
Learning Talk explores ethics and sociality in a Muslim convert support 

network in Manchester, UK. Sociality among converts was defi ned by 

the learning and teaching of Islam, such as sharing hadiths, quotes 

from the Quran, or ‘enjoining what is right and forbidding what is 

wrong’. Pious talk was itself the object of learning and teaching; it was 

discussed, refl ected upon and enacted self-consciously by converts. 

It could be valorised as meritorious, seen to produce intimacy and 

belonging between members and serve as a site for the expression 

of authentic Muslimness. It could be described as an ‘inoculation’ 

to the moral injury of secular sociality. But pious talk could also be 

considered ethically superfi cial. It was seen at times to deny space for 

other belongings and to express a concern for correct form over more 

diffuse conceptions of the good. It could even lead converts to assert 

forms of ‘impious’ talk in the support network.

This study reveals through close ethnographic attention to the 

sociality of a Muslim convert support network how conversion is not 

a linear trajectory of becoming Muslim, nor are converts uncritical in 

their engagement with practices of Islam. In Learning Talk, conversion 

to Islam emerges as a complex process, entailing the intellect and 

emotion, and engaging ethical refl ection, dilemmas and reasoning.
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Introduction 
 

 

‘Always an amazing quote you have at hand, 

mashaAllah. May Allah grant you jennah for 

all your beautiful words and actions.’ 

 

- Jessica.  

 

The quote above is a post by Jessica, a convert in her early thirties, on the new Muslims WhatsApp 

group, the online platform of the convert support network in Manchester where I spent three months 

from February – May 2015.  Her message was a response to a born-Muslim member who announced 

that he hoped he would be blessed by God from being among the converts in the support network. 

Jessica’s comment is interesting for a number of reasons and a useful way of introducing this study. 

On the one hand it draws attention to the forms of talk that were circulating in the support network, 

which includes the use of Islamic expressions, such as ‘mashallah’ (‘thanks to God’), and the 

reference to Arabic terms despite English equivalents, such as the way Jessica invokes ‘jennah’ for 

paradise, or the common use of the term ‘deen’ to refer to faith. Her comment also draws attention to 

the value attributed to words and talk. Jessica invokes jennah in relation to the man’s ‘beautiful words 

and actions’, showing that words and speech are situated alongside actions in terms of virtue and in 

understanding what it means to be a good Muslim. In this instance, actions referred to a day’s 

volunteering the group had conducted in a local prison to inform staff about Islam. Jessica’s comment 

gives expression to the way members of the support network used and reflected upon pious talk. 

However, this is not the reason why I have chosen to begin with this comment. For one thing, it misses 

out as much it conveys. It does not reference the way talk was bound up with learning and acquiring 

knowledge, often through sharing hadiths, extracts from the Quran, quotes from well-known Islamic 

scholars and other forms of ‘encouraging’ words, or specific acts of advising and ‘intervening’ - 

‘enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong’ (which I consider in chapter 2). Rather, I begin 

with this extract because in it Jessica is being ironic. In her expression of the merit of Javaid’s 

‘beautiful words and actions’ and her comment ‘always an amazing quote you have’, Jessica subtly 

expresses an alienation, a sense of the superficiality of the talk and her doubts over her authenticity as 
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a Muslim. This is not to say that Jessica always felt alienated by the forms of talk in the support 

network. She did not, and she was normally an active and sincere contributor to the circulation of 

pious talk in the convert support network as will become apparent in the ethnography that follows. 

However, in this instance, she explained to me that her valorisation was a subtle critique of the post 

and the man who made the comment - she had been disappointed by his conduct and they had fallen 

out. The irony of Jessica’s comment is useful for thinking about sociality in the support network. What 

emerges from the quote and from the study overall, is an amorphous picture of sociality and the 

complex and contingent reasoning and practices of converts.  

 

This study is about the ethics of sociality for converts to Islam in a support network in Manchester, 

UK. As a space for learning Islam and a site that was often described as a refuge from the challenges 

and complications of everyday life, the convert support environment was a space where converts 

participated in the transaction and exchange of pious sociality. ‘Sociality’ is an important term in the 

anthropological lexicon. Moore & Long offer a useful explanation of sociality as ‘a dynamic and 

interactive relational matrix through which human beings come to know the world they live in and to 

find their purpose and meaning within it.’ (2014, 4) Sociality therefore draws upon more than just a 

question of relationality or affectivity, but encompasses the ‘motivations, desires and ethics’ of social 

intercourse (ibid). One reason for interest in the concept is because of the way it is processual, and 

captures evolving and contingent social relations that emerge and falter, and take different and 

unexpected forms; in contrast, for example, to ‘the social’ which implies static relations. The notion of 

sociality is therefore useful for thinking about the convert support network as a site which is framed, 

and made meaningful, by social interactions between members, both converts and born-Muslims. I 

explore the sociality of the support network through language and talk both offline and online. A 

convert support network is a space where converts (and born-Muslims) learn Islam in classes, lectures 

and social events. Converts come together to ‘gather knowledge’ (Vroon 2014) and learn the tenets 

and texts of Islam, its practices and how to inculcate them into everyday life; closely related to these 

practices of learning are forms of deliberate talk. As Layla, a convert in the group commented to me 

after a class for new Muslims, ‘God did not tell us to sit by ourselves with a book. We learn when we 

are talking with other people.’ In the convert support network members shared a responsibility to pass 

on ethical words, such as hadiths (actions, or sayings attributed to the Prophet), invocations of God, 

such as inshallah or mashallah, and to greet each other. Talk was not just a modality for learning and 

teaching but was itself the object of ethics and was valorised as meritorious. It was discussed, reflected 

upon and enacted self-consciously, and the sharing and circulation of these particular types of talk 

(especially in the context of the ‘secular talk’ outside the mosque), emerges as a key site for the 

production of Islamic communality between members alongside practices, such as collective prayer, or 

commensality, such as sharing iftar during Ramadan (the breaking of the fast), or events such as 

weddings, funerals, or Islamic festivals, such as Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha. 
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A study of the sociality of a convert support network offers important insights into the lives of 

converts and conversion to Islam. There are two main reasons for placing focus on practices of 

sociality. First, conversion to Islam can be defined as a process of learning, and this is the primary 

object of sociality in the convert support network, where talk is both the modality of learning and an 

object of learning in and of itself – the ‘correct’ way to speak. Unlike born-Muslims (in most cases), 

converts are not socialised into Islam at a young age and their process of ‘becoming’ Muslim requires 

an active process of learning and unlearning as an adult which therefore entails an often explicit 

articulation and rationalisation of reasons, as opposed to practices and sociality which are taken as 

normative. Taking the Shahadah is the declaration of faith and the point at which one ‘becomes’ 

Muslim, but it is preceded and followed by learning. Second, conversion is intrinsically a process of 

enacting new forms of sociality and conduct (Bourque 2006; Vroon 2014). Converts do not just 

change beliefs or ritual practices, but how they do social relations and these are intrinsic to ideas of 

what constitutes the good. Therefore, by exploring the sociality of the support network and developing 

a picture of what converts are expected to do (or perhaps ‘say’), what they actually do and how they 

reflect on these practices, this work offers an insightful approach to the scholarship on converts and 

conversion. What emerges is the complex and contingent ways that converts enact and problematise 

the practice of sociality in the support network. The sociality of the support network, with its emphasis 

on learning and teaching, is concerned, discursively, with producing ‘correctly’ practising Muslims 

and this duty to promote the correct practice of others was seen as an important site of virtuous 

conduct. It was described and enacted in terms of intimacy and belonging. Practices of ethical talk 

were situated within familial notions of ‘brother’ and ‘sister’, they were described as an ethical 

‘obligation’. Talk could be tied to authenticity, as the instantiation of Muslim identity in contrast to 

practices of talk within the wider context of a ‘secular sociality’ in the UK which was often considered 

to offend notions of pious personhood, and was an inevitable but problematic and resented aspect of 

everyday life. In this context, practices of ethical talk were described in terms such as a ‘refuge’, 

‘nourishment’ and ‘inoculation’. However, converts’ engagement with the sociality of the support 

network was more complicated than this suggests. At other times, talk could be considered ‘ethically 

superficial’, to lack meaning and to obstruct more fundamental and ‘human’ notions of responsibility 

and ethical action. The enactment of talk was problematised by converts as producing and offending 

ties of intimacy, as suggested by Jessica’s ironic comments in the opening exchange. In other words, 

the particular talk of the support network, with its concern for learning and teaching could be 

considered the wrong thing to do. Converts expressed how these forms of talk produced feelings of 

dishonesty and alienation. It was seen in some instances to deny complex ethical reasoning that was 

considered a part of the living of a life and therefore to question conceptions of authenticity. As I show 

in chapter two, the alienation and social distance of practices of talk in the convert support network 

could even have the effect of turning transgressions of this talk into sites of authenticity and social 
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intimacy. Similarly, talk could be seen to deny the possibility of other belongings, such as the way  

in which converts often expressed how this talk felt incongruous with their identities as White  

and British.   

 

This ethnographic account of the sociality of the support network shows how converts are not 

homogenous, or uncritical, and conversion to Islam is not a one-dimensional, linear trajectory of 

‘becoming’. It is a fraught, individual process filled with ethical dilemma, reflection and reasoning, 

concerned with engagement of the intellect and emotion (Marsden 2005). This study therefore writes 

against notions of a ‘convert culture’, of the generalisable experience and traits shared by individuals 

on their ‘journey to Islam’. It is a complex account of practices of talk and how these engage 

questions of authenticity, belonging and intimacy, exploring instances when Islam is ‘brought into 

being’ and at other times ‘diffused’ (Marsden & Retsikas 2012) even in the site of the mosque. It also 

helps to move away from a picture of converts as distinct, or in opposition to, ‘born-Muslims’ 

(Moosavi 2011). Sociality was shared by converts and born-Muslims who attended the activities of 

the support network. Although it is the voices of converts that are the focus of the ethnography, it is 

within a shared environment of exchange. At times differences are manifest in talk, such as the greater 

tendency among male born-Muslims ‘to enjoin what is right’. At other times less so. Either way, they 

share the same space and enact the same talk, and the commonality as well as the differences between 

converts and born-Muslims is an implicit feature throughout the study. There are two ethnographic 

chapters. The first chapter, ‘Belonging’ begins from a wide perspective. It introduces a range of 

practices of ethical speaking and the way these are experienced in terms of belonging and authentic 

Muslimness, but are also problematised as ‘inauthentic’ and seen to offend the salience of other 

belongings. This is a question of how far the convert support network and its sociality is imagined as 

distinct from ‘everyday life’, and how much ‘everyday life’ is brought into the support network. The 

second chapter, ‘Intimacy’, takes a closer look at the support network by exploring how converts 

engage one particular practice of talk: ‘enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong’, a 

practice which was itself the object of an active process of learning and teaching.  

 

This study is distinct from the majority of literature on conversion by taking as its focus sociality in 

the setting of a convert support network. Literature has tended to focus on conversion from the 

perspective of an individual process of change. The first work on converts and conversion took as its 

point of focus the reasons and causes of conversion. Work by Kose (1996) and Al-Qwidi (2002) 

explored this through the stages converts go through in the lead-up to conversion and post-conversion. 

This work considered the slow adoption of features of a Muslim identity in measurable practices, such 

as wearing the hijab. Sophie Roald (2012) has also explored stages of the acquisition of a Muslim 

identity but in the context of post-conversion: stages of ‘zealotry’, ‘disappointment’, ‘acceptance’ and 

‘secularisation’. The most sustained interest has been in exploring the negotiation of converts’ gender, 
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racial, ethnic, cultural and national identities in the context of the meanings attached to conversion in 

national and global discourses (Suleiman 2013). Features of this work are important in this study, 

especially in the discussion of the performance of White Britishness (see chapter one). Allievi (2009) 

has explored the complex, situational meaning the hijab has for convert women who wear it in the 

context of their relations with born-Muslims and wider secular society. Bourque (2006) has explored 

the re-creation of religious, gender and national identities among converts in Glasgow, considering 

how this is enacted in diverse social contexts (including mosque study circles, a point I will come back 

to shortly). Jensen (2008) has looked at questions around the renegotiation of Danish converts’ 

religious, ethnic and national identities. She considers how converts engage an ‘ideological struggle’ 

over the meanings of ‘Danish’ and ‘Muslim’ in order to make space for a ‘re-making of identity’. 

Ozyurek (2015) also investigates similar questions in her insightful work, Being German, Becoming 

Muslim. She considers how converts ‘give Islam a German face’ through a process of ‘othering’ born-

Muslims and distancing themselves from so-called ‘cultural’ Islam. Vanessa Vroon’s Sisters in Islam 

(2014) is one of the most detailed and complex treatment of this question, exploring how Dutch 

female converts negotiate the tensions between their ethnic, national and religious belongings. These 

studies have explored the convert as an individual, but other work has explored how conversion 

impacts on social networks. Dorothea Ramahi, for example, has argued that converts become ‘intimate 

strangers’ in relation to family and friends (Ramahi 2014; see also Vroon 2014). Literature has also 

explored the meaning of conversion as a prism to explore questions around national identity, and in 

relation to discourses around the mutual exclusivity of ‘Islam’ and the ‘West’ (Suleiman 2013). Van 

Nieuwkirk (2004) has explored narratives of Dutchness through the discourse around converts to 

unearth what she terms ‘dominant “White” norms’. She concludes that converts are seen to ‘trespass’ 

values of ‘tolerance, freedom and emancipation’ by the majority non-Muslim Dutch population. Zebiri 

(2008) takes a different perspective, and sees in the person of the convert a form of ‘British Islam’.  

 

This study contributes to the current literature on mosque groups and study circles, but it tries to do 

something different by situating converts in relation to the specific sociality of the support network. 

Literature on convert support networks has engaged with questions of learning: in the context of 

religious authority and how this intersects with the notion of the ‘individualisation’ of Islamic 

authority (Jensen 2006; Vroon 2014), as well as the creation of ‘convert mosques’ (Ozyurek 2014). 

The mosque has also been the site for work on the challenges converts face in proving their 

‘authenticity’ to born-Muslims (Jensen 2008; Moosavi 2011). Bourque (2006) situated her study in a 

women’s study circle in Glasgow and explores talk as a mode by which to acquire knowledge and a 

way of learning to talk about Islam to non-Muslim family and friends. Vroon (2014) sets her study in 

mosque groups in the Netherlands and the theme of sociality does emerge in her account. She 

discusses the virtue of sharing knowledge on online forums, and the ‘imaan boost’ of engaging talk in 

the support groups. However, her narrative privileges an ideal picture: talk is an unproblematic part of 
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the duties and responsibilities of ‘sisterhood’ and signs of a more complex picture which emerge from 

her sensitive ethnography remain undeveloped. This ideal picture of the support network, and the 

sociality associated with it, is true in studies more broadly. Despite recognition of converts’ often 

inchoate and unpredictable journeys to Islam, there is a peculiar tendency to flatten this complexity in 

studies of support groups and classes. These are represented as sites where converts enact an uncritical 

engagement with the Islamic tradition and practices. They are described as ‘schools of Islamic habitus’ 

(Moosavi 2011), where converts fashion themselves into authentic Muslims. They are a space where 

converts perform a literalist and hyperbolic practice of Islam, where converts suffer from ‘convertitis’1 

and adopt a ‘ritualistic posture’ (Jensen 2008). By placing talk at the centre of analysis, and being 

aware of converts’ complex engagement with Islam, this study hopes to develop this work in  

new directions.   

 

Anthropology of Ethics and Islam 

 

Morality and ethics have become important themes in anthropology over the past few decades 

(Laidlaw 2002, 2010; Lambek 2000, 2010; Robbins 2007; Zigon 2008, 2009). In much of this 

literature the ethical is distinguished from the moral, wherein the former relates to the ‘tactical, 

embodied and continual ways in which people make judgements about how to behave and relate to 

others’ (Marsden 2016), while the latter refers to codes of what constitutes the good, and ‘moral’ 

choices are made in relation to these conceptions. An important and productive debate has emerged 

around exactly how to understand the point at which the ethical emerges in relation to the moral. 

Zigon (2007, 2009) has argued that the unconscious following of rules, which he terms ‘morality’, is 

punctuated by moments of ‘moral breakdown’, which are instances of acute dilemma and reasoning 

which require work to reconcile the dilemma, which he terms ethics. In contrast, literature has 

separated this from individual life choices and situated questions of ethics and morality within the 

larger scale of social change, as in the ethical questions raised by social change caused by the mass 

conversion of the Urapmin in Papua New Guinea described by Joel Robbins (2005, 2007). In contrast, 

others have questioned how far morality and ethics can be distinguished according to particular 

moments of individual’s lives or particular periods of social change: to what extent are people ever 

living without consciously thinking and reflecting on their conduct? Lambek has coined the notion of 

‘ordinary ethics’ to describe how people are constantly making judgements about the right thing to do 

in everyday life. He defines ethics as ‘the forms and acts by which commitments are engaged and 

virtue accomplished – the practical judgements people make about how to lead their lives wisely and 

well and, in the course of making them, do live their lives, albeit in the face of numerous constraints’ 

(2000, 315). In this work, which often refers specifically to ethics, it is not just a question of people 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 A term first coined by the influential British convert, Tim Winter, to explain the tendency of converts to 
exhibit a zealous and obsessive attention to correct practice after conversion (Zebiri 2008).  
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making moral choices based on ideas of what is good, but also questions about when to follow moral 

codes or rules and when not to. The literature on ethics and morality closely informs this study on the 

ethics of sociality in the convert support network, especially the latter work, which is useful for 

thinking about the judgements converts make about how to live well according to a code of conduct 

(Islamic ideas of the good) in relation to complex considerations of other notions of achieving 

excellence. The idea of the ethical as it emerges in this study is not simply the fulfilment, or not,  

of the tenets of Islam, it is the judgements around the expectations of being Muslim in complex 

everyday lives.  

 

The work on ethics and morality is interwoven with the anthropology of Islam, and many of the 

theoretical developments in the former have been influential to the latter (Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 

2005; Marsden 2005; Schielke 2009, 2009a, 2010;). Two particularly influential works are Saba 

Mahmood’s The Politics of Piety and Charles Hirschkind’s The Ethical Soundscape, which develop a 

neo-Aristotelian model of ‘virtue ethics’ to explore practices of ethical self-cultivation among 

members of the so-called ‘piety movement’ of the Islamic Revival in Cairo (Mahmood 2005; 

Hirschkind 2006). Mahmood, for instance, explores the ascetic bodily discipline that the women in the 

Cairo Mosque Movement submit to in order to cultivate virtuous dispositions, such as honing the 

desire to pray through the way in which mundane activities are conducted during the day. This 

approach has also been influential in studies of Muslims in Europe (Fadil 2009; Jouili & Amir-

Moazami 2006; Jouili 2011). Jouili, for instance, explores how pious women in Islamic Revival 

institutions in France and Germany use knowledge and learning to make them capable of ‘feeling’ or 

‘sensing’ questions of gender relations differently (2011). Although this work remains highly 

influential, it has been subject to considerable critique (Deeb & Harb 2013; Gregg, 2007; Marsden 

2005; Schielke 2009, 2009a, 2010;). One issue is that it treats piety as an unproblematic state which 

proceeds along a linear path, in which the committed Muslim submits him/herself to regimes of 

discipline to produce a pious Muslim self (Gregg 2007; Schielke 2009). It is also understood to 

privilege the pursuit of piety too highly and therefore ignore the lived experiences of Muslims. 

Magnus Marsden states with regards to Chitral Muslims in north-east Pakistan that piety, ‘rather than 

being a widely valued religious disposition’ is ‘subject to complex judgement, discussion and 

criticism and seen as being needed to be carefully matched with balanced levels of love, affection and 

humour’. (Marsden 2005, 252) The complexity of lived experience has been taken up by Schielke, 

who has coined the notion of moral registers’ in order to explain the ways in which young Egyptians 

can speak of living in a systematic way according to the holistic moral code of Islam while, 

nonetheless, not living according to a coherent system of values and aims. Moral registers refer to the 

different modalities of normative action and speech, and can be understood as an individual’s pious 

commitment to become a better Muslim, alongside other registers, such as commitment to a political 

movement, dreams of migrating to Europe, or romantic love (Schielke 2015). These different 



	   8	  

modalities do not exist as distinct entities which one can pick and choose, but are rather in constant 

dialogue with one another. The literature has therefore developed understanding of the everyday lives 

of Muslims as bound up with the contingent, the variable and the situational. It is useful to note, 

however, that this complexity does not preclude the idea of moral progress. As Deeb & Harb note, ‘a 

person might not focus on self-improvement but still understand their morality as located on an axis 

of progress.’ (2013, 17) This is helpful for exploring how converts to Islam, like the Shia youth in 

South Beirut that Deeb & Harb describe, often do situate themselves within a narrative of moral 

progress: the process of ‘becoming Muslim.   

 

This study of the ethics of sociality in a convert support network is situated within literature that looks 

beyond the analytical prism of ‘ethical self-cultivation’ in Muslim pious practices and explores the 

contextual, the situational and multiple complex moral calculations of lived experience. However, it 

also seeks to develop this literature by returning attention back to pious conduct in pious spaces, such 

as the convert support network. In its criticism of work on ethical self-cultivation the literature I 

described above has tended to transfer attention away from the sites, actions and relationships that are 

specifically situated outside of the mosque. This has been drawn referenced recently by Fadil & 

Fernando in a broader critique of the move towards what they term a focus on ‘everyday Muslims’. 

They question how far this work is useful for understanding Salafi Muslims’ commitment to ultra-

orthodox Muslim lives and argue it has the effect of ‘discounting the validity, reality and ontology’ of 

their pious commitments (2015, 59). My concern is related but different. I am sympathetic to work 

that explores how pious commitments are always partial and lived in relation to other commitments, 

and changed over time, but I think this has the effect of producing a simplistic account of the pious 

sphere, or register. In work such as that of Schielke, complexity emerges from the ‘everyday’ which is 

often situated in diametric opposition to the religious ‘register’ of the mosque (see also Ammermann 

2008; Dessing et al. 2013). For instance, he warns, ‘Focussing on the very pious in moments when 

they are being very pious (in mosque study groups, for example) risks taking those moments when 

people talk about religion as religious persons… as the paradigmatic ones’ (2010, 2). Yet, this has the 

effect of negating the complexity of when people ‘talk about religion as religious persons’ and runs 

the risk, I suggest, of making the space of the mosque and pious spaces sites of an unproblematic 

piety, where complexity only emerges comes from their dissolution into everyday life. The study 

develops this idea in two directions. First, it questions the distinction of pious ‘moments’ from the 

everyday. It shows varying ideas about the site of the mosque as constituted by varying degrees of 

‘permeability’ in which, for some converts, it is indeed a ‘refuge’ cut off from the everyday while for 

others the complexity of the everyday (with its different forms of belonging) are brought into the 

mosque. Second, even if for some converts the mosque is cut-off from the everyday it remains a site 

of complex moral engagement, where ideas of what is good and right extend beyond formulaic 

notions of the correct practice of Islam, implied by notions of a religious register.   
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The convert support network 

 

The Muslim Youth Foundation (MYF) in the Northern Quarter in central Manchester is nestled 

unassumingly on the corner of Brick Street and Back Turner Street, just north of Piccadilly Gardens, 

the central transport hub and meeting place. It is an area which is being rapidly gentrified where 

narrow alleyways with old workshops have become cafes, bars and restaurants, though it retains 

something of its industrial character. On the first day of my fieldwork on a Thursday afternoon in 

February, I navigated my way through these alleyways to the MYF anxiously clutching three packets 

of biscuits. My introduction had been facilitated by a colleague in Cambridge who knew the mosque 

and suggested the organiser would be amenable to my research interests (and whose succinct advice 

on the day was ‘take biscuits’). Any anxieties I had dissipated the moment I met Fahad, Project 

Officer at the MYF, who was welcoming and interested in my research. He was confident I would 

meet participants at the MYF and even before we finished our tea was listing individuals, ‘…and 

Samantha, she is...’ he said with a smile, ‘very typically English’. At that moment Samantha came 

through the door and we both jumped out of our seats in surprise. Fahad introduced me and told 

Samantha I would be attending the new Muslims group that evening. She looked me in the eye, ‘You 

better take your Shahadah first!’, and burst into laughter. Fahad explained how he had described her 

as ‘very English’. She said, ‘oh yeah, I was still clubbing four years after I converted. It was just about 

the dancing for me, but, you know’, and she cocked her head, ‘I would have a little flirt.’ Shortly 

afterwards Fahad needed to prepare for the evening new Muslims group and Samantha was called-in 

to help a new mother with her baby. I took a walk and returned to the MYF at 7pm for the new 

Muslims group. When I entered there was a table on one side with snack food and in the centre of the 

room chairs were organised into rows, with a divide between the two. On the left was marked 

‘brothers’ and on the right ‘sisters’. There were four women sat a distance apart from each other who 

looked bored waiting for the class to begin when I entered. I took a seat on the ‘brothers’ side. 

Samantha came in and looked shocked. ‘I’m putting in a complaint about this!’ she said loudly, 

looking at me and pointing at the notices on the chairs and she started took photographs with her 

phone. A woman entered with bright blonde hair and wearing a bomber jacket and jeans and, ignoring 

Samantha’s protestations, she sat on the sisters’ side. I introduced myself and she asked ‘do you 

believe in God?’ She picked up her chair and brought it squarely into the divide between the 

‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’. She asked me whether I thought she should change her name to a ‘Muslim 

name’. At 7:30 a number of men arrived with the speaker, Nasim, the head of the Myriad Foundation, 

an Islamic organisation in Manchester. The week’s class was on Ramadan. It was interactive and 

discussions went on to different themes, including, at one stage, a discussion of the ties of kinship. At 

the end Fahad approached me and asked if I would like to join the new Muslims group for dinner the 
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following evening at a Malaysian restaurant where there would be performances of nasheeds2 in 

Malay, Arabic and English. 

 

This brief account of my first day at the MYF gives a sense of how I gained access to the MYF and 

how I began to meet participants, but it also conveys some of the character of the Thursday evening 

new Muslims group which features throughout the discussion that follows. It is also useful for 

explaining how my research aims changed as I began my fieldwork. My initial plan was to conduct 

research on the lives of converts specifically outside of the mosque in order to explore the 

negotiations and challenges of practising Islam among non-Muslim friends, colleagues and family at 

work, home and in wider society. However, I quickly became absorbed with the site of the convert 

support network. I was surprised by the questioning, contestation and humour which I had seen on my 

first day at the MYF and continued to be surprised over the course of three months’ fieldwork in 

Manchester. It seemed to contrast considerably to the case studies and ethnographies I had read of 

mosque groups and study circles for converts and non-converts in the UK and Western Europe before 

coming to Manchester (Badran 2006; Bourque 2006; Jensen 2006, 2008; Vroon 2014). The other 

reason for changing my plans was more pragmatic. I had limited time in Manchester punctuated by 

trips to Cambridge and I knew it would be a challenge to develop the relationships of trust to spend 

significant periods of time with people as they went about their everyday lives.   

  

I refer to ‘convert support network’ throughout this study because the diversity of activities attended 

by converts is not covered by labels such as ‘mosque group’ or ‘study circle’. I also use it because 

members of the support network attended events at two mosques, both MYF and Didsbury Mosque. 

Didsbury Mosque, or the Manchester Islamic Centre, is in the middle-class southern suburb of West 

Didsbury. A former Methodist chapel, it is an impressive red-brick building dating from 1883 which 

became a mosque in 1967. It differs considerably to the MYF in size and appearance but they are 

considered by converts, born-Muslims and staff alike to share a similar ‘ethos’. To begin with they are 

both so-called ‘Arab mosques’ which I was told on a number of occasions made them more 

‘progressive’ than mosques which were predominantly Pakistani, which were ‘closed’. They were 

both known for their diverse congregations and they also held the majority of their functions in 

English, including the Friday khutba. Perhaps most importantly for my purposes they were both 

known as for their da’wa (proselytising; lit. ‘call to Islam’) programmes aimed at non-Muslims 

interested in Islam and recent and less-recent converts. The new Muslim programmes at the MYF and 

Didsbury Mosque were open to men and women. All the classes, lectures and social events I attended 

were mixed with varying degrees of segregation, though both also ran ‘brothers reading circles’ and 

‘sisters only’ classes for converts and born-Muslims. This differs to the women’s groups that have 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Vocal performance sometimes accompanied by percussion instruments which make reference to Islam. 
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been the object of most research to date. The classes at the MYF began about five years ago when the 

mosque began to receive requests for classes from recent converts and interested non-Muslims. The 

format of the Thursday evening new Muslims group was a year-long programme aimed at providing a 

basic understanding of Islam. Twice a month talks were delivered by Nasim, and the other two classes 

were organised by speakers known to the mosque, such as imams working at other mosques in 

Manchester. Their classes did not follow a particular schema and themes were decided by the speaker. 

The MYF also organised a monthly social event, often at a restaurant on Wilmslow Road but also 

occasionally at a member’s home. This regular programme was supplemented by other activities run 

by or targeted at new Muslims, such as open days. At Didsbury Mosque there was a weekly 

‘Introduction to Islam’ lecture on a Sunday organised for recent converts and non-Muslims, which 

involved two parts, an overview of the ‘basics of Islam’, and a detailed account of one of the ‘six 

articles of faith’. It was during one of these sessions that I witnessed the ceremony of a man taking his 

Shahadah (declaration of faith). The other event regularly attended by participants was the Monday 

evening lecture series on the ‘Names of Allah’. The support network also extended online in the form 

of the Manchester new Muslims WhatsApp group, which I refer to throughout the ethnographic 

chapters that follow. The WhatsApp group was set-up by Fahad to create a space for sharing 

knowledge outside the organised programme of the mosque. The group has around one hundred 

members, including nearly all the participants I spoke to regularly. Members would share ‘reminders’, 

such as surahs, hadiths and quotes from lectures delivered by scholars, as well as details of upcoming 

events, such as, for example, the discussion around the prayers that should be said on the occasion of 

the solar eclipse that took place in March 2015. However, the site was also the space for sharing 

blessings and participants would use it to request duas (prayers), such as when there was a sickness or 

death in the family. The sphere of the WhatsApp group stretched beyond Manchester. When members 

did umrah they would post footage of the prayer at the Great Mosque in Mecca to the group, and 

promise to keep members in their duas. The WhatsApp group was popular with members of the 

support network and references to discussions that took place online were a regular feature of the 

conversations I had with converts in the support network.   

 

A significant amount of the material for this study comes from my observations and participation in 

the activities organised in the convert support network. For the first few sessions the organiser 

introduced me and explained the terms of my research. When I became a regular member of the 

groups I was no longer introduced at the beginning, but I would introduce myself to any member of 

the group I had not met before. An important aspect of this study is how converts reflect on and 

problematise the sociality they enact (or do not enact) in the space of the mosque and therefore 

alongside my participation in the offline and online groups in the convert support network, I organised 

a busy schedule of meetings with research participants where we could chat in-depth about particular 
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questions.3 My participants had diverse paths to Islam, which I do not have the space to describe in 

detail here. One common reason often cited in the literature is the role of a romantic relationship with 

a Muslim, but this was not the case for any of the converts I met in Manchester, though many did 

mention the importance of Muslim friends. A few had Muslim heritage, such as a non-practising 

Muslim father in one case but while this heritage helps to explain why converts may have turned to 

Islam specifically, it often does not explain the initial reason for looking into faith, or looking to 

change faith. Some linked conversion to a traumatic episode, such as sexual abuse and drug addiction, 

or a sick relative. In almost all cases, however, converts emphasised an intellectual journey of 

‘seeking’. Islam was said to ‘answer the questions’ where Christianity did not, and espoused social 

values which resonated with the converts who often felt alienated from aspects of contemporary 

British society, such as certain gender norms. In all cases, the reasons for conversion were not 

reducible to one explanation.   

 

Over half of the participants in this study are women which reflects the higher number of female 

converts who attended the new Muslim groups in Manchester, as well as the higher number of female 

converts to Islam nationally (Suleiman 2013). To my surprise the female participants were also the 

converts I came to know best. In general, but with some exceptions, I found the women to be more 

trusting, open and supportive of the research, although I experienced considerable help and support 

from men too. Some of the individuals in this study I only met once or twice over the period of 

fieldwork, but others I met frequently and I came to know well. I found it interesting how 

conversations with these participants evolved over the three months so that initially positive 

perspectives on the support network and its fellow members, marked by self-censure (itself bound-up 

with notions of a pious sociality) became more ambivalent over time. The meetings I held with 

converts were often informal conversations held in cafés in central Manchester. I would arrive to with 

a sense of the themes I wanted to discuss, but in most cases conversation developed without much 

prompting. These meetings also served as an opportunity to experience first-hand aspects of the 

converts home, work and social lives, which allowed me to place the support network and its sociality 

in a broader context. For instance, I would meet Andrea during her lunchbreaks from work and on she 

would often arrive and tell me about a frustrating conversation she had shared with her colleagues, 

which she probably would not have told me in our clipped, well-mannered conversations in the 

mosque where any expression of frustration was circumscribed by a swift ‘alhamdulillah’. 

 

The majority of converts were White British but there was considerable diversity in the support 

network, including a significant number of British Afro-Caribbean members, and converts from East 

Asia and Eastern Europe. Of the participants I came to know, all were White British except two 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The names of participants mentioned in this study have been anonymised. I have also changed information 
where it could be used to identify an individual, such as locations.  
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British Afro-Caribbean converts, and certain parts of the chapters that follow concern questions and 

observations specific to a White British experience of conversion. Most, but not all, had grown up in 

Manchester, with a few participants from London, other parts of south England and Wales. There was 

considerable diversity in professional and educational backgrounds, including students, teachers and 

others in low-skilled work, and one member who held a managerial position in a company. In 

addition, participants differed in the time since conversion, from decades to months. It would 

therefore be inaccurate to characterise the network as attended by ‘new’ Muslims alone, and I indicate 

the time since conversion in my descriptions of members. The converts in the support network all 

identified themselves as Sunni Muslim but they reflected a trend that has been noted elsewhere in the 

literature in which they had little knowledge of, and little interest in, different Islamic orientations, 

such as belonging to particular madhabs, or schools of jurisprudence (Jensen 2008), or identifying as 

‘Salafi’ or ‘Sufi’, despite certain practices which might be understood as Salafist, for example. 

However, many did explicitly distinguish themselves from Shiism. There were also a number of born-

Muslims who attended activities at the support network who tended to be well-educated young men of 

South Asian heritage. They would participate on similar terms to converts and would take notes and 

join discussions, but would also contribute as facilitators, such as providing clarification of terms 

during classes.  

 

Being an Insider/Outsider 

 

Three months is a short period to conduct ethnographic fieldwork. However, convert support 

networks offer a fortuitous environment for rapid integration and participation. The support network 

is designed to incorporate newcomers and from the beginning I was included in events and procedures 

for new members: I was given books and educational materials, invited to watch prayers, encouraged 

to assist in the preparation of the MYF open day and I was the object of da’wa. In addition, the 

sharing of knowledge and reminders and the discussion of Islam was so ubiquitous in the support 

network that I was almost immediately included in the discussions between members. This was 

perhaps even more the case as a ‘new face’ and as a non-Muslim because I was assumed (often quite 

rightly) to be ignorant of Islamic tenets and practice. This led converts to share details of what they 

considered to be important which was very useful from a research perspective. It was maybe because I 

came to know members as a ‘participant’ that I experienced little of the alienation described by other 

researchers working on conversion to Islam, such as Badran, who reported participants beginning her 

interviews saying, ‘I know Dutch people think that women are oppressed in Islam but…’ (Badran, 

2006). Participant observation is about more than attaining physical proximity to the research 

participants. Rather, the ethnographer ‘seeks a deeper immersion in others’ worlds in order to grasp 

what they experience as meaningful and important’ (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw 1995, 1-2). There are 

similarities between conducting participant observation and the experience of converts in the support 
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network. Foremost, like converts, I came to learn and observe. I shared with them a keen awareness of 

what others did and said and what was expected of me. Vroon describes her concern that she would 

enter the convert support groups without an ‘Islamic habitus’, despite being a convert to Islam (2014), 

and yet this shares similarities to the experience of converts. My close engagement with the support 

network drew me to experience some of the humour, fear and irritation that were features of the 

experience of all converts in the support network. I felt a similar dread as Jessica after we both 

watched a ‘heavy’ video posted on the WhatsApp group. Or indignation at the more forthright da’wa 

efforts of the daiyy4, or the feeling of being ‘othered’ by the looks of passers-by who presumed I was 

a convert when I sat on the steps of Didsbury Mosque during prayer-times. I discussed these 

experiences with converts and they often provided the first seed of a particular research enquiry.  

 

So why insider/outsider in the subtitle? If I shared experiences of being a convert in sometimes 

visceral ways, I remained nonetheless a sojourner, an outsider and a non-Muslim. However, just as I 

will go on to argue, converts engagement with the support network was not ‘all about Islam’ (Schielke 

2010) and therefore there was also perhaps something of the insider in the distance my status brought. 

For instance, I was receptive to the invocation of a British non-Muslim sociality through references to 

pubs and clubs (see chapter one). My status also perhaps made it easier for converts to express 

features of their experience of inauthenticity, doubts and disappointment in the support network, and 

their sense of alienation in ‘ethnic’ terms. My outsider status also meant I was included in the sharing 

of ‘transgression’, such as being let into the ‘smoking shelter’, an episode I describe in chapter two. 

The impact of being non-Muslim on research responses have been noted by Kate Zebiri. She noticed 

that there were differences between the interviews she conducted (as a non-Muslim) and those 

conducted by her Muslim research assistant, such as men being less ‘forthcoming’ when interviewed 

by a Muslim woman (2008, 12). Indeed, there has even been arguments that being non-Muslim can 

offer some advantages in research on Muslims (Jacobson 1998). It is therefore features of 

experiencing the support network as an ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ that shape the ethnography  

that follows.  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 This is an etic term which I use here and throughout the study to refer to the men involved in da’wa with non-
Muslims in a professional or semi-professional capacity (I did not meet women doing da’wa in the same way).  
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1 

Belonging 

 
 

This chapter explores the complexity of belonging in the convert support network. I explore how talk 

serves as the site for the production of recognition of converts’ authentic Muslimness and a pious 

communality. The circulation of Islamically-inflected talk between members of the support network, 

both in terms of greetings and more edifying exchanges, functions as the space of a discursive 

‘refuge’ constituted by a non-secular sociality. Converts would describe talk in terms of providing 

nourishment, relief or an inoculation. This was represented in contrast to the problematic ethical 

negotiations of everyday life, where converts described the moral injury of talk they shared with non-

Muslim friends and colleagues on topics such as ‘going out’. However, the picture of talk is more 

complex than this suggests. I show how some converts expressed alienation and a sense of 

inauthenticity over the circulation of ‘pious talk’ (dismissively referred to as ‘Muslim speak’ by one 

member). This form of talk was seen to deny space of other forms of belonging, such as what some 

Muslims referred to as ‘being White’. I show how the convert support network was a space that was 

delineated by more than a Muslim belonging and where questions of authenticity extended beyond a 

concern for being accepted as ‘authentically Muslim’ (Moosavi 2011). The support network could 

even function as a canvas for the expression of the insecurity felt by converts in negotiating their 

multiple belongings, invoked in references to pubs, clubs, ‘Wigan girls’ and ‘getting drunk’. I suggest 

this can be understood as converts ‘performing White Britishness’.  

 

‘I like that quote, brother’ 

 

Members of the convert support network enacted talk in a very deliberate way. In addition to 

greetings and Islamic expressions, converts would exchange hadiths and quotes from the Quran, 

discuss Islamic tenets and the example of the Prophet and how to incorporate Islamic practices into 

their everyday lives. It was a space in which Islam was instantiated by the transaction and exchange of 

talk between members. In this first section I give a summary of the various forms this talk took in 

different contexts and between different members in the support network both online and offline. This 

was a feature of the classes and lectures that members attended at the support network. These classes 
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were led by a speaker and would cover a particular theme but there was always scope for the 

discussion of new points and issues and it was rare when a class was not conducted on the terms of a 

conversation. For instance, in the first MYF new Muslims group I attended on the topic of Ramadan, 

Layla introduced a new discussion about the importance of family in Islam when she explained to the 

group that it was a sin to ‘break the ties of kinship’. Another member added to her comment that you 

should never fall out with family and friends for longer than three days, and Layla responded, with a 

smile, ‘it is even permissible to say a white lie to help people make-up!’ These discussions would 

continue into the refreshment breaks. At the MYF, the first and last half hour of the meetings for new 

Muslims were set aside for members to talk, while at Didsbury Mosque there was an opportunity for 

discussion when dinner was offered. The following discussion took place during the break in the 

Monday evening talk at Didsbury Mosque when I joined one of several groups of men and women 

that congregated after Maghrib prayer. A male convert was warning the group of two female converts, 

myself and Abdul, a born-Muslim from North Africa, about the evil eye. He had heard about the 

sickness of one member’s child which he had warned could be the result of the evil eye. ‘My friend’s 

boy had an illness that doctors were unable to identify’, he said, ‘it was caused by the words of a 

jealous relative who was unable to have children’. He looked around the group and pointed to his 

tongue, ‘one of the most dangerous things you can do is to talk without thinking about the 

consequences. Careless talk!’ Jessica, a convert in her early thirties who I came to know well over the 

course of the fieldwork, had been listening intently. She added, ‘you should say “mashaAllah” to 

prevent the evil eye’ which everyone in the group agreed with. In this instance, the exchange itself 

concerns the power attributed to forms of talk, but the point I want to focus on here is the way that 

edifying exchanges about correct Islamic practice and explanations of everyday life within a 

specifically Islamic idiom (as in the cause of illness) was a routine and constant feature of the 

sociality of the convert support network.  

 

The act of reminding, explaining and discussing Islamic tenets and practice was a ubiquitous feature of 

the support network, and it was not just reserved to the space of the classes and lectures. On one 

occasion I joined William, a student at a university in Manchester, and two other male converts, 

Daniel and Jacob, and a born-Muslim, to their weekly gathering at William’s apartment after the 

Monday evening seminar at Didsbury mosque. After introductions and greetings, Daniel asked me 

what I knew about Shaytan (the devil). I said I knew little so, looking pleased, he began to explain, 

‘He came from the jinn, basically’, but was swiftly interrupted by Jacob, who told him with some 

irritation that this was not correct, and implied this was something they had already discussed. 

William, our host, took his turn and in doing so his posture and facial expression changed, he sat 

upright, took a slow breath and stopped smiling and joking, his body transformed into a pious and 

sombre vector for the information, and he explained to me how the Shaytan had been an angel, while 
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the others listened attentively adding information when they could.5 It was common in conversations 

between members, or in my own conversations, that a mundane topic or incident would be reflected 

upon with reference to a hadith, or surah, or an account from the life of the Prophet Muhammad. Take, 

for instance, a conversation I had with Andrea in which she was complaining about a trip she had 

organised for a group of women at her local mosque some time ago. At the last minute one woman 

was unable to go and she forcefully demanded the return of her non-refundable deposit. Andrea 

explained that although she did not have to return the deposit, she did, and went ahead and narrated at 

length a surah of the Prophet, in which a Jewish woman would throw slops on the Prophet every day 

when he would walk past her home, and he never responded. One day she wasn’t there because she 

was unwell, so the Prophet paid her a visit on her sickbed. This surah was narrated to explain why she 

had decided to return the money to the woman who cancelled the trip.  

 

The exchange of talk also took place online on the Manchester new Muslims WhatsApp group. The 

messages online can be considered an extension of the exchanges that took place face-to-face, and the 

more outspoken offline tended to be the most active contributors online too. However, there were 

differences in the forms that these exchanges took. The WhatsApp group often functioned specifically 

as a space for the exchange of texts, such as hadiths or extracts from the Quran, which in many cases 

would be posted verbatim. Although this was also the case offline, where members would look up 

surahs from the Quran and hadiths on their phones and share it with others, it happened to a lesser 

extent. The WhatsApp group also differed in scale, where posts would be read by many of the 

approximately one hundred members of the group. It was therefore a forum for a wider dissemination 

of ethical words. Take, for instance, the following exchange between members on a weekday night. 

The discussion was initiated with the invocation of the hadith, ‘believers are like a wall’ and a request 

for duas from Jessica. Abdul responded to the initial hadith with the following, ‘Nu'man b. Bashir 

reported Allah's Messenger (may peace be upon him) as saying: “The similitude of believers in regard 

to mutual love, affection, fellow-feeling is that of one body; when any limb of it aches, the whole body 

aches, because of sleeplessness and fever.”’ This was met with expressions of appreciation by other 

members. One person replied, ‘Allahu Akbar! Brother, what a profound hadith!’ This prompted 

another member to share another hadith on the same theme. ‘The Messenger of Allah said: “Look to 

one who has less than you, and do not look to one who is above you. For indeed that is more worthy 

(so that you will) not belittle Allah's favours upon you.”’ He elaborated, ‘our beautiful scholars… 

advise us to run out looking to spend time with the less fortunate, i.e. poor, weak, ill, less in “status”’. 

Two other converts replied, ‘beautiful hadiths brother’, and ‘beautiful mashallah, to all the posts’. The 

dialogue was constituted by the exchange of ethical words and illustrates the way in which talk was a 

valuable object to be shared between participants. There was also space for discussion on the group, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 There is in fact a difference of opinion on the origins of Shaytan in which some believe he was an angel and 
others a jinn.  
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the subject of which could be the correct practice of talk, such as the following discussion on the 

meaning that should inhere in saying ‘inshallah’. Javaid, a born-Muslim who organises events at 

Didsbury Mosque, initiated the discussion when he complained about ‘clichés of inshallah’ rather than 

action when it came to assisting a convert with organising marriage. He ‘blessed’ the efforts of one 

member to arrange a marriage, ruing that ‘sadly many just say inshallah and leave it at that’. Another 

member replied, ‘I agree with the brother. All I hear is ‘inshallah’ and fair enough these are beautiful 

words, but to me it seems it’s just a fob off. Inshallah needs to be followed with sincerity and 

conviction and action.’  

Jessica: ‘But surely ppl who say inshallah know the meaning, the total understanding and would 

only say it for this reason? I don’t understand how u would know if anyone has followed 

through with the true meaning, only Allah would know this.’  

Javaid: ‘as one Muslim scholar/thinker put it: we have become only effort orientated instead of 

results orientated as well.’  

Jessica: ‘I like that quote, brother, like it explains… it can be extremely effective only if we 

want it to be though.’  

In this exchange talk is itself the focus of debate and discussion between members of the support 

network, where they express their understanding of the meaning and intention that they understood to 

inhere in the practice of saying ‘inshallah’. This exchange does not just convey the extent to which 

discussion of Islamic tenets and practice were a recurrent feature of the sociality of the support 

network, but the importance attached to using ethical words correctly. These online conversations also 

engaged many more individuals than those participating in the discussion. I realised the extent of this 

when several weeks after the conversation had taken place, Andrea, who was not involved in the 

original conversation told me, ‘I disagreed with what Javaid was saying. People use inshallah in 

genuine ways to wish Callum the best, but it doesn’t mean I have to go out and find him a wife!’  

 

What emerges from this brief account is the way in which the convert support network served as a site 

in which talk is valued and enacted self-consciously by members. What is achieved through this talk? 

Talk was a mode in which converts enacted learning and teaching, which was itself valued as virtuous 

by members. In An Enchanted Modern Lara Deeb describes how the Shia in South Beirut would 

constantly ‘explain details of belief or practice to one another, or debate the correct way to interpret 

an event or injunction.’ (2006, 101) She concludes this was part of the changes wrought by the Shia 

Islamic movement, where ‘public piety’, such as the discussion of Islam in everyday life, was a 

‘manifestation of spiritual progress and the pious modern’. She concludes, ‘piety was to stem from an 

understanding of the “correct” interpretation of Islam’, as a part of ‘authenticated Islam’. The virtue of 

‘authenticated Islam’ was shared by converts in the support network whereby members would stress 

the importance of enacting practices with correct understanding. It was often mentioned to me that it 

was a sin to do (or not do) things ‘blindly’ - you have to know the reasons. For instance, Samantha 
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expressed her frustration in a class where members were told not to drink alcohol. When she asked 

why, the person responsible replied ‘because God says it is’, she told me, exasperated, ‘but I want to 

know the reasons!’ The virtue of authenticated Islam can almost be considered intrinsic to conversion, 

reflecting the often organised way in which converts learn Islam where ideas of what is correct 

practice is made explicit. This perspective, with its focus on the production of pious personhood, 

privileges the individual over the social. However, talk was transacted between selves, and it is 

therefore inherently social. If virtue was constituted through talk by the enactment of authenticated 

Islam, virtue was also produced through social exchange: talk constructed a site of pious sociality 

which functioned for converts as a space of recognition and belonging on the terms of an ‘authentic 

Muslimness’.   

 

‘It stops you from getting lonely’ 

 

The participation within and production of a pious sociality offered converts a space to perform 

Muslimness in contrast to the secular sociality which characterised their everyday lives. This is 

reflected in the following example Rafiq gave to illustrate how he enacted talk differently with 

Muslims than with non-Muslims. He told me he had been waiting for a bus the previous day and was 

picked up by one of his non-Muslim friends,  

 

‘I said “hi” and asked how he was and his family, but if he had been Muslim it would 

have been different. I would have greeted him differently. I would have told him about 

something I’d learnt, or asked him something to do with the deen [faith]. It all starts with 

“as-salaamu alaikum”. It’s like a magnet; the barriers come down and it brings people 

together.’  

 

Rafiq stresses the difference in the sociality he enacts with Muslims and non-Muslims. The dichotomy 

of the two cars, one Muslim and one non-Muslim, reflects the way these different forms of talk are 

seen as being isolated within different spheres: there is no space for the Muslim greeting or 

discussions about the deen with his non-Muslim friends. He also shows the way in which his meetings 

with Muslims can often entail an element of learning and the exchange of information. Perhaps what 

is most striking in this description is the significance of the greeting. He describes how ‘as-salaamu 

alaikum’ produces communality in the way the ‘barriers’ come down, and generates an intimacy in 

shared recognition in how he describes the way that ‘it brings people together’. Greetings were 

imbued with considerable importance by converts in the support network, which is also reflected in 

Vroon’s study of a support network in the Netherlands where greetings were among a number of 

things listed as the ‘duties’ of ‘Islamic sisterhood’. During one ‘sister day’ at the mosque, the daiya 

explicitly articulated the link between strength of ‘faith’ (imaan) and greetings: ‘The sweetness of 
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imaan, she explained, is loving what Allah loves and Allah loves it when Muslims are loving each 

other for His sake. This love, she continued, can be expressed through greeting each other.’ Greetings 

were associated by converts with a sense of belonging and recognition as a Muslim, and participants 

often complained when they did not receive a reply to a greeting. This is useful for understanding the 

following exchange that Rafiq shared with Callum on the Manchester new Muslims WhatsApp group 

mid-morning one Friday in April when both of them were at work, 

 

C: Assalaamu alaykum Warahmatullaahi Wabarkaatuh 

R: Walaykum Salam Wa Rahmatullahi Wa Barakatu akhi  

C: How are u akhi? 

R: Alhamdullilah. Very well, no complaints? How about you? 

C: Alhamdulillah bro 

 

This exchange took place when Rafiq and Callum were both at work, environments in which they 

both described experiencing impious forms of talk. The greeting was a way in which to access the 

refuge of the support network and experience the sense of belonging that comes through a shared 

expression of Muslimness. The is reflected in how the talk is enacted in a highly deliberate and self-

conscious way. They share the full length of the greeting, reference one another as ‘brother’ in Arabic 

(‘akhi’) and reply with the Islamic expression, ‘alhamdulillah’. This is perhaps especially pertinent 

given the time: mid-morning on a Friday, not long before Jumu’ah prayer. This exchange of greetings 

reflects what Rafiq describes above as the way greetings produce a shared Muslim space  

and communality.  

 

Alongside the importance of greetings, other members of the support group described the importance 

of the general discursive environment in producing a sense of Muslim belonging and recognition. 

Rachel recently finished sixth-form and hopes to begin university soon. She currently lives at home 

with her family in Wigan6 where no-one, neither friends, family nor colleagues know she is Muslim. 

Rachel comes to Manchester to ‘enact’ her Muslimness. She will put on her headscarf when the bus 

leaves Wigan and leave it on until she returns later in the day and with it on ‘she feels right’. She told 

me ‘sometimes I feel like Hannah Montana’7 - a character from an American television series for 

children who lives two lives: one as a normal American teenager, and the other a global pop-star - 

when we met for a second time at Costa Coffee in Piccadilly Gardens, not far from the train station 

where she arrives and leaves Manchester once or twice a week. At the time Rachel was working at a 

fast-food restaurant with men and women her own age and told me in detail about the challenges of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 This is not her real location.	  	  
7 Hannah Montana is a character from an American television series for children who lives two lives: one as a 
normal American teenager, and the other a global pop-star. 
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managing herself in this environment. She said she will talk to the men at the work because it would 

be ‘weird’ not to. She told me, ‘I read that it was wrong to be working closely with men but I don’t 

have bad intentions’ and she makes sure she is not ‘too friendly’. When she is at work she is very 

conscious of the talk between colleagues. If conversations move on to ‘going out’ or ‘relationships’ 

she leaves, or remains quiet and pretends she has not heard. ‘I don’t feel much like a Muslim at work’, 

she said, smiling, ‘I guess it’s low imaan. It’s the environment and the way people are talking, and at 

work I don’t wear my hijab.’ She faces similar but less harmful challenges with her family at home. 

She feels alienated by their views towards faith. She says her father and brother are convinced that 

‘religion is for stupid people’ and it belongs ‘in the past’ and when she tries to get them to talk about 

faith and to think about higher meanings, they are not interested. She experiences the same with her 

friends, who she characterised as ‘partying and drinking, and seeing men’. She no longer relates well 

to them. She said, ‘My best friend tells me she believes in God, but whenever I ask more she doesn’t 

want to talk about it.’ Dorothea Ramahi has written about the process by which converts become 

‘intimate strangers’: ‘remaining intimate as family members or friends but becoming estranged on the 

level of belief and often also emotionally’ (2015). Although Ramahi focussed on ‘open’ converts, i.e. 

converts known to their families, we can see the same process taking place in instances when converts 

do not announce their conversion, as in the case of Rachel. It is in this context that Rachel experiences 

the sociality of the support network. She said, ‘it stops you from getting lonely… not in terms of 

having people around you, because I have friends and family, but in terms of being able to express 

yourself.’ She explained, ‘it’s like being an intellectual. If you were to put that person with people 

who aren’t intellectual, they will miss being with people they can relate to’. In the circumstances of 

the morally difficult exchanges she experiences in her everyday life, the sociality at the MYF is 

valued by Rachel. In the environment of the MYF she finds people who share the same beliefs. We 

can see a similar response in Rachel’s engagement with the WhatsApp group. She did not regularly 

post on the group, but she told me that she enjoyed being part of the conversations taking place, ‘I like 

being in a forum where Islam is the topic of conversation… it’s amazing how many messages are 

sent!’ she said with a smile. She explained that she learns from watching some of the videos posted 

but placed most importance on being included within exchanges where Islam is made extant.  

 

Andrea described a similar notion of the talk of the convert support network in her description of 

attending events in the support network as being like ‘a shot in the arm’ - an inoculation that protects 

her for the rest of the week. She cautioned, referring to her belief, ‘you lose it if you don’t go’. Andrea 

is a manager in a company in central Manchester and was also helping to set-up a new nationwide 

initiative for convert women. She is in her early-fifties and converted to Islam five years ago. The 

‘shot in the arm’ was seen by Andrea to protect her from the challenges she experiences in the 

sociality she shares with her friends and colleagues. The first time I met Andrea was at a Malaysian 

restaurant for one of the MYF’s social evenings. On that evening she told me several weeks later, the 
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wife of the imam who organised the event had leaned across the table to tell her that her ‘face was lit 

up with noor (light)’; a popular notion to describe someone with strong belief. She joked, ‘she should 

have seen me at 10am this morning’ when she was at work. In the workplace she often finds herself 

placed in compromising conversations. For instance, she described a conversation she had become 

involved in before the beginning of a staff meeting. Her colleagues had been discussing pub closures 

when she told them about a pub that had closed in Blackburn that she used to go to with her ex-

boyfriend when she was in her twenties. She told me, ‘I thought to myself this has to stop. I didn’t 

want to say that. Why did I say that?’ For Andrea these types of conversations were an offence to her 

Muslim personhood. She told me that she has a ‘red line’ when it comes to the sociality of the 

workplace which she categorised as ‘a discussion about something that effects society’, which 

includes, among other things, alcohol consumption. In this description, as in the examples of Rafiq 

and Rachel above, these accounts convey the significance attached to social exchange in the support 

network by members and how it serves as the site of an ethical nourishment, or ‘a shot in the arm’, in 

contrast to a more diffuse sense of ‘injury’ caused by forms of talk in converts’ everyday lives. This 

sense of moral injury is therefore distinct from Moosavi’s account (2011) of the way converts face the 

challenge of being pressured not to enact an Islamic habitus in their everyday life. He writes that 

family and friends ‘exert pressure on Muslim converts to keep their original name, shave their beard, 

not wear a headscarf and keep other habits that contradict an Islamic habitus.’ Converts did express 

experiences of this, but what emerges in Rachel and Andrea’s accounts is a more diffuse sense of 

‘injury’ from occupying sites of a secular sociality. In these examples the issue is not the enactment of 

an Islamic habitus but rather the problem of inhabiting a space where there is the circulation of an 

impious sociality. 

 

The notion of the ‘discursive refuge’ therefore reflects the way in which the convert support network 

was experienced as a ‘relief’ by converts to Islam from morally ‘harmful’ exchanges of their everyday 

life. This shares similarities to the challenges faced by the female pietists which Saba Mahmood 

explores in her work, The Politics of Piety. Mahmood describes some of the challenges faced by 

women in their everyday lives in Cairo as follows: ‘negotiating close interactions with unrelated male 

colleagues, riding public transportation in mixed-sex compartments, overhearing conversations that 

were impious in character and tone, and so on’ (2005, 155). These share considerable similarity to the 

challenges experienced by converts, as recounted above, especially the issue of ‘overhearing 

conversations that were impious in character’. Paul Anderson has theorised how the sociality of the 

mosque movement in Cairo responds to the perceived ‘oppressive secular economy of different words 

and representations’ in contemporary Egyptian society. He writes, ‘the solution [for the pietists] is to 

construct a more pious field of exchange’ which is achieved through ‘daily acts of admonishing, 

teaching and listening to one another in a range of public and private settings… underwritten by the 

moral status of the Quranic word.’ (2011, 11) In similar terms, the sociality of the convert support 
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network is experienced as the site for the construction of a different kind of ‘exchange’ to that which 

converts experience in their everyday lives outside of the support network. Just as the construction of 

a space of ‘pious exchange’ is a solution for members of the piety movement in Egypt, it is 

experienced as a form of ‘inoculation’ for converts in the support network. What emerges from this 

picture of the support network are two distinct spheres of sociality which are nonetheless produced in 

relation to each another. In other words, the salience of ‘pious sociality’ as a ‘separate’ space is a 

result of its construction in opposition to the secular social exchange of converts’ everyday lives.  

 

Leon Moosavi has argued that Muslim converts speak about ‘bringing forth their Muslimness in the 

mosque, Islamic gatherings or in Muslim areas, but packing it away when shopping or dealing with 

non-Muslim colleagues, friends and family.’ (2012, 124) I have also explored the way in which 

converts manage a secular sociality in their everyday lives and treat the convert support network as a 

discursive ‘refuge’ of recognition and belonging of their Muslim identity. However, this is not  

the whole picture. Converts did not relate to one another on the basis of a shared Muslim identity 

alone and for these converts the discursive ‘refuge’ could be problematised as offending their 

authentic selves.  

 

‘I wouldn’t have this problem if I went to church’ 

 

‘White’ was a term used by a number of the converts to convey a particular belonging distinct from 

being Muslim. The way that it was referenced conveyed more than the fact of being White alone 

because it was not used to refer to members who were White and from outside of the UK. It was often 

used in similar terms to categories of ‘Pakistani’, ‘Arab’ or ‘Afghan’ - labels used by all members in 

the support network. Being White was used to gloss a broader conception of ideas about collective 

customs, habits, values and most importantly for the purposes of this study, forms of speech, of a 

broadly conceived non-Muslim British society and culture. There was a distinction, however, between 

‘being White’ and ‘being British’. At times Whiteness, as an ethnic category, did seem to be conflated 

with conceptions of Britishness, yet at other times White members often did not exclude non-White 

members of the support network. This differs then to that expressed by members of the support 

network in the Netherlands where Vroon describes how members ‘narrowly defined “Dutch converts” 

to mean only ethnic Dutch’ (2014, 200). The way in which ‘Whiteness’ was commonly invoked by 

converts in the support network in Manchester was often in contradistinction to being Muslim and this 

made it distinct from other identities, such as Pakistani or Arab, which were synonymous with 

‘Muslimness’. In the support network, the invocation and performance of ‘Whiteness’ often 

constituted a form of self-othering because it was seen as posited and performed in ways that were 

often distinct to being Muslim. This ambivalent relationship is well reflected in the following 

exchange I had with Jessica when we met at a café in West Didsbury one Saturday morning before we 
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went to Didsbury Mosque. She told me she had joined the mailing list of a well-known Muslim 

scholar, but a few days previously she had received an image from the list showing a cartoon of naked 

men stood in a row, followed shortly afterwards by an email from the scholar explaining that this was 

the ‘work of non-Muslims’. I joked, with reference to the tone of the email, ‘It’s us-and-them’.  

 

J: ‘Yes! They are the ‘us’ and we are the ‘them’’. 

P: ‘No, I mean ‘non-Muslims’ and ‘Muslims’. You’re Muslim, you’re one of the ‘us’’.  

J: ‘I know. But we’re White aren’t we?’ she said in a whisper, and then a loud laugh.  

 

In this exchange Jessica constructs categories differently to how I intended. My joke about how the 

message of the scholar seemed to posit a distinction between Muslims and nefarious non-Muslims 

was used by Jessica to assert a different configuration of belonging – that of shared ‘Whiteness, as she 

said in a whisper. Jessica’s denial of being one of the ‘us’, the ‘Muslims’, was not a way of saying 

that she was non-Muslim. When I told her she is in the Muslim category, she replied that she knew. 

Rather, by asserting her Whiteness she was drawing attention to her multiple identities which included 

that of being White, which she considered us to share. This sense of belonging was something she 

referenced a number of times over the three months I was in Manchester. During a period when I was 

away, she wrote to say she missed me: ‘my groups are not the same without you... My extra White bro 

hahahaha’. In making these references she was drawing attention to what we shared, and she was 

resisting my implicit attempts to understand her solely through a Muslim identity – whether in the 

comment I made above, or in the context of my role doing research on conversion to Islam. Jessica 

therefore expands her spheres of belonging, but her references to being Muslim and being White are 

seen as discrete. She performed what she articulated as ‘Whiteness’ in often very different ways to 

how she performed Muslimness. I noticed this when I spent time with her at her home in the west of 

Manchester on a Tuesday afternoon. We were watching television and keeping an eye on the lively 

conversation taking place on the new Muslims WhatsApp group about the rights of women in pre-

Islamic Arabia between two born-Muslim members of the support network. This discussion was 

brought to an end by a message from Callum, in which he complained, ‘I thought this is for the MYF 

new Muslims’. Jessica liked the message. She wrote to Callum, ‘Goal… back of the net! I’m in 

stitches!’ I was struck by the way she had written (or had not written) the message to Callum. Jessica 

was normally assiduous in her language, peppering messages with invocations of Allah and writing as 

(what she termed) ‘a lady’, which included a tendency to avoid colloquialisms. I drew her attention to 

the message and explained it was different to how she normally wrote. ‘Of course. It’s Callum, he 

gets me. He’s White!’ she replied, bemused that this was something I found surprising, and she added, 

to make the point clearer, that when her daughter was sick he would write to her and ‘even put kisses 

at the end of his messages!’ There was therefore a (seemingly obvious) distinction between her 

relationship with Callum based on what they shared as White and British and the form of talk they 
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shared, and the way she would talk to other members of the support network, or the network as a 

whole as in posts on WhatsApp.  

 

Jessica therefore creates space in the support network for a form of belonging that extends beyond a 

Muslim identity, which she articulates through the notion of shared Whiteness, and this is reflected in 

modes of talk. The same discourse of a belonging based on being White, as distinct from a Muslim 

identity, was articulated by Thomas. Thomas is a convert in his mid-forties who moved to Manchester 

five to ten years ago. He converted to Islam in late 2014, a few months before I began my research. 

He said that he struggles with what he termed ‘Muslim speak’ in the mosque. He said he feels like a 

fraud and he found the tendency to refer to each other as ‘brother’ and ‘sister’ strange. ‘I have one 

brother, and he is the only person I will ever call “brother”.’ It was not just the familial language of 

the support network that he struggled with. ‘I don’t think it is important to say ‘as-salaamu alaikum’ 

or not, but others do’ and, he added, cynically, when you speak like this ‘you have joined the club’. 

He described the same with other Arabic words and Islamic expressions. ‘It feels strange to use these 

words and I almost never do, except sometimes in messages’. He also expressed his alienation to 

other forms of pious talk in the support network. He recounted how on one occasion Jessica had been 

upset at a new Muslim meeting because of her daughter’s sickness, 

 

‘They told her hadiths and read quotes from the Quran and told her, ‘“you will be 

rewarded for your suffering”, which I thought was incredibly patronising. A much more 

genuine response would be to give her a hug and tell her everything will be OK’. 

 

In this description Thomas expresses his alienation from talk in the support network. He is dismissive 

of what he understands as the way in which talk is used to assert membership and belonging as 

Muslims, and glosses it as ethically superficial. For instance, he compared forms of talk which allow 

you ‘to join the club’ with the important ethical responsibility to concentrate during prayer. However, 

Thomas conveyed more than just the difficultly he faced with the forms of talk. He tied his alienation 

to being White. Thomas referenced on a number of occasions when I spoke to him the significance of 

‘Whiteness’ to his feelings of being a ‘fraud’. He described how when he prays at a mosque in 

Cheetham Hill he feels alienated because ‘everyone is of a different background’. He told me, ‘I play 

a game during the prayer: spot the other White man praying’, and said he prefers to pray at home for 

this reason. When I asked him why he feels like a ‘fraud’ with respect to the pious sociality of the 

support network, he replied, ‘different colour, different culture, and I’m not up-to-date with prayers’. 

He added, ‘I wouldn’t have this problem if I went to church.’ He told me the only person he relates to 

is Jessica, who he has come to know through the fact they both smoke together before the beginning 

of the class. I was struck by the association he drew between his alienation with what he termed 

‘Muslim speak’ and Whiteness and wanted him to elaborate further. I asked, ‘If everyone at the 
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mosque was White would there be less ‘Muslim speak’? He replied, ‘Yes, people would behave the 

same way they do outside the mosque’.  

 

In this account, Thomas states very explicitly how the ‘pious sociality’ of the convert support makes 

him feel like a ‘fraud’ which he explains is because of ‘colour’ and ‘culture’, and this is made explicit 

in his final remark: there would be less ‘Muslim speak’ if everyone was ‘White’. For Thomas, the talk 

in the mosque is ethically superficial as reflected in his comments that the invocation of ‘reward’ for 

Jessica’s suffering was ‘not genuine’. What Thomas expresses is an alienation from the forms of talk 

in the mosque and the way that it confronts other authentic belongings, as in the belonging that he 

shares on the basis of being White. His case, and the example of Jessica above, therefore shows that 

while the talk of the mosque may function as an ‘authenticating environment’ for some converts, who 

are enabled to express their Muslimness through deliberate forms of talk and edifying exchanges, this 

is not true for everyone. Thomas and Jessica, in different ways, problematise the talk of the support 

network according to notions of a White belonging and a shared Muslim belonging produced through 

talk was problematised as inauthentic and superficial. Therefore, the convert support network was not 

only a site where converts engaged one another on the basis of Muslimness alone, and this was 

reflected on and problematised by members. In the next section I explore a distinct but related practice 

in which converts made overt, caricatured statements that drew into the support network the sociality 

of the pub and club. I argue this reflects converts’ performance of what might be termed ‘authentic 

White Britishness’. 

 

‘Last orders at the bar!’ 

 

‘Last orders at the bar’, Callum shouted, followed by a loud simulation of a bell. My farewell 

gathering at the MYF had exceeded its allotted time and the office staff looked increasingly keen for 

us to leave. Callum had volunteered to get the group of around twenty-five converts and born-

Muslims to leave the mosque. The farewell party was a ‘bring a dish’ evening and members brought 

an assortment of Middle Eastern sweets, a large chocolate cake and curry. Callum’s ‘last orders at the 

bar’ call (a warning issued in a pub to get last drinks) was one of several comments that evening and 

throughout the three months of fieldwork that drew into the space of the mosque references to 

drinking, and the sociality of pubs and clubs. That evening, Callum made a number of remarks. 

Shortly after his call for ‘last orders’ Usman had joked with Callum that he wouldn’t be able to make 

him leave the mosque. Callum took this as an opportunity to explain to everyone that he used to work 

as a bouncer at a large club in Manchester and troublesome party-goers on a Saturday night was 

something he was very familiar with. He approached Usman, grabbed him, pulled his arm behind his 

back and marched him forcefully to do the door, all the while replicating the bouncer’s speech before 

he let him go. Earlier in the evening Callum had assumed a different role: a younger man going for 
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nights-out in Wigan. I had been talking to Rachel about how I had passed through Wigan, where she 

lives, a few days earlier. Callum interrupted, ‘you have to be careful with girls from Wigan’ he said, 

with a wink. Both of us feeling a little uncomfortable, we attempted to change the subject. ‘You know 

what they say about Wigan girls’ Callum continued, ‘trust me, I used to go out in Wigan on Friday 

nights!’ and he gave me a knowing wink. Rachel looked bemused but defended the reputation of girls 

from Wigan. Callum’s references to ‘Wigan girls’ at clubs, being a bouncer and his invocation of the 

language of the pub drew into the mosque a distinctly non-Muslim sociality. These particular 

invocations might have been prompted by the setting as a farewell gathering on a Saturday night, but 

it was not unusual, from Callum or from other members of the support network. A similar comment 

had been made by Samantha a few weeks earlier when she explained to the Thursday evening new 

Muslim group that she would be hosting the next social event at her home. She told us ‘it’s bring a 

dish’, and clarified, ‘not bring a bottle!’ This was not the first time Samantha had evoked drinking in 

the support network, and she often enjoyed describing nights out drinking in the past, and 

impersonating being drunk. She recounted at the end of one of our conversations how she and Callum 

had been walking past a pub on the way from Piccadilly Gardens to the MYF. They had joked they 

were drinking from bottles of beer with Samantha’s green water bottle when two ‘brothers’ saw them 

from the other side of the car park. She said, ‘their jaws dropped!’ and she had to run over to them to 

explain it was not alcohol, ‘they eventually recovered’. 

 

What is being achieved in the invocation of pubs, clubs, ‘Wigan girls’ and drinking alcohol? They do 

not give expression to ‘Whiteness’ in the way it is given explicit expression by Thomas and Jessica 

above. However, there are similarities because in both instances there is the sharing of a different 

form of sociality to the exchange of pious words in the mosque and this registers a different form of 

belonging. The references to ‘Whiteness’ above and its performance in various forms of talk, give 

expression to a different kind of belonging that was incompatible with the talk of the support network. 

The invocation of pubs and clubs achieves the same effect – an identification with the majority non-

Muslim socio-cultural norms in the UK. Pubs (less so for clubs) are perceived to be a ‘British’ 

institution and are mobilised in the public narrative as a core feature of British cultural and social life 

(see Fox 2000). It is for this reason they make useful instruments for political posturing, best reflected 

by Nigel Farage, former leader of the UK Independence Party who deftly used the image of drinking 

in a pub to convey his image as ‘defender’ of UK interests in the run up to the 2015 General Election. 

If, then, references to pubs and clubs are a way of establishing recognition of one’s belonging to an 

assumed non-Muslim, British identity, it is intriguing that this should find expression in specifically 

transgressive spaces – sites of alcohol, mixing of genders and presumed sexual licentiousness. What 

evokes this assertion of an alternative belonging situated in forbidden sites and acts? There are a 

number of possible explanations. On the one hand, this could be explained as an expression of how far 

they had come from: they had once drunk alcohol, gone out looking for girls from Wigan on a Friday 
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night, and now they don’t any longer. This is probably part of it, and certainly no one really thought 

that Callum or Samantha still went to pubs or clubs. However, this kind of assertion of moral progress 

doesn’t seem to capture entirely what is going on. These bellicose, and distinctly impious invocations 

do not convey moral rectitude, or even seem to want to convey it. Rather, I think the pub and club 

here serve to exclude other members of the support network. These transgressive sites are valuable 

tools for generating a powerful and (in the context of the mosque) shocking assertion of a distinct 

attachment and belonging; an expression of cultural intimacy, an intimacy signified through profound 

embodied performances. These sites and awareness are written on to bodies. If they are no longer sites 

they frequent, the awareness, and therefore belonging to a majority non-Muslim culture, lives on in 

them – through modes of talk, types of movement (as in the bouncer’s march). However, this raises a 

final question: why these public performances of non-belonging? Unlike, Jessica and Thomas’ 

references to ‘Whiteness’, which were private expressions of the way talk in the mosque offended 

other authentic belongings, these references to pubs and clubs are public announcements. I suggest 

they are a response to discourses that deny converts multiple belongings, and it is to this I now turn.   

 

Converts are subject to discourses which deny, upon conversion, their ethnic and national belonging, 

and this is particularly felt by White converts. Referring specifically to women who choose to wear 

the headscarf, Yasir Suleiman writes,   

 

‘On wearing the hijab as a convert, a White woman loses the prestige her ‘Whiteness’ 

bestows on her, becoming symbolically Black and culturally ‘other’. And if she is of a 

British background, she is made to feel ‘non-British’. A middle-class British woman who 

converts to Islam may, additionally, risk losing her social class…’ (Suleiman 2013, 4) 

 

A similar process of ‘othering’ is described by Van Nieuwkirk in the Netherlands. She describes the 

‘cultural racism’ faced by converts, in which Dutch identity is constructed as ‘modern, tolerant and 

open’ and converts ‘are seen to fall short since they are Muslim’ (2004, 244). Similarly, in Germany, 

Ozyurek describes how White German converts see their Germanness taken away, such as Afeefa, 

who recounts how her cousin told her, ‘you dress differently, you eat differently, you say these 

strange Arabic words to your friends, you have nothing German about you anymore.’ Ozyurek writes, 

‘she kept saying, “of course I am German”’ (2015, 24). This experience was shared by my 

participants and often this might take the form of verbal abuse. Samantha, for example, who wears a 

headscarf, described being shouted at on a bus, ‘go back to your own country!’ On another occasion 

when she confronted young people at Southern Cemetery who were defacing Muslim gravestones, 

they shouted that she was ‘siding with the Pakis’. The same experience of becoming ‘other’ and 

losing Whiteness was described by male participants. Callum described an instance of being called 

‘Paki’ by his neighbour when they had a falling-out over rubbish bins. For men, as for women, 
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‘othering’ increased if they adopted a ‘Muslim appearance’, such as wearing a thobe. One male 

convert told me, ‘I would never go to where my parents live wearing a thobe. They would kick the 

shit out of you and call you a traitor.’ Outside of these incidents, all converts (whether or not they had 

identifying markers) were familiar with and sensitive to othering discourses which framed their 

everyday lives in the UK. This was made especially apparent when I attended a counter-

demonstration of a rally by the North West Infidels, a White supremacist group in Piccadilly Gardens, 

central Manchester, with Callum and Samantha. Though they were not specifically targeted (they told 

me that happened later on), infused in the slogans and speeches of the group was a discourse which 

forbid their belonging as White British Muslims. Of course, a rally of the North West Infidels is not 

mainstream public discourse, but converts perceived a not-dissimilar narrative in the mainstream UK 

media. They shared the complaint of the women who took part in the Narratives of Conversion to 

Islam in Britain: Female Perspectives report who described the media narrative around female 

converts as: ‘she used to be British but now she is Muslim’ (Suleiman 2013).  

 

This helps to explain why converts would perform belongings through the invocation of pubs and 

clubs in the convert support network, because it is through articulating an intimate familiarity with the 

cultural and social spaces of the non-Muslim, majority culture that they are able to resist discourses 

that seek to deny their ethnic and national right to belong. These practices reflect a similar process to 

that described by Ozyurek in Being German, Becoming Muslim (2015). She explores ways in which 

German converts respond to othering discourses. She writes, they ‘resist their exclusion from the 

German national body… by defending an Islam that is culturally compatible with Germanness’ (2015, 

49. This includes asserting space between them and non-ethnic Germans by choosing to live in non-

Muslim neighbourhoods or avoiding to dress like ‘Turkish women’. Although the reproduction of the 

sociality of pubs and clubs reflects a similar process of distancing from non-White ‘others’, what I 

describe taking place in Manchester is very different. In Germany, converts contend discourses that 

deny the converts’ Germanness by asserting their essential compatibility in the form of a 

deculturalised Islam. There were features of this in Manchester too. However, in referencing pubs and 

clubs, converts invoke an intimate association with features of a non-Muslim sociality. This does not 

attempt to draw Islam into a British cultural and historical idiom, but rather appears to achieve the 

opposite: it reproduces their separation, through the expression of exclusionary sites of non-Muslim 

social and cultural belonging - that of the pub and club. This reflects an interesting further dimension 

to the ways converts confront discourses that seek to deny their alternative belongings as explored  

by Ozyurek.  

 

The practice of asserting a non-Muslim sociality in the space of the mosque problematises existing 

literature around ‘authenticity’ and converts in the space of the mosque. One important strand of this 

literature has explored the concerns of converts being accepted as ‘authentic Muslims’ which is a 
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theme explored by Tina Jensen and Leon Moosavi. They argue this can lead converts to express a 

concern for correct conduct. Jensen states, for example, that converts adopt a ‘very ritualistic posture’ 

and they are ‘engaged in staging their identities as Muslims’ through ‘inventing a symbolic ethnicity’ 

(Jensen 2006, 645). Leon Moosavi has described a similar process. He explores how converts 

‘respond to suspicion about their authenticity’ by ‘performing as authentic Muslims and displaying 

their Muslimness’, which includes changes such as growing a beard, or adopting a ‘Muslim name’ 

(Moosavi 2011, 124). However, this study has shown that questions around authenticity can be 

expanded. In addition to ‘performing authentic Muslimness’, one might begin to ask, how do converts 

‘perform authentic White Britishness’? There are parallels. If the often exaggerated attention of 

converts towards ‘correct form’ can be interpreted as an attempt to ‘perform authentic Muslimness’ to 

born-Muslims who might deny this (or be perceived to deny this), the exaggerated invocations of an 

exclusionary non-Muslim sociality can be considered as responses to performances that deny the 

converts’ ethnic and national identities. 
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2 

Intimacy 
 

 

In this chapter I engage a closer analysis of sociality in the convert support network by focussing on 

the ethical questions raised by one particular form of talk, the practice of ‘enjoining what is right and 

forbidding what is wrong’. This is intrinsically a feature of the learning and teaching of the support 

network, with its concern to promote the ‘correct’ conduct of other members. I explore enjoining what 

is right as bound up with ethically thick notions of intimacy in the support network. I show how it is a 

practice that is idealised in relationships of ‘trust’, both close interpersonal relationships as well as the 

ties of a more diffuse ‘familial’ belonging between members of the support network (as suggested by 

the invocation of ‘brother’ and ‘sister’). However, I show how engagement with the practice of 

enjoining what is right is more complex than this suggests. For some converts, in some instances, it 

was problematised as producing alienation and social distance and could be situated in ‘ethically 

superficial’ terms, understood as the practice of ‘correct form’ over more complex conceptions of 

what constitutes the ‘good’ and the ‘right’. I argue that the constant emphasis on promoting correct 

practice created a space in which transgression came to be valued and in turn constituted an alternative 

site for the expression of intimacy between members of the support network. I suggest this shares an 

interesting parallel with the ‘ghinnawas’ (little songs) in producing intimacy among the Awlad ‘Ali in 

Lila Abu-Lughod’s Veiled Sentiments. However, unlike the Awlad ‘Ali, in the convert support 

network the official discourse of promoting virtue, as reflected in practices of enjoining what is right, 

as well as the sharing of transgression, both function as loci for the expression of intimacy, and are 

deployed as such in different contexts. This chapter therefore explores the complex ethical reasoning 

and the situatedness of one practice of ethical talk among converts in the support network. 

 

‘A form of worship’ 

 

The Thursday evening class at the MYF was split by the break for Maghrib prayer when I was doing 

fieldwork at the mosque and most members of the group would leave the ground-floor room where 

classes were held and go to the basement of the building to the male and female prayer rooms. I would 

stay where the classes were held and listen to the prayers taking place downstairs from a speaker. 
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Fahad, Project Officer at the MYF, would stay in the room to pray and I never determined whether 

this was his preference, or whether he did not want to leave me without company. On some occasions 

he would be joined by a member of the office staff but this time he was accompanied by Callum, who 

uses a chair during prayers because of a problem with his knee and therefore prefers to stay upstairs. It 

was May and the time between the Maghrib and Isha prayers was short so the mosque had decided to 

join them together. After the end of the first prayer there was a knock at the door. Samantha entered 

looking flustered. She explained with some amusement how she had extricated herself from the 

women’s prayer room downstairs with her three grandchildren by shuffling her way back through the 

lines on hands and knees while the other women prepared for Isha prayer. However, her tone turned 

more serious. She told them it was wrong to tie the prayers together and the mosque only did it 

because of ‘laziness’ and ‘convenience’. She explained there was a precedent for joining the prayers 

together in the time of the Prophet, but this was only in circumstances when people were at risk: ‘In 

the time of the Prophet it was done because of rain, which in Mecca could cause floods and harm 

people’, but this, she said, was not the case in Manchester. The mosque’s decision to join the prayers 

was ‘bida’ (innovation) and she would make a complaint to the mosque committee. After hearing 

Samantha’s arguments, Fahad and Callum did not do the Isha prayer.  

 

In this exchange Samantha was ‘enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong’ (amr bil ma‘rūf 

wal-nahi ‘an al-munkar).8 She considered joining the prayers together to be a transgression of correct 

practice and felt an ethical responsibility to intervene to prevent Fahad and Callum from doing the 

prayer, both of whom she knew well. Enjoining what is right is a command mentioned in several 

verses of the Quran, such as Surah al-Tauba: ‘And [as for] the believers, both men and women – they 

are close to one another: they [all] enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is 

wrong’ (Mahmood 2005, 59). In her discussion of the command in relation to the women’s piety 

movement in Cairo, Mahmood characterises enjoining what is right as ‘someone offering verbal 

advice or admonishment’ and a ‘duty that a Muslim undertakes in the context of normal life’. The 

emphasis on everyone enjoining what is right is a relatively recent practice. In the past it was the 

responsibility of clerics and it was not until the early twentieth century that it was re-interpreted as an 

individual responsibility by reformist thinkers, such as Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida 

(Anderson 2011; Jouili & Amir-Moazami 2006). In Forbidding Wrong in Islam, Michael Cook 

explains that some ‘early Koranic exegetes’ took a limited view of the command to ‘enjoin what is 

right’, in which it was seen only ‘to command belief in the unity of God and the veracity of the 

Prophet’. However, he stresses, this was ‘untypical’. Rather, according to the well-known tenth 

century scholar Tabari, ‘right’ in the command ‘refers to all that God and His Prophet have 

commanded, wrong to all that that they have forbidden.’ (Cook 2003, 22) It can therefore be 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  I will refer to the command by the shorthand, ‘enjoining what is right’.  
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interpreted as a responsibility on Muslims to promote the correct practice of all aspects of Islam, and 

this was the discourse around enjoining what is right in the support network. It was invested with 

considerable importance by members as a practice of sociality that was closely bound up with the aim 

of guiding converts and new Muslims to correct practices of Islam. Its significance is reflected in the 

fact that it was made a topic of one of the Thursday evening new Muslim groups at the MYF on 

‘giving and receiving advice’. The session was led by Dr Hakim, a popular speaker who was known 

for leading interactive classes. Members sat in a semi-circle at one end of the room with a barely 

discernible split between ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’. The majority of the converts were women, but on the 

brothers’ side I joined a convert and a number of born-Muslims. Dr Hakim began the session saying, 

‘giving and receiving advice is an obligation whether you like it or don’t like it.’ He asked, ‘how do 

we advise people? For advice to be true it needs to be done with correct intention, sincerity, good 

action, and you have to be certain what you are saying is correct.’ He added, ‘you give advice for the 

sake of Allah; it is a form of worship.’ Members were advised on the etiquette of giving advice.  

He explained,  

 

‘you should explain someone’s good qualities before giving advice, and you should have 

some kind of relationship too. It is important to have that person’s trust, and it’s important 

to choose an appropriate moment’. 

 

When he was asked by Farah if it was wrong not to give advice, he said it was an obligation to advise, 

but it was possible to ask a third person to pass on advice instead. He advised for it to be transacted 

with people you know and trust because otherwise it will be difficult to get the person’s attention, and 

he suggested that the convert list the person’s ‘good qualities’ first. This situates enjoining what is 

right as a practice of talk that is tied to social intimacy but there is also a sign in this exchange of its 

potentially fraught nature, as suggested by the question from Farah, ‘Is it wrong if we don’t give 

advice?’ Farah explained after she asked the question that she had faced big challenges when she had 

tried to advise her former husband. It is this discussion of enjoining what is right and intimacy, its 

challenges and the ethical questions it raises which is the topic of this chapter. I begin by exploring the 

way in which members’ advice was situated in intimate social relations. Social intimacy was produced 

in two spheres, from the obligation to enjoin what is right as an instantiation of friendship and  

family, as in the following example of Rafiq and Nabil, to the more diffuse familial belonging of the 

support network.   

 

Rafiq and Nabil converted to Islam approximately one year ago and had come to know each other well 

from attending new Muslim classes and social events. I met them in Costa Coffee close to the central 

square, Piccadilly Gardens. I had met Rafiq at the previous week’s new Muslim group at the MYF and 

he had invited Nabil to our meeting. They are both in their mid-twenties and work in professional jobs 
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in central Manchester. We had been discussing the places where they could and could not see their 

friends since they converted. Nabil explained that his relationship to his friends had changed because 

he no longer joined them in clubs, bars or even restaurants because they serve alcohol and do not offer 

halal meat. I asked whether he would ever go anywhere that serves alcohol. He explained ‘I go to 

restaurants that serve alcohol discreetly, like Akbar’s in town. There are many Muslims who go there 

because drinking is not the main reason people are there and you know no one’s going to get drunk.’ 

When he finished Rafiq turned to Nabil and explained there is a hadith which forbids entering 

anywhere serving alcohol. There was silence while he whispered the hadith under his breath, but he 

explained he could not remember it in full and he made a note on his phone to send it to Nabil later in 

the evening. I asked them if correcting each other like this was a normal part of their friendship. ‘This 

is how it works’, Nabil said, ‘it is something we are obliged to do. We help each other out if one of us 

is confused. It is an obligation to correct someone if they are doing something wrong. If I saw Rafiq 

doing something wrong I would have to tell him.’ This exchange reflects the way in which the 

practice is closely tied to relationships of social intimacy through the importance of its exchange 

between friends in the relaxed setting of a café after work. It also shows the sense of obligation, ‘This 

is how it works’, and the often considerable responsibility felt with imparting advice, as reflected in 

the way Rafiq whispers the hadith under his breath. When I asked him about this on another occasion, 

he expressed this sense of responsibility explicitly, warning that if you give incorrect advice ‘you’ll be 

asked about this on Judgement Day’.  

 

Enjoining what is right did not only took place between friends. It was shared more widely in the 

support network and it was quite possible for individuals who were acquaintances, or had never met 

each other before to offer advice on correct practice. In these instances, however, the advice tended to 

be solicited in the first place, although there were instances when this was not the case. The 

transaction of enjoining what is right continued to be situated by members in terms of social intimacy. 

This point was expressed by Javaid who was managing the audience for one Monday evening seminar 

at Didsbury Mosque when the usual speaker was unable to attend. Stuck for things to say, he was 

determined to turn the seminar into an interactive session and was encouraging the twenty to twenty-

five mainly convert men and women to share questions and thoughts with the group. He encouraged 

the audience by stressing the intimacy they shared. He said, ‘the mosque is a platform for talking to 

each other. If you go outside, people would be like, “Who are you?” “What are you up to?”’ He was 

conveying the way in which as members of the convert support network there was a shared social 

intimacy, even if they did not know each other well. Prompted by this invocation of trust, Farah took 

the opportunity to solicit advice from the audience on whether or not to accept a job offer at a petrol 

station which would involve selling alcohol. One elderly convert male responded that anyone selling 

or buying alcohol was condemned, and strongly advised her not to take the job. Members took up 

other positions and at least two converts explained that her personal circumstances (as a single 
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mother) may make it permissible. She was advised to consult a scholar. This example therefore shares 

little of the intimacy of giving advice suggested by Dr Hakim, yet Farah’s question and the responses 

were enacted within more diffuse terms of social intimacy that were imagined as a part of the 

communality shared between members of the support network. However, there were instances when 

enjoining what is right was not considered the right thing to do. It could be seen as a form of 

‘superficial’ ethics, the practice of ‘correct form’ over ‘thick’ ethical notions of friendship, support 

and authenticity and could cause social distance.   

 

‘Like telling a smoker not to smoke’ 

 

Although it was stressed that to ‘enjoin what is right’ was incumbent on everyone, and converts often 

did enact the duty, it was more commonly practised by born-Muslim members of the support network. 

At least four or five born-Muslim men would regularly attend the classes at the MYF and even more 

at the Monday evening lecture at Didsbury Mosque. As in the example of Javaid above, born-Muslim 

members of the group could often be strong proponents of the ethical communality of the support 

network and the responsibilities of Muslims towards one another. Indeed, the role that new Muslim 

groups offer to born-Muslims (as oppose to other mosque groups) in terms of their learning and 

practice of Islam, alongside its particular form of sociality and communality, would be an interesting 

site for future research. It is worth noting too that born-Muslims members were almost all young to 

middle-aged men and tended to be single. They would often assume a more active role in the classes, 

and would be the first to offer clarification or elaborate on a point made by the speaker. Take, for 

instance, the class on ‘giving and receiving advice’. Abdul, a member who regularly attended the new 

Muslim groups drew reference to Surah al-Tauba during the class to highlight giving advice as an 

important ethical responsibility. They would also often lead discussions during the time set aside for 

tea and coffee at the beginning and the end of the session. If born-Muslims often took the initiative to 

‘enjoin what is right’, it was most commonly female converts who were the target. There is no space 

to elaborate on this here, but this can be understood as symptomatic of a broader trend in which 

women serve as guarantors of collective cultural identity and honour and are therefore the object of 

more concern for the correctness of their conduct (Euben & Zaman 2009). In part, too, the greater 

concern to ‘enjoin what is right’ reflects the higher number of female converts in the support network. 

In this section I explore instances of enjoining what is right which were problematised by female 

participants according to a more complex and diffuse ethical reasoning than the ethics of ‘correct’ 

Islamic practice.  

 

The most common object of enjoining what is right experienced by female converts in the support 

network concerned the headscarf. Converts adopt diverse veiling practices (Suleiman 2013; Vroon 

2014), and this trend was reflected among the women in the support network, where some wore the 
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headscarf ‘full-time’, others when they attended events organised by the support network, and one 

participant wore the headscarf to pray only. Andrea wore the headscarf to seminars and lectures 

organised by the support network but not to social events, and she would wear the scarf in different 

ways, at times it would be loosely wrapped over her head and at others tied firmly. Outside of the 

support network she would not wear a headscarf but would wear a small scarf around her neck. One 

evening during my fieldwork I received a private message on WhatsApp from Andrea with an image, 

similar to those shared on the group’s WhatsApp page. It showed a woman wearing a black veil 

highlighted by a stroke of pink lighting up a black background. Next to the woman was written, ‘Allah 

raises your dignity through the hijab. When a strange man looks at you, he respects you because he 

sees that you respect yourself.’ Andrea had been sent the image by one of the speakers of the 

Thursday evening new Muslim group at the MYF, Abdulkarim, who she knew personally. A few days 

before he sent the image she had hosted him and his wife for lunch at her home where she had not 

been wearing a headscarf. When I asked Andrea what she thought of being sent the image, she replied, 

‘it’s like telling a smoker not to smoke.’ 

 

P: ‘I guess that depends on whether the smoker wants to quit or not.’  

A: ‘Well, I was a smoker who wanted to quit. I hated people telling what I already knew.’  

 

By likening the message to telling a smoker not to smoke, Andrea conveys how she does not feel 

compelled to act on the message encouraging her to veil. In the same way that she did not quit 

smoking when she was told to, she will not wear the headscarf when she is advised to. The message 

also produces alienation. She understands the requirement to wear the headscarf, and she told me on a 

previous occasion that despite her doubts she viewed wearing the headscarf as ‘non-negotiable’, but it 

is a decision that requires time, conviction and needs to be negotiated alongside other aspects of her 

life. Enjoining what is right alienated Andrea in this instance because it failed to recognise these 

circumstances. It was common in the support network when women were told to veil that they would 

respond saying they were waiting for a ‘rattling of the heart’, or to emphasise the need to implement 

other practices first. This was the response, for example, of Jessica on the several occasions she was 

advised to veil. She would explain there were other things to focus on first, such as managing the five 

daily prayers. A similar trend has been noted by Vroon. She cites an example of a woman who had 

decided to stop wearing the headscarf (2014). The woman said, ‘Wearing a headscarf is not the main 

thing, there are so many other things you need to do as a Muslim. This is not for me, yet.’ Vroon adds, 

the women in the mosque groups were often told ‘becoming Muslim is a path that should be walked 

“step by step.”’ The message Teresa received did not recognise the complexity of the decision to wear 

the headscarf and it was therefore understood to reflect a concern for correct form, rather than a more 

sensitive and personal engagement with the circumstances surrounding the decision to wear the 
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headscarf, such as the challenges of wearing the scarf around family, or colleagues. Consequently, 

instead of instantiating social intimacy his comments produced social distance.  

 

On another occasion when I met Andrea for coffee during her lunchbreak, she described another 

instance when she had received advice from members of the support network, and this again 

concerned her gendered conduct. This time the comment came from two female members of the 

network who she knew well, one convert and one born-Muslim. Their concern was over her friendship 

with a Muslim man. Andrea was close to the man and I met him two or three times at events they 

attended together, including my final evening at the support network. She has known him for a 

number of years and described him as being ‘like a rock’ during her conversion. However, her friends 

disapproved of their friendship. They told her that it is ‘embarrassing’ when she attends events at the 

support network with him and worse still the friendship was preventing her from re-marrying. Andrea 

told me, ‘they say I am too emotionally connected to think about re-marrying’, and she shrugged, ‘I 

just wish they would leave me alone.’ In her comments what Andrea problematises is not the 

‘transgression’ of being friends with a Muslim man, although, as with the veil above, she understood 

that it was not correct, and she told me she would not have another friendship with a man like this 

again. Rather, her problem is with the comments from her two friends that attempt to make the 

friendship a problem. She indicates that this application of what is ‘correct’ was ethically ‘superficial’ 

through the contrast she draws between her male friend being ‘like a rock’ and the women who are 

preoccupied with questions of ‘embarrassment’ and ‘remarrying’, two issues which Andrea took little 

notice of. Consequently, as in the first instance, the ‘correct practice’ of enjoining what is right is seen 

as alienating as reflected in her comment, ‘I just wish they would leave me alone’. 

 

The two instances of enjoining what is right recounted by Andrea above were contrasted unfavourably 

to the deeper ethics of friendship. This therefore suggests that converts engaged a complex ethical 

picture which was at times offended by the implementation of enjoining what is right. This was even 

more the case at times of suffering or struggle, such as in circumstances of a sickness or death in the 

family. In these instances, converts were often acutely aware of the ways in which enjoining what is 

right could fail to provide compassion, patience and emotional support. This happened a number of 

times on WhatsApp. On one occasion a member announced she was raising money as sadaqa jariyya 

(charity on behalf of the deceased) for a friend who would pass away shortly. Another member wrote 

to question whether as a friend and not a family member it was right to do a collection and she 

continued to question the action even after a scholar’s verdict was posted on the forum approving it. 

The conversation came to an end when the member’s friend passed away and she announced that she 

would not be collecting money. When I spoke to others about this exchange they expressed a deep 

unease with the member’s questioning, which was seen to offend a deeper understanding of what is 

‘right’. It was insensitive and unimportant in the circumstances. A similar sense of the way in which 
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enjoining what is right could be experienced as alienating in the context of moments of suffering or 

struggle is reflected in the following exchange between Jessica and Javaid. At a time when Jessica’s 

daughter was sick she received a message on WhatsApp requesting her to change her WhatsApp 

profile picture from Javaid, a born-Muslim who was active in organising activities at the mosque. The 

picture showed Jessica’s face and uncovered shoulders. He explained his reasons for making the 

request, ‘I want to keep my intention modest and brotherly towards my Muslim sisters’. It was not 

abnormal. In the setting of the mixed-sex support network issues of women’s appearance and conduct 

were a common object of concern, and on some occasions Jessica may even have been receptive to the 

advice. However, this exchange took place when her daughter was unwell. In her response to Javaid, 

Jessica shows that he offended a more complex ethical picture,  

 

‘Being a Muslim is not how u think things should happen!.......I am a Muslim.....I 

DO NOT NEED U TELLING ME TO TAKE A PIC DOWN..IM FURIOUS WITH 

U. A true friend would of seen what I've to try and Deal with at home today... how 

my daughter turns in minutes....u dont like it.. delete me, and save ur reply...I dont 

want it.’ 

 

In her response, Jessica makes it clear that she does not see his expression of enjoining what is right as 

a reflection of what Islam should be and she critiques what she perceives to be an insensitive and 

literalist implementation of notions of ‘correct’ Islamic practice, in contrast to more diffuse values of 

compassion, friendship and support. She stresses the superficiality of Javaid’s remark in these 

circumstances, contrasting his concern over a picture with the challenges she faces with her sick 

daughter. This is made explicit when she contrasts his action with the reference to a ‘true friend’. In 

the context of her daughter’s sickness, Jessica makes it clear that enjoining what is right produced 

alienation and offended a deeper ethics of social intimacy.  

 

This section has shown the way in which enjoining what is right was not always situated in terms of 

familial belonging and friendship. As the examples from Jessica and Andrea indicate, it could be 

understood as superficial in its failure to recognise more complex and diffuse ethical evaluations. 

However, the constant emphasis on the virtue of enjoining what is right was not only problematised as 

ethically superficial, it also created a new space in which transgression was something to be valued as 

an expression of authenticity, which in turn became associated with the production of social intimacy. 

This is well reflected in the ‘trust’ and ‘friendship’ of Samantha’s surprising description of the 

requests she receives to join local imams who leave town ‘to let their fronts down’. 
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‘No doubt some Muslims would say it was un-Islamic behaviour’ 

 

During our final meeting at Costa Coffee near Piccadilly Gardens, Samantha leaned over the table and 

said in hushed tones that she would tell me a secret about the imams in Manchester. The context was a 

conversation in which she was explaining her frustration that people are not ‘real’ in the mosque. She 

said there were imams in Manchester who would ask her to accompany them on trips out of 

Manchester where ‘they would rant and shout’. She said, ‘people forget they are real people, and they 

need to let their fronts down like the rest of us. She was pleased that they chose her to join them, ‘I 

like the fact that they trust me because they know I’m not going to judge them.’ Whether or not imams 

do indeed leave town with Samantha to ‘rant and shout’, this example is interesting for what it reveals 

about the way in which Samantha sees the space of the mosque, and how she comes to value 

‘transgression’ as the display of authenticity. This point is given greater salience by the respect given 

to imams among members of the support network as pious, exemplary figures (I was often told of the 

‘noor’ that fills the faces of imams). In her comment, Samantha critiques the space of the mosque 

where she experiences the constant emphasis on correct practice and the display of virtue as 

inauthentic and removed from the more complex ethical picture of real life, a space where imams are 

forced to leave in order to let their fronts down and be ‘human’. This practice of transgression and 

‘authenticity’ is tied by Samantha to intimacy, and here it links to the broader theme of this chapter. 

Samantha describes the way in which ‘she likes’ this display because it shows ‘trust’. In the context of 

the social distance and alienation of the support network ‘transgression’ becomes tied to trust and the 

intimacy it implies. We see a similar picture of this in the way Andrea talks about the figure of Aisha, 

one of the Prophet’s wives.  

 

Vroon describes the often strong resonance converts feel towards members of the sahaba (companions 

of the Prophet Muhammad). She narrates how her participants ‘often referred to the first Muslim 

community’ from which ‘women drew the courage to convert’ (2014, 137). The following 

conversation took place on WhatsApp following a lecture that Andrea and I attended at Didsbury 

Mosque on the ‘responsibilities of the mother’. Andrea had briefly explained the virtues of the four 

‘exemplary women’ in Islam: Khadijah, Mary, Fatima and the wife of Pharaoh, before quickly moving 

on to describe Aisha, 

 

She was a character.  

One story is that she was very jealous of the other wives. She got in a strop and threw 

food at one of them. 

She is also said to have smashed a plate of food on the floor when a wife made it for  

the prophet   
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No doubt some Muslims would say it was un-Islamic behaviour.  

Well, I like it. They were human. 

 

In An Enchanted Modern, Lara Deeb describes how the Shia female volunteers doing community 

work in the southern district of Beirut looked at female figures ‘as role models for devotion, strength 

and iltizam’, some, for example, looked to Fatima al-Zahra ‘for her knowledge of Islam, her abilities 

in teaching others, and her generosity.’ (2006, 202) Here, we can see that Aisha functions as a role 

model for Andrea, but not as the embodiment of the virtues of a Muslim woman, but in stressing the 

‘human’. Andrea’s depiction of Aisha is placed in intimate terms. She situates her account in the 

domestic sphere, and the transgressions themselves are situated in intimate terms of emotion and 

feelings, as in the ‘jealousy’ Aisha feels towards the other wives. Aisha’s transgressions are valued by 

Andrea within a discourse of authenticity, as reflected in her comment, ‘I like it. They were human.’ 

Intimacy therefore emerges from the expression of an ethics of authenticity, and she explicitly situates 

this within the alienation she experiences over the formulaic notions of correct conduct, as illustrated 

in the previous section, and stated here in her lament, ‘no doubt some Muslims would say it was un-

Islamic behaviour’.  

 

The way in which the local imams and Aisha are represented by Samantha and Andrea draws attention 

to how transgressions were reflected upon as positive in a context where converts feel alienated by the 

constant transaction of virtue through the sociality of learning and teaching as reflected in enjoining 

what is right. Oftentimes, the intimacy of transgression manifested in direct response to virtuous 

admonishment or advice. In the following vignette Jessica makes it clear that smoking during prayers, 

and the transgression associated with it produced an intimacy that was offended by the practice of 

enjoining what is right. This unexpected encounter took place on a Saturday evening when I attended 

a fundraising collection and dinner at Didsbury Mosque. The event was to raise money to purchase the 

building opposite the mosque as a waqf. There were speeches by members of the mosque committee 

followed by the collection of donation pledges. I was with the men who pledged donations in the main 

prayer hall, while the women were in the women’s prayer room. It was mainly attended by born-

Muslims who prayed at the mosque, but a few converts also attended. As the Maghrib prayer began, I 

left the main prayer hall where the men were preparing to pray and saw Jessica in the reception area 

gathering her shoes in a rush. She told me to meet her outside the front of the mosque and rushed to 

the women’s exit. Outside I caught-up with Jessica, Farah and a young female convert, Saja, walking 

swiftly down the road away from the mosque. I joined them as they took the first road on the right 

towards a derelict house with scaffolding which Jessica called the ‘smoking shelter’. Jessica and Saja 

lit cigarettes and sat on top of the crumbling wall in the garden. There was a discussion about the 

amount raised in the mosque, but the conversation abruptly changed. Farah looked to Jessica and said, 

‘Jessica, smoking is so bad for you. I don’t understand why you do it?’ 
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Jessica replied flippantly, ‘because then I can breathe in and breathe out and everything feels better’, 

which she demonstrated by exhaling a large breath of smoke with a smile. 

Farah, ‘but the Prophet Muhammad told us to look after our bodies.’  

Jessica, ‘shhhh, will you shut up Farah!’ she said affectionately as she finished her cigarette. She 

jumped down from the wall and gave Farah a hug. She took out a can of deodorant and sprayed us all 

one-by-one and handed out chewing gum. We left the ‘smoking shelter’ and made our way to the 

mosque for dinner.  

 

In this example smoking during the prayer is part of a valued social intimacy. Leaving the mosque to 

smoke was understood by Jessica (and the others) to be transgressive, as reflected in how she sprayed 

us with deodorant to cover the smell and handed out chewing gum before we returned to the mosque. 

In contrast to the constant transaction of virtue between members of the support network, and the 

alienation it produces, the smoking shelter becomes the site of a valued transgression in which Jessica 

and Saja (through smoking) and Farah and I (through joining them) displayed our authenticity. The 

smoking shelter was the site for the staging of social intimacy. One indication of this is that it was the 

first time I had been asked by Jessica to join her in the ‘smoking shelter’ though I had seen her 

surreptitiously leave the mosque on a number of occasions, and it correlated with the point at which 

we had come to know each other better and had begun meeting on a regular basis. This site, as a space 

of valued transgression, was however challenged by Farah’s questioning of why Jessica smokes and 

her invocation of the example of the Prophet Muhammad. Jessica’s response shows that she found this 

jarring. She is brusque and rude, and she does not engage seriously with Farah’s question. This is 

followed by a highly deliberate embodied display of intimacy - by giving Farah a hug and playfully 

spraying each of us with deodorant - to stress the distinction between the comment and the intimacy of 

the smoking shelter.  

 

Thomas expresses the same practice of situating intimacy in shared transgression in contradistinction 

to the social distance of teaching and enjoining what is right. In the previous chapter I explored how 

Thomas conveyed his feelings of inauthenticity in the mosque because the talk was perceived to deny 

space for a perceived White ethnic belonging. He also situated alienation in the practice of enjoining 

what is right, in which the fear of doing the wrong thing was experienced as producing social distance. 

He told me, ‘in the mosque I’m afraid of saying something wrong when I speak to some Muslims’. He 

fears he would ‘get a lecture’ if he told others in the mosque that he missed prayers. He said the space 

of the mosque was an environment in which ‘you are encouraged to be dishonest’ and ‘to say the right 

thing’. This picture of social distance and alienation was represented in sharp distinction to the 

intimacy he shares with his Muslim friend and colleague Zahid. Thomas works closely with Zahid and 

has come to know him well over the past eight years. He said, smiling, ‘he takes a flexible view of 

things’, and gave an example of how. ‘He will tell me not to worry about praying at work and to just 
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catch up missed prayers at the end of the day, but at the same time he does not touch the meat at the 

work canteen because it is not halal’. On the one hand, Zahid is strict about practices, such as not 

eating halal meat, but on others he is ‘flexible’, as in his attitude towards prayers. He joked, ‘I just call 

him a hypocrite.’ Thomas situated his friendship with Zahid in a setting of social intimacy, in contrast 

to the talk in the mosque. He said he is ‘open’ and ‘honest’ with Zahid, and their conversations take 

place in ‘good spirits’ and with ‘humour’. He characterised the difference as the following: ‘from the 

mosque I get the right answer, but from Zahid I get enthusiasm and support’. The intimacy that 

Thomas experiences with Zahid, as suggested by his invocation of friendship and ‘support’, gains its 

salience from the alienation he experienced from the mosque where you are forced to be ‘dishonest’. 

In this context the transgressions committed by Zahid are valued as an expression of authenticity, 

indicated by how he describes it in terms of being ‘honest’ and ‘open’. 

 

What these accounts suggest is that within the sociality of the support network, where the expression 

and enjoining of virtue is problematised as producing alienation and social distance, transgression is 

valued and becomes tied to the production of social intimacy. This offers an interesting parallel to the 

place of poetry among the Awlad ‘Ali in the Western Desert, Egypt. Abu-Lughod’s description of the 

way the ghinnawas (little songs) of women and young men violate the code of ‘honour and modesty’ 

among the Awlad ‘Ali expresses in similar terms what inheres in moments of shared transgression 

among converts, 

 

‘Sharing poetry enhances the closeness between intimates, differentiating it clearly from 

the social distance of nonintimates… In contrast to the masking and formality of the 

discourse of social distance, the discourse of poetry is one of self-exposure and 

familiarity... they are like secrets: secrets function to exclude those who do not share them 

and to closely bind those who do.’ (Abu-Lughod 1986, 234 – 235) 

 

Expressions of transgression, as for instance the example of Jessica smoking during prayer times, 

share a similar ‘function’ to the role of poetry among the Awlad ‘Ali in the way they produce ‘self-

exposure’ and ‘familiarity’, and function too like ‘secrets’. While poetry in Abu Lughod’s study 

violates ‘honour and modesty’, the sharing of transgression among converts violates the sociality of 

the mosque which is defined by the transaction and exchange of virtue. However, there is one 

significant difference between the production of intimacy of the convert support network and the 

dynamics of intimacy in Veiled Sentiments. Unlike the Awlad ‘Ali, intimacy in the support network is 

situated in both the ‘legitimate’ discourse of enjoining what is right as well as the ‘secret’ expressions 

of ambivalence and transgression. There are two ideas around ‘intimacy’ that circulate in the mosque 

which can both be valued by converts. In delineating two conceptions of intimacy, I do not want to 

suggest they serve as singular or mutually exclusive routes in the production of social intimacy; both 
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conceptions of intimacy circulated and were expressed at different times with regards to different 

issues and in different relationships. Two short examples will suffice to show that one individual 

could express intimacy in both these terms. Take, for instance, the example of Samantha. She advised 

Callum and Fahad not to join their prayers in the example in the first chapter, and they were two 

members she knew well. Yet she also expressed how the sociality of the mosque produces social 

distance and inauthenticity and expressed the ‘trust’ she enjoyed from the imams who leave 

Manchester to ‘let their fronts down’. The same can be said of Jessica. As I showed in the cases 

above, she can situate intimacy in shared transgression, as in the example of smoking during prayer 

time. However, she also described to me how she visits her mother’s home after the Monday evening 

Didsbury Mosque seminar and will sit on the edge of her bed and give her advice. Her mother is a 

convert who stopped practising some time ago. On one occasion Jessica’s mother told her, ‘I have 

Islam in my heart, and that is enough’, but Jessica explained to her it was not, a point she had the 

conviction to make from attending the Monday evening seminar, and she encouraged her to practise. 

In this case enjoining what is right is shared in the context of the close relationship she has with her 

mother. In both these cases Samantha and Jessica value the intimacy produced from transgression and 

from enjoining what is right. What is therefore seen to be ethical is situational, responding to  

the complexity of individuals’ lives as they negotiate circumstances inside and outside of the  

support network.  
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Conclusion 
 

 

This study explored the ethical questions experienced by converts to Islam with regards to the 

sociality of a convert support network in Manchester. It began with the premise that the sociality of 

the support network offers a useful way to explore converts and conversion for two reasons: first, 

conversion is intrinsically a process of learning (often the object of sociality) and second, conversion 

entails important changes in practices of social exchange. What this study builds upon is a recognition 

of the importance of placing the social, and practices of social exchange, at the centre of analysis. It 

therefore addresses the dearth of literature on the ‘social’ in studies of conversion (Jensen 2012), 

which have tended to privilege analysis on the change, or otherwise, experienced by the self-

encapsulated individual –  in terms of mode of practice, the adoption of particular symbols (such as 

the hijab), or transformations in the individual’s conception of identity. Conversion is intrinsically a 

process carried out in relation to and with others, as, for example, in the practices of talk, and these 

practices of exchange and transaction are important sites in constituting virtue (Anderson 2011). This 

is reflected in how the main themes to emerge in this study of sociality are rich ethical notions of 

intersubjective situatedness: belonging, intimacy and authenticity. The sociality that defined the 

support network consisted in pious forms of talk or instant messaging, which could take the form of 

greetings or Islamic expressions, but perhaps most interestingly and characteristically, in practices of 

learning and teaching, such as the sharing of hadiths and Quranic text. However, the talk in the 

support network was also itself the object of learning and teaching, and was understood by members 

to be an important ethical practice. Take, for instance, the discussion over the correct intention when 

saying ‘inshallah’, or the class on the ethics of enjoining what is right. Talk in the support network 

was considered meritorious and was enacted self-consciously: it was something to get right. It was 

valued by members both as the site for learning particular modes of speech that were considered 

important in the aim of being or becoming Muslim, but also the act of being located within the 

circulation and transaction of these terms, which produce a sense of ‘inoculation’ or ‘refuge’ from the 

secular sociality and impious transactions of everyday life and could therefore generate valued ethical 

notions of intimacy, belonging and recognition of an authentic Muslimness. The title, Learning Talk, 

sought to capture these aspects of talk in the support network – as a particular practice of acquiring 
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knowledge, as something to learn and articulate correctly and the virtue of being situated within a 

space where pious talk circulates.  

 

Yet, this study has ultimately drawn attention to the ethical complexity of converts engagement and 

reflection on the sociality of the support network. If talk was the site of ideas of what it means to be a 

correctly practicing Muslim, and was bound-up with notions of authenticity, intimacy and belonging, 

it was also problematised at times as superficial and inauthentic, as producing social distance and 

denying other forms of belonging. Talk as ‘correct Islamic practice’ was situated within a more 

complex ethical field which drew on more diffuse notions of the good. These evaluations could 

encompass a broader conception of what it means to be Muslim, such as the way in which ‘intimacy’ 

was reproduced in Andrea’s intimate account of the ‘unislamic behaviour’ of Aisha in chapter two. At 

other times, it was situated outside a specifically Islamic-inflection, as in the way Callum and 

Samantha deliberately drew into the mosque a sociality associated with the sites and practices of pubs 

and clubs in order to assert other forms of belonging, or Jessica sneaking off to smoke during prayer 

times which was situated as a site for the construction of social intimacy. The study has brought to 

light the different conceptions around talk as Islamic practice, in relation to ethical terms of 

belonging, intimacy and authenticity and in doing so draws attention to the way in which the support 

network is a space of reflection and contestation, where members engage the intellect and emotion. 

This problematises work that has characterised the convert support network as a space where converts 

engage uncritically with the Islamic tradition, reflected in Moosavi’s description of support networks 

as ‘schools of Islamic habitus’ (2011). It also contributes to a more complex reading of converts and 

conversion to Islam in the contemporary UK and questions to what extent we can speak of a ‘convert 

culture’. It invites a rethinking of normative representations of converts as zealous and often literalist. 

This is often understood to be the case because of the considerable sacrifices converts make to 

become Muslims (and therefore they do it right), the fact that learning is often a process of rational 

choice-making as opposed to a gradual socialisation into practices and beliefs (as for many born-

Muslims, and finally because of the insecurities of arriving ‘late’ to Islam and performing embodied 

practice awkwardly (such as the correct expression of terms, or correct practice of prayer) and 

therefore not being accepted as authentic Muslims. There is plenty of evidence in the literature to 

show that converts often do practice what Tim Winter has termed ‘convertitis’, and this is also 

reflected in the vignettes of this study, such as the debate that took place on WhatsApp about whether 

it was correct to collect money as sadaqa jariyya for a non-relative, as I described in chapter two. 

However, what this study has shown overall is the ways that this is problematised, contextualised and 

reflected upon, according to notions of intimacy, authenticity and belonging. In some instances, talk 

as correct practice is valued in these terms, and other times it is not.   
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Work on convert support networks is still in its infancy, despite a widespread understanding of their 

importance for converts in learning and enacting Muslimness. Although these classes and the support 

network often features in literature on conversion, it is rarely problematised, or investigated as an 

object of analysis in and of itself. There are a number of questions that emerge out of this study which 

could be taken up in further research. One interesting feature which is a part of the ethnographic 

description and analysis throughout, but is not analysed on its own terms, is the experience of born-

Muslims attending the classes and lectures of the support network. Born-Muslim members tended to 

be young men of South Asian heritage. They did not appear to have undergone a ‘born again’ 

experience, or a ‘return’ to Islam, as is often assumed to be the case. Their participation reflects, 

rather, the way in which the community of converts provided an ideal of ethical communality they 

were searching for and had not found elsewhere, and also offered an opportunity to teach and proffer 

knowledge and guidance of Islam. Another area for future work is to explore sociality or other 

features of the support network in relation to non-White converts. This study shares the focus of the 

majority of literature on conversion by focussing predominantly on the experiences of White converts 

(Suleiman, 2013). It would be interesting to see how the themes of belonging, intimacy and 

authenticity I explore in this study are reflected in the experiences of British Afro-Caribbean converts 

in the UK for example. Finally, the study invites further research into the role of gender in mixed-sex 

support environments (not to mention the dearth of literature on male convert support groups). 

Although convert groups tend to be single sex, mixed-sex groups exist, such as the support network in 

Manchester, and offer an interesting site for exploring how converts negotiate often new ideas around 

gender roles in the space of the mosque, particularly as questions of gender tend to be the most talked-

about aspects of conversion, in the concerns of family members, in press coverage, and (therefore) for 

converts themselves. A study looking specifically at how these ideas are absorbed, questioned and 

negotiated in a space of learning and often one of only a few sites where converts enact a pious 

sociality would offer interesting insights.   
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Learning Talk explores ethics and sociality in a Muslim convert support 

network in Manchester, UK. Sociality among converts was defi ned by 

the learning and teaching of Islam, such as sharing hadiths, quotes 

from the Quran, or ‘enjoining what is right and forbidding what is 

wrong’. Pious talk was itself the object of learning and teaching; it was 

discussed, refl ected upon and enacted self-consciously by converts. 

It could be valorised as meritorious, seen to produce intimacy and 

belonging between members and serve as a site for the expression 

of authentic Muslimness. It could be described as an ‘inoculation’ 

to the moral injury of secular sociality. But pious talk could also be 

considered ethically superfi cial. It was seen at times to deny space for 

other belongings and to express a concern for correct form over more 

diffuse conceptions of the good. It could even lead converts to assert 

forms of ‘impious’ talk in the support network.

This study reveals through close ethnographic attention to the 

sociality of a Muslim convert support network how conversion is not 

a linear trajectory of becoming Muslim, nor are converts uncritical in 

their engagement with practices of Islam. In Learning Talk, conversion 

to Islam emerges as a complex process, entailing the intellect and 

emotion, and engaging ethical refl ection, dilemmas and reasoning.
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