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Integration can succeed 
My ophthalmologist is known worldwide as a genius. Without the operations he has performed, I 

would have long ago been unable to do my work anymore. He comes from Turkey. 

The doctor who for many years has been monitoring my thyroid gland, and thanks to whom it is 
functioning normally again, is a female doctor from the Congo.

Before I say anything else: Germany does not have problems with immigration and integration per 
se. Integration can succeed in Germany and has been succeeding for decades, mostly completely in-
conspicuously. As is well known, a considerable proportion of those people holding a German 
passport have an immigrant background. At the end of 2018, 10.9 million people living in Germany 
did not have a German passport. This means that the proportion of foreigners has doubled to 13 % sin-
ce reunification. Of these individuals, 4.8 million or 44 % come from other EU countries, and the vast 
majority of them have been silently integrated.

The 860,000 Poles, 136,000 Chinese, and 114,000 Americans do not account for the headlines. My 
hometown of Bonn has, in the person of Ashok-Alexander Sridharan, a successful and popular Lord 
Mayor of Indian descent. My son went to an elementary school where foreign children from Asia set 
the pace, with their performance usually exceeding that of their German classmates.

If the 860,000 Poles in Germany had brought with them a political ideology, such as what was pro-
pagated within Catholicism from Rome in the mid-19th century, and were to push for a Catholic state, 
we would have problems. But they do not do this.

We have hundreds of thousands of Oriental and Eastern Christians in the country, many of whom 
came in the last wave of refugees from the Near and Middle East. We do not hear a lot about them; 
their main goal is to get a job, a house, and a good education for their children.

Similarly, Muslims or immigrants from the Islamic world in general are not responsible for the ne-
gative headlines related to integration. Disparaged by traditional Islam as a sect, the Ahmadiyyas from 
Pakistan are above all successful businessmen, even though they certainly have some catching up to 
do in terms of equality. Eight hundred thousand Alevis have come to Germany from Turkey, where 
they already followed a different Islam without the mandatory example of Mohammad and without 
Sharia. It is no wonder that most high-ranking politicians of Turkish origin in our country are Alevis. 
Since they often came to Germany precisely because of the compulsory religious instruction required 
by Sunni Islam, it is misleading to cite them as an example of Turkish Islam.

Or let us take the many Iranians who came to us after the Iranian revolution in 1979. Many of us 
have a doctor or lawyer from their ranks, and they don’t fill the headlines.

Why, then, do many feel that Islam is the biggest obstacle to integration when there are obviously 
large Muslim groups that have integrated in the same way as citizens from other EU countries?

Many feel this way because the majority of the immigrant Muslims in our country (1) come from 
countries that are marked by a form of political Islam; or (2) for the most part, continue to obtain their 
views from abroad, whether through non-German-speaking imams at mosques in Germany or through 
newspapers and television channels in their mother tongues, directly through the Internet, and often 
with an Islamist or subliminal Islamist background; or (3) because they live in parallel societies in 
which this type of Islam is the standard. Austria, as is well known, has attempted to control this by 
banning the financing of Muslim clergy from abroad.

The core problem, which politics cannot solve, is that those who want to integrate can do so in 
Germany, whereas those who reject integration for whatever reason are usually inspired by religious 
fundamentalism, and sometimes also by nationalist fundamentalism. These tendencies are particularly 
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conspicuous in the realm of Islam, but they can also be found in much smaller numbers in the Christi-
an sphere, such as in the right wing of the Copts or among Russian-German Christians.

An Example 
Before I finally turn to the topic of this event, I would like to make a brief preliminary remark. The-

re are countless facets to the question of how integration can succeed. I am sure you do not expect me 
to list them in 25 minutes, let alone provide well-founded, detailed solutions.

Here is just one example, about which I learned through a podium discussion at the Faculty of Law 
at the University of Münster. For decades, various authorities in Münster have systematically preven-
ted large numbers of migrants from settling in the same place, let alone migrants from the same back-
ground. The results have been positive. In many cities, however, it has been considered clever to pro-
mote or even build group settlements, or at least not to prevent them. Today, those are places where 
distinct parallel societies are flourishing. One of the most recent such groups that Bassam Tibi has lo-
cated is for Syrians in Cottbus.

Whether we want to admit it or not: integration in Germany fails above all with people who bring 
with them a religiously exaggerated political ideology, and because the media and politicians confront 
them aggressively only in exceptional cases while seeking to promote the values of human rights and 
democracy.

If one seeks to address the fact that the topic of integration has a lot to do with political Islam, there 
is an immediate accusation of Islamophobia. Ironically, Muslims are also accused of Islamophobia 
when they point out these problems.

Bassam Tibi 
Now, finally let us turn to Bassam Tibi!

Nobody has been a greater visionary with respect to this question, and nobody identified the pro-
blem earlier or began presenting solutions earlier, than Bassam Tibi. However, as a Muslim he has 
been punished for this work by non-Muslims and Muslims alike. Tibi has not done what he has done 
in the name of another religion or worldview, for instance because he has secretly wanted all Muslims 
to become Christians or secular believers. 

At age six, Tibi was famously able to recite the Koran by heart, and such Hāfiz are highly respected 
in Islam. Also, in a way, he dedicated his life to Islam, and as a highly honored political scientist he 
could easily have devoted himself to topics that would not have made him an enemy in the German 
media.

Admittedly, from my point of view, Tibi could have given Christian roots a bit more credit in the Eu-
ropean project, for the words of Jesus quoted from the Jewish Tanakh to “love your neighbor as yourself” 
have left lasting traces in Europe. However, the very fact that Tibi hardly ever goes into the Christian 
roots of democracy or human rights shows that he is not dreaming of a Christian or atheistic Europe 
when he criticizes political Islam. Rather, he seriously wants Islam to have a chance in Europe, just not 
in a politicized form.

Tibi has called for a “Euro-Islam” and has immediately created a word for it. Euro-Islam is and re-
mains an “Islam,” but it does not simply come to terms with democracy, human rights, and equality; it 
is founded upon these concepts, out of deepest conviction! It is a shame that the German state does so 
little to promote this type of Islam, while media attention and millions of euros in funding tend to sup-
port associations that are not democracy-friendly.
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By the way, it is not by chance that the terms “European guiding culture” (Leitkultur) and “Euro-
Islam,” created by Tibi, speak of Europe and not of Germany. It is not about a German Leitkultur or a 
German Islam. German thinkers have certainly played a central role in the development of the modern 
republic, with its separation of powers and its guarantee of the rule of law as well as an ethic of human 
rights. Immanuel Kant should be mentioned and highlighted in this context. However, for Kant, not 
German values but rather universal values that were at stake.

And by “Euro” Tibi also never referred to values that only Europe knew about or that were not va-
lid elsewhere. Rather, only the comprehensive acceptance of these universal values and their ancho-
ring in human rights protections that goes beyond state law makes Europe special.

This is not a blind infatuation with Europe. Tibi has always opposed racism, which he rightly con-
siders to be a European invention. He criticizes an underlying racist sentiment in Europe and also a 
left-Green, typically European opinion cartel, which in turn has washed up right-wing populist parties 
on shore everywhere.

But back to political Islam. The book Political Islam does not belong to Germany (original title: 
“Der politische Islam gehört nicht zu Deutschland”) was recently published. It contains a chapter by 
Bassam Tibi. It also has a chapter by my wife, Christine Schirrmacher, and one by Necla Kelek, who 
is present here, not to mention other Muslim co-authors and the Green politician Boris Palmer, or the 
high-ranking editors from the CDU and CSU. The book was published by the prestigious, historic and 
large Catholic publishing house Herder Verlag. Prior to the book's publication, a major daily newspa-
per said that it was only a collection of essays by typical Islamophobic critics and that it served to 
support the AfD (Germany’s extreme right-wing party). At that time the text of the book was not yet 
available. But why bother to read a book when the verdict has been issued in advance, when the “me-
dia association for the protection of political Islam”—as I ironically call it—is doing the entire job? 
The title alone makes it clear that the book is not directed against Islam per se, but against political 
Islam.

Let me state it in an exaggerated manner: Those who in an Islamic state would be the first to fall 
victim to Sharia criminal law—those who would be, so to speak, the first to be hanged—are those who 
most strongly demonstrate allegiance to the advocates of this form of criminal law and prevent a den-
unciation or reappraisal of religious views that are contemptuous to it. A well-fortified democracy—
and Germany sees itself as such—must oppose such views, regardless of which religion and world-
view is used to religiously super-elevate them, and regardless of whether they seem to come from clo-
se by in Christian garb or from afar in Muslim garb. 

Hardly anyone has studied truly existing Islam as thoroughly—and moreover in so many variations—
as Tibi. I plead guilty to not having read every page of the nine thick volumes of the three trilogies on 
Islamology. Islamology is Tibi’s neologism for a historical-socioscientific study of Islam and the civiliza-
tion surrounding it.

His field research in 22 Islamic countries also means that Tibi, unlike many of his critics, knows whe-
re the immigrants come from. Eighteen guest professorships at universities on all continents have also 
expanded his knowledge of other cultures.

From this unique global knowledge base, Tibi contradicts the interpretation that Islam is a political 
religion and proves scientifically that political Islam is a purely contemporary phenomenon. He has offe-
red three insights: 

1. The undemocratic worldview of Shari’a Islam hinders integration and therefore does not belong to 
Germany.

2. Only secular, reformist Islam opens up prospects for Europeanization, which Islamists obstruct. For 
him, there have been great role models among important Islamic scholars for centuries.
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3. Criticism of political Islam is not “Islamophobia.” Rather, it warns of a real threat and pleads for 
initiating an alternative—a European, reform-oriented and integration-compatible Islam. 

Indonesia 
I have personally met the Grand Muftis of over 80 countries as well as other Muslim theologians 

and leaders. The differences are like day and night, they span from left to right in a lot of shadows of 
grey. The lesson I have learned from this is as follows.

If you want to study Euro-Islam, which Bassam Tibi has been calling for over the course of deca-
des, it is best to go to Indonesia. Two weeks ago, my wife and myself together with a delegation from 
the World Evangelical Alliance met with major leaders of Islamic theology in Indonesia and the lar-
gest Islamic organizations in the world. Tibi’s experience in the world of Islam includes Indonesia 
where he has taught and researched. After one of his stays in Indonesia, he published his essay “On 
the essence of a new Muslim center in South Asia: Indonesia as a model for Islamic civilization” in 
the FAZ, which is co-organizing today’s award (FAZ October 27, 1995, p. 10).

Whereas an Islam – described as “Humanitarian Islam” - which advocates a secular state and 
which considers traditional Sunni Islam to be a mistake is often considered an illusion in our country, 
it determines politics in the largest Islamic country in the world. Let us take as an example the 
Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) organization, founded in 1926, with whose leadership and youth branch offici-
als we met. With 70 to 100 million members, it is the largest Muslim organization in the world.

In their view, the holy scriptures of Islam do not require the establishment of a caliphate or the intro-
duction of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) as a basic legal system. For NU, Sharia law is solely a matter of 
personal religious endeavor. They are of the opinion that the gate to Sharia interpretation was not closed 
centuries ago, as traditional Sunni theologians believe, but is still open and must be continually adapted 
according to the guideline of what is good for people.

NU says that they understand the fear people in Europe have of political Islam, because as Muslims 
in Indonesia they would also be afraid of this kind of Islam transported into their country. The fear can 
be removed only if Islam is reformed or if a more liberal Islam spreads worldwide.

Bassam Tibi pays tribute to Indonesian Islam and in doing so is met with approval in Indonesia: 
four of his books on Islam are available in Bahasa translation. He also advised the reform Muslim Ab-
dulrahman Wiaid when he was President of Indonesia. In 2003, Tibi also taught as a DAAD visiting 
professor at the Syariff Hidayatullah Islamic State University in Jakarta, where he lectured on Islam 
reform.

The irony, however, is that Indonesian Muslims feel treated as second-class Muslims not only in 
the Arab-Iranian-Turkish world, although Indonesians dominate Islam when it comes to numbers. Ra-
ther, they also feel excluded in Europe when it comes to the public presentation of their views. In 
Germany and Europe, there is a great deal of cooperation with states that espouse political Islam but 
hardly any with Indonesia.

I have been in the European Parliament representing the Indonesian Embassy on several occasions 
and am shocked that the chair of this kind of Islam, which supports human rights, is usually put in front 
of the door. 

In the EU Parliament, for example, the accusation has been made that Indonesia allows Islamic crimi-
nal law in the province of Aceh. I replied that the European Union was the official mediator of the peace 
treaty between Indonesia and the breakaway province. Also, against the will of Indonesia and demonstra-
ting great naivete, it was included in the treaty that, by majority, the parliament of Aceh could introduce 
classical Sharia. However, of course, this was to be only for Muslims. Indonesia was right, and neverthe-
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less non-Muslims in Aceh are of course not allowed to kiss each other in public and are flogged for it. So 
who asked the Muslim citizens themselves if they wanted to live under Sharia?

What does that mean practically in Indonesia? I want to pick out just one example: In Indonesia, 20 
million Muslims have converted to Christianity in the last generation without being prosecuted for 
apostasy from Islam. Arab-influenced forces within the country and from outside—such as students 
who studied in Saudi Arabia—are mobilizing against apostasy in Islam. The biggest problem in the 
world of political Islam, which is to leave Islam for Christianity or atheism, is normal in Indonesia.

In short, it should be noted that it is a disgrace that the BAMF (Bundesamt für Migration und 
Flüchtlinge, Federal Office for Migration and Refugees) all too often plays into the hands of political 
Islam in its increasingly frequent rejection of asylum-seeking converts of all kinds. Moreover, the 
BAMF obviously deports such harmless people because no resistance is to be expected; Islamists and 
criminals, on the other hand, are all too often not deported, and all this has unfortunately become in-
creasingly true since Horst Seehofer became Minister of the Interior.

Abdullah Saeed is a Koranic scholar who teaches at an Oman-endowed chair at the University of 
Melbourne. My wife recently gave a guest lecture there; she had already made a monument to Saeed in 
her habilitation thesis, so to speak. Saeed comes from the Maldives and was part of a movement to an-
chor democracy there. When he published a book on apostasy, in which he argued that freedom of religi-
on, including religious change, was part of Islamic teaching, political opponents in the country used this 
to denigrate all his relatives as un-Islamic, and ministers and presidential candidates ran for their lives. 
One of them is Ahmed Shaheed, today the UN’s Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Religion or Belief, 
who, as a Muslim, continues to fight vehemently for freedom of religion but remains persona non grata 
in his home country.

Strangely enough, there is an endless list of Islamic scholars of political Islam who have been invited 
to Germany by politicians, universities and the media, while the globally active and esteemed Abdullah 
Saeed has only been invited to Germany once, namely by us to the Global Media Forum in Bonn.

Our country too often systematically promotes Muslim hardliners and allows representatives of a 
Euro-Islam or an Islam compatible with democracy, as in Indonesia, to say far too little.

An Intellectual Pioneer 
Since the beginning of the millennium, Tibi has predicted what Recep Tayyip Erdoğan stands for; 

unfortunately, Tibi has been correct.
Even after decades, Tibi’s fundamental thesis of the 50 % modernity of the Islamic world has 

also proven to be forward-looking. Take the technical-scientific revolution, but not the cultural one, 
as already found in 1981 (!) in his book The Crisis of Modern Islam: A Pre-Industrial Culture in the 
Scientific-Technical Age. The richer Arab countries are an obvious example of places where the la-
test digital technology and weaponry are bought and used, while family life continues to be deter-
mined by ancient tribal laws.

In 2001, Tibi warned that Europe as a “multi-cultural residential area without an identity of its 
own” was threatening to become “a scene of ethnic conflict and religiously colored, political-social 
conflicts between fundamentalisms.” Today we have situations in Hungary and Poland, and in Germa-
ny we have the AfD. When intellectual pioneers unintentionally become prophets, they have much to 
endure!

Unfortunately, Tibi has not proven to be an intellectual pioneer because people have listened to 
him. Rather, he has been an intellectual pioneer because things have turned out as badly as he predic-
ted, in those cases where things were allowed to run their course. It still wouldn’t be too late to use his 
knowledge, but the development, or rather the lack of a development, after the horror on New Year’s 
Eve 2015/2016 in Cologne doesn't leave much to be hoped for.
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This is simply the emotional fate of intellectual pioneers. While thanks to ignorance, others sleep 
peacefully until a fire breaks out, intellectual pioneers sleep poorly for a long time because they see a 
fire coming, and they sleep poorly when the fire is burning because they know how it could have been 
prevented. 

Double Standards? 
There is no religion or non-religious worldview in which peacefulness—excuse the expression—

falls from the sky. It has to be duly justified, won, and conveyed at the grassroots level. Of course, 
everyone expects Christian, Jewish or non-religious youth associations in Germany to convey values 
that not only make peaceful coexistence possible, but also substantiate and endorse a free basic order. 
Only when it comes to the Islamic associations in Germany does nobody ask what they actually con-
vey to young people and what they give as answers to young people who take extreme views.

It never helps to deny undesirable developments in one’s own ranks instead of admitting and com-
ing to terms with them. As Associate Secretary General of the World Evangelical Alliance, I cannot 
whitewash all developments among Evangelicals. While it is discriminatory to be lumped together 
with everything that the presidents of the USA and Brazil do, it is also not fair and objective to let 
Evangelical leaders who have a positive effect simply let the fact that they are Evangelicals go by the 
board—as in the case of the two new prime ministers of Papua New Guinea and Ethiopia. Or have 
you ever read that the latter, a Nobel Peace Prize winner, is an Evangelical? Nevertheless, what goes 
wrong among us must be tackled, criticized, changed from the ground up, but never denied.

However, political Islam is somehow exempt from criticism and demands on the part of the politi-
cal and media mainstream.

Everyone also expects that teachers of religion in public schools will have a state-accredited educa-
tion and demonstrate a commitment to constitutional democracy in theory and practice. Here, too, one 
again finds that Muslims are excluded. An Institute for Islamic Theology has just been opened at 
Humboldt University in Berlin, in which three conservative associations, all interwoven with specific 
countries having varieties of political Islam, co-decide on the allocation of professorships. Muslims 
who are not loyal to the party line are expressly excluded.

Just imagine if Jews were to propose a committee for a Jewish institute at a German university, in 
which a settlers’ association from Israel, a party affiliated with the ultra-Orthodox, and the Mossad 
would make decisions while enlightened and majority Judaism were excluded.

Once, an OSCE conference on freedom of religion was opened in the Vienna Hofburg by a Muslim 
professor, the Catholic nuncio, and myself as a Protestant representative. The professor represented the 
Islamic country holding the chair at that time.

She declared that Europe would perish unless it immediately reintroduced the death penalty, as the 
Koran and, to her opinion accordingly, the Torah and the New Testament demanded. She said that Europe 
had no future if it so blatantly violated God's will. (The speech was also posted on the OSCE website.) 
There was no indignant media coverage. I turned to the nuncio and asked him to consider what would 
happen if he or I were to make the same claim. We would have found it on the front pages of European 
newspapers and our names would have been synonymous with fundamentalism for years.

Excursus: Nobody would have expected a peaceful Christianity 100 years 
ago. Distressing developments within Islam and Hinduism. 

In the First World War, the great Christian nations waged war against each other in the name of the 
Christian God, and their respective state churches demonized the peoples of the opponents. Even in the 
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1920s, one could not have simply said that (at least nominal) Christianity was peaceful on a broad scale, 
that it refused to force people to believe, and that it had religious freedom as its banner. 

On the contrary: Fundamentalism in all denominations was on the advance, and scheming with alle-
gedly Christian dictators or even openly supporting them as men of the church was the order of the day. 
Franco, for instance, was portrayed as a “defender of the faith.”

Colonialism veiled in Christianity did not want to free the colonies, and above all the dream of a con-
fessional, Christian state, or at least the use of the state to spread one’s own confession, was still the or-
der of the day.

Only after the Second World War did a different form of Christianity begin in its breadth to recognize 
democracy and above all to include human rights, including freedom of religion, in the basic teachings of 
the churches, which in the mid-1960s triumphed in theory (doctrinally) and in the following decades in-
creasingly defined reality.

More recently, since the elaboration and signing of the document “Christian Witness in a Multi-reli-
gious World” by almost all churches, it has become clear that the Constantinian era is finally over and 
that it is against Christian teaching and against the spirit of Jesus Christ to force other people to believe 
or to abuse the state for this purpose.

At the same time, any kind of mission that does not respect the human rights of others has been rejec-
ted. The setbacks in the USA or Brazil, in which, unfortunately, a part of my own faith community, the 
Evangelicals, is mixed up, have made it clear to us that this positive development in Christianity is by no 
means an automatism. Rather, it can quickly be lost again if we do not actively take countermeasures.

Atheism and non-religious worldviews, respectively, have in their breadth undergone a similar deve-
lopment in a time-delayed manner. At times, violent regimes that wanted to eradicate all religions or used 
the state to force a non-religious worldview on everyone have dominated large parts of the world. They 
have largely disappeared with the end of the Soviet Union and have given way to a form of rather peace-
ful intellectual discourse.

Countries like China, Cuba, and North Korea, which still originate from this tradition, are in the pro-
cess only conditionally atheistically determined and difficult to categorize.

In contrast thereto—unfortunately—Islam and Hinduism have seen a contrary development. In Hin-
duism this has only recently occurred, given the fact that at present there is a prime minister in India who 
is attached to Hindu fundamentalism (Hindutva) and in one federal state a fanatical priest became prime 
minister who openly supports people who deprive followers of other religions of the basis of their live-
lihood, for example because they breed cattle.

The increase and geographic spread of Islamist violence is taking place much more directly before 
our eyes. I am not concerned here with disparaging Muslims or Hindus or with sweeping statements 
about religions with an enormous number of varieties; after all, peaceful Muslims and Hindus are in large 
numbers also victims of the violent wings of their religions. It is rather about the worldwide trend.

The violent wings of Christianity and non-religious world views are on the retreat, while the violent 
wings within Islam and Hinduism are growing and constantly gaining further supporters worldwide. And 
it is to these four groups that the great majority of people belong. India has only gradually appeared on 
the map of countries persecuting Christians and Muslims.

Tibi as a German Intellectual Pioneer 
Finally, I would like to thank the prize committee and the donor.

It is a shame that Bassam Tibi is honored in our neighboring countries and cut short in Germa-
ny. As far as the media is concerned, the Basler Zeitung and the Neue Züricher Zeitung are loyal 
to him. Their language is fortunately German, so that everyone in Germany can read it. In Austria 
he spoke before parliament on the “Day of Remembrance against Violence and Racism in Memo-

8



Address upon the presentation of the 2019 Intellectual Pioneer Prize to Prof. Dr. Bassam Tibi 

ry of the Victims of National Socialism.” In Leiden, the law faculty of the University of Leiden 
organized an entire symposium in his honor. I could give further examples.

Germany, however, is marginalizing one of its great intellectual pioneers. I am grateful that, at 
the invitation of the prize donors, Muslims, Christians, Jews and non-religious people are today 
discussing with Bassam Tibi and paying tribute to him, because his work is important for us all. 
And I expressly thank the award committee for having the courage to honor Tibi as a German 
intellectual pioneer.

Here in Frankfurt—here at the University of Frankfurt, which is a co-organizer of today’s 
event—only a few dozen meters away from where we are standing and sitting, Tibi started his life 
on German soil, studied with Horkheimer, Adorno and others, and received his doctorate under 
Iring Fetscher in 1971. Abroad, he was already perceived by then as an intellectual pioneer and 
was widely written about. Germans missed this. And, despite everything, Bassam Tibi still lives 
in Germany. Indeed, he is a German intellectual pioneer! 

In all his research and wrestling, in all his battles, even in all his academic chairs on all conti-
nents, Bassam Tibi has never stood up more for any country, served any country more, or suffe-
red for any country more than for the country of his choice, the Federal Republic of Germany.
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