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Our present environment

We are living in a world that is fundamentally different from that of the 20th century. The international system 
as well as our concepts, attitudes and expectations are changing.

How the future unfolds will depend on the choices we make and on the path we follow. A reappraisal of how 
best to pursue our common vision and collective interests is called for now more than ever.

The last decade of the twentieth century was characterized by a sense of optimism fuelled by the spread 
of democracy and free markets, together with a strengthened emphasis on human rights and freedoms. 
However, we tended to forget that our world is a complex one and vulnerable to unforeseen developments. 
The terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 and subsequent events have brutally demonstrated the extent to 
which extreme and violent groups may succeed in challenging the values of the civilized world. In addition 
to evaluating the dramatic impact of these events on international relations and transatlantic links, it is also 
necessary to thoroughly and seriously examine their negative consequences in terms of the emergence of a 
climate of fear, suspicion, and unrest that has led to manifestations of intolerance, discrimination and racism.

To get out of this negative climate, governmental agencies, cultural and religious communities, public 
and private organizations, civil society representatives and the media bear a special responsibility for the 
preservation, continuation and enhancement of constructive, peaceful and forward looking relationships 
among and between cultures, religions and societies.

Human rights, mutual respect and dialogue

A general agreement does exist that the common values of mankind must be based on a firm commitment to 
human rights and on the recognition of the inherent dignity of all human beings.

In that respect, human rights and fundamental freedoms should be recognized as essential safeguards of 
tolerance and non-discrimination, which are indispensable elements of stability, security and cooperation. 
However, despite all efforts for the promotion and protection of human rights, acts related to racism, 
xenophobia and discrimination, as well as related intolerance persist in many societies. The resurgence, 
especially after September 11, of racist tendencies and Islamophobia challenge the exercise of fundamental 
human rights and freedoms of Muslims particularly in Western countries.

In spite of tangible progress achieved in eliminating institutionalized forms of discrimination, many countries 
still experience new and mounting waves of bias, exclusion and racist violence. These constitute a major threat 
to friendly and peaceful relations not only among states, but among peoples as well. Therefore, the need to 
struggle against all forms and manifestations of discrimination and intolerance has become more urgent and 
evident than before.

In light of the troubling events of the present decade, the need for a true dialogue and interaction among 
different religions and cultures continue to appear high on the international community’s agenda. The 
existing lack of meaningful dialogue and true confidence is encouraging the extremists to attempt to divide 
the international community along artificial cultural and religious fault-lines. This has increasingly become a 
concern for the maintenance of international peace and stability. Therefore, the need for a comprehensive and 
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collective effort to counter this trend has become more crucial than ever.

A true dialogue can only occur when there is genuine respect for and understanding of other cultures and 
religions. It would be a mistake to assume that any one culture is intrinsically more apt to respond to basic 
human needs. In fact all cultures are cumulative, interactive and progressive in nature.

As such, values including respect for human rights, democracy, rule of law and accountability are and should 
be essentially universal. No single culture can claim that these values are theirs alone. Instead, these values 
are the product of mankind’s collective wisdom, conscience and progress. However, such values are not 
universally applied. The task, therefore, is to identify the roots of these values within our respective cultures 
and promote their collective ownership.

What needs also to be accomplished is to facilitate harmony, understanding, mutual respect and dialogue, by 
emphasizing the common values of different cultures and religions.

The globalized world of today with its high level of interdependence requires societies to understand one 
another in greater depth than ever before. Consequently, employing cross-cultural skills that facilitate mutual 
understanding among societies has become a condition for peaceful relations. Likewise, societies with multi-
cultural experiences are particularly well-placed to contribute to this objective. Their distinct social and 
historical experiences are conducive to cultivating and articulating cross-cultural skills that would be needed 
to avoid misunderstandings and conflicts of values. They can assist in avoiding stereotyping, in opposing 
animosity and in preventing violence and extremism. They can also help to achieve a balance between 
preserving the cultural identity of all segments of multi-cultural societies.

Discrimination and intolerance against Muslims (Islamophobia)

Within the context so far described, it is a sad fact that the environment in which Muslims now live, especially 
in Western countries, has deteriorated considerably in the post September 11 period. Muslims, together with 
some other minority and foreign groups, have been and still are facing intolerance, discrimination, distrust, 
hostility and racist violence.

So-called ‘Islamic terrorism or Islamic extremism’ is portrayed as the source of all evil, adding fuel to the already 
existing prejudice and intolerance against Muslims. People of this moral persuasion are stigmatized because of 
their beliefs, ethnicities or appearances.

This phenomenon has two additional adverse consequences: First, it undermines efforts of integration and 
brings about negative trends in attempts to create an atmosphere of harmony. Second, an even wider fault 
line between the Muslim world and the Christian world may emerge. Therefore, both from a micro-social angle 
and also from a global perspective it would be wise to put an end to such practices.

Islamophobia needs but lacks a commonly agreed definition. It has often been defined as ‘fear or suspicion 
of Islam, Muslims, and matters pertaining to them’. I think this is a rather narrow definition. I prefer to use the 
term ‘intolerance and discrimination against Muslims and Islam’, that puts this phenomenon in a human rights 
context.
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On the other hand, Islamophobia is not a new phenomenon. There are historical, cultural/ religious, and 
psychological reasons behind it.

However, as underlined earlier, in the post-September 11 period this phenomenon has acquired a new 
and disturbing dimension, and the social climate facing Muslims especially in the Western countries has 
deteriorated. As a result, pre-existing prejudices and discriminatory tendencies against Muslims have become 
strengthened.

Islamophobia is also a source of hate crime and as such generates fear, feelings of stigmatization, 
marginalization, and rejection. The net result is heightened anxiety and rising violence. Hate crime fuelled by 
Islamophobia is also an assault on people’s identity and their human dignity.

Taking into account that violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms, as well as manifestations 
of hate, discrimination and intolerance threaten global and regional stability and security, the international 
community has undertaken numerous commitments to combat racism, xenophobia, discrimination and 
intolerance, including against Muslims. However, much work remains to be done to foster democratic and 
pluralistic societies, where ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity is not only tolerated, but is truly respected 
and valued.

My OSCE experience

Within the scope of OSCE’s overall fight against discrimination and intolerance, the Chairman-in-Office of 
the OSCE appointed me at the end of 2004 as his Personal Representative on Combating Intolerance and 
Discrimination against Muslims, with a rather loose mandate to promote better coordination of activities 
related to this endeavor. I was privileged to serve under this portfolio for over four years till the end of 2008 
in a part time and honorary capacity. (At the same time frame, two other Personal Representatives were also 
appointed to deal with intolerance and discrimination against Anti-Semitism and Racism/Xenophobia.)

During that period, on various occasions, I underlined my perception concerning the implementation of my 
mandate as follows:

•	 The historical, cultural and psychological depth of the issue of discrimination and intolerance always needs 
to be taken into full consideration.

•	 A sound normative framework to combat intolerance and discrimination both in international and national 
fora does exist; what is needed is putting this normative framework into full use and implementation.

•	 There is also a need for an intellectual and ethical strategy to avoid political exploitation of the issues 
related to discrimination and intolerance against Muslims.

•	 Discrimination and intolerance against Muslims is not only a matter of discrimination against a specific 
religious group but also deeply affects international relations as well as the internal stability of Western 
societies. As such, it is a multifaceted question and must be addressed through a holistic approach.

•	 Various forms of intolerance and discrimination need not be subject to an artificial hierarchy. Discrimination 
is discrimination and must be condemned and dealt with whatever the underlying motive might be. 
Within this framework, there should be synergy in efforts dealing with different forms of discrimination.
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On the other hand, I tried to underline and to give prominence to the following points:

•	 The quality of life of Muslims living in Western societies must be improved. This will lead to better 
understanding and better integration, thus to lessening of mutual mistrust.

•	 Muslims should not be seen as second-class citizens, must not be demonized, marginalized, feared or 
despised.

•	 The war on terror must not become a war on Muslims.
•	 It should be recognized that Muslims have the same basic needs and desires as others, which are material 

well-being, cultural acceptance and religious freedom without political or social intimidation. In that 
vein, Muslims should not be marginalized or attempted to be assimilated, but should be accommodated. 
Accommodation is the best strategy for integration.

Additionally, I tried to raise awareness on the necessity of tolerance and non- discrimination and stressed 
the importance of social harmony and respect, especially respect for ‘the other,’ whoever this other may be. I 
also tried to search for commonalities rather than divisions and to promote inter-cultural and inter- religious 
dialogue.

Stressing the need for sound legal strategies, a sound legal framework and the implementation of that 
framework (judicial measures), underlining the need for education, not only of law enforcement officials but 
especially of the younger generation, highlighting good practices and the role of the media were also among 
my priorities.

With this understanding, while trying to raise awareness to the phenomena of discrimination and intolerance 
against Muslims, I conducted country visits to Netherlands, the USA, France, the United Kingdom, Germany, 
Denmark, Spain, Slovenia, Finland, Norway, Switzerland, Sweden and Kazakhstan upon the invitations 
extended by the Governments of these countries. (Only Russia and Greece declined to extend such 
invitations.) During these visits, I met not only high level representatives of the administrations and politicians, 
but also leaders of relevant institutions and more importantly large segments of the civil society. My contacts 
during these visits, together with my findings, comments and recommendations have been reported to the 
OSCE participating States through the Chairmanship. On the other hand, I attended all relevant OSCE events 
on tolerance and discrimination and elaborated my views at these meetings.

Furthermore, together with the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) of the OSCE I 
organized three Muslim NGO Roundtable Meetings, where quite a number of civil society representatives were 
actively present. The recommendations that emanated from these meetings were compiled in substantial 
reports. These meetings were also instrumental in helping to create a data base of relevant NGOs, as Muslim 
NGOs are not that well organized and represented in the international fora.

Additionally, I represented the OSCE at various conferences, work shops and symposia, where I delivered 
statements elaborating my mandate, activities, perceptions and recommendations. Finally, to keep the OSCE 
Permanent Council up-to-date on my activities and views, I reported twice every year to this Council. All in all, 
I believe these activities not only made the OSCE more visible, but more importantly, contributed to a better 
understanding of the need to combat intolerance and discrimination against Muslims.
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However, as the mechanism of the three Personal Representatives on tolerance related issues was initially 
conceived as a provisional measure; as they performed their duties on an honorary and part time basis 
without adequate logistical support; and as they simultaneously continued with their other engagements, 
coordination and cooperation both with the Chairmanships and other OSCE institutions, as well as between 
the Personal Representatives themselves turned out to be a real challenge difficult to overcome. As far as 
fulfilling my mandate was concerned, I always tried to coordinate and cooperate with my fellow Personal 
Representatives and urged the same from them. The result was generally mixed, also depending on the 
attitude of the then Chairmanship.

On the other hand, while some Chairmanships, for example Slovenia and Spain, granted a larger flexibility for 
the overall work of the Personal Representatives as well as for their public statements, others, like Belgium and 
Finland were pursuing a more restrictive policy which considerably hindered the Personal Representatives’ 
ability to reach the general public.

Taking into consideration the limits of the possibilities of the output of the Personal Representatives, and upon 
the request of the participating States, the Spanish Chairmanship undertook a review of their contribution to 
the overall effort of the OSCE to combat intolerance and discrimination. The conclusions of this evaluation, 
which were made public (CIO.GAL/192/07, dated 21 December 2007), confirmed the need to devise a more 
detailed mandate for the Personal Representatives in order to make their tasks clearer; to give them more 
flexibility; to strengthen the coordination of their work; to enhance their political profile; to provide them with 
further instruments and means; and to seek more support from the participating States. Much to my regret, no 
action was taken on this evaluation by the subsequent Chairmanships.

A new relationship

I would like to underline again that what is needed is a positive consciousness on the necessity of a new 
relationship among all our citizens to attain solidarity through respect for cultural diversity. I believe that 
responsible members of all communities must have the wisdom and also the courage to work and to live 
together. Thereby any clash or any perception of clash among civilizations, cultures or religions can be 
eliminated.

We must also learn to enjoy our differences, while respecting the others. Differences should not lead to 
discrimination.

Nations and societies, like individuals, act in their perceived best interest; however, they should understand 
that bridging the gaps between divergent best interests is the key to common recuperative capacity.

On the other hand, it is a well-established fact that principles of tolerance and non-discrimination lie at the 
center of the human rights system. These principles are also closely linked to the concept of mutual respect. 
Mutual respect, on the other hand, is based on equality in dignity as well as equality in benefiting from human 
rights.

Disregard for tolerance and non-discrimination principles leads to the dismantling of peaceful, secure and 
stable societies and harms inter-state relations. Democracy and protection of fundamental freedoms and 
human rights, on the other hand, are essential safeguards of tolerance and non-discrimination.
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However, more and more people seem to have started to believe that a clash of civilizations is inevitable 
and that ‘the others’ have to change their values if we are to live together in peace. This attitude threatens 
the international environment and creates a vicious circle. The widening gap between the parties puts them 
on a path of confrontation rather than one of cooperation, while lack of dialogue and collaboration bolsters 
existing prejudices and thus increases the distance between them.

In such a situation, mankind must join forces to resist all attempts to play one culture off against the other, to 
assert the supremacy of any single culture or religion, or to propagate a ‘clash of civilizations’. Such ideologies 
would soon lead to a conflict in which everybody can only lose. And they prevent us from finding joint 
solutions to the problems facing us all.

Therefore, all the countries of the East and of the West must share a vision of free, tolerant and just societies, 
where people of different cultural and religious backgrounds live in peace and respect each other.

What can be done to promote tolerance and combat discrimination against Muslims?

•	 We can and we must speak out swiftly, clearly and forcefully against intolerance, discrimination and any 
manifestation of racism against Muslims and other vulnerable groups. By doing so, we will be helping to 
protect our fellow citizens from hate-filled segments of society.

•	 We can and we must condemn those who discriminate in word or in action.
•	 Authorities in this respect have a special responsibility to protect their citizens. They must see to it that 

tolerance and non-discrimination are not in short supply.
•	 Declaratory statements are of course welcome, but are not enough. We must put into practice what we 

preach. In other words, we must not only share the same basic values, we must also act in line with this 
conviction.

In this context, we have to recognize that ethnic and religious identity is but only one element of societal 
structures and political cultures. On the other hand, the concept of identity is not a static one, but is 
changeable according to circumstances, as their content or the meaning attributed to them is subject to 
constant new evaluation and evolution.

In that respect, another factor that needs to be taken into consideration is the ever increasing social mobility. 
People are moving not only from rural areas to metropolises, but are also from one country to another, mainly 
to search for a better life. This mobility, especially the trans-boundary one, brings with it apprehensions by the 
autochthon peoples of loosing their traditional identity in view of increasing number of people representing 
‘alien’ cultures, ethnicities and religions. People of divergent backgrounds have to live together (or side by 
side) and share the same space.

According to reliable surveys, there is a growing tendency to identify oneself with the national and/or religious 
characteristics of the mainstream. Thus, a competition between the feelings of the mainstream and the 
expectations of the newcomers becomes inevitable. The newcomers, which are mostly vulnerable minorities, 
want to stick to their original identificational traits, whereas the majority wants them to become one of them, 
loosing their existing identity. This would amount to assimilation.



8

Conclusion

In order to effectively combat Islamophobia and all manifestations of intolerance and discrimination against 
Muslims, first of all the European and North American countries must recognize the problem and be ready and 
willing to adopt a multifaceted approach.

Secondly, they must take account of the importance of the intellectual front in the fight against intolerance 
and discrimination against Muslims and devise a sound strategy in the fields of value systems and perceptions.

Thirdly, they must define hate crimes broadly and address the information deficit. (That is to say, collect, 
analyze and disseminate information related to hate crimes.)

Fourth, they must enact adequate legislation and implement this legislation effectively. In conjunction with 
national legislation, they should also implement international commitments and agreed norms.

Fifth, clear criteria for reporting and registering of hate crimes must be established and reporting of hate 
crimes must be encouraged.

Sixth, they should build the capacity of Muslim communities and civil society organizations and try to enable 
them to work with local and national authorities. In this respect, community outreach programs will be of 
great use in confidence building and in creating community cohesion and a sense of living together.

Another point that deserves utmost importance is education. Especially younger generations should be 
provided with educational programs that would foster tolerance, understanding and respect to ‘the other.’ 
Related to education is, of course, training of law enforcement officials and teachers.

Furthermore, in the field of public discourse related to Muslims and Islam, two points need to be underlined:

•	 Political rhetoric: Responsible politicians, both of the government and of the opposition, must underline 
the importance of correct and unbiased discourse and should also refrain from hate speech and other 
manifestations of extremism and discrimination. A message of encouraging tolerance, non- discrimination, 
understanding and respect for all must be voiced.

•	 The media: The media can play a very positive role in promoting inter- cultural and inter-religious dialogue 
and harmony. This is what is expected from responsible journalism. On the other hand, the media may 
also play a very negative and divisive role in projecting wrong and inaccurate messages. Therefore, with 
due respect to the freedom of expression, governments can assist or encourage creation of self-regulatory 
media bodies to deal with manifestations of discrimination and racism.

On the other hand, I must stress the necessity of sound integration policies. The more Muslim communities 
will feel at home and will be truly integrated to the Western societies where they live, the easier it will be 
to marginalize extremism, to defuse radicalism and to overcome the perceptions of being left-out, being 
stigmatized and being rejected.

It is argued, and rightly so, that Europe has not been successful in its bid for integration. While the objective 
was to create multi-cultural societies, instead parallel, but mutually exclusive societies were born. How to 
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remedy this situation, which can also be characterized as cultural ghettos for Muslims? I believe civic and 
structural integration is the answer. Muslim migrants must have a sense of being part of the larger community 
in which they live, take part in all spheres of life and participate in the decision making process. In other words, 
creating cohesive societies, where mutual understanding between diverse groups will facilitate not only the 
promotion of tolerance, but more importantly mutual respect for differing view points and backgrounds.

The Muslim communities, on the other hand, must shoulder their share of the burden, adopt the civic values 
of their new societies and distance themselves from radicalism, violence and terrorism. Such an attitude will 
assist in dispelling misunderstandings, leading to respect for diversity.

The real threat to tolerance and to multi-cultural societies emanates from the extremes of both groups. And 
here the governments and the public must remain vigilant. For peaceful co-existence to become a reality, we 
must reach those groups who do not wish to engage in dialogue and we must educate those who do not wish 
to learn or understand or accept the diversity that characterizes the Western societies.

As I see it, the confusion in the minds of Governments, politicians and the public in general on how to deal 
with intolerance and discrimination against Muslims has not yet been completely cleared.

It has to be acknowledged that there is a growing awareness of the existence of the problem and of the 
necessity to overcome it, but as yet a coherent and over- arching policy has not been devised, let alone 
implemented.

Governments, at least at a rhetorical level, seem to accept notions such as respect to religious values, inter-
cultural and inter-religious dialogue and harmony, value of education and the need for strong political 
leadership. These should not remain rhetorical statements, but be put into practice.

Finally, the intense debate revolving around how true integration can be achieved is a healthy first step. The 
next step must not lead to even more restrictive policies, but to true, structural and civic integration.
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