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The Meaning of Religion and Identity for the Violent
Radicalisation of the Turkish Diaspora in Germany
MATENIA SIRSELOUDI
Institute for Peace Research and Security Policy, University of Hamburg
(IFSH), Hamburg, Germany
In the following article, factors with an effect on the radical practice of religion in
diaspora communities will be examined. Three factors play a major role in the
religious radicalisation of the Islamic diaspora, often referred to as Islamism or
religious activism: 1. The Islamist movement in the home country of the immigrants,
2. The situation created by immigration in which religion fulfils functions beyond
purely spiritual needs and 3. A personal crisis resulting in individuals being receptive
to extremist ideas. After a short conceptual explanation, the development of the
Islamist movement in Turkey, which had a strong impact on the diaspora communities, will be traced. Following that, the role of religion for first- and secondgeneration immigrants will be discussed and individual crisis situations that aid
extremism and violent radicalisation will be looked at. The conclusion drawn here
allows statements to be made with regard to future tendencies towards violent
radicalisation and their religious embedding.
Keywords diaspora, Germany, Islamism, radicalisation, religion, terrorism,
Turkey

Since potential extremist suicide bombers from the second and third generation of
Muslim immigrants have begun to recruit Europe-wide, increasingly more people
are wondering whether there is a connection between these people’s religion and
the resulting potential for violent radicalisation that arises in our Western societies.
After all, Islam is the fastest growing religion in Europe, even though, when looking
at a total population of approximately half-a-billion non-Muslims in Europe, the
13.5 million Muslims make up only a small minority.1
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Islamist Activism (Islamism)
Islamist activism is the active promotion of Islamic dogma, regulations, laws, or
political programmes.2 It is mostly seen as equivalent to Islamism or radical Islam.
There is often talk of a dichotomy between moderate Islam, which represents a matter of individual devoutness to its followers, and Islamism or political Islam, which
describes the political engagement of a minority of agitators, who use the belief of
their fellow Muslims for political purposes, causing resentment and creating problems for Western interests as well as for ‘‘friendly’’ Muslim states. However, this
dichotomy is foreign to Islam. Islam is a religion based on laws and in this regard
much closer to Judaism than to Christianity. As such a political dimension is
inherent to Islam. It is not quite right to dismiss the belief of Muslims as a private
matter, because for the majority of believers, Islam is mainly a public matter that not
only postulates a community of believers (the Ummah) but also contains a corpus of
legal and moral regulations and thereby constitutes the idea of a social order.3 For
the majority of practising Muslims there is at least a latent open-mindedness towards
activist minorities that would like to see religious regulations reflected in social
norms, laws, and also in the type of government governing the states they live in.4
When distinguishing between moderate and political Islam, particularly with
regard to the influence of Islamist movements on diaspora communities, the most
important criteria differentiating forms of Islamist activism is not the relative
militancy with which the beliefs are held but the concrete strategy for solution being
pursued. This is often overlooked. The following typology of Islamist movements
and organisations is in accordance with the definitions given by the International
Crisis Group.5
Political Islam6 describes Islamist political movements as represented by the
Society of the Muslim Brothers in Egypt and its offshoots in Algeria, Jordan,
Kuwait, Palestine, Sudan, and Syria or by national movements such as the Turkish
Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP) and its predecessors and the Party for Justice and Development (Parti pour la Justice et le
Développement, PJD) in Morocco. It is their goal to attain political power at a
national level. It is not the state but society which is to be Islamicised. These movements generally accept the nation-state, operate within its constitutional framework,
eschew violence,7 pursue a rather reformist religious vision, and invoke universal
democratic norms. Political action takes precedence over religious conversion or
the use of violence and the religious political movement is mostly organised within
political parties.
Missionary Islamism is described as the Islamic mission to convert (al Da’wa),
which exists in two main variants, exemplified by the highly structured Indian
Tablighi movement and the highly diffuse Salafiyya that has its origin in Saudi
Arabia and is now globally active with a presence in South East Asia and also
increasingly in Europe. Neither of them usually strives for political power or the
organisation of parties. The overriding purpose of the movements is the strengthening of the Muslim identity, Islamic faith, and the moral order of Islam against the
forces of unbelief. The conversion takes place either as speeches (al-Da’wa), strengthening and revitalising the religion (al-Iman) and moral order, or in the solidarity of
the religious community (al-Umma).
The third type, Jihadi Islamism, describes the Islamic armed fight (al-Jihâd),8
which is supported by activists propagating and using violence. These individuals

Downloaded by [S Rajaratnam School of International Studies NTU] at 00:43 19 November 2012

Radicalisation of the Turkish Diaspora in Germany

809

consider themselves to be military defenders of the Dar al-Islam (the ‘‘House of
Islam,’’ the region that was historically subject to Islamic rule) and the Ummah
against faithless enemies. Two religious movements can be differentiated: a. the
so-called Jihadi Salafiyya (al-Salafiyya al-jihâdiyya), consisting of radicalised Salafis
who have left the path of non-violent activism (Da’wa) and political Islam to commit
themselves to the armed Jihad,9 and b. so-called Qutb followers (al-Qutbiyyin).
These are activists influenced by the extremist ideas of the Egyptian Muslim Brother
Sayyid Qutb (1906–1966). They first led their Jihad against the ‘‘close enemy,’’ that
is, against local regimes disparaged as sinful (kufr), particularly Egypt. Later the
fight was extended to the global Jihad against the ‘‘distant enemy,’’ that is, Israel
and the West, particularly the USA.10 Over the last fifteen years these two Jihadi
movements have mutually influenced each other. Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda network, for example, represents a synthesis of Jihad-Salafi and Qutbist elements.
These varieties of Sunni-Islamic activism11 are attempts to combine tradition
and modernity in order to maintain aspects of religious tradition. It has to be emphasised that political movements like the Muslim Brotherhood or the Turkish AKP
represent the least extremist versions. They take the acceptance of democratic norms
and principles that were, until now, avoided as non-Islamic the furthest. They also
take a modernist attitude towards Islamic law. Purely religious and missionary
Islamists, in contrast, tend to radicalise quickly in conflict situations. As they lack,
or have been put off, any experience with the political system and any inclination
towards political activism, they choose armed Jihad more readily.

Religious Movements in Turkey
The situation for radical Islamist immigrants cannot be examined separately from
their countries of origin.12 Turkish Muslims cannot complain about colonisation
by European forces, in contrast to many North African countries, home to most
immigrants in France, Italy, and Spain, or the Indian subcontinent, home to the
majority of immigrants in the UK. Considering its own imperialist history as the
Ottoman Empire, Turkey has never known the humiliating experience of suppression and exploitation that could serve as a historic pattern for framing and
interpretation of current experiences of discrimination.
Even though, in the Islamist discourse, Turkey in the 19th century is described as
a pawn in European power games; secularisation as a consequence of the failure of
the Ottoman Empire was an independent Turkish development.13 In the early stages
of Kemalism, Islam was seen as a potential danger for the modern nation-state, but,
at the same time, it played a unifying role allowing the Turkish nation to emerge
from the multicultural mix of the Ottoman rump state.14 Therefore Islam kept its
meaning, regardless of the anti-religious step taken by the early republic that defined
Westernisation as modernisation and disparaged Islam as antiquated. That is why,
although Islam in Turkey was exposed to multiple repressions from the state, and
is still today not completely free in its development, the religion remained firmly
rooted, particularly amongst the rural population, and was never completely
eliminated.15
Later Turkish laity took over the organisation and control of religion to limit its
influence. General religious education was introduced, pilgrimage was allowed, and
the training of theologians and preachers was supported. The repressive religious
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politics practised until then had strengthened religious authorities outside the control
of the state rather than weakening religious ties.16 Since the 1950s the Kemalist state
itself became an important player in the Islamic landscape, by subjecting questions
of faith and the religious cult to the state-controlled Department of Religious Affairs
(Diyanet Isleri Baskanlıgı, short: Diyanet).17
In the mid-1970s, the whole Islamic world experienced a change of thought with
regard to the relation between religion and society, and those schools of thought that
did not want to adjust religion to modernity, but rather to create a religious modernity gained new influence. This change took place after the Arab-Israeli wars in
1967 and 1973 and the following oil crisis.18 Societal progress, as the legitimating
ideology of secular modernity, proved to be brittle and voices articulating unease
with secular modernity and the question of societal identity were raised again.19
The leaders and many followers of this new, Islamist religious movement in Turkey
were still affected by modernity. They often held a degree, mainly in technical or
medical subjects, and many of them were children of immigrants from rural areas
who had gone through state education. Particularly characteristic of this movement
was a new religious, and, at the same time, modern self-confidence amongst its
followers. In 1970, the first party formed out of the non-state Islamic movement
in Turkey, which was quickly prohibited due to a breach of the principle of secularity.20 However, new Islamist parties continued to form.21 In the early 70s the
National Salvation Party (Milli Selamet Partisi), founded by Necmettin Erbakan
from this new religious movement, won many votes particularly in rural areas. On
its periphery the first Islamist groups emerged gearing towards Islamic state models.
They did not want to achieve a more Islamic Turkey, but rather a completely new
state order. Again, though, a change of paradigm took place ‘‘from the top down’’
in the relation between state and religion. The military coup on 12 September 1980
introduced the ideological concept of the TIS (Türk Islam Sentezi=Turkish-Islamic
synthesis) in order to fight left- and right-wing extremist tendencies and the emerging
political Islam. TIS was a vision that combined Turkish nationalism and Kemalist
ideas of a strong state with a moderate and anti-Communist view of Islam. ‘‘The
emerging Sunni Islam that is also preached by state politics was the paradoxical
consequence of the Turkish laity.’’22
Economic growth and political and economic liberalisation after the military
coup of 1980 strengthened Islamist politics by opening up new perspectives for economic elites, which consisted of small- and medium-sized enterprises. Islamic identity
played an important role for their political and societal orientation because of their
origin in more traditional provinces. Known as the ‘‘Anatolian Lions,’’ they established their own lobby and propagated Islamic values in the public sphere.23 A
further impact of the economic growth was the pluralisation of culture, which generally empowered groups, including religious ones, that so far had been excluded. In
contrast to state-centred Islamist organisations like Diyanet, the society-oriented
religious movement successfully mobilised the Turkish population. This ‘‘oppositional Muslimness’’24 tried to counter Kemalist positivism and scientism with a
new language while concurrently fighting the traditional, oral ‘‘folk Islam’’ by
emphasising the textual basis of Islam. The opportunity for a unified Islamist
movement that could have undermined the regime was not exploited. Instead,
various competing projects emerged that furthered the fragmentation of the
movement.25 One of those projects was realised in the rise of Erbakan’s Welfare
Party (Refah Partisi, RP), which narrowly won the parliamentary election in
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January 1996. The party turned into a mainstream party and won many followers in
business and society with its vision of the Fair Order (Adil Düzen), even in bigger cities. More successful than any other party before them, the Welfare Party managed to
mobilise and integrate ordinary people, who were not represented in the political process until then. However, different positions concerning the main goals of the party
became apparent amongst its leadership. Influential leaders wanted to realise the Fair
Order within the framework of an Islamic state, thereby questioning the Kemalist
idea of the Turkish state. Erbakan’s openly expressed refusal of integration into
the EU, which he described as a ‘‘Zionist conspiracy,’’ aroused distrust. His first travels abroad as prime minister to Libya and Iran openly breached the Turkish primacy
of traditional Western orientation. These politics climaxed on February 28, 1997 in
his forced resignation, the prohibition of the Refah party, and numerous lawsuits
against party members. Erbakan’s polarising politics went too far even for some of
the leading party members. These reformists (Yenilikçiler) had already in the 90s criticised the adherence of the party to a state of cultural hegemony. Out of this group
the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP) evolved
around the former Refah mayor of Istanbul Reccep Tayyip Erdogan.26 Thus, the
Islamist challenging of Secularism, the foundation of the Turkish state, had proved
to be a failure. Islamism as a revolutionary mainstream ideology geared towards total
system change failed in Turkey.27 The new AKP learned from the defeat of the Refah
Party. The party founders, including the current minister for foreign affairs Abdullah
Gül and Prime Minister Erdogan, tried from the start to distinguish themselves from
Erbakan’s image and used constitutional reforms to challenge other areas of
Kemalism.28 Therefore the AKP, governing since November 2002, remains a test case
for the coexistence of democracy and Islamist politics.29
These developments in Turkey have strongly influenced the religious-political
landscape of the Turkish diaspora in Germany, as the first generation of immigrants
primarily identified with the events in their homeland. Immigrants in Germany not
only followed the political events, but the distance enabled them to hold more
extremist points of view than would have been possible in Turkey. Necmettin
Erbakan, for example, was very popular as a charismatic speaker among the Turkish
immigrants in Germany.30 The prohibition of Erbakan’s Refah Party and the formation of Erdogan’s AKP was mirrored in Germany by the separation between the
Kaplan community and Milli Görüs.31 When the Turkish state realised how strongly
non-state religious movements influenced the Turkish diaspora it led to a stronger
engagement by the Turkish state-run Department of Religious Affairs via the
German branch Diyanet Işleri Türk İslam Birliği (DITIB), which maintains approx.
740 mosques in Germany today.

Islamic Diaspora in Europe and Germany
Muslims have always lived in Europe whether as diplomats, students, academics, or
business people. They have never been as strongly represented as today with many
Muslims immigrating to European countries for different reasons over the last decades. The immigration to France, the UK, and the Netherlands can be traced back to
the fact that these countries governed millions of Muslims in their colonial past.32
The immigration destinations for Moroccans, Algerians, and Tunisians are the
Benelux countries and France; for Muslims from Turkey (ethnic Turks and Kurds)
they are the Netherlands, France, the Scandinavian countries, and especially
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Germany. The settlement in the respective host country has mainly taken place in
industrial, metropolitan areas, either in big cities or in more remote settlements of
old industry and within these places mostly in the less privileged quarters. In contrast
to immigrant workers, immigrants from former colonies often held citizenship to
their respective host countries, and had already learned the language and gained
knowledge of the former colonial countries. Amongst these individuals were members from higher social levels, who had internalised the norms, values, and practices
of the colonial centres. The last waves of immigrants brought a heterogeneous mix of
people to Europe, including Islamic refugees and asylum seekers from Iraq, Somalia,
Eritrea, and Afghanistan, or students from all kinds of countries and socio-economic
circumstances.33 When looking at the total figures a percentage of approximately
2-3% of the European population are Muslim. Those Europeans that, for various
reasons, have converted to Islam can be added to that figure. This should not, however, hide the fact that on a regional or local level these numbers can be totally different, for example, in Kreuzberg and Neukölln in Berlin, or in British cities like
Bradford, where 350,000 Christians live together with approximately 85,000
Muslims. A total of approximately 3 million Muslims live in Germany of which
1.8 million are Turkish.34 In the following section the role that religion plays for
first- and second-generation immigrants will be discussed based on empirical studies.

The Role of Religion in the Diaspora
Societal Links
To the people affected, immigration means leaving behind a religiously determined
surrounding and the beginning of life in a secular and democratic-pluralist environment. Whilst practising the religion is uncomplicated in countries with an Islamic
majority, and its core ideas are rarely questioned, this is not always the case in
foreign countries.35 Furthermore, immigrants are faced with a high expectation to
assimilate in a difficult environment. Immigrants mostly move to the poorest areas,
workers quarters that have been largely deserted by the middle classes, such as
Neukölln, Wedding, and Kreuzberg in Berlin. These overwhelmingly poor areas
often face social problems like high unemployment, delinquency, gangs, overburdened schools, drug and alcohol abuse, street violence, broken families, and prostitution. These areas form the framework behind the development of the immigrants’
religion, which, according to Schiffauer, first has to be viewed as a problem solving
strategy.36 Accordingly, the function of a mosque can be described as a social centre
and self-help organisation.37 An adolescent interviewed by Frese describes it as an
important impact of religion to ‘‘get the people off the street, so they don’t become
criminal or delinquent.’’38 People’s engagement is taking place under a religious roof,
although it is often closely linked with societal projects like integration courses,
German language classes, and the promotion of ideas on how to spend free time
for adolescents that grow up in social hot spots.39
The early immigrant and worker communities were formed locally ‘‘from the
bottom up.’’ When local mosques became members of a larger umbrella organisation, it was mainly to use their religious infrastructure, meaning the recruitment
of preachers, getting legal issues sorted out, or organising pilgrimages. The local
mosques, however, maintained their influence. The relations within the communities
remained close and multi-determined: people helped each other out when looking for
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work or apartments, informed each other about low prices, supported each other in
hard times, and prayed together. The shared foreignness increased solidarity so that
the mosques functioned not only as a place of prayer but also as a second home in
the immigrants’ view. Amidst an incomprehensible and seemingly chaotic world
these places of worship offered a place for retreat. The relation to the host country
was rather instrumental, the social environment was barely noticed and vice versa.
At that time, the prospect of return was rarely questioned on either side.40
The religious need first fulfilled in the communities can be described as a defensive Islam.41 At the same time, the bitter and humiliating experience of being economically and socially on the losing side in the new society was met with a feeling
of moral superiority. According to Alacacioglu,42 the immigrants’ fear of losing their
religious basis goes along with the general fear of losing their identity. There is no
identity issue, however, as long as the assimilation into the host society remains
purely instrumental and the immigrant has strong Turkish cultural-religious relations.43 Hence, it is not surprising that even atheist Turks in Germany have suddenly
committed to Islam again. Turning to the religious community counters the feeling
of futility, loss of identity, and forsakenness. It also makes it easier to meet the fear
of losing children to German society and becoming estranged from them.44 It is not
coincidental that the first mosques were established in Germany at a time in the early
70s when many families relocated from Turkey. In order to transfer religious knowledge to the next generation, a ‘‘High Islamisation’’ could be seen within diaspora
communities. The first generation’s knowledge of Islam when they came to Germany
was geared towards folk Islam, popular practices of Islam in the homeland. Whereas
in High Islam theologians interpret the Quran with the Sunnah on which the Sharia
was developed as a written tradition, folk Islam has mainly been passed on orally.45
The first generation of immigrants only received rudimentary religious education in
their homeland, as they grew up during the years in which Islam and theological education were looked upon as undesirable by the Turkish government. What they
know about their belief and religion originated less in regular religious education
but rather in a traditional home and an Islamic society shaped by the Ottoman
Empire. Many religious values that were actively practised until then had to be
put into words to pass them on to the next generation. Religious disputes with their
children forced the first generation to read the Quran. Thus, an engaged minority
primarily organised in religious-political mosque communities has systematically
furthered the expansion of the High Islamic body of knowledge.46
This process of High Islamisation, which has been continued in the second generation, is not controlled ‘‘from the top down’’ but initiated ‘‘from the bottom up.’’
It is reinforced by a Western, partly anti-Islamic discourse against which arguments
need to be elaborated.47 When parents continue to maintain their folk belief, their
religious children, who like to see themselves as the real standard bearers of Islam,
as they are often better educated, accuse them of practising Islam but not understanding it. They rather turn to High Islam, which stands for an intellectual-rational
approach to Islamic sources.48
Turning to a methodical-religious lifestyle took place abroad and went
virtually unnoticed. Immigrants often only realised this when they went to Turkey
and criticism towards the homeland arose.49 ‘‘The Muslims there restrict themselves
to prayer. We saw that on holiday. We told them no, Islam is not just prayer. Islam is
life.’’50 The above-mentioned conservative religious impetus of Turkish immigrants
in Germany in the early 80s, which happened at the same time as the prohibition of
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the Refah Party in Turkey and the revolution in Iran, found expression in the strong
orientation towards and keeping of customs, and often showed in the exchange of
Western clothing for a consciously-chosen, Islamic way of dressing. According to
Schiffauer, newcomers from Turkey were astonished that in Kreuzberg they would
meet more women wearing headscarves than in Istanbul.51 Religion quickly gained
a new importance for Turkish immigrants in Germany. This differentiated Turkish
people in Germany not only from their German environment but also from society
in Turkey.52 As everywhere, where religions are newly established from the bottom
up, in Germany, a long way from home, the interpretations of the Holy Scripture
were fiercer than would ever have been possible in Turkey, due to the bureaucratisation of religious affairs through state involvement. Religious energy in the form of
emotion and group enthusiasm broke out with a force that stunned the secular middle
class (both German and Turkish). If hitherto religiously illiterate people interpret the
word of God auto-didactically they may develop an overestimation of the self that
can result from a direct ‘‘dialogue’’ with God and lead to extremist ideas, in a similar
way to other religions, like early Protestant movements.53 At the same time in the diaspora the original hierarchic structure of organised Islam in Turkey and the power of
the state in defining religious matters were broken. Instead, religious styles diversified
that are still competing with each other today. Another reason for Turkish immigrants to turn to Islam is the strong link between Islam and the Turkish national consciousness conveyed in the nationalist Turkish education system as well as in mosque
communities.54 The increased Islamisation can also be judged as a reaction to the
behaviour of the German population towards immigrants, to legal inequality and
social limitations. The presence of Muslims has become a topic on which many of
the European right-wing parties campaign for political power. Their rhetoric is
increasingly directed against immigration in general and against Muslims in particular.55 At the same time, the treatment of Muslims in European states is also a topic
for media discussion in the country of origin, which delivers ‘‘evidence’’ supporting
the argument that the West is the natural enemy of Islam and Muslims and this must
be interpreted as continuation of the crusades, the inquisition, and colonialism.56
With the second generation the relation to the homeland, central to the parents’
generation has decreased without being completely broken. While the first generation practised=practice a de-localised religion that was re-established in a foreign
country, the second generation is re-orientating itself. For them the country their parents migrated to is their homeland. Their future is here, which is why they are trying
to establish their religion here as a minority religion.57 Due to their contact with
Germans of the same age at kindergarten and school, the children of immigrants
are confronted more often with behavioural patterns and interpretive models of
the majority society, however, they also experience discrimination and rejection as
foreigners. Identity crises and orientation problems are virtually pre-programmed.
The religiousness of the second and third generation offers a lifestyle allowing them
to cope with the challenges of modernity in a foreign country.58 Members of the
second generation often have a very intellectual approach towards Islam. They
display a new self-confidence and read the Holy Scripture with the perspective that
a person gains when going through a Western education system. The idea of a
community to join becomes more important in relation to the community who
someone belongs to, due to birth or residence; the idea of the need for religious
mediators diminishes and a change towards a worldly outlook takes place, meaning
that the world becomes an arena for action posing a challenge for believers.59 While
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religious affiliation for the first generation of immigrants was strongly shaped by
their loyalty to Turkey, the affiliation of the second generation depends on the
decision of the individual. ‘‘Group membership for the second generation means
to consciously choose identification and maintenance of traditional and cultural elements (language; religion).’’60 For these believers religion is no longer the armour
that protects them from the daily threats but rather a skeleton that enables them
to walk upright. We are no more dealing with a defensive practice of religion.61
Olivier Roy interprets this development towards High Islam, not only taking
place in Germany, as a continuous isolation of the religion from the diaspora communities’ cultures of origin. Instead, more young Muslims identify with the global
Islamic community, the Ummah. The redefinition of the religion in the course of globalisation and individualisation weakens the immigrants’ culture of origin.62 At the
core of this development stands the newly inspired individual who finds a personal
path to religion. Religion is practised in an individual way. This new religiousness is
often anything but liberal; and while not necessarily violent, it is at the least very
conservative. The gap between culture and religion often becomes very apparent
in diaspora communities. Migration has torn the natural link between religion and
society apart. In Turkey, Pakistan, and North Africa, for example, a person who
is not a devout Muslim can obey the rules of fasting during Ramadan without
any problems, because nearly everyone else does. A Muslim in Europe by contrast
has some basic decisions to make. Are religious rules to play a central role in my life?
Which rules are essential? How can I practise them? The believer is free in the practice of their religion. Depending on what they decide, they have to restructure their
belief and separate it from the questionable societal norms and traditions in the new
environment. For the second and later generations in particular, their parents’
religion is embedded in a culture that is no longer their own.
The new identification with the culturally independent global Ummah becomes
clear nowhere more than in demonstrations of solidarity with Islamic war victims
worldwide, particularly in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.63 An important pattern
of Islamic radicalisation in the diaspora is the amalgamation of Islamic phraseology
with a typical Western, anti-Imperialistic, and Third World extremism. The targets
now are the same as those attacked by the European ultra-left in the 60s and 70s.
Just like these left-wing groups, who developed non-violent channels to express their
resentment, non-violent political conflict resolution can be expected from neoorthodox political Islam, if that option is open.64 Significantly, devout Muslims
show the weakest identification with Germany, whilst being politically the most
interested in Germany’s party system.65
Overall, this form of Islam has an ambivalent relation to the liberal West. The
theological content of Islam being discussed in Islamic countries is ultimately less
important than religious practice. Individual belief and the spiritual experience of
the individual take centre stage. This apparent contradiction of High Islamisation66
and individualisation of religion67 is resolved by this view, according to Roy’s
theory, via the ongoing separation of religion and culture, as both developments take
place at the same time and determine each other.
Individual Supporting Factors
On an individual level there is no clear sociological profile for young people
particularly drawn to violent and radical Islamist ideas. Islamic radicalisation in
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the diaspora is a phenomenon among young people, and socio-psychological factors
seem to play a more important role than socio-structural ones.68 The origin of
religious radicalisation is often a personal feeling of dissatisfaction and insecurity
caused by different events like experiences with discrimination, failure, or the futile
effort to achieve social acceptance and integration. It is not uncommon that coming
to terms with the identity crisis that accompanies social retreat is due to the influence
of a person close to the individual who offers intellectual, emotional, or spiritual
guidance.69
Apart from individual development processes that create a special receptiveness
to radical interpretations of religious doctrines, an ethnical framing of the conflict
between generations in the diaspora is particularly important. Members of the second
generation live in two opposing worlds at the same time: the Turkish and the
German. On the one hand they are being brought up by their families in a traditional
way with regard to religion and culture, whilst on the other they have to adapt to a
Western-Christian culture outside of their family life. ‘‘Hamburg in the morning,
Anatolia in the afternoon.’’70 The German school world seems to be free, the
Turkish family world rather regulated. Parents often mistake adolescent rebellion
in these cases to be about ethnic categorisation of social environments, whereas in
fact it is more about dissociation from the parents and a not uncommon generational
conflict. Reducing the complexity of the situation, signs of rebellion and a questioning of their authority are interpreted as signs of ‘‘Germanisation.’’71 When the
adolescents leave their sheltered schools and families they often find themselves confronted with increasing discrimination. They are shown that they are not wanted in
this group, the German one, which they want to belong to in order to dissociate from
their parents. They are thrown back to the group of origin from which they wanted
to separate themselves.72 This rejection makes the identification with Germany very
hard. The resulting conflict can take shape in different ways: aggression, depression,
or identification with a radical Islamist group.73 Due to its unstable identity, the
second generation seems particularly open to radical positions.74 In such contradictory situations it can offer a psychologically satisfying solution to turn to Islamist
orientations, because turning to a radical fringe group offers a way out of the
dilemma for adolescents. They express loyalty to and dissociation from the Turkish
community and thereby their parents’ generation, and at the same time it provides an
intellectually satisfying identity in the diaspora by which strategies are developed to
cope with the discrimination in German society. If the individual shows receptiveness
to extremist ideas, this will be consciously used by members of extremist groups to
recruit them and to deepen intellectual influence (indoctrination).75 In particular,
the religious movement as established by Sayyid Qutb and his follower Abdullah
Azzam, Osama bin Laden’s intellectual and spiritual tutor, offers points of contact.
It builds upon a new self-confidence in its followers in which the intellect of each
individual counts in a community that can be joined independently from birth or
residence. It is an offensive ideology that propagates a different modernity.76 The
individualistic access to radical ideology offers a solution for adolescents who
are looking for self-fulfilment, independence, and autonomy, as well as simple
explanations for a complex world. Often violent radicalisation in the diaspora
results from a narcissistic craving for attention typical for our individualised
society.77 Pity plays a role, too. If you are not exposed to the suffering yourself
and push aside your own troubles then you can act in the name of others.78 Acting
out of pity for abstract third parties is a behavioural pattern that is also rampant
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among social-revolutionary groups. It is so abstractly impersonal, free from political
and religious structures that even the killing of people may seem legitimate. This feeling is supported by an idea of justice within religion and a very strong concept of
equality in Islam.
Of course, this is only one possible way out of the identity dilemma. Religious
direction has to be differentiated in the Islamic diaspora, too. In addition to missionary Islamism, and very rarely Jihadi-Islamism, political Islam is primarily represented in the diaspora as religious activism. This includes, as in the immigrants’
homelands, positions that want to see Islam represented in a secular constitutional
state (legalistic), as well as views based on the incompatibility of democracy and
Islam, which are correspondingly revolutionary. The widespread neo-orthodox legalistic form of political Islam represented Europe-wide by Milli Görüs, for example,
wants to realise a strict Islamic lifestyle geared towards the Quran and Sunnah in
European secular civil society. Representatives of this position emphasise the right
to distinctiveness and difference and fight for the rights of Muslims in European
society.79 When the legalistic form of political Islam leaves the political path, as
was the case with the Kaplan community, because the legal instruments do not look
promising, the movement takes on sect-like and missionary features, which can lead
from isolation and estrangement to a disposition for violence and a shift towards the
underground. The separation of the Kaplan community from Milli Görüs took place
after the Religious Salvation Party (Millı̂ Selamet Partisi, MSP), which was closely
linked to the Milli Görüs communities in Germany, was prohibited in Turkey. In
1983, when the question of re-forming the party in Turkey came up, Cemaleddin
Kaplan, as the most radical preacher of the German Milli Görüs community, separated from the group, because he questioned the legitimacy of the leadership of an
engineer like Necmettin Erbakan, and thought that the Turkish military would never
allow the victory of an Islamist party in democratic elections. Kaplan held the
position that, as in Iran, the focus should be on a purely revolutionary movement.
His group increasingly isolated itself and got very caught up in profound anticonstitutional rhetoric. After they had left the path of legitimate means, members
did not even shy away from violently fought internal rivalries that led to murder.80
The remaining Milli Görüs structure predominately supported the separation of
the reformists, who are currently governing in Turkey, from Erbakan’s old structures
and is controlled today by a partly younger leadership, which is trying to establish
the vision of a European Islam concerned with traditional values. Europe will also
become a spiritual home for Muslims, requiring a new relation to Islamic law, in
which for example a permanent stay by Muslims outside Islamic countries is not
intended.81 Still the fear of a new division within the diaspora shapes the relation
to the Turkish partner organisation. People fear that by clearly showing their support for Erdogan as opposed to Erbakan they would make the first generation of
immigrants homeless and therefore continue to also support Erbakan’s extremism.82
With regard to the situation of Turkish-Muslim diaspora communities in general, the separation of the Kaplan community and Turkish, state-controlled Islam
becoming more active has led to competition between Islamic communities forcing
them to develop a specific profile. The involvement of the state-run Department
of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) poses a great challenge. By creating the DITIB, the
department has reacted very late to the development of independent Muslim communities in the European diaspora critical of the regime. However, the department
has significantly more funds available than the workers’ communities (Hodjas, i.e.,
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religious teachers, paid by the state, funds to buy mosque rooms, support for the
consulates).
Overall, only a small number of the Muslims living in Germany turn to
Islamism, which is understood as Islamist activism. About one third of secondgeneration immigrants are organised into clubs, although the number of religiouscultural clubs is significantly smaller than the number of general sports clubs. Only
10 to 15 percent of the Muslims here are members of German Islamic associations.
The percentage of mosque visitors and sympathisers for all Turkish mosque associations is continuously decreasing amongst the younger age groups.83

Conclusion
Islamism primarily manifests itself in a legalistic form of political Islam in a small
part of the Turkish diaspora community in Germany. Although the neo-orthodox
direction of organised religious practice that has a stabilising and identity-building
effect, particularly for the second and third generation of immigrants, does not
match the widespread liberal-secular understanding of religion in Germany, it has,
at the same time, the biggest potential for integration. Religious extremism is most
dangerous when individuals newly discover religion without the possibility of
standing up for the practice of their belief through a domestic integration of organisational structures. This is also applicable to newly emerging Salafi circles preaching
an all-encompassing Islam by trying to overcome traditional Islamic schools and
thereby attracting believers from different ethnic backgrounds. Only the selfstrengthening radicalisation that is taking place in separation and the dissociation
from the political path, as, for example, in the Kaplan community, carries the danger
of a negation of the social order that can lead to violence.
Islamic organisations in Turkey have relationships with communities in
Germany. Even though they understand Islam in an Islamist way, they mainly
choose the political path as pursued in Turkey, where, since the 70s, a religiouspolitical movement can be observed. This direction of Islamism, in contrast to
missionary or Jihadi movements, has taken on the basic precepts of a secular political system and is the form of Islamism that least tends towards violence and intolerant extremism.84
Turkey, as a country of origin of immigrants, has not suffered the historic
humiliation of colonialism. Immigrants of Turkish descent are therefore far less open
to religious extremism than immigrants from other countries of origin, because
personal experiences of discrimination are not interpreted within a culturally and
historically predetermined pattern of existing guilt and enemy attributions.
In contrast, the tendency for individualisation within Western society, which in
itself is absolutely harmless and supports a separation of culture and religion, has a
radicalising effect when combined with experiences of discrimination and low
opportunity for integration. The more young Muslims (irrespective of their ethnic
origin) identify with the global Ummah, rather than with either the country of origin
of their parents or Germany, the more open they become to all kinds of Islamist
streams. Jihadists embed their violent messages in universal religious frames, which
creates the impression that supporting violence is in agreement with religion. At the
moment an expansion of the Salafiyya movement is taking place on the periphery of
the Islamic world and in the European diaspora. This can barely be separated from
its violent offshoot, the Jihadi Salafiyya (al-Salafiyya al-jihâdiyya), which is very
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attractive for young, increasingly mobile if not completely de-territorialised and
mobile parts of the Islamic population.85
For Muslims that, for different reasons, do not identify with either the country
of origin of their parents or Germany, but who define their individual identity mostly
along religious lines, several options are possible for practising their religion independently from culture. The active promotion of Islamic dogma, regulations, laws,
or political programmes, which is defined as Islamism and is being practised by a
part of the faithful, utilises mostly political channels, at least in Germany. However
disconcerting the development of a common approach in the European Muslim
population towards thinking and acting in purely religious terms independent from
that culture may seem, violent extremism cannot be expected as long as Islamism
appears in political categories. The danger of radical violence rather emanates from
the apolitical forms of Islamism, which is why the support for a political Euro-Islam
will contribute to the integration of Muslims and create a religious identity that is
compatible with the West.
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Ildikó Bellér-Hann and Lisette Gebhardt, eds., Religion und Gewalt: Japan, der Nahe Osten
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