes and values, as well as their identification with their
country of origin, are not necessarily considered positive attributes by na-
tive Germans. For this reason, German law requires immigrants to give up 
their original nationality if they wish to become citizens. Despite these fears, 
however, the Italian, Polish, or Indian “other”—and similarly the Iranian, 
Turkish, or Syrian “other,” insofar as the dominant aspect of his identity is 
national-territorial—has a well-defined and easily recognized identity. is
identity is separate from but similar, ideologically as well as ethically and 
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legally, to the structure of German national identity; it is easily delineated 
and therefore easy to deal with.

But the “other” who associates himself with the Islamic nation is differ-
ent. He does not have a foreign passport, and therefore it is impossible to 
demand that he give up his original citizenship. His identity is fluid, ever-
changing, and multi-faceted. He belongs simultaneously to two nations, 
one real and one imagined. Like the Jewish minority, the Muslim “other” 
is an object upon which a myriad of negative images and emotions can be 
projected. In this sense at least, anti-Semitism and hostility towards Muslim 
immigrants share a common basis.

III

However, there are crucial differences between the Jewish and Muslim
 concepts of the imagined nation. A discussion of these differences

requires us to tread carefully, but there is no avoiding it.
One of the most basic tenets of modern anti-Semitism is the fear that 

the “pure” national identity will be “hijacked” by the Jew. is fear is quite
groundless, however. Judaism, by its very nature, is an introverted identity 
without a proselytizing tradition; even dedicated converts must undergo 
a difficult process to become part of the community. e primary desire of 
the “old Jew” was that the non-Jew would leave him in peace and allow him 
to live his life in as autonomous a manner as possible; whereas the desire of 
the “new Jew” was that his Jewish identity would not be an obstacle to his 
own social integration. e conversion to Judaism of Christian Europe has
never been a Jewish objective. e illusory and fluid identity of the Jew is
what enabled the anti-Semite to ascribe intentions to him that he did not 
have; to imagine the Jew as a corrupting agent whose aim was to deprive 
Christian Europe or the ethnic nation state of its “true” nature.
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On this point the Muslim outlook is radically different from the Jewish
one. e imagined nation of Islam nurtures universal aspirations; it seeks to
encompass all mankind, and no special effort is required to become a part
of it. In fact, according to Islam, all people are born Muslims but are led 
astray by growing up in an imperfect—i.e., non-Muslim—environment. 
e non-Muslim who joins the ranks of the Islamic nation does not “adopt”
the religion of Muhammad, but “returns” to it. erefore, the Muslim con-
siders it a religious and moral imperative to help draw those estranged from 
Islam toward the truth.

is axiom assumed a special significance as a result of Muslim im-
migration to Europe. For thirty years, Islamic scholars have been forced to 
contend with the voluntary presence of Muslims in Christian-secular socie-
ties. On the one hand, this is an intolerable state of affairs from the point
of view of religious law, since it leaves the fate of the Muslim immigrant 
in Europe and his ability to keep his faith in the hands of infidels. On the
other hand, it is simply a fait accompli; whatever the rulings of religious 
scholars, millions of immigrant Muslim workers are not going to forsake the 
countries in which they enjoy a certain measure of economic security and 
prosperity and in which they have established their homes.

One of the most popular strategies adopted by Muslim religious au-
thorities in response to this challenge has been to represent the immigrants 
as the ambassadors of the Islamic nation; as pioneers entrusted with a holy 
mission. is approach is eminently logical: If all men are destined to rec-
ognize the truth of Muhammad’s prophecy and become part of the Islamic 
nation, and if fate has decreed that millions of Muslims should emigrate 
to Europe, then it must be assumed that Allah has sent these immigrants 
to Europe in order to offer Westerners an alternative to their decadent and
degenerate lives. Accordingly, Muslim immigrants should not be consid-
ered traitors who have forsaken their nation; quite the opposite—they are 
blessed messengers charged with the momentous task of fulfilling the divine
mission of the nation.
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ese theories represent the consensus which current Muslim-Arab
thinking has reached regarding emigration. ey appear regularly in Mus-
lim-Arab theological and legal texts that examine the Muslim presence in 
Europe. Yusuf al-Qaradawi, for example, an Egyptian specialist in religious 
law based in Qatar and considered to be the most influential of the present
generation of Sunni scholars, replied to a question about the duties of a 
Muslim living in the West thusly: “ey must remember that the call of
others to Islam is not confined to scholars or sheiks, but to every faithful
Muslim.”16 Muhammad Hussein Fadlallah, the leading Arab Shi’a scholar, 
makes a similar declaration: “We expect you [the Muslim immigrants] to be 
over there the callers for Islam, so that new positions will open for us and so 
that you open new prospects for Islam.”17 He continues by recommending 
that immigrants learn how a person from their host culture thinks and the 
strengths and weaknesses of that way of thinking so as to be better able to 
influence him.18 Egyptian born Muhammad al-Ghazali, one of the most
outstanding contemporary Muslim scholars, conceives of the possibility 
that hundreds of thousands of immigrants “will not only keep their faith 
but will become pioneers in spreading it, if the Muslim nation wants this 
and will work toward achieving it.”19 Hamdi Hassan, who lectures on com-
munications at al-Azhar University in Cairo, perceives the Muslim presence 
on European soil as proof that the spread of the Islamic faith has graduated 
from the defensive stage of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to a new 
phase of dissemination.20 And Muhammad al-Hanni, chairman of the Dar 
al-Ri’aya al-Islamiyya organization in London, believes Muslim immigrants 
represent the potential for establishing an “alternative civilization” in the 
West, the decline of which we are now witnessing. When Western civiliza-
tion crumbles, he argues, the Muslims will be the natural heirs to its techno-
logical legacy but will invest it with their superior principles.21

Western observers and commentators are sometimes tempted to char-
acterize this Muslim-Arab attitude as a response to recent policies of Europe 
and the United States (and certainly Israel). It is not. e perception of
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the immigrant as a pioneer in the service of the Islamic nation was already 
formed twenty-five years ago, when the first generation of immigrant work-
ers on the continent was beginning to establish itself. Moreover, those who 
disseminate this idea are not only extreme or fringe characters; quite the 
opposite. Al-Qaradawi, al-Ghazali, and Fadlallah, for example, are con-
sidered progressives on all social and scientific matters. Al-Qaradawi is a
prominent proponent of the concept known as wasatiya—freely translated 
as “the middle way”—which is a concept of Islam that balances materialism 
and spirituality, progress and tradition, the individual and society. Muslim 
immigrants in the West pay heed to his fatwas specifically because he is per-
ceived as someone who does not ignore the demands of real life.

e desire or duty to bring Christians into the bosom of Islam is not
the only point that divides Judaism and the Islamic nation. ere is also the
question of territory; that is, the territory toward which the political and 
religious yearnings of the nation are directed.

For the Jews, this territory was always the land of Israel and only the 
land of Israel. Only there could Jewish autonomy be realized; only there 
could the Jewish Temple be established; and only there was it possible for 
a Jew to keep every one of the 613 commandments. It is true that Jewish 
institutions were established in Europe that enjoyed a certain degree of au-
tonomy. e Sanhedrin, convened at the order of Napoleon Bonaparte in
October 1806, was an example of such an institution. But its purpose was 
not to establish Jewish self-determination on foreign soil—on the contrary, 
it was intended to establish a bridge between the requirements of halacha 
and the civic duties of the Jews as citizens of France; that is, to facilitate the 
creation of a French-Jewish identity. e Sanhedrin’s leaders proclaimed
their subservience to French law and exalted the emperor. ey made no
claim, however abstract, on France, and retained the idea that the land of 
Israel was the only place in which Jewish autonomy could exist.

Almost one hundred years later, Zionism transferred the abstract lat-
ter-day yearnings for Jewish sovereignty to the concrete arena of politics. 
However, even in the realm of the concrete, the autonomy that Zionism 
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demanded for the Jews was confined within narrow borders. Even in the few
instances when Zionism entertained the possibility of territorial autonomy 
outside the land of Israel, it set its sights on relatively remote regions with 
clear territorial boundaries and, most importantly, far from Europe. ere
were, perhaps, some grounds for the European fear that the Zionist Jew liv-
ing in the Europeans’ midst held allegiance both to his present country and 
to his historic homeland, but they had no reason to believe that he had any 
intention of claiming autonomy over any part of the continent.

e establishment of the State of Israel left this reality unchanged. e
French Jew may occasionally identify himself with both Israel and France, 
and this double identity may well cause him political and moral problems; 
but in this he is no different from members of many other minority groups
who retain their links to their native land, real or imagined. 

Islam, however, demands a different kind of autonomy. e imagined
Islamic nation does not at present reside in any one place, but it imagines 
itself everywhere. It aspires to an autonomy that embraces the entire world. 
In the realm of the imaginary, London is no different from Mecca or Paris
from Medina. All of these are Allah’s domain and, therefore, also the Islamic 
nation’s domain.

is is the background against which the world-encompassing political
claims of some current Muslim-Arab clerics are developing. Al-Qaradawi 
calls on Muslims in the West to act on behalf of their brothers suffering in
Palestine, Kosovo, Chechnya, and elsewhere.22 e European Council for
Fatwa and Research, established in London on March 29, 1997, and led 
by al-Qaradawi, stated that the condition for Muslim participation in the 
political process of any Western country was to serve those Muslim inter-
ests which could not be served by any other means.23 A similar tenet was 
expressed by Fadlallah.24 e political duty of a Muslim living in Europe
is not limited, therefore, to a defined territory or a specific society; it is
anchored in his status as a member of the universal Islamic nation and in 
his recognition that this alone guides and defines his actions on a global
scale.



 • A • A       /   •  

is perception of the imagined Muslim nation as a global phenom-
enon is supported by recent technological developments, especially the new  
transnational media of satellite television and the Internet. ese media
allow Muslims across the globe to participate simultaneously in the imagin-
ing of their nation even though they live in different countries, or even on
different continents. For some Muslim scholars this is no coincidence; they
believe that the appearance of the Internet and satellite television is part of 
the divine plan, and the task that Allah has assigned to these media is to 
serve the word of Islam and expose it to all mankind.25

On this basis, Muslim clerics and commentators are setting up In-
ternet sites and television channels with a twofold purpose: To allow the 
entirety of the world’s Muslims, including those in the West, to imagine 
themselves as a collective which is daily building one nation, and to put 
a sophisticated means of indoctrination at the disposal of Islam. When al-
Qaradawi broadcasts his weekly religious program on Al-Jazeera, it is viewed 
by Muslims worldwide at the same moment; and when the Internet portal 
IslamOnline.net, operating under his supervision, publishes its global news 
reports focusing on the Islamic aspect of events—whether the subject is 
politics, culture, or sports—they are read by Muslims all over the world 
simultaneously; and when al-Qaradawi’s European Council for Fatwa and 
Research publishes its fatwas in books or on the Internet, they touch those 
who are in the process of imagining a transnational Muslim identity.26

erefore, the Westerner who feels that Islam is a threat to his identity—
whether as a believing Christian, a liberal democrat, or the citizen of a ter-
ritorial nation—is not simply engaging in paranoid speculation. Contempo-
rary Muslim-Arab thinking has most certainly set itself the task of converting 
Europe to Islam—and it is doing so explicitly, openly, and without hesitation 
or ambiguity. e Westerner is correct when he perceives this form of Islamic
thinking as a threat to his own autonomy and his right to self-determination 
within defined territorial borders. e imagined Islamic nation is nurturing
aspirations toward a global hegemony, an aspiration it promotes using the 
mass media—and its followers, wherever they are, are required to work on 
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behalf of these aspirations. is is the crucial difference between the Jewish
and the Muslim imagined nations: It is the fluidity and flexibility of Jewish
identity that makes it possible for the anti-Semite to project his darkest fears 
onto the Jews and to attribute to them the desire for world domination. e
enduring popularity of e Protocols of the Elders of Zion and innumerable
other theories regarding a Jewish “conspiracy” stem from this source. But 
Islam’s ambition to spread its rule over the entire world is not a fantasy of 
paranoid or prejudiced Europeans, but an accurate perception of what lead-
ing Muslim-Arab thinkers themselves openly preach.

IV

There is no escaping the obvious conclusion: From a purely ideological 
 point of view, European fear of Islam is not mistaken. e Muslim

believer living on the continent is potentially exposed to an ideology that 
imposes upon him a religious and political duty to proselytize Christians 
and impose the rule of the Islamic nation everywhere possible, including 
Europe itself.27

But life is more complicated than the abstract theories of clerics. In the 
real world, most (though not all) Muslim immigrants in Europe are not 
rallying to the cause of the Islamic nation, or are rejecting it outright. One 
of the major reasons for this difference between theory and practice is the
weak religious sentiments of many immigrants. Although they claim their 
affiliation with Islam as the foundation of their identity, this declaration is
often empty of content; they seldom go to mosque, they do not observe the 
commandments and prohibitions of Islamic law (such as abstaining from 
alcohol), and pay no heed to “the good of the Islamic nation” when making 
political judgments. eir relationship to Islam is purely spiritual—border-
ing on folklore—and has no public expression. In Germany, for example, 
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according to the four largest Muslim organizations in the country, only an 
estimated five hundred thousand out of 3.4 million Muslims attend Friday
prayers in mosques and prayer rooms. Such attendance is the minimum cri-
terion for an active Islamic identity.28 

Another prominent obstacle is the ethnic link that many Muslim im-
migrants feel toward other frameworks of identity—foremost among them 
the territorial nation state into which they were born, their mother tongue, 
and the religious school they attend. In all the largest countries in Europe, 
the Muslim immigrant population is fragmented into majority and minor-
ity groups based around national affiliation. Although Islamic religious
and cultural institutions are open to all, immigrants and residents from 
Turkey will prefer to pray in a mosque with a Turkish orientation, whereas 
Moroccan immigrants will attend mosques with a Moroccan orientation, 
and so on. ese frameworks are further fragmented into subcultures in
which diverse variations on Muslim theory and practice abound; these phe-
nomena—whether they reflect a maximalist attitude regarding the vision of
a Nation of Islam or not—actively express the imagined Nation of Islam’s 
lack of unity and the inability of those who adhere to it to free themselves 
from other, less expansive forms of identity.

One must also note the limited access immigrants have to the media 
which disseminates the concept of an imagined Nation of Islam. In theory, 
satellite television and the Internet make it possible for the spokesmen of 
that nation to overcome all territorial and ethnic obstacles to the spread of 
their creed. But in reality, this is often not the case; second-generation im-
migrants who know no Arabic whatsoever or have only a partial command 
of the spoken language have difficulty understanding the writings and ser-
mons of the Muslim-Arab intellectuals who preach in the rarified and diffi-
cult literary Arabic of religious texts. ere are obstacles of a more technical
nature as well: In Germany, for example, the law requires every landlord to 
approve the installation of satellite dishes by tenants if these tenants hold 
foreign passports. Second-generation Muslim immigrants with German 
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passports frequently have their applications refused, among other reasons 
because the landlord is afraid that a building festooned with satellite dishes 
will look like “immigrants’ quarters,” thus lowering its market value.

e most serious impediment, however, to complete identification with
the Nation of Islam as a cohesive religious-political identity is that many 
immigrants are fully cognizant of the fact that it is a dangerous idea. is
understanding has produced its own concept of Muslim identity—one that 
seeks to curtail, if not deny outright, the political and missionary aspects of 
Muslim-European identity. e religious importance of the literature may
not be on a par with that of the great religious authorities of the Muslim-
Arab world, but it has far-reaching public repercussions.29

Even among those immigrants who, staunch in their faith and active in 
their communities, can envision a global Islamic nation, there are many who 
consciously decide to reconcile their faith and their desire to integrate into 
the non-Muslim societies in which they live. During field research I con-
ducted among German Muslims, many of those questioned testified to their
attempts to integrate the two worlds, often well aware of the fact that this 
integration forces them to live out an internal contradiction. Far from want-
ing to “Islamize” their neighbors, they are seeking recognition and respect 
from a society that frequently considers them backward and primitive. Has-
san, a thirty-one-year-old computer student, emigrated in 2003 from Mo-
rocco to Darmstadt. During his studies, he fell in love with a half-Russian 
German Catholic and married her. When I asked him about the role he as-
signs to himself as a Muslim in German society, he answered that he has no 
such role. “Nowadays, there’s the Internet, television; we don’t need people 
to preach about Islam like they did five hundred years ago,” he said. “Islam
is not a secret. It’s open to anyone who wants to know about it.” Omar, fifty-
three, separated and a father of three, immigrated to Germany from Egypt 
in 1985. He is an admirer of Sheikh al-Qaradawi’s approach to sharia and 
quotes the sheikh’s vision of a Europe that will gradually become Islamic 
because of the willing consent of its population. “It was Allah’s promise to 
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the prophet that Islam would spread,” he says. But he rejects the ruling that 
requires him to vote in German elections according to Muslim interests. “I 
respect al-Qaradawi’s opinion in theory, but there is a reality. ere is no
such thing as voting in the interests of the Muslim nation. I live here, my 
children live here, I want to vote in the interests of the society in which I 
live.” Masrour, a twenty-seven-year-old software engineer whose family em-
igrated from Pakistan to Germany in 1985, is a member of the Ahmadiyya 
sect (considered heretical by mainstream Islam). Among his other activities, 
he has developed an Internet site in German that tries to explain why the 
wearing of a headscarf is compulsory in Islam and why this does not preju-
dice the rights of women. During our meeting, he declared: “I can certainly 
say that my duty as a Muslim living in Germany is to get those who are not 
Muslims to see Islam as the true religion. ere is nothing illegitimate about
that. When a guest is invited to your house, it is legitimate for him to argue 
with you that Fanta is tastier than Coke, or if it’s good or bad to smoke. If 
the visitor convinces you—what’s wrong with that?” But when I asked if he 
was aware of the difference between an argument about one aspect of a way
of life, like the relative quality of soft drinks, and undermining that way of 
life itself, he replied: “Yes. And that is why it is called a vision. I am aware 
that my vision is possible only insofar as it is impossible.”



 • A • A       /   •  

V

The road to the realization of Islamic prophecy is long and strewn 
 with great obstacles. But this cannot obscure a simple truth: In 

order for this nation to turn the majority and minority groups in Europe 
onto a sure collision course, it is not necessary for the majority of Muslim 
immigrants—or even a particularly large part of them—to imagine them-
selves part of it and act as its emissaries. It is enough for a small but deter-
mined and ever more powerful minority to gain ground.

e European Muslim on his way to the mosque is different from the
European Jew on his way to the synagogue. He represents a potential mem-
ber of an imagined community that envisages the West as Muslim and Islam 
as the new world order. To fear such an eventuality is not pure xenophobia; 
it is firmly grounded in reality.

e challenge that Muslim thinking poses to European society is not
simple, especially because the memory of anti-Semitism reverberates in 
the collective European consciousness. Europe knows just how short the 
distance is from alarmist newspaper articles about a foreign minority in-
filtrating the nation to a murderous outburst against that minority; from
abuse hurled at people in the street because their beliefs and external ap-
pearance are different to an actual pogrom. Indiscriminate, blind, arrogant,
and chauvinistic hostility toward Islam and Muslims is a phenomenon that 
Europe must denounce and correct, if it wishes to prove that it really has 
learned anything from its past.

But there is another warning that history has given Europe: Danger-
ous ideas should not be ignored because only a very few are loyal to them. 
Today, Europe is once again witness to the growing power of an ideology 
that despises territorial borders, undermines the liberal political system, and 
rejects Western concepts of human rights. ere is indeed cause for alarm. As
restricted and minimal as its influence may be, the imagined Nation of Islam
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is not just an idea; instruments of immense power have been pressed into 
its service. If Europe closes its eyes, if it chooses to label all critical analysis 
of Islam and its adherents as a xenophobic equivalent to anti-Semitism, that 
imagined nation, left without resistance or opposition, may very well succeed 
in undermining the foundations of the order in which it functions.
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