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Introduction

Like in most civilizations, religion has played a very important role in defining the European culture and society. The role of religion in Europe has, however, obviously changed in its influence and its importance throughout time. The dominant Christian religion has scattered into different sub-religions and integrated into the different communities. In nowadays Europe it is no surprise that we can find points of view that substantially differ on essential matters, an example is the point of view on euthanasia in a country like Holland, compared to a country like Italy. Recently the Italian minister Giovanardi even compared the Dutch regulations on euthanasia with Nazi-practices.  
The existence of multiple points of view on substantial matters within a community, as the European community, is based on historical development of societies within social, cultural and religious domains. We can therefore easily claim that, though said to be founded on Christian-Jewish values, Europe is home to a set of different religions that might have a common base, but at the same time substantially differ. The latter has however proven not to be of a problem to continue in the establishment of an European community.

But how do other religions that do not share that common Christian-Jewish base find their place in contemporary Europe. One of the most important ones, being the Islam.

For sure, the debate about the clash of civilizations is well known (Huntington, 1996). That clash of civilizations is very clear when it comes to the clash between the Islam and the dominating Christian-Jewish civilization in Western Europe. Over 12.5  million Muslims currently live in the main countries of Western Europe alone.  The Islam in Western-Europe as we know it now, was brought there by the immigrants that came to Western-Europe mainly during the 60’s, 70’s and 80’s. These immigrants were for a large part from the countries surrounding the Mediterranean, especially countries like Turkey, Algeria, and Morocco who came to countries like France, Holland, Belgium, Germany and Britain for economical reasons and to help rebuilt post-war Europe. Britain and France migration processes were characterized by its colonial past. Britain is home to a large Pakistani Muslim community, whereas in France large part of the Muslim community has its roots in countries like Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia (also known as the Maghreb countries).   

Demographic shifts, assimilation difficulties, and debates over issues such as head scarves and the role of women in society have now and then been reason for clashes. Concerns about terrorism, the bombings in London and Madrid and incidents like the November 2004 murder of Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh, who criticized Islam, have forced countries to reconsider the next question: how to deal with their rapidly growing Muslim communities?
How Europe dealt with the arrival of Islam

In most West European countries aassimilation has been the way to deal with the arrival of Islam. Some experts claim that the historical repression of the Catholic Church and the wars over faith that raged across Europe for centuries, have caused a lot of Europeans to view religion as a fundamentally unreasonable force. They argue that governments should urge immigrants to accept the tradition of secular humanism that is seen as the product of the Enlightenment. An excellent example of a country choosing assimilation as a way to deal with her Islamic part of the population is France. In France the principle of secularism, in the form of the “ la laïcité ” is an almost sacred principle. Jocelyne Cesari (2005), a French expert on Islam, states that this is the reason why a lot of French ask, "Why do you need religion? Why can't you live like us?" 

A practical example of the acts from French government that convey with this view, was the enacted ban on religious clothing in French schools in 2004. According to Gilles Kepel, a famous French scholar of Islam and a member of the commission that supported the ban, the state acted according to a national tradition that promotes a secular identity for all citizens. Some Muslims in France, however, could not help but feel like it was an act against the way they practice their religion.  
In some European countries the focus was less on assimilation and more on integration, mostly based on the idea that the cultural en religious identity of immigrants is an essential part of their overall identity and cannot be ignored. Fearing that if ignored, they would distance themselves from society, leading to processes of segregation. In Holland for example Muslim schools and mosques get equal funds as other religious institutes based on the principle of freedom of religion and the right of every citizen to practice his or her religion the way they think is desirable as long as it stays within the boundaries set by the legislation. 

In most European countries the process towards assimilation or integration went gradually, and in most cases it was never well taught over. Most Western-European countries developed coping mechanism in the form of assimilation or integration to deal with the practice of the Islam religion of their new citizens. These cooping mechanisms were not chosen because of their integrative or assimilative nature, but due to the necessity to having to deal with a new phenomenon. 

An example is the “outsourcing” of funding and management of Muslim institutions and organization. Both European countries that have choose a more integrative and the ones that choose a more assimilative position, have historically "outsourced" the funding and management of the teaching of Islam to imams and organizations from their immigrants' countries of origin (Laurance, 2003). This obviously does not facilitate the process of assimilation nor that of integration.

Negative sentiments towards Islam

Weither focussing on assimilation or integration, in almost all Western European countries an increasingly popular anti-Muslim platform is being developped.  Germany, France, Holland, Britain, and Italy have all seen a rise in anti-Muslim feeling and incidents in society, as well as in strongly anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant statements by politicians. Cesari (2005) says much of this is caused by Europeans erroneously linking Islam to crime. "For lots of Europeans, who associate Muslims with poor, violent ethnic neighborhoods, Islam is the cause of the problem," she says. They blame the religion and its adherents not only for social problems at home, but global trends like terrorism. Especially after September 11th and the attacks in Madrid and London, experts say, Europe is experiencing what Cesari calls "a hardening of the discourse on Islam" on all sides of the political spectrum.

Cosequences of these sentiments

It is important to realize that the Islam is no longer just a religion of immigrants. The European-born children of the first and second generation immigrants have been educated in European schools, are more assertive than their parents, and speak Western languages fluently and most importantly, they are Europeans. 

At the same time, however, this second generation and third generation Europeans with a Muslim background are experiencing barriers to acceptance by European society, including widespread discrimination. Cesari (2005) states that in France the discrimination occurs at every level of society, from housing to education to cultural practices. Shireen Hunter, director of the CSIS Islam Program, agrees. "Germans still call Turks [living] in Germany guest workers," she says. In Holland they even created a special definiton for former-immigrants and their off-spring: allochtoon. Eventhough the latter are in more that one way European.  

The barriers these groups experience lead to socio-economic disadvantages. It is no revelation that most of the former Muslim immigrants and the second and third generation Muslims can be found in the more deprived areas of the European metropolis, for example the banlieus of Paris. These developments have led and are still leading to exclusion in more than one area; the exclusion takes place on geographical, economic and social level. 

Geographically, as stated before, we can see a clear segregation in the big European cities between the more exclusive neighbourhoods and the deprived suburbs that house in most cases the migrant families. 

The ones affected by this exclusion also pay a heavy economic price, as the discrimination that can lead from this exclusion usually will mean exclusion from the labour market and unequal access to possibilities for traineeships and internships. This in time only leads to the preservation of the socio-economic obstructions of migrants to enter the workforce and to participate fully in the workforce. This of course does not help facilitate a better access to higher educations for the young migrants, the offspring of the migrant families in these bad socio-economic conditions. Ethnic minorities in general, and Muslim minorities more specifically, in Western European countries experience a situation of deprivation. The consequences of the unhealthy socio-economic position are significant numbers of school dropouts, the high rates of unemployment and poor housing.
But society loses out too. Social exclusion feeds on discrimination. The socialising potential of school and work is lost on those who are made to feel they do not belong, or who, in some cases, are literally excluded from those institutions. Furthermore, exclusion can have big (socio-)economic consequences for society as a whole: necessary financial support for the people that suffer from exclusion, like the ones  that are unemployed due to processes of exclusion, inadequate access to public and private services, ill health and the lost aspirations and wasted talents that get thrown away.  Consequences can be underdevelopment, segregation and this then for example can lead to high crime rates within these groups.

There are different approaches that attempt to explain this situation of deprivation of these minority groups. These approaches cover the earlier mentioned integration-politics versus the assimilation-politics.

The most important approaches are the achievement-oriented versus the transformation-oriented, and the colorblind versus the color-conscious approach. The controversies resulting from these conflicting approaches, have led to the well-known dichotomy of the "blaming-the-victim" versus the "blaming-the-system" perspective. 

The blaming-the-victim perspective tends to explain the socio-economic situation of deprived groups by focusing on “their inability to compete for the scarce goods and services in society because they do not posses the necessary intellectual, economic and psychological capacities” (Shadid &  van Koningsveld, 1991). Since rewards are directly proportional to the contribution made to society, these groups rewards and performances remain on a low level. 

The blaming-the-system perspective claims that the situation of deprivation is primarily a result of the inequalities in the existing power relations between majority and minority. According tot this perspective these relations are characterized by 

‘exploitation, oppression and racial discrimination of the minorities, resulting in a vicious circle of deprivation. Because the power relations are out of balance, it is believed that this situation, which is basically of a purely socio-economic nature will be transferred to the ensuing generations, unless fundamental changes are brought about in the dominant system, as well as in the power relations between majority and minority resulting from it” (Shadid &  van Koningsveld, 1991). 
Another more current phenomenon is the increasing level of radicalisation of the Muslim youth in Europe. Experiencing the feeling of exclusion, the youths develop an anti-sentiment for the society that they feel does not accept them and even rejects them. Some of them react by totally rejecting the Western moral permissiveness. They do so by stating forcefully, and in some cases aggressively, that they do not consider it to be part of their Muslim identity. So they turn the tables around and transform the rejection by mainstream society into a rejection by them of the mainstream society. 

For a lot of these youngsters it is a reinvention of the Islam. The radical caracter of it is fed by the feelings of resentment experienced by the young muslims. 

In respond to these developments we see that governments of different Western European countries are revising the way they have dealt with presence of Islam in their society and change approaches hoping to find a way to learn to deal with the presence of Islam in their societies.

To come back to the two countries revered to earlier, France and the Netherlands.

In France we see that there is a shift from assimilation, towards an approach that makes more room for the integration of the Islam as a religion in France. France has a population of approximately 6 million Muslims, which make out 10 percent of the population. It is the fastest growing religion and the second religion in France. Fore some this is more then enough reason to start acknowledging it as such. An example of this development is the more approving attitude towards the creation of mosques in different cities since the beginning and mid-nineties. But also the Nicholas Sarkozy's proposal to use state funds to build mosques and to partly finance the train of French imams. 

In Holland we see a shift from a more or less tolerant integration approach to a more assimilation-based attitude. Recently there have been debates on for example whether or not to stop the funding of Muslim schools and the possibilities of the establishment of a ban on headscarves in public institutions. A populist right-winged politician, Geert Wilders, even goes as far as questioning the necessity of the article in the Dutch constitution that guarantees freedom of religion and that “maybe we should consider abolishing that article”.

The back and forth swifting of the European view on how to deal with Muslim  minorities in the European society, shows that at this point there is no established way of dealing with the moslim community. 

Challenges for the future 

Despite difficulties, aggravated by the events of September 11th, the Islam is slowly but inexorably becoming part of Europe's social, cultural, and political landscape. 

Europe is home to some 12.5 Muslims who suffer high unemployment and from a growing mistrust from non-Muslims. 
Furthermore the Islam is not only a faith of immigrants but also one of Europeans. Not only because we have reached the third generation of the offspring of the immigrants, which can be considered European, but also because it is the religion of Muslims who are Bosnians, Albanians, Turks, and others who are part of the European continent and in the future perhaps even part of the European community. 

Lately Europe has been overwhelmed by research papers, documentaries and debates about Islam. This is part of the lively discourse about the religion's influence in Europe. Recent developments have shown that the Islam is a religion that sooner or later has to be acknowledged as religion of Western Europe. Some British banks are implementing rules of banking which are in compliance with the Islamic rules on banking and this method of banking is now spreading out through Europe. But the these efforts do not necessarily change the governments perspective on assimilation policies, nor does is magically change the attitudes suspicious people.

Denmark, one of the most secular countries in Europe, has made the Quran required reading for high-school pupils. This however has not prevented the sometimes uprising tension between Muslims and non-Muslim by magically creating some form sort of understanding. 

Improving the socio-economic position of minorities is the most effective way to minmalize their exclusion from society. The socio-economic deprivation creates barriers that stand in the way of the process of emancipation and obstruct an equal access to institutions in society. This minimizes the opportunities and possibilities of this minority and therefore contributes to their economic, social and cultural marginalization.
When it comes to Muslim minorities however, it is also important tot realize that this battle for improvement is linked with an identity struggle that is going on within the Muslim communities in Western-Europe. 

Some predicted a process of secularisation among young Muslims in Europe, because the youngster did not practice religion as their parents or grandparents (Krieger-Krynicki, 1990). For a long time the idea that a successful integration or assimilation process would lead to a progressive secularisation process, was very vivid. However, these processes of integration and assimilation have proven to fail in the relevant Western European countries. The lousy socio-economic positions and the experienced feeling of rejection by mainstream society have fed the feeling of resentment of the young Muslims. In some cases this leads to certain anti-social or even criminal behaviour. In other cases the youngsters react by (aggressively) reinventing their Islamic heritage. Alongside the international developments surrounding the whole debate about Islam, this has created a hostile attitude towards Muslim minorities. 

The bad socio-economic position, the hostile, and sometimes discriminating,  atmospheres and the international developments concerning the Islam, are intertwined and form a complex an multi-levelled surrounding in which solutions have to be found to improve the situation. It is to simple to solely think in the line of the socio-economic deprived positions. When it comes to Muslim minorities one also has tot take the Islam into account to combat the process of exclusion that takes place. One has to consider the strong attachment of the young Muslim generations to their religion and the developments that are taking place in that area. 

Cesari (2002) explains that there have been a lot of aims in the past to integrate different cultures in the different Western European countries en that these aims were meant to safeguard equality. Cesari states that just like the divers cultures (and ethnicities) were taken into account then, it is possible tot take the Islam in to account now and that considering the status of the Islam in nowadays Western-Europe and the current developments regarding this group it is even desirable. 

“We must conclude, then, that this brand of multicultural processes can take Islam into account, especially when attempts are made to respect principles of equality. Social needs can be taken into account by socio-legal frameworks, and religious aspects need not be ignored. (……………….) 

The question is not merely how newcomers and minority groups can be assimilated into the dominant public culture, but how they can be included along with their individual cultural legacies. Although this is an extremely political debate, it also has direct consequences on the ways that Islam is currently treated, and the ways in which multicultural and religious policies take it into account.”
The Muslim communities in Europe have been characterized by change the last decade. The new generations are born in Europe and are aware of their socio-economic disadvantaged position, but at the same time they are fully aware of their cultural and religious heritage. This has brought about certain developments; the creation of several self-organisations, new and reinforced voices in the discourse surrounding citizenship and the political participation. 

The fully awareness of their religious background by young Muslims, is not the only reason why one should not disregard the position of the Islam in this debate. In order to improve the socio-economic position and guarantee equal access in different areas, it is important to fight the feelings of resentment and rejection experienced by the youngsters on the one hand and the discrimination that is fed by the negative image of Islam on the other. These feelings that are felt by the youngsters and the hostile environment sustain one another, so the idea of an integrated Islam is essential as a substantial contribution to the process of improving the position of Muslims in Europe.

Most Western European countries have been becoming aware, some the hard way, of the sitaution and are trying to combat the proces of exclusion and promote a more Europe-based Islam. Recent efforts include the creation (with substantial help from the governments) of Muslim Councils in France and the Netherlands to educate imams in European culture and gradually making it possible to establish adequate education in order to form “homegrown” imams. But there is also the establishment of the European Council on Fatwa and Research in Dublin, which issues opinions on modern Muslim life in Europe. There is also a call from Muslim scholars and other muslim community members to promote a more Europe-based islam. 

Tariq Ramadan, argues that Muslims in Europe must create a specific form of Islam that can coexist with European values. Ramadan claims that while European societies need to aknowledge the presence of the Islam in Europe by respecting the Muslim faith, the Muslims need to engage in interfaith dialogue with their European fellow community members and to see themselves as a component of the society they live in. "The challenge today is to make Muslims understand you don't have to be less Muslim to be more European. You can be both”. So the emphasize lays on a more integration-based way of dealing with the presence of Muslim minorites in  Western Europe. But Ramadan himself admits that this might not be as easy to accept for everybody and states that "some in the West cannot get themselves to believe that you can build an identity that is truly Muslim and truly Western at the same time. They are so obsessed with a clash between the two cultures, that they don't see this happening"
 Integration, however, has to be thought of as a two-way street, says Hunter of CSIS. "Muslims need to make basic concessions to the social mores of European society, and society has to make room for them," she says.

Hunter (2002) also calims that the diffuculties that Muslims in Europe experience are based on the misconception of the Islam. “In short, it is not easy to be a Muslim in Europe with a different national and cultural background from the rest of the population. The European vision of Muslims that produces this effect derives from three major misperceptions. First, many Europeans neglect the important changes that have been taking place within those Muslims who are part of the generation born or educated in Europe. This is because Muslims always seem to be viewed in relation to major international issues, terrorism, or political threats overseas. This makes it impossible to see them living and adapting and changing in an “anonymous” way and undergoing what I used to call the Silent Revolution. Thus the fact that Muslims are changing, adapting, adopting new ways, facing new questions, is often totally neglected and is hidden under the heavy political debate on the question of the Muslim threat and the post-colonial condition.  

The second major misperception derives from the fact, both at the political level and sometimes even at the intellectual level, that Islam is dealt with as a monolith. In other words, European publics generally do not pay much attention to the Muslims’ ethnic origins, but see all of them, from Indonesia, Morocco, or Turkey, as just part of a single entity, namely Islam. Yet from a sociological point of view, it is difficult to talk of a Muslim community in Western Europe because of the diversity and complexity of the community. 

The third misperception derives from juxtaposing Islam and modernity. For many Europeans, a Muslim cannot be a modern person. Rather, he or she is in some ways backward or conservative at best and radical at worst, rejecting all the outcomes and benefits of modernity.”
In a community and continent where we know such a large variety of cultures and religions, granting Islam a place in the European community can not be seen as a threat to Christian-Jewish principles. Perhaps it is the lack of acknowledgment that will form the biggest threat to the most important principles of Western Europe. Viewing the active resentment of the Western society by some young Muslims when excluded form that society, one can only conclude that we are creating our own self-fulfilling prophecy in Europe. 

We claim to fear the radicalization of the Islam in Europe and subsequently the endangerment of fundamental European principles, but we disregard that it is that fear that is obstructing us from giving room to the creation of a Europe-based Islam, in my view an essential contribution to the emancipation of the Muslims in Europe and to overcoming the fear of Islam and deal with the current problems. Approaches that do not consider the establishment of a Europe-based Islam do not sufficiently support the acknowledgement of the Islam in Europe and that in itself can only lead to processes of exclusion which can lead to strong radicalization, hence the self-fulfilling prophecy.

In our ideas, policies en intentions to improve the socio-economic situations of Muslim minorities we can cannot disregard the Islam. It is very naive to think that if the goal is socio-economic improvement, people will automatically throw their religion overboard in order to reach that goal. In my view that is not only unrealistic, but maybe even an outdated imperialistic perspective. 
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