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THE STATE OF
ISLAMOPHOBIA
IN EUROPE

ENES BAYRAKLI - FARID HAFEZ

This is the second edition of the annual European Islamophobia Report (EIR) which
was presented for the first time in 2015. New countries are included in this year’s
EIR; while 25 countries were covered in 2015, the report for 2016 includes 27 coun-
try reports. EIR 2016 is the result of 31 prominent scholars who specialise in differ-
ent fields such as racism, gender and Islamophobia Studies. In the years to come we
will attempt to include more countries in our report. Our final aim is to cover and
monitor the developments of Islamophobia in all European countries.
Islamophobia has become a real danger to the foundations of democratic order
and the values of the European Union. It has also become the main challenge to the so-
cial peace and coexistence of different cultures, religions and ethnicities in Europe. The
country reports of EIR 2016, which cover almost all the European continent from Rus-
sia to Portugal and from Greece to Latvia, clearly show that the level of Islamophobia
in fields such as education, employment, media, politics, the justice system and the In-
ternet is on the rise. Since the publication of the last report there is little improvement.
On the contrary, one can see from the country reports that the state of democracy and
human rights in Europe is deteriorating. Islamophobia has become more real especially
in the everyday lives of Muslims in Europe. It has surpassed the stage of being a rhe-
torical animosity and has become a physical animosity that Muslims feel in everyday
life be it at school, the workplace, the mosque, transportation or simply on the street.
The refugee movement and the turmoil it has created in Europe, the unprece-
dented rise of far right parties all across the continent and the UK’s Brexit decision,
which took many by surprise, have revealed the importance and relevance of this
report, which covers incidents and developments in 2016. The short-term polit-
ical significance of Islamophobia is as much relevant as Islamophobia’s structural
dimension. As mentioned before, small successes can be witnessed in some European
countries yet great challenges lie ahead for deepening the values of human rights and

freedom of religion in Europe.
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The Rise of Islamophobia

As a survey conducted by the Chatham House Europe Programme shows, public
opposition to any further migration from predominantly Muslim states is by
no means confined to Trump’s administration (implementation of the ‘Mus-
lim-Ban’). Respondents in Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Greece, Hunga-
ry, Italy, Poland, Spain and the UK were presented with the statement ‘All fur-
ther migration from mainly Muslim countries should be stopped’. As the report
reveals, the majorities in all but two of the ten states agreed to this statement,
ranging from 71% in Poland, 65% in Austria, 53% in Germany and 51% in
Italy to 47% in the United Kingdom and 41% in Spain. In no country did the
percentage that disagreed surpass 32%.!
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Figure 1: Public opposition to any further migration from predominantly Muslim states in Europe.?

The findings of this report go hand in hand with similar surveys on this
topic. The Ipsos Perils of Perception Survey 2016 found that the current and
the future Muslim population in Europe are enormously overestimated in most
countries. Out of the list of all 20 countries where respondents overestimated
the Muslim population by more than 10%, 12 are European, while the USA and
Canada are among the remaining 8 countries. When asked “Now thinking about
2020, out of every 100 people, about how many do you think will be Muslim?”,
the top 20 countries where proponents overestimated the Muslim population

again were in majority European (11). The average guess in France is that 40% of

1. hteps://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/what-do-europeans-think-about-muslim-immigration#sthash.

06]7kQrj.dpuf

2. Chatham House, https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/what-do-europeans-think-about-muslim-im-
migration
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THE STATE OF ISLAMOPHOBIA IN EUROPE

the population will be Muslim in 2020 when the actual projection is 8.3%. Italy
comes third with 26% overestimation, and Belgium and Germany fourth with
24% overestimation.?

Connecting this to a survey conducted by the Pew Research Center, we can
suggest that this overestimation is connected to unfavourable views regarding

Muslims. The report states,

“Opinions of Muslims vary considerably across Europe. Half or more in
Hungary, Italy, Poland, Greece and Spain have a very or somewhat unfavorable
view of Muslims. And in Italy (36%), Hungary (35%) and Greece (32%), roughly
a third hold very unfavorable opinions. Majorities in the other nations surveyed
express positive attitudes about Muslims. Nonetheless, at least a quarter in each

country have negative views of Muslims.”*
y g

These numbers are not shocking if we look at the incidents of Islamophobia
and its pervasiveness in power structure across Europe. Muslims are seen as the
enemy ‘within’. There is wide consent in Western societies to Muslims not being
seen as equal citizens. Othering and differential treatment may also overlap with
the dehumanization of Muslims. Thus, physical attacks and political restrictions
can often be carried out and even defended in an atmosphere of wide distrust
and enmity. Islamophobia is by no means confined to the working poor or the
middle class, who have been misinformed about Islam and Muslims. It is es-
pecially true for the so-called educated elite. Discriminating policies like the
ban of the hijab for certain professions, the ban of the niqab in public, bans of
minarets and other laws restricting Muslim’s freedom of religion speak volumes.
If politicians can take such decisions and the media, along with large parts of
society, accept them, why should we wonder about the strong opposition to
immigration of Muslim people in Europe?

Hence, these numbers reveal the necessity of the E7R, which looks at the
challenge of Islamophobia from a qualitative and not a quantitative research per-
spective. Its aim is to document and analyse trends in the spread of Islamophobia
in various European nation states. There cannot be a claim of full comprehensive-
ness, since European nation states by majority still lack data collection. Hence,
a central recommendation of the E/R is that Islamophobia or anti-Muslim hate
crime should be included as a category in European nation states’ statistics — a
development that has not occurred as of yet. The EIR’s primary contribution is
to reveal the tendencies of Islamophobia and to give representative examples of

its overall unfolding in the investigated states.

3. https://www.ipsos-mori.com/Assets/Docs/Polls/ipsos-mori-perils-of-perception-charts-2016.pdf

4. htep://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2016/07/Pew-Research-Center-EU-Refugees-and-Na-
tional-Identity-Report-FINAL-July-11-2016.pdf
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Recognition of Islamophobia

There are various definitions of Islamophobia. However, the definition of Islam-

ophobia used by the EIR, as defined by its editors, is as follows,

“When talking about Islamophobia, we mean anti-Muslim racism. As An-
ti-Semitism Studies has shown, the etymological components of a word do not
necessarily point to its complete meaning, nor how it is used. Such is also the
case with Islamophobia Studies. Islamophobia has become a well-known term
used in academia as much as in the public sphere. Criticism of Muslims or of
the Islamic religion is not necessarily Islamophobic. Islamophobia is about a
dominant group of people aiming at seizing, stabilising and widening their
power by means of defining a scapegoat — real or invented — and excluding
this scapegoat from the resources/rights/definition of a constructed ‘we’. Islam-
ophobia operates by constructing a static ‘Muslim’ identity, which is attributed
in negative terms and generalised for all Muslims. At the same time, Islam-
ophobic images are fluid and vary in different contexts, because Islamophobia

tells us more about the Islamophobe than it tells us about the Muslims/Islam”.

We think that with this definition, we clearly address many of the suspi-
cions, which are put against the term as such. As a matter of fact, while suprana-
tional institutions such as the OSCE embrace the terminology Anti-Semitism,
the OSCE still refuses to use Islamophobia, which we see as part of the problem.
Again, we recommend that Islamophobia/anti-Muslim Racism or anti-Muslim
hate crime should be included in the collection of “equality data” in all Europe-
an states. Institutions such as the OSCE need to establish solid monitoring and
recording mechanisms for discrimination, hate crime and hate speech towards
Muslims. In order to have reliable data, it has to be segregated by bias/category
and also segregated by gender. This is even more problematic in countries that
do not allow collection of data on religion or race. This seemingly egalitarian
approach in reality hides the discrimination of Muslims. Also, response mecha-
nisms seem to be unclear and not adequately used. When there is an incident of
discrimination/hate crime/hate speech, there are different response mechanisms
available, yet, none of these are familiar to the vast majority of Muslim citizens
of European countries. Thus, we recommend that response mechanisms should
be made more available, accessible and clear. Last but not least, an empower-
ment of the Muslim community is needed to strengthen critical citizenship and

help European states deepen their democracies.

5. Enes Bayrakli & Farid Hafez, European Islamophobia Report 2015, Istanbul, SETA, 2016, p.7.
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Policy Recommendations for European Countries

The authors of every respective national report have suggested specific recommen-
dations regarding the country they have covered. The following list of recommen-
dations serves to underscore some of these recommendations and to add some addi-
tional suggestions on the supranational level.

We think it is important for civil society to understand that Islamophobia is
a problem of institutional racism. The illusion that Europe is a post-racial society
prevents large parts of European societies from recognising the severe challenge of
Islamophobia to local societies. The focus has to shift from Muslims’ actions to those
of European societies. Racism, including Islamophobia, tells us more about the rac-
ists than about their imagined scapegoat or their victims. Hence, Islamophobia re-
veals aspects of Europe and the internal problems European societies continue to
face. A recognition and a critical consciousness of this societal disease is of utmost
importance to be able to create more just societies in Europe. At the same time, Mus-
lims must be allowed to enjoy their spaces of freedom like other dominant religious
and political groups in European societies without being securitised or criminalised.
The securitisation of Islam, especially policies countering violent extremism and
their impact on the freedom of religion of belief for Muslims, and even freedom of
movement or free assembly have to be challenged by all democratic forces in Europe.
Communities must be consulted and human rights frameworks must be respected.
National security is not among the criteria that should permit the limitation of free-
dom of religion or belief.

We especially urge politicians to speak out against Islamophobia as one of the
most pressing forms of racism in our days. Europe needs more courageous poli-
ticians who do not only challenge the politics of right-wing populist parties, but
also challenge institutionalised forms of racism targeting Muslims in the fields of
employment, education, state bureaucracy, and media. We also call for journalists
and editors to challenge Islamophobic reporting in their news media and give space
to more balanced views. Generally, the issue of religious literacy is a huge problem
that does not only concern media but also the police, prosecutors and civil servants.
We see that people simply lack basic knowledge on Islam and Muslims™ practices.
We see a need for the introduction of more comparative religion courses, or religious
teaching, in a formal and informal educational setting.

We see that Muslim women are among the most vulnerable direct victims of
Islamophobia. ENAR has conducted a report on the impact of Islamophobia on
Muslim women and presented 37 recommendations, which we can only underscore
given the findings of our report.® Women who are visibly Muslim are socially are

socially ostrasised in many places. The combination of internal community prob-

6. http://www.enar-eu.org/IMG/pdf/forgottenwomenpublication_lr_final_with_latest_corrections.pdf
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lems, discrimination (education and employment) and hate crimes against Muslim
women (data shows that it is 70% more likely for a muslim woman to be attacked
in the street) are leaving their horrible mark on Muslim women. Hence, the pro-
tection and the empowerment of Muslim women have to be on the central agenda
of states and NGOs. The ruling of the European Court of Justice regarding Esma
Bougnaoui’s dismissal by a French company for wearing a hijab when dealing with
clients as unlawful discrimination is an important step towards equality and an an-
ti-discriminatory society.” At the same time, the case of Belgian Samira Achbita vs.
Belgium, where it was argued that a dismissal due to the headscarf would be permis-
sible against the backdrop of a general prohibition of all outward signs of political,
philosophical and religious beliefs exhibited by employees in the workplace, is wor-
rying and challenges the reality of a diverse Europe.®

7. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/14/world/europe/france-head-scarf-court.html?_r=0

8.http://curia.europa.cu/juris/document/document.jsf?text=&docid=179082&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN &-
mode=Ist&dir=8&occ=first&part=1&cid=678370
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Executive Summary
Following the Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris in 2015, the Prime Minister of Alba-

nia, Edi Rama, spoke of the danger of religious extremism, while drawing attention
to the potential threat of Islamophobia, inspired, as he stated, by right-wing move-
ments and political parties in Europe. It was the first time that an Albanian official
admitted the threat, or even the potential of Islamophobia in Albania, a nominally
Muslim majority country that prides itself on religious tolerance. Despite this open
admission, there have been no government policies to address such a threat, or even
attempts to collect data on the reality of Islamophobia, its nature, its scope, and
the affects it has in the Muslim community and society at large. Otherwise, public
intellectuals, analysts, and pundits in Albania deny the possibility of Islamophobia
in a Muslim majority country. Despite the lack of studies and reports on the state
of Islamophobia in Albania, or recognition of its very existence, there are enough
indications of the presence of persistent patterns of Islamophobia that are reflected
in the discourse of political leaders, in media, school textbooks, violent incidents,
and arbitrary arrests. Contrary to some reports, Islamophobia in Albania is not a
recent phenomenon, and to a large extent is not driven — as it is believed to be the
case in other European countries — by emigration or terrorist attacks. Islamophobia
in Albania is entrenched in the political identity of the post-communist Albanian
state, and its aspiration to become ‘European’. It reflects and recycles the anti —
Muslim and anti — immigrant rhetoric of European Islamophobia to stigmatize
its own citizens of the Muslim faith, perpetuating patterns of discrimination that

undermine overall social cohesion.
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Pérmbledhje Ekzekutive

Pas sulmeve té Charlie Hebdos né Paris né vitin 2015, Kryeministri i Shqipérisé
Edi Rama foli rreth rrezikut t€ ekstremizmit fetar teksa térhoqi vémendjen rreth
mundésisé sé rrezikut té Islamofobisé té frymézuar, si¢ tha ai, nga lévizje dhe parti
politike té djathta né Europé. Ishte hera e paré qé€ njé zyrtar shqiptar pranonte rrezi-
kun apo qofté mundésiné e shfagjes sé Islamofobisé né Shqipéri, njé vend nominal-
isht me shumicé muslimane, qé krenohet me tolerancén e vet fetare. Megjithé kété
pranim, nuk ka patur asnjé politiké geveritare pér té adresuar njé rrezik t tillé, apo
qofté pérpjekje pér té mbledhur t¢ dhéna rreth realitetit t& Islamofobis€, natyrés e
kapacitetit té saj, si dhe efektit q¢ ka mbi bashkésiné muslimane dhe shoqériné né
térési. Né & kundért, intelektualé publiké, analisté e eksperté né Shqipéri moho-
jné mundésiné e egzistencés sé Islamofobisé né njé vend me shumicé muslimane.
Megjithé mungesén e studimeve apo raportimeve rreth stadit t€ Islamofobisé né
vend, apo qofté edhe mohimin e egzistencés sé saj, gjenden mjaftueshém tregues
té prezencés s€ vazhdueshme té formave té Islamofobisé, té cilat reflektohen né lig-
jérimin e udhéheqésve politiké, né media, tekstet shkollore, incidente t¢ dhunshme,
dhe arrestime arbitrare. Pérkundér disa raporteve, Islamofobia né Shqipéri nuk éshté
njé fenomen i kohéve té fundit, dhe pérgjithésisht nuk éshté e motivuar — si¢ be-
sohet t€ jeté né vende té tjera europiane — nga emigracioni apo sulmet terroriste.
Islamofobia né Shqipéri i ka rrénjét né identitetin politik té shtetit shqgiptar post
— komunist, dhe aspiratén e tij pér tu béré ‘europian.’ Ajo reflekton dhe riciklon
retorikén e islamofobisé europiane pér té stigmatizuar qytetarét e saj té besimit mus-
liman, duke vazhduar forma diskriminimi dhe duke démtuar kohezionin e pérgjith-

shém social té vendit.
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Introduction

In 1967, Albania became the only country in the world to officially ban the practice of
religion. The communist regime that came out of the Second World War demolished
temples, closed down religious educational institutions, and imprisoned and executed
members of the clergy. The Penal Code of 1977 made it a crime to propagate religion.
In 1990, as the regime was facing its eminent downfall, following the events in East-
ern Europe, the last communist leader, Ramiz Alia, took steps towards liberalization
of religious services. Generations of Albanians had grown up not only alienated from
their religious tradition, but also having gone through a system of education, and state-
run cultural and political indoctrination that vilified religion and religious practices.
In addition, the political process that brought the end of communism in Albania was
perceived as a political vision directed towards Western Europe. The emerging political
and cultural establishment of Albania saw the religious tradition of the majority of
Albanians, Islam, as an impediment to ‘joining the European family’. It is against this
background, that a towering figure of Albanian literature, Ismail Kadare, asked the last
communist leader, Ramiz Alia, to allow the opening of Christian churches but not
mosques. In his own words, this would repair the ‘historical accident” that separated
Albanians from their natural European family by being part of the Ottoman Empire
for five centuries and the conversion of the majority of Albanians to Islam. In a similar
vein, former deputy Prime Minister of Albania, Gramoz Pashko (1991-1995), stated in
a paper he wrote on Christianity that the only hope for Albania is its young generation
‘which has loved European Civilization and Christian values’. Commenting on Pashko’s
writing, scholar Maria Todorova points out that ‘[this] frank appeal to Christian values
from a country that before it became atheist was 70% Muslim bespeaks the naiveté and
straightforwardness of the Albanian political discourse that has not yet mastered the
ennobling facade of the pluralist vocabulary’. She further adds: ‘It is, however, also a
tribute to the sound political instincts of the new Albanian political elites who have not
been duped by the pretence of supra-religious, non-racial, and non-ethnic universalism
and pluralism of the European or Western discourse’.!

In 2005, addressing an audience at the Oxford Union in the United Kingdom,
the former President of Albania (2002-2007), Alfred Moisiu, declared that in their
essence Albanians are Christians and Islam is not an original religion of the Alba-
nians.” In 2012, a journalist asked the same series of questions to a number of politi-
cians, one of them being: in what historical event would you wish to have been part
of? Quite a few politicians responded by saying in the defence of Constantinople

— the name of Istanbul under the Byzantine Empire -, an event that, in their view,

1.Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009).

2.Alfred Moisiu, “Fjala e mbajtur ne Unionin e Oxfordit,” [Speech presented at the Oxford Union], retrieved
January 2006, from http://www.president.al/english/pub/info.asp?id=1089.
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marked the tragic fate of Albanians. One of them described the conversion of Alba-
nians to Islam as an act of ‘becoming yellow and black’ clearly using racist markers.
The Head of the National Library of Albania, Dr. Aurel Plasari, called the conversion
to Islam of Albanians ‘the Albanian betrayal of Jesus Christ’.> These declarations are
not motivated as much by a theological stand per se, as by identity politics that con-
sider Christianity as an integral part of Western Civilization where Albania wants to
integrate, and Islam as a marker of the backward East, and the Ottoman past from
where Albania wants to escape. That is why the much-debated census in 2011 was
seen by many as an opportunity for Albanians to remove the negative marker — in
the eyes of Europeans - of being known as a Muslim majority country. Albanian
politicians like the speaker of the Albanian Parliament have repeatedly stated that
any obstacle towards European integration, like the failure to get visa liberalization
with the EU in 2013 was due to Albania being seen as a Muslim country. It has to be
noted that, the EU report mentioned failures of the Albanian government to meet
its obligations and made no mention of religion. The fact that the only countries left
out of the visa liberalisation agreement in 2013 were countries with majority Mus-
lim or considerable number of Muslims (Albanian, Kosovo, Turkey, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina) was used by these politicians to shift the debate from their own failures
to religious identity politics.* In a number of interviews with Western TV channels
in 2015, the Prime Minister Edi Rama repeatedly stated that Albania is not a Muslim
country.’ Paradoxically, in other interviews he warned European leaders that if EU
fails to integrate Albania, the Albanian people might be attracted to alternatives such
as the DAESH.® The message to the Albanian population was clear: Islam and Mus-
lims are not accepted in Europe. That is why in Albania since the fall of communism
the primary targets of Islamophobia throughout ‘the years of transition’, have been
the visible signs of Muslim presence: headscarves, beards, and mosque constructions.
Current political leaders have modified their discourse into seemingly embracing
the notion of religious diversity and tolerance as a national value, but as a review of
school textbooks shows (see below), the Albanian state is committed to an identity
construction that casts a shadow or at times fully negates the historical presence, the

contribution, and significance of Islam and Muslims in the history of Albania.

3.E-Zani I Nalte, “Ekstremistet e medias Shqiptare, “ e-zani.com, (June 1, 2012), retrieved December 27, 2016,
from http://www.e-zani.com/2012/06/01/ekstremistet-e-medias-shqiptare/.

4. Anton Cara, “Dridhe Like me Konferencen Islamike,” e-zani.com, (December 23, 2013), retrieved December 27,
2016, from http://www.e-zani.com/2013/12/23/dridhe-like-konferencen-islamike/.

5.Panorama Online, “Rama, né ‘France24’: S’jemi vend mysliman, por europian. Europa nuk éhté njé klub i
krishteré,” panorama, (June 14, 2014), retrieved January 5, 2017, from

http://www.panorama.com.al/rama-sjemi-vend-mysliman-por-europian-europa-nuk-eshte-nje-klub-i-krishtere/.

6.E-Zani I Nalte, “Edi Rama perdor karten islamike,” e-zani.com, (July 3, 2015), retrieved January 5, 2017, from
http://www.e-zani.com/2015/07/03/edi-rama-perdor-karten-islamike/.
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Discussion of Islamophobic Incidents and
Discursive Events

Education
On 22 September, 2016, Imam Muhamed Sytari, Mufti of Shkodra,” one of the larg-
est cities in the Northern region of Albania, posted on his Facebook page a comment
about his son’s 5 grade textbook that teaches students about the history of their city.
As he points out, in a city where at least half of the population is of Muslim faith,
out of over 30 famous writers, historical figures, actors named in the textbook, there
is only one Muslim in the entire list otherwise composed of historical figures of the
Catholic faith. There is a citadel on a hill overlooking the city and a temple that
served as a Christian chapel before the Ottoman army took control of the citadel and
transformed it into a mosque for the soldiers stationed there. It is commonly referred
in many texts as a church/mosque. It has been a site of some communal dispute
since occasionally Christians have performed the Sunday Mass in front of the ruins
of the temple claiming it as a Christian house of worship (the latest incident was this
year’s Christmas Mass). Muslims have protested these moves and have occasionally
conducted prayers in order to claim it as a Muslim temple. The textbook clearly sides
with the Christian community by presenting the disputed edifice with a visible min-
aret as a church. The Mulfti goes on to say that he has been raising concerns regarding
such textbooks since 2008. He states that these kinds of texts are driven by Islam-
ophobia and by an agenda to diminish the role of Muslims in the history of country.
It is not the first time the issue of textbooks is debated in the context of a Chris-
tian bias. In 2014, Professor of Sociology at the University of Tirana Enis Sulstarova
wrote about his findings from a comparative study of school textbooks. The text-
books he reviewed, as he points out, present tenets of the Christian faith, like the mi-
raculous resurrection of Jesus Christ, as a historical fact, not as information on what
Christians believe. On the other hand, aspects of the Muslim faith, like the Muslim
belief on the origins of the Black Stone in the Holy Mosque in Mekkah, are rendered
a ‘superstition’.® Even textbooks of mathematics are commonly peppered with infor-
mation on Christian celebrations or Christian saints. Muslim parents, activists and
bloggers have raised these issues on social media, blogs, and newspaper articles. The
situation described by the Mufti in 2016, therefore, is not new; rather it is a contin-
uation of the same patterns of bias in textbooks in the Albanian educational system.
The issue of the textbooks reflects a wider debate on the review of history text-

books, a debate that has exposed the fusion of Islamophobia, violation of secular-
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ism in promotion of Christianity,” and anti-Turkish rhetoric. In 2013, the Turk-
ish government requested from the Albanian government the review of textbooks
that contain anti-Turkish hate speech. A number of public figures, the writer Ismail
Kadare being the best known among them, initiated a petition against the review,
which gave rise in both Albania and Kosovo to media and political debates that
often involved anti-Turkish hate speech.”® It was quite telling that the governments
of both Greece'' and Serbia had posed similar requests to the governments of both
Albania and Kosovo,'? with no reactions whatsoever, despite the fact that the conflict
with Serbia is quite recent. The petition was not signed by some of the best-known
Albanian historians and others from the academic community considered it an act
of intimidation against historians. These representative cases show, however, that
the recent concerns raised by the Mufti of Shkodra, mentioned above, are neither
isolated cases, nor recent, but rather continuations of government education policies
and ideological stands of the cultural establishment that expose an agenda that aims
at diminishing the contribution of Muslims, and violates the secular principles of
the country by promoting Christianity, while encouraging and propagating negative
views of Islam, Turkey and the Turkish people.

Media

For many years now, the media has been one of the main sources feeding Islam-
ophobia. The Deputy Chairman of the Albanian Muslim Community recently
went on record accusing pundits for fueling the flames of Islamophobia.’® His
comments followed the publication and book signing of the latest book by Mus-
tafa Nano, a pundit accused on various occasions of fueling bigotry against Mus-
lims. The author depicted the Muslim presence and Muslim prayers as worrying
and threatening to Albanian secularism. Mustafa Nano has a long history of con-
troversial views towards the Muslim community. In the past he has written that
Muslims have to prove to the rest of society that they don’t represent a threat to

the country. He has a long history of writing and representing Muslims as a threat.
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13.Albeu, “Intervista/ Gazmend Aga: Maks Velo ka friké nga myslimanet?! — Ja garancia ime pér &, albeu.
com,(November 2, 2016), retrieved January 5, 2017, ﬁ‘()mhttp://Www.nlbcu.com/shqipcri/intcrvista—gazmcndﬂga—
maks-velo-ka-frik-nga-myslimanet-ja-gara/268068/.

islamophobiaeurope.com - @@islamophobiaEIR 19



EUROPEAN ISLAMOPHOBIA REPORT 2016

In the same meeting, another author, Maks Velo, added, “We are not a country
of Islam, Islam is over there in Saudi Arabia.... Islam doesn’t offer guaranties... it
threatens to destroy Europe.”'* This author caused uproar in 2014 when in an in-
terview he set to explain why he “hates Muslims and Northern Albanians”." Fol-
lowing public reactions he later apologized. A year later, in 2015, while depicting
Albania as a country that doesn’t understand art due to being oriental and Islamic,
he made negative comments against Syrian refugees.'® The same author, wrote an
article titled “What is wrong with Islam these days.”"” According to Nano, the real
problem with Islam is not DAESH, but non-violent Muslims who hold views and
values incompatible with European values. The problem is their religion. At the
same time, he emphasizes that the Quran furnishes the justifications for violence
used by DAESH. He has dedicated part of his writings and time on his talk show
(Zululand)"® this year to condemning two Albanian football players who play
respectively for Arsenal and FC Koln, who refused to wear a t-shirt with a beer
logo or appear in front of journalists while advertising beer."” He delegitimizes
their free expression of belief and conscience by depicting them as examples of
the Muslim threat.

It has to be noted that when covering events like the latest arrests, media cov-
erage of arrests has been, as some journalists have pointed out, biased. For example,
newspapers have called individuals arrested as ‘jihadists’ and ‘terrorists’ before they
have been sentenced.?

Despite the fact that many newspapers declare that they edit the comments of
their online pages, based on ethical considerations, the comments remain the crudest
examples of Islamophobia, calling for violence against Islam and Muslims. Newspa-

pers have not blocked contents that fuel hatred or call for violence against Muslims.
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While the language of hate in the comment space is not exclusively reserved against
Muslims, and various authors have identified it as a space that fuels extreme views,”
Muslims remain one of the main targets of hate comments. Media critics have point-
ed out that there are enough indications to conclude that anonymous comments
online are often organized and sponsored for political reasons and that these type of
comments radicalize and transform the content of the news.*

The latest terrorist attack in a Christmas Market in Berlin, like other recent
terrorist attacks in Europe, was reflected in negative media portrayals of Alba-
nian Muslims. The director of the daily newspaper Mapo, Alfred Lela, wrote
an editorial commenting on the attacks.”” He positions Albanian Muslims who
call their coreligionists to refrain from celebrating the end of year holidays in a
dichotomy of good and evil. Good is represented by the festive atmosphere of
Christmas festivities and the Christian values that motivate welcoming refuges
in countries like Germany, while evil is represented by the attacker who follows
“the lie of virgins” (promised in paradise), and the Albanian Muslims who ask
their coreligionists not to celebrate end of year holidays. The author compares
the expressions of Muslim religious views with those of terrorists. These positions
are consistent with views expressed by the author following previous terrorist
attacks in Europe. In the past, the author has contributed to the denial of the
existence of Islamophobia.?* He was the journalist who interviewed the author
Maks Velo, where he declared his hatred for “Northerners and Muslims.” Follow-
ing the blowback, Lela wrote an article in defense of the views of Maks Velo, even
after the author had publically apologized. One Muslim commentary saw Lela as
part of the controversy, using the interview to promote his personal views.** Fol-
lowing the attacks in Brussels in 2015, Lela wrote that the current situation re-
sembles pre-WWII Europe, where Islamic fundamentalists have replaced Nazis.*®
The wave of terrorist attacks, writes Lela, is coming towards Albania. Following

the Paris attacks he reminded readers that Albanians are not immune to the
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threat of Islamic terrorism, which in the view of the author represents the “Third
World War”. He follows by arguing that ‘the clash of civilizations’ is manifested
also within Albania.”” He sees the visit of the Turkish President, Recep Tayyip
Erdogan in Albania in that same period of time as a manifestation of this tension.
He concludes, nevertheless, that in order to defeat terrorism, an alliance with the
‘good” Muslims is needed. Following the arrest in March 2014 of nine Albanian
Muslims charged with aiding the recruitment of fighters to join the Syrian con-
flict, he called for restricting the religious liberties of Albanian Muslims for the

sake of guaranteeing the liberties of the rest of society.”®

Justice System

On May 3, 2016, nine individuals of the Muslim faith accused of recruiting fighters
to join DAESH, facilitating their travel arrangements, and preaching about jihad
were collectively sentenced to 126 years in prison.” Their lawyer declared for the
media that the decision is a mark of shame for the Albanian judiciary system, since,
according to him, it was a decision against freedom of conscience and freedom of re-
ligion. He also complained about what he called “lack of transparency”. As recorded
court depositions indicate, Quranic verses quoted by the alleged terrorists were used
as evidence of their commitment to an extremist ideology.’® Similar sentiments have
been expressed by journalists who, while agree that the accused might hold extreme
views, still hold that the decision appears to be politically motivated, disproportion-
ate, and the media reporting biased.’! Since their arrest in 2014, Muslim leaders, like
the Head of the League of Albanian Imams Justinian Topulli have expressed their
concerns about the way authorities have handled the case and the fact that the media
coverage has fuelled Islamophobia in the country.

Following Israeli Mossad notifications of an eminent terrorist attack in a foot-
ball match between Albania and Israel (see below), some 150 Muslims were arrested
for questioning, including imams who, according to many reports, are known to
have spoken openly against DAESH and terrorism. A well-known public intellectu-
al, Fatos Lubonja, referred to these arrests as a clear violation of human rights and
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called them ‘a fascist act’; another journalist invited to the same panel, Andi Bushati,
echoed the sentiment that the arrests constituted ‘a fascist act.’

Some of the people stopped for questioning have reported violation of legal pro-
cedures, and the application of psychological pressure on them and family members
with medical conditions. The arrests were conducted in the early hours of the morn-
ing (around 5 a.m.). The authorities did not press charges, did not present arrest
warrants, those arrested were questioned without the presence of an attorney, and
held longer then the period envisioned by the law. One of those questioned reported
that the actions of the police have resulted in a sense of fear in the community, and
animosity from his neighbors.”

One of those arrested was a citizen of Kosovo and a Muslim preacher who at the
time was visiting Albania. He reported that when the police stopped the vehicle he was
driving, he was ordered out of the car together with his companions, weapons were
pointed at them, and he was assaulted in his head and ribs. They were taken to the
police station in the city of Shkodra handcuffed, where they were photographed, held
for a long period of time in physically challenging and painful positions. The Kosovar
imam reported that throughout the interrogation he was never told why he was arrest-
ed, or asked about the football match between the Albanian and Israeli teams. He was
never issued an arrest warrant, or documents proving that he was held for interrogation,
and no charges were pressed against him. The imam ended the interview asking for the
reason for this treatment of Muslims, and for the use of violence against them. One of
those arrested called for society to raise concerns against arbitrary arrests, and violation
of civil rights. Among others, the Mufti of Shkodra has protested the spectacular arrests
that brought tension to the entire community. He added that tainting a whole commu-
nity because of the perceived activities of few fuels animosity in the country.** He stated
that these events are indicative of attempts by the authorities and the media to paint a

picture of Islam as representing a threat to the security of the country.

Physical and Verbal Attacks

In the first week of August, a Muslim woman was physically attacked in a public bus
by another woman who shouted at her, “You are terrorists.” The incident was report-
ed in community media outlets. An author writing about the incident reported that
after her article reporting on this case, other Muslim women wearing the headscarf
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contacted her, and reported to have faced similar attacks, which they preferred not to
report to the authorities. The victim of this attack during an interview did not show
her face and gave only her first name. The Mufti of the northern city of Shkodra,
Muhamed Sytari, mentioned this incident in his weekly Friday sermon, as an indica-
tor of growing Islamophobia in the country.?

Invited to a talk show, Muslim activists reported that the climate of prejudice
against Muslim women who wear the hijab continues unchanged in the decades
since the fall of communism.*

In September 2016, the Austrian Minister of Foreign Affairs Sebastian Kurz
drew the attention of local media and the Muslim community by declaring that in
Kosovo, Albania, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, women are getting paid to walk in
the streets ‘covered’. He mentioned these claims in reference to the growing threat of
radicalism, marking Muslim practices and forms of identification as forms of extrem-
ism.” Among the responses from Muslim women, some noted with sarcasm that the
payment they have “received is a whole life payment... of unending challenges”.?

In November 2016, four Muslims were arrested in the northern city of Shko-
dra.?® The arrests have been linked to the arrival of the Israeli football team (see
above).*’ The football match against the Israeli national team mobilized more than
2.000 Special Forces. The office of the Public Prosecutor told the daily Panorma that
the arrests followed notifications by the Israeli agency Mossad, claiming that the
arrested men were planning to plant explosives during the match.* The four arrested
men have denied the charges of affiliation with DAESH, recruiting people to fight
for DAESH, or planning to plant a bomb at the match between the Albanian and
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Israeli national teams.** They have further stated that they have been targeted due
to their faith.” The match was eventually moved to another Albanian city, Elbasan.
On May 26, 2016, a media analyst, Kastriot Myftaraj, pressed charges against the
Quran.* The case he brought before the court and reported in the media demands for
the Quran to be banned as a book that “contains plans of genocide against humanity,
feeds religious, ethnic, and racial hatred, as well as insults and humiliates part of the
population.” It clarifies that it does not refer to a particular translation of the Quran,
but to all its translations and claims that the books of the other religious traditions in
Albania do not contain similar language. The Quran, according to the deposition, “is
a manual of guidelines given to a violently active minority of the population in order
to achieve submission and control of the tolerant majority”. It has to be noted that the
author is not new to the Islamophobia rhetoric. Following the massacre of young ac-
tivists in Norway in 2011 by Anders Breivik, Kastriot Myftaraj wrote that Breivik was
a hero fighting the collaborators of Muslim invaders. His articles were translated and
published in the Gates of Vienna blog (later closed), believed to have been one of the
ideological resources used by Anders Breivik. Kastriot Myftaraj had in other occasions
glorified the massacre of Srebrenica, where more than 8000 Muslim men from Bosnia
were executed by the Serbian military, and has called for ethnic cleansing of Muslims
in the Balkans. Myftaraj has never been charged with hate speech. To the contrary, at
times he is lauded as a valuable analyst by mainstream pundits and is often featured
on various TV shows. To this day, the Court of Tirana, where the case against the

Quran was submitted, has not made known its position on the case.

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations

Albanian citizens of the Muslim faith do not stand in opposition to the
Albanian ambitions of joining the European Union, and an overwhelming majority
of religious and community leaders have strongly condemned political militancy that
claims motivation in religion. It is incumbent on the Albanian government, there-
fore, which, declares its mission to join the EU, not to engage and fuel anti-Muslim
sentiments and not to portray the Islamic faith of its citizens as a hindrance to Euro-
pean integration or as a scapegoat to justify the failures of government reforms. Alba-

nia can show commitment to a vision of a European Union that stands committed to
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January 5, 2017, from http://www.mapo.al/2016/11/xhihadistet-dalin-para-gjykates-nuk-duam-avokat-na-mbron-
zoti/1.

43.Java News,“4 terroristet ¢ Shkodres merren ne pyetje: Jemi arrestuar per shkak te besimit fetar,” javanews.
al,(November 6, 2016), retrieved January 5, 2017, from http://www.javanews.al/4-terroristet-e-shkodres-merren-
ne-pyetje-jemi-arrestuar-per-shkak-te-besimit-fetar/.

44 Kastriot Myftaraj, “Padia e rrallé: Kallzohet Kurani né Tirané, “pérmban plan gjenocidi”,”mapo.al, (May 26,
2016),retrieved January 5, 2017, from
http://www.mapo.al/2016/05/padia-e-rralle-kallzohet-kurani-ne-tirane-permban-plan-gjenocidi/1.
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the values of democracy, civil liberties, rule of law, freedom of religion and diversity.

It is incumbent on the government of Albania, therefore, to assure the Albanian cit-

izens of Muslim faith that their legal rights and civil liberties will be respected, and

their religion will not be vilified. At this moment, the most urgent matter relates to

the latest arbitrary arrests in November 2016 of over 150 citizens of Muslim faith

and addressing the concerns of the community is of paramount importance.

The Albanian government should commit to an independent investigation re-
garding the latest arrests of 150 citizens of Muslim faith, reports of use of violence
while in police custody, and violations of legal procedures during the arrests and
during interrogations.

The Albanian government should commit to training its law enforcement per-
sonnel in respecting the rule of law and the civil liberties of all its citizens, even
during arrests.

In cases when there is a legal case against supporters of extremist groups like the
DAESH, the judiciary should ensure that the law is applied, and those accused
are granted their legal rights. Independent observers have noted that at the time
of the arrests there was no legal framework for them and that the sentence given
was disproportionate compared to other major crimes in recent Albanian history.
The judiciary should review its admission of quotations of Islamic Scripture,
namely the Quran, as proof of criminal activity. Such admissions violate freedom
of religion and stigmatize law-abiding Muslims citizens.

Cases of violence or abuse against people targeted because of their religion should
be investigated and prosecuted.

The government of Albania should not use the Muslim identity of its citizens as
an excuse for its failures in the path to European integration.

The Albanian government and especially the Ministry of Education, which is in
charge of school textbooks, should review textbooks for content that unfairly por-
trays components of the Muslim faith; should uphold the principles of secularism
and refrain from promoting religions considered ‘European’; and should review
textbooks for content that fuels ethnic and religious hatred against other people,
such as the people of Turkey.

The Albanian government in cooperation with the Union of Journalists should
review the legality of policies that address hate speech in the comment space of
online media.

The Albanian government should reconsider the legal framework that addresses
hate speech against groups or individuals that call for violence and/or ethnic
cleansing of Muslims; promotes and celebrates crimes of right-wing extremists;

and seeks to intimidate citizens in regard to their free exercise of religion.
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Chronology

May 26, 2016: A media analyst, Kastriot Myftaraj, pressed charges against the
Quran. The case he brought before the court and reported in the media demands
for the Quran to be banned as a book that “contains plans of genocide against
humanity, feeds religious, ethnic, and racial hatred, as well as insults and humili-
ates part of the population.”

*  May 26, 2016: Invited on a talk show, Muslim activists reported that the climate
of prejudice against Muslim women who wear the hijab continues unchanged in
the decades since the fall of communism.

* August 7, 2016: In the first week of August, a Muslim woman was physically at-
tacked in a public bus by another woman who shouted at her, “You are terrorists.”

* September 22, 2016: The Mufti of Shkodra reported cases of Islamophobia in
school textbooks.

* September 19, 2016: The Austrian Minister of Foreign Affairs accused Muslim
women in the Balkans of receiving payments in order to wear the hijab.

* November 6, 2016: 150 Muslim men were arrested without charges; reports of

violence and procedural irregularities.
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Executive Summary

The aftermath of the events of 2015 determined the role of Islamophobia in
2016. The debate on refugees was reinforced by the events of New Year’s Eve in
Cologne. The sexual assaults led to a generalised debate on male Muslim hyper-
sexuality. This debate impacted policy demands on the part of politicians and
was broadcast in news media. During summer, restrictions were imposed in some
public swimming pools for refugees and a burkini ban was enacted in certain
public swimming pools.

The long-lasting presidential election campaign, which began in January and
ended with the electoral victory of Alexander Van der Bellen on 4 December,
allowed a right-wing candidate to openly present his anti-Muslim positions to
a wide audience. These two events manifested themselves in the proposals for a
new integration law. The conservative OVP announced a ban on the face veil,
which was even welcomed by some social democrats like the SPO party whip.
The political and media debates had an impact on society, as we can see by the
reported verbal and physical attacks where perpetrators referred to the far right
presidential candidate.

The media landscape, in particular, is characterised by the spread of Is-
lamophobic positions. It is especially worrying that Islamophobic positions are
expressed by high-ranking editorial board members. The editor-in-chief of daily
Osterreich even called for a ban of Islam, meaning the practice of the Islamic re-
ligion. The FPO watched its policy demands being introduced from afar, while
organising events to foster anti-Muslim narratives, framing them as ahistorical
battles between the Judeo-Christian West and the Muslim East, and allying with

far right Zionists.
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Zusammenfassung

Das Kalenderjahr 2016 war hinsichtlich der Entwiklcung von Islamophobie von
den Nachwehen der Debatten aus dem Jahre 2015 geprigt. Die Diskussion um
gefliichtete Menschen wurde durch die Debatte tiber die Ereignisse zu Neujahr
in Koln verstirkt. Die sexuellen Ubergriffe fithrten zu einer Generalisierung
minnlicher Muslime und der Verstirkung der Figur des Hypersexuellen. Die-
se Debatte wurde medial gefiihrt und erméglichte Politiken der Ausgrenzung.
Wihrend des Sommers wurden etwa loakl in 6ffentlichen Schwimmbidern
Restriktionen fiir gefliichtete Menschen und Burkini-Verbote verhingt. Der
lange andauernde Prisidentschaftswahlkampf, welcher im Jinner begann und
mit dem Sieg Alexander Van der Bellens am 4. Dezember endete, erluabte dem
rechtspopulistischen Kandidaten, seine anti-muslimischen Positionen 6ffentlich
einer breiten Masse kundzutun.

Diese beiden Faktoren fithrten zum Vorschlag iiber ein Integrationsgesetz. Die
OvP schlug ein Verbot des Gesichtsschleiers vor, was auch vom Klubchef der SPO
goutiert wurde. Die aggressiven Debatten und die Normalisierung der Ausgrenzung
islamischer Praxis hatte ihren Einfluss auf die Gesellschaft, wie die erhéhte Zahl an
Meldungen dokumentiert, in denen auf die mogliche Wahl der rechtspopuslitischen
Prisidentschaftskandidaten Bezug genommen wurde.

Insbesondere die mediale Landschaft zeichnet sich durch eine Verbreitung is-
lamophober Positionen aus. Besorgniserregend ist insbesondere, dass diese Positi-
onen von Redaktionsmitgleidern verbreitet werden. Die Spitze des Eisberges war
ein Aufruf des Chefredakteurs von Osterreich, dariiber nachzudenken, den Islam
zu verbieten. Die FPO verfolgte diese medial und politisch gefithrten Diskussi-
onen mit Genugtuung und sah sich in ihren jahrelangen Forderungen bestitigt.
Gleichzeitig arbeitete sie daran, weitere anti-muslimische Narrative in die Offent-
lichkeit zu bringen, diese als ahistorische Kimpfe zwischen einem imaginierten Jii-
disch-Christlichen Westen und einem muslimischen Osten zu deuten und sich mit

der radikalen zionistischen Rechten zu verbiinden.
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Introduction
The aftermath of the events of 2015 determined the role of Islamophobia in 2016. The

debate on refugees was reinforced by the events of New Year’s Eve in Cologne and gen-
erally influenced public debates on the role of Islam. This was true for policy demands
on the part of politicians as well as for the formation of opinions in the so-called qual-
ity press. The long-lasting presidential election campaign, which began in January and
ended with the electoral victory of Alexander Van der Bellen on 4 December, allowed
a right-wing candidate to openly present his anti-Muslim positions to a wide audience.
These two events manifested themselves in the proposals for a new integration law,
which has not been adopted yet. The conservative OVP announced a ban of the face
veil. The political and media debates had an impact on the country’s population, as we
can see with the reported verbal and physical attacks where perpetrators referred to the
far right presidential candidate. The media landscape, in particular, is characterised by
the spread of Islamophobic positions. This applies