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The excepTionaliTy of cenTral europe

The case of MusliM MinoriTies1

In the old member states of the European Union, public opinion has been divided over 
the question of Muslim communities for years. These same communities have also 
compelled many in these countries to propose isolation and adopt an overall negative 

attitude vis-à-vis immigrant groups. Parallel to these changes in social attitudes, at the 
level of government policies ever stricter regulations limiting immigration have been 
implemented. While the societies and states of Central Europe have their own wealth of 
experience with Islam, often reaching back several centuries and including both periods of 
conflict and coexistence, it is the ripple effect of the controversies and the Islamophobia in 
the old member states of the EU that is stirring up passions and giving rise to debates in a 
region where there are few traditional Muslim communities (or they are virtually invisible 
for the wider public), and, where the number of immigrants from Muslim countries is 
still very low.2 Bulgaria is the only exception to this pattern in Central Europe, where the 
Muslim, mostly Turkish, population accounts for 12–14 percent of the total population.

This paper analyzes Muslim minorities per se in Central Europe, i.e., in Central 
European member states of the EU,3 and aims at drawing general conclusions – also 
by presenting the main historical trends underlying their development – that are valid 
for the whole of the region broadly understood. At the same time, the paper excludes 
from analysis – perhaps somewhat arbitrarily – the Balkans, despite century-old shared 
development patterns. This decision may be justified by the fact that the history of Islam 
in the Balkans demonstrates some divergent features. Bulgaria, however, is included here 
by virtue of being an EU member state.

***

Central European experiences with Islam predate those of Western Europe 
(excepting the Iberian Peninsula) by centuries. These first hand experiences date 
back to the Middle Ages. From that period on, the peoples of Central Europe have 

experienced both century-spanning fights against, and coexistence with Islam, given that 
for hundreds of years this region had been the frontier between Dar al-Islam [House of 
Islam] and Dar al-harb [House of war]. In sharp contrast to this, for most of Western 
Europe direct contact with Muslims has been the product of events and processes in the 

1 The paper is an abridged version of a research paper written with a grant of the Hungarian Academy 
of Sciences and the Prime Minister’s Office of Hungary, in the framework of a research project on 
Islam in Europe.

2 Erzsébet N. Rózsa: “Mediterranean Migration to New Central European Member States of the EU. 
Present and Future Trends”. In: IEMed Yearbook 2007. Barcelona: Institut Europeu de la Mediterrània, 
2007. pp. 269 –272. 

3 Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, 
Slovenia.
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20th century. Aside from the differences in the historical background and in the timespan 
of interaction, the Central European experience with Islam is also different from that of 
Western Europe in the sense that it is associated with the Ottoman Turks and the Tartars, 
determining the key features of the Islam experience of Central European societies. The 
Islam of Ottoman Turks and Tartars differs in many respects from most of the other 
Islamic identities, for instance from those found in contemporary Western Europe which 
are largely rooted in the experiences of Maghreb Arabs in France and Pakistanis in 
the UK.

Islam has penetrated Central Europe in several waves, but the Muslims settling in 
the region have often disappeared, becoming assimilated to the local population. Muslim 
influence first appeared in the age of migrations when various peoples settled on the 
Eastern European steppe. In this period, some of the tribes living there were Muslims, 
so at the time of the Magyar conquest (at the end of the 9th century) some Muslims may 
have arrived in the Carpathian Basin with the Hungarian tribes. The last large wave of 
migrations was the Mongol invasion. This was followed by vast conquests from the east, 
by the Golden Horde in the north, representing the minor dimension of this expansion, and 
by the Ottoman Empire in the south, a larger and more lasting enterprise, which together 
carved out the borders of Muslim penetration and settlement up to the present. While to 
the south of Slovakia the Ottoman Turk experience has been definitive (most of these 
territories were parts of the Ottoman Empire for longer or shorter periods between the 15th 
and the 18th/19th centuries), to the north of this line it was the Tartars flooding in from the 
steppe who represented a direct Muslim influence. In this context, Romania represents a 
special transitional region, as it experienced both Turkish and Tartar influence, with some 
of these communities existing up to our day. (At the same time it must be noted that the 
Romanian Tartars in the Dobrudja had arrived from the Crimean peninsula and had been 
the vassals of the Ottoman Turks, signalling that ultimately Romania, too, belongs to the 
larger zone of Ottoman influence.)

Due to the retreat of the Ottoman Empire, smaller Muslim communities had come to 
exist in the territories of (re-established) Central European states first and foremost during 
the Russo-Turkish wars, and later during the Balkan wars. Furthermore, Bosnian Muslim 
communities (Bosniaks) appeared in the territory of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy in 
greater numbers following the annexation of Bosnia, while in the Baltic states Central 
Asian Turkic Muslim groups arrived as a result of Russian expansion into their homelands, 
followed by a type of intra-imperial ethnic migrations.

During the socialist period, a common characteristic of Central European states was 
their system of relationships with the Muslim world, which was dictated by Moscow, the 
centre of the informal Soviet empire. Within this system, the Muslim world meant, for 
all practical purposes, friendly Arab states (often labelled ‘socialist’) and, temporarily, 
Afghanistan. At the same time, Turkey enjoyed little, if any attention. Muslims appearing 
in Central Europe during this time represented in many respects a new phenomenon, as 
the majority were Arabs, typically young and single (being students), and staying in the 
recipient country temporarily, for the duration of their studies. Those who eventually 
decided to stay usually founded a family and integrated into the local majority.
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It can be said in general about Muslim communities in Central Europe today that 
traditional and entrenched differences in the Muslim world (those separating Sunni and 
Shia, the influence of dervish orders, Sufi schools, currents of legal thinking and practice, 
etc.) exist at most formally, and appear – for now at least – without much significance due 
to the recent migrations after 1950, which hit Central Europe even later, towards the end 
of the 20th century. (An exception to the rule is once more Romania where even current 
President Traian Băsescu has had to intervene in the conflict between Fundaţia Taiba 
and the local muftiate). Part of the reason for the waning of intra-religious fault lines has 
been the quasi-uniform practice in the Socialist bloc to push religion into the background. 
Though these efforts took different forms in individual countries, they always produced 
the same results, strengthening the feeling of interdependence rather than disagreement in 
the religious communities. The other reason lay in the low number, almost non-existence, 
of registered Muslim communities, which made the common overarching identity seem 
more important than any differences. On this issue, Bulgaria shows considerable difference 
from the other Central European new member states of the EU, as it has a significant native 
Muslim minority. However, the differences within Islam are not conspicuous there either, 
as the whole traditional community uniformly belongs to the Hanafi school, which means 
that they exercise their religion uniformly. Furthermore, both Bulgarian nationalism and 
assimilationist tendencies appearing from the 19th century onwards and 20th century 
socialism worked towards strengthening unity and cohesion in the community.

It follows from the above that Muslim communities living in Central Europe today 
can be grouped not so much according to religious differences, or, in many cases, not 
even by ethnic differences, but it is the length of the historical experience of coexistence 
with the majority society and the extent of integration of these communities that represent 
factors of far greater significance. Indigenous communities, i.e., communities living in the 
territory of a given country continuously for an extended period, cannot be found in every 
country, and even where they exist, many have an ethnic, rather than a religious identity 
(the Tartars in Poland, the Tartars and the Turks in Romania, the Turks, the Pomaks and a 
part of the Roma population in Bulgaria). Under the Hungarian minority law, for example, 
which acknowledges ethnic, and not religious minorities, acknowledged communities are 
only those that have lived in Hungarian territory for at least one hundred years, so the 
present-day Muslim communities there do not qualify as a minority at all, since they are 
of relatively recent origin. In general, the indigenous Muslim minorities, where they exist, 
are viewed by the majority as “belonging” to the country, almost as a historical fact or 
heritage, and in no way representing a source of threat for society.

Muslim communities that settled in the socialist period had usually arrived from 
(more or less) secularized countries. Also, they chose to settle in fully secularized states 
which sought to limit religious practices or were outright hostile to all forms of religion. 
As a result, most of the newer settlers chose to not exercise their religion, at least not 
publicly. Having settled down, they integrated into the host society, typically through 
mixed marriages, and have not provoked any negative response.

Post-socialist transition and later EU accession, however, created a dramatically new 
situation in Central Europe, when, after the opening up of the borders, the region became 
a popular transit route. The latest wave of migration basically resulted in the formation of 
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two groups: those of the recent immigrants and refugees. But as most Central European 
countries remained transit countries even after their accession to the European Union, 
both – but especially refugees – account for a relatively insignificant share even within the 
(already small) Muslim communities, as they typically went further.

Another group found in each country is made up by local converts, mostly women 
converted due to marriage, and by dissatisfied young people seeking adventure and 
experience, whose religious zeal and practices are often much more rigorous than those 
of the new immigrants. As Gyula Kozák noted in the context of Romanian Muslims, 
“[t]he newly converted are more devoted. They are conscious of their religiousness. The 
Muslims in Dobrudja are not like that.”4

The only indigenous Muslims living in Central Europe and having a kin-state are the 
Turks of Romania and Bulgaria. This kin-state is Turkey, where the state has assumed 
an official role in supporting these communities. In more recently formed Muslim 
communities, maintaining relations with the homeland happens much more on a personal 
basis, i.e., it mainly takes the form of family visits, and does not imply a community 
sustaining relations with the Muslim community back home in a socially coordinated 
manner. Also, in Central European countries (in contradistinction to Western Europe) 
the leaders of the local religious communities are either local converts belonging to the 
majority nation, or members of historically established, long-standing – indigenized – 
communities, whose expertise in religious scholarship, as well as the Muslim religious 
practices of the local indigenous communities in general, are often questioned by the 
“new Muslims” (the recent migrants), on the grounds of having become mixed with the 
local (Christian) traditions.

The arrival of these “new Muslims”, especially if they come from the Muslim 
heartlands, sheds light on a problem that has historical roots and that still poses a challenge 
today: as most of Central Europe had not been part of the Muslim world (Dar al-Islam), 
no Muslim educational institutions or religious centres had been established there. For 
this reason, Muslim communities of the whole region (with the exception of those living 
in Bulgaria) struggle with the problem of not having their own religious schools. As a 
result, future religious leaders of the communities have to travel and train abroad, to 
accepted sites of religious study, or, alternatively, highly qualified Muslim scholars have 
to be invited, raising a series of further questions. Who will be coming and whence? Will 
they accept that in Central Europe the Sunni–Shia division and/or the differences of legal 
traditions5 do not matter? What supporting base will these leaders build for themselves 
– a question which also raises the danger of fundamentalism and terrorism in the wake 
of 9/11. These doubts and uncertainties explain, at least in part, the tendency that Central 
European Muslim communities are trying to select religious leaders from their own ranks, 

4 Gyula Kozák: “Romániai muzulmán intézmények diskurzusa az identitásról és integrációról” [The 
Discourse of Romanian Muslim Institutions on Identity and Integration]. Korunk, Vol. 2. No. 5. (2009). 
pp. 54–60.

5 It has occurred repeatedly that a person from Saudi Arabia arriving to assume the leadership of the 
local community had to leave, because the local community did not accept his radical Wahhabite 
dogmas and his exclusionary policies towards followers of alternative traditions. (Interview with 
Zoltán Sulok, head of the Church of Muslims in Hungary.)
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which has become a lot easier since the fall of socialism. This widespread preference 
also explains the fact why there are many young leaders throughout the region, adding 
to the constraining factor of the difficulties (of foreigners) to communicate in the local 
languages.

Historically established and recent Muslim communities usually live parallel but 
separate lives and they do not unite or do so only temporarily. While the indigenous 
communities have adapted to their environments in many respects, the newer communities 
regard their own practices as representing ‘genuine’ Islam, which they sometimes represent 
radically. From the point of view of the majority society, the difference lies primarily in 
the nature of Muslim identity. This means that for the host societies, “the question is not 
so much whether one is a Muslim, but the extent to which somebody is a Muslim” and 
how one practices Islam.6 Therefore, besides religious practices, such factors as loyalty to 
the recipient state, a citizen’s status, the duration of staying in the recipient country, etc, 
also play an important part. The degree of integration of indigenous minorities can be best 
described by the so-called ‘Dobrudja model’, which can be characterized by the symbolic 
nature of the ethnic and religious identity, institutional embeddedness, public services 
provided on regional level, etc.7

The legal systems of the recipient countries usually acknowledge only the old, 
integrated and in some ways conforming Islam. It is this ‘native’ stream that often receives 
state subsidies and support, while the ‘genuine’, more radical Islam of the newcomers 
remains outside the system and lacks all official acknowledgment. As in Central Europe, 
due to the Turkish and Tartar influences discussed above, it is Sunni Islam (or one of its 
specific legal traditions or practices) that has become a received religion, Shia Muslim 
communities, which emerged with the arrival of recent immigrants, are subject to de facto 
discrimination.

Muslim organizations and associations, as a result of the common socialist heritage, 
usually organize the operation of the community, or its official representation, as part of 
the state administration, or in close connection with it. (Which, incidentally, offers an 
intriguing parallel with the institutions of ‘state religion’ common in the Muslim world.8) 
The outward forms can be different depending on the legal and administrative system of 
the given state: there are some countries where muftiates have been established, in other 
countries Muslim organizations have been registered as ‘churches’, with either form being 
usually accompanied by foundations and cultural associations dedicated to the preservation 
of traditions, customs and identity. In conclusion it can be stated that the organizations 
of Central European Muslims, at least for the moment, have a local character, they were 
established to perform cultural, humanitarian or strictly religious purposes, and have no 
detectable political ambitions, which also follows from their limited membership. Bulgaria 
is an exception, but the political party Movement for Rights and Freedom, supported 
predominantly by Turks and Pomaks has been refraining from declaring itself as a party 
of Muslims or Turks, in compliance with Bulgarian law.

6 Kozák: op. cit.
7 Ibid.
8 For more details, see: László Tüske: “Visszatérítők: Az iszlám radikalizmus gyökerei” [The Roots of 

Islamic Radicalism]. Magyar Narancs, 13 August 2003. Electronic version: http://index.hu/kulfold/
mancs815/.
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Indigenous Muslim religious practice in Central Europe shows an interesting 
picture, a product of the situation described in connection with the selection of religious 
leaders. Minority existence, framed by a dominant Christian environment, has led to the 
abandonment or the rather liberal interpretation of some Muslim laws and norms (the 
ban on drinking alcohol, the wearing of headscarves for women, etc.). At the same time, 
certain elements from the practice of the majority societies have been adopted by Muslims 
as well (e.g., lighting candles). The religious practices most persistently surviving even 
the period of the socialist anti-religion policies are the observation of Muslim religious 
holidays, Kurban Bayram9 and Ramazan Bayram10. Beyond the adoption of some elements 
of Christian practice, certain ethnic traditions have also become part of local Muslim 
customs over the centuries. The most remarkable such practice is found in Romania and 
Bulgaria, where the Muslim population of mostly Turkish origin (or at least registered 
as Turkish) annually celebrate Nowrouz11, the beginning of the Iranian new year (of a 
pre-Islamic custom). This, on the one hand, is obviously due to the influence of Iranian 
(perhaps Kurdish) groups hailing from the eastern provinces of the Ottoman Empire and 
settling in these areas, reinforced perhaps by Central Asian steppe traditions. On the 
other hand, some elements of celebrating Nowrouz, such as fire-jumping, represent an 
interesting parallel with the ancient Bulgarian rite of spring, which, in all likelihood, has 
helped the tradition of Nowrouz to survive.

***

The media coverage of, and the general discourse and controversies about Islam, 
largely replicating the dominant discourse of Western Europe, are influenced by 
two processes.12 On the one hand, fears caused by linking Islam with terrorism, 

further intensified and made more conscious by the War on Terror figure prominently 
in the discourse. On the other hand, apprehensions concerning immigration, a potential 
correlate of EU membership (so far not confirmed by actual trends even if the number of 
immigrants has been on the rise for some time) have started to figure in public thinking.13 
This is an interesting peculiarity of Central Europe, as it implies that the region which 
has a wealth of historical experience with Islam is actually adopting foreign patterns 
of thinking about it, borrowed from countries which often have a far smaller stock of 
common history.

9 In Arabic Eid al-Adha, the festival of slaughtering sheep to commemorate that Abraham was ready to 
sacrifice his son to God, who, in the last moment, replaced the child with a lamb. The 10th day of the 
last month in the Muslim calendar, coinciding with the closing of the pilgrimage to Mecca.

10 In Arabic Eid al-Fitr, the event closing the fasting month of Ramadan.
11 “Tradiţii, Turci”. Divers, altfel despre minoritati entice, www.divers.ro/traditii_turci_ro. Accessed on 

23 June 2011. 
12 Kozák: op. cit.
13 For data from the southern and eastern Mediterranean countries toward the new EU member-states, 

see: N. Rózsa: op. cit. 
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Central Europe has so far not experienced terrorism,14 nor have radical militant Muslim 
groups been active in this region.15 As the majority society tends to consider indigenous 
Muslim communities as truly native, something well-known and not something to be 
feared, they have been increasingly associated with the emergent category of ‘Muslims 
living proper lives’. The real fears, consequently, are caused by immigrants, even though 
Central Europe continues to be a transit area, rather than a destination, and despite the 
number of immigrants and asylum-seekers, which, even compared with the small Central 
European populations, having remained rather low.16 Muslim groups vying for public 
attention and for legitimacy sometimes take advantage of exactly these fears.

The fact that recent Muslim migrants differ from the preceding waves may be partly 
explained by the re-Islamization of their places of origin. In the wake of the end of secular 
Arab nationalism that extended to much of the 1970s and ’80s, an evident religious revival 
is taking place throughout the Islamic world today, also finding manifestation in the formal 
aspects of religious practice. As a result, those arriving from these re-Islamized areas hold 
on to the external marks of their identity in Central Europe as well, thus becoming much 
more visible for the majority society than earlier migrants. Consequently, but mainly as 
a result of the influence of tendencies originating in Western Europe, campaigns against 
Muslim communities and Islam have also appeared, though for the time being only in a 
limited form.

The most important form of visibility for the community is its place of worship, 
especially the mosque, which provokes passionate arguments in Central Europe only when 
the construction of new mosques is planned. The reinstatement of historical mosques as 
places of worship, however, does not usually cause controversy. A functioning Muslim 
community requires – beyond the place of worship – other, less noticeable institutions, 
such as halal butcheries or cemeteries. Maintaining and taking care of the cemetery is 
usually a responsibility delegated by the state or the municipality to the trust of one of 
the Muslim communities, which emphasizes the official acknowledgement of the given 
organization or community, and enhances its prestige. This is, however, a question that 
may cause disagreement more within the community, than provoke any sentiments 
directed against it.

The activities of Central European Muslim communities, beyond religious practice, 
have followed two main goals. One of them has been emphasizing the peaceful character 
of Islam towards the majority society, typically in the form of providing information, 
education, or, concerning some political events of the world, taking a political position. 
The other main direction has involved organizing aid shipments, which can be interpreted 
as a form of social responsibility or charity considered obligatory by Muslims. Such relief 

14 The only exception to this rule is Bulgaria where in response to the 1984–1989 Bulgarian assimila-The only exception to this rule is Bulgaria where in response to the 1984–1989 Bulgarian assimila-–1989 Bulgarian assimila-1989 Bulgarian assimila-
tion campaign some terrorist acts have occurred. Although these attempts can be linked to Muslim/
Turkish groups, they may be safely disregarded in the context of this discussion, since their aims were 
distinct from those of contemporary Islamist fundamentalists who turn to terrorism (minority rights, 
rather than an Islamist state, introducing the Sharia, seizing power, etc.). 

15 For a sustained discussion cf. György Lederer: “Countering Islamist Radicals in Eastern Europe”. In: 
CSRC Discussion Paper 05/42 London: London School of Economics, Crisis States Research Centre, 
2005. p. 15.

16 N. Rózsa: op. cit. 
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shipments have been organized by several Central European Muslim communities for 
people in Sudan, Iraq and tsunami-stricken Muslim areas as well.

conclusion

The exceptionality of Central Europe’s Muslims and the Central European experience 
of coexistence, therefore, lies, on the one hand, in the timespan of this experience, 
and, on the other one, in the quality and quantity of the Muslim communities of the 

region. In some countries Islam has been present permanently, while in other countries its 
presence has been periodic, but in any case this presence predates the Western European 
experiences (with the exception of the Iberian Peninsula). Central European Islam carries 
the dual legacy of the Ottomans and the Tartars, and, for this reason, it is almost completely 
Sunni. The very different Islamic faith and practices linked to Arabs and other nations 
have appeared only since the late 20th century, and this, the newer Islam has acquired its 
current, colourful character only as a result of the recent transitions in Central Europe. 
While, on the one hand, this results in tensions between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ Muslims 
of the individual societies, the dividing lines traditionally existing in the Islamic world 
(Sunni and Shia, legal traditions, etc.), as well as ethnic differences are of practically no 
significance.

While the number of new immigrants has shown a steady increase in recent years, 
especially due to the accession to the EU of Central European states, the region is likely to 
remain a transit territory rather than a destination. One of the main reasons, besides Central 
Europe’s level of development and welfare, and the low number of Muslim communities, 
is the language, especially in countries where proficiency in the national language of the 
given state is a precondition for applying for public and civil servant positions.

While as a consequence of the democratic transitions and Euro-Atlantic integration 
the domestic political structures of Central-European states can accommodate 
minorities, even if these do not receive collective rights in every country, the most 
important minorities living in these countries, however, are not the Muslims. The 
problem of xenophobia, all too familiar from Western Europe, targets other minorities 
in Central Europe (primarily the Roma population). On the other hand, there is the 
imminent danger that Islamophobia might spread from Western Europe, and generate 
hatred towards a community which is practically non-existent, or, at least, has negligible 
numbers – as yet.
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