
 

 

REPORT FROM VIENNA:  MODERATE MUSLIMS SPEAK OUT 
 
By David Pollock 
 
Last week I visited Vienna, best known in Mideast circles today as the site of the Iran nuclear 
negotiations. But it is also home to a substantial community of Muslim immigrants, with all 
their complex ethnic, political, and interfaith interactions.  To cite but one example, the city’s 
population of Syrian refugees alone registered at nearly 75,000 last year, with new arrivals this 
year reported at a record pace.  
 
I was privileged to meet at length with a small network of local, moderate Arab NGO leaders, 
along with a few of their counterparts from other communities.  This brief essay summarizes 
the views of this particular group.  Their names are withheld, at their request, for fear of 
retribution from local radicals – whether of the militant Islamist, leftist, or far right variety. 
 
Right off the bat, this fear reflects their conviction, from their own experience, that radical 
movements and social networks are considerably stronger than their own moderate ones. Just 
on the militant Islamist front, they pointed to several different sources of significant local 
activism, each with outside support.  Hezbollah, they say, has a major local presence.  The 
broader “Iran lobby” is powerful as well. 
 
And on the Sunni side of the street, the Muslim Brotherhood plays an active and influential 
role, albeit with a low profile.  One of my hosts pointed out a prominent mosque on a main 
downtown avenue that, he said, had recently been closed down by the Austrian authorities, 
and its imam deported, for Brotherhood-style incitement. Yet the movement manages to 
maintain its local activities in many other forms or under different names – and even gets a 
respected hearing, and a place at the table, with European government and public institutions. 
 
More surprising, at least to me, was my interlocutors’ concern about growing Turkish radical 
Islamism in Austria, and even more so in neighboring Germany.  The hardline Milli Gorus 
movement keeps increasing in strength, my contacts averred, and Turkish President Erdogan 
openly encourages his followers in Europe to “have more babies” and spread the message of 
ascendant Islam.  Imams imported from Turkey, by the hundreds, convey this message at the 
neighborhood level.   
 
By the most conservative estimate, Germany now hosts well over three million residents of 
Turkish origin, largely a legacy of the Gastarbeiter (guest worker) surge of the final decades of 
the twentieth century.  Most, according to one of my informants who also holds German 
citizenship, are sympathetic to Erdogan’s brand of Islamism – proportionally more so than the 
public inside Turkey today, and extending even to those of Kurdish or mixed ancestry.  In fact, 
he said, because most of these expatriates are still eligible to vote in Turkish elections, they are 
the ones who may tip the balance there in Erdogan’s favor. 
 



 

 

These Turkish and Arab (or other immigrant Muslim) ethnic communities in Europe do not mix 
all that much, according to my hosts in Vienna; yet the radicalization of their fringes tends to 
follow parallel paths. The Islamists, of whatever origin, often find some sympathy on the 
European far left.  But the far right, too, at times makes common cause with them, at least as 
far as anti-Semitic or anti-Israeli sentiments are concerned.  Why is it, my hosts lamented, that 
the latest Gaza conflict brought out Islamist, far-left, and far-right demonstrators to the same 
protests – while hardly anyone publicly protests the much more massive killing by the Assad 
regime in Syria? 
 
As against this tide, the moderate European Muslims I met with are working hard to connect, 
on a personal level, with their counterparts from the Christian and also the Jewish 
communities, inside Europe, in the U.S., and even in Israel.  They are heavily engaged on social 
media, with websites, videos, and other platforms in several major European languages.  The 
most successful such efforts, they report, focus on practical local issues, rather than global 
political or religious ones. 
 
Their resources, however, are limited.  As an example, one of their NGOs produced 60 popular 
videos about interfaith dialogue and related topics last year – and then had to shut down the 
program this year, for lack of funds.  In this respect, they feel dwarfed by the radical 
competition, which can draw upon larger resource pools, both internal and external. 
 
Moreover, the responses they perceive from their European compatriots, especially at the 
institutional level, are typically bureaucratic and hypercautious.  For instance, this small NGO 
network jointly produced a TV documentary about the Muslim Brotherhood’s underground 
influence-peddling in Europe.  Then they collected over one million signatures on a petition to 
have this issue formally considered by the relevant EU committees.  Nevertheless, the EU 
declined, with the excuse that it was not qualified to distinguish “good and bad” Islam.  
 
Equally disappointing, to my Vienna hosts, have been recent responses even from presumably 
friendly Arab counterparts abroad.  Arabic television channels, refused their offers to air any 
bits of the Brotherhood documentary expose.  More broadly, the group senses that such 
potential allies, even among like-minded Arab governments or societies, are currently turning 
inward, rather than keeping up their commitments to moderate Muslims overseas.  Only a 
strong nudge from the United States, they believe, might restore some momentum to this 
urgent, global political campaign. 
 
At the same time, I found that this disconnect cuts both ways.  The Vienna group knew quite a 
lot, to cite but one illustration, about the fundamentalist Qatari Muslim Brotherhood Sheikh 
Muhammad Qaradawi, a celebrity on Al-Jazeera TV broadcasts across the Muslim world.  Yet 
they knew almost nothing about the Saudi Sheikh Muhammad Al-Issa, head of the World 
Muslim League for the past five years, who is trying to transform that organization into a 
beacon of moderation and tolerance instead. 
 



 

 

Altogether, while it would obviously be wrong to draw sweeping conclusions from this one visit, 
my strong impression is that these moderate European Muslim activists are not giving up the 
fight, although they clearly see it as a long, uphill battle.  They are all too well aware of the 
many adversaries and obstacles they must confront.  And yet they hope, with a little help from 
their friends in East or West, that they can stay in the game and ultimately prevail, or at least 
contain the radical currents all around them. 
 
So, the next essential step in this direction is simply to make these moderate elements more 
aware of each other’s existence, more connected, and therefore more effective.  Realistically, 
rivalries and local differences probably preclude a fully unified “moderate Muslim” camp. It 
should be possible, nonetheless, for groups like the one in Vienna to link up with others in 
Europe, the U.S., and the Middle East in order to meet the common, very serious challenges 
they face from all those who preach – and practice – the opposite of peace, mutual respect, 
and global goodwill.  
 
 
 
 
 
   


