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Since the beginning of the 2000s, the training of “native” Muslim religious personnel such 

as imam, predicators, mufti, Quran teachers and prison chaplains has become one of the most 

sensitive topics in the societal debates on Islam in Europe. Coined as the “imam problem” in 

the media, this is one of the arenas in which religion and integration issues are intertwined, 

entailing an interrogation on the role and involvement of secular states in religious affairs. 

Within the framework of my PhD dissertation, I propose to investigate the new stakes in the 

field of Islamic religious training and transmission in Europe by focusing on one of the 

“imam” training facilities, namely International Islamic Theology Program (hereafter, the 

Program), created by Turkey’s Presidency of Religious Affairs (hereafter, PRA) in 2006. This 

Program, designed specifically for young European Muslims of Turkish descent, currently has 

544 undergraduate students in Turkey and 143 graduates who have already returned to their 

countries of birth in Europe. The Program aims at cultivating a “scientific religiosity” and 

training “academic religious experts” with a double culture and a double source of 

knowledge. For the PRA, these young theologians will be well-equipped with necessary tools 

for guiding Muslim communities to contribute to shape the future of European countries as 

well as for appeasing larger societies with regard to conflicts and anxieties emerging around 

Islam and Muslims across Europe.1     

In today’s Europe, as Muslims make themselves more and more visible in public and civic 

spaces by affirming their religiosity, Islam emerges as a central issue in political and public 

controversies. In this context, we observe increasing governmental attempts to create national 

Islams through the training of second or third generation Muslims, born and raised in Europe, 

as religious personnel. These initiatives reveal the will to regulate the Muslim religious field 

in a national framework in order to counteract the “negative influence” –imaginary and/or 

real– of transnational forces of a global Islam. However, the formation of Muslim religious 

personnel in and for Europe is not obvious and poses problems for the public authorities as 

well as for Muslim communities. How to determine an Islamic religious authority recognized 

by all Muslims? What kind of institutions can be legitimate for the transmission of Islamic 

                                                           
1 UiP Uluslararası İlahiyat Programı Tanıtım Klavuzu, 2014.    
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knowledge? Which Islam should be taught? Such questions concerning the curriculum of 

training facilities as well as the definition of imam profile become subjects of ongoing debates 

and negotiations.   

As Danièle Hervieu-Léger observes “the transmission to young generations is the very 

movement by which the religion constitutes itself as religion across time.”2 In this sense, the 

formation of Muslim religious personnel of Europe, closely related to the vitality of Islam as a 

religion, reveals tensions and rivalry between governmental forces and different communities. 

The initiatives of European public authorities to structure the transmission of religious 

knowledge draw not only the attention of “countries of origin” such as Turkey and Morocco, 

but also stimulate the “powers of global Islam” such as Saudi Arabia. They enter into 

competition for offering “most appropriate” structures to train imams of Europe. In this 

conjuncture, Turkey’s Presidency of Religious Affairs (PRA) emerges as an important actor. 

The PRA profiles itself as the unique religious authority that can train Muslim religious 

personnel for Europe, especially those of Turkish origin. In order to preserve its monopole 

over the European Muslim communities of Turkish descent and to respond to the solicitations 

of European governments, the PRA established an International Islamic Theology Program 

(Uluslararası İlahiyat Programı) in 2006. The Program proposes to train Muslim theologians 

of Europe, who will be doted by an “academic outlook”, and thus better equipped and 

qualified to counter the effects of “other troubling forms of Islam.”3  

On the other hand, the issue of training “native” imams that would gradually replace those 

“imported” from each community’s country of origin re-actualizes the societal debates on the 

nature of relations between the state and the religion in Europe. Concerning the French case, 

Francis Messner notes that currently “according to the regime of separation”, ministers of 

cults for the old recognized religions -Catholicism, Protestantism and Judaism- are trained 

without any state intervention in conformity with the law of 9 December 1905. However, he 

reminds, the intervention or cooperation of the French State in the formation of Muslim 

religious personnel, “as a remedy for the good integration of Islam and as a guarantee of 

religious peace,” disturbs this equilibrium, leading the public powers to problematize also the 

                                                           
2 Danièle HERVIEU-LEGER, “La transmission religieuse en modernité”, Social Compass, n° 44, vol. 1, p. 131-

143, 1997. 
3 Ejder OKUMUS, “Turkey-Religiosity and the PRA [Presidency of Religious Affairs]”, The Muslim World, vol. 

98, April/July 2008, pp. 345-362. 
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activities and roles of priests, pastors and rabbis.4 We can observe similar debates in 

Germany. According to Sylvie Toscer-Angot, the German model, traditionally very open to 

public expression of religion, tends to converge with French laïcité in the face of new forms 

of religious diversity. Muslims’ religious claims unsettle the pre-established structures 

regulating the state-religion relations, leading to interrogations on the role and status of 

recognized religious communities and especially the institutional weight of the Churches.5          

Currently, majority of imams and religious personnel exercising in European territory are 

sent by each Muslim community’s country of origin. Most of the time, these “guest imams” 

do not speak the languages of host countries and lack the necessary knowledge concerning the 

European cultures and codes of communications. The absence/insufficiency of the 

institutions, training and appointing the imams for the European mosques, engenders serious 

suspicions with regard to these religious personnel. The apparition of self-proclaimed imams 

with radical discourses renders urgency to the question of Muslim religious personnel for 

most of Western European countries. Furthermore, with the emergence of new generations of 

pious Muslims that cannot speak Arabic or the languages of their parents’ countries of origin, 

the “guest imams” become also problematic for the Muslim communities themselves. Thus, 

the training of “native” Muslim religious personnel is today a crucial issue for the intra-

community as well as inter-community relations in Europe.  

The European public authorities become more and more conscious of the urgency of this 

question. They try to regulate the Islamic religious landscape by the politics of surveillance 

with regard to the “guest imams” through linguistic, cultural, and communicational 

formations. The laïcité courses for the foreign imams initiated by the French Ministry of 

Interior in collaboration with l’Institut Catholique de Paris or the tailor-made “imams for the 

integration” program established by the German Ministry of Migration and Refugees 

(BAFM)6 are cases in point. They also try to establish infrastructures for the training of 

“autochthonous imams” such as recently created Islamic Theology Departments within the 

existing German and Dutch universities.   

                                                           
4 Francis MESSNER, “Les pouvoirs publics et la formation des cadres religieux en France”, in Formation des 

cadres religieux en France : une affaire d’Etat ?, Francis MESSNER and Anne-Laure ZWILLING (eds.), Labor 

et Fides, Genève, 2010, p. 13-24. 
5 Sylvie TOSCER-ANGOT, Les enfants de Luther, Marx et Mahomet: religion et politique en Allemagne, 

Desclée de Brouwer, Paris, 2012, p. 194-5. 
6 Benjamin BRUCE, “Les imams ‘importés’ de la Diyanet en France: enjeu de politique étrangère, enjeu de 

politique intérieure”, Cahiers de l’OBTIC, n° 2, 2012, p. 15-20. 
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In this context, Turkey’s Presidency of Religious Affairs (PRA) emerges as one of the 

principal actors. The PRA sees itself as “a global institution” with an extended experience in 

the provision of religious services, an international actor that is best situated for offering an 

adequate and modern education of Islam.7 Since the 1970s, the PRA sends imams to the 

mosques of Turkish migrant communities in Europe within the framework of bilateral accords 

between Turkish and European governments. Given their status as the bureaucrats with 

diplomatic passports, Turkish “state imams” enjoyed and still enjoys European governments’ 

favorable regards in the eyes of European authorities. Since 2006, continuing to send 

theologians and imams from Turkey, the PRA also enterprise to train young generations of 

European Muslims of Turkish descent through the International Islamic Theology Program 

created within the universities of Istanbul and Ankara. It is a five-year exchange program 

delivering a B.A. degree in Islamic theology. For the admission to the Program, it is required 

to have a European passport and a high-school diploma obtained in a European country. The 

students also have to sign a contract compelling them to return to Europe when they finish the 

Program in Turkey. The PRA recruits the students via its European branches such as DITIB 

(Turkish-Islamic Union for Religious Affairs). In 2014, the Program had 509 students, all 

holding a full-scholarship and coming from 11 different European countries (see figure 1 

below).8 Since 2006, 141 students obtained their B.A. degrees, majority of who have already 

returned Europe and started to work at the PRA’s European mosque associations. Some of 

them continue their graduate study in European universities in different domains such 

Christian theology, sociology or psychology.  

                                                           
7 Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı Stratejik Planı (strategic plan of the PRA) 2012-2016, p. 15-6, 48. 
8 Figure 1: Number and origin of the students enrolled in as well as the graduates of the Program for the 

academic year of 2013-2014. 

 

Country Students Graduates 

Germany 312 82 

France 78 20 

Belgium 49 27 

Netherlands 24 9 

Denmark 10  

Austria 10  

Norway 5 1 

Switzerland 5  

Sweden 6 2 

Italy 6  

England 4  

 509 141 
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Within the framework of my PhD dissertation, first of all, I will conduct a micro-

sociological research on the students and graduates of the International Islamic Theology 

Program in Turkey as well as in France and Germany. In the first place, I will examine the 

specificities of the curriculum offered in the Program so as to be able to understand whether 

and how Islamic theology is refashioned and redefined for and by the multireligious and 

multicultural European contexts. Secondly, through semi-directive in-depth interviews I will 

describe the personal accounts and life trajectories of the students as well as graduates of the 

Program. These individual in-depth interviews will allow me to understand the subjectivity of 

these young theologians and their personal interpretations of Islam with regard to French and 

German contexts. I will also realize participant observations within the PRA’s mosques and 

associations in France and Germany where the Program’s graduates exercise. These 

participant observations will enable me to see their interactions with the older generations to 

depict their roles as intermediaries between the Muslim community and larger society. 

Thirdly, I will realize an extensive survey on the M.A. and Ph.D. thesis written by the 

graduates of the Program within the Catholic or Protestant Theology Faculties in France and 

Germany. This survey can demonstrate the topics and intellectual concerns of these young 

Muslim theologians of Turkish descent, producing Islamic knowledge in proximity with 

Christian theology.  

All along my fieldwork, I will pay particular attention to how established European religious 

communities and their representatives perceive the formation of Muslim religious personnel 

of Europe. By conducting informal interviews with Catholic and Protestant theologians as 

well as with priests and pastors in France and Germany, I aim to describe their involvements, 

voluntary or imposed by the governments, in the creation of infrastructures for training imams 

locally. To the extent that French and German state authorities attempt to nationalize Islam on 

the model of established Christian Churches, this survey will enable me to demonstrate new 

stakes, opportunities and tensions in the religious landscapes of Europe with regard to the 

relations between secular states and religions.    

 

   

 


