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Refugee crisis East   West

Deportation stamps which are used by the 
German federal police to stamp ID documents 
of rejected asylum seekers.

Europe’s Hoaxmap

A
t some point in 
Europe’s refugee 
crisis, someone was 
going to say it. The 
unsayable, that is. 
“Lock up your 

bonny blonde, blue-eyed 
daughters, all you good burghers 
of Germany, Austria and other 
European countries. Lock them 
up carefully and well, for the 
Muslim hordes are coming.” 
Someone has now said it. Not 
those words exactly, but near 
enough.

WSieci (the Network), a mass-
market, politically conservative 
Polish magazine, featured an 
inflammatory cover showing a 
white woman wrapped in the 
European Union’s blue flag, her 
mouth open in a scream while 
three pairs of dark-skinned male 
hands pulled at her hair, clothes, 
waist and arms. The headline 
read: The Islamic Rape of Europe.

The message could not have 
been more unambiguous: Europe 
will be undone because Muslim 
refugees will take its women, 
claiming them sexually, forcing 
them to convert and bear their 
children, thereby increasing Mus-
lim numbers on the continent. Or 

worse, that the refugees will prey 
on European women and assume 
dominance over their host socie-
ties by assault and humiliation.

What is that all about? The Pol-
ish magazine cover comes after 
unsavoury New Year’s Eve inci-
dents in Cologne made headlines. 
Local women, who had gath-
ered in the city centre to party, 
reported being groped and robbed 
by “gangs” of Arabs and North Af-
rican men. There were allegations 
of rape. Similar complaints were 
subsequently lodged by women 
in other northern European cities.

It is hardly a coincidence that 
the complainants live in countries 
that are faced with the cease-
less influx of refugees. In times 
of stress, societies can be relied 
on to harken back to the deep-
est, most primeval fear known to 
man.

Put simply it is as follows: sexu-
al assault can be a kind of self-an-
nihilating shame for a people; it is 
the symbolic rape of the body of a 
whole community. As Danish aca-
demic Robin May Schott, who has 
written copiously on “war rape” 
says, it can be understood “not 
only as a tool for the unmaking of 
the social and cultural world but 
also a tool for the unmaking of the 
political world”.

Is this what Europeans really 
believe that harried Syrian refu-
gees want? To unmake Europe? 
Cologne and other parallel inci-
dents have provided far-right Eu-
ropean Islamophobes, such as the 
Dutch politician Geert Wilders, 
with incendiary material to de-
monise refugees as “testosterone 
bombs… (bent on committing) 

sexual terrorism, a sexual jihad.” 
And now there is the wSieci 
magazine cover, which has turned 
a base canard into a community 
awareness exercise.

It would be funny if it weren’t 
so tragic. For the refugees, of 
course, hundreds of thousands 
of whom continue to make their 

wearied way to Europe, but it is 
tragic, too, for Europe that the 
undoubted political, social and 
cultural challenges of dealing 
with floods of refugees should 
have induced so great a fear of 
fulfilling its humanitarian duty.

Unfortunately, the Islamic Rape 
of Europe cover is hardly the only 
incidence of fear-mongering. A 
few weeks ago, Karolin Schwarz 
and Lutz Helm, who live in the 
eastern German town of Leipzig, 
created Hoaxmap to filter fiction 
from fact about refugees. Hoax-
map, which marks fake stories on 
a map of Europe, includes click-
able links to full accounts about 
alleged incidents and how they 
are wrong.

The rumours follow a pattern, 
say the Hoaxmap creators. There 
are a lot of accusations of theft 
or rape. Sometimes, refugees are 
alleged to have urinated on the 
shelves of supermarkets, for ex-
ample in Bautzen, a charge which 
Hoaxmap parried by linking to 
a German newspaper interview 
with the district police chief 
firmly denying it was true. “I have 
sent our people in every super-
market to ask,” Police Chief Conny 
Stiehl is quoted as saying. “Not a 
single case has been confirmed.”

So far, Hoaxmap claims it has 
241 fake stories, mostly in Ger-
many but also in Switzerland and 
Austria.

This is sterling work. How-
ever, it’s safe to say that, even if 
disproved, rumours of sexual as-
sault — or cultural crossed signals 
— are likely to be believed. This 
is mostly because of the inherent 
fear of the barbarous “other”.
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Refugee problem endures in Europe
Stephen Starr
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T 

he warning signs were 
there. Humanitarian agen-
cies predicted months in 
advance that the summer 
of 2015 would see unprec-

edented numbers of migrants and 
refugees take to the seas towards 
Europe. While 2014 had 280,000 
desperate people reach Europe’s 
borders in the hope of making a new 
life, that figure trebled in 2015.

The result of the largest move-
ment of refugees since the second 
world war has led to more than 
3,500 people drowning while at-
tempting to make the journey.

It was the image of the 3-year-old 
boy’s limp body washed up on a 
Turkish beach that appeared on 20 
million computer screens in just 12 
hours last August that changed the 
world’s attitude — if not actions — to 
a problem hiding in plain sight.

The death of 700 migrants on a 
ship off the coast of Libya in April 
became a distant, forgotten memory 
in light of all that came to pass after-
wards.

The refugee crisis has linked Syr-
ia, Turkey and Europe like never be-
fore and none can sincerely claim to 
have done enough. Fewer than 15% 
of all refugees in Turkey are being 
housed in government-built camps. 
The remainder are strewn across 
cities of the south and among the 
15 million inhabitants of Istanbul 
where, because of the city’s sheer 
size, they find themselves no more 
than a passing concern.

Responses to the crisis have been 
far from clear or in unison. Despite 
the doubling of requests for refu-
gee status globally, countries have 
increased acceptance rates by only 

9%. “We need to strongly increase 
resettlement from Turkey… We 
need to substantially increase the 
number of opportunities for people 
to come to Europe legally,” UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees Antonio 
Guterres said in October.

According to a Greek police 
source, Athens has agreed to re-
turn or readmit more than 8,000 
“irregular migrants” to Turkey. The 
problem is that most of those people 
have already moved on to Austria 
and Germany, and Turkey, having 
accepted 2,395 people through this 
scheme, actually readmitted just 

eight individuals.
How diplomacy around Syria pans 

out over the coming months will tell 
much about the long-term situation 
facing refugees fleeing Syria and 
Iraq.

For refugees in Turkey and Eu-
rope, the initial euphoria, media 
attention and sense of urgency that 
characterised 2015’s response to the 
crisis is unlikely to be repeated.

For those in Europe, 2016 will be 
a year of sitting tight, dealing with 
winter temperatures and exercising 
patience as countries work through 
a massive backlog of refugee and 

asylum applications and the logis-
tics that entails, as well as political 
horse trading with their European 
neighbours, many of whom have 
seen their national politics veer to 
the right.

Syrians in Turkey face a much 
more daunting future. The resur-
gent Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) government is unlikely to 
grant more secure status to the 2.2 
million and counting refugees for 
fear of losing support from large 
numbers of the population it has 
worked hard to reel in and keep over 
the past decade.

2015 proved to be a chastening 
year for a Europe still foundering 
to pin down its identity; for Ankara, 
which is attempting to manage the 
spillover of war while attempting 
to seize its way back into Europe’s 
good graces, and for Syrians who 
continue to be pummelled by barrel 
bombs and Russian air strikes. Sure-
ly 2016 can’t turn out as bad.

Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist 
who lived in Syria from 2007-12. He 
is the author of Revolt in Syria: 
Eye-Witness to the Uprising 
(Oxford University Press, 2012).

A migrant carrying a child walks from the Macedonian border into Serbia, near the village of Miratovac, Serbia.

The refugee crisis 
has linked Syria, 
Turkey and Europe 
like never before.


