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Introduction

Europe is a very particular place. It is not appropriate to call any place the center of the 
world as the Earth is a globe. However, the course of history has made Europe the center of 
the world. This has been so since the late 18th century (if not earlier) until now. Europe is 
situated in the center of the world, yet it is very close to its periphery. Indeed, seeing through 
geopolitical glasses, the concepts center and periphery have, and at the same time beget, 
particular meanings.

Europe, or better said Western Europe, is part of the hegemonic West. It is part of the 
economic, political and military hegemonic bloc called the West. It is disputable whether or 
not (Western) Europe is militarily hegemonic. Nevertheless, being part of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) and a primary military ally of the United States of America 
(USA) makes it part of the dominant West. This may sound typically old-fashioned as it 
echoes the Cold War discourse. However, it is not old-fashioned, as it is the reality of the day. 

Again, more than two decades after its formal termination, the realities of a Cold War 
between the West, let us say NATO and its allies, and the East, let us say Russia and its allies, 
is more relevant than ever before. There is, however, one important difference: the opponent 
of the West in the previous century was the Soviet Union, but is now its core state the 
Russian Federation, allied with a few of the other former Soviet republics. 

The West on the other hand is expanding itself towards the former East, towards not only the 
countries that were the Soviet sphere of influence (i.e. the Warsaw Pact) but also to many of 
the former Soviet republics. These countries include the Baltic Republics and Ukraine but 
also Georgia (even though the latter case was abortive and done only half heartedly. This is 
also to some extent true about the Ukraine). This latter fact is regarded by Russia as an 
encroachment on its sphere of influence by the West.

There is, however, another perceived enemy of the West. This latter one, whether we call it 
Muslims, the Islamic World, the Middle Easterners, or the Middle East, is one that is not 
expressed in clear terms. It is one opponent, which is avoided being called as such by  most 
Western politicians, except a few such as the presumed U.S. Republican Party presidential 
nominee Donald Trump, or the Dutch populist politician Geert Wilders,  who talk about it in 
simplistic terms. It is being named by such terms as Islamic extremism, Islamic terrorism, or 
simply as terrorism. Ordinary people, politicians and even scholars (e.g. Huntington 1993; 
1997) are not always clear whom they are talking about and whether this opponent is a 
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cultural or a territorial entity. Often, wittingly or unwittingly, they remain silent about the 
Salafi/Wahhabi Takfiri nature of these extremists, and by this they contribute to a Western 
popular aversion against the Muslims in general. The influx of Muslim refugees, not least 
owing to the Syrian Conflict, causes tension within most European societies and brings 
Europe into a situation of an acute security and identity crisis.

Indeed, we cannot indiscriminately talk about the West being anti-Muslim. There are 
countries such as Germany that (perhaps consciously) includes members of its Muslim 
migrant communities in its national football team or other representations, and there are 
those that do not.1 

There are countries that name the currently dominant Islamic terrorist group in the Middle 
East deliberately as “the Islamic State” even without using its acronym IS. There are those 
who use only the acronyms ISIL or ISIS that represent a more qualified labeling. There are 
also European countries such as France that have chosen to use a name such as Daesh, an 
Arabic acronym which remains unknown to most Europeans—and one that sounds similar 
to rather pejorative terms in Arabic. Of course, this is a wise policy in a country like France, 
where the population is relatively polarized. In France, Muslim (North) Africans constitute 
poor socio-economic classes and the native French often constitute the upper classes. 
Therefore, such a labeling leads less likely to a polarizing effect on the native and migrant 
populations.

It is disputable whether or not Western politicians regard Russia or the Islamic nexus—
whatever and however they perceive it to be—as their primary enemy. However, it is visible 
that in a situation of ever salient Euro-centrism Russia's European credentials are questioned 
and Russians are being regarded as the inferior Asiatic Other (see e.g. Shlapentokh 2013; 
Heffernan 1998: 23-31). Such a European anti-Russian attitude is even visible in allegedly 
politicized song festivals and sport competitions. On the other hand, an anti-European 
attitude is also strong in Russia.  

There are indications that certain thinkers and theorists of (geo-)strategy in the West regard 
Russia as far more dangerous than extremist Salafi/Wahhabi Takfiri terrorism. Such a stance 
is visible in Western stance in the Syrian conflict. Even though the West itself, has taken part 
in bombing ISIL, its clear aversion against Assad’s regime and Russian involvement in the 
Syrian conflict suggests that such sentiments do exist. Moreover, suspicions exist that many 
Western countries and their allies have latently or overtly—at least indirectly—supported 
other militant Sunni (read Salafi/Wahhabi Takfiri) rebels or even ISIL itself.

Europe is now facing threats from different sides. The official reading acknowledges threats 
from radical Islamic terrorism and from Russia. Yet, there is another danger that most 
European politicians would not like to admit: the European Union (EU) itself is very 
unpopular among Europeans, at least among most Western Europeans. 
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In addition to Brexit (i.e. the British referendum in favor of United Kindom leaving the 
European Union), the Dutch vote against an association agreement with Ukraine (6 April 
2016)2 was a clear indication of popular West European anti-EU sentiment showing 
disapproval of (what popularly is regarded as) EU-expansion at the cost of its citizens’ 
welfare. Nevertheless, the Western populations remain relatively unvocal and in any case less 
frightened about the influx of East and Central European workers who most of the time may 
remain physically and phenotypically less distinguishable from the native populations.

The influx of refugees, mainly from the Middle East, has indeed its own benefits for Europe. 
It gives fresh blood and a boost to societies with aging populations and shrinking economies. 
However, its risks are manifold. First, it is not clear if European countries are able to absorb 
these large numbers of refugees at once. It is clear that the more developed Western societies 
are the ones who are burdened disproportionally, as they are already absorbing large 
numbers of workers from those eastern and central European countries that refuse to absorb 
refugees themselves. 

Moreover, regardless of the economic and geographic capacities of the absorbing countries, 
the very idea of having to give shelter to a huge number of refugees is a very unpopular idea 
among many citizens in the European countries, even among the Muslim ones. The flow of 
refugees to Europe has its own security risks too. We do not always know if terrorists are 
among the refugees or not, but have to honestly admit that such a chance is quite 
substantial.

Nowadays every ad hoc terrorist attacks in Europe and North America are attributed to ISIL, 
as they were once habitually attributed to Al Qaeda. It is very unlikely that a young man 
shooting at a gay club in Florida has necessarily ties with ISIL in the Middle East. It is more 
likely that the terrorist attacks in Paris (late 2015) and Brussels (early 2016) were linked to 
ISIL. In any case, ISIL would eagerly claim responsibility because it creates an image of a 
more dangerous and potent, fearsome organization. Causing fear is indeed one primary goal 
of such terrorist organizations as ISIL. The anti-migrant and anti-Islam organizations and 
activists contribute to this end—a state of fear—as much as ISIL itself does. 

As earlier analyses have shown, religion is a very weak a factor in explaining emergence of 
conflict. However, it seems that wars with a religious rationale are bloodier than those 
without such a rationale (see e.g. Rezvani 2013; 2015).3

European security analysts should seriously regard homegrown extremism as a bigger threat 
than any threat from the Middle East. However, they should also be alert and seek to ensure 
that terrorists, couching themselves as refugees, do not enter the European soil. The chance 
of a terrorist attack by these ‘fake’ refugees may be small. However, they may play a crucial 
role in further radicalizing the home-grown radicals and even recruit them for the wars in 
the Middle East. A horror scenario would be that a network gets established between 
terrorists in Europe, the Middle East, Africa and elsewhere that can circulate and operate 
both inside and outside Europe. 
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These are the real risks involved in the influx of refugees to Europe. European politicians 
should worry more about such grave dangers than about whether or not refugees have a right 
to halal food or should be allowed to wear a headdress. Europeans, policy makers and 
citizens alike, should accept that the European demography is changing—but they should 
also be very cautious, and make sure that it remains a safe environment in which human 
rights of all citizens are protected.

Babak Rezvani, Editor-in-Chief  Amsterdam, June 2016

Endnotes

1. For example, a certain Turkish football player who scored against the Netherlands, Oğuzhan 
Özyakup, is an ethnic Turk born and raised in the Netherlands, who was included in the national 
Turkish football team, rather than in the Dutch one. There are large communities of Muslim 
migrants living since almost half a century in the Netherlands that still live in segregation, and the 
rate of unemployment is higher under them compared to the native population. However, the 
Netherlands have no official anti-Muslim policies.

2. On 6 April 2016 a referendum on the Association Agreement between the European Union and 
Ukraine was held in the Netherlands. Proponents of the agreement had large financial support and 
the Dutch government campaigned in favor of this agreement. Yet 61 percent of the Dutch voters 
voted against this agreement. It was remarkable that short promotional political clips were 
advertised on Youtube. Such politically motivated advertisements on Youtube were unheard of 
before in the Netherlands.

3.  One should pay particular attention to the role of Wahhabi/Salafi militancy in the North Caucasus 
and Central Asia.
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