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Austrian Muslims Protest Against Austria’s Revised
“Islam Act”

FARID HAFEZ

Abstract

Austria legally recognized Islam in 1912 and has thus been characterized as a
“liberal” country regarding the inclusion of Muslims. But when the law was revision
in 2015, it was largely criticized as discriminatory, anti-constitutional, and author-
itarian towards the Muslim minority. The paper asks how a number of different
social movement organizations and networks have framed their political partici-
pation, protest, and activism. It asks what demands were expressed regarding
justice, criminalization, alienation, discrimination, and other contested issues.
The paper also ponders the implications of political inclusion versus distance from
the system for Muslim agency, as the protest movement ranged very widely from
state-affiliated institutions to state-independent individuals.

Introduction

Academic interest in Islam and Muslims in the West has increased tremendously and
recently culminated in book projects such as The Oxford Handbook of European Islam,
to mention only one among many. This paper builds its theoretical foundation on
Social Movement Theory (SMT), which has recently become popular for the study of
Muslim movements, including those in the West. To mention but a few outstanding
works: Asef Bayat has investigated Muslim movements not only in the Muslim world,1

but also in the Global North and South.2 Quintan Wictorowicz has also used SMT for
his research on Islamist movements in the Muslim world3and the UK.4 The political
scientists Joel Fetzer and J. Christopher Soper have studied the state’s accommodation
of Muslim religious practices in the public sphere in Britain, France, and Germany
through the lens of SMT.5 Scholars such as Helen Rose Ebaugh have studied global
Muslim movements that are also active in the West.6 The common ground these
researchers share—as reflected in their choice to use SMT for analysing Muslim move-
ments—is that they do not dismiss Muslim movements as irrational or proclaim them
indoctrinated and deluded by a politicized religion. Rather, they examine them
through the prism of the many theories that SMT offers for understanding various
forms of protest politics, participation, and symbolic challenges.
Generally, there is a debate questioning the role religion can play in social movements.

Some argue from a normative perspective that religious movements by their nature
cannot be progressive social movements, while others see faith as a strong force for
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social movements.7 These opposing statements can be evaluated empirically by referring
to religious social movements that make use of central SMT tools. Scholars argue that
religious and social movements have much in common, both structurally and ideologi-
cally.8 Some even suggest that religious institutions also provide resources for progressive
movement mobilization.9 Nevertheless, Muslim movements remain marginal in the vast
literature on SMT.

This article will scrutinize forms of protest used by Muslim movements to challenge
a law on religion. Within SMT, Della Porta and Diani define protests as “non-routi-
nized action in which channels of influence are opened through the activity of a
series of collective actors”.10 Although protests are common to many democracies,
they further point out in the same text that “protests go beyond the routinized forms
of participation in representative democracy”. While everybody including political
parties may use protests, social movements are more likely to do so due to their
restricted access to policy-makers.11 As Michael Lipsky explained in 1965, even politi-
cally impoverished groups can aspire to engage in protest, as they depend not on direct
utilization of political power, but on the mobilization of people to enter the political
arena.12

This paper will open with a short description of the political landscape surrounding
the case study of the Austrian “Islam Act” of 2015 (“Introduction”). After a brief intro-
duction to the case (“The Case”), it will describe how this social movement arose and
profile the main social movement organizations (SMOs) and individuals constituting
the movement, but also the relevant formal institutions (“The Protesters”). The
section “The Demands” will cover the protest movement’s demands, presenting the
various forms of protest, the demands, and the chronology of the legislative process.
This will allow us to examine how Muslim movements tried to play a role within a
minority context as agents of their own futures. This paper asks how a number of
different SMOs and networks framed their political participation, protests, and activism
to affect policy-making. What were demands regarding justice, criminalization, alien-
ation, discrimination, and other contested issues during this debate? The paper also
asks the implications of political inclusion versus distance from state institutions for
Muslim agency, as the movement of protest was very broad, ranging from state-
affiliated institutions to individuals highly independent of the state. What is the price
of state recognition for such formal institutions as the Islamic Council in Austria?
Does more distance from state institutions lead to more radical protest by networks
that are not connected to state authorities? Some studies in Germany have revealed
that churches, which are funded and administered by the state, position themselves
much nearer to the state and are not grassroots-oriented or part of critical civil
society.13 This may also be the case for the Islamic Council.

The methodology used for this analysis is thick description, as developed by Clifford
Geertz,14 and process tracing as described by David Collier.15 First, the paper will
investigate the vast material produced during the months under consideration, includ-
ing press releases, interviews, video footage of protest speeches and debates, and so
on. Due to the Internet’s significance for the protest, it was very easy to access the
many protest tools that were documented online. Second, alongside narrative inter-
views with leading protesters, it will analyse focus group interviews with four
leading protagonists of the main groups involved in the protest to delve deeper into
relevant issues and obtain insight into how meaning is constructed during these pro-
cesses. This is necessary to understand the meaning actors gave their protest in differ-
ent phases.
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The Case

Austria has long been known for its “tolerant” approach towards Muslims. Based on the
recognition of Islam as a state religion in 1912, Muslims established a legally recognized
public body in 1979, which is now one of 16 legally recognized churches and denomina-
tions. As Islamophobic election campaigns by far-right parties focused more and more on
Muslims, formally “centrist” parties joined the fray, employing Islamophobic populism
to gain votes. Subsequently, public discourse in the political elite shifted from a “tolerant”
paradigm16 to increasingly exclusionary rhetoric and politics.17 This development has
recently culminated in an amendment of century-old Islam Act.18 While the Islamic
Council itself—the legal representative body of Muslims in Austria—welcomed the pro-
spect of a new “Islam Act”, even initiated it, the text of the proposed law for Muslims
and the eventual act was not welcomed wholeheartedly. In Austria’s Second Republic
(since 1945), a number of laws for churches and religious communities have been
amended. According to the former undersecretary Werner Jisa, a law “is always made
for and with the respective church and not against it”.19 According to Austria’s neo-
corporatist and consensus-oriented politics,20 it was assumed that the new “Islam
Act” would likewise be arrived at along these lines. But when the draft of the new
Islam Act was presented on 2 October 2014, the Islamic Council criticized it and
even published a very critical statement.21 While in the end, it accepted it begrudgingly,
it seems that internal frictions—which had always existed within this institution22—were
so intense during the negotiations23 that no coordinated politics on the Islamic Council’s
part can be inferred from its actions. Rather, different voices could be heard from within
the Islamic Council. These frictions even culminated in the demand for the resignation of
IGGiÖ President Fuat Sanac made by two Islamic Council regional leaders in Upper
Austria and Salzburg.24 The reason for this was the poor negotiation result in the new
Islam Act.

Chronology of development of Islam Act in Austria
2 October 2014 Government presentation of draft law
2 October–7 November 2014 Review process for the draft law
3 December 2014 Meeting of Council of Ministers
13 December 2014 Call for the Islamic Council President to step down
13 January 2015 Meeting of Constitutional Affairs Committee
12 February 2015 Meeting of Constitutional Affairs Committee
25 February 2015 Meeting of National Parliament (Nationalrat)
12 March 2015 Meeting of Federal Council (Bundesrat)
30 March 2015 Signing of law by Federal President
Source: Personal research

While the Islamic Council oscillated between protest and cooperation with the
Austrian government during the negotiations, a number of aspects were striking: the
draft of the Jewish law in 2010 had received only 10 statements within the formal
review process, whereas the draft of the Islam Act received more than 150. In the case
of the Jewish law, the progression from the draft’s issuance to the law’s implementation
took one and a half years. In the case of the Islam Act, this period lasted only about half a
year.25 Ariel Muzicant, then president of the Jewish community, recalls that “the draft
was elaborated in an academic tranquillity between the ministry official and the Jewish
community”.26 While only 1 of the 10 statements for the draft of the Jewish law was criti-
cal towards it, a vast majority of more than 130 were critical of the draft for the Islam
Act.27 A number of formal statements and academic articles criticized the draft,28

which was not changed substantially after the criticism. Most importantly, the Islamic
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Council’s criticism was not taken into account when arriving at the final wording of the
law and the Islamic Council even objected to the final text of the law,29 while its president
—its main leader, who legally represents the Islamic Council—positioned himself recon-
ciled with the law and even praised the new Islam Act as exemplary.30 In the end, the pre-
sident of the Islamic Council sent a letter to the ministers that entailed a “clear basis to
recommend approval” to the law,31 although the official bodies of the Islamic Council
were not asked. The law was hence formally adopted by the national parliament on
this premise.32 The highest Muslim representative’s support laid the basis for the
protest that emerged within the Muslim community and created this social movement.

During this period from 2October 2014 to 31March 2015, when the law was signed by
the Chancellor and the President, a number of SMOs, networks, scholars, and individ-
uals were engaged in protesting against the 2014 draft of the Islam Act advocating a
change in the text.33 Various forms of protest were used. The following section will
present the main Muslim player in this protest.

The Protesters

On the one side, the Islamic Council itself protested against the draft of the new Islam
Act. It represents the majority of mosque umbrella organizations, which in turn represent
hundreds of mosques throughout the country.34 The Islamic Council is very much a
state-affiliated institution. Its 400 teachers for religious classes in the public school
sector are paid by the Ministry of Education. On the other side, the Austrian Muslim
Youth (Muslimische Jugend Österreich, MJÖ) and the Muslim Civil Society Network
(Netzwerk Muslimische Zivilgesellschaft, NMZ) were the loudest protesters. Also, artists,
such as the rapper MC Nasihat, produced rap songs against the Islam Act that were
shared widely in this social movement.35 Aside from the NMZ, a new network called
the Initiative of Austrian Converts (Initiative Österreichischer Konvertitinnen und Kon-
vertiten) was created to give voice to a minority within the Muslim community. In
addition, a number of other Muslim organizations, mainly—but not exclusively—
affiliated with the Islamic Council, participated in the protests, but to a smaller degree.
While a large number of non-Muslim institutions such as the socialist youth, students,
and pupils organization of the Social Democratic Party also protested against the
law,36 my focus in this article is on Muslim agency. We will later discuss these strategies
in relation to the Islamic Council’s protest. A large number of negative responses to the
law came from non-Muslim institutions and individuals, especially the Protestant
Church (which is the fourth largest church after the Catholics, Orthodox and
Muslims) a large variety of protest forms was initiated on the side of the Muslims them-
selves.

This paper looks at how Muslims asserted agency in order to have an impact on the
publication of the law. Agency is defined here as the potential capacity of people—indi-
viduals as well as institutions—to act independently and make their own free choices to
determine their future.37 Scholars such as Giddens, who subscribe more to the structur-
alist school, tend to focus on structures as constraining activities of agents, while also
seeing in them enabling mechanisms for agents to be able to act. This paper pays
closer attention to agents while remaining aware of Gidden’s idea of the “duality of struc-
ture”.

Austria, with its corporatist system, includes different interest groups in the policy-
making process. Hence the Islamic Council, as the legally recognized corporate body
that represents Muslims by law, was a main actor. The corporatist system means that
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interest groups and government representatives negotiate behind the scenes without the
public’s participation.38 As such, the Islamic Council can be seen as a civil society actor
with strong links to the political system. In some ways it depends on the system, for
example, its public school teachers are paid by the government. In other ways, it is inde-
pendent in terms of internal affairs and decision-making. Although the Islamic Council is
not an umbrella organization, it represents a vast majority of the prominent
Muslim organizations in Austria.39 When the draft of the Islam Act was presented on
2 October 2014, the government argued that it had been negotiated with Muslims “in
a respectful dialogue”.40 Meanwhile, the president of Islamic Council argued that it
was not the final draft and that he had already protested against certain articles in the
draft.41

But in the eyes of the MJÖ and the NMZ, the Islamic Council had simply done a bad
job and was co-responsible for the outcome.42 This led to a series of protests in the
months that followed. The MJÖ is a long established SMO with more than 30,000 sym-
pathizers and a long history dating back to its foundation in 1996. The MJÖ was even the
Islamic Council’s official youth organization from 2004 to 2011. It receives financial
support from the Austrian Ministry of Youth and belongs to the Austrian National
Youth Council, a semi-governmental entity that represents the interests of 53 youth
organizations with different political leanings, religious affiliations, and so on. Thus,
this is an SMO that is institutionally connected to power structures. By contrast, the
NMZ is a rather young movement that explicitly identifies as “anti-hierarchical”, “inde-
pendent”, and “self-determined”.43 The NMZ includes Muslims from different organiz-
ations, representing different trends, as well as non-affiliated members. In their
declaration of “Who We Are”, they call for a critical distance from political power and
media. They criticize the “restriction of civil rights” and the “implementation of surveil-
lance structures”. While the MJÖ, as a youth SMO, claims around 30,000 sympathizers,
the NMZ is a small and dedicated civil rights group that was established in mid-October
in protest against the draft for a new Islam Act.44 A Facebook page titled “No to the Islam
Act” (Nein zum Islamgesetz)45 worked as a distributer of collective information on the
Islam Act debate, its defenders, and especially its critics.

The Demands

The two ministers had presented the draft law during the Islamic Council president’s stay
in Mecca. Hence, no direct reaction could be given to the draft law. The Islamic Council
published a press release one day after the presentation on 3 October, which was short but
clear in its message. For the Council, it seemed that the public debate on Islamic State of
Iraq and theLevant (ISIL) had affected the draft law.They stated that theywere concerned
about the Islam Act losing its “recognizable nature”. Consequently, they called for a revi-
sion of the draft law.46 But due to the fact that the Islamic Council was one of two main
negotiators, the mutual trust between the players of the NMZ, the MJÖ, and the Islamic
Council seemed to be severely damaged, which led to a large protest. For the activists of
the MJÖ, the fact that the Islamic Council president was on Hajj (pilgrimage) in Mecca
during the ministers’ presentation and only returned a few days after the presentation,
leading the establishment Muslim organizations to wait for him, combined with the fact
that the review process was reduced from eight weeks to five, meant that they could not
trust the Islamic Council as an ally.47 While both theMJÖ48 and the NMZ49 praised Aus-
tria’s tradition of legally recognizing Islam, their criticism progressed far beyond that of the
Islamic Council over the course of the debate. The media seized upon the Islamic law to
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create a debate from the very first day on, but most criticism was quite diplomatic at the
beginning, whether from the Islamic Council or from legal experts.50

Fighting for Equal Rights and Defending the Austrian Constitution

Only five days after the government ministers presented the draft law on 2 October, the
MJÖ organized the first press conference on the issue. It was the first organization after
the Islamic Council to criticize the draft law. In their press release on 8 October, they
repeated the main aspects that were already brought up by the Islamic Council. And
they went a step further. For them, the draft law’s message was: “You don’t have a
home here. Austria does not stand by you!”.51 According to the MJÖ, the draft law
would play into the hands of extremists such as ISIL, as it conveyed that Muslims
were not equal to the rest of the society. The MJÖ argued that security issues and an Isla-
mophobic atmosphere would lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy in creating new extremists.
It criticized the draft law as an “attack on religious freedom” and the “opposite of equal
treatment”. This was related to section 2 (2), which states that “Islamic Religious
Societies enjoy the same legal protection as other legally recognized Religious Societies
[…] as long as these do not conflict with statutory provisions” and which was conse-
quently interpreted as deeming Islam to be a religion whose fundamentals contradict
with national law. This was criticized because no other law of religion contained such a
clause and because this general rule was already in the national constitution. So why
include it explicitly in the Islam Act alone but not in the law governing any Christian,
Jewish, or Buddhist denomination?

The MJÖ also criticized that the draft law would diminish the existing Muslim civil
society because any group that is organized based on the law of association would be
forced to become part of the Islamic Council. This imposition of a compulsory hierarchy
would also put an end to any Muslim civil society. The MJÖ also accused the state of
interference in a denomination’s autonomous affairs, which would violate the consti-
tution. The MJÖ’s press release reveals a strong legal approach whose arguments are
backed by legal knowledge. This points to the highly educated personnel and academic
expertise available to this SMO. The following paragraph summarizes MJÖ’s criticism
quite well:

The authors of the draft bring damage to the internationally respected success
story of legal recognition and equal treatment of all religious denominations in
Austria. We are against the discriminatory special provisions for religious min-
orities. This is a disgrace for Austria in terms of human rights and democracy. It
not only destroys an exemplary model of recognition, which is unique in
Europe, but also breaks with a tradition of more than 100 years of peaceful
and respectful coexistence between Austrian citizens of different beliefs.52

This statement reveals MJÖ’s strong attachment to the Austrian political system for
dealing with Islam in the past. It also reveals that the criticism stems from a specific
understanding of human rights and democracy that is based on the Austrian constitution
itself. What is questioned is not the political system, the constitution, or the church–state
relationship. Rather, the draft law is questioned as being a departure from the current
system. Following this press release of 8 October 2014, a second press conference was
organized on 14 October 2014 where the MJÖ presented an alternative draft law.53

This press conference concentrated on five aspects, criticizing the draft law and stres-
sing that it was against the Austrian constitution. It presented its alternative draft as being

272 Farid Hafez



based on the Protestant and Jewish laws and hence according to the principle of parity,
the standard of equal treatment of all churches and denominations. Secondly, it
denounces that the new Islam Act would regulate the relation between the state and all
existing and future Islamic denominations, unlike all the other laws on religions, which
operate between the state and a single denomination. The government’s draft law actually
explicitly referred to the Islamic Council and the Alevi Islamic Community, which had
gained recognition in 2013 and only represented a small group within the Alevi
community.54 The third aspect was that Muslim civil society should not cease to exist.
Fourth, the MJÖ demanded equal treatment in regard to the institutionalization of
Islamic Theology at the University of Vienna with the same rights as the Protestant
Church (the right to select its own personnel). Fifth, it demanded its own liaison in
the ministry in charge of religious affairs, as Catholics and Protestants have.55

A week later, the MJÖ launched a citizen’s initiative56 to demonstrate in the context of
parliamentary action against the law. A citizen’s initiative is a petition gathering signatures
of Austrian citizens above age 16 to force the national parliament to discuss an issue. By
December 2014, 21,000 people had signed the initiative, but it was silenced by the con-
stitutional affairs committee in June 2015 with the argument that the law had already
been passed in March 2015.57 Parallel to the launching of the citizens’ initiative, the
largest Muslim umbrella organizations, which are all represented in the Islamic
Council,58 launched another petition, which was also promoted as a “citizen’s initiative”
but was in fact not registered as such. According to ATIB members, the petition mobi-
lized a few thousand signatures.59 Activists from the MJÖ interpreted this “initiative” as a
means by the Muslim establishment to subvert the efforts of the de facto opposition.60

By using a form of protest within the political system, the MJÖ clearly demonstrated
that it accepted the rules of the game. The citizen’s initiative included the aforementioned
alternative draft of an Islamic law. The message was clear: “We want equal rights as citi-
zens. We are not second class citizens with an extra law.”61 As such, the MJÖ was very
clear in promoting alternative options to the government. Kücükgöl says the MJÖ
never believed it would be able to present its alternative draft as a new law, but that
the “aim was actually to show the Islamic Council and Muslim agents in general what
a dignified Islam Act could look like”.62 For them it seemed like being a self-confident
subject was at the core of this struggle. In fact, in an interview the president of the
Islamic Council told me: “We have to realize that we are the weaker party and be
happy with what we have. When it comes down to it, there is no country in Europe
that respects Muslims as much as Austria.”63 The MJÖ’s activists also saw a generational
and cultural barrier between themselves and first-generation Austrian Muslims immi-
grants, who still had ties to their countries of origin:

They criticized the MJÖ for proposing its own draft law. In their eyes, we were
disrespectful to the government. […] They simply have a different understand-
ing of democracy and definitely a narrow understanding of what participation in
a political system looks like.64

The MJÖ’s seemed thus to be motivated by self-respect, a do-it-yourself spirit, and an
identity politics that concentrated on what the MJÖ calls the “Austrian-Muslim iden-
tity”.65 Besides these generational and cultural frictions, the alternative draft served a
strategic goal. The MJÖ presented their draft assuming it could put more pressure on
the government by mobilizing people.
The NMZ was established because of discontent with the draft law. At the first

meeting, three main grievances led to the organization’s formation: (1) discontent with
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official policy-makers’ treatment of Muslims, (2) a lack of transparency, and (3) the lack
of strong Muslim leadership.66 The network included members of organizations—
including the Islamic Council itself—as well as independent individuals. During the
first meeting, four working groups were founded to organize a press conference, a
public hearing, and a statement responding on the law. Like the MJÖ, the NMZ
praised the long-standing legal recognition of Islam in Austria and this “institutionaliza-
tion unique in Europe”.67 The statement asked whether this “positive climate” had now
been abandoned due to political partisanship. The NMZ criticized the draft of manifest-
ing a general suspicion towards Muslims. It argued that all churches and denominations
shall be treated equally and that Muslims should not be subject to a different legal frame-
work. Additionally, the NMZ criticized the future ban onMuslim associations, which are
organized according to the law of associations. While the NMZ welcomed the desire to
institutionalize Islamic Theology at the University of Vienna by creating a separate
faculty similar to the Faculty of Catholic Theology or the Faculty of Protestant Theology,
it disapproved of the fact that the faculty staff was not required to be Muslim and again
treated differently from other churches in terms of the legal relationship between the
church and the university. The statement’s criticisms were quite similar to those of the
MJÖ. Alongside the MJÖ, the NMZ put more emphasis on the timing of the draft
law’s presentation to the public. It took issue that this coincided with a time period of
intense debate about the terrorist group ISIL. On 30 October 2014, the NMZ organized
a press release to not only criticize the draft law, but to also connect this issue with wider
issues of Islamophobic discourses, the debate on ISIL and the Islam Act and how this
debate impacts the climate of living together.68

The protests of the social movement against the new Islam Act clearly exhibit all three
traits used to describe social movements:69

(1) These were based on a conflictual collective action, promoting the change of a
draft law. The conflict was identified and then framed by the players’ analysis.
Thus, they all shared a common interpretation of the situation, which they
attempted to change.

(2) There existed informal networks between SMOs like the MJÖ, networks like the
NMZ, individuals actively sharing information, and people supporting the citi-
zens’ initiative. Via a Facebook page, information was shared by many players.
Individuals moved from one entity to another, participating in the rally orga-
nized by the NMZ. And individuals from the NMZ participated in lectures
and panels organized by the MJÖ to inform people about the draft law.
People from all three entities and beyond shared goals, information, and
resources, in person and virtually.

(3) Collective identities developed. Based on shared goals, participants in the social
movement developed a collective identity that united them. The participants in
the MJÖ and the NMZ saw themselves quite clearly as pioneers in the struggle
for anti-discrimination and equality.

Collaborating Apart from and in Concert with the Islamic Council (IGGiÖ)

By 20 October 2014, only five statements, including the MJÖ’s, had been submitted to
parliament. On 30 October, three of the Islamic Council’s eight regional branches sub-
mitted a joint statement. Until then, mostly university scholars, NGOs, and individuals
had presented statements.70 The MJÖ argues that their discussion with other experts
was crucial for understanding that a change to the law could only happen if the denomi-
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nation in question objected to the law. Austrian political culture, especially in regard to
religion policy, is very much a culture of consensus. In the history of church–state
relations there, a law regarding a religion had never been implemented against the will
of the respective church or denomination.
For these reasons, the MJÖ—although they did not believe the Islamic Council was a

trustworthy partner—prevailed upon the Islamic Council to speak out against the law.
According to this strategy, the group put its focus “not on the Islamic Council, although
they were equally responsible and at fault for the draft, but rather on the government”.71

The MJÖ also believed that “many of the strong institutions in Austria would only trail
the protest if the Islamic Council protested against the law”.72 And in fact, the MJÖ
never attacked the Islamic Council during this crucial time period.
In tandem, the NMZ, theMJÖ, and other individuals tried to persuade other players to

protest against the law. Their activists met with politicians of various stripes, from both
opposition and government, as well as NGOs, to discuss the issue. The wide media cov-
erage, which the MJÖ in particular enjoyed from the very beginning, made it easier for
them to reach out to a wide range people. As a matter of fact, 101 statements—nearly
two-thirds of the final total—appeared within the last week of the formal review
process. Large churches such as the Protestant Church and many NGOs and individuals
submitted statements critical of the draft law. The largest church in Austria, the Catholic
Church, did not release an official statement. But the Catholic Social Academy published
a statement together with two other denominational educational institutions.73

The Islamic Council also invited other players for meetings to discuss the current state
of affairs. What happened was that many activists—lawyers and legal scholars, students,
and members of the NMZ and the MJÖ—joined the discussion uninvited. During the
debate, pressure mounted to steer the debate on the law to a more fundamental critique.
The Islamic Council’s president, Dr Fuat Sanaç, took his cue from this atmosphere and
claimed that “he would take to the streets with ten thousand protesters if the draft law was
not revised”.74 According to activists from the MJÖ, they believed that “the pressure this
movement had built in public as well as in Muslim organizations had led the Islamic
Council to position itself against the law”.75 The media presence and the mobilization
of signatures for the citizen’s initiative on the streets and outside mosques had created
an opportunity structure for this social movement to pressure the Islamic Council. Acti-
vists assumed that without a clear “no” from the Islamic Council, the draft law would be
implemented.76 And because its representative, Sanaç, had negotiated the draft law for
more than three years without involving the Islamic Council boards, they knew that
success was only possible with him. Within the ranks of the highest boards of the
Islamic Council, the MJÖ was especially seen as a problem and was “criticized for
getting out in the public too fast, for talking too harshly, for interfering in the affairs of
the Islamic Council”.77 The Islamic Council wanted to stay calm and diplomatic in its
critique. But in public, it responded to the growing pressure. On 5 October, the
Islamic Council held its press conference and its president declared that it was a
“black day” for him and his community.78 While activists from the MJÖ did not
believe the Islamic Council president’s words were sincere, they regarded this initial
result as a success.79 As a second step, the movement demanded that the Islamic
Council withdraw from the negotiation table and launch completely new negotiations
for a brand-new draft of the law.80

As the critique on the draft law spread, people were marshalled for the citizens’ initiat-
ive and the Internet gained particular importance. Many newspaper editorials were
written, and debates and interviews were broadcast on TV and shared online. The

Austrian Muslims Protest 275



MJÖ and the NMZ produced videos, interviewing people, filming theatre sketches,
giving tutorials on how to sign the citizen’s initiative, and collecting statements critical
of the draft law. Activists mobilized on the streets, in mosques, and at gatherings of all
kinds. Throughout this period, the NMZ and the MJÖ overtly supported the Islamic
Council as their spearhead for quashing the draft law. The NMZ referred to the
Islamic Council as “the common house of all Muslims in Austria”.81 In the same
breath, the NMZ claimed “democratic and transparent procedures and an open com-
munication”. Slowly, the Islamic Council’s status as the representative body came to
be criticized more and more. This heightened especially after the NMZ had a meeting
with Sanaç and realized the fundamental differences in their evaluation of the law and
that he would indeed support the law.82

On 12 December 2014, the NMZ organized a public hearing to discuss the draft law
with representatives of both the Islamic Council and the government. Only one internal
critic of the draft law appeared from the highest representative body of the Islamic
Council alongside the former president of the Islamic Council, and the two ministers
in charge sent two of their cabinet staff to discuss the draft law issue with a moderator
from the “Platform of Christians and Muslims”. Four hundred people attended the
meeting.83 During this meeting, Mihrican Topal from the NMZ gave the welcoming
remarks, first criticizing that the council of ministers had passed the new Islam Act,
and then stating: “At the same time we do not feel sufficiently informed and represented
by our own representative body [the Islamic Council]. And we get irritated by divergent
information.”84 During this meeting, the leadership was heavily criticized and the NMZ
urged the Islamic Council to restart negotiations for a completely new text of the law. For
the first time, a member of the audience demanded that the president step down.85 This
marked a shift in the general politics of the movement.

Questioning the Islamic Council and Mutiny Against the Leadership

While the audience’s demand for the president to resign was only an individual opinion
and the NMZ even published a press release affirming that it backed the Islamic
Council,86 a growing body of opinion emerged to call for him to step down. Two regional
leaders of the Islamic Council, the one in Upper Austria followed by the one in Salzburg,
called for the president to resign on 13 December. The MJÖ echoed this call.87 One day
later, the MJÖ organized a press conference with the hashtag #sanacmussweg (Sanaç has
got to go), listing its reasons for calling the president to step down.88

This strategic shift from challenging the government to questioning theMuslim leader-
ship was due to a number of incidents. On 14 November 2014, the highest representative
body of the Islamic Council met with the two ministers and their cabinet and discussed
the draft law for five hours. After the meeting, the cabinet announced that “misunder-
standings had been cleared up and clarification had been found”.89 But as some
members of the Islamic Council reveal, this was not the case. As they urged the
highest representative body to react to the government’s press release and no reaction
came, it grew obvious for many that the president could no longer be trusted as the
Islamic Council’s executive representative.90 This manoeuvre culminated in a meeting
of the Council of Ministers on 3 December, where it cleared the law to go to the next
level, the constitutional affairs committee and then the national parliament.

By this point the Islamic Council itself had become the social movement’s new target.
The Islamic Council reacted by publishing another statement to reassert its criticism of
the draft law.91 The largest mosques umbrella organizations also held a press conference
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to voice their displeasure.92Thiswas especially important because in fact the greatmajority
of Islamic Council officials belong to one of these organizations. But the demand of the
MJÖ, the NMZ, another new group called Initiative of Austrian Converts and a number
of high-rankingmembers of different boards of the Islamic Council as well as outside indi-
viduals—to stopnegotiating and compromising and towithdraw from thenegotiation table
—was not met. The main fault line between the social movement against the draft of the
IslamAct and the leading representatives of the Islamic Council and themosque umbrella
organizations was their diverging assessments of the conflict and therefore the strategic
possibilities it afforded. According to a boardmember of the Islamic Council, its president
viewed the organization as less powerful than the government: “We cannot do anything. If
they [the government] want to have [the Islam Act], they can do it without us. We have no
right to speak on our own behalf.”93 While they believed the government would proceed
this way, the social movement believed in the long-standing tradition of Austria legislating
religion for and never against religious communities. But while theMJÖ and some officials
called for the president to step down, the NMZ did not want to publicize an internal con-
flict. They believed that “the government was still the main player and thus should be held
accountable first and foremost”.94 According to them, a minority under attack should not
squabble in public. Although many activists from NMZ would have liked the president to
step down, the network, which operated under direct democracy, did not reach a majority
in favour of demanding Sanaç’s resignation.95

FromOctober toDecember, theMJÖ andNMZhad tried to find allies in othermosque
umbrella organizations and political parties. Representatives of theMJÖ and activists from
the NMZ and the Initiative of Austrian Converts met with MPs from many parties, the
Conservatives and Social Democrats (the ruling coalition), but also opposition parties
such as the Greens and the New Austria and Liberal Forum (NEOS). The only parties
the Muslim players did not approach were the far-right populist parties, such as the
Freedom Party and Team Stronach. While all opposition parties voted against the Islam
Act in parliament, NEOS was the only party to share the Muslim organizations’ concerns
and to criticize the law as discriminatory and unconstitutional. By contrast, right-wing
populists and some Greens partly demanded tougher regulations.96 Representatives of
the MJÖ revealed their experience when talking to the parties in government: “many
shared our concerns but referred to the burgeoning threat of the far right and the alarmist
atmosphere towards Muslims disseminated by the most popular tabloid, the Kronen
Zeitung. The party representatives portrayed themselves as being trapped by populism”.97

The NMZ met with leftist parties, Social Democrats, and the Greens because some acti-
vists from the leftist political camp had contacts with representatives of these parties.98

On the other side, the MJÖ and the NMZ lost faith in the mosque umbrella organizations
as possible allies when they realized that the majority of the members of the highest board
generally agreed with the law aside from minor reservations.99

Last Breaths

From that point on, the social movement and its two strongest actors—the MJÖ and the
NMZ—gradually drifted apart. The MJÖ had ended its protest online, where it had
mobilized for the citizens’ initiative, collecting 20,500 votes by 25 November 2014.100

“We were more and more frustrated by the Islamic Council and saw no hope of persuad-
ing the leadership to stop the Islam Act from passing.”101 But the NMZ never called for
the president to step down and continued to use the Islamic Council’s structures towards
bringing about a change.
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On 13 January and 12 February 2015, the parliament’s Constitutional Affairs Committee
held a meeting to discuss the draft. Between this second meeting and the parliamentary
session on 25 February, the NMZ organized a second press conference on 24 February,102

which was followed by a rally in front of the parliament building in which several hundred
people participated.103 There, the NMZ’s criticism went into much further detail than that
of the MJÖ. In their demands, the NMZ questioned the very existence of the Islamic
Council: “Islam knows no unique interpretation of its sources. There is no church in
Islam. Muslims don’t want a church.” The NMZ saw a problem in the draft’s regulation of
a “unitary Koran” as demanded by the government.104 It called for an immediate reform
of the IslamicCouncil to allow smaller networks to participate andhave their criticisms heard.

At the same time, the NMZ activists were not clear about their approach to the Islamic
Council. During the group interview a few months later, they expressed different stances
towards the IslamicCouncil. But during the conflict, they clearly respected the existence of
the institution.When a letter from the president of the IslamicCouncil to the twoministers
and theHead of the Constitutional Affairs Committee was leaked to the public on 13 Feb-
ruary 2015, it became obvious that the president of the Islamic Council had no sympathy
for the demands of the protest movement. In the letter, he gave a “recommendation for an
acceptance to approve to the law”,105 while the statement of the Islamic Council’s elected
boards was manipulated after the meeting of the Constitutional Affairs Committee.106

After these irregularities became evident, the MJÖ gave up the protest. The NMZ still
tried to work within the Islamic Council and called for the board of arbitrators to judge
whether the Islamic Council’s decision-making process was even consistent with its
charter and, if so, to publish the text of the decision made at the meeting.107

The Islamic Council reacted by not really answering the questions. Rather, they stated
that the current law was indeed a compromise.108 Meanwhile, as this was happening, the
Austrian national parliament had already decided on the law on 25 February and the law
was formally signed by the president on 30 March 2015. Minor changes were made. But
most of the critiques were ignored. Only in regard to the Faculty of Islamic Theology,
similar rights to the Protestants were granted.109 In the end, the NMZ and the MJÖ
along with a number of other mosque umbrella organizations had declared to go to the
Constitutional Court to object the Islam Act.110

Conclusion

The analysis clearly shows that the role Muslims play in determining their own destinies
within a minority context differs widely between players. This case especially reveals the
frictions within the Muslim community. On one side, the official Islamic Council rep-
resents a more pliant institution. On the other side, the social protest movement
against the Islam Act was composed of young people who were socialized in Austria or
Europe (MJÖ, NMZ) as well as native Austrians (the Converts). In fact, in the case at
hand, it can only be partly affirmed that greater distance from state institutions led to
more radical protest by groups that are not connected to state authorities. For large
sections of the Islamic Council, this can be affirmed, especially for its president. While
on the other side, the MJÖ is also a partly state-funded organization that was a leading
force in this movement against the Islam Act. Nevertheless, the NMZ, as a smaller
group of people, sometimes presented the most radical stances towards state institutions,
such as when questioning the Islamic Council itself as an institution. But it would be too
short-sighted to explain this difference only in regard to questions of closeness versus dis-
tance from the state. As the analysis clearly reveals, there is a cultural gap between most of
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the Islamic Council representatives and the young activists of the social movement. There
is, as one activist calls it, a “different understanding of democracy and […] what partici-
pation in a political system looks like”,111 which marks two different generations, an
immigrant leadership in the Islamic Council, on one side, and people of the second
and third generation as well as Muslim converts, who were born and raised in a different
political climate, on the other. As we saw, the first people to call for the Islamic Council’s
president to step down were young people within the ranks of the IGGiÖ itself.
It is interesting to see that this social movement’s demands were very much based on the

existing cultural andpolitical framework.The socialmovement against the IslamAct Islamic
law called for equal treatment with other churches and denominations, and demanded the
same rights other religious groups enjoy, not more rights. This was argued on the basis of
theAustrian constitution, human rights, and existing democratic standards.Whatwas ques-
tioned was not the political system, the constitution, or the church–state relationship itself.
Rather, thenewIslamActwas challengedasbeing aviolationof the currentpolicy framework
in its broadest sense: the legal system and political culture.
Here, it is interesting to see that the organizations, like the MJÖ, that are nearer to state

institutions chose more routinized actions to influence the law-making process, such as
mounting a citizens’ initiative in parliament. Referring to the structuralist school, one
might say that agency is taken within the existing structures that clearly function as
enabling mechanisms. On the other side, looser networks like the NMZ, which are not
as established in the political landscape, chose to rally in front of the parliament,
opting for what Della Porta and Diani call a more “non-routinized action”. Their
limited access to policy-makers might explain why they chose to organize a rally
outside the parliament building, while the MJÖ was more active in systematically
meeting MP’s and representatives of political parties, many of whom they already
knew prior to the debate on the Islam Act.
The agency taken by Muslim actors in this social protest movement reveals that

Muslim agents saw themselves as citizens, not as members of a minority. Both their
demands and the tools of the protest—from the citizens’ initiative to the rally in front
of the parliament—reveal that Muslim agency was in fact Austrian agency. Their
protest against the government also meant protesting against injustice done to a minority
against the backdrop of existing Islamophobic discourse. This analysis did not consider
the relationship between Muslim and non-Muslim actors within this social movement.
Nor did it consider the agency of the government, single political parties, or the other reli-
gious denomination affected by the law, the “Islamic Alevi Council”. An examination of
these actors and their impact in supporting or opposing the law, strengthening and weak-
ening the impact of this social movement, would surely bring more interesting insights to
a timely topic, which had to be excluded due to the limited space of this article.
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