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By the second chime of the bell, Lamya Kaddor is already 
weaving a path through the teeming halls of the Friedrich 
Althoff middle school. 

Slowly and deliberately, she herds her students into a 
classroom where collages and projects canopy the walls.  
Two stragglers slip through the door and under her searing 
gaze.

Her husky voice rises above the din. “Assalamu alaikum,” 
she greets the 13 and 14-year-olds with a fearless 
combination of authority and camaraderie. She knows her 
students well, and in many cases their older brothers, sisters 
and cousins, too.

Born in Germany but with roots in Syria, for the past 12 
years Kaddor has been teaching Islam in Dinslaken, a city 
north of Duesseldorf with a large Turkish population.

The 37-year-old scholar and author is considered the voice 
of moderate Islam in Germany, where she has waged a 
decade-long campaign to transform the religion’s image. 

A textbook lies open on the students’ desks, but much of 
the class takes place off its pages.

Kaddor commands and coaxes answers from her students.

“What rules do you break?” she asks them. 

Some, mostly boys, goad each other on. They don’t have 
hard-and-fast rules, they claim.
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Ilir*, a rangy boy with a hint of a moustache, admits he runs 
into trouble when he comes home past midnight, usually 
after epic gaming sessions with his cousins.

His family migrated from Kosovo and he lives in a 
small apartment with his parents and eight siblings. 
His 16-year-old sister used to be in Kaddor’s class. Now 
she’s married and expecting her first child.

“She wanted to get married. It was a way for her to get out 
of the house and all the stress,” he explains.

The class is quiet, save for a low whistle from the back.

Kaddor, a married mother of two, presses Ilir for more 
information, then offers some advice.

“Marrying as a minor isn’t allowed in Germany unless you 
have parental consent,” she says. And even then, marriage 
isn’t easy at any age, especially not as a teen, she adds. “Do 
you want to be married in two years?”

As a teacher and confidant, Kaddor is a rare link between 
her students and the society she says has cast them off. In 
her classroom, she urges them to understand and embrace 
the tenets of Islam for themselves. Beyond, she challenges 
them to become conscientious, informed citizens. 



4 / 15Teaching tolerance

A middle school student reads his workbook as teacher and author Lamya Kaddor gives a lesson in Islam at 
the Friedrich Althoff school in Dinslaken, Germany  [Adam Berry]

She co-founded the Liberal Islamic Association to counter 
the growing influence of more conservative ones, fearing that 
their rigid doctrines would creep into her textbooks. She has 
also implored Germans to rethink their notions of integration 
and German-ness. 

And she is one of just a few who seem able to answer 
growing questions about extremism among Muslim youth. 
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s party has solicited Kaddor’s 
opinion on fundamentalism, she is a regular guest on talk 
shows and news programmes and her books are widely 
read. 
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So it came as a bitter shock in early 2013 when she found 
out that five of her former students had gone to join the 
ranks of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) in 
Syria. She calls it her greatest personal failure. 
 
“It hurt — it really hurt. It felt like a personal loss, even though 
I know logically I couldn’t do anything about it,” she says.

Islam class has wrapped up, and swarms of children are 
streaming into the halls on the way to recess or another 
subject. Kaddor pauses.

“Those are my students, going to my parents’ homeland, to 
kill people. I felt like I was in a parallel world,” she says. 

“You ask yourself, what happened to them?”

The ‘Lohberg Brigade’

It is a paradox that played out well beyond her classroom 
walls. Ten minutes from the school, in a pretty but faded 
neighbourhood dotted with Turkish bakeries and banks, 
extremism has cast a deep shadow. 

Lohberg was once the dominion of guest workers servicing 
the region’s coal mine in the 1960s, and it rapidly morphed 
into a Turkish belt along Dinslaken’s northern edge. Hair 
salons and Halal shops cropped up, as did mosques. It is 
still heavily Turkish, but other immigrant communities have 
also moved in.
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Lohberg has long been geographically isolated. Now, its 
sinister reputation has made it something of a no-go zone. 
According to the state of North Rhine Westphalia’s interior 
ministry, more than a dozen young men from the area have 
gone to Syria to join ISIL. They’ve dubbed themselves the 
‘Lohberg Brigade’.

Searching for answers, German authorities have pointed 
to the growing number of Muslims here identifying with 
the Salafist school of Islam. The movement has swelled 
in Germany: the Federal Office for the Protection of the 

Teacher and author Lamya Kaddor teaches a class about fasting during Ramadan to middle school students   
[Adam Berry]
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Constitution (BfV) estimates that there are more than 6,000 
Salafists in the country. Others believe the true figure to be 
much higher. 

Not all Salafists are considered a threat. But since 
2011, more than 650 Germans have left to join ISIL, 
according to the BfV, and most come from Salafist 
circles. The BfV’s president, Hans-Georg Maassen, told 
German media in April that the flow of home-grown 
fighters to Syria and Iraq has been “uninterrupted”. 
More than 75 have been killed in action. And there are 
mounting fears over those who return. 

Four of Kaddor’s five former students have since returned 
to Dinslaken. She has grappled with the whys and hows, 
replayed interactions in her classroom and revisited her 
approach. But the young men were neither dogmatic nor 
violent as students. They showed no signs of what they 
would become just a few years later, she says.

“They weren’t particularly religious people — they were 
more secular, Western-oriented,” recalls Kaddor, pausing 
to straighten out a group of students jostling in line at the 
bakery. 

“With just two hours [of class] a week, there’s only so much 
I can do,” she adds. “When parents themselves don’t realise 
what’s happening, how am I as a teacher supposed to 
manage?”
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‘They’re the better social workers’

The long road to joining ISIL and other such groups starts 
as a form of protest, explains Kaddor. Dipping into the 
shadowy world of extremism is a way for young Muslims to 
rebel against their own families, but also against a state and 
system that has largely excluded them. 

The problem, she says, is rooted deep within the larger 
identity and integration issues that have plagued Germany 

Lamya Kaddor in the hallway of the Friedrich Althoff school [Adam Berry]
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for decades. When waves of guest workers arrived from 
Turkey, North Africa and the former Yugoslavia in the 1960s 
and 1970s, many decided to put down roots. They brought 
along family, friends and traditions, and Germans slowly 
began to grapple with notions of integration. 

But, decades later, an ‘us versus them’ narrative persists. 
Turkish and Arabic communities have been blamed for failing 
to adopt the German language and culture, and for pushing 
up levels of unemployment and poverty. They, in turn, 
accuse Germans of stacking the deck against them: blatant 
discrimination has barred their path to education, jobs and a 
fair chance, they maintain.

Meanwhile, as the threat of extremism has grown on the 
global stage, so has the anti-Islam sentiment here. A survey 
released by the Bertelsmann foundation in Guetersloh early 
this year revealed that 61 percent of those polled don’t 
believe Islam is compatible with Western society. And 57 
percent see the religion as a threat. 

The anti-Islam Pegida movement has picked up on those 
fears, drawing hundreds of thousands of people onto the 
streets of major German cities. The group has been linked to 
right-wing extremists, but organisers were able to galvanise 
large swathes of mainstream German society as well.

Young Muslims have found themselves caught in the turmoil. 
Kaddor calls them a lost generation, struggling to find a 
place among shifting cultures and identities. She sees many 
of her students yearning for acceptance and recognition. 
But as the sense of alienation grows, they start isolating 
themselves in turn. 
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“They’re constantly being told they’re not German, but 
they’re not really Turkish either,” she says. “They don’t know 
what they can hold onto in their own identities. And that’s 
where Islam becomes attractive.”

And where extremists swoop in.

Kaddor describes the men running Germany’s burgeoning 
Salafist scene as “people-catchers” — uninformed, self-
professed clerics who prey on drifting youth, particularly 
those who have little real knowledge of Islam.   

They identify vulnerable young boys and girls and know how 
to draw them into the fold. It starts with football matches or 
help with homework. After a foundation of trust is built, the 
path to fundamentalism is a matter of weeks, says Kaddor.

“They’re the better social workers. That’s why they’ve been 
so successful,” she says.

Young Muslim boys in particular are taught to believe that 
the myriad wrongs they face in Germany — the alienation, 
the stigmatisation, the stereotyping — can be righted as a 
warrior in God’s trenches. And for some, Syria and Iraq offer 
a canvas to live out violent fantasies they cannot realise in 
Germany, free of punishment.

“They think ‘my life makes sense there in a way it hasn’t for 
so long. Here I’m on the losing team, but there I’m with the 
winners’,” she says.
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Voice of reason

The feelings of alienation and isolation are not unfamiliar 
to Kaddor. She was born in a small town an hour east of 
Dinslaken, to conservative Muslim parents who served a 
strict diet of rules. But they also drove Kaddor and her three 
siblings to thrive academically, and they bent their values to 
reflect their surroundings.

“They’re pious but open — they had to be, they understood 
that very quickly. We live in Germany, not in a Muslim 
country,” says Kaddor. 

The book Ready to Kill – Why German Youth Join Jihad Movements by Lamya Kaddor [Adam Berry]
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She struggled with identity in school, where she was 
branded a foreigner — a Turk, in fact, even though she 
isn’t Turkish. But being on the basketball team provided a 
sense of community beyond race or religion. Not wearing a 
headscarf may have also helped, she says.

Her older siblings studied law and business, so Kaddor 
arrived at the University of Muenster prepared for a similar 
path. But they were recruiting students for the Arabic and 
Islamic Studies programme, and she signed up. When she 
was asked to help train Islamic teachers, she decided she 
needed her own experience in the classroom. So began her 
foray into teaching. 

Now, after years of studying and probing the depths 
of her religion, Islam is not just her career but a 
significant pillar of her life. Her faith has driven her 
to educate and to dispel misconceptions among non-
Muslims and Muslims alike. 

“I would say I’m more the voice of reason, I’m not trying to 
spread hysteria,” she says. Her experience with her former 
students spurred her to write a book, Ready to Kill: Why 
Young Germans Are Going to Wage Jihad.

In the media, she has renewed her fight to defend the more 
than four million peaceful Muslims in Germany who are 
the rule, not the exception. The feedback from her books 
and appearances has been positive, mostly. But she is still 
baffled by the widespread ignorance and fear that remains. 
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“I’m constantly faced with stereotypes about Islam where I 
don’t even fit the image — that the women are backwards, 
the men are all barbarians, the religion is archaic. They throw 
all of that at me but I don’t even meet that criteria,” she says. 
“That is Islamophobia.”

She often finds herself in the crosshairs of both anti-Islam 
groups and some Muslims. Security detail has become 
commonplace when she appears on talk shows where she 
is critical of the Salafist scene. She and her husband have 
learned to keep a low profile in their home city. 

A Turkish-Muslim cultural centre in Dinslaken wishes locals a Happy Ramadan  [Adam Berry]
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But that is increasingly difficult for Kaddor. She is in high 
demand these days, especially in Berlin, where she is urging 
politicians to address some of the major gaps in integration 
and education. Social workers and well-trained Islam 
teachers could help stem radicalisation, she believes. 

It seems they are finally listening to the warnings she has 
sounded for years, she says. But, she believes, German 
society must also gradually come to accept its new multi-
cultural identity. 

The main square of Dinslaken, Germany [Adam Berry]



Kaddor sheds her public persona once and for all when she 
reaches school grounds. She has arrived at art class, where 
another group of students is preparing to craft miniature 
cities and landscapes in shoeboxes. One girl has chosen 
Paris, another child New York City.  

“Where are you going to put the Brooklyn Bridge? You have 
to put that in there,” Kaddor points out.

No matter how many times she appears on TV, here, she’s 
simply a teacher.

“It’s not about transferring knowledge to them, that’s just 
one part. I have to do that and I do it gladly. But it’s far more 
important to me that they question and challenge,” she says. 
“That they are curious, responsible creatures.”

*The names of students have been changed at the request 
of the school.

Return to the first pageReturn to the first page


	page1

	Button 45: 
	Button 46: 
	Page 2: Off
	Page 31: Off
	Page 42: Off
	Page 53: Off
	Page 64: Off
	Page 75: Off
	Page 86: Off
	Page 97: Off
	Page 108: Off
	Page 119: Off
	Page 1210: Off
	Page 1311: Off
	Page 1412: Off

	Button 2029: 
	Button 2030: 


