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Germany left reeling by week of terror
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

G 

ermany was left reel-
ing after a series of late 
July terrorist attacks 
tied to refugees and im-
migrants. An axe attack, 

a mass shooting, a machete attack 
and a suicide bombing increased 
public pressure on German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel to rethink 
Germany’s open-door policy to the 
largest refugee crisis since the sec-
ond world war.

On July 18th, an Afghan teen, 
armed with an axe and a knife, car-
ried out an attack on a Germany 
train in Wurzburg, wounding five. 
He was shot dead by police. Four 
days later, a German teenager of 
Iranian descent killed nine people 
in Munich before killing himself. 
While that attack is not thought to 
be linked to terrorism, it palpably 
raised the level of fear in Germany.

On July 24th, a Syrian refugee 
killed a woman with a machete and 
wounded five others in Reutlingen. 
He was subsequently arrested. Lat-
er that day, another Syrian refugee 
set off explosives outside a bar in 
Ansbach, wounding 15 people in 
what was the first ISIS bomb attack 
on German territory.

All four attacks were in southern 
Germany, with three in the state 
of Bavaria, which is a gateway for 
tens of thousands of migrants and 
refugees entering the country.

The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility for the Wurzburg 

and Ansbach attacks.
While any one incident could 

have been easily overlooked, five 
attacks in one week — with at 
least two directly related to ISIS 
and three carried out by recent 
migrants to the country — raised 
questions about Germany’s refu-
gee policy and national security.

Merkel’s government appealed 
for calm, amid fears of a backlash 
against refugees and migrants in 
the country. German media report-
ed a spike in attacks on migrants 
and refugees, including dozens of 
refugee shelters hit by arson at-
tacks. Germany accepted 1.1 mil-
lion migrants and refugees in 2015, 
although that number has declined 
significantly in 2016.

German officials sought to de-
fend Merkel’s refugee policy and 
warn against explicitly linking mi-
grants with terrorism in the after-
math of the recent attacks. Stephan 
Mayer, Interior Affairs spokesman 
for the Christian Social Union 
Party, the Bavarian sister party of 
Merkel’s Christian Democrats, de-
fended the German government’s 
refugee policy but acknowledged 
that improvements could be made.

“We were not able to register 
and control all the migrants that 
crossed the German border. We 
have to regain sovereignty and we 
have to regain the rule of rights. 
There’s a lot of space for improve-
ments,” Mayer said.

Merkel’s deputy spokeswoman 
Ulrike Demmer warned against 
viewing all refugees as potential 
terrorists or security threats. “The 
acts of the last days and weeks do 
not show a uniform picture. Most 
terrorists who carried out attacks 

in Europe over the last months 
were not refugees,” she said, in ref-
erence to attacks in Paris, Brussels 
and other European cities.

“The terrorist threat [among 
refugees] is not larger or smaller 
than in the population at large,” 
she said.

All five attacks, whether linked 
to ISIS or not, depict a new trend in 
terrorism: Young attackers, often 
with a history of mental illness, 
acting alone. A report by Europol, 

Europe’s law enforcement agency, 
warned of “the operational diffi-
culties in detecting and disrupting 
lone-actor attacks”.

Questions were also raised about 
the link between mental illness and 
radicalisation after it emerged that 
the Ansbach attacker had a history 
of attempting to take his own life. 
“Unstable people are vulnerable 
to radicalisation,” German Interior 
Minister Thomas de Maiziere said 
in response to that attack.

“Despite the fact that a number 
of lone actors attach religion and 
ideology to their acts, the role of 
potential mental health issues 
should not be overlooked… Even 
though ideology may be used by 
terrorist perpetrators to cast a 
shadow over the deeper individu-
al/psychological motives of their 
acts, one should not disregard the 
motivating power of the jihadist 
discourse to certain audiences,” 
the Europol report added.
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were in southern 
Germany, which is a 
gateway for tens of 
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and refugees entering 
the country.

 All five attacks depict 
a new trend in 
terrorism: Young 
attackers, often with a 
history of mental 
illness, acting alone.

People mourn in front of candles and flowers on July 25th, near the Olympia shopping mall in 
Munich, southern Germany, where an 18-year-old German-Iranian student killed nine people.

Why France is the target of jihad

H orror struck again 
in France when a 
man inspired by 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
drove a lorry into 
crowds celebrating 

Bastille Day on the famous 
Promenade des Anglais in Nice, 
killing 84 people and wounding 
more than 300. Less than two 
weeks later, two men who had 
also pledged allegiance to ISIS 
killed a priest in a church in 
northern France.

The question that haunts 
France and many other observers 
is: Why France?

Belgium has been targeted 
recently but neither Spain nor 
Britain has suffered anything like 
the ferocity of the attacks that 
France has since January 2015.

Failures in intelligence gather-
ing and terrorism prevention may 
have played a part in the string of 
terrorist attacks. Indeed, critics 
argue that the dissolution by 
Nicolas Sarkozy in 2008 of the 
domestic intelligence police, Les 
Renseignements Généraux, as part 
of an overall merger with coun-
terintelligence and the disman-
tling of neighbourhood police 
has weakened French security.

The second question relates to 
the reaction of the French 
political class and media after 

such attacks. Until last Novem-

ber, there was at least a veneer of 
national unity as in Spain in 2004 
and Britain in 2005. No longer. 
Insults fly in all directions among 
politicians and the media, which 
begs the question of whether 
politicians are not playing 
directly into the hands of the 
Islamic State (ISIS), whose sole 
purpose is to increase fear in the 
West.

Since the revolution of 1789, 
France has a very distinctive 
view of itself, what the sociolo-
gist Farhad Khosrokhavar calls 
“an assertive form of republican-
ism and an open distrust of 
religions, beginning, historically, 
with Catholicism”.

Decolonisation, decades of 
social exclusion of many French 
Muslims, the stigmatisation of 
cultural differences and globali-
sation have, in Khosrokhavar’s 
view, “narrowed the state’s room 
for manoeuvre”.

The French definition of 
citizenship rests on very exalted 
ideals. Over the past generation, 
the republican ideal in France 
has melted away. The country 
seems incapable of reform, its 
economy has not produced many 
new jobs and young people are 
far more likely to be unemployed 
than in Germany or Britain.

Ghettos exist in both these 
countries but those who feel 
alienated in France are far more 
numerous. It is worth remember-
ing that discrimination vis-à-vis 
workers and graduates who are 
Muslim is far stronger than 
elsewhere in northern Europe. It 
has taken longer for French 
Muslim citizens to attain senior 
positions in politics and private 
companies than in Britain, which 
does not pretend to be a mono-

cultural society. French politi-
cians proclaim they want to 
enforce inclusion. Everyday 
reality often tells a bleaker story.

France still suffers from the 
scars left by the brutal decoloni-
sation of Algeria. Britain seems 
to have managed its decolonisa-
tion better. If French people of 
Portuguese origin wave Portu-
guese flags when the national 
Portuguese team wins in an 
international football tourna-
ment, no one sees anything 
wrong. If French citizens of 
Algerian origin do the same, the 
National Front spreads rumours 
of churches being set ablaze.

Religion in France is deemed to 
be a private affair — hence the 
battle about headscarves being 
banned in public places. This 
frontal way of dealing with Islam 
in the public sphere allows 
accusations of Islamophobia to 
flourish yet France is no more 
Islamophobic than its neigh-
bours as the number of mixed 
marriages bears testimony.

Integration through the public 
schooling system has, until 
recently, worked well but the job 
market is stifled except for public 
institutions, such as the army 
and the police, which recruit 
many young French people of 
Muslim origin. Immigration fears 
are shared in Germany and 
Britain but minorities in both 
countries can express their 
religious and communal differ-
ences more openly.

France’s multiple interven-
tions in Muslim countries such as 
Libya, Syria, Iraq and Mali 
further complicate matters. 
However justified these inter-
ventions may be — and some are 
hard to defend — what is not is 

the torrent of ill-informed 
comment that conflates Islam 
with any number of foreign 
conflicts.

This disregard for the complex-
ity of international affairs, when 
combined with laïcité, creates a 
climate in which “France’s 
staunch version of secularism is 
so inflexible it can appear to rob 
them (Muslims) of their dignity”, 
Khosrokhavar wrote in the New 
York Times. It feeds into a nihilist 
generational revolt whose foot 
soldiers are criminals or the 
unhinged.

ISIS ideology frames the anger 
and alienation the way the 
extremist left of the Red Brigades 
did in the 1960s. Nor should the 
effects of reactionary doctrines 
of Muslim communities in the 
West, long fuelled by ample 
funds from Saudi Wahhabist 
individuals, be underestimated.

Ministers and politicians of 
right and left started squabbling 
and exchanging insults within 
hours of the attack in Nice. The 
only man who came out with 
dignity was the public prosecutor 
in Paris, who chose his words 
with extreme care. Many con-
servative and some socialist 
politicians enjoy playing catch up 
with the National Front.

Irresponsible media, populist 
politicians pandering to the 
worst instincts, a president who 
has forfeited the respect of the 
vast majority of his countrymen 
and continuing turmoil in the 
Middle East are unlikely to 
provide a happy backdrop to the 
coming months.
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