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Between Religion, Tradition, and Islamism 

 

Interaction with Muslims is part of everyday life in German schools. Religion is often seen as the 
cause of many problems, and many Muslims use Islam to justify their position on school activities such 
as swimming lessons and class trips. Reducing everything to a question of religion is, however, too 
simple. In the main, a much more complex mesh of religion, tradition, and Islamism is at work, one 
which it is difficult to disentangle. 
 
Breaktime at a German secondary school. The teacher Gisela Meier is collecting money for the class 
trip to the North Sea. They’re due to leave in three days, and some pupils still haven’t paid. Fatma 
Aydemir promised days ago that she would bring the money, but today she still didn’t have it with her. 
 
Gisela Meier has had enough. She doesn’t want to wait any longer and she phones the girl’s parents. 
The mother answers, and says that yes, of course, she will send the money tomorrow. The next day, 
however, Fatma looks embarrassed: she still hasn’t brought any money. Now she won’t be able to go 
on the trip. Meier is annoyed: she simply cannot understand why parents don’t appreciate the 
importance of class trips for the development of their children. At the very least she wants an 
explanation. During a home visit to the parents, she finds out that Fatma’s father does not allow his 
daughter to go on class trips. Two years ago Fatma was allowed to go, but now, they say, she’s fifteen 
and at an age when that is no longer possible. No further explanation. In the staffroom the following 
day Gisela Meier tells her colleagues what happened, commenting that this is simply the way it is in 
Muslim families, there’s nothing to be done about it, it’s a familiar story. After a certain age, Muslim 
girls are not allowed to go beyond the control of the family. 
 
This kind of explanation is prevalent in staffrooms across Germany. It’s an explanation that appears to 
clarify everything, but one which is not necessarily accurate . 
 
The difficulty with Islam 
 
Why is Fatma not allowed to go on class trips? How am I supposed to plan sports lessons when seven 
out of twelve girls routinely do not want to take part? Why does Mahmut in year 10 want to participate 
in the teachers’ meeting about his sister in year 8? Should I extend the maths project deadline because 
half the class is fasting? It makes me so angry: Hüseyin is going about loudly voicing the opinion that 
female pupils in revealing clothes have no grounds for complaint if they’re harassed by the boys. The 
lack of respect that Muslim boys show to us women teachers is intolerable! – All these, and many 
other similar questions and complaints, can be heard in German staffrooms. 
 
In the interaction with ‘Islam’ and with Muslim pupils, very different problems, questions, and 
answers usually tend to get mixed together. I would therefore like to suggest how this confusion could 
be structured to provide a basis for the development of approaches to negotiation and problem-solving 
in everyday school situations. 
 
I differentiate here between reasons that have a purely religious basis and those that primarily have 
their roots in the context of tradition in pupils’ families and their countries of origin, as well as their 
current social and economic circumstances. I further differentiate those phenomena that have their 
source in the political ideology of Islamism. This is, of course, something of an oversimplification. All 
three categories are reciprocally influential, historically interlinked, or mutually contradictory. 
Nevertheless, it seems to me that this rather arbitrary differentiation can be helpful in practical 
situations. 
 
Let us reconsider the case of Fatma, so that we can clarify the different categories to which the attitude 



of the Aydemir family could be attributed. Their decision not to allow Fatma to go on the class trip 
could have a religious basis, but this would be true only in very rare cases. It is more likely that 
according to family tradition the role of young girls of a sexually mature age is clearly defined. They 
regard participation in the class trip as a step that is inappropriate for this role. They associate the trip 
with the idea that their daughter will spend the night under the same roof as young men, without any 
possibility of family supervision. In their traditional view, young women must avoid such situations. It 
is also possible that the real reason is a temporary shortage of money that the family does not wish to 
openly acknowledge. Or it could even be that there are conflicts between Fatma and her family. 
Maybe Fatma herself does not wish to go on the trip and is using her parents as an excuse. 
 
Whatever the actual reason, those involved know that it is best to put forward religion as a reason, so 
that they will not be put under further pressure. They have learned from experience that no other 
explanation is more readily accepted than one based on religion. It has another unbeatable advantage: 
religious reasons are not, it seems, open to question. There is then no need properly to address the 
actual circumstances of the class trip, the accommodation, and the supervision provided by the 
teaching staff. 
 
Blurred boundaries between religion and tradition 
 
We have seen how traditional attitudes can affect the behaviour of pupils and their parents and how, in 
the process, traditional behaviour can become confused with religious belief. This is particularly 
obvious with regard to issues that are currently the subject of public debate. As a rule, these issues 
tend to relate to the respective roles of men and women in society. 
 
In recent months, for example, what are known as ‘honour killings’ have caused a public outcry, and 
have been relentlessly directly linked to Islam. This interpretation is so persuasive that anyone who 
contradicts it and points out that honour killings have nothing to do with Muslim religious belief, but 
are a relic of a patriarchal, feudalistic tribal culture, is accused of wanting to absolve Islam of guilt and 
simply refusing to admit that Islam provides the justification for honour killings. Yes, they say, it’s 
obvious that a good Muslim has no choice but to murder his sister as soon as she goes against the 
norm. 
 
What is pertinent in this linkage of Islam and the idea that women must submit to the fullest possible 
control by men is that Islam, like the other two monotheistic religions, the Jewish and Christian faiths, 
aims for a patriarchal social order. These religions do not envisage genuine equal rights for women 
and men. 
 
State-run schools are obliged to communicate the understanding of equality between men and women 
that is established in the German Constitution. Deviation from this cannot be allowed to pass without 
comment, and can certainly not be excused or accepted. But how can problems that are either 
apparently or actually connected with Islam be constructively addressed in schools? How can an 
undisrupted atmosphere of learning for all pupils be created? 
 
I identify here four different levels at which intervention is possible: the individual level (one-to-one 
discussions, meetings with parents, discussions involving mediators), the school level (school rules, 
school board guidelines), the statutory level, and last but by no means least, the societal level. 
However, if a solution cannot be found at the most appropriate level, then further action must be taken 
at the next level. In extreme cases, resolution can only be achieved at the level of legal sanctions. 
Restrictions on freedom of action for Muslim girls with a traditional family background can usually be 
resolved through discussions with parents and family. If Fatma genuinely cannot go on the trip 
because of her parents’ traditionally oriented views, a discussion could help. If the actual conditions 
under which the class trip takes place are fully explained to the family, this could help fully dispel 
their concerns. From time to time, the mediation of an enlightened religious authority helps. If all such 
efforts remain unsuccessful, the school must resort to the sanctions available to it—recording days of 
absence and making truancy reports to the authorities. 



 
In questions that primarily arise from the religious orientation of Muslim pupils, schools have already 
demonstrated that they are perfectly competent in dealing with them. The acceptance of Muslim 
religious holidays, for example, is widespread. In most German states, both Muslim pupils and 
Muslim teaching staff are allowed to take days off for the most important holy days, the Feast of 
Sacrifice and the Feast of Breaking the Fast. This is regulated by guidelines from the Ministry of 
Education, and those concerned need only submit an application for the appropriate days off. 
 
Competency in religious issues 
 
In those instances when problems obtaining time off school on holy days do arise, there are always 
practical reasons for this. Some Islamic festivals are not fixed in relation to the Christian calendar, and 
their dates are set anew each year. In addition, different rules apply for setting these dates according to 
whether believers follow religious authorities in Saudi Arabia or in Turkey. This means that for one of 
these groups the festival might begin one day earlier or later. In cases where school staff are unaware 
of these internal Islamic differences and hold to the dates outlined in the Ministry guidelines, the 
reasons why one group of pupils wishes to take one particular day off and another group a different 
day remain unclear. The impression can quickly develop among teaching staff that their pupils are 
amusing themselves at their expense. 
 
Despite some problems, it should be stressed that nowadays Islamic festivals are frequently talked 
about in German classrooms, and discussion of the parallels between Islam and Christianity is part of 
the curriculum. What was still the exception ten or twenty years ago has now become the rule. 
 
The situation regarding Muslim dietary requirements has developed along similar lines. Muslims who 
follow the guidelines of their religion closely eat no pork. There are now very few school canteens that 
do not offer a choice of pork-free or vegetarian food. Muslims who follow the dietary rules 
particularly strictly are not happy with vegetarian food either, as they maintain that pork fat may have 
been used as a cooking ingredient. Many do not eat Gummi Bears, as these are usually made with 
animal gelatine. However, even those who wish to adhere to the strictest dietary criteria generally have 
no problem putting together a suitable menu. 
 
The majority of teachers today are so well informed about the religious background to Ramadan and 
the way days are structured during the month of fasting that they avoid lessons that, for example, 
involve baking biscuits during this period. It can, however, become problematic when normal classes 
are held up because pupils have been fasting for weeks and are growing increasingly tired and less 
able to concentrate. Even some eight-year-old pupils maintain the fast, with the result that not only are 
they unable to take part in sports classes, they cannot even follow their other lessons properly. 
Teachers are understandably less than delighted with this, as it precludes normal classes over a period 
of several weeks. However, they feel powerless, as they do not wish to discriminate against a religious 
practice by displaying an intolerant attitude. 
 
In this situation, a little more information about critical analysis of Muslim religious precepts can offer 
practical help. According to current Muslim interpretation, the requirement to fast during Ramadan is 
subject to many qualifications. The following are excused from fasting: children before puberty; girls 
and women who are menstruating; those who do heavy manual work; travellers; those who are ill; and 
those who are studying. Some ten-year olds might well be dissuaded from fasting if they were 
reminded of these conditions. 
 
But no amount of explanation can prevail against the pupils’ experiences outside school during the 
month of Ramadan. The fasting period is a particularly happy and joyful time for them with the 
family. The whole day is spent cooking meals that are more extensive and elaborate than there is 
usually time to prepare. In short, fasting with the adults is fun for children and young people, fun that 
they do not want their teachers to take away from them. However, this does not do away with the 
problem that some pupils are incapable of real concentration during this period of fasting. 



 
How much consideration can and should schools give to this matter? A little consideration is 
necessary, and pragmatic solutions are possible. If the pupils are going on a hike it’s no problem to 
add a couple of extra rest breaks; the class party, too, can always be postponed by a week. 
 
There are, however, clearly defined limits to the consideration given to fast periods. Neither the 
Federal Youth Games nor the final school examinations (Abitur) can be postponed because of the 
Ramadan fast. As a basic principle, the annual school calendar cannot be altered to give consideration 
to the various religious requirements of any pupils. There are practical reasons for this, as well as it 
being a matter of principle: in a state-run school that is open to all children regardless of religious 
orientation, the interests of individuals are to some extent in conflict. Although freedom of religion 
must not be restricted in a society that is pluralist in both religion and world view, everyday life must 
not be organised around any kind of religious conviction. Indeed, the basic principles of society as a 
whole, such as the Constitution and universal human rights, must prevail, and these must not 
arbitrarily be subjected to reconsideration. 
 
Islamism — political strategy or the consequence of religion?  
 
These basic principles are, however, almost always submitted for reconsideration when the conduct of 
pupils or their parents is motivated by Islamist political conviction. It is particularly difficult to 
recognise this type of motivational situation. Even the definition of Islamism is an extremely 
problematic subject in the socio-political debate. This is a controversial discussion, conducted by 
many differing voices, that causes profound uncertainty within society – and this is not without its 
effects on the behaviour of teachers. 
 
Here is just one example: an incident at the Spreewaldbad swimming pool in Berlin. An eight-year-old 
boy refuses to remove his bathing trunks in the shower after a swimming lesson. When asked by his 
teacher to take them off, he answers that as a Muslim he is forbidden to be naked in front of strangers. 
The teacher then tears the boy’s trunks off, saying ‘Here in Germany, we take our trunks off!’ 
Unfortunately, this incident is by no means unique. 
 
The more agitated the debate about political Islam in society, the more bizarre are the reactions to such 
culturally determined feelings of shame, and types of behaviour that have their roots in Islamism. The 
rigorous stance of ‘No foothold for Islamists’  which even regards children as propagandists for a 
totalitarian world view  is spreading. In Berlin, a young woman was excluded from sports lessons 
because she refused to participate without covering her head. Even her suggested compromise solution 
of covering her hair with a swimming cap, so that her headscarf would not interfere with her sports 
activities. was rejected, and pointed reference made to the Western standards which apply in Germany. 
 
This atmosphere of cultural conflict in the classroom endangers the pupils’ integration, not only at 
school. It is also the result of a skewed debate on Islam and Islamism that unfortunately also 
influences the actions of teachers. This increasingly popular strand of the Islamism debate should 
therefore briefly be addressed here. 
 
Ever more frequently within the majority society, justifications can be heard for the opinion that it is 
impossible to differentiate within Islam between spiritual beliefs and the provisions of law that define 
the social and political order in a society that is appropriate for Muslims. As a result, it is asserted, 
Islamism is nothing less than a concrete political route leading to the desired objective of an Islamic 
society. Because its guidelines are inherently religious, only those who share this concept of society 
can be considered true Muslims. According to this interpretation, because the political strategy of 
Islam also encompasses the idea of martyrdom as the ultimate weapon, all Muslims are potential 
martyrs and, if the worst comes to the worst, suicide attackers. 
 
Viewed in this light, Islam is not only violent and totalitarian but also incapable of reform. It carries in 
its innermost core the concept of an inhumane society and must, therefore, be combated. Ideologically 



armed in this way, the teacher who forcibly removes an eight-year-old’s swimming trunks will not be 
troubled by pangs of conscience. If the religious aspects of Islam are increasingly disputed and the 
concept of political Islam more strongly emphasised, any potential inhibitions with regard to 
discrimination against a religion or the adherents of a religious belief, or eventual active opposition to 
that belief, are minimised. 
 
This interpretation of Islam by the majority society is also less than helpful because it obstructs the 
view of the real problems. Anyone who assumes that all Muslims are potential (suicide) killers cannot 
then distinguish between a devout grandmother and a group of militant fighters capable of any kind of 
action. Those who cannot make that distinction only serve to strengthen Islamism — and that means in 
the classroom too. 
 
Everyday Islamist culture  
 
However, despite criticism levelled at such extreme attitudes, the fact that political Islam exerts an 
ever-increasing influence on everyday life in schools cannot be ignored. It is most visible in the 
wearing of headscarves by female pupils. There are considerable numbers of young women who, in 
contrast to their mothers and even grandmothers, consciously choose to wear the headscarf. It has 
become a part of everyday Islamist culture that is shared not only by the politically active but also by a 
broad spectrum of their hangers-on. If a girl wears a headscarf for what she claims are religious or 
traditional reasons but otherwise wears clothing that accentuates the body, it is reasonable to suspect 
that she views herself as part of everyday Islamist culture. However, in contrast to France, nobody in 
Germany wishes to forbid female pupils to wear the headscarf. 
 
More problematic in terms of everyday life in schools is the refusal to participate in mixed group 
swimming lessons, according to the Islamist interpretation. In order for their norms to prevail, 
organisations from the broader Islamist movement throughout Germany have raised a number of legal 
actions to seek exemption from school swimming lessons. The most recent judgements given in such 
cases support compulsory participation in swimming lessons, and find that the religious grounds cited 
are not convincing. Teachers can make reference to these judgements. However, in cases where seven 
girls apply at the same time for exemption from swimming lessons, using identical application forms 
downloaded from the Internet, it becomes obvious that these are not cases based on individual reasons 
but rather a coordinated political demonstration in pursuit of the implementation of Islamist norms. It 
is unlikely that one-to-one discussions will change anything in such instances. Ultimately, the school 
can still apply the usual sanctions, such as registering periods of absence. 
 
It should, however, be pointed out here that exemption from swimming lessons is a much rarer 
problem than public debate might suggest. A survey conducted by the Berlin Senate’s Schools 
Administration Department showed that during the school year 2004/5, out of almost 300,000 school 
pupils of both sexes attending its schools not even 15 girls had applied for exemption from swimming 
lessons. 
 
There is one issue that in a very specific manner defies classification under any one of the 
aforementioned reasons, namely anti-Semitism. In this case, it is not possible to make any reliable 
distinction between possible links in the Koran, the historical experience of discrimination, and 
political instrumentalisation. In anti-Semitism with a Muslim background, all these categories merge 
to create a new kind of amalgam. Islamic or Islamist-based anti-Semitism urgently requires detailed 
examination, something which is not possible here. 
 
The consequences for educational work 
 
The presence of Muslim pupils (and regrettably too few Muslim teachers) in German schools is a fact. 
The significance of this group is set to rise as its numbers increase, and the number of schools in 
which the majority of pupils have a Muslim background will also increase year on year. 
 



Teachers, on the other hand, are still being inadequately prepared to work with these pupils. The belief 
that, given time, the problem will disappear of its own accord still appears to prevail in teacher 
training. It is often maintained that the longer these families remain in Germany, the less conspicuous 
their specific traditions and religions make them, and the less visible they become. It is this 
assumption that we must thank for the fact that, as yet, measures necessary for integration through 
education have not been implemented in Germany. 
 
In so doing it might be possible to neglect the issue of religion were it not for the fateful connection to 
Islamism, a link that forbids us to overlook it. 
 
In my opinion, the issues that dominate everyday school life are not so much theological but are rather 
of a social and political nature, and above all relate closely to the search for appropriate pedagogical 
solutions. The narrow frame of reference of the teachers themselves must be dismantled, and an 
irrational fascination with supposedly exotic Islam must be challenged. Further professional training is 
therefore particularly important. 
 
Above all, however, protagonists must be aware of the norms both of society as a whole and of each 
individual school. Those who are not entirely sure whether attendance at biology lessons really should 
be compulsory for all pupils, or whether Jehovah’s Witnesses, Islamists, or Christian creationists 
couldn’t after all be excused from these classes, will sooner or later end up with the American model. 
In some US states it is now a requirement that the Biblical creation story be taught in schools 
alongside the Darwinian theory of evolution, and accorded equal validity with it. 
 
This is the route to the abandonment of Reason, the fundamental basis of the Enlightenment, which in 
turn will throw open the floodgates to every kind of irrationality, including the societal models 
associated with it that display contempt for humanity. 
 
Translated by Aingeal Flanagan  
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