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About the Project

Multiculturalism has become a reality in the EU countries and it is now necessary to look for
appropriate ways to ensure a functional integration of local Muslim communities into their respective mainstream societies under the conditions of the intensified economic and financial
crisis. The Visegrad countries have numerous advantages compared to the old member countries
in this regard. Their Muslim communities are not numerous and they have been relatively well
integrated into the respective mainstream societies. The Visegrad countries are now looking for
ways to prevent negative developments similar to those which we are witnessing in many EU
countries and to prevent unwanted conflict situations. A dialogue and exchange of views within
the community and a dialogue between Muslims and the majority appear as key tasks in this period. In our project we used the Visegrad platform to show how regional experiences can be shared
and turned into good practice. The Visegrad findings could become a very good resource for new
experiences withz the lives of minorities in majority societies. Our goals were to open the public
debate, interest young people and the media in the Euro-Mediterranean region, and give relevant
information about the establishment of Muslim communities in the Visegrad countries to the states apparatus. We hope this will help to prevent social exclusion, ghettoization, and xenophobia.
Our project is unique in that it focuses on the somewhat neglected Visegrad countries. Although
the Muslim communities in these countries are numerically small in comparison with those of
Western Europe, a trend of dynamic growth in these communities became evident after the Visegrad countries EU accession. The countries majority populations had been isolated from the
world for a long time and thus they are now highly suspicious of Muslims. The project aims to
raise awareness of the customs, rituals, and ways of thinking of the Muslim communities and
enable the Muslims to achieve a better integration into the mainstream societies. Through the
presentation of the activities of the Christian monastery called Deir Mar Musa Habashi in Syria,
we would like to give evidence for the claim that a harmonic coexistence of Christians and Muslims without insurmountable obstacles could be possible.
During the course of our project we organized regional meetings between the Muslim communities representatives and the majority society in each partner country. The main meeting of
Muslim representatives was organized in Prague, and it was a very unique opportunity for the
Muslims of the Visegrad countries as this was almost the first time that Muslims from different
Visegrad countries could meet in person. One of the results of our project is this study of the lives
of Muslim communities in Visegrad countries. The study is a special source of information about
the structure and status of Muslim communities in the Visegrad states. The special focus on the
Visegrad countries and their Muslim communities is the biggest advantage of our project because
of its uniqueness. One of our overall objectives was to get the discussion not only to the public
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but also into the media. And now, after the termination of the project, we can say that we were
fully successful in this effort. TV stations, radio stations and newspapers, among other information sources, really did present our project and show it to the people. We strongly believe that
regional cooperation, discussions, information campaigns, and shared experiences are the way
toward a common future.
Hana Suchardová
the Czech Network of the Anna Lindh Foundation
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Muslims in Visegrad:
Common Characters and Differences

The authors of this anthology of studies focusing on the Muslim community in the four countries of the Visegrád Group set themselves the task to familiarize the interested layperson with
an issue that previously failed to garner sufficient attention in the countries of the EU. All key
publications appeared in the national languages of the V4, and only very few were in English,
German, French, or other European languages. To the extent that such work existed at all, the
overwhelming majority of texts was devoted to Balkan Muslims. The access of someone from
Western Europe or the Southern Mediterranean who was interested in these issues but had no
command of any of the four Central European languages was limited to a small set of websites,
newspapers, and magazines in English which appeared in those countries. The present anthology
seeks to make at least partial remedies and trigger increased interested in its topic – a topic which
we, the authors, are keen to pursue further in the future.
Our own sources of information were key publications which appeared in all four countries, as
well as information which was in various ways collected “in the field“, so to speak, such as the
closing papers of seminars which we organized in Prague, Warsaw, Bratislava, and Budapest; interviews held with Muslim representatives in the countries of our research; questionnaires which
we distributed among Muslims. The only limiting factor was the short six-month grant period.
The objective of our studies was to arrive at a definition of the Muslim community in the given
country based on its ethnic and religious composition, though we also needed to describe their
organizational structure and activities, give an overview of the major Muslim organizations,
and explore the relations inside the community as well as along the axis community versus
state / mainstream society. Utmost attention was given to the mutual ways in which Muslims
and mainstream society perceive each other, and to researching the sources of islamophobic tendencies. Within this context, we focused on politicians, political parties, the media, and NGOs who
ought to facilitate in a major way the key task of integrating Muslims in mainstream society. The
Anna Lindh Foundation, in particular, should play an important role, given its Euro-Mediterranean
character and given the fact that the issues have already transcended nation-state borders.
In all four countries, the Muslim community is small, compared to total population size. A key
role as leaders within the community is played by converts (in the Czech Republic and Hungary),
though they number few among all Muslims. Most of them are the wives of Muslims who converted to Islam. Important positions have been attained by Arab students (Slovakia, Czech Republic), as well as by local Muslims – Tatars (e.g. the Polish muftī). In all four cases, these trends are
positive in that these leaders have been able to promote a tolerant version of Islam that is geared
towards the local conditions with which they are so familiar, and thus to facilitate the integration
of Muslims in mainstream society. They have also been more successful in proselytizing because
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the strict interpretation of Islam promoted by Wahhabi ulem‘a tends to scare and drive away Central Europeans. One needs to take into account that the Czech Republic accounts for the highest
number of people without faith in all of Europe, while by contrast, Catholic Poland is one of the
most religious countries in the CEE region (if very pragmatic and patriotic in outward behavior).
The young Polish muftī Miskiewitz demonstrated great understanding of his nation‘s concerns
when he brokered opportunities for Polish farmers to sell halal meat in Muslim countries. Miskiewitz‘s great asset is the use of a very modern technique of liberal interpretation of scripture (ijtihad), which he endorses in spite of having studied in Saudi Arabia. On the contrary, Middle East
Muslim immigrants are often drawn to leaders and associations who put the stress on a strict
interpretation of sacred writings and on painstaking observance of the key duties of a Muslim.
The Slovaks, who form a young state, consistently protect their national identity against everything foreign. From among the V4 countries, Slovakia‘s conditions for registering as a Muslim
faith group or building mosques are the most forbidding. By contrast, the Polish comport themselves with the self-assurance of a major European power and have shown the ability to pragmatically support their national interests also in relations with the Islamic world. It is there that the
Muslim community has been growing the fastest, and the former antagonism between the Tatars
and Muslim immigrants has to a large degree been overcome. The Polish government has nothing against Islamic foreign investment or against support for the Muslim community, even as it
partially finances the Muslim League. During the recession, Hungary showed substantial interest
in Islamic banks and their capital and investments. It seeks to transform the country into a center
for Islamic banking for Central Europe. The Czech Republic and Slovakia have not been exactly vying for Islamic investment, nor do they grant financial support to their Muslim communities. Rich
sponsors from the Gulf states have been making a donation towards the building of Mosques and
the promotion of Islam in the Czech Republic.
Differences can also be found with respect to the community‘s regional organization. While
Hungarian Muslims seek to cooperate with their brethren in the Balkans, Polish Muslims prefer
to work with Baltic, Belarusian, and Ukrainian Muslims. The Czech community entertains close
contact with Slovak Muslims. Visegrád Muslims are eager to cooperate with the German and
Austrian community. The Turkish mission center is located in Vienna. Also active in the Visegrád
countries are the Saudi Arab World Association of Muslim Youth (WAMY),as well as Germanbased Milly Görüs (the Gülen movement) who propagate moderate Islam. At least one Islamic
association from each country is represented in the Federation of Islamic Organizations with its
headquarters in the United Kingdom, which makes occasional efforts to assist the fledgling Muslim community in Eastern Europe and invites Muslim leaders to congresses on Islam.
One thing, however, is common to all these countries – the growing islamophobia from the bottom up over the past ten years. Limited and distorted knowledge of Islam and a highly negative
information policy of the media towards Islam are the main driving factors. The attitude of Islam
towards women is often cited, and fear from terrorism also plays a marked role. This is compounded by imprudent statements of European and local politicians about Islam, immigration, Mosquebuilding, and multiculturalism. In times of recession, the social factor – i.e., in particular, fear from
unemployment – is also important. The vehicle for islamophobic thinking are often extreme rightwing parties who cooperate with their counterparts elsewhere in Europe, or anti-Islamic servers.
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Obviously, individuals who suffer from being prejudiced or who believe in conspiracy theories
will also be against the social integration of foreigners. The root cause behind uncompromisingly
extremist positions may be personal failure, an inclination towards authority, a lack of social
norms, or the search for an alternative scapegoat to blame for the socio-economic situation (given
that attacking state or government is a backfiring proposition). It becomes ever more manifest
that the only cure for growing collective hatred is the creation of a tolerant, multicultural Europe
with its stress on human rights and democracy - an important vision for everyone. Intolerance and
prejudice coupled with discrimination are the biggest enemy of pluralist society and democracy in
the young democracies that form the Visegrád Four.
PhDr. Jaroslav Bureš
Head of Czech Network of the Anna Lindh foundation
Institute of International Relations
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Muslims in Contemporary Poland

In contrast to the Polish ethno-national composition from before the Second World War1 contemporary Poland is ethnically and nationally very homogenous country. This applies also to the
religious domain. With 96 per cent of citizens declaring adherence to the Roman Catholic Church
Poland is one of the most religiously homogenous countries of the European Union2. There are no
precise information about the size of Muslim population in the country of 38 million inhabitants
but it is estimated that between 25,000 to 35,000 people are Muslims or feel affinity with Muslimness in one form or another 3.
The goal of this article is to shed light on various aspects of life of Muslims in today’s Poland starting from the discussion of the diversity of the Muslim population in the country, through analysis
of the institutional structures and aspects of leadership, to assessment of the religious practice,
issues of Islamophobia and fear of the other, as well as aspects of belonging, common values
and civic participation. While there is a significant body of literature on the history of Islam and
Tatar Muslims in Poland (e.g. Borawski & Dubiński 1986, Chazbijewicz et. al. 1997, Warmińska
1999, Dziekan 2005) the information about non-Tatar Muslim communities in the country is very
scarce. The existing publications are usually concerning selected aspects of Muslim life in Poland
(e.g. the issue of conversion was studied by Baranowicz 2009 and Sieniawska 2009) or they
analyse only the situation of one of the numerous ethnic groups making up the diverse Muslim
population in the country (e.g. the Chechens – vide Chrzanowska & Gracz 2007, Ząbek 2002).
Moreover, in the latter group of studies the issue of religiosity is not their main concern. There are
also some publications that deal with Muslim presence in some localities and problematise religious heritage of the studied community (for example Muslims in Cracow studied by Ewa Turyk in
1999), however they are very rare. Up till now there is no study that would be based on extensive
fieldwork and comprehensively deal with various aspects of Muslim life in contemporary Poland
and depict the religious and ethnic diversity of this population.
This paper should be viewed as an exploratory work and a starting point in the critical analysis
of Muslim presence in contemporary Poland. It is based on 12 in-depth interviews with leaders
1

According to the last pre-WWII census carried out in 1931 68.9% of inhabitants of Poland were Poles, 13.9% Ukrainians, 8.7% Jews, 3.1% Byelorussians and 2.3% Germans.
2
The largest religious minority are Christian Orthodox who make up around 0,5 million people or 3 % the total population. The number of regularly practising Poles has been slowly yet steadily decreasing and at present around 43 per
cent of Poles are regular churchgoers (Diagnoza Społeczna 2009)
3
Here it is important to stress that for each Muslim adherence to Islam or being a ‘Muslim’ means different things
and the notion of Muslimness should be approached with great care in order not to essentialize it. For elaboration of
different aspects of Muslimness see Pędziwiatr 2007: 42-45 or 2010: 111-113.
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and active members of various Muslim organisations in Poland 4, a group interview with Muslims
from diverse Islamic and ethnic backgrounds that was held at the Tischner European University
on 13th July 2011, participant observation during the annual Congress of Polish Muslims held in
Borki (nearby Tomaszów Mazowiecki) between 9-10th July 2011, and last but not least, the analysis of the existing materials and content of the Muslim journals (in particular As-Salam, Muzułmanie Rzeczpospolitej and Przegląd Tatarski) and websites5. The major part of the fieldwork
material was gathered between May and July 2011 within research project “Muslims in Visegrad
Countries” sponsored by the Anna Lindh Foundation and Visegrad Fund.
Muslim Past and Current Diversity
Before I shed light on various dimensions of Muslim life in today‘s Poland it is worth briefly
recalling the Muslims past on the Polish soil. The first contacts of Poland with the Muslim world
go back to the initial stages of the history of the country. Actually one of the very first historic
accounts of proto-state forms on the current Polish territory come from the trader from Moorish-ruled Tortoza in al-Andalus – Ibrahim ibn Jakub, who was passing through these lands in 10th
century. The settlement of permanent Muslim communities (initially Tatar prisoners of war and
refugees in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania - at that time a shared monarchy with Poland) did not
start until 13/14 century (Borawski and Dubiński 1986). By the end of 16th century the Tatars
of united Poland an Lithuania lost their language but maintained religion and customs. At the end
of 17th century a new wave of Tatar settlers arrived to the territory of present north east Poland
and have been living there till today (Czarniejewska et al. 2009). In the multiethnic Poland of
inter-war period (1918-1939) their homes found 19 Muslim communities with their mosques and
cemeteries. After WWII only about 10% of the traditional Tatar settlements remained within the
new Polish borders. The post-war migrations further dispersed the Tatar community and apart
from the traditional Tatar settlements in Białystok and Warsaw emerged also new ones in Gdańsk, Gorzów Wielkopolski, Szczecin and Oleśnica (Gródź 2004, Nalborczyk and Gródź 2010).
In the 1970s and 1980s a significant number of Muslim students arrived to Poland from the “befriended” countries of the Middle East and some of them decided to settle down thus becoming
the pioneers of the Muslim immigrant community in Poland. From the beginning of 1990s one
may also observe the emergence of groups of Muslim professionals, businessmen and refugees.
The exact number of people who would call themselves „Muslims“ in today’s Poland is unknown
since the question about the religious belonging, in contrast to for example Great Britain, is not
asked in the census. All the available figures are thus based on statistical models and estimations, and as it is ussually the case the estimations by the members of the Muslim community
are significantly higher than those by experts from outside of the community. Probably the most
commonly advanced estimation on which the scholars and Muslim activits would agree puts the
figure of Muslims in today’s Poland at circa 25,0006.
4

Please see the list of persons intervieweed at the end of the article.
Including websites of the Muslim organizations in Poland (quoted below) and Muslim fora (including www.islam.
fora.pl and www.muslima.fora.pl).
6
For detailed discussion of the difficulties involved in counting Muslims in Poland see Kubicki 2006.
5
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It is believed that one-fifth of Muslims in Poland are the descendants of the Tatars who settled
in the country already in the 13/14th century7. The remaining majority is a very diverse group
which is made up former and current students, businessmen and professionals, diplomatic corp,
economic migrants, refugees, and last but not least, Poles who have embraced Islam. Within this
group probably the most important role for the life of Muslim community in Poland play former
students from the Muslim-majority countries (in particular from Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan,
Occupied Palestinian Territories, Algeria, Iraq, Yemen and Tunisia) who settled down in Poland
over the last 30 years. By today most of them have acquired Polish citizenship and substantial
cultural captial and strongly identify with Poland, while not forgetting about their countries of
origin and the wider Muslim ummah. They have been instrumental in setting some of the most
dynamic Muslim institutions in the country such as for example the Muslim Centre in Wrocław.
In doing so they have been greatly assisted by numerous Polish intelectuals (including political
scientists, philosophers, orientalists and artists) who have embraced Islam. Alike in other European countries, Polish converts play a role of skilful cultural navigators who help to translate
various aspects of Islamic heritage into the Polish conditions. As one of my interviewees argued
this group consist of a few hundred men and a few thousand women. In that sense for every male
convert there are most probably at least 6-7 female converts. He also pointed out that often there
are not many similiarities in the conditions of conversion of men and women (interview with MK).
In that sense he implied that „relational“ conversions8, to use Stefano Allievi’s terminology, are
more common amongst women than amongst men where the „rational“ conversion type prevails
(1999). Many of the Polish converts live abroad and have limited possibilites to actively contribute to the Muslim life in Poland except the one which is taking place in the virtual world of Internet.
Another group of Muslims that has recently started to play and increasingly important role in
animation of the Muslim life in the country are Muslim businesmen and professionals especially
from Turkey. They set up a number of institutions (including Mevlana Foundation and Dunaj Institute of Dialogue – both linked to Fetuh Gulen movement) that start to actively engage both Polish
Muslims as well as non-Muslims.
Much less organised are Muslims from Iran, Central and South Asia (including those from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Afghanistan and India) and Africa (mainly Somalia) who have recently taken
up residence in the country. This applies also to significant number of Muslims who have arrived
from the North Caucasus as a result of the Second Chechen War which started in 1999. The
Chechens in fact make up over 80 percent of all refugees in contemporary Poland. This group is
in constant flux, but it size (around 3000 – 5000) is quite significant and it constantly grows9
(Chrzanowska and Gracz 2007, Czarniejewska et al. 2009).
7

For detailed discussion of the difficulties involved in counting Muslims in Poland see Kubicki 2006.
In this type of conversion embracing Islam is rather a means to reach another aim (marriage) and not an end in itself.
9
According to the data Office for Foreigners in 2010 there were almost 5000 applications for refugee states from the
citizens of Russia (here the vast majority are Chechens) slightly above 1000 applications from citizens of Georgia and
fewer applications from citizens of Armenia (107) Vietnam (47) and Belarus (47). At the same year refugee status was
granted to 82 individuals including 42 from Russia, 19 from Belarus, 5 from Iraq and 4 from Afghanistan. For more
information please go to the Office website http://www.udsc.gov.pl

The group which is much smaller but has an important influence on the life of Muslims in Poland
are the diplomats from the Muslims world and their families. For example, the embassadors of
Saudi Arabia and Pakistan regularly visit the Congress of Polish Muslims and take part in other
initiatives of Muslim organisations in Poland. The Muslim diplomtic corp also assists financially
some initiatives of the Polish Muslims.
Muslims living in Poland are not only very heterogeneous group in terms of ethnic origins but also
with regart to religious worldviews. In other words they follow various paths of Islam. Whereas
the majority are Sunnis of Hanafi Madhhab, there are also followers of other Madhhabs and
people inspired by the spiritual path of Islam or Sufism, Shia Muslims10 and even a few dozen
members of the of Ahmadiyya Muslim Community, which has its office in Warsaw.
As far as the spatial distribution of Muslims in Poland is concerned the largest group lives in the
capital city. It is estimated that around 1/3 of Muslims in Poland live in and around Warsaw.
The other cities with substantial Muslim communities include Cracow, Łódź, Wrocław, Poznań,
Gdańsk and Białystok however one may also find vibrant Muslim centres in Lublin and Katowice,
Opole, Olsztyn and Bydgoszcz11. The leadership of the Polish Shia community, which is made up
almost entirely of Polish converts, is located for example in the city of Bydgoszcz.
Institutional Structures and Muslim Leadership
Muslims in Poland are fairly well organised. There are two major organisations which have
a status of registered “religious communities” (in Polish – związki wyznaniowe) and around 10
smaller organisations catering for needs of some specific Muslim groups.
The role of organisational primus inter pares within the Muslim population in Poland is undoubtedly played by the Tatar-dominated, oldest Muslim organisation in the country that is the Muslim Religious Union in the Republic of Poland (in Polish - Muzułmański Związek Religijny w
Rzeczpospolitej Polskiej – hereafter MZR). The Muslim Religious Union (MZR) was established
in 1925 and since 1936, when Islam gained official recognition by the Polish state, it has been
acting as the representative of the Polish Muslims. In the light of this law the Mufti of Poland
chosen from the ranks of the MZR, as well as, imams and muezzins had their salaries paid by
the Polish state12. After 1989 when the new legislation allowing setting up new Muslim organizations was introduced, MZR lost the monopoly as the sole and only representative body of the
Muslims in Poland. The first Mufti of Poland after the Second World War was elected in 2004.
Since then this role has been played by Tomasz Miśkiewicz - Tatar imam from Białystok (born in
1977) who completed a degree in Shari’a law at the university in Saudia Arabia. Until the end of
1990s the membership of the MZR was open only to Muslims with Polish citizenship (interview
with GB) which has in fact partially contibuted to the creation of second major Muslim organisation in the country that had much more inclusive character. At the moment the MZR is open not
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The number of Shia Muslims according to one of the leaders of the community in Poland accounts for up to 10 per
cent of all the Muslims in Poland.
11
For example the population of Muslim in Cracow is estimated at around 300 families (interview with HO) and in
Lublin at around 400-800 people (interview with NAT).
12
This was at least the case before WWII. The Communists regime ceased to support any religious group.
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only to Muslim Polish citizens but also to all Muslims who have permanent residence13 in Poland.
The Muslim Religious Union has been looking after 2 historic mosques from 16th and 17th century
in Kruszyniany and Bochoniki and the prayer house in Białystok. It has been also in charge of the
only (so far) modern purposed-build mosque in Gdańsk and Islamic Centre in Warsaw. It maintains also a vibrant publishing activity. Two of the journals published by the MZR that is Przegląd
Tatarski and Muzułmanie Rzeczpospolitej can be downladed from its well-maintained website14.
As mentioned earlier the emergence of the second major Muslim organisation in the country that
is the Muslim League in the Republic of Poland (in Polish - Liga Muzułmańska w Rzeczpospolitej
Polskiej – hereafter LM) is linked at least partially to the initial exclusiveness of the MZR15. As
one may read on its website the LM was set up 2001 to inter alia „promote awareness about Islam” and „to exercise Muslim religious rights”. The organization was recognized as the “religious
community” in 2004 by the Department of Denominations and National Minorities at the Ministry
of Internal Affairs and Administration. In contrast to the MZR from the very beginning the membership in the organization has been open to Polish Muslims, Muslims with Polish citizenship, and
those with permanent or temporary residence permits. Similarly to the MZR the Muslim League
has also created the position of the Mufti (with the title of Mufti of Muslim League in Poland),
which since its creation has been occupied by imam Nidal Aby Tabaq (a medical doctor by profession) from the Muslim Centre in Lublin. The organization led by another medical doctor Samir
Ismail has set up branches in all major Polish cities (including Warsaw, Łódź, Wrocław, Katowice,
Kraków, Poznań, Lublin and Białystok). The most vibrant Muslim centres are probably those in
Wrocław, Poznań, Lublin, Katowice and Kraków. In that way the League has been striving to cater
for the needs of the Muslims in Poland where the MZR structures are not available. The organization has been also building the biggest Muslim Cultural Centre in Poland16 with prayer facilities for
300 people in the Polish capital. Its actions are not only aimed at building the Muslim institutions
in Poland but also educating Muslims and non-Muslims about different aspects of Islam and Islamic culture and heritage. The later goal it strives to achieve inter alia through publishing activity.
It has published numerous books and it has been also publishing a Muslim socio-cultural quarterly
As-Salam17, which should be available in all major bookshops around the country. The Council
of Imams which is one of the organs of LM publishes a “journal for new Muslims” Al-Umma18.
Amongst the smaller Muslim organizations in Poland there are for example the predecessor of the
LM that is the Association of the Muslim Students in Poland (in Polish Stowarzyszenie Studen-

tów Muzułmańskich w Polsce19) and organization closely linked with the LM that is the Muslim
Association For Cultural Formation (in Polish - Muzułmańskie Stowarzyszenie Kształcenia Kulturalnego)20. One of the fruits of the activity of the first organisation is the publication of the
journal Al-Hikma21.
There are also two Shia Muslim organizations that do not cooperate with each other. The most
active is the Association of Muslim Unity (in Polish - Stowarzyszenie Jedności Muzułmańskiej)
led since 2010 by imam Rafał Berger (former leader was Mahmud Taha Żuk). The organization carries out dynamic publishing activity22. It publishes regularly two journals Rocznik Muzułmański
and Al-Islam23. The second Shia Muslim organization in Poland is Ahl-ul-Bayt Islamic Assembly of
Poland (in Polish - Islamskie Zgromadzenie Ahl-ul-Bayt)24.
Amongst the smaller organisations in the country that either explicitly or implicitly evoke the
Muslim character are the Tatar Union of the Republic of Poland (in Polish - Związek Tatarów
Rzeczpospolitej Polskiej), the School of Sufi Teachings (in Polish - Szkoła Nauk Sufich25), Muslim Association Ahmadiyya (in Polish - Muzułmańskie Stowarzyszenia Ahmadiyya26), Mevlana
Foundation (in Polish - Fundacja Mevlana27) and Danube Dialogue Institute (in Polish - Instytu
Dialogu Dunaj 28).
The members of various Muslims organisation interviewed in the course of this research spoke
frequently about the lack of cohesion within the Muslim population in the country and minimal or
no cooperation between various Muslim organisations. This is probably one of the reasons why
the term “community” implying such cohesiveness and close ties between various members of
the Muslim minority was rarely used by them to describe the reality of Muslim life in Poland. At
the same time several persons recalled some discussions and efforts that have made in order to
set up an organisation that would allow all Muslims in the country to speak with one voice to the
government and the media (interview with RB, MC, GI). Up till now these plans and efforts have
been futile inter alia due to lack of willingness on the part of major players to truly engage in the
creation of such a body. The state authorities are also not interested in helping to establish such
a body clearly favouring the relations with MZR over any other organisational representation
of Muslim population in the political corridors of power. Such policy, however, may be short-sighted taking into account the fact that Muslim life in the country is animated by the MZR only
in the limited degree and other organisations and institutions have been gaining the support of
the majority of Muslims in Poland. It may happen that one day those perceived by the state as
19
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However the membership in the governing body of the organization (in Polish - Najwyższe Kolegium MZR) is still
limited only to Muslims with Polish citizenship – see paragraph 20 of the status of MZR available on http://www.
mzr.pl/pl/pliki/statut.pdf
14
More information about the organization can be found on the following website http://www.mzr.pl
15
Here it is important to stress that at the moment the MZR is no longer exclusively Tatar organization and at least 15
per cent of its members are immigrants and converts (Nalborczyk and Gródź 2010: 404).
16
I shall elaborate more on this project in the next subchapter
17
For more information please see the website of the quarterly http://www.as-salam.pl/
18
More information about the organization and its status can be found on the following website http://www.islam.
info.pl
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More information about the organization can be found on http://www.islam.org.pl
More information about the second organization can be found on http://www.mskk-islam.8m.com/
21
On the following website some of the issues in e-version http://www.islam.org.pl/nasze-publikacje/al-hikma
22
Some of the books published by the Association are available in pdf on its website http://www.shiapoland.com/
23
Available online on http://www.shiapoland.com/Pismo--Al-Islam-.html
24
More information about the organization available on http://www.abia.pl/
25
More information about the organization available on http://www.sufi.org.pl/
26
More information about the organization available on http://www.ahmadiyya.pl
27
More information about the organization available on http://www.fundacjamevlana.pl
28
More information about the organization available on http://www.dialoginstytut.pl/
20
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the leaders of the “Muslim community” will no longer be such leaders of in the eyes of Polish
Muslims themselves.
According to some of my interviewees a group of Muslims whose needs are not yet properly
catered for by the existing Muslim organisations are the Polish converts (interview with MC and
AS). In their view there should be an organisation assembling the converts both male and female
that would better understand their needs and assist them in fullfing them. Not finding enough
organisational space for themselves within the existing structures many of the Muslim converts
have been actively engaged in the Muslim activism online. Here the women have been in the
forefront creating dedicated blogs and websites29.
As far as the issue of religious authority is concerned the two muftis (Tomasz Miśkiewicz from
the MZR and Nidal Abu Tabaq from the LM) who theoreticaly should be regarded by the members
of the wider Muslim community in Poland as the key points of religious reference are not necessarily viewed in such a way. At the age of relatively easy access to religious knowledge from
beyond the Polish borders many believers are searching for religious guidance beyond the formal
structures set up for them. Partially this search for alternative sources of religious knowledge is
also a result of dissatisfaction with the quality of guidance provided by the Polish muftis. Some
of the persons interviewed in the course of the research argued that if they want to inquire about
some religious issues they would rather address imam Jarosław Banasiak (in Sunni tradition) or
imam Arkadiusz Miernik (in Shia tradition). (Group interview) At the same time several persons
intervieweed pointed out that while assessing the religious and organizational leadership provided by the major Muslim organizations in the country one must take into account very limited
resources (both financial and human) that they have at their disposal and that a great deal of
work within these structures is being done pro bono or on voluntary basis. (Interview with AS,
MC, NAT)
Practising Islam in Poland
There are at the moment three purposed build mosques in Poland: two historic ones in Bohoniki
and Kruszyniany and a modern one in Gdańsk. All of the them have been under the supervision of
the MZR. The Mulim League does not have at the moment any purposed-built mosques, however
the Centre for Muslim Culture that is supposed to be inaugurated in Warsaw in January/Fabruary
2012 has also a prayer hall for 300 people and small minarate. There are also several mosques
in converted buildings (e.g. in Warsaw and Wroclaw) and prayer halls in most of the big cities
in Poland.
Both the construction of a new mosque and opening of a prayer hall have been achieved only
after overcoming numerous challenges. The histories of the contruction of the Centre for Muslim
Culture in Warsaw and prayer hall in Krakow reveal some. In the case of the Centre in Warsaw
the LM started to search for the construction site already in 2001. Initially the organisation asked
the City Authorities to give it a building plot on which it could build the Centre. The answer from
the City Authorities was negative, while the State offered 40.000 PLN of “financial assistance”
(Piskała 2011). Clearly with such an offer the LM could not do much. The plot was thus bought
29

One of such sites is the following one http://alejkumki.blogspot.com/
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on the commercial condition at the end of 2004. The permission to construct the Centre was
obtained in 2007 (for two years) and in June 2009 the construction began. By the end of this
year the construction of the 2600m2 Centre in the Ochota district of Warsaw is supposed to be
complete. The major cost of the construction (4,000,000 Euro) is covered by the Saudi donor
shaych Abdullatif Al Fozan, however the list of donors is yet open. The full list of contributors will
be revelead during the openning ceremony. (Interview with SI)
The construction of the Centre has attracted a substantial media attention mainly as a result
of protests held by the Association Europe of the Future against the contruction. The members
of the association argued that the mosque in Warsaw is part of the wider „invasion of Islam in
Europe“, „invasion of aliens“ that it is „a manifestation of the terrorist civilisation“ and that the
permission for the construction should be given only when the Saudi authorities would allow to
build churches in their own country (Pędziwiar 2010b, Piskała 2011). The construction fence was
covered with the slogan „Islams to Iceland“ (in Polish „islamy na Islandię“)30. The reply of one
of my interviewees to these arguments was the following: „I am a Polish Muslim and not an
alien! I want to have a mosque in which I could pray. I do not care about the situation in Saudi
Arabia“ (Group interview). The Chairman of the LM in the interview with the author complained
that several times during the protests over the Centre the media misquoted him further raising
the level of moral panic. He also suggested that the LM would support the MZR in its project of
building the mosque in Warsaw when they complete the Centre (Interview with SI)31.
The following history of the openning of the prayer hall in Krakow shares many elements with
the previuos story and depicts the difficulties involved in providing the believers with the facilities
to practice their religion. For many years Muslims in Krakow did not have any permanent prayer
hall. After renting one place after another they decided to find a permanent venue. Initially the
local leader of the LM was trying to obtain the venue from the City Hall for free as a place Muslim
worship for the recognized religious community. The president of the city (Jacek Majchrowski)
representing the left wing electorate and some councilors of the Civic Platform were supportive
of such an idea but when it came to the voting the decision was overruled by the members of the
Law and and Justice Party. They argued inter alia that “Cracow is the Papal city and all Islamic
symbols should be forbidden” and that “there cannot be a prayer hall on the king Sobieski’s
street”32. Strangely enough the venue which the LM wanted to obtain remained vacant and half
year a later it strated to rent it on commercial conditions. Thus, from January 2011 Muslims in
Krakow possess a permanent prayer hall on Sobieskiego Street which is used at the moment
mostly for Friday prayer and ocasional meetings. (Interview with HO)
30

Please see also the electronic petition against the contruction of the Centr with more than 3000 signatures http://
www.petycje.pl/petycjePodpisyLista.php?petycjeid=5088&podpis_rodzaj=1
31
The MZR has been also trying to build a mosque in Warsaw but without success. Before the WWII the Tatar community obtained the building plot but did not manage to construct the mosque as the war strarted and the resources for
the construction were spent for the defence of the country. Now the MZR has been trying to obtain new plot but its
request was rejected. (Interview with GB)
32
John III Sobieski – Polish King (1674-1696) and able military commander, most famous for the victory over the Turks
in the 1683 Battle of Vienna.
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When asked if it is difficult to practice Islam in Poland my interviewees were giving very mixed
aswers. Some of them argued that it is very easy to be a Muslim in Poland and they have no
problems whatsoever with practising religion in the place where they live. At the same these
individuals had often very low expectations when it comes to the provision of religious facilities.
They argued for example similiarly to Andrew that at the end of the day “the faith is in the person
and those with weak faith will always search for problems and barriers (…) all those who want
to live according to the rules of their religion will have to face challanges” (Interview with AS).
Other interviewees who have probably higher expectations when it comes to the provisions of
religious facilites complained for example about the lack of halal food in the shops, hall restaurants, places of worship or simply other coreligionists around during the Muslim feasts. One of
my interviewees, for example, pointed out the she watches Middle-Eastern television during the
Ramadan to feel that it is the time of Ramadan. (Group interview) Other complained about the
difficulties with access to religious knowledge. (Interview with DS, MC)
The answers to the aforementioned question about the practising of Islam in Poland depended
also what a given interviewee meant by “practising Islam”. For instance, for some of my female
interviewees it involved wearing hijab and they were not happy that their daily circumstances
did not allow them to “fulfill this obligation” or to practice fully their religion. One of them, for
example, argued that “when I was a student it was quite easy (to wear hijab – KP) I think some
people thought that I was on the chemiotherpy …ha.. ha. Now I cannot wear it. I work in the
court and it is out of question that I wear hijab. I have actually sued the court for religious
discrimination for not giving me the position which I was supposed to be offered after wining
the job competition. The case is still under investigation but I prefer not to talk about it … at
least until the verdict is announced. (Group interview)
Islamophobia and Fear of the Other
Similarly to other European countries in Poland negative attitudes towards Muslims and their religion prevail amongst the wider public (Marek 2004, Marek & Skowron-Nalborczyk 2005, Halik
et al. 2009). Some authors even argue that in the case of Poland one can talk about a peculiar
‘platonic Islamophobia’, that is a strong anti-Muslim sentiment in the situation of actual absence
of significant Muslim population (Górak-Sosnowska 2006). The CBOS surveys repeatedly show
that Arabs - most frequently identified in Poland with Muslims - are the most disliked group of
people by Poles together with the Roma (2010)33. This apprehension of the Muslim otherness is
clearly related to the sensational portrayal of Islam and Muslims in the mass media (Pędziwiatr
2010), but it has to do also with general lack of knowledge about Islam and Muslims in the
Polish society, as well as, with scarce information about the Muslim population in Poland. Here
33

According to the pool carried out in 2005 on the representative sample, Arabs (the category which for most of the
Poles is synonymous with that of “Muslims” – OBOP 2001 ) are ‘the most disliked national group’ by Poles. In 2005 the
research into the attitudes of Polish citizens towards other nations found out that 70 per cent of respondents disliked
Arabs, whereas the antipathy towards Russians and Jews, (the two groups traditionally most disliked in Poland), was
felt by respectively 61 and 50 percent of respondents (CBOS 2005). In 2010 this negative attitude towards Arabs have
weakened (43 per cent of respondents disliked them), however they still (this time together with the Roms) received
the highest score on the scale of lack of sympathy (CBOS 2010).
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the international context is of crucial importance. As one of my interviewees has aptly pointed
out that“the change in the societal attitudes towards Muslims and their religion has been directly linked to the participation of the Polish soldiers in the military operation in Iraq and
Afghanistan”.34 The fact that Poles were amongst the victims of almost all major terorist attacks
(including those in the USA, Bali, Spain and London) also played a significant role in the change
of public attitudes to Islam.
Almost all of my interviewees spoke very critically about the mass media portrayal of Islam and
Muslims. In their views biased information about Islam and its followers in the media has so
significant impact on the self-perception of Muslims that at present they view it as one of the key
challenges and a feature that is hugely determining their overall situation in the society. One of
my interviewees for instance argued that “we (the Polish Muslims – KP) are probably the only
minority whose otherness, beliefs, views, life of the community etc. has public character. We
are perceived by the media and society as a threat to culture/civilisation/state/security”.
(Interview with BAK) Another person pointed out that “Television has made many people to
think according to the stereotype Arab-Muslim-terrorist. Although the experiences of Muslims
with Arab origins are different than mine (an ethnic Pole – KP) I also heard a few times question whether I was Polish after someone had heard that I was Muslim.” (Interview with RB)
Some of the Polish converts interviewed in the course of the research argued actually that
religious identity of Tatars and immigrants are yet respected, while their situation is the
worse since they are viewed only as “treators, fifth-collumnists and prospective terrorists”.
(Group interview)
One of the features of the Polish social reality that deeply worried my interviewees was the
totality and essencionalism with which the public viewed their religious identities. They felt that
as soon as they inform the people with whom they interact that they were Muslims all other
identities and social roles which they have would vanish. One of my interviewees, for instance
pointed out that “We do not want to continually answer the same intimate question and to be
viewed as Muslims only. We do not want to constantly prove that we are not camels, that we
are normal.” (Interview BAK) The apologetic aspect of Muslim life in Poland also troubled another interviewee who argued that “Muslims must constantly excuse themselves for Bin Laden,
WTC, beating of women, burkhas etc. I do not know any other minority that would constantly
need to appologise for something”. (Group interview)
In the aformentioned circumstances many Mulism in Poland prefer to hide their religious identity.
The costs of public “coming out” are for some too high and they do not want to risk loosing their
jobs, social status, security, etc. Some simply do not feel like constanty appologising for the
actions of their coreligionists in other parts of the world or they do not want to bring up their
religion to the public sphere believing that religion belongs only to the private sphere. Yet others
argued that being a Muslim gives almost a celebrity-like status and some people do not want to
be celebrities. (Group interview)
My interviewees were also very critical about the state responses towards stigmatisation of Is34

Polish soldiers served in Iraq from May 2003 till October 2008. They are also part of the ISAF and control the Ghazni
Province. At the moment there are more than 2500 Polish soldiers in Afghanistan.
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lam and its believers. In their view the state authorities were doing very little to tackle the issues
of religious discrimination and Islamophobia in the media and elsewhere. In this respect they put
much more hope in the actions of some non-governmental organisations and local authorities. At
the same time they were aware of their own weaknesses (e.g. weak elites35 and little room for
the expression of their own views in the mass media36).
In the absence of the state policy that would actively fight with the manifestations of Islamophobia in different domains of public life Muslims themselves have been trying to tackle the problem
with the tools they have at their disposal. One of the popular ways of familiarising Polish society
with the richness of Islam and Muslim culture and heritage has been the organisation of Muslim
Cultural Days either at the universities or in the Muslim centres. In Wrocław, for example, such
event organised by the Muslim Centre in 2008 included apart from lectures and presentations
also the collection of blood from donors and free halth advice given by medical doctors of Arab
descent who work in the local hospitals37. Some of the Muslim centres (including the aforementioned one in Wrocław) have been also very successful in attracting attention of the local schools
with classes to pupils about Arabic language, Islam or Muslim/Arab culture. The Centre in Wrocław was for instance visited in 2010 by 500 pupils from local schools who participated in such
classes. (Interview with AAI) There are also some signs that Muslims have been trying to more
systematically monitor the Polish media and react to instances of negative portrayal of Islam and
Muslims38. Up till now this task was occasionaly played by non-Muslim scholars and individuals
(including the author himself – see Pędziwiatr 2006, Nosowski 2006, Salija 2006).
Instead of Conclusions - Being Polish and Muslim
In spite of the negative portrayal of Islam in the media that deeply worried my interviewiees, all of
them, including people of foreign descent, felt very strong affinity with Polishness and described
themselves as Polish patriots. One of my interviewees of Palestinian origin who was born in
Lebanon confessed during an interview that “Poland is the first country that has given me all
the civil rights. That is why Poland is my country. I feel here truly like at home”. (Interview with
AAI) He was not the only Polish Arab intervieweed during this research who fund a “true home”
in Poland and would not like to live anywhere else. For this interviewee, as well as others, the
religious and the national identity did not contradict each other but, on the contrary, they were
mutually reinforcing. Being practising Muslims meant for them also actively engage with the
35

As I have argued elsewhere (see Pędziwiatr 2010a) the construction of Muslim folk devil by the Polish media has
been possible inter alia due to lack of vocal Muslim elites.
36
The only group from within the Muslim population in Poland that possesses some access to the state media are the
Tatars. The Polish Television in Białystok broadcasts regularly a programme called Orient Podlaski – more information
about the programme can be found on http://www.tvp.pl/bialystok/mniejszosci/podlaski-orient
37
Please see the programmes of the Muslim Cultural Days in the Wrocław’s Muslim Cultural-Educational Centre on
http://www.islam.net.pl
38
Here I refer, for example, to the letter to the Polish Prime Minister written by Polish Muslims (mainly from within the
LM) in connection with the controversial opinion about Muslims expressed by Jarosław Gowin (Member of Parliament
from the Civic Platform) during the radio interview Monika Olejnik on 17.06.2011. The letter is available on http://
www.islam.info.pl/images/stories/List_Otwarty_do_pana_Donalda_Tuska.pdf
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Polish society. Most of my interviewees were fullfiling this goal by being active in several NGOs
and not only religious ones. According to one of my interviewees social activism was a distinctive
feature of members of the Muslim minority in Poland. (Group interview)
As far as culture and societal values are concerned most of interviewees did not find it difficult
to live in Poland in accordance with the civic and cultural rules of the society. Clearly they did not
participate in the aspects of culture relating to drinking alcohol, but engaged with non-Muslims
not only at work but also in many other levels of social life. One of my interviewees for instance
argued that Arabic and Slavic cultures have many features in common including: family values,
humanism and solidarity with others needing help, sensitivity to social injustice and idealism. He
strongly believed that these were some of the key features of the social reality that made the
region a pleasant place to live in for immigrants from the Arab world. (Inteview with HO)
My research has also detected significant transformations in the relations between the two
strongest groups within the Muslim population in the country, that is the Tatars and naturalized
Arab immigrants. While in the1990s these relations were quite tense due to among other things
the criticism from the Arab circles of the Tatar Muslimness and aversion of the Tatars to any kind
of criticism from outside of their own community (Warmińska 1999). Now these old tensions
have been rather replaced by healthy competition between the Tatar-dominated MZR and Arab-dominated LM for the support of Muslims living in Poland for their actions and initiatives. As one
of my interviewees argued “there is now much less lecturing of Tatars by the Arab Muslims (…)
At the same time the Tatar population has changed significantly. A lot of people have ceased to
eat pork and drink alcohol. The world has opened up for the Tatars with new range of contacts
and opportunities”. (Interview with MC) There are also some signs of cooperation between the
two organisations39.
How will the future of Islam in Poland look like? Most of my interviewees looked into the future
with hope. Many have pointed out that most probably the number of Muslims in Poland will
increase not only as a result of conversions but also processes of immigration. The prospective
arrival of Muslim immigrants to Poland will depend both on the economic situation in Poland and
in the countries of departure. One of my interviewees has, for example, argued that “The more successful are the current revolultions in the Arab world the weaker likelihood that people would
leave their respective countries to come to live in Europe/Poland”. (Interview with AAI) Many
of them also spoke with words of symphaty and hope about the current Arab Spring believing that
it has given an immense single blow to Islamophobia and stereotypical views about the Middle
East. They were anxious to see the results of this blow and Arab revolutions for the people in the
Middle East and Muslims around the world.
PROJECT MATERIAL:
In-depth interviews with:
Andrzej Saramowicz - AS (28th June 2011, Prague)
Hayssam Obeidat - HO (29th June 2011, Prague)
39

For instance, members of the MZR are invited to the annual Congresses of Polish Muslims organized by the LM for
a quarter of century.
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Samir Ismail - SI (30th June, Warsaw)
Musa Czachorowski - MC (6th July 2011, skype interview)
Ali Abi Issa – AAI (9th July 2011, Borki)
Nidal Abu Tabaq - NAT (10th July 2011, Borki)
Dagmara Sulkiewicz - DS (9th July 2011, Borki)
Maciej Kochanowicz - MK (9th July 2011, Borki)
Grzegorz Bohdanowicz - GB (10th July 2011, Borki)
Zouhir Tobbal - ZT (10th July 2011, Borki)
Rafał Berger - RB (15th July, Internet communication)
Beata Abdallah-Krzepkowska - BAK (15th July, Internet communication)
Participant observation – 25th Annual Gathering of Polish Muslims (9-10th July 2011, Borki)
Group interview – (13th July 2011, Kraków) 7 anonymous Muslim participants from various
groups within the Muslim population in Poland
Panel discussion (13th July 2011, Kraków) – Muslims in Poland – Muslims at Home?
Panelists: Urszula Chłopicka-Khan, Beata Abdallah-Krzepkowska, Hayssam Obeidat, Andrzej Saramowicz, Musa Czachorowski
Recording of the panel discussion is available on http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=URRe7nUfNQI
Konrad Pędziwiatr
Peace and Development Studies Tischner European University
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The Muslim Community
in the Czech Republic

Compared to the other three Visegrád countries, the Czech Muslim community has shorter historical roots: the Bohemian lands were never occupied by Muslim armies like Hungary or Slovakia
were, nor did a substantial Muslim community settle here in the Middle Ages the way Muslim
Tatars did for instance in Poland or the territory of today’s Baltic republics. From the 15th century
onwards, the Czech understanding of “Muslim” was synonymous to that of the Turk, who represented an enemy of the Habsburg empire and of the entire Christendom. The Muslim adhered to
“false, heretic” faith, often characterized as pagan (Rataj 2001). The Catholic subjects of the
Habsburg empire saw no need for publishing works of respectable scholarship on Islam, and
confrontational literature with a deeply distorted understanding of Islam thus prevailed. While
Hungarian rulers and military leaders in their pragmatic search for political allies took also Muslim Turkey into consideration (Rakoczi, Thököly, Kossuth), Czech and Austrian rulers endorsed a
consistently anti-Turkish and anti-Muslim position. It is well known that the Bohemian-born generalissimo of the Austrian army, Albrecht von Wallenstein (Valdstejn), called for the cessation of
Christian intra-faith battles during the Thirty Years War so that Europe may march united against
the Turkish, Muslim danger.
As in other Visegrád countries, Bosnian Muslims played an important role in forming the Muslim community in the Bohemian lands, especially after the annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina by
Austro-Hungary (1908) and after Islam was recognized as state religion (1912). On 8 November
1934, a Community of Muslim Faith for Czechoslovakia was formed, which had its headquarters
in Prague. The Council of this Community of Muslim Faith adopted its own statutes and published
an irregularly published periodical, “Hlas” (Voice), but proved unable to gain recognition by the
secular government. The Community was not entitled to state subsidies or support, and de facto
had to pursue its activities on a semi-legal basis. There is a number of reasons which gave cause
to this state of affairs – chiefly among them the inability of the Community’s leaders to frame
their key policies in a manner which would have been acceptable to the state. This concerned
the issues of official language, the geographical range which would come under the jurisdiction
of the Community, uncertainties regarding legalization due to the divergent definitions of Islam in
Bohemia, in Slovakia, and in Transcarpathia (Mendel,Ostřanský,Rataj, 2007: 337). The key factor, however, was the Community’s lack of unity. After numerous protractions, the Muslim faith
was in the end recognized only under German occupation in December 1941. The presidential
decrees of 1945 annulled all legal acts from the Protectorate era. What is more, the founder and
vice president of the Community of Muslim Faith, haiji Mohammad Abdullah Brikcius, was after
the war accused and convicted of collaboration with Nazism, which discredited the community
in the view of the public. Brikcius, however, had not been a Nazi admirer, nor a anti-Semite in the
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true sense of the word, but as islamophile despised English and French colonialism, the Zionist
expansion drive in Palestine, and Soviet, Communist atheism (Mendel,Ostřanský,Rataj, 2007:
333-346).
After the Communists took power in February 1948 and revolutionary atheism began to prevail
in society, the odds for official registration of a community of faith were very long. Members of
the Muslim community may not have been exposed to official persecution, but were not allowed
to engage in any active work and were also under surveillance. During the Prague Spring of April
1968, a group of Czech Muslims asked to establish an organization, Yeni çeri, and applied for
registration of a Federation of Muslim Communities, but the invasion of the Warsaw Pact armies
frustrated this attempt. Thereafter, some Muslims began to collaborate with the Communist regime in the normalizace (“normalization”, or Husakist) years, while others applied themselves to
scholarly or professional work; still others went into emigration. An exile “Czechoslovak Federation of Islamic Communities” was formally declared abroad, but the Muslim community at home
ceased all activities.
The development after the 1989 “Velvet Revolution”
After the fall of the Communist regime in November 1989, circumstances arose which were conducive to a revival of the Muslim community. As early as 1990, the Czech government and the ministry of foreign affairs recognized the right of Muslims to fully exercise their religion. On 18 May
1991, the constitutive meeting of the umbrella organization Al-Ittihad Al-Islami – the (National)
Muslim Communities Center – took place in Prague; until 2008, this Center had its headquarters
in Třebíč. Statutes were adopted and an administrative council formed. Professor hajji Mohammad Ali Šilhavý became its first chairman, and his authority was recognized by the overwhelming
majority of the other organizations. In 2009, M. H. Alrawi of the Islamic Center in Brno was
elected as chairman of the National Center, with V. Sáňka of the Islamic Center in Prague and A.
Hamdi of the Islamic Center in Teplice (managed by the Prague-based Islamic Foundation) as his
co-chairs. An Executive Council of seven members was elected. The centers in Prague and Brno
are under the management of the respective Islamic foundations.
The issue of the Muslim community’s registration and official status
Since 1990, the leaders of the Muslim community have been working towards regaining recognition of the Muslim Communities Center and putting it on the list of registered communities
and organizations of faith. The Center was conspicuously absent from this list of registered denominations, as it had been recognized during the German occupation (Protectorate), rather than
based upon a decision by Czech governmental or legislative authorities. Community leadership
nonetheless claimed that the recognition had taken place during the existence of Austro-Hungary
in 1912 and as such passed automatically into the laws of the Republic of Czechoslovakia. In
addition, the ministry of education at the time purportedly reaffirmed recognition of the Muslim
faith community in a decree of 1935, so that the protectorate’s authorities really only confirmed
the continuity of this state of affairs (“Jak promlouval Hlas: 15”). In 2002, a law was passed
which allowed for the registration of a new community of faith after gathering as little as 300
signatures of individuals with permanent residence in the country. An application was filed and
on 7 September 2004, the Muslim Communities Center was registered by the state as a legal
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entity. As of that moment, the foundation was able to apply at the competent ministries for the
opening of madrasahs, for state subsidies, for permits to perform halal slaughterings. An imam
could take up his work at the Islamic center (Sanka, 2011).
Even so, the community failed to achieve full registration under act No. 3/2002, which granted
much further-reaching rights, in particular the right to teach the faith at public schools, to work
as chaplains in the military and in penitentiaries, to draw financial support from the state budget,
to officiate at weddings and to establish parochial schools. Such complete registration is possible only after a ten-year waiting period (which began on 1 January 2007) and upon presenting
10,000 signatures of adult Muslims with permanent residence in the Czech Republic. Muslims are
offended that a number of particulars must be stated alongside the signature which may easily
be abused. In 2006, the Ministry dismissed a request for an exemption from the law filed by the
Center, which was perceived by Muslim representatives as a decision driven by politics ((Sanka
2010:8-9). The chairman of the community at the time called the registration procedure to be in
violation of the General Declaration of Human Rights.
Little by little, Muslim communities were registered in Prague, Brno (2007), Teplice (2009), and
Hradec Králové (2010). In 2011, a new leadership of the Muslim community was elected; they are
tasked with operating the Islamic centers and overseeing their activities.
Defining the Muslim community
It is well nigh impossible to come up with a precise membership figure for the small Muslim
community in the Czech Republic in the absence of credible statistical sources. One Arab guidebook speaks of thirty to forty thousand, which is probably exaggerated (Chawand, 2006: 210).
Czech authors most commonly quote a figure between ten and twenty thousand. Frequently cited
Topinka speaks of 11,000 (Topinka, 2007). In the 2001 census, 3,600 people avowed themselves
Muslim. Denomination was a non-compulsory item in the census form, so that the number will be
skewed; even so, various European statistics and overviews have been using it.
By denominational/ethnical divisions, the Muslim community falls within the following subgroups: Turkic, Sunni 62.6%; Arab 28.6 %; Indo-Aryan Sunni (6.3%); Persian Shia 1.8%; Indo-Malaysian Sunni 0.7% (Topinka, 2007).
The core of the Muslim community is formed by Czech proselytes and by former foreign students
who obtained their education (usually a college degree) in the Czech Republic. Proselytes number
approximately 500. “The core of the community tends towards creating its own, separated institutions, in line with the effort to form a community which is able to properly shield its members
from the adverse influences and dangers coming from the society around them. Among these institutions are a Muslim school for children, new mosques, their own media, halal stores, cultural
centers and clubs” (Topinka, 2007:79).
People at the heart of the community are overall socioeconomically integrated into Czech society
and feel accepted, primarily due to their knowledge of the Czech language, but also through their
education. The majority of them practices their Muslim faith, in private and often also in public
life.
People on the fringe of the community give preference to their ethno-cultural identity over their
Muslim identity. In this part of the community, we encounter a much higher degree of heterogene-
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ity than around its core, precisely because of the great store which these individuals set in ethno-cultural values, and because of the large number of diverse countries of origin. “These Muslims
set themselves apart by following various customs, traditions, and rituals which have little in
common with Islam” (Topinka, 2007: 80). Based on ethnic proximity, this gives rise to “subcommunities”, a phenomenon which is exacerbated by the fact that immigrants or refugees flock to
these subcommunities who often do not speak the local language.1 “Turks and Chechens form a
particularly separated fragment. Immigrants from Arab countries often hesitated in answering
the question whether they felt more like Arabs or like members of the host nation, but most of
them ultimately tended towards a national identity (Hošková, 2003). Arab immigrants are also
a peripheral community and prefer to organize in national clubs, of which there are many in the
Czech Republic (Palestinian, Syriac, Lebanese, Jordanian, Iraqi). Similarly, the Czech-Arab Society
had to split itself into sections based on countries of origin. Conversely, though, an Association of
Citizens from Arab Countries has formed in Pilsen in which Arab citizens are organized irrespective of their citizenship and, in fact, their faith (Derianová, 2003).
But even outside the core community, we find practicing or, as the case may be, semi-practicing
Muslims. Semi-practicing or non-practicing parts of the community in particular are the most promising candidates for assimilation. “Certain parts of the community respond to assimilation by
cloistering themselves away and ultimately shutting themselves off from the surrounding environment. The Turkish, for instance, have their own prayer room in Prague and go about their
affairs in isolation from other Muslims and from mainstream society.
The issue of mosques and other Muslim infrastructure
The issue of mosque-building has been a conflict-laden topic which complicates relations between
the Muslim community and mainstream society. The first serious attempts of local Muslims to
build a Mosque or multi-purpose Islamic center were made only after the 1989 Velvet Revolution.
In a first stage, makeshift prayer halls came into existence, especially at college dormitories in
large cities such as Prague, Brno, Ostrava, Pilsen, Hradec Králové, and Olomouc. In the spa town
of Teplice, a prayer hall and Islamic center were opened which have since 2009 been operated by
the local Muslim community. Prayer halls also sprang up in the spas of Darkov and Tereziny Lázně
Dubí, which were frequently visited by well-to-do Arab guests from the Gulf countries for treatment. The establishment of prayer halls in Prague and Brno may be seen as a first step towards
the later erection of mosques, the first of which was built in 1998 in Brno, followed one year later
by a mosque in Prague (Bečka, Mendel, 1998). The opening of the Prague mosque went largely
unnoticed by the general public. It was erected in the suburban quarter of Kyje, with a design that
made it blend in with public space, and without a visible minaret – that part of a Mosque building
which traditionally arouses negative reactions among locals as it symbolizes a different, foreign
identity to them. The construction of the Brno mosque in the city center met with far larger
problems. Brno is not as cosmopolitan as Prague, and is situated in the South Moravian region
which is traditionally dominated by the conservative, Christian-Democratic school of political
thought, which manifests itself in the Christian and Democratic Union – Czechoslovak People’s

Party (Křesťanská a demokratická unie – Československá strana lidová, or KDU-ČSL in short),
a party which has been criticizing the building of Islamic sacred buildings. The smaller, populist
party Suverenita (“Sovereignty”) is also against mosques. Moreover, the extreme right-wing National Party (Národní strana) is also active in Brno; it is fiercely opposed against the islamization
of Europe and the building of mosques. Not even the regional press was much beholden to the
idea of a mosque. Initially, the opposition of local citizens was very strong, but it waned when
the mosque was unconditionally made open to non-Muslims who found that it was not a hotbed
of danger (Melichárek, 2009). A new wave of resistance rose when the Islamic Foundation in
Brno applied in 2009 for permission to build a second mosque, arguing that the existing mosque’s
capacity was insufficient.
Attempts to build mosques were also registered at other locations. Two such endeavors in Teplice, as well as one respective initiative in each of Orlov, Hradec Králové, and Černošice, came to
naught. Among the key arguments of detractors were the fear from increased Muslim migration,
the infiltration with islamists, terrorists, and organized crime, the interference with the existing
architectural character and townscape, and concerns over a different and unknown religious
ideology. Many argued that Christian churches were also banned in the Islamic world. Technical
issues occasionally served as pretext (such as the concern that the structural integrity of surrounding buildings may be compromised). In all cases, a parallel campaign was kicked off in the
media and in the form of anti-mosque petitions among citizens. In Hradec Králové and Brno, the
campaign was organized under the slogan “Stop the Mosques!”, its key message being a warning
of the encroachment of radical Muslims. The mosque was purportedly a symbol of inequality
of the sexes, of the dominance of non-democratic Islam, and of the expansion of Islamic law,
which was in conflict with domestic legislation (“Stop mešitám”, 2010).2 The organizers of the
campaign “Say no to mosques”, i.e., the Czech Movement for National Identity, opened offices in
eight towns across the Czech Republic.
The attitude towards mosques divided the Czech political landscape as well. President V. Klaus
or former prime minister M. Zeman were against the erection of mosques, whereas minister of
foreign affairs Schwarzenberg was not against their construction, provided that certain conditions would be met. Social Democrats had nothing against mosques as long as all technical and
official conditions for their construction were met. The largest right-wing party, ODS, upheld
party tradition in condemning the notion of multiculturalism, but nonetheless supported the construction of the mosque in Teplice, if primarily out of economic considerations (i.e., in order to
attract a rich Muslim clientele to the local spa facilities).
Public opinion on the topic was of decisive impact. The first poll in this respect was conducted by
STEM for the daily paper Hospodářské noviny in 2006. Altogether 75% of respondents rejected
the building of mosques in the Czech Republic (STEM for HN, 2006)3 In November 2010, SANEP
conducted a more detailed survey. For 61% of respondents, the erection of mosques was tantamount to the demise of the Czech nation’s values and traditions. Altogether 75% were “rather
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According to Topinka, people from these subcommunities feel rejected by Czech society in comparison to "core community members", but I was unable to find citations in other studies which come to such conclusions.
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Stop the Mosques, 10 reasons why one should say No to mosques, www.stopmesitam.cz/aktuality/10-duvodu
STEM for HN, Hospodářské noviny, HN.IHNED.CZ 3 October 2006.
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against” the building of mosques, and 77% “rather endorsed” the negative view of the Czech
president on the building of mosques (SANEP, 2010)4. Individual opinion polls in Brno showed
that more than three quarters (77.6%) of respondents did not feel threatened by Muslims or the
mosque in Brno. Conversely, only 8.4 of respondents perceived the presence of Muslims and the
existence of a mosque in Brno to be a threat. The higher the education of the respondent, the
smaller their fear (Melichárek (2009), pp. 64, 59). The results suggest that concerns are less
pronounced in those places in which mainstream society has gotten used to an uncomplicated
coexistence with Muslims. The structure of the Muslim community (which is primarily composed
of students) and their small numbers were also decisive factors.
The Muslim community receives no state aid. The collection of zakāt and donations was insufficient, which is why both mosques (as well as a range of smaller projects) were financed (or are
intended to be financed in the future) by foreign, Muslim, private sponsors, and this has been
seen by a part of the public as well as by officials as a potential security risk. There were reports
of an encroachment of conservative wahhabism.
In recent years, other elements of necessary infrastructure have seen development as well. In
larger cities, stores which sell Muslim food have appeared. A diverse network of Arab restaurants and fast-food joints has come into existence, and an internet mail-order store now sells
Muslim clothing. In Brno, a first butcher shop offering halal meat has begun to operate. The
registration of the Center in 2004 paved the way for ritualistic animal slaughtering in selected
slaughterhouses.
In the Czech Republic, Muslim tithes, or zakāt, was never paid in gold, but indeed in monetary
form. No special committee was formed for its collection; instead, a collection-box was installed
in mosques from where the money was redistributed among the poor and those in need. Another
source of charitable income were donations in the form of alms, or sadaqa. The leeway for
social work was limited because of the shortage of funds, and focused on the procurement of
religious literature and of gifts for Muslim children in refugee camps. Muslims in Czech prisons
received Muslim literature, letters, and prayer schedules. In one Prague prison, a prayer hall
was installed. The Center lobbied to ensure that institutional catering for Muslims would contain
no pork. Some aid went to underprivileged families and individuals so that they could pay the
expenses for medical treatment not covered by insurance plans, accommodation, or travel costs.
The foundations and the Islamic center also engaged in educational activities aimed at both
Muslims and mainstream society. Among the regular events are Friday sermons, teachings of
the Qur’an and the hadith, and tafsir (scriptural interpretation). Lessons for kids and lectures for
Muslims and for those interested in Islam are organized each Saturday. Important activities are
regular Arab language lessons, translations, and the printing of books and manuals. In recent
times, lecturing at schools and assistance in putting together training courses for school curricula have intensified.
The Islamic Foundation also addresses the issue of burials. There are currently two Muslim
cemeteries in the Czech Republic – in Třebíč and in a section of the Olšanské hřbitovy in Prague.
The Islamic Foundation’s offices in Prague and Brno arranges for all proper burial rites.
4
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Major Muslim organizations
Organizational structure of the umbrella organization
The Center of Muslim Organizations (UMO) was founded in order to incept a unified Muslim community in the Czech Republic. It is the parent organization for the Islamic Foundation and Islamic
Center in Prague, the Islamic Foundation and Islamic Center in Brno, and the Islamic Center in Teplice. Its supreme body is the Executive Council of the UMO. A Supervisory Commission and Founders’ Council have also been established. Aside from the Center and Foundation, there is a number
of smaller Muslim associations and organizations, of which we shall list the most important ones.
General Association of Muslim Students in the Czech Republic (founded in 1992)
This association was headed by Ing. Abbas al-Muttasim from Sudan. It has pursued intensive missionary activities and a network of good contacts abroad. It became a member of the Federation
of Islamic Organizations in Europe (FIOE), where it represents the Czech Republic. The FIOE has a
section which is devoted to cooperation with and assistance to Muslim communities in the CEE
region. The association also used to cooperate with the Third World Relief Agency (TWRA), whose European headquarters are located in Vienna and whose work focuses on supporting Muslims
originating from the Balkans. Its supporters largely recruit themselves from Muslim students in
larger cities (Prague, Brno, Olomouc, Ostrava, Hradec Králové, Liberec, and Pilsen). The association holds annual summer and winter congresses, camps, and football matches. Some Czech
proselytes have been frequently criticizing the association over the fact that their missionary
work allegedly fails to take into account the specific conditions in the Czech environment. Also,
the association’s activities are seldom reported by the media, and many believe that it is deliberately shutting itself off from mainstream society. It publishes the magazine Muslimské listy (www.
muslimskelisty.cz).
Sufism
The Association of Islamic Cultural Centers was founded by the Turkish imam Hoxha Saddedin
from the Sufi order of Naqshbandi at the beginning of the 1990s to answer the needs of Turkish
Muslims. The activities of the association are for all practical purposes limited to providing services to Turkish-speaking Muslims and ensuring the operation of a prayer hall.
The Islamic Association – Club of Friends of Islamic Culture was active especially in the 1990s. Its
president, hajji Voldán, preferred Islamic Sufism and stood in opposition to the Center.
In 2005, the citizens’ association “Mozaika Platform Dialog” (http://www.islamcz.cz/) appeared
on the scene. It was founded by a group of Turkish immigrants from the Fethullah Gülen movement
which follows the footsteps of medieval Sufi master Jalâl ad-Dîn Rűmî and preaches inter-faith
understanding, tolerance, and love. Alongside the Community of Christians and Jews, it strives to
create an Abrahamic forum which would foster dialog among the three major monotheistic religions.
It cooperates with our leading turkologists, arabists, islamologists, and scholars in religious studies.
Libertas Independent Agency o. s. (LIA o.s.)
This organization devotes the bulk of its efforts to battling islamophobia and advocating the interests of Muslims in Czech public and political life. The activities of LIA used to be given intensive
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media coverage at home and occasionally abroad. In 2011, their chairman, L. Lhoťan, accused
President Klaus of giving credence to islamophobia over his opposing stance on the building of
mosques. He also filed a criminal complaint against ex-prime minister M. Zeman because of his islamophobic statements which drew a connection between Islam and terrorism and violence. The
movement monitors manifestations of islamophobia in Czech media and brings complaints and
lawsuits against them. In recent times, relations between Libertas and the Islamic Foundations
in Brno and Prague soured when the chairman of the former accused the latter of bad financial
management, an authoritative leadership style, and maintaining rather non-transparent ties to
sponsors from abroad. Libertas is the publisher of the magazine “Tajemství islámu” (The Secrets
of Islam).
Liberal Muslims (http://www.liberalnimuslimove.blog.cz/)
They call themselves Muslims and liberals at the same time. The group consists of Muslims from
the Czech Republic and Slovakia, mostly of Czech and Slovak descent (though there are some
Bosnian, Turkish, and Arab Muslims among them as well). Their connecting element aside from
their faith is their interest in world affairs. A big issue for them is the improvement of relations
between Muslims and non-Muslims. They also work on debunking defamatory statements and
negative stereotypes about Islam.
Islamic Community of Czech Sisters – citizens’ association Proislam
This community pursues its activities through a website (http:www.proislam.org/forum/). The
administrator of this internet club is the Czech (female) Muslim V. Matulová. The community
offers a joint forum for Czech and Slovak Muslim girls and women. It addresses issues of Islamic
faith, culture, tradition, but also general concerns of women. The community publishes a magazine, Al-Manara (http://al-manara.muslim.cz/)
Halalpoint
A citizens’ association of Czech Muslims which operates a discussion forum of Czech Muslims
and sympathizers on Facebook
Perception by mainstream society
This set of issues has been researched primarily in papers authored by (sociology) students at
Czech colleges and universities and researchers (Krištoforyová, 2007; Hošková, 2003; Panyrkova, 2009, Derianová, 2003). For the purpose of the present study, we also distributed a questionnaire among Czech Muslims in Prague.
Most respondents appreciated the benefits of an open democratic society. A rather critical position vis-à-vis Czech society is taken, in particular, by immigrants who are on the whole less
critical towards their country of origin. Less judgmental are immigrants from countries with
a secular regime, or from countries ravaged by war. Muslims rather often speak up about the
less rosy sides of their stay in the Czech Republic, which include, among other things, the following phenomena.
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a) Fears of the hostile perception of members of the Arab / Muslim minority.
These concerns were rather justified, as has been shown in surveys by influential polling agencies such as STEM or CVVM. For instance, a survey by STEM of April 2007 revealed that eight out
of ten respondents oppose the idea of having a Muslim as their neighbor, even though, according
to a CVVM survey of March of the same year, only 8% would take their neighbor’s faith into
consideration when choosing a neighborhood. This means that the driving role here is played
by fear of Muslim-related terrorism, and fear of immigrants and refugees in general (which are
disseminated by the media) (Bureš, 2007, p. 261). The national intelligence agency BIS held in
its 2009 report that no radical tendencies could be ascertained amount Czech Muslims, and that
the Czech Muslim community appeared to be moderate, especially under the aspect of potential
issues as far as the coexistence of Muslims and mainstream society is concerned.5 Only in 2011
was a group of Chechen Islamists exposed who sought to acquire weapons in the Czech Republic.
A STEM poll of 4 May 2011 revealed that 70% of citizens were concerned about foreigners who
took their jobs in a time of crisis and increased unemployment. Another poll showed that left-leaning voters, in particular, nursed fears over the current Arab revolutions.6 Most responses on the
questionnaires rated the relations between Muslims and mainstream society as “cool”, with no
marked sympathies or antipathies. Respondents saw the largest differences in how devout each
group was. The peculiar habits of Muslims are anathema to mainstream society. Czech media
were heavily criticized for reporting in an exclusively negative tone on Muslims, and for being
lackeys in the service of politicians.
b) Fears of difficulties in finding employment because of their foreign descent
As of the third quarter of 2008, the recession made itself felt in the Czech Republic, affecting
foreigners the most: the number of work permits plummeted, the chances for keeping long-term employment were small, foreigners had a much harder time finding a job than Czechs,
and the number of cases of illegal employment and exploitation of labor soared. In addition, the
conditions under which long-term residency permits are granted or stays are extended were
tightened; the rules for granting visa or political asylum have also become more stringent. It
is fair to say that foreigners of Muslim faith only rarely attained Czech citizenship, which had
impact also on their interest in integration. Uncertainty of employment led to greater isolation
of Muslims from mainstream society and forced them to seek a network of help and support in
the Muslim community and at the Islamic Center, which may prepare the ground for a gradual
ghettoization.
c) Fears of becoming married to a Czech
Faith as the bedrock of the Arab Muslim’s family is of principal importance for preserving the
continuity of his Islamic identity and roots. For this reason, Muslims, even if they may previously
have led a rather secular life, are very circumspect in the choice of their environment (country)
and partner for their future life. Fear of being married to a Czech woman means the fear that their
wife might leave them. Strong fears are also triggered when the spouse of a Muslim gains complete economic independence and rejects the paternalistic model of the Muslim family and the
5
6

Annual Report of the Security Information Service (BIS) for 2009, available at: bis.cz/ar2009en.pdf
STEM (Czech opinion pool agency), "Trendy" (Trends) 2011/3, available at: www.stem.cz
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concomitant division of obligations and duties, of the particular role in social interaction which it
assigns to women (Derianová 2003; Drapalová et Kolářová 2003).
d) Fears of Czech officials
In this respect, a certain improvement has occurred over the past few years (Radoňová 2007).
Fears of this kind were caused by the traditional aversion of many Muslims against Arab, autocratic, and corrupted officials.
In addition to the above fears, Arab immigrants take a negative view of the lack of cohesion in
society, its atomization, low level of solidarity and empathy, behavior of minors towards parents
and elders, hostility and mistrust on the part of mainstream society, the discussion of family matters in public space, alcoholism and drugs, female promiscuity, prostitution and gambling, overly
vulgar topics of conversation, etc. Immigrants explained these by pointing to the history of social
development (capitalism and economic upbringing, atheism).
On the potential of islamophobic sentiments in the Czech Republic
According to respondents, members of the Czech majority are close-minded and rather hostile
towards Arab immigrants. The main culprit behind the Czechs’ negative attitude, however, is the
skewed picture of Islam and Muslims painted by the media, and the level of knowledge about
Islam (Křížková,2006). For this reason, respondents were often hesitant to describe Czechs as
an explicitly xenophobic nation. According to some respondents, the mistrust of the majority has
been influenced not only by the media, but also by a complex national history and social development, pointing to the fact that the small Czech nation has always been either under foreign
dominance or exposed to foreign threats (Radoňová 2007).
According to the STEM survey, 60% of Czechs is afraid of Islam.7 The main role is played by
fears of terrorism, as Czechs see a connection between terrorism and certain Muslim countries
such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Libya, or Palestine. Czech media began to take more interest in Islam after 9/11 and the wave of terrorist attacks by islamist radicals and terrorists in
Europe which followed. The selection of news reports has a clear bias, with the overwhelming
majority of reporting being negative and focusing on violent conflict, suicide attacks, the rigid
application of shariah penal law, segregation of females, hatred on homosexuals, honor killings,
“incomprehensible” Muslim reactions on the Danish caricatures of the Prophet, etc. The strongly anti-western, anti-American course of certain Islamic countries stood out against the pro-western euphoria of, in particular, the 1990s in the Czech Republic. Websites appeared whose
sole purpose appeared to be the aggregation of negative information on “backwards, barbaric,
non-democratic” Islamic society. The goal was to expel Islam from the European Judeo-Christian sphere of discourse. Among these websites, eurabia.cz, pravdaoislamu.cz, mediaoislamu.
cz feature prominently. On the internet and social networks, a great number of Czech discussion
forums and blogs on Islam can be found. Many websites provide accurate information on Islam
in Czech. An important role is played by the Multicultural Center in Prague, by Forum 2000
(established under the patronage of former president Havel), and by the charitable organization
“Člověk v tísni” (People in Need).
7

Češi mají strach z islámu (Czech are afraid of Islam), Hospodářské noviny 3.10. 2006, available at:www.hn.ihned.cz
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Statements by leading politicians and prominent public figures have also had a strong impact on
society’s views. A highly negative critique of Islam came from former prime minister M. Zeman,
who called Islam the hostile anti-civilization. According to former Cardinal Vlk, Europe is in danger
of islamization unless it returns to Christian values and abandons its forced individualism (Cardinal Vlk, 2010).8 There is no public endorsement of islamophobic thinking by politicians, as could
be seen from their joint opposition against a planned appearance of Dutch islamophobe G. Wilders
in the Senate in 2009. Irrespective of their ideological differences, all political parties condemned the project. However, politicians from the right end of the political spectrum (and to a much
lesser extent also representatives of the left) take a critical stance towards multiculturalism and
towards immigration from different cultures in general.
A truly islamophobic extreme right-wing party is the National Party (Národní strana) which has
been speaking out against Islam as a “non-European faith” within the context of strong opposition
against “non-European migration”. The party participates in anti-Islamic events and congresses
across Europe. On their website, they host the islamophobic video clip “Fitna”. Other extreme right-wing parties are defined by strong anti-Semitism, and their attitude towards Islam or islamism is
either pragmatically positive or lackadaisical (“Workers’ Party - Dělnická strana). In the case of the
nationalist Patriotic Front (Vlastenecká fronta), National Resistance (Národní odpor) and (to a lesser extent) National Unity (Národní sjednocení), it would in fact be correct to speak of open sympathy for Islamic or islamistic activities e.g. in relation to Zionism or Israel (Zodlak 2009). Extreme
right-wing parties have not many followers in the Czech Republic, and with the exception of the
National Party, the issue of Islam does not play a decisive role in their ideology or their activities.
Conclusion
The Muslim community in the Czech Republic is young, small in number, and highly heterogeneous. Muslim identity failed to become the decisive criterion; instead, the dividing lines between
Muslims run along ethnicities and worldviews, and local Muslims are hampered by lack of unity
and factionism. The community distinguishes itself by the absence of strife and radicalism, its
loyalty towards the host state, and its enduring ability to integrate into society. It owes these
qualities to the fact that the community’s leadership recruits itself from proselytes and from former Muslim college students who are aware of the mentality of mainstream society and are able
to forestall conflicts. In the current times of crises, the Czech Republic is pursuing a very cautious
visa and asylum policy, which has translated into a slowdown of the Muslim community’s growth
in numbers. Immigrants are driven away by the current economic and financial crisis and the
concomitant decline in quality of life and lack of job opportunities. Once the economy and the
living standard are on the rise, the Czech Republic may well become another hotspot of Central
European immigration like Austria. In connection with the current volatility in the Middle East and
in North Africa, the EU and international organizations have exercised increasing pressure on the
Czech Republic towards a substantial increase of the asylum quota for Muslim immigrants from
conflict areas (i.e., a reassessment of the Dublin system). Solidarity with those countries which
8
Kardinál Vlk varuje: Evropské unii hrozí islamizace (Cardinal Vlk cautions: European Union is in danger of islamification), 5 January 2010, http://www.lidovky.cz/kardinal-vlk-varuje-evropske-unii-hrozi-islamizace-fxs-/ln_domov.
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find themselves at the outer border of the Schengen area is expected, and internal movement of
European Muslims within Schengen is conceivable.
In the mid-term perspective, the prerequisites for growth and development of the Muslim community exist, but depend on numerous co-factors. A key requirement is for the Center to attain full
official registration so as to be able to fully engage in its activities and build missing infrastructure
– but this, barring an exemption granted by the state, will not be possible before six years have
passed from now. Once registered, the Center becomes entitled to state subsidies, which mitigates its current, all but absolute dependency on foreign funding of activities and other foreign aid.
The government could help Muslims to groom a generation of new imams who will respect the
specifics of the Czech Republic, i.e., the country with the highest percentage of non-denominational people and atheists in the entire EU. A similar practice has recently been adopted by Germany.
To date, all Czech imams have come from the Muslim world – Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Egypt, and
Bosnia – which at times meets with a certain level of mistrust.
In February 2011, the Czech government drafted an updated policy for the integration of foreigners which anticipates the establishment of regional integration centers and the new post
of regional integration coordinator. What needs to be improved, however, is the standard of
knowledge among foreigners, the availability of medical care for non-EU foreigners, and the expansion of integration projects to also include foreigners on short-term stays. Integration must
be recognized as a mutual, two-way process which addresses foreigners as well as mainstream
society with its current, crisis-induced xenophobic and islamophobic inclinations.
PhDr. Jaroslav Bureš
Head of Czech Network of the Anna Lindh foundation
Institute of International Relations
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Muslims in Slovakia
Search for Identity and Status
in Majority Society

1. INTRODUCTION
The religious landscape of Slovakia is often perceived as homogenous, formed only by Christians
adhering predominantly to the Roman Catholic Church (in the 2001 Census 3.708.120 people
claimed to be Roman Catholics, which is almost 70% of the overall population of the country).
Apart from this major church seventeen smaller churches are registered and thus recognized by
the state. Apart from the Baha’i Community and the Central Association of Jewish Religious Communities, all other are rooted in Christianity. Available statistics usually monitor only the major
and thus registered churches, which indeed gives an impression of Slovakia as a purely Christian
country. Nonetheless, smaller religious communities should not be omitted in public debates as
they too are part of the community.
2. DEMOGRAPHICS
The population of Muslims in Slovakia is the smallest among all the Visegrad countries. Nowadays
there are approximately 5000 Muslims living in Slovakia although no precise statistics on this
topic are available. In the 2001 Census, 1212 people claimed to be Muslims even though these
figures are thought to be inaccurate. Since then only estimates have been available (Čikeš, 2005,
p.15). The Muslim population in Slovakia differs from those in Western European countries not
only in its smaller size but also by the fact that while in the old EU member states one can identify
large populations of second and third generation Muslims, in Slovakia most of the Muslims are
actually first generation (Cenker, 2010, p.13).
In general, the Slovak Muslim population is predominantly composed of young males of working
age from various countries (Hasna, 2011). The most numerous are the groups of Muslims from
Arabic countries like Syria, Iraq, and Palestine; former Soviet Union countries such as Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan; and former Soviet satellites like Chechnya. Also significant groups of
Muslims have their origins in the Balkans (mainly the former Yugoslavia), Albania and Macedonia,
Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh (Cenker, 2010). The Muslim population in Slovakia is thus
ethnically and linguistically diversified whereas the religious diversity in terms of the division
between Sunni and Shia is not significant; most Muslims in Slovakia are Sunni. The Shia Muslims
in Slovakia are mainly individuals who do not participate in the religious life of the community.
The Muslims coming from Arabic countries are mostly students, university graduates or businessmen. The Albanians typically work in confectionery and gastronomy. The Bosnians are generally
traders and businessmen. The significant group of Afghans in Slovakia, particularly those who
had arrived before 1989 or in the early 1990s, are often engineers and doctors. It is often the
case that the Afghans who arrived recently came over as asylum seekers and stayed in Slovakia
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either as recognized refugees, which is, however, very rare, or as beneficiaries of subsidiary
protection. The Muslim population in Slovakia also includes a substantial group of native Slovaks
who converted to Islam. According to estimates Slovak converts represent approximately 10 per
cent of the whole population of Muslims in Slovakia. It is thought that up to 60 per cent of the
converts are women whose conversion to Islam is a result of their marriage to a Muslim man or
of their personal processes of religious seeking.
According to Muslim representatives the Muslim population in Slovakia is slightly decreasing,
which is attributed to various factors - inter alia, the harsh institutional conditions for practising
the Islamic faith and way of life in Slovakia; Slovakia is the only European country without a formal mosque, and the Muslim population has been struggling to obtain a permission to build one
in the capital, Bratislava, for several years now with no success (more on this issue in Chapter
XXX). Another reason for the decreasing numbers of Muslims in Slovakia is the fact that many of
them are students who, after graduation, decide to return to their countries of origin provided the
political and economic situation there is favourable. In other cases they choose to move further
to the West, where living standards are higher than in Slovakia; a considerable proportion of
students are rather wealthy and well-off and Slovakia’s economic situation is not as attractive to
them as that in Western Europe (M. Zofcin - interview).
Muslims live in all parts of Slovakia but larger communities of Muslims are concentrated in a few
towns. According to Letavajová (2007) there are approximately 250 practising Muslims in the
capital, Bratislava. Numerous groups also live in Košice and Martin mainly due to the local universities, where many Muslims come to study. Other significant groups can be found in Nitra, Levice,
Trnava, Žilina and Piešťany (Hasna, 2011).
3. HISTORY OF MUSLIMS IN SLOVAKIA
The presence of Muslims in Slovakia is considered a recent phenomenon resulting from the opening of the borders after 1989 and the on-going globalization (Hasna, 2011). However, this opinion
has proved to be inaccurate. The existence of Islam in Europe dates back to the 7th Century AD.
The first reference to Islam in the territory later known as Slovakia can be found in the Great
Moravian texts describing the lives of Cyril and Methodius, two Byzantine Greek missionaries
of Christianity among the Slavic people. The documents originating from the 9th century contain,
inter alia, some chapters of the Quran and mention the Prophet Muhammad’s acknowledgement of
the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary. This reference is rather connected to the Byzantine
origin of Cyril and Methodius than to the cultural connections of Great Moravia with Muslim countries (Mendel, Ostřanský, Rataj, 2007). On the other hand, many Arabic and Persian documents
from this period describe the culture and way of life of the Great Moravian population, e.g. texts
by Ibn Rusta, Gardithi, Al Idrisi or Al Garnati (Hasna, 2011); certain connections between Great
Moravia and the Islamic world can therefore be assumed to date back to the early Middle Ages.
3.1 The period of the Ottoman Empire
Direct and more intensive contacts between what is now Slovakia and Muslim culture occurred
during the so-called Turkish Threat in the 16th century. During this period territories that are
now parts of Southern and Central Slovakia came under the direct rule of the Ottoman Empire
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for approximately 150 years. Given that the Empire’s representatives did not interfere much
in the local religious matters, the indigenous population’s attitudes and knowledge of Islamic
culture stemmed from anti-Ottoman propaganda rather than from direct experiences with Muslims and their faith. a similar approach and a similar kind of lay knowledge have persisted up
to this day.
3.2 The destroyed Mosque of Bratislava
a presence of Muslims in Slovakia during the 18th and 19th century can be presumed based on
the fact that as early as 1780 Baron von Braunecker, an imperial-royal advisor, built a mosque in
the area under Bratislava Castle called Vydrica. Given the scarcity of any reports on the building
it is often referred to as the ‘so-called mosque’ or it is even thought to be only a popular legend.
Some argue that ‘the mosque’ was in fact a mere garden pavilion of Baron von Braunecker’s
house, the so-called Kettenhaus (Chainhouse), which was built in a Moorish style and therefore
came to be known as ‘the mosque’ (Holčík, 2008). The story of the ‘destroyed mosque of Bratislava’ appears only in a few historical documents or pictures. There is perhaps only one photo
of it from the beginning of the 20th century – this photo shows the area under Bratislava Castle
with a written description saying “A typical view of Podhradie but a rare view of the mosque
built in a Moorish style by Muslim traders during the time of Maria Theresia.” (Dvořák, 1991,
In Cenker, 2010, p. 6) Cenker (ibid.) further argues that a confirmation of the Bratislava mosque’s
existence would pose a serious challenge to the present efforts to obstruct the construction of
a new mosque in Bratislava as it would prove that Muslims had been present in the city for over
200 years. Islam in Slovakia could no longer be presented as a recent phenomenon bringing an
alien culture into a ‘purely Christian’ country.
3.3 The period of Austria-Hungary
Given that the territory of today’s Slovakia was a part of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy until
1918, it is difficult to distinguish the respective histories of Muslims in individual parts of the
monarchy as historical documents mainly refer to their presence in the monarchy as a whole. Significant waves of Muslim immigration to the territories of Austria-Hungary and thus also today’s
Slovakia began in 1908 after the monarchy had annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina with its large Muslim community. Most Balkan Muslims were attracted by better economic conditions and decided
to settle in various parts of the monarchy, including Upper Hungary, which later formed Slovakia.
Given the multi-confessional nature of the monarchy, a legal foundation for the integration of the
Muslim population of Bosnia-Herzegovina after its annexation was needed. This was provided by
the Law on Islam, an imperial act (No. 159/1912) on the state recognition of Islam issued in 1912
by Emperor Franz Joseph I, which at the time represented the first effort to legally regulate the
status of Islam in Europe. The Law was intended to foster a better integration of Muslim soldiers
from Bosnia-Herzegovina into the Army of Austria-Hungary. Muslims in Austria-Hungary were
granted the same rights as members of the Roman Catholic Church and other state-recognized religious communities. They enjoyed the rights to establish confessional institutions and hospitals,
to freely practice their religion (e.g. spiritual guidance in the military and religious education in
schools) and to handle internal affairs on their own (Janda, Vogl, 2010).
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3.4. The period of 1918-1945
Austria-Hungary ceased to exist in 1918 when the first Czechoslovak Republic was founded,
which inevitably changed the situation of Muslims as the imperial Law on Islam was no longer
applicable. In Czechoslovakia new Muslim religious communities formed as late as the 1930s.
Historical documents refer to Czechoslovakia as a whole in this respect, and the Muslim activities described are mainly confined to the Czech territory, although undoubtedly Muslims were
active in Slovakia as well. Nevertheless, an official Muslim community in Czechoslovakia was
established in 1934/1935, and it had approximately 700 members at the time, including converts to Islam. In the period of 1937-1954 the Community issued the Islamic journal HLAS MNO.
The Community’s main goals were to construct mosques, mainly in Prague, and to gain a permit
to contract marriages and arrange funerals. Due to legal obstacles and the lack of flexibility of
Czechoslovak Muslims, these goals were not achieved and Islam did not become an officially
registered church until the period of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia (Bečka, Mendel,
1998) when the Community was recognized by the Ministry of Education and National Culture
and the Ministry of Interior of the Protectorate (Hasna, 2011).
3.5 The communist era
After the Second World War the secular Communist Party seized power in Czechoslovakia, and
religion became a private matter of individuals. Unfavorable conditions for the functioning of any
churches and religious communities caused further postponement of Islam’s registration as an
official church (Mendel, Ostřanský, Rataj, 2007). In 1949, Act No. 218/1949 Coll. on the state’s
provision of economic security for churches and religious communities was adopted, stipulating
that churches and religious communities could be recognized by the state only if they renewed
their registration and signed a declaration of their adherence to the communist regime and their
support of building a socialist society. The Muslims in Czechoslovakia did not conform to this
requirement, and Islam was therefore not registered (Hasna, 2011).
The communist era in Czechoslovakia also meant new immigrants from ‘befriended’ Muslim countries. These included Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya. Such immigrants came mainly as students or
experts, and the state provided very favorable conditions for their integration in terms of accommodation, employment, studies, health care, etc. Most of them gained a high socioeconomic status, stayed in Slovakia and, later on, after the disintegration of Czechoslovakia, acquired Slovak
citizenship. The immigrants arriving in the 1970s and 1980s were also widely accepted by the
majority, primarily due to their high socioeconomic status (Galová Kriglerová, Kadlečíková, Lajčáková, 2009). Given that before 1989 only supporters of authoritharian regimes were eligible for
international travel, many Muslims arriving at that time were not religious and claimed to be liberal
or even secular (and many of them still continue to make this claim today). They supported the Muslim demands for an equal status and the rights of Islam in Slovakia but other than that, they were
not active in the Muslim community. Today, this view is still common among many Slovak Muslims:
“Yes, there is a Muslim community in Slovakia (...) I was surprised by its existence becasue I
am a liberal Muslim more or less. I don’t even know where the mosque is. I know it is in Bratislava but I have never been there.“
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„“I don’t even know if there is any Muslim community in Slovakia. I will tell you the truth. I
don’t even care. That is my nature. I go to work, I go from work, I play football. I just don’t care.“
3.6 Muslims in Slovakia after 1989
The fall of communism in Czechoslovakia in 1989 brought important changes in the possibilities
for Muslims to practise their religion and also in patterns of immigration from Muslim countries.
Muslim immigrants arriving after 1989 were represented predominantly by single young men not
intending to stay in Slovakia permanently. They were also more religious than the Muslims had
arrived before 1989 (Galová Kriglerová, Kadlečíková, Lajčáková, 2009). Given that all churches
could practice their faith publicly after the transition in 1989 without a fear of being persecuted,
Muslims also started organizing religious practices (such as Friday prayers), religious events and
other events in the early 1990s. In 1993, the General Union of Muslim Students in Czechoslovakia
(Hasna, 2011) was established, and it was active until 2003.
4. MUSLIM LEADERSHIP AND INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURES
Muslims are generally perceived as a homogenous group whose religious identity is their core
social identity. This stereotyped image of Muslims is a pragmatic tool for the lay population to
categorize them into a single coherent category and thus simplify their perception of a complex
social world (Cenker, 2010, Park & Judd, 2005 ). However, religious and practising Muslims
represent only a small proportion of the overall population of Muslims in Slovakia. According
to a representative of the Islamic Foundation in Slovakia, Friday prayers that are mandatory for
practising male Muslims are attended by roughly 300 men in Bratislava. Given the overall number
of Muslims in Slovakia and the fact that the largest community lives in Bratislava, it can be assumed that a great portion of Muslims in Slovakia is not practising (M. Žofčín).
“Many Muslims in Slovakia are only Muslims by name.”
It is therefore essential to take into account the great diversity of the Muslim population in Slovakia. Social, ethnic and national backgrounds play roles that are as important as that of religion in forming one’s social identity. With various languages, nationalities, ethnicities, religious
schools and political traditions, we should talk about several communities rather than about one
community as a whole (Cenker, 2010). Such communities, however, are not formalized or institutionalized. Houses of prayer in Bratislava or in other cities, such as Košice, Martin or Piešťany,
are managed by informal associations of Muslims or private persons. This point of view was also
confirmed by the respondents:
“I think there are several communities in different cities in Slovakia, they don’t cooperate too
much together. I know there are some conferences and meetings in Bratislava but I know nothing about the other cities.”
“The community is divided. There are 5000 Muslims living in Slovakia and they don’t associate in one organization. Just in Bratislava there are four communities and they are indifferent
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towards each other. There is no such thing as a collective social life of a community, or a spiritual leader, Imam, even though some people consider themselves to be community leaders.”
There is no formal Imam in Slovakia but the leader of the Islamic Foundation in Slovakia informally assumes this position due to his education, knowledge and experience.
The registration of Islam as an official religious community would most likely lead to an emergence of a formal leader (or leaders) and also to the establishment of one dominant organization
serving as an umbrella institution for all Muslims in Slovakia. Given the restrictive legislation
regarding the registration of churches and religious communities (more on this in Chapter XXX)
it is not a probable scenario for the nearest future. The plurality of communities, however, is not
perceived negatively even though one central organization could represent the interests of Muslims more efficiently. There are several organizations associating Muslims in Slovakia although
some of them are based rather on a common country of origin or a common ethnicity than on
a common religion. Such is the case of the Association of Afghans in Slovakia, established in
1997, which is a cultural association of Afghan nationals living in Slovakia .
4.1 The main Muslim organizations
The two foremost Muslim organizations based on religion in Slovakia are the General Union of
Muslim Students in Slovakia and the Islamic Foundation in Slovakia. The former was established
in 1993 and was active until 2003 even though it still formally exits. Its agenda, however, was
naturally passed on to the Islamic Foundation in Slovakia.
4.1.1 The General Union of Muslim Students in Slovakia
The General Union of Muslim Students in Slovakia was the main Muslim organization of the
1990s in Slovakia. It was aimed at organizing the religious life for Muslim students in Slovakia.
This involved putting together Islamic lectures, meetings, presentations and various publications
(Hasna, 2011). For instance, in 1997, the Union organized an event entitled Days of Islamic Culture, which was composed of lectures on Islam and an exhibition of Islamic literature and photography. The event was held several times afterwards in Bratislava, Košice and Martin (Mulík,
n.d., Hasna, 2003).
4.1.2 The Islamic Foundation in Slovakia
Given the increasing number of Muslims who decided to stay in Slovakia after their graduation,
there was a need to also cover Muslim non-students’ religious and cultural needs. The Islamic
Foundation in Slovakia was therefore established in 1999 as a new organization pursuing the
new goals of satisfying the cultural and religious needs of Muslims in Slovakia, presenting Islam
to the majority and fostering interaction between Muslims and the native non-Muslim population.
Nowadays, the Islamic Foundation is the dominant organization in terms of associating Muslims
and addressing their needs in Slovakia (Hasna, 2011). Its operation relies mainly on three or four
internal employees and the work of volunteers.
The activities of the Islamic Foundations are mainly activities of a religious nature, such as congregational prayers, Friday sermons, various activities during the holidays Ramadan and Eid, ni-
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ght prayers, weddings, funerals, religious advice, Saturday school for children, gathering Firdaus
(which is done by women), charity collections, etc. Apart from these activities, the Foundation
also focuses on fostering positive relations with the Slovak non-Muslim population and regularly
cooperates with NGOs such as People Against Racism, the International Organization for Migration, and the Human Rights League, as well as with local and international Islamic organizations,
e.g. the World Assembly of Muslim Youth, the World Muslim League, al-Azhar University, etc. The
Islamic Foundation in Slovakia maintains close relationships with the Islamic Foundation in Brno,
Czech Republic and the main Vienna Muslim organization.
In 2009, the Foundation established the Islamic Centre Cordóba in the centre of Bratislava. It
serves as a setting for religious services and organization of public events oriented towards the
Slovak majority – e.g. lectures and panel discussions concerning crucial issues related to Islam and
the presence of Muslims in the West. Communication with the public and providing information
about Islam and Muslims is also made possible through the internet webpage www.islamweb.sk,
Facebook pages, the foundation’s YouTube channel, a newsletter and the monthly bulletin al-Islam.
5. RELIGIOUS PRACTICE
Maintenance of the Muslim religious identity is to a great extent an individual issue since the
infrastructure for practising the Muslim religion is rather poor in Slovakia. It is the only country
in Europe without a formal mosque. Muslims can therefore make use of three places in Bratislava
which serve as mosques, or rather houses of prayer, but also as centres of social and cultural
events. One of the houses of prayer is located near the Bratislava train station, and another is
located in Petržalka, Bratislava’s largest residential area. It is thought that the latter was formerly
located in Karlova Ves, one of the capital’s boroughs, and that it was quite large and popular then.
Most Muslims referred to it as a mosque, or masjid, whereas others called it a house of prayer
(Cenker, 2010). It is not known who runs the ‘mosques’ but supposedly they are run by private
persons and informal Muslim associations. Muslims in Bratislava can also benefit from the cultural centre in Bratislava which was founded in 2009 by the Islamic Foundation in Slovakia and
also serves as a house of prayer.
5.1 The state’s attitudes towards Islam
Slovakia seems to be resisting its Muslims’ attempts to build a formal mosque in the country
due to the strong politicization of Islam throughout Europe. It is not only the political discourse
that is more or less united on this issue but also the lay discourse, which can be illustrated by
the fact that there are several groups on social networks campaigning against the mosque in
Slovakia and also by the fact that several non-official opinion polls have proved the existence
of the negative attitudes of the public towards the construction of the mosque in Slovakia. It is
somehow assumed that Muslims gain political influence through their religious practise, of which
the mosque is the centre. Such lay knowledge is not surprising given the current popular discourse on Islam, which is present on various public forums (the media, politics and even scholarly
debates) (Cenker, 2010). However, as Tibi (2001) pointed out, Islam is both a religious faith and
a cultural system, but not a political ideology, even if recently it has been used as a source of political legitimation. Muslims in Europe are often ethnicized, i.e. they are viewed as a homogenous
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ethnic group even though Islam is not confined to one society. It is thought that such an ethnicization serves political purposes in the first place (Essers & Benschop, 2009) since it is used to
address a common adversary. An objection can be raised in this respect in the sense that religious
‘labelling’ of immigrants from Muslim countries inaccurately suggests that they define themselves primarily as Muslims, which leads to stereotyping and a ‘cultural fixation’ that explains the
cultural practices and behaviour of Muslims only in religious terms while ignoring socioeconomic
factors. Politicians and opinion leaders then falsely refer to cultural conflicts and clashes between
Christian and Muslim civilizations (Shadid, 2006) and argue for an assimilation rather than an
integration of all immigrants, Muslims in particular. However, from the political point of view it
is argued that assimilation pressures neglecting a valued group identity, in this case the religious
identity, motivate higher levels of attachment to the subgroup. Distancing from the majority society occurs when members of the minority group perceive a threat to their identity (Verkuyten &
Yildiz, 2007). Ethnicity and religion are among the strongest sources of distinctiveness and group
identity. Supporting Muslims’ religious and cultural identity would be therefore beneficial not only
for the Muslims themselves but also for the majority society as it would foster integration in its
very sense. Maintenance of one’s cultural and religious identity plays an important role in providing a positive identity, feelings of certainty, a sense of belongingness and inclusion, a cultural
worldview and meaningfulness (Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007).
5.2 Places of worship in Slovakia
As mentioned above, the stereotyped perception of Islam as a backward religion is prevalent not
only in Western Europe but also in Slovakia, which significantly affects the Slovak Muslims’ chances to practise their religion. The mosques , or rather houses of prayer, in Bratislava not only serve
as religious shrines but also fulfil several other functions. Apart from their religious function, they
also play an important role in developing social networks and serve as a source of social capital
for Muslims living in Bratislava and its surrounding areas. Through the mosque, a community of
people who are not necessarily exclusively religious is built. It also serves as a touch of home for
those who are homesick and desire contact with their country of origin (Cenker, 2010). Mosques
are full mainly on Fridays because of jumu’ah and on special occasions such as weddings (Cenker,
2010). Generally, there is a lack of a dignified place that would meet the criteria of a mosque in
Slovakia. For instance, the mosque in Karlova Ves, which is thought to have moved to another
borough, Petržalka (see above), was a “shabby little place located above an auto repair shop (…)
attached to its back was a restaurant (…) sometimes they [note: people] opened the wrong the
door, and instead of entering the restaurant, they entered the ‘mosque’” (Cenker, 2010, p. 5). It
was also attached to a small shop selling halal food, to which goods were imported from various
Arabic countries, Turkey, Austria and even the Czech Republic. Given the scarcity of such goods in
Slovakia, such a shop is very busy and profitable. It is clear that the mosque was hardly a dignified place for religious worship, and the same applies to the ‘mosque’ by the train station. As the
interviews revealed, this fact is a serious issue among Muslims in Slovakia:
“And really, one would need a decent place where we could invite people, like ‘come and see our
prayers, or posters, or calligraphies, and various foreign languages that are also demanded’. We
simply miss some space where we could carry out all this.”
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The establishment of the mosque in Bratislava is hindered by many obstructions posed by the municipality. The Islamic Foundation in Slovakia, which even owns an estate in Bratislava, has been
attempting to get permission to build a mosque for several years but never received a positive
answer. According to Christian political representatives (KDH), building a mosque is a secondary
issue and “Slovakia should develop a clear stance towards the immigration of Muslims to Europe.
Experiences from Western Europe show that immigration should be limited”. Other parties are not
clear about their official standpoint regarding the mosque in Bratislava as a debate on the party
level has not taken place. On the other hand, the liberal party SaS (Freedom and Solidarity) is not
against the mosque in Bratislava in principle because “other churches also have their religious
shrines” (Sudor, 2010) . The above quotes from the political representation suggest that the
interests of Muslims in Slovakia are either neglected or not considered at all.
5.3 Legislative conditions for practising Islam in Slovakia
The reserved approach of the political representation towards Muslims and Islam in Slovakia is
also reflected in the current legislation, particularly the Act on Freedom of Religious Belief and
the Position of the Churches and Religious Communities , which stipulates that “everyone has
the right to freely express their religion or faith alone or with others, in private or publicly, via
sermons, education, religious practice or maintenance of ceremonies. Everyone has the right to
change their religious beliefs or be without a religion. Everyone has the right to disseminate their
religion or their belief in being undenominational.” The Slovak Republic only recognizes officially
registered churches and religious communities. An amendment of the Act from 2007 made the
registration considerably complicated for Muslims as § 11 states that “a proposal for the registration of a church or a religious community by a preparatory body of the church or religious
community (…) can be submitted if it is proved that at least 20 000 adult members who are
citizens of the Slovak Republic and have permanent residence in the Slovak Republic adhere to
the church or religious community.”
Given the estimates of approximately 5000 Muslims living in Slovakia, this provision literally prevents them from registering as an official church; before the 2007 amendment only 20 000 mere
supporters of the community were needed for the community’s registration. The amendment sent
out a clear message, particularly to the Muslim community: religious diversity is not wanted in
Slovakia. It was, however, preceded by a petition campaign initiated by a branch of the Muslim
community which was aimed at gathering signatures of supporters in order to register Islam as
an officially recognized church. The law that tightened the criteria for registration followed soon
after the campaign, which is why the campaigners are sometimes accused of causing further limitations of Muslim religious activities (Cenker, 2010, p. 51). Registration is important for several
reasons. First of all, it enables churches to apply for state funds and support for the operation of
religious schools and other activities. It also enables members of the church to conclude marriages that would be legally valid. An Islamic marriage is not recognized in Slovakia and it is not
considered equal to a Christian or civic marriage. Islamic weddings are nevertheless performed
in Slovakia even though they are not rightfully valid. a husband and wife who were married
in accordance with Islamic principles are, however, considered spouses before God. Given that
Islamic marriage is not recognized as a legal form of wedlock in Slovakia, it is not officially valid
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in other European countries either, even though they may lawfully recognize an Islamic marriage. Slovak Muslims therefore travel to Vienna or the Czech Republic to get married (Letavajová,
2007). It is thus clear that despite the Slovak Republic’s declaration that all churches and religious communities are legally equal, the state in fact significantly favours the registered ones
(Lajcakova, 2009, In: Migranti, p. 80).
Given the lack of satisfactory opportunities for a dignified practising of their religion, Muslims in
Bratislava benefit from the short distance between the capital and Vienna and often go there for
major Islamic holidays or even just for Friday prayers. Vienna and Austria in general are perceived
as more open and tolerant in this regard. Muslims in Slovakia by and large perceive the majority’s
lack of acceptance of their religious and cultural practices. Even though Article 1 of the Constitution defines Slovakia as a secular state, its implicit definition as a Christian state is contained
in the Preamble of the Constitution, which implies an exclusion of all those who adhere to a non-Christian denomination and makes them ‘second class’ citizens (Chudžíková, 2011). Secularism
should ensure that no religious community has dominance over another in the public sphere.
Obviously the public sphere cannot be neutral. In Slovakia in particular public life is organized
by Christian tradition. Laws, social institutions and bank holidays are all derived from Christian
ideology (Jarka, In: Migranti, p. 81). This makes it difficult for Muslims to adhere to their praying
times and religious holidays. Moreover, given that the Catholic Church enjoys a very strong position in the world of politics and the public sphere , there is very little space for religious plurality.
6. ISLAMOPHOBIA AND THE FEAR OF OTHERS
Public acceptance of minorities (whether autochthonous or immigrant) in Slovakia has been on
a very low level for a long time. The most recent quantitative research aimed at exploring public
attitudes towards immigration and immigrants in Slovakia confirmed that cultural diversity is not
very well regarded. Foreigners are perceived more favourably than the Roma, as favourably as
Hungarians, and less favourably than other autochthonous minorities. To paint a more specific
picture, 18 per cent of the participants would mind foreigners living in Slovakia whereas as many
as 55 per cent would mind having foreigners as members of their families. It is plausible that
breaking the group of foreigners into more specific categories in this research would also show
the role of ethnicity, cultural background and religion in shaping one’s attitudes towards the out-group (Vašečka, 2009). Even though immigrants are not perceived as posing a territorial threat,
as are Hungarians, for instance, they nevertheless fit the construct of the threatening ‘Other’.
Foreigners are mainly perceived as a physical, economic, cultural and health-related threat (Lajčáková, 2009, In: Migranti). Muslims have a special position among Slovakia’s minorities. They
are generally referred to as immigrants or foreigners although around 10 per cent of the Muslim
population in Slovakia is represented by Slovak converts, and a significant part of the population
is composed of Slovak citizens with immigrant backgrounds. It is therefore incorrect to use the
generalizing terms ‘immigrants’ and ‘foreigners’, and the term ‘minority’ is perhaps a more suitable one. Nevertheless, in order to capture the majority’s attitudes towards Islam in Slovakia, we
can adopt the native non-Muslim population’s perspective of Muslims as immigrants and compare
the majority’s perception of Muslims with their perception of foreigners in general. Whereas most
foreigners are viewed through the prism of the economic consequences of their arrival, Muslims
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are most often approached from a cultural perspective. The paradigm of the clash between the
Christian West and the Muslim East penetrates the Slovak lay discourse (Cenker, 2010). The
perception of both the symbolic and the realistic threats (Stephan et al., 2002) posed by Muslims
is rather strong throughout Europe with Slovakia being no exception; the former refer to the fear
of Islamic values overriding the Christian ones, while the latter refer to the security issues that
are emphasized in relation to Islam by all political leaders the world over. The Ministry of Interior carried out an opinion poll in 2007 asking respondents whether they would mind having an
Islamic mosque in their neighbourhoods. More than 51 per cent of the respondents did not want
to have a mosque in their neighbourhoods, more than 21 per cent would not object and 26.5 per
cent did not care (Letavajová, 2007). According to Strabag & Listhaug (2008) up to 25 per cent
of Slovakia’s population do not want to have Muslims as neighbours. Just to compare, only 12.21
per cent of the population do not want Muslims as neighbours in the Netherlands, where relations
between the majority Dutch population and the large Muslim minority are much tenser than in
Slovakia (Verkuyten, Yildiz, 2007). Interviews with Muslims in Slovakia showed that Muslims
view the majority’s perception of them as highly stereotyped, rigid and based on no relevant
information. In this respect Slovakia has joined the world trend in equalling Islam with extremism
and Muslims with terrorists. This is often used as an explanation for not enabling Islam to be
registered as an official religious community in Slovakia.
“I have heard opinions like ‘what, you Islamists, why do you want to expand here?’ but basically I think that every person has the right to be what he is, to practise his own religion, and I
don’t think that by founding a kindergarten or a school we would threaten anyone. Everybody
has this fixed idea in their minds that Islam, terrorists, terrorism, so...”
The interviewees also mentioned several cases in which a Muslim woman could not find employment whilst wearing a hijab or was verbally or even physically attacked. Such cases were also
identified by previous research projects aimed at immigrants in general (Filadelfiová, Sekulová,
2009 ; Galová Kriglerová, Kadlečíková, Lajčáková, 2009). Such cases do not occur often and it
cannot be assumed that they represent the overall population, but nonetheless they are significant. Nevertheless, the systematic approach on the institutional level that prevents Muslims from
registering as an official church is a disadvantage anchored in the legislation. Lajčáková (2009,
In: Migranti) argues that intergroup relations, particularly with respect to ethnic and religious diversity, are to a great extent determined by the strong nation-building tendencies. The key change
in building an inclusive society is inclusion of minority members in all societal institutions instead
of furthering the nation-building initiatives of ethnic Slovaks. Lajčáková (ibid.) suggests that the
abolition of the idea of an ethnic state would also lead to a change in constructing minorities as
a threat. The definition of Slovakia as a nation state implicitly (in some forums even explicitly)
declares ethnic Slovaks to be the dominant group. Such discourse necessarily penetrates all domains of the public sphere and affects intergroup relations. The lack of inclusiveness is linked to
the ways in which the modern Slovak nation has been construed, that is, solely on ethnic principles as opposed to civic ones. “Slovakia is mentally constructed as the country of Slovaks and
that’s how they think it should be” (Vašečka, 2010, p. ?). The Slovak nation is thus not a political

49

nation in the sense of inclusion of all inhabitants on the grounds of their adherence to common
values and a mutual acceptance.
6.1 The role of the media in shaping the majority’s view of Islam
The reserved attitudes of the majority society are attributed to the lack of relevant information
about Islam and Muslims and also to the lack of contact between cultures. This is, however, a vicious circle as the less information one has, the less he or she is inclined to make contact with the
other culture due to his or her fear of the unknown. The media generally serve as the only source of
information about Islam in Slovakia, but they are hardly unbiased and objective. The media use the
stereotypical image of Islam that they copied from the Western media without further examination
or investigation of the information. The question remains whether this lack of professionalism on
the part of journalists should be attributed to their lack of knowledge and refusal to broaden their
perspectives, or whether it reflects xenophobia in their personal attitudes and also the publishing
policy of the media (Cenker, 2010). In 2008, the Slovak journal Axis Mundi published an article
(Manduchova, 2008, In: Cenker, 2010) aimed at analysing the representation of Islam in the Slovak media. The author followed the main evening news of the two major TV channels in Slovakia
for three months and came up with some alarming observations. More than 35 per cent of all
reports linked Islam with violence and threats, and approximately 30 per cent of the news reports
emphasized or were based on the premise of the difference between the Christian West and the
Islamic East. a clash of civilizations, rather than cooperation, was the underlying ideology in the
majority of the news reports related to Islam. The author also concluded that the linguistic resources used in the news bore negative connotations and frequently changed an otherwise neutral
report into a negative one. Letavajová (2007) also reports that the media puts a great emphasis
on the Christian tradition of Slovakia and the difference of Islamic culture. Such discourse can
be illustrated by some of the headlines: “Islam in Slovak”, “Islamic marriage? Impossible in Slovakia.”, “Muslims want to form a church”, “More churches wanting state’s approval”, “Catholic
state”, “Government parties stood up against smaller churches”, “A Slovak – an endangered species”, “Slovak Whip to Muslims”. Muslims, on the other hand, in their public statements, appeal to
democratic principles and request opportunities for cooperation with the majority.
The opinions of the interviewees on the portrayal of Muslims in the media were literally unified.
According to the respondents, the media bring biased and negative rather than neutral or even positive information on Islam and Muslims. Most of the information is linked with terrorism, women’s
rights violations, etc. The interviewees lack positive information on Islam in Slovakia and they also
lack a space in the media in which they could provide their own perspective. Based on their personal
experiences with members of the majority society and their attitudes towards Islam in Slovakia, the
interviewees were able to recognize the power of the media in shaping public opinion. The media
news is able to set the agenda for the public’s attention and affect the public’s feelings about an issue
by presenting it from a certain angle (McCombs, 2004) , which proves to be the case in Slovakia.
7. BELONGING, VALUES AND CIVIC PARTICIPATION
Public and political discourse also affects relations between Muslims and the non-Muslim majority population through the shaping of the majority’s opinion on Islam in general and corre-
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spondingly through the shaping of the Muslims’ views of the majority as a prejudiced society.
As mentioned above, for majority of the non-Muslim population, the media is the only source of
information and it creates an abstract image of a Muslim which is most often connected with
negative phenomena, such as terrorism, fundamentalism, lack of personal freedom and women’s
rights violations. Information reaching a broad audience is most often biased and poorly balanced, which consequently sustains anti-Muslim prejudices and the stereotypical image of Islam as
a backwards religion.
7.1 Relations between the Muslim and the non-Muslim population
The public discourse on Islam is marked by the alleged inherent conflict between Muslims and
non-Muslims, with Muslims being constantly accused of bringing in strange cultural features
which are contradictory to the European ones (Cenker, 2010). Letavajová (2001, In: Letavajová,
2007) explored the attitudes of the majority to Islamic marriages and romantic relationships between Slovaks and Muslims (particularly between Slovak women and Muslim men) and brought
forth findings confirming strong stereotypes regarding Islam and gender relationships in Islamic
cultures: the Islamic religion was most often associated with adjectives such as “fundamentalist”, “orthodox” and “fanatical”, and Islam in general was associated with “polygamy”, “veiling”
and “women’s status”. Nevertheless, some of the interviewees had a rather positive view of their
interactions with members of the majority and did not perceive intolerance but rather used the
terms ‘mistrust’ and ‘fear of the unknown’. Some of the responses seemed to even show an understanding of this fact. Cenker (2010) came up with similar conclusions based on his ethnographic
research of the Bratislava Muslim community. Thanks to the longitudinal and intensive nature
of his research he was, however, able to test these views and to uncover the implicit messages
hidden behind the optimistic opinions of the Muslim-majority relations. “Some [respondents] seemed to me to be constantly apologetic: they avoided talking about negative experiences which
happened to them, and if they did talk about them, they wanted to assure me that their problems
were very minor. In reality, however, they felt deeply influenced by these events, which markedly
hampered their integration; some thought of leaving the country and most confirmed their initial
stereotypical view of the ‘cultural conflict’ between them and members of the non-Muslim Slovak
population.” (Cenker, 2010, p. 38) Indeed, despite cheerful expressions referring to flawless relations with Slovaks, the interviews (and previous researches, e.g. Cenker and Migranti) contained
references to verbal and even physical conflicts between Muslims and supporters of mainly right-wing extremist groups. It is, however, assumed that such conflicts might be also partly related to
ethnicity as the Muslims involved in such incidents were mostly dark-skinned but not necessarily
otherwise visibly different from the majority – for example, they did not wear distinctive clothes
that would indicate their faith such as veils or traditional Islamic male clothing.
The interviews with Muslims in Slovakia uncovered their perception of Slovaks as being tolerant
to Islam as long as it is practised in private. Muslims’ day-to-day interactions with co-workers,
schoolmates and the like are therefore trouble-free provided that Islam is not being talked about.
However, as soon as Muslims show any desires to practise their faith more publicly or have an
institutional infrastructure for practising their religion, the tolerance of the majority decreases.
‘Public Islam’ would perhaps ‘force’ members of the majority to confront their own identities,
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which they are implicitly attempting to avoid. The ethnic definition of the Slovak Republic does
not allow any room for questioning the Slovak national and ethnic identity.

with a similar socialist and secular ideology. It could therefore be argued that immigrants from
this period did not put an emphasis on religious practises and contacts.

7.1.1 Contacts between Muslims and non-Muslims
The interviewees generally expressed an interest in improving their contacts with the members
of the majority. On the institutional level, the Islamic Foundation in Slovakia strives to reach
out to the majority and build bridges between the two groups by appearing in the media and
actively engaging in its internet social networks (Hasna, 2011). However, on the personal level,
social contacts are an extremely individual issue and no general pattern of socialization could
be identified in this respect. The interviews apparently show that that most of the interviewees
have intensive contacts with both Muslims and non-Muslims. No tendencies to separate from
the majority were identified among the Muslims. More intensive contacts with the interviewees’
respective diasporan communities could be identified mainly among students from Islamic countries, given that they often arrive in groups or attend the same courses at a university (Cenker,
2010). Preferences to socialize with foreigners as opposed to Slovak nationals were also identified, which was attributed to the Muslims’ perception of Slovaks as extremely conservative and
not always respecting other cultural practices.

7.2 Cultural differences
Slovaks manifest a so-called ‘cultural universalism’, which is understood as a very low level of
comprehension of cultural practices that are inherently different from the Slovak ones. The only
legitimate culture is the Slovak (or Western and Christian) one. Such is the case with eating pork
and drinking alcohol, two activities which seem to be banal but encompass a significant part of
Muslims’ lives in Slovakia as their difficulties with these practises occur on a daily basis. As the
interviews with Muslim in Slovakia revealed, they encounter very little understanding for their
principles in this respect.

“To be honest, mostly [I meet] with foreigners, with Arabs. Because I don’t drink alcohol and
most Slovaks drink alcohol in their free time, stress and so on. But I don’t like looking at people
drinking alcohol. That’s the only problem, I don’t have any other problem (…) I have a lot of
Slovak friends at work and all of them are very nice people but we don’t meet in private, we are
not close, we don’t talk about private things; they never ask about such things.”
The foreigners described in the above excerpt from an interview and in other interviews are not
necessarily Muslims. Most of the interviewees referred to foreigners in general or to members
of specific ethnic groups, as mentioned above, but not specifically to Muslims. It can thus be assumed that foreigners living in Slovakia are perceived as more open-minded and there is also the
factor of the shared experience of being an ‘Other’ in a foreign country. Maintaining contacts with
one’s co-nationals also serves as a means to preserve one’s social identity in a culturally different
environment and also as a means of cultural transition while getting to know the new society. On
the other hand, Muslims who have resided in Slovakia for several years and who perhaps married
a Slovak national and acquired Slovak citizenship, or converts of Slovak origin tend to have wide
contacts with both Muslims and non-Muslims. Contacts between Muslims are perhaps mainly
related to their religious views and practises:
“We like spending time with Muslims because we have a lot in common, mainly during the holidays, during Ramadan. It is different, there are very few of us here so moments spent together
are very precious and we cherish them.”
It is thought that Muslims who had arrived in Slovakia before 1989 were more secular given that
the then socialist Czechoslovakia accepted students from ‘befriended’ countries, i.e. countries
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“
”
The Slovak national cuisine indeed contains many meals based on pork meat or fat. Muslims
thus have to check every meal before ordering or buying it. According to the interviewees some
members of the majority understand but some do not. There were even some cases in which pork
was served even if another kind of meat was requested . In some cases this may even be a reason
to leave Slovakia and return to the country of origin:
“For someone else Slovakia may be a good country, someone else might stay here, but I will
go to Germany for a couple of years and God willing I will go home. I want to stay there with
my family. Because of faith. I can’t imagine asking all the time whether this or that contains
pork fat. When I go back home I can eat whatever I want. It’s just small things but they are
bothering me.”
Muslims in Slovakia, as in all Western countries, also cope with cultural differences regarding
relationships between men and women and gender roles. In this respect Islam is thought to play
a secondary role:
“We don’t have this custom of being a boyfriend and a girlfriend or that two people live together without marriage and such things. We are more conservative and it was difficult for me
in the beginning (...) In Syria, we are not entirely as Muslims in other Arabic countries. We
are more free, more liberal. But these things are among our Christians as well. So these are
rather Arabic customs than religious customs. Of course, religion plays some role here, but the
customs are Arabic per se.”
Muslim gender roles and inter-gender relationships may seem backward to the Western countries
and thus also to the members of the majority in Slovakia. As Letavajová (2011, In: 2007) pointed
out, in the view of the public, Islamic marriages and relationships between a Slovak and a Muslim
are associated mostly with the idea that women in the Muslim world, and in Muslim communities in Europe, have a lower status and fewer rights than men. However, Letavajová’s research
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(2007) into marriages between Slovak women and Muslim men in Slovakia proved otherwise.
The interviewees also pointed out differences in the value ascribed to the family; the majority
society in Slovakia was perceived as lacking family values and family ties as opposed to Muslim
families, which are based on respect and family members having a high level of involvement in
each other’s lives. It should be noted here that Islam does not necessarily play the primary role
in the family structure. The Muslim family is a result of various cultural, socioeconomic, environmental, historical and religious factors that are intertwined (Kag itçibaşi, 2007).
Despite great cultural differences in some areas, the Muslim respondents also focused on finding
commonalities of the two ‘groups’ (Muslims and non-Muslims in Slovakia). Paradoxically, similarities were sometimes found in religion despite the fact that differences of religion are often
identified as the main differences and the main source of conflicts between the West and the East:
“I actually think that people in Slovakia believe in God and this we have kind of in common.
Because, basically, when you explain the basic pillars, that God is Allah in Arabic and that it is
the same God, they are listening and more attentive. They simply have no problem with that.”
However, this view is rather rare and should not be taken as a frame of reference here.
7.3 Public engagement
Given the small sample it is difficult to draw any conclusions regarding Muslims’ public engagement and political participation in Slovakia. Based on the interviews it seems that the Muslims
have a very similar approach to politics as the majority population - if there is a political party that
they consider earnest and well-intentioned, they vote for it (provided they have the right to vote,
which is connected with their legal status in the country ). Otherwise they follow the political
and general public sphere as objective observers because “of course, if I live here I need to know
what’s going on”. Suffrage was valued highly among the interviewees.
Active political participation, however, is not considered essential. Having a separate Islamic political party in Slovakia does not seem vital or even feasible to the interviewees due to the size of
the Muslim community in Slovakia. According to the representative of the Islamic Foundation in
Slovakia, establishing a political party would be relevant if the population of Muslims in Slovakia
increased to 4-5 per cent of the country’s overall population.
“I don’t think this is a political topic. On one hand I think there are things that should be resolved but looking at it soberly, it is not a political topic in Slovakia.”
Another reason for this is that cooperation rather than separation is considered a more successful mode of coexistence and therefore a political party defending only Muslims’ interests is not
perceived as the best choice. If the mainstream political parties in Slovakia had a positive attitude
towards Islam, it would be more appreciated than a Muslim political party. a debate over establishing an Islamic political party in Slovakia occurred in 2003 when members of a civic association called the Slovak Islamic Movement suggested establishing a political party. Its preliminary
political programme included decreasing unemployment to under 3 per cent, building mosques
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and founding schools with Islamic curricula. Both the Islamic Foundation in Slovakia and the
General Union of Muslims in Slovakia distanced themselves from such initiatives (Szmrecsányi,
2003), though, and no Islamic political party was established in Slovakia.
“I am not saying we should be somewhere high in the parliament but we should strive to make
life easier for ourselves and for our children if we are to live here in Slovakia. For instance when
I have children I will want them to learn Arabic and our customs.”
Public engagement is not seen as an active political participation so much as an active civic
commitment to create an inclusive society where everybody’s right to practise their faith and
culture is preserved.
Apart from the Slovak public sphere, Muslims in Slovakia also closely follow current events in
their countries of origin. The current uprisings in Arabic countries particularly draw the attention
of Muslims of Arabic origin in Slovakia. Due to the small sample of the present research, their opinions cannot be generalized. The interviews can only serve as a mere illustration of their views
of the recent processes in their home countries. The interviewees have high hopes regarding the
democratization processes in the countries of the Middle East and believe that the autocratic regimes will be overthrown so that people would be able to elect their representatives themselves.
However, the current democratization processes in the Arab world are perceived as a political
and socioeconomic issue rather than a religious one, and, for instance, the Islamic Foundation
in Slovakia does not see analysing political processes as a part of its role even though they still
monitor and follow them closely. Any reflection of the current events in the Middle East is therefore individual and mainly of interest to those who hail from from the countries at stake (Tunisia,
Egypt, Syria, Libya).
Given Slovakia’s membership in the EU, Muslims in Slovakia are also concerned with European
policies and their approach towards Euro-Islam. As one of their representatives stated in an interview, Muslims in Slovakia perceive EU policy in this respect as unclear with some contradictions;
on one hand the EU promotes ethnic and religious diversity and calls for tolerance. On the other
hand, however, individual states are allowed to issue legislation outlawing minarets (Switzerland), burqas and hijabs (France) and even the selling of halal meat (Netherlands). Continuous
opposition to Euro-Islam is thus recognized on both the Slovak national and the European level.

8. THE FUTURE OF MUSLIMS IN SLOVAKIA
Further development of the Muslim population in Slovakia depends to a great extent on various
factors. As mentioned above, the socioeconomic situation is a significant determinant of the size
of the population since the living standards influence individual Muslims’ decisions on whether
they will remain in the country or migrate to more economically advanced countries. However,
the economy is not the only force affecting the future of the Muslim population in Slovakia. The
attitudes of the majority society towards diversity and their political will to support the full-fledged lives of other cultures and religions in Slovakia are also vital for the community’s advancement. So far it appears that the conditions in this respect are not favourable as nation-building
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efforts seemed to intensify in recent years and diversity is constructed as a problematic phenomenon rather than a benefit for the society as a whole. The migration policy of Slovakia is not likely
to shift towards a more open strategy of accepting and attracting more immigrants; therefore no
major changes in the size of the Muslim population are expected.
The legislation regarding the potential registration of Islam as an official church is also likely to
remain intact, and in connection with the strict migration policy, it is not feasible for the Muslims
to reach the number of 20 000 people with a permanent residence in Slovakia in the near future.
Islam will therefore continue to be an unofficial religious community in Slovakia for the time being
unless the legislation changes.
The main goal of Muslims in Slovakia remains the same – the construction of a mosque in Bratislava. The new administration of the capital seems to promising in this respect.
Alena Chudžíková
Center for the Research of Ethnicity and Culture

Muslims in Hungary
A Bridge Between East and West?

László Csicsmann1 – Dániel Vékony2: Muslims in Hungary – a Bridge between East and
West?3
Introduction
The Muslim population in Hungary shows the similar kind of heterogeneity like Muslim minorities
in other Western-European countries, however the number of Muslims in Hungary is not significantly high. What can be called exceptional, is that Muslims have been present in this country in
from the very beginning of the nation’s history, although this presence was not a continuous one.
Our main goal is to shed light onto the relationship between the Muslim communities of today
and the Hungarian state. The article covers this subject in 3 main parts. The first part of gives
an historical background of the Muslim presence in Hungary. The second part deals with international affairs, Hungarian foreign policy and the attitude of Hungarian Muslims towards these
issues. The third part covers some of the challenges these communities face in Hungary regarding
their daily life and their relation to the state. Hopefully, this article helps better understand the
relatively small, but steadily growing Muslim population of Hungary.
Muslim presence in Hungary a historical perspective
Hungary is in a unique position regarding the Muslim minorities living in her territory.4 Unlike
countries in Central Europe such as Bulgaria, Bosnia-Herzegovina or Albania, there are no historic
Muslim communities living in Hungary. However, one must not deny the fact that there have been
4 waves of continuous presence of Muslims in the territory of historic Hungary.
First wave – middle ages
Hungarian tribes moved to the territories of historic Hungary in the 10th century AD. With the
7 Hungarian tribes the first Muslims also settled down in the Carpathian basin. These were
1
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following Muslims were interviewed by the authors: Sultan Sulok, head of the Organization of Muslims in Hungary
(recorded 13 May 2011); Zoltán Bolek, head of the Hungarian Islamic Community (recorded 12 February 2011); dr.
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23 June 2011 at the Hungarian Institute of International Affairs.
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Muslim tribes from the Kazar empire. They were later joined by other followers of the Prophet
from Bolgar, Iranian and North African origin (N. Rózsa, 2011, p. 4.). The number of Muslims
increased steadily after the founding of the Hungarian kingdom in the 11th century. Some of them
managed to climb the social ladder. We know of Muslims as tradesmen, soldiers, and we also
have knowledge of coiners offering their services for the early kings of Hungary. With time these
Muslim became significant people in the world of the economy and politics, which was not in the
liking of some local noble men and the catholic clergy.
That is why this peaceful coexistence was continuously attacked and eroded by the catholic church
that, by the 13th century, was getting ever more hostile towards Muslims. One earlier example
can be a law that came into force in 1092 and ruled that a person who keeps the commandments
of Islam should be evicted from his home. This law is an early example of a trend of sustained and
increasing pressure that peaked in the forced baptising of Muslims under the Anjou kings in the
14th century. This eventually resulted in either conversion of these people to Christianity or the
leaving of the country, thus bringing an end to the first wave Islamic presence in Hungary.
Second wave – Ottoman occupation
The expansion of the Ottoman Empire reached the borders of the Hungarian kingdom in the 15th
century. After the lost battle near the city of Mohács, the Ottoman armies occupied large territories in the middle of the kingdom, staging a number of unsuccessful sieges on Vienna later on. After the Ottoman conquest, large numbers of Hungarians were moved to other parts of the empire,
with Muslim groups settled in place of these people. Also, a number of Hungarians converted to
Islam in order to reach a better social status.
There is a high number of architectural heritage throughout the formerly ottoman territories, such
as the mosques in Pécs and the famous Turkish baths in Budapest, Eger, etc. After the ottomans
were forced out by the Habsburg armies, a new wave of anti-Muslim sentiment spread throughout the country. This resulted in the bringing down of most of the buildings built under ottoman
rule, and naturally, the Muslim population faced the inevitable conversion to Christianity if they
did not leave their homes.
Third wave – The Austro-Hungarian monarchy
In 1878, the Austro-Hungarian monarchy occupied the formerly ottoman territory of Bosnia-Herzegovina. With this expansion about half a million Muslims became the subject of the Kaiser and the
King, creating a considerable non-Christian religious minority, which eventually lead to the limited
legal acceptance of Islam as a religion in the Hungarian part of the monarchy as well. However, we
should point out that during this period there was a very low number of Muslims living in the Hungarian administrated part of the monarchy and this did not change during the following years either.
The official recognition of Islam in 1916 by the legislature was more of a gesture for the Bosnian
soldiers fighting alongside other soldiers of the monarchy on the one hand, and on the other hand
for the Ottoman Empire that was allied to the Habsburg and German empires during World War I.
Between the two World Wars the first European Islamic Conference was organised in Budapest, and
also the question of building a mosque was on the agenda for a short period, but did not materialise.
This period of Hungarian history can be characterised by the gradual acceptance of Islam as an
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equal religion. However, it has to be emphasised that this process was more like a legislative
question concerning mainly government officials. Since during this time Muslims were not present in high numbers in the Hungarian part of the monarchy, the challenges of everyday coexistence of Muslims and non-Muslims were not on the agenda.
After World War II, the Russian occupation of Hungary lead to the total control and persecution
of religious groups and orders. Thus Islam as a religion officially became non-existent in Hungary.
Fourth wave – increasing presence since the 1980s
During the communist era a number of Muslim students, mainly from countries whose regimes
were ‘friendly’ towards the Soviet Union studied at the Hungarian universities. A number of these
students decided to settle down in Hungary after their studies.
As the communist regime became ever softer during the 1980s, the government allowed the
Association of Muslim Students to be founded. Following the democratic transition of 1989-1990
the new legislation made it possible for Muslims to practice their religion using the Hungarian
legal framework5. With political freedom, the challenge of migration reached Hungary as well.
Because of international conflicts such as the Balkan Wars, Somalia, Afghanistan a large number
of Muslims reached Hungary escaping the horrors of war. Besides, other forms of migration have
been contributing to the growth of the Muslim population. Moreover, the number of Muslims has
been further increasing with the conversion of native Hungarians to Islam.
This fourth wave of Islamic presence in Hungary is still ongoing. Since the continuing immigration
and the fact that Muslim families tend to have more children than average non-Muslim families,
and the before mentioned examples of conversion, the number of Muslims in Hungary steadily
increases. According to the estimates of Sultan Sulok there are between 31 000 and 32 000
putting the share of converts to 7.7% of the overall figure. Because of the fact that the contemporary Hungarian Muslim communities have an immigrant background the same heterogeneity is
characteristic to them that one can see at many other Western European countries.
Muslim institutions in Hungary
Muslim communities living in Hungary as much differentiated as in other Western European countries by the country of origin, what language they speak as well as political opinion. According to the
study written by Zoltán Sulok around 50 percent of the Hungarian Muslim population came from
an Arab background, while 40 percent from non-Arab Islamic countries (mainly Turkey and Iran, but
significant number from South Asia as well). After the re-emergence of Islam in Hungary towards
the end of the Socialist era, a second generation of young Muslims has also started to develop. They
identify themselves as Hungarian aiming to fully integrate into the Hungarian society. The Muslim
population in Hungary is usually younger than the average Hungarians and their social place in
5
The Hungarian legal system granted equal rights to all religious communities. These religious communities were
called churches. However, there are a number of Muslim Communities that are either in connection with an Islamic
Church or independent from them, but exist in the legal form of (cultural) foundation down to the small number of
members. However, these legal forms are problematic for the religious organisation for Muslims, since Islam is not a
religion that is built up according the organisational structures well known for Christian denominations. We will deal
with the new legal framework regarding religious communities in Hungary later.

59

the society is marginally beyond the average family. Some of them have reached to higher-level
positions such as university professors, engineers, dentist6 as well as economists, but most of them
have difficulties to find a job and failed to achieve a middle class status in society (Sulok, 2011).
The institutionalisation of Muslim communities has begun at the end of 1980’s. As it was mentioned before the Hungarian legal system allows everybody to form a religious community called as
church if there is at least 100 founding members.7 The Ministry registered at least 200 churches
by the end of 2009, which shows a boom in terms of numbers. The constant growth of the
number of churches 20 years after the regime change has nothing to do with the diversity of
religious beliefs within the Hungarian society, but it has to do with legal protection of churches by
the law, and the economic benefits provided from tax revenues collected by the state.8 Currently
three Muslim institutions registered as churches, while the others have a different legal status
(usually in a form of a foundation). The Hungarian Islamic Community was the first registered
Muslim church in 1988 headed by Zoltán Bolek.9 The Organization of Muslims in Hungary was
established in 2000 and has an office and a mosque in a private house.10 The youngest one
is the Islamic Church founded by the Palestinian dentist, Saleh Tayseer in 2003. Beside these
three churches several Muslim communities organized themselves as part of the Hungarian civil society. However, some general remarks should be emphasized about the Muslims living in
Hungary. According to our interviews with some Muslims do not belonging to any of the above-mentioned organizations, some of the Muslims do not want to be affiliated with neither with
Muslim organizations registered as churches, nor as with other foundations. Some believes that
these churches serve the interest of their leaders and not the Muslim umma. On the other hand it
should be pointed out that the existing 8 mosques in Budapest do not have the enough capacity
to accommodate 30.000 believers during prayers. The three churches hire larger places for eid
prayers. The three Muslim churches do not have a significant membership. Around 50 persons
usually attend daily prayers with much higher numbers for the Friday’s worship. 300 persons
are involved in the daily community activities of the churches such as organizing seminars on
Islam (daawa activity) for non-Muslims and Muslims alike or special activities for mothers with
children, etc. The majority of the Hungarian Muslims are centred in or around the capital, but a
significant number of Muslims have settled down in other cities such as Pécs, Szeged or Salgótarján, etc. These local communities have affiliation with the Muslim institutions existing in the
capital, mainly with the Organization of Muslims in Hungary. It must be noted that most of the
Hungarian Muslim organizations on a certain level have cross-border connections with other Hungarian speaking Muslim communities in Romania and Slovakia.11 That kind of cooperation mainly
relies on personal ties and motivated by the shared problems and shared vision of the different
communities with shared believes.
6

Saled Tayseer, the head of the Islamic Church, is a dentist.
Law IV. 1990 (Law on Conscience, Freedom of Religion and Churches)
8
According to the law of personal taxation 1 % of the paid tax can be donated to an officially registered church.
9
The community’s professional English webpage is available at http://www.magyariszlam.hu/mikangol/news.php
10
The organization’s webpage as follows: http://www.iszlamweb.hu/index.php
11
The number of Muslims in Romania is significantly higher than in any other neighbouring countries.
7
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According to the narratives of the leaders of the Muslim organizations, all of the Hungarian Muslims belong to the undividable Muslim community (umma) and share common religious Sunni
values. The only difference among the three Muslim churches is the scope of their activities,
otherwise all of them part of the so-called Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama’ah (Sulok, 2011). The Shia
community in Hungary as well as the Sufi branch of Islam is not significant in terms of numbers,
however they also have a low level presence mainly in the capital.
Foreign relations and European issues
All of the three registered churches integrated themselves into the wider European public sphere.
The Hungarian Islamic Community is part of the Council Musulman Cooperation in Europe (CMCE)12, which is a federation of European Muslim organizations with shared values and interests.
According to Zoltán Bolek CMCE serves as an important tool for them in finding a European Muslim organization for cooperation, however the lack of financial resources poses a barrier against
closer cooperation among the member organizations (Bolek, 2011).
The Organization of Muslims in Hungary participates in the Brussels-based Federation of Islamic
Organizations of Europe from 2004, which consists of around 400 like-minded Muslim organizations from all over the European Union. Zoltán Sulok said that they are proud of to be a member of
this Federation as the rules of accession are very strict. However the problems are very similar to
the above-mentioned Cooperation League of European Muslims, the lack of funds hinders a close
cooperation among the members. But the main advantage of this Federation is the easiness to
find partners for joint European projects (Sulok, 2011).
All of the interviewed Muslim leaders are aware of the issues affecting the wider European Muslim communities. The so-called burqa law in France was widely condemned among Hungarian
Muslims as a superfluous measure against religious community. In their arguments some Hungarian Muslims mentioned that only a few thousand Muslims wear a veil covering their faces,
which is not required by Islam. Saleh Tayseer also noted that the burqa controversy is part of the
European Islamophobia, which is widespread among the average European citizens. “How many
millions of persons wear tattoo on their body?” – asked by Sheikh Tayseer pointing out that most
of the European debates are about Islam (Tayseer, 2011). Most of the Hungarian Muslim women
were hijab (covering their hair, but not their face) and face no difficulties in their workplace.
Some Muslim women were asked on the street about their dress code, which is not usual in
Hungary, while others complained about discriminatory decisions against women wearing the
hijab. Zsuzsa Halima Kiss, the representative of the Hanif Islamic Cultural Foundation13 explained
that most of the non-Muslims Hungarian has a negative opinion about the hijab reinforcing the
view of a male-dominated society under Islamic law. She reminded that some of the muhajabas
even do not have spouses and wearing the hijab was their own choice and a male companion did
not force to have it (Kiss, 2011).
The other relevant issue for Hungarian Muslims was the Danish cartoon controversy as one of the
main widely circulated Hungarian daily, the Népszabadság re-published one of the Mohamed caricature for defending the most important European value, the freedom of speech. Many politicians
12
13

The webpage of CMCE: http://cmce-europe.eu/index.html
See the webpage at: http://www.hanif.hu/
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have supported this decision of the chief editor, which offended deeply the religious believes of
pious and non-pious Muslims alike.14 All of the interviewed Muslims strongly condemned not only
the publication of the caricatures, but also the artist who made them. The head of the Hungarian
Islamic Community argued that if Jesus, who is among the prophets recognized by Islam, would
portray by artists in such a negative way as Prophet Muhammad was, the Muslim community
would stand against it (Bolek, 2011). According to Saleh Tayseer the aim of the Danish cartoons
was to destroy the image of Prophet Muhammed, who is the “symbol of the perfectness” according to the Islamic doctrines. The personal freedom of the human being has it limits. The right
of the freedom of speech cannot be extended at the expense of the freedom of others. Sheikh
Tayseer cited the example of the burning of the national flag of a country as a serious violation
of the duties (or the law) of a citizen (Tayseer, 2011). All of the Muslims declared their loyalty
towards the Hungarian state as a provider of religious freedom unlike the Arab states in the
Middle East. The Organization of Muslims in Hungary occasionally issues statements concerning
international issues involving Muslims. After the publication of the Muhammed cartoons by the
Danish newspaper, the Organization called the Hungarian government for distancing itself from
the spirit of the Muhammed drawings and to force the Hungarian media to respect the dignity of
Muslims.15 If the campaign against the Muhammad cartoons would not be successful, the Organization of Muslims in Hungary would join to the worldwide boycott against countries participating
in the desecration of Prophet Muhammed.
Hungarian Muslims call for an active foreign policy in accordance with international law. One of
the most frequently raised issues was the military intervention in Muslim countries or foreign
occupation of Muslim land by foreign powers. As Hungary is a member of NATO and the European
Union, the government decided to participate in several military operations. During the third Gulf
War, which toppled the Saddam regime in Baghdad, the Hungarian prime minister at that time,
Péter Medgyessy signed the “letter of eight” supporting the coalition of willing led by the United
States.16 From 2003 Hungary has contributed to the Iraqi “occupation” with 300 military personal, however the Parliament has not expanded its mandate for 2005. Hungary allowed the US to
use the Taszár air base for military purposes. Hungarian Muslims as most of the non-Muslim Hungarian citizens opposed to the Iraq War mainly because of the absence of a UN Security Council
resolution.17 While the Hungarian participation was limited in the case of Iraq, Hungary was (is)
a major contributing party in the NATO led military operation (ISAF) in Afghanistan. According to
the opinion of Hungarian Muslims the war and reconstruction process is a complete failure as the
Central Asian country is still in a very backward economic position. Sheik Tayseer complained
that to much attention has been paid to the not so numerous Al-Qaeda, which is falsely identified
with the whole Muslim umma. Islam is not equal to terrorism, as it has often suggested by the
media (in Hungary too) (Tayseer, 2011)
14

Karikatúra-vita: “Itt már az európai kultúráról van szó” Népszabadság, 17 February 2006, online: http://www.nol.
hu/archivum/archiv-394563 (accessed on 25 July 2011)
15
“Nyilatkozat a Mohamed Prófétát (Béke legyen vele) sértő rajzokról”, Magyarországi Muszlimok Egyháza, http://
www.iszlamweb.hu/index.php?content_type=article&content_id=13
16
Magyarország és az iraki háború. Magyar Nemzet, 5 April 2003, http://www.mno.hu/portal/138238
17
Hungarian Muslims expressed that Islam as a religion condemns launching a war against a foreign country.
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The leaders of the Muslim organizations criticized the Hungarian Middle East policy and asked for
a more balanced foreign policy especially concerning the Arab-Israeli conflict. Zoltán Bolek noted
the previous 8 years (2002-2010) under the left-liberal coalition was biased towards Israel. On
the one hand Bolek expressed that he and his community has a very positive relation with Hungarian Jews and Jewsih organizations like Mazsihisz. On the other hand Zoltán Bolek noted that the
Hungarian state has to “turn against the state of Israel”. He identified himself as an anti-cionist,
but he rejected the label anti-Semitic (Bolek, 2011).
The Palestinian Saleh Tayseer had a very negative experience with the Hungarian authorities
as during the official visit of the Israeli president, Mose Kacav in 2004, the head of the Islamic
Community was arrested on a charge of a planned terror attack against the Jewish Museum
in Budapest. According to the Hungarian intelligence service, the dentist received a significant
amount of money from a potentially terrorist related Saudi source. However after two months in
jail, the public prosecutor terminated his custody, as there was no evidence at all about the terror
attack against Israeli interest. He brought a suit against the Hungarian state demanding 30 millions forints for the false charge and for his detention for two months. In 2008 he won 2 millions
forints compensation as no evidence has found by the authorities against him (Linder, 2004).
During the interview about Israel Sheikh Tayseer used the usual Arab narrative: “Israel has divided the Muslim lands (dar al-Islam), The Jewish state has cut Asia and Africa, and the Jews were
only the tools in the hands of the Western powers” (Tayseer, 2011). There are rumours circulating
around Muslims and non-Muslims alike that Israel asked the Hungarian authorities to take Saleh
Tayseer into custody during the visit of Mose Kacav to prevent any demonstration or any other
more serious action against Israel. The Hungarian officials rejected these rumours.
The most moderate among the three Muslim churches is the Organization of Muslims in Hungary
has published a statement regarding the Gaza Freedom Flotilla incident condemning the bloody
attack against civilians and demanding for a peaceful solution and investigation of what they call
as Israeli aggression.18 We can say that all of the three organizations have serious reservations
about the Israel foreign policy towards the Palestinians and call the Hungarian government for
a more balanced approach of the Arab-Israeli crisis.
All of the Hungarian Muslim communities lamented the fact that the political and economic relations with Arab countries have lost its significance due to the shift of policy orientation favouring
the euro-atlantic integration of the country. It is true that during the socialist era Hungary shared
common ideology and fruitful economic relations. Hungary has also cut his official diplomatic relations with the State of Israel after the 1967’s Six days war. Full diplomatic relations were re-established only in 1989 when the region underwent fundamental political changes. A significant
number of Muslims from the Middle East have earned his degrees from Hungarian universities.
Most of them have kept their Hungarian identity as well as they still speak the language. They
have a significant potential to initiate closer economic and cultural cooperation, but it was not a
priority of the Hungarian government. The other problem of the engagement with Arab countries
is the strict visa policy of the Hungarian state launched after the 9/11 terror attack. In 2007
18

“Nyilatkozat a “Szabadságot Gázának” Flotillát nemzetközi vizeken ért támadásról”. Magyarországi Muszlimok Egyháza, online: http://www.iszlamweb.hu/content/downloads/nyilatkozat_gazaflotilla.pdf (accessed on 25 July 2011)
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Hungary joined to the Schengen Area, which strengthened the measures against Middle Eastern
citizens applying for visa. Hungarian Muslims call for an ease of the visa regulations towards
Muslim countries.
A very special case with the involvement of Hungarian Muslims was the Eduardo Rózsa Flores
case in 2009. Eduardo Rózsa Flores was the vice president of the Hungarian Islamic Community,
an activist who born to a Jewish father and a Catalan mother on Bolivia and later converted to
Islam and became a Sufi. Rózsa Flores participated in the Croatian independence war in 1991 and
he gained military experience.19 According to an interview with Eduardo Rózsa Flores recorded
in 2008 and kept into secret until his death, he explained that he received an invitation from his
hometown, the Bolivian Santa Cruz to organize the defence of the city against a potential raid by
the central government. He moved to Bolivia with several Hungarian companions20 in 2008 and
in 2009 the Bolivian security forces killed him and another Hungarian Muslim, Magyarosi Árpád.
The third Hungarian, Tóásó Előd21 had taken into custody in Bolivia and a lawsuit against him is
still ongoing. The president of the Hungarian Islamic Community called the Hungarian government
for lobbying against Bolivia using diplomatic channels, however this issue remained a very sensitive as the Bolivian authorities have issued a statement calling Eduardo Rózsa Flores as a member
of an international terrorist group aimed at ousting the current Bolivian government.22 Tóáeső
Előd received a consular protection, however in the case of Rózsa Flores and Magyarosi Árpád the
Hungarian diplomacy remained silent. Zoltán Bolek has tried to cooperate with right wing Jobbik
Party to use their MPs, especially Krisztina Morvai (a member of the Euoropean Parliament) as a
tool for lobbying against the Bolivian government. According to Zoltán Bolek the Jobbik Party’s
political performance has failed.
The Hungarian Islamic Community shares good relations with the internationally isolated regime
in Sudan. Zoltán Bolek holds the Sudanese president, Omar Hassan Ahmad al-Bashir in reverence
and he disagrees with the international arrest warrant issued by the International Criminal Court.
The Hungarian Islamic Community has sent medicines, foods as aid several times to the people
of Sudan. Zoltán Bolek has offered his help to the Hungarian authorities when a tribe in Darfur
kidnapped the Hungarian peacekeeper working for a UN mission, István Papp.23 After months of
negotiation by the Hungarian intelligence service István Papp has freed, but the authorities have
forborne the goodwill gesture offered by the Community. Zoltán Bolek’s relation with the Ahmad al-Bashir clearly contradicts with the interests and values of the Hungarian foreign policy apparatus.
Regarding the Arab Spring all of the interviewed Muslims (who are not converted) have expressed their sentiments about what is happening in the Arab world. All of them condemned the Libyan intervention as an unnecessary military action against the regime of Qaddhafi. They praised
19

His former blog is available at http://eduardorozsaflores.blogspot.com/ (accessed on 25 July 2011)
Magyarosi Árpád converted to Islam.
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See his webpage in English at http://www.toasoelod.com/?lang=en&menu= (accessed on 26 Jul 2011)
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See the official statement on the Rózsa Flores issue of the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs at http://www.
mfa.gov.hu/kum2005/Templates/HirSablon.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRORIGINALURL=%2Fkum%2Fen%2Fbal%2Factualities%2Fspokesman_statements%2FBolivia_eng_091203.htm&NRNODEGUID={5A88F928-25F7-4677-A6E6-C29FFAE73063}&NRCACHEHINT=NoModifyGuest&printable=true (accessed on 26 July 2011)
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the Arab youth advancing freedom and human rights in the Middle East and they expressed their
fears of foreign intervention into the process.
The EU rotating presidency has taken by Hungary on 1 January 2011 in a time when the Middle
East has witnessed turbulent upheavals. Most of the Hungarian Muslims have expectations about
the EU presidency
The role of the state
During the roundtable discussion held at the Hungarian Institute of International Affairs there
was a lively debate about the role the state should play regarding the Muslim communities. In
this section a we make an describe the various point of views of the participants about three
main topics: the desired role of the state in the field of education with special focus on educating
imams, the form of connection between state and the Muslim communities and the question of
financial support for Muslim groups.
Connection between Muslim communities and the state
The institutialisation is a challenge not only for the Hungarian Muslim communities, but for Muslim groups throughout Western Europe24. The main problem is that Islam is not a religion with
a well-organised hierarchy as the so-called historic Christian churches. Since there is no central
authority in Islam either, the newly found Islamic communities tend to develop organically, in
an ad hoc manner. The Muslim churches of Hungary are a good examples for that. During the
interviews with leaders of these Muslim churches all of them pointed out the fact that they did
not take up the form of churches because this was what they wanted, but because this was the
framework the state offered them. Modood and Kastroyano pointed out (Modood et al. 2006:162179) that the secular states of Europe are products of the enlightenment. That is why the legal
frameworks regarding religious communities and churches were designed by referring Christian
churches i.e. religious communities the with clear hierarchy and well organised institutions. So
they argue that the separation of church and state happened in these countries with using institutions derived from a Christian background. This is why many Muslim communities find it
challenging to organise themselves according to these lines. Moreover, this sheds light to an area
in the state institutions where the neutrality of the secularist state can be questioned.
This might be the reason why a number of Muslim communities did not take the path of organising themselves to become religious institutions, they rather chose the form of cultural foundations that might allow them more freedom and flexibility.
When asked about the desired framework in which the Hungarian government should be dealing
with Muslims living in the country the participants expressed conflicting views. Gyorgy Jakab expressed his wish that the state should play an active role in setting up the form of communication
with Muslims groups. As an example he mentioned France, where the state played a decisive role in
bringing the CFCM25, the French umbrella organisation representing Muslims’ interest in relation to
the state, to existence. Others pointed out that there are a number of possible risks in regard to this
24

The main problem is that Islam is not a religion with a well-organised hierarchy as the so-called historic Christian
churches. Since there is no central authority in Islam either, the newly found Islamic communities tend to develop
organically, in an ad hoc manner.
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65

solution. Among these, there is the problem of legitimacy. As Sultan Sulok and Abdulghani Al-Sabai
pointed out, the so-called umbrella organisations of Western European countries tend to lack the
support of the Muslim communities that they supposed to represent. Another aspect of this problem
is illustrated by the fact that there are a number of countries where more than one umbrella organisation aims to represent the Muslim communities as a whole26. A further challenge is that such
an organisation inevitably monopolises the communication between the various Muslim groups
and government officials. Thus, there is the danger of some groups’ over- or underrepresentation in
such an organisation or even the leaving out of some communities from the process of cooperation.
Nevertheless, during the discussion a number of people stated that if there was such an umbrella
organisation in Hungary, it should be organised in a bottom-up fashion. Only after this process
should such an organisation be involved in and official connection with the government. Otherwise,
it would risk loosing its legitimacy, hollowing out the whole process of Muslim-government cooperation. Germany started a whole new approach regarding their Muslims communities after the
new political approach regarding immigration came to life in 2005. The government decided that
parallel to the new approach regarding immigrants, the state attitude towards Islam and Muslims
needs to be improved radically. Although the initiative came from the state, the German Islam Conference27 (Deutsche Islam Conference) leaves behind the institution of umbrella organisations. The
German government decided to apply a dynamic approach both regarding organisational structure
and people and organisations participating in the process. With an ever-developing structure that is
adapted to the changing challenges and development, the goal is to involve the broadest possible
spectrum of Muslims in this “dialog”. The reason why this form of connection between the state
and Muslims is promising is the new, lower level contact groups that will be responsible for implementing the agreed strategy on a state level. By this step, the aim is to avoid a head-heavy structure, that would produce few tangible results, but to deliver on the agreed issues in an effective and
quick way, using the vertical as well as horizontal spectrum of the federal system.
To sum up the above, as far as communication and cooperation with the state is concerned, the
invitees expressed the desire for an active and regular connection between the state and their communities. However, almost every invitee shared the notion that the state should remain passive
and leave the challenge of deciding on the form and scope of a possible future organisation that
would deal with the task of representing Muslims and their interest at the state level. However,
we have to point out that the Muslim communities in Hungary are heterogenic, fragmented and
under-funded. Thus, there should be a clear sign from the side of the state that these communities
need to organise themselves if an effective cooperation and communication is desired. Possibly,
because of the relatively small number of Muslims living in Hungary, there has been no sign or
initiative from the side of the state yet.
26

Holland can give a good example in the 1990s. With the founding of the Dutch government an Umbrella organisation
was founded in 1991 called the Islamic Council of the Netherlands. Parallel to this the Netherlands Muslim Council was
founded. There was a bitter dispute about which organisation should be in touch with the state authorities. (Raath et
al. 2001:93-94). The other example can be the UK where for a time the Muslim Council of Britain was replaced by Sufi
Muslim Council in the dialogue with the government(Bright:2009)
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For more information on the achievements and activities of the German Islamic Conference, see: www.deutsche-islam-konferenz.de
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Education
Originally, our main field of interest was the problem of educating imams on European and Western European soil. There have been several attempts to deal with this challenge in the EU member states. In France religious education is available for those who are would like to become
imams28 (Bowen 2010:). In Germany, the University of Tübingen is about to start a similar course
(Deutsche Welle (2010)). In Holland, the Amsterdam Free Univesity offers courses for Muslims
wanting to become imams(VU Amsterdam). However, we have to point out the fact that most
these countries have an educational infrastructure in the field of elementary and secondary religious education29. But still, the problem for Muslims in Western Europe is the lack of choice
for professional training in the higher education. Although, these efforts point into a promising
direction, if one takes into account the sheer number of Muslims living in Europe(Pew Research
Center (2010)), it is easy to see, that in the future much more effort would be needed if European
countries really would like to live up to the challenge of domestically trained imams. Down to the
small number of institutions dealing with training imams, it is still not possible for many European
Muslims to get the needed education for becoming an imam in their homelands.
From this problem, further challenges can arise for the state and Muslims alike. Firstly, those
citizens who go abroad to receive higher religious education would study according to curriculum
that may not give answers to the challenges faced by Muslims in Europe. However, this argument
was firmly rejected by those who attended the round table discussion. Tayseer Saleh argued that
people doing their religious studies abroad will be able to combine their Hungarian background
and the non-European knowledge to help local people come over the challenges of everyday life
as part of a Muslim minority in a mainly Christian environment. Secondly, religious education in
a foreign country can mean a possible security challenge for the state. For instance, a number of
experts30 regard the wahabi Islam of Saudi Arabia as too extreme for the European environment.
And it is exactly Saudi Arabia’s religious institutions that offer, besides other services, Islamic
education for European Muslims with very reasonable conditions(Lewis 2004:110).
The participants at the round table discussion also pointed out the fact that the present European
educational infrastructure cannot satisfy the need for imams, simply because they cannot train
nearly as many imams as needed. This makes either bringing foreign imams to Hungary or sending Hungarians abroad inevitable. They said that after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the state
treats many imams trying to enter the country as security threats. This problem clearly affects
the picture Muslims create of the state and the society they live in. During the discussion the
question of education came up in a completely different dimension as well. As we mentioned
28
In France there is a number of institutions dealing with training imams such as the UOIF, the CERSI organisation, the
Paris Mosque etc. (Bowen 2010:47-50,86-89)
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30
Political Islam, World Politics and Europe - Democratic Peace and Euro-Islam versus Global Jihad - Bassam Tibi
Routledge, New York, 2008
The Crisis of Islam - Bernard Lewis, Phoenix, Orion House, London, 2004
Political Islam, World Politics and Europe - Democratic Peace and Euro-Islam versus Global Jihad - Bassam Tibi, Routledge, New York, 2008
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before, in a number of countries in Western Europe there is a well-managed system of religious
education on the primary and secondary level. However, this infrastructure does not yet exist in
Hungary. The participants point out that for them this is a much bigger issue than the question
of education of imams. They noted that as long as the religious education for young Muslims in
primary and secondary schools are not organised and regulated, it is futile to talk about the question of training imams. As far as the framework of a possible future imam training is concerned,
György Jakad argued against a curriculum where the so called orientalist influence would tangible. However, his argument was not shared by Abdul-Fattah Munif, who argued that orinetalists
should be involved, also considering himself as one with an Islamic background. From the point of
views above, it is clear that active involvement was expected from the side of the state as well.
This again, clearly shows the difference between Hungary and the countries of Western Europe
as far as Muslim minorities are concerned. Even though Muslims in Hungary show a huge heterogeneity down to the fact that they are coming from various backgrounds, their presence is not
yet regarded as an important phenomenon by the state, which might be down to their relatively
small number.
Financial support
As we mentioned above, the financial situation of the Hungarian Muslim communities are not
very good. Although the Hungarian tax system enables taxpayers to offer 1 percent of their income tax for religious communities and churches, this solution has not blown away the financial
difficulties of these groups. During the discussion, Zoltan Sulok pointed out that there are a number of Muslims who are afraid to donate this 1 percent for Muslim organisations, because they
have bad memories regarding other Muslim charities that were allegedly linked to sponsoring
terrorism. Since Islam is not regarded as an historic religion in Hungary, these groups cannot
expect any state donation either. And this brings us again to the role of foreign actors. Since there
are no funds available from state sources, and the above mentioned 1 percent of the income taxes
are not always substantial, the Muslims communities need to look abroad if they want to realize
certain projects31. As Zoltan Sulok pointed out, there are very strict guidelines to obtain these
funds. However, this does not decrease the suspicion from the side of the state. As Bowen (Bowen 2010:26) and Triandafyllidou, Modood and Zapata-Barrero (Modood et al. 2006:9-10) pointed
out, the European Muslim affairs have been given a security dimension after 2001. Because of
this, the Muslim communities are stuck in a limbo: They do not have the domestic financial means
for realising their goals on the one hand, but they may considered to be a security risk, if they
turn to foreign Islamic. Indeed, it is highly likely that with foreign financial support comes foreign
influence. It is not difficult to see that most donors like to have a say on how their money is spent.
That is why we think that if the state would like to control foreign influence, it would have to play
a more active role in subsiding the Muslim communities. However, this decision would inevitably
spark further debates on the place of Islam and allocation of further funds for other religious
communities. In the current difficult financial situation of the Hungarian state budget and recent
31

These projects include developments such as the building of mosques and cultural centres as well as further developing existing infrastructure e.g. libraries.
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legislation dealing with religious communities and churches in Hungary32 we consider any active
state role in this regard and tangible state funds for Muslims in the future unlikely.
Conclusion
As we examined the three topics above, it is evident that it is hard to determine if the state should
be more active, or more passive overall in regard to Muslims. We think, that what is needed is
a healthy mix of state activism in field such as religious education and sponsorship, but a more
passive role in determining the overall organisational structure of the national Muslim communities. The state should only play an active role, were it is her interest to do so. All those policy
areas where the question of securitisation comes up, there should be state activism. However,
upon initiating a dialog between Muslims and the state, the decision-makers should do everything
they can to involve the widest spectrum of Muslim communities, to ensure that only a few voices
would be left unheard. It is not an easy task for decision-makers to decide on these questions,
since as we examined the topics above, there are no clear answers to many of the questions
that came up and the contemporary international political climate can be tempting to extend
the sphere of perceived security risks in areas that are not necessarily mean real danger. Thus,
the representatives of the state should show a high degree of prudence upon dealing with this
issue. As Nacer Sefta put it during the round table discussion, the Hungarian government has the
advantage to learn from the mistakes committed by Western European countries. As there are so
many problems and promising attempts in these countries, Hungary has a chance to learn from
the mistakes of others. Hopefully this will help to make wise decisions too.
Final Remarks
As we tried to demonstrate, many problems and challenges of contemporary Muslims living in
Hungary are similar to those, other people belonging to Islam face in other EU-member countries.
In this sense, we cannot talk about the Hungarian Muslim communities as being unique. What
brings uniqueness to this situation was, we think, phrased by Nacer Sefta at the roundtable
discussion that we mentioned above. Because there are not so many Muslims in Hungary right
now, it means, the state does not yet face such challenges other Western-European countries
face with their own, far bigger Muslim communities. This gives the state time and space in its
dealing with Muslims living in Hungary. Besides, this situation can be helpful to the Hungarian
Muslims as well, since the Western examples can help them as well better deal with the life of
religious minorities in a Non-Muslim environment. If one takes these points into account, one can
be very optimistic about the future of Non-Muslims and Muslims living side-by-side in Hungary.
Let us hope that prejudice and ignorance will be overcome by curiosity to know the other and
mutual respect.
László Csicsmann
Dániel Vékony
32
According to the present plans in legislation, the state only recognises 14 churches. There are no Muslim religious
communities among these 14 groups. The new legislation allows the state recognition of new churches, but a two-third
majority vote is needed in the Hungarian parliament for a legal recognition(Stop.hu(2011))
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The development
of the Muslim community in the
Czech Republic in the last twenty years

A brief history of the Muslim community
The activities of the Muslim community in the Czech Republic after 1989 developed from the
beginning of the new regime in principle.
Historically, however, there was something to follow. During the First Republic, in 1934,
the Muslim community in Czechoslovakia was founded with reference to the law from 1912
about the recognition of Islam by the state.
In 1937 the Muslim community started to publish the magazine Hlas (Voice), which was
published until 1945. This community, however, failed to achieve full registration by the
state and in 1945 its activities almost disappeared. Many Muslims emigrated after the war.
In the mid-1960s, the first students from Muslim countries came to Czechoslovakia. It was
the individual members of the Muslim community who were students or college graduates
in 1989 that started the first Muslim activities in Prague in 1989 – such as Friday religious
gatherings on rented premises.
Return to democracy after 1989 - restoration work of Muslim organizations
After the loosening up of the situation in the country in November 1989, the Friday religious
services resulted in the opening of the first permanent Muslim house of worship in Prague 4
– Krc. It was founded by the Union of Muslim Students. During the 1990s, the activities of the
Muslim community slowly developed, and at the end of the century, two Islamic centers - in
Prague and Brno – were established. They are operated by the Islamic Foundations in these
cities, ensure the needs of the Muslim community and present the community to the public.
Efforts to restore the Muslim Communities Center (MCC)
In parallel with the first efforts to establish a permanent house of worship in Prague and
Brno, Muslims tried to revive the prewar Muslim religious organization called the Muslim
Communities Center. In May 1991, a constitutive meeting of the Muslim Communities Center
was convened in Prague, and the publishing of the magazine Hlas was also resumed.
One of the problems that the Muslim community in the Czech Republic faced in the past is
the legislation. Until 2002, a law from 1992 was in force, and this law made a proper registration of the Muslim community impossible because it required 10,000 signatures of adult
Muslims residing in the Czech Republic accompanied by their personal data for a religious
community to be registered. Under the new Act 3/2002 Coll., a basic registration of a new
religious society is possible after 300 signatures of people with a permanent residence who
are committed to the religious community are gathered.
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The Muslim Communities Center met the conditions for applying for registration in 2004 and
was registered by the State as a legal entity in the Czech Republic on 17th September 2004
as the first Muslim religious organization in the Czech Republic in general.
The registration of the MCC allowed it to apply for special rights that are possessed by the
vast majority of previously registered churches in the Czech Republic (the right to teach religion in public schools; the right to authorize the persons engaged in clerical work to perform
services in the Armed Forces of the Czech Republic and places of confinement, imprisonment,
compulsory treatment and institutional education; the right to be funded under a special law
on the financial security of churches and religious societies; the right to hold ceremonies
where religious marriages are concluded under a special legal enactement; the right to establish religious schools under a special legal enactement).
However, religious communities may apply for these rights only after 10 years since their
registration have passed and more than 10,000 signatures of adult supporters residing in
the Czech Republic who provide their personal data are submitted. Still, the law contains an
exemption that allows registered religious communities that represent worldwide religions
with long histories to acquire the special rights without the 10 year wait and the 10,000
signatures. The MCC attempted to take advantage of this exemption, but it expired five years
after the Act had become effective on 7th January 2007.
Although the MCC met all the statutory requirements, in its decision dated October 5, 2006,
the Ministry of Culture did not grant the exemption. The MCC immediately appealed against
this decision, and all available comments from the Ministry were answered and analyzed
in detail. However, the Ministry of Culture definitely rejected the application on December
21, 2006. The census figure of 10,000 adult Muslims residing in the Czech Republic who
subscribe to the Muslim community as an organization will probably not be feasible for the
granting of the special rights even in the horizon of decades.
In 2007, two local communities were registered - the Muslim Community in Prague and the
Muslim Community in Brno; then the Muslim Community in Teplice was registered in March
2009, and the Muslim Community in Hradec Kralove was registered in January 2010.

The Islamic Foundation in Prague - its history and activities
The Islamic Foundation worked at the place of the first permanent house of worship in Prague
4 – Krc from 1992 until early May 1999, when the construction of the new Islamic Center in
Prague 9 – Kyje was completed.
The Islamic Center in Prague, sometimes referred to as the Prague Mosque, is the headquarters of not only the Islamic Foundation in Prague, but also the Association of Muslim Students, the Muslim Community in Prague and the Muslim Communities Center.
Since 1st July 2003, the Islamic Foundation in Prague has also been running the Information
Office with a prayer room at the address 14, Politických vězňů in Prague (144 square meters
total), and since 2004 it ran the Islamic Centre in Teplice in North Bohemia.
In 2004 the Islamic Foundation in Prague opened a Muslim cemetery there, which makes up
one unit of the area of the Olsany cemeteries. After the one Muslim unit of the Trebic cemetery, this cemetery is the second functional Muslim graveyard in the country.
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The objective of the Islamic Foundation in Prague is to meet the needs of practicing Muslims
in the city and its surroundings (particularly running the Islamic centers) and to carry out
charity and educational activities.
The Prague mosque and the Information Office with a prayer room in the center of Prague
are open seven days a week for all Muslims and also for non-Muslims interested in Islam and
those interested in visiting and a touring the Islamic Center. The Foundation arranges Friday
prayer services, Saturday education programs, a program for children, a program during the
month of Ramadan, celebrations of Muslim festivals, Islamic marriages, ablutions of deceased Muslims, funerals, ritual circumcisions of boys, advisory services in religious matters,
issuing of prayer timetables and other activities.
In the field of charity, the Islamic Foundation in Prague collects funds from Muslims, which can
be donated as a religious tax (Zakat) or as a voluntary charity donation (sadaqa), and distributes them among socially underprivileged families and individuals or travellers in distress. It
regularly visits refugee camps throughout the Czech Republic, to which it brings various forms
of support. It also organizes collections during calamities in the Czech Republic and abroad.
One of the main tasks of the Islamic Foundation in Prague is to inform truthfully about Islam
and represent the Muslim community in public. The education provided by the foundation is
aimed at both the ranks of Muslims and the non-Muslim public.
In addition to the Friday sermons, it holds Koran lessons and lectures in the mosque, Arabic courses, lectures for the public and in schools, and exhibitions; it also organizes visits of
schools to the mosque, represents Islam and Muslims in the media, gives consultations to
students, meets with the representatives of other religions in terms of interfaith dialogue, and
collaborates on projects and research on migration, integration and multicultural education.
Particular attention is paid to collaboration with the media (publication of press releases for
events in the Islamic calendar, interviews for the press, radio stations, television stations and
internet servers, etc.) as well as to translations and printing of books and booklets about Islam.
The aim of the Islamic Foundation in Prague is for the Czech Republic’s Muslims to be a part
of civil society and to be integrated in it while preserving their identity.
At the end of the 1990s, a civic association – the Union of Islamic Cultural Centers - was founded in Prague. Around the year 2000, this association led by an imam from Turkey opened
a prayer room in Sokolovska Street in Prague 8, which was, however, destroyed by the floods
in 2002. They then moved from place to place and currently operate in Pivovarnicka Street in
Prague 8. In 2000, an association called Muslim Union was founded in Prague. It published
several books and for some time operated a website with news from the Muslim world.

Videnska Street, where a new mosque was opened on 2nd July 1998. It was the first such
building in the possession of the Muslim community in the entire country. Since then, the Brno
mosque has been providing for the city and its surroundings activities that are similar to those
that the Islamic Center in Prague provides for the region of Prague and its surrounding area.
Conclusion
Due to a number of historical contexts, the situation of the Muslim community in the Czech
Republic is very different from the situations in most countries in Europe - with perhaps
only Slovakia having a similar situation in this respect. The Muslim community in the Czech
Republic is very small and relatively young. There is a small number of practicing Muslims
in the country, and the second generation of Muslims is made up mostly of children under
10. Conservative estimates of the number of Muslims in the Czech Republic vary between
10 and 12 thousand. Only a portion of them are practicing Muslims. This situation is also
reflected by the relatively small number of Islamic centers and prayer rooms. By far the
largest number of Muslims in the Czech Republic live in Prague, which corresponds to this
city having the largest number of prayer rooms. Here, every Friday, the weekly gathering
is visited by a total of about 600-800 Muslims from various countries. In other cities in the
Czech Republic (e.g., Teplice, Brno, Hradec Králové), the number is significantly lower.
The authorities of the Muslim community in the Czech Republic followed developments in other
European countries, where much larger communities of Muslims live. We see negative reactions
to Muslims and anti-Muslim sentiments, which are spread not only by openly populist and extremist groups. We feel that it is important that Muslims engage in civil society and are useful for
it. This is the only way to ensure that the society will accepts them and that the Muslims will
be integrated into it. At the same time we must try to maintain our identity and practise Islamic
rules in everyday life. We positively respond to various events and initiatives on interfaith dialogue. That has been successfully carried out in our society at different levels. We understand people‘s fears of the Muslim presence in Europe, but these fears mostly stem from a lack of credible
information. Therefore, it is one of our major tasks to provide this information to our society.
RNDr. Vladimir Sáňka
director of the Islamic Centre in Prague and the vice-chairman of the Center
of Muslim Communities in the Czech Republic

History of the Brno community
The Brno community began in 1992, when a prayer room was established in the basement of
a house in Kralovo Pole. The prayer room was operated by the Islamic Center organization. However, the prayer room did not last long, and, therefore, a temporary prayer room was started in
the student dormitory. In 1994, the Islamic Foundation in Brno was was created from a branch
of the Islamic Foundation in Prague. In 1995 the Foundation purchased a small plot of land on
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Muslim Minority in Hungary

Summary
The Islamic history of Hungary is a very long one full of eliminations and reappearences. The last
reappearence started in the late 1980’s. Due to the poor quality and narrow scope statistics, the
number of Muslim population and its statistical characteristics are not known, only estiation can
be given. The most recent estimation of the Organization of Muslims in Hungary was made on the
basis of ethnicity, put the number of Muslims to about 32.6 thousand (including Muslim students)
out of which more than 61% is with Arabic origin. The proportion of Hungarian reverts are about
7,7% of the total Muslim population in the country. The integration of the Muslim population is
not without problems, and the Muslim representation in the government and in municipalities are
rather poor. On the other hand, due to the relativly small number (Muslims give only 0,3 percent
of Hungary’s total population), Islam is not on the political agenda and the Muslim presence is not
an issue. It is also needed to be mentioned that restrictions on Muslims are not expected either.
Country information
Hungary is located in Central Europe. It has an area of 93 thousand square kilometers and its
population is about 10 million. The per capita GDP is 15,542 USD (about 42% of the EU average
on nominal term and about 60% on PPP).
51.9 % of the population is Roman Catholic, 15.9 is Calvinist Protestant, 3 % Lutheran, 0,13 is
Jewish, 3,6% belong to other religions, 14,5% is not belonging to any religion, and about 11 %
not known.
1 The history of Islam in Hungary
The history of Islam in Hungary is unique in Europe. On one hand it is similar to the Balkan as
having a long history, on the other hand it is similar to some Central Europen countries
(e.g. Slovakia or the Check Republic as the percentage of the Muslim population is low. Therefore
we cannot understand the current but unique situation (i.e. long Islamic history with relatively
low precentage of Muslim population) without going through shortly the three previous and the
current waves of Islamic presence in the county.
1.1 First wave – the beginning
The Hungarian tribes migrated from the region of the Ural mountains to the Carpatian basin.
The first Muslims joined the 7 Hungarian tribes from the 7th century in the Kazar Empire. With
the 3 Kabar tribes they arrived at the Carpatian basin at the end of the 9th century where some
more Muslims joined them with Bolgar and Irani origin. From the 11th century the number of the
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Muslim population increased by Arabic immigrants from North Africa, turks from Anatolia and
Hungarians reverting to Islam. Some of the Muslims bore high positions in the state, others were
soldiers traders and coiners of the Arpad dynasty, the first and original ruling family of Hungary.
Inspite of their relatively low percentage they had considerable economic and political influence.
The ruling dynasty needed their service but restrictions were put on them due to the pressure
from the pope and the Catholic Church in the country. In 1092 there was a law that if somebody
keeps the commendments of Islam, he should be expelled from his place of residence. As the
pressure increased the anti Islamic measures got more and more severe. By the and of the 14th
century due to these measures and servere baptising attempts of the Catholic Church the Muslims either left the county or assimilated to the Catholic majority.
1.2 Second wave – the Othoman Empire
The Othoman turks appeared in the middle of the 14th century in the Balkan peninsula. At the
beginning of the 16th century the Othoman conquest reached Hungary. The new rulers brought
considerable changes in the population on their territories: relocated Hungarians to Anatolia and
Egypt and North of Sudan and resettled Muslims to the conquered Hungarian territories.
In 1526 the united Hungarian army was defeated in the region of the city of Mohacs and Islam
became the number one religion in the biggest and middle part of Hungary. In this period (which
lasted until 1686, the colonization of the Habsburg dynasty) many mosques, Islamic schools,
Turkish baths were built. The places of prayers must have exeded 200, as in every settlements of
the approximate 100 Muslim ones there was at least 1 mosque.
After the conquer of Buda by the Austrian army there were intentions to eliminate completely the
signs of Islamic presence in Hungary. This process lasted about for 200 years and only few buildings remained in the country. The Muslim population stucked in the country became the victim
of severe christinazition again. E.g. the Jesuite Order in the city of Pecs used to teach Christianity
in Turkish even in 1690.
1.3 Third wave – the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy
The continuous strive for independence by military uprise or by silent boycott on the part of the
Hungarian population in the Habsburg Monarchy undermined its military and economic power. In
1873 the status of Hungary was elevated into the Monarchy and it was transformed to be the
Austrian-Hungarian Monarchy. After settling the Hungarian problem, the Monarchy expanded its
borders for the control of more resources in 1878 by occupying Bosnia-Herzegovina. After this
expansion about half million Muslims became part of the Monarchy. As their military power was
needed their faith needed to be integrated into the predominantly Christian Monarchy.
As Bosnian soldiers served in the army of the Monarchy and they stationed in different locations, in 1895 some although limited freedom of religion was introduced, for the first time after
the Ottoman rule. That time there were a little bit more than 500 Muslims in Hungary. In 1913
the Hungarian administration was extended to the Adakale Island and about 500 more Muslim
citizens became part of Hungary.
In the First World War the Austrian-Hungarian Monarchy was in alliance with Turkey and their troops fought together in Galicia and Piave. In 1916 the Hungarian Parliament declared Islam recogni-
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sed religion in Hungary. According to historians, this recognition was a symbolic kind and aimed
to win the support of the Bosnian population and to strenghten the alliance with Turkey, as that
time only 2000 Muslims lived in Hungary. The Mussum Boulevared was nemed to Mehmed Boulevard and a Mosque Building Commettee was set up, although no mosque was built that time.
Between the two world war, the first European Islamic conference was held in Hungary where
a commitment was accepted on building a suitable mosque in Hungary, which had not been done
since that time.
The Second World War was followed by the Soviet type of communism, which because of its
anti-religious nature, eliminated again the Islamic presence from Hungary.
1.4 Fourth wave – the times of transition (from 1980’s)
During the years of communism, Muslim students were coming to Hungary from different countries from the third world and also a limited immigration was also going on from the so called
‘frendly’ Muslim states. These people felt the need of coming together and practise Islam. In the
beginning there was no legal way to do that, as only existing faith groups were tolerated (e.g.
Christians) and new groups were not given a chance.
In 1987, as the soviet type of communist regime became weaker day by day, the first offical
Islamic organization, the Association of Muslim Students was registered. Following this bearkthrough, about 2 more Islamic organizations were set up in 1988.
Following the democratic transition of Hungary in 1989-1990, and the Bosnian war in the neighbouring Yugoslavia, some new Islamic organizations were set up, first of all to provide help for
the Bosnian refugies, and also provide services for the growing number of Muslims in Hungary as
some of the obstacles were raised from the way of immigration.
In 1990 the law number 4 was passed by the Parliament, which stated the freedom of religion as
safegareded in the Constitution and the freedom of setting up religious organizations (the law calls
them ‘churches’). For the time being, there are several Islamic organizations in Hungary, but there
are only three of them working under the law mentioned above. These three Islamic organizations
have a special status, in the protocol point of view and concerning their rights, they are like the traditional faith groups (e.g. the Catholic Church) in Hungary. These three organizations are as follows:
• Hungarian Islamic Community (set up in 1988)
• Organization of Muslims in Hungary (set up in 2000), which carries on the experiences and
mentality of the Association of Muslim Students (set up in 1987), i.e. based on more then 20
years of experience.
• Islamic Organization (set up in 2003)
All of these Islamic organizations claim themselves Sunnies and differences in their faith principals hardly can be found. The real difference between them is their opinion on integration,
dialogue and the way performing their activities.
2 Muslims in Hungary
The number of Muslims living in Hungary is a question of great interest also for us, Muslims, and
also for the non-Muslims. In the last 20 years there were studies about this questions but none
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had provided a figure that could have been accepted by all parties. These estimations have a
range between some thousands and 40 thousand. Their tendency can be classified as non-Muslims’ results are closer to the lower edge of the range and Muslim estimations get closer to the
upper one. This difference might derive from the classification and definition problem (i.e. who
is a Muslim). In the coming section I will present the most important estimations: (1) the 2001
census conducted by the Hungarian Cenrtal Statistical Office
(HCSO), (2) Ibn Khaldun Group (young Muslim sociologists) and (3) the estimation of the Organization of Muslims in Hungary.
2.1 On the base of the 2001 census
In the 2001 census, there was no compulsion in answering the question related to religious affiliation. Respondens had the option to give no answer (that was categorised as ‘religion of the
respoindat was not known’) or they could state that ‘did not want to respond the question’. In
addition to this fact, the category of being Muslim was also not clear, because the Central Statistical Office (CSO) used the expression of ‘mohamedan’ for Muslim, as a proof of little knowledge of
the subject and an indicator that no consultation took place before formulating the questionnaire.
On the other hand respondants also used different categories that were not exactly known by the
Statistical Office:
• Sunnies who indicated affiliation to different Islamic organizations were treated as different
categories belonging to different faith groups
• Shiits were treated as different religion
• There was a cetegory of other ‘mohamedan’ religions as ‘zaidies’, ‘ismaelits’, ‘bohora’, ‘khodzsa’, ‘wahabits’, ‘ahmediyya’ and Mahdi followers.
Aggregating all these categories, the following table can be made:
Muslim population in Hungary, based on the census of 2001:
Muslim, mohamedan
2907
Sunni
173
Shiit
33
Other
404
Total
3518
The first problem with the HCSO figure is that the sum of the sub categories are not in accordance
with the total figure. (There is one person difference!) The second problem and a much more
serious problem is that the definition of religion was not based on self identification, as no Muslim
would say ‘mohamedanism’ for Islam.
It also needed to be mentioned that in a survey conducted among Muslims having Hungarian citizenship in 2004, showed that about 75% of this group was not interviewed in the 2001 census
or they denied to respond the question.
As a conclusion, the 2001 census far too much underestimated the number of Muslim population
in Hungary even in the segment of Muslims with Hungarian citizenship, not to mention those ha-
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ving permenent residedent permit etc. Because of this fact on the one hand and the considerable
growth of the Muslim population after the millennium, on the other hand other and more recent
estimations were needed to have a more clear picture on the subject.
2.2 Estimation of the Ibn Khaldun Society
Ibn Khaldun Society is a group of young Muslim sociologists, who prepared some studies for the
Hungarian government on the Muslim community in Hungary. As it was noted in the chapter 2.1,
in the 2001 census of the population of Hungary the Muslim presence was far too
much underestimated. Therefore in 2009 the Ibn Khaldun Society tried to give a more proper
estimation on the number of Muslims living in the country.
Their method based on basicaly two directions. The first was to examine the places of prayers
and making informal interviews of the leadres of the Islamic organizations and responsible persons of those places on the number of persons praying joma there. (It needs to mention that in
most cases the persons interviewed did not even have the idea that the conversation going on
was an interview.) They also observed the places of Eid prayers (as most places of prayer are not
suitable for Eid prayers i.e. to host a much larger number of people.) The second direction of their
method was to examine the immigration statistics (which they find rather inconsistent).
Putting together the estimations of the two directions they put the number of Muslims in Hungary
between 10 and 15 thousand persons. The study neither told anything about the demographic
distribution of the Muslim community at all, nor on the economic situation or on their involvment
into the Hungarian society.
In the criticism of this method it can be stated that interviews were a hidden type and in many
cases they did not find the right persons who have broad knowledge of a specific community of
Muslims because many times Muslims are:
• Not practising Islam in community
• There is a segregation by language and country of origin
• Muslims working for (non-Muslim) companies in many cases are not taking holiday for joma
prayer or for Eid prayer.
• Many Muslims are not practising Islam regularly (but we do not have the right to exclude them
from the Muslim community). And you can reach these persons through the key figures of
a community by the country of origin (e.g. Egyptians, Syrians etc.)
• There are litte or no information on the number of the second or third generation of immigrants,
especially on those relatively passive in practising Islam.
• The Hungarian Muslim wives of immigrats, who are not attending community events.
To conclude, according to the opinion of the Organization of Muslims in Hungary, the 10-15 thousand estimation is also an underestimate.
2.3 Estimation of the Organization of Muslims in Hungary
The Organization of Muslims in Hungary in its estimation tried to consider those fact mentioned
as shortcomings of the estimation of the Ibn Khaldun Society. According our experiences, the
Muslim community in Hungary is divided more significantly on the basis of the country of origin.
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Muslim people more likely have friends and acquaintances form the same group their belong to
(e.g. Palestinians are more likely to be with Palestinians, Syrians with Syrians etc.)
Therefore the experts of the Organization of Muslims in Hungary focused on the Muslims by the
country of origin and tried to detect some key figures of each group of Muslims. In selecting these
key persons the time spent in the country, their knowledge on the respective community and their
respect by the communities were taken into consideration.
After finding these persons they were asked to give estimation on the number of people (including
their families) of the respective community. These estimations on the other hand incuded the non-Muslims as well, as members of a group. In cases where the percentage of the Muslims were
known, we made the corrections. In other cases where the percentage of the Muslims were not
known we made correction with the percentage of the Muslim population of the county of origin.
The draw backs of this method also need to be mentioned. In the case of the second or third
generation of immigrant Muslims were put automatically to one of the ethnic groups, even if they
were born in Hungary and speak Hungarian better than the language of their predesessors. Those
Muslims who do not keep relations with their ethnic group were not included.
Our findings are aggregated in the following table:
Muslim population in Hungary, estimation of the Organization of Muslims in Hungary (2010):
Muslim arabs
17,925
Muslim non-arabs
11,343
Muslim students (arabs and non-arabs)
3350
Total
32,618
Our findins show that the majority of Muslims in Hungary are from Arabic origin. From the non-Arabic Muslims, the number of Hungarian reverts can be put to 2523 (7,7 %). It is also important
to mention that there are about 3350 Muslim student who stay in the country for 3-8 years (depending on thir fields of study and on postgraduate education) and there is a permanent rotation
in this group.
3 Most important characteristics of the Muslim minority in Hungary
Concerning the characteristics of the Muslim population in Hungary, as its number is still disputed, very little information is available. Becasuse of this fact I would like to describe the characteristics, the problems and the challenges coming from or attributed to the respective features.
Age groups
Based on the experience of the Organization of Muslims in Hungary, the Muslim population is
younger compared to the average of Hungary. The reasons are:
• Muslims have more children on the average (exceeding 2, compared to the 1,3 to the Hungarian average).
• Muslims of foreign origin most of the times do not have their parents or elder relatives with
them. This also influences the age structure into younger direction.
• Muslims get married earlier, and have children earlier.
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Distribution by gender
As statistics are not available only hints can be set up based on experiences working with Muslims. On the gender issue the following points can be stated:
• Within the Muslim population the proportion of Muslims of foreign origin are much higher.
Muslims coming to Hungary from different countries are more likely to be men. Condiderable
part of them marry local (many timed non-Muslim) women, other marry Muslim women from
their country of origin. Therefore in the first genaration of immigrants men outnumber women.
• Concerning the new generations of Muslims born in Hungary, it can be assumed that the gender structure is simalar to the Hungarian average.
• In the case of the Hungarian Muslim reverts, women outnumber men. According to the estimations the percentage of women in the Hungarian reverts is about 80%.
Standars of life
According to our experiences, the standard of living of the Muslim population is lower than the
Hungarian average. Of course there can be found some outstanding examples, especially those
who own and run a private business. The majority of the Muslim population falls behind the
Hungarians. The reasons are:
• Many Muslims do not have higher level education.
• The first generation immigrants with higher level education can get a limited access to well
paid jobs because of lanuage problems or prejudices.
• Immigrants have to start from zero and they do not have the support of their families.
• There are economic migrants who mostly come from poor environment.
• Refugees from war zones with many social and economic problems.
Involvement into the society
Muslims’ involvement into the society generally poor. Muslims are not represented in the city
councils, nor in the parliament. In social events Muslims are treated as outsiders, foreigners (even
if being native reverts). Because of this behaviour from the majority society and because of some
convenience factors (e.g. prayer, fasting, religious feasts etc.) many Muslims tend to work for
Muslims, having acquaintances from among the Muslims.
4 Difficulties and challanges of the Muslim community in Hungary
Identity problems
Many Muslims treated by the majority society as foreigners, even if they were born and raised
in Hungary, having the citizenship etc. Many Muslims are considered extremists for keeping
the rules of Islam in a rather liberal and individual society. Because of this fact some of the
Muslims feel a contradiction between being a Muslim and being Hungarian or European at the
same time. This problem can only be solved with education of the new generation of Muslims
in Islam and in western sciences, to be able to see and understand the wisdom in Islam and its
applicability in our age and in our country. On the other hand the non-Muslim majority also need
to be educated on the basics of Islam to eliminate prejudices and misbelieves, and last but not
least islamophobia.
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Involvement problem
As the Muslim involvement into the society is expected to be rather poor during the forthcoming
years with the growth of the Muslim population, the Muslim community needs to find ways for raising up a generation with full understanding of the Hungarian society, being devoted to their faith at
the same time and being able and willing to take up the responsibility of taking part in the political
activity in Hungary for the benefit not only for the Muslim population but for Hungary as a whole.
Standard of life problem
The majority of Muslims have lower standard of life than the Hungarian average. This is due to
the family situation (having more children) and employment (they usually have no access to well
paid jobs even if they have the education). The Muslim organizations are facing the permanent
request for financial support for members of the Muslim community. On the other hand Islamic
organizations cannot do efficient fund raising, because only a limited number of Muslims are able
and willing to provide more substantial contribution for sustaining the places of prayers and for
different activities and programs.
Integration versus assimilation
As it was mentioned before some Muslims are confused in the field of identity. Some understand
integration as assimilation and they chose not to be involved into the society. Some others who
also misunderstand these terms, chose the way of assimilation, and try to be in many fields of
their life like the non-Muslim Hungarians and sacrifice some duties of their religion. In the forthcoming period these terms need to be understood properly, together with proper understanding of
Islam and other religions and ways of thinking especially by the new generations. And also being
firm in the belief that Islam can provide solution for non-Muslims as well, without the compulsion
of reverting to Islam.
Community problem – language problem
In the case of different ethnicities of Muslims – mainly due to the different languages and different school of thoughts (madaheb) – there is a segregation in the Muslim society and there are
also prejudices among them (e.g. the Turkish are the ‘ahl al-bidaa, the Arabs are the ‘ahl al-jarimah’, Hungarian Muslims cannot have proper understanding of Islam and cannot be the same as
a born Muslim etc.) This raise the need that the leaders of different Islamic organizations should
bridge the gaps of their communities with focusing on the common and undisputable teachings of
Islam. And later on every Islamic organization need to use Hungarian language as well and khotab
al-jomah should be translated or given in Hungarian language. This does not mean that Arabic,
Turkish etc. languages should be put aside but Islamic organizations should be at least bilingual.
Problem of understanding Islam
In the case of many Muslims there is not sufficient level of understanding Islam. They practice
it as a cultural heritage with some mistakes and this can cause problems between the different
ethnic groups of Muslims and also between the followers of different schools of jurisprudence
(madaheb).
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It can also be observed in the case of some preachers and teachers of religion coming from abroad
for a limited period. They many times represent a single school of thought and are not able and
willing to accept or tolerate differences and they do not understand the European situation where
Muslims are minorities. This problem can be solved by inviting only qualified shuyuhk (scholars)
who are able to learn from Western experiences without sacrificing the creed (akidah) of Ahl as-Sunnah wal-Jamaah. The second solution is to train native shuyukh with proper knowledge of
Sharia – Islamic jurisprudence – (at least with master level degree).

7. Ferenci, Demeter [2010]: Who are the Hungarian Muslims remained in the East?, lecture int he
Organization of Muslims in Hungary
8. Hegyi, Klára [1983]: Muslims in Hungary, in: Historia 1983/5-6 pp. 60-62.

Infrastructure problem
Muslim organizations have some property (mostly flats and small family houses transformed
to be places of prayer) but they lack more advanced infrastructure e.g. kindergardens, schools,
own cemetery (for the present all the cemeteries are run by the municipalities and there is
only a reserved part for Muslims but funeral is rather expensive) and a mosque suitable for Eid
prayers.
5 Conclusion
In this short study the Islamic situation in Hungary was introduced. In spite of the difficulties and
challenges, Islam is not an issue yet in Hungary, mostly due to the low proportion of the Muslim
population. At the same time it is vital for a prospective future that we learn from the experiences
of Western Muslim communities not to commit the same mistakes and avoid misunderstanding
from the side of the Hungarian government. We should be transparent in every sense and we
have to show to the general non-Muslim public and for the different levels of administration
that we Muslims are working for the benefit and welfare of Hungary and its population as Allah
ordered us to do so.
Sultan SULOK
president of Organization of Muslims in Hungary
For the Muslims in Visegrad Countries conference
Prague 27th – 29th June, 2011
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The Muslim League in Poland

The Polish Tatars are one of the most numerous and consolidated groups of Polish Muslims, and
their traditions go back a few hundred years1.
In the 1970s and 1980s Poland attracted a number of students from many socialist-aligned Arabic-speaking states of the Middle East and North Africa. Many of them decided to stay in Poland. In the late 1980s this community became more active and better organized. They have built
mosques and praying houses in Warsaw, Bialystok, Gdansk (the last city built in cooperation
with the Tatar community), Wroclaw, Lublin and Poznan. There are also prayer rooms in Bydgoszcz, Krakow, Lodz, Katowice and Opole2.
Since the overthrow of Communism in 1989, other Muslim immigrants have come to Poland.
A relatively prominent group are Turks and Muslims from the former Yugoslavia. There are also
smaller groups of immigrants from Pakistan, Afghanistan, and other countries, as well as a small
community of refugees from Chechnya.
The exact number of Muslims living is Poland remains unknown as the last national census held
by the Central Statistical Office in 2002 did not ask about the religious affiliation of the Polish
citizens.
Poland’s Muslim League is a relatively new organization which, despite its lack of experience,
has proved enormously popular among Polish Muslims - especially recent immigrants, refugees,
and Polish converts. There are already eight local centres of this organization in the main cities in
Poland and although its formal membership is limited, it appears likely that many other Muslims
are engaged, at some level, in its activities. Arabs seem to play a vital role among its active
members. From an international perspective, the Muslim League pushes for the development of
contacts with Western European Muslim organizations, such as the Federation of Islamic Organizations in Europe. Most importantly, the Muslim League is the main proponent of Wasatiyya3.
The Muslim League in Poland is a religious institution which was registered in the Department of
Religions and National Minorities at the Ministry of Interior Affairs and Administration in January
2004. The League was brought to life as an initiative of Polish Muslims. One of the reasons for its
establishment was the considerable number of Muslim in Poland within the last two decades (the
current figure is approximately 30 thousand believers, and it is still rising). The religious needs of
the Muslim community in Poland were also an important factor. The League bonds Polish Muslims
with Muslims of various other nationalities, especially Arabic nationalities.
At present the League cooperates with other Muslim institutions, among them the Muslim Asso1

On the history of Islam in Poland, please see the text prepared by Mr. Andrzej Saramowicz.
Dobrosława Wiktor-Mach, Muslim Organizations in Poland, w: ISIM R E V I E W 22 / AUTUMN 2008, p. 34.
3
Ibidem.
2
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ciation for Education and Culture (MSKK) and the Association of Muslim Students (SSM). The
League also attempts to unite these organizations and become a member of The Federation of
Islamic Organizations in Europe (FIOE).
In its activity the Muslim League in Poland refers to the origins of Islam: the Qur’an, Sunnah, and
the acts and findings of God-fearing ancestors and credible Muslim scholars.
The statutory aims:
• Propagation of the idea of Islam, and teaching and maintenance of the principles of Islam;
• PPerforming Muslim religious ceremonies;
• PBuilding and administering the centers of the Muslim cult accordingly to needs of the League;
• PIntegration with Polish society – while still maintaining the Muslim identity;
• PCreative cooperation (on many levels of Polish society) between members of the League and
people of other religions;
• PProtection of human rights, and work against all manifestations of racism and intolerance.
Accomplishment of the statutory aims:
• Setting up a religious life for the sake of indulging the religious needs of members of the League;
• Organizing conferences and lectures on Islam;
• Broadcasting (on the radio and on television) programs on religion, morality, society, culture, etc.;
• Educational activity;
• Publishing articles and books, including translations into Polish;
• Building mosques and centers for praying;
• Establishing and enlarging cemeteries;
• Keeping the parochial books, i.e. the books for marriages, funerals and so on.
The authorities of the League:
The authorities of the Muslim League in Poland are:
1. The General Congress;
2. The Foremost Council;
3. The Supervisory Council.
The clergymen of the League:
The clergymen of the League are:
1. The Mufti of the League;
2. Imams.
An advisory organ called the Council of Imams was also established.
Branches of the League:
The Muslim League in Poland has branches in eight provinces of Poland which correspond with
the following Polish cities and towns respectively:
• Białystok;
• Katowice;
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• Kraków (Cracow);
• Lublin;
• Łódź;
• Poznań;
• Warszawa (Warsaw);
• Wrocław.
Key activities:
The Muslim League in Poland is active within the following sectors:
1) Representing Islam
• Presenting Islam in the true light, i.e. presenting it as the religion of peace, tolerance and
dialogue;
• Setting up the religious life of the Muslim community in Poland;
• Organizing a general convention for all Muslims in Poland once a year;
• Representing Muslims before the Polish state and its institutions;
• Representing Polish Muslims abroad;
• Cooperation with non – governmental organizations;
• Organization of Muslim Ramadan Day programs for diplomatic and state environ•
ments and also for other organizations.

The Muslim League in Poland has great potential, since the level of knowledge of Islam among
the Poles is quite shallow. Direct contact with the followers of Islam could deconstruct some of
the stereotypes. The Muslim League will continue to organize Muslim Cultural Days, which are
popular educational events addressed to non-Muslims. Today such events are held in Wroclaw,
Poznan, Katowice, Lublin, and Bydgoszcz. Although the financial resources of the Muslim League
are limited, it will strive to obtain financing from the budget of the Marshal‘s Office or the European Union. The Muslim League also plans to complete the construction of the Islamic Center in
Warsaw and integrate the Muslim community in various Polish cities.
Dr. Hayssam Obeidat
Jagiellonian University, Krakow , Poland

2) Section for Women and Children:
• Protecting the religious development of children 16 years old and younger by organizing lessons on Islam, educational journeys, etc.;
• Setting up religious meetings for women in every branch of the League within the country;
• Elaboration of programs for teaching Islam (for younger and older children);
• Organizing conferences and courses on Islam and its religious practices for women;
• Cooperation with women’s organizations in Poland;
• Setting up summer camps, courses and contests for children.
3) Section for Education and Culture:
• Publishing books on Islam;
• Publishing As-Salaam. Muslim Magazine on Society and Culture;
• Establishing and editing the website of the League;
• Elaborating programs for new Muslims;
• Preparing educational programs for organizing religious meetings in local branches of the
League;
• Publishing books on Islam for children;
• Preparing TV and radio programs as well as publishing articles in the public press;
• Organizing the Days of Muslim Culture and the annual Congress of Polish Muslims;
• Organizing lectures and exhibitions of Islamic art.
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Islam in Poland

1. Tatars – the first Muslims in Poland – a brief history
The first accounts of the Polish state of Mieszko I were written by a Jewish merchant and diplomat of the Caliphate of Córdoba Ibrahim ibn Jakub and later published in an Arabic chronicle of Al-Bakri. Other Muslim merchants arrived in the Polish lands at that time, as can be seen by the large
number of Arab coins found in numerous archaeological sites throughout modern day Poland.
Over 600 years ago the Tatars fled from their homelands at a time when these lands were engaged
in civil wars. They moved west and settled in Lithuania, which was part of the Polish empire and
subjected to the Polish king.
Enlisted into military service they were rewarded with land and privileges. They were allowed to
build mosques, marry local women and bring up their children in the Islamic faith. This was a flourishing era for the Polish Muslims. Some reports from this time mention a number of 200.000
Muslims and as many as 160 mosques.
At the turn of the 16th century, many of these Tatars lost their mother tongue and began to use
the Slavonic languages.
With time many of them also accepted the Polish customs and traditions. Unfortunately many also
lost their religion, mostly through marriages with the local Christians, as such mixed couples later
brought up their children in the Christian faith.
2. Muslims in Poland – the XX century onward
During and after World War II, the Tatar communities of Poland suffered the fate of all the civilian
populations of the new German-Soviet and later Polish-Soviet borderlands. The Tatar intelligentsia
was in large part murdered in the AB Action, while much of the civilian population was targeted
by post-war expulsions. After the war the majority of the Tatar settlements were annexed by the
Soviet Union, and only three remained in Poland (Bohoniki, Kruszyniany and Sokolka). However,
a considerable number of Tatars moved across to the Polish side of the border and settled in several
locations in eastern Poland (esp. in Bialystok and nearby towns) as well as in western and northern
Poland (esp. in Gdańsk and Gorzów Wielkopolski). Nowadays no more than 400 - 4,000 Muslims of
Tatar origin live in Poland, and much larger and more active Tatar communities live in Belarus and
Lithuania. In 1971 the Muslim Religious Association was reactivated, and the Society of Muslims
in Poland has been active since 1991. In 1992 the Association of Polish Tatars was restored.
In the 1970s and 1980s Poland attracted a number of students from many socialist-aligned Arabic-speaking states of the Middle East and Africa. Many of them decided to stay in Poland. In the
late 1980s this community became more active and better organized. They have built mosques
and praying houses in Warsaw, Białystok, Gdańsk (here, the mosques and praying houses were
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built by the Tatar community), Wrocław, Lublin and Poznań. There are also praying rooms in
Bydgoszcz, Kraków, Łódź, Olsztyn, Katowice and Opole.
Since the overthrow of Communism in 1989, other Muslim immigrants have come to Poland. Two
relatively prominent groups in this respect are Turks and Muslims from the former Yugoslavia.
There are also smaller groups of immigrants from Pakistan, Afghanistan, and other countries, as
well as a small refugee community from Chechnya.
The 2002 census showed only 447 people declaring that they belong to the Tatar nationality.
The present status of the Muslim community.
Today the approximate statistics for the Muslim population in Poland are as follows:
Tatars - 5.000 people
Foreign Muslims - 25.000
New Polish Muslims - between 500 and 1.000. There are currently no available statistics concerning this group.
The Ahmadiyya Muslim Community established itself in the country in the 1990s and has a small
community - a following of 30 members in Warsaw.
Total population of Poland - 40.000.000.
3. The main Muslim organizations
a. Sunni organizations:
The Muslim Religious Union in the Republic of Poland
The Muslim League in the Republic of Poland
The School of Sufi Teaching
b. Shia organizations:
The Muslim Unity Society
c. Other organizations:
Ahmadiyya
The Common Council of Catholics and Muslims
4. Literature
a. Books
The only three available translations of the Holy Qur’an are written by non-Muslims. One is by an
Orientalist (Bielawski), and the second is by the Tatar Jan Murza Buczacki. The third translation
is by the group called Ahmadiya, and this version is available in bookstores.
Other Muslim books include Ideas and Realities of Islam and The Heart of Islam by Hossein Nasr.
b. Periodicals
As-Salam, Hikma, Muzułmanie Rzeczypospolitej
6. Recent events
a. Construction of the Islamic Cultural Centre in Warsaw
In 2010 the construction of an Islamic Cultural Centre started in Warsaw, and it was accompanied
by protesters, among whom the most active and vocal was a Buddhist group. This group consisted of the students of a Danish Buddhist leader named Ole Nydahl.
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b. The Prince of Wales in Kruszyniany, Poland
Britain’s Prince of Wales made a visit to a Tatar mosque in Kruszyniany on 16 March 2010.
On this occasion, Prince Charles met with Mufti Tomasz Miskiewicz, his wife and other Polish
Muslim Tatars.

The status of the Muslim Minority
In Slovakia

Andrzej Saranowicz
the Muslim Religious Union in the Republic of Poland
In the name of God, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful
1. Introduction
Slovakia is a young state in Central Europe. It was part of former Czechoslovakia and became an
independent state in 1993. It is a member of various international organizations including the UN,
the EU, the OECD, the WTO, NATO, etc. The majority of Slovak citizens are Christians. Most of
them belong to the Roman Catholic Church; however, members of other churches are present in
the country in lower numbers as well.
In this report we would like to briefly inform you about the situation of Muslims in Slovakia
and their history in the area. Two chapters deal with the Muslim presence before 1989 and the
Muslim presence after 1989 respectively. We consider the year 1989 to be a significant milestone
in the history of Slovakia and its citizens, including Muslims. In the previous years Slovakia (or
Czechoslovakia) had been the member of the so-called Eastern Bloc. The fall of the communist
regimes in Central and Eastern Europe opened the door for new discourses in various areas of
public life. Among other things this made it possible for Muslims to practice their religion openly
without fear of a possible persecution.
The report will contain demographic statistics for and the ethnic and national background of
Muslims in Slovakia as well as their geographic distribution in the country. We will offer a brief
account of the establishment of the main Muslim organizations and their activities within the
community as well as their acts towards the non-Muslim majority.
Another chapter will talk about the contribution of Muslims in Slovakia to different aspects of
public life in Slovakia and to relations with Muslim countries and international Islamic organizations. The following chapter will introduce the basic information about the main difficulties and
obstacles that Muslims are facing in the present time. This issue,, because of its importance and
wide consequences, is also dealt with in another chapter called “Islamophobia”, which includes
our brief analysis of the current status of this phenomenon in Slovak society.
At the end of this brief report we would like to offer our proposals of possible solutions to the
stated issues and difficulties and our vision of the future development of the situation of Muslims
and their relationship to the majority society in Slovakia as well as the presence of Muslims in
the European Union in general.
2. The History of Muslims in Slovakia until 1989
The presence of Muslims in Slovakia is considered by the majority society to be a modern phenomenon that was brought to Slovakia only after the fall of communism or a result of the ongoing
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globalization. Therefore most Slovak citizens see Islam as something unknown, unnatural and
potentially dangerous.
The only historical experience related to Muslims in the history of the Slovak nation is the presence of the Ottoman Empire in some parts of this area. However, this historical period is often
interpreted on an emotional basis from the position of the Slovak people. This period was often
used as a topic of Slovak romantic novels and poems, which increased the image of Muslims as
aggressors and occupants even more.
When explaining the age of the Ottoman presence it is necessary to hold on to facts and reliable
historical evidence. The presence of Ottomans was viewed as a source of suffering by some local
people. However, it is necessary to underline that the Ottoman Empire did not try to convert people in the area to their faith by force, and that one cannot say the same about the religious policy
of the Catholic Habsburgs towards the Protestants.
The presence of Ottomans on the Slovak land is well known by most of the citizens in Slovakia.
However, it is not so well known that the contact of Muslims with this land is actually much older.
Muslim buyers and traders operated in this area since the 9th century AD. Most of them just
traveled through this country but many stayed and lived there for a certain amount of time - even
for a few years. At the time, the Slovak land lay on an important traders’ road between West
Europe and the Middle East.
This fact is based on documents and other evidence that was provided by Arabic and Persian
writers and travelers in the period from the 9th until the 12th century AD such as Ibn Rusta,
Gardithi, Al Idrisi or Al Garnati. Those writers described the life of the Slovak people, their habits
and leaders.
For example Ibn Rusta, in his Book of Valuable Richness, writes as follows: “Their king is
crowned. They respect him and act according to his orders. He lives in the middle of the land of
Slavonians. The most important and best known among them is the king called King of Kings.
They call him Svitbuluk (Svatopluk). There used to be cold winters in their country. That is why
they dig their houses under the ground and cover them with wooden roofs such as the roofs
that cover churches and they cover this roof with soil. Into this house a man comes with his
family and brings wood and a few rocks. Then he sets the fire inside and keeps it burning until
the rocks are red-hot. When they are hottest, he puts water on them and the house becomes
warm.” (1, pg. 99).
The description of the city of Nitra by the famous Arabic geographer Al Idrisi from his work An
Informatory Guide for the Traveler is also very interesting: “Nitram (Nitra) is a blooming big
city that lies in the wide lowland. It has many citizens. Rivers flow through this city, and around
it are fertile lands. The city is very rich and has enough of material property. Around the city
there are vineyards and rich gardens..” (1, pg. 148)
The Andalusian writer Al Garnati worked for the Hungarian king in the 12th century and proved
the presence of Muslim traders and employers in the Kingdom of Hungary, but even more surprising was his claim that there are Muslim soldiers working for the Hungarian king. “Chvarezmancens are being hired by Hungarian kings to work in important and less important professions.
Therefore they act as Christians and practice Islam only secretly. But Pecegens serve the king
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only as soldiers and so they practice Islam openly.” (1, pg. 162) Al Garnati even taught those
soldiers how to practice Islam in the proper way.
In this age the status of Muslims in the Kingdom of Hungary was very good and many of them
covered the salt industry, collected taxes, worked in money exchange services and worked in
many other businesses at that time. Their status was so strong that the king Andrew II had to
prohibit them from working in the salt industry and collecting some types of taxes. But a number
of Muslims continued to operate in the Kingdom of Hungary even after that prohibition. It is very
unfortunate that those facts are not very well known among Slovak citizens these days. Those
facts not only prove that a peaceful co-existence is possible but that it can lead to prosperity for
both sides.
When speaking about the history of Muslims in Slovakia it is necessary to note the mentions of
the mosque that was built in the past under the Bratislava Castle in the area called Vydrica by
Muslim traders and stood there until the Second World War. Statistics since that time show that
in the 18th century, up to 800 Muslim families lived in Bratislava (the current capital of Slovakia)
side by side with Jews and Christians. Among other things they built the “market of Oriental
goods” in 1719. They mainly used the Danube to transport the Oriental goods to Bratislava. Those
Muslims built their own mosque, which served as the place for their various religious activities.
This mosque was built in the Andalusian style and had a cope. To this day a part of its old staircase is still preserved. The mosque was built sometime after the Ottomans near Vienna had been
defeated (1683) and today it is an object of archeological research.
What is also noteworthy is the registration of the religious faiths that appeared in this area in
the past. According to the Austro-Hungarian law Islam was seen as equal to other faiths, and
because Bosnia and Herzegovina was a part of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, Islam was one of
the officially recognized religions.
After the First World War and the abolition of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, the First Republic
of Czechoslovakia was established, and this lead to the question of the legal status of religious
communities in the newly established state. Because of legal obstacles as well as the insufficient
flexibility on the side of local Muslims, the attempt to register Islam as an official religion did not
succeed. Then the Second World War and the installation of the communist regime in Czechoslovakia meant the definite end of those efforts for the next few decades.
During the communist era, the communist regime tried to maintain good relations with the so-called friendly Third World, including many Muslim countries. As a result of this friendship, former Czechoslovakia offered various different kinds of benefits to the citizens of those countries
- for example, their students were offered scholarships for studying in Czechoslovakia. In this
way, many students from Muslim countries moved to Czechoslovakia and some of them remained
there even after the end of their studies. However, the communist regime did not allow any kinds
of religious activities, and correspondingly the vast majority of those students shared communist
views and most of them were not very religious.
Besides the students, the other Muslims in Czechoslovakia were a few traders from Muslim countries, some Muslims from the previous era, who hailed mostly from the Balkans, and a tiny group
of native Slovak and Czech Muslims.
In general we can say that almost no few religious activities characterized the presence of Mus-
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lims in those years. However, it is important to note that the most used translation of The Holy
Qur’an was written and published in this era. The translator was a well known Orientalist who
embraced Islam in his early years but was forced to hide his true faith because of the former
communist regime.
3. Muslims in Slovakia since 1989
The fall of the communist regime radically changed the situation of the Muslim community in
Czechoslovakia and created new opportunities and challenges. The core of the community was
the Muslims who came to the country in previous years but they were soon joined by newcomers
from abroad (students, businessmen, tourists, refugees, etc.).
Immediately after the change of regime, the first Czechoslovakian Muslim organization was
formed under the name “The General Union of Muslim Students in Czechoslovakia”. The first
attempts at an organized religious life appeared soon after. At the very beginning the Muslims’
religious group activities mainly included Friday congregation prayers, celebrations of Islamic
feasts, funerals and other similar occasional activities.
Over time, the number of Muslims as well as their activities increased. The religious life of the
Muslims became more and more organized, and the first prayer rooms were established (in Prague, Bratislava, Brno, Kosice, etc.).
Another milestone in the history of this topic is the split of Czechoslovakia into two independent
countries in 1993 - Slovakia and the Czech Republic. The split of the country affected all areas of
public life including those related to Czechoslovakia’s Muslims. For example, the General Union of
Muslim Students was divided into two separate organizations. However, they continued to hold
the same name as well as the same message, and they also continued to work on their activities
in very close cooperation with each other.
The General Union of Muslim Students in Slovakia was the main Muslim organization in Slovakia
for another few years. However, as the conditions evolved over time, the number of members and
activities increased, and as the first generation of students grew up, their view of life and their
options and expectations in Slovakia changed, and they stood in front of new challenges. The General Union of Muslim Students was established with the aim to bring together Muslim students,
but the spectrum of their activities was too limited for the growing needs of the new generation.
Some of those who decided to stay in Slovakia permanently began to think about a new purely
local organization that would strengthen the position of the Muslim community in Slovakia and
offer opportunities for its members to represent Islam in relations with the majority society. Thus,
in 1999, the Islamic Foundation in Slovakia was founded, and it has been the main representative
organization of Muslims in Slovakia from then until the present.
4. Demographic composition and geographic distribution
It is difficult to obtain the exact number of Muslims in Slovakia because of the absence of serious
statistics on this topic. According to our judgment the estimated number of Muslims in Slovakia at
the present time is approximately 5000 people. While the relative majority of Muslims in Slovakia
are Arabs, there is some variety in the Muslims’ ethnic backgrounds, and Albanians, Bosnians,
Afghanis, and Slovak converts are well represented ethnic groups in the Muslim community. The
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Muslim community also includes smaller numbers of Turks, Pakistanis, and Muslims from the former USSR. Most of the Muslims are of a young age and there are more males than females.
As for the Arabs, they are usually either students, university graduates or businessmen. The Albanians work mostly in the fields of gastronomy and confectionery. The vast majority of the Afghanis
are doctors or engineers who graduated from universities in Slovakia. The Bosnians work mostly
as traders and businessmen. The Slovak converts tend to be either students or employees (however, most of them live abroad due to the economic situation). They are usually of a young age too
and there are more women than men in this group. There are approximately 500 of them at present.
Muslims live in all parts of Slovakia but their main concentration is in the capital city of Bratislava, Kosice, Nitra, Levice, Trnava, Martin, Zilina, and Piestany.
5. Muslim organizations
There are only a few Islamic organizations in Slovakia. In this paper we will talk about the two
most important ones - the General Union of Muslim Students and the Islamic Foundation of Slovakia.
The General Union of Muslim Students in Slovakia was active approximately from 1993 to 2003.
Its main activities covered the organization of religious life for Muslim students - Islamic lectures,
meetings, presentations, congresses and the production of various publications. The Union closely cooperated with the equivalent organization in the Czech Republic, as the two groups worked
together on many of their activities. In later years the Union worked on its own Internet page,
where various publications on religious topics were published. Most of its activities were aimed
at the Muslim community, especially students who expected to stay in Slovakia only for a limited
period of time.
The Islamic Foundation in Slovakia may be considered today as the main Islamic organization in
Slovakia. It is a direct descendant of the Union. Its importance is the reason for why the Islamic
Foundation needs to cover many different needs of the Muslim community as well as activities
aimed toward the non-Muslim society.
The activities of the Islamic Foundation can be divided into activities within the Muslim community and those aimed at the majority society.
Its activities within the community:
Religious activities: administration of the Islamic Center Cordoba in the capital city Bratislava,
congregational prayers, Friday sermons, various activities during the holidays Ramadan and Eid,
night prayers, weddings, funerals, religious advice, the Saturday school for children MiNi Muslim’s, the women’s club Firdaus, religious lectures and courses, etc.
Charity: collections for refugees; psychological, religious and legal help; collections after disasters
Sport activities: football, taekwondo
Its activities towards the majority society:
Internet: the webpage www.IslamWeb.sk, 3 Facebook pages and one Facebook group, a Twitter
account, monitoring of the internet content, a YouTube channel, a newsletter
TV and radio: monitoring of the television and radio stations in the Czech Republic and Slovakia
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SMS: weekly messages with verses and Hadiths, reminders about Islamic feasts and updates on
important events and activities
Appearances in the public media: regular interviews for various TV and radio stations, newspapers and magazines; webzines and official announcements of the Islamic Foundation as well as
articles on various topics in the Slovak media
Publications: the monthly bulletin al-Islam, a number of publications and translations of literature on different Islamic topics
Public events: lectures in the Islamic center Cordoba and at universities, panel discussions concerning crucial issues related to Islam and the presence of Muslims in the West, VIP iftars for
diplomats, journalists, Orientalists and heads of NGOs
A special place belongs to the long-term projects of the Islamic Foundation. The most important
of these at this time is the ongoing translation of the Qur’an into the Slovak and Czech languages.
The second largest project is the reconstruction of the webpage www.islamweb.sk.
6. The contribution of Muslims to the majority society
In general it can be said that the Muslim population in Slovakia is well educated and self-sufficient and that it has a sound knowledge of the Slovak language. In the economic sphere there are
plenty of Muslims who run successful businesses within Slovakia, which helps not only in the
creation of new jobs but also in contributing to the overall economic prosperity of the country.
The Muslims are not socially isolated from the majority society, and they do not live in separate
ghettos either. Muslims are generally in touch with the non-Muslim society, which helps to build
bridges between the two groups. The Islamic Foundation has great relations with NGOs such as
People Against Racism, the International Organization for Migration, the Human Rights League,
the Center for Ethnic and Cultural Research, etc. and cooperates with them on various projects.
There are at least three areas in sports in which Muslims achieved significant success. There
are a number of Muslim players in the major Slovak football and ice hockey leagues. A special
case is that of taekwondo, a sport in which Slovak Muslims achieved international success and
represented Slovakia in a very positive way. For instance, there is a doctor originally from Afghanistan who repeatedly became the world champion in this martial art. Groups of Slovak citizens
originally from Kosovo and Macedonia achieved similar successes in this sport as well.
Although there is no political party, or Member of Parliament who would represent Muslims in
Slovakian politics, there are some first signs of Muslim activities in this field as well. The Islamic
Foundation, according to its policy of active contribution, published an official recommendation
before the parliamentary elections addressed to Muslims, where it stated the importance of participation in the elections and the foundation’s preferred party. Furthermore, a future representation of Muslims in the local or national political sphere would be welcomed and there are already
some possible candidates for such representatives.
Some of the charity activities of the Muslims are aimed not only toward the Muslim communities
but also toward the issues of the majority society. For example, the Muslims took up collections
for various disasters (for example, the disaster in the High Tatras or the floods that occurred
recently), the poor and people in need.

98

The Islamic Foundation used to take part in inter-religious dialogues with other religious groups
and denominations in Slovakia, and it takes part in various projects regarding interfaith coexistence.
7. Relations with the Muslim world
The Islamic Foundation has great relations with various international and local Islamic organizations. The most famous of them include the World Assembly of Muslim Youth and the World
Muslim League, but it also maintains good relations with local organizations in the Czech Republic, Austria, Poland and other countries. The Foundation also cooperates with state institutions in
Muslim countries - for example, al-Azhar University, the Ministry for Islamic Affairs, Endowment,
Dawa and Guidance in Saudi Arabia, and institutions in Qatar and Kuwait.
8. Difficulties
Islam is still not officially recognized as a religion by the state, which leads to a number of problems that Slovak Muslims are facing today. Because of this lack of official recognition, Muslims
are still not allowed to offer religious education in public schools, open their own schools, offer
spiritual services in prisons, perform official marriage ceremonies and funerals according to Islamic law, produce halal meat, etc. The law for the registration of religious communities is one
of the strictest laws in Europe. The law was made even stricter after the amendments in 2007.
According to it, the registration of a new religious community requires the signatures of 20000
adults belonging to that community with a permanent residence in Slovakia and a Slovak citizenship. Muslims are definitely unable to meet those requirements in the near future.
Slovakia is the last country in the EU with no official mosque or Islamic centre. This fact complicates the position of Muslims in Slovakia on various fields within the community as well as their
position towards the non-Muslim majority.
It is noteworthy that the Islamic Foundation in Slovakia bought a piece of land in the wide center
of Bratislava with the goal of building a multifunctional Islamic Culture Center and requested the
building permission at the competent organs. However, although the Islamic Foundation applied
for the permission three times, it was refused without any relevant explanation. The current
political situation in Slovakia and in Europe in general makes it unlikely that the situation will get
better in the near future.
Missing financial and human sources are also a big problem for the community of Muslims here.
One of the problems is the lack of educated religious people, although Vienna, which is close to
Bratislava (60 km), helps by partly covering this issue. The overall low number of Muslims in
Slovakia is an issue itself, and it makes the life of the Muslims and especially the activities of
the community even more difficult. It is an interesting fact that this number is not growing due
to the low amount of immigration to Slovakia in comparison to the immigration figures for other
European countries.
However, we do not want this report to create an image of suffering Muslims in Slovakia. The
Slovak Constitution and legal system already cover the area of religious freedom and forbid discrimination on a religious or ethnic basis. Slovakia’s Muslims as such are not persecuted or restricted in their daily life.
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9. Islamophobia
Islamophobia is a phenomenon that has recently been growing in Slovakia as well as in other
European counties. Therefore we decided to focus on this problem in a separate chapter. We
would like to name a few areas where Islamophobia is present. On the political level Islamophobia
can mainly be seen in the attitudes of far right parties (parliament as well as non-parliament) and
even some individual representatives of mainstream political parties. On another level there are
ultra-conservative intellectual groups that are tied to neo-cons. These individuals are euro-centrists who see the world in the colors of Huntington’s “clash of civilizations”. Their agenda is mainly
anti-immigrant and anti-Islamic.
Islamophobia also occurs in the media, where we can see that the information is not well-balanced when issues concerning Islam and Muslims are covered. We would also like to mention the
Islamophobia in the sphere of literature in Slovakia, where tabloid books on Islamic topics are
often being translated and published in high numbers. A particularly important field for spreading
Islamophobia is the Internet. Here, Islamophobia is especially spread via chat room discussions,
Facebook pages and anti-Islamic web sites.

mainstream and conservative parties to the right. Muslims will unquestionably play an important
role in Europe, and their future will depend on how well they will be able to participate in the
inter-society discourse. Economic factors will also play a role.
Nevertheless, it is not for us as Muslims to lose hope and give up. For the sake of Muslims and the
world as a whole, we need to be active, be aware of our responsibility and offer relevant solutions
to the crucial issues of these days.
Mohamad Safwan Hasna
Islamic Foundation in Slovak Republic

10. Proposals for solutions to these issues
Registration of the religious communities: Due to the above-mentioned law we do not consider a registration of the Muslim community to be possible in the near future, as the law would
have to change. However, the current political situation does not seem to be one in which this
issue would be a matter of great concern. The Islamic Foundation is trying to change the atmosphere, as it participates in discussions and maintains good relations with governmental and
non-governmental organizations. Nevertheless, we do not consider this issue to be fatal for the
presence and daily life of Muslims in Slovakia. It is also up to the Muslims themselves to participate in the majority society and play an active role in making their own situation better.
Islamic Center: We do not lose hope for the construction of the Center in the coming years. We
are repeatedly trying to make this goal real. We will communicate with the competent local representatives and search for support among various NGOs. We will try to lead a public discussion
in order to explain the reasons for why we think that such a center would be beneficial not only
for Muslims but also for the majority society.
Islamophobia: We understand that this trend is a worldwide problem rather than a mere local
problem of Slovakia, and we are not able to make it stop. But we will continue to convey accurate
and truthful information on Islam and actively interfere with the flow of the discourse in order
to offer a counter-balance by offering relevant information and providing primary sources to the
topic.
11. Conclusion
The future of the presence of Muslims in Europe is open and it is hard to predict how it will evolve
in the following years and decades. It depends on too many factors such as the future developments in the Muslim world in general and the developments in the European society itself. An
important question is that of the future of far right parties in Europe as well as the shift of some of
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