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INTRODUCTION

      provide a snapshot of emerging
postgraduate work on Muslims in the UK and Europe. They are expanded
versions of papers presented at the University of Cambridge Centre of Islamic
Studies’ third Annual Postgraduate Conference held on 13-15 May 2016. The
Centre of Islamic Studies annual conference aims to bring together work in
this expanding field and provide a forum for critical discussion and reflection.
As in previous years, the emphasis is not on theology or comparative religion,
but on understanding the wide variety of different Muslims’ lived experiences
in the UK and Europe, alongside an analysis of the forces affecting these lives.
The papers therefore tackle a range of themes of broad interest to scholars
working in various fields of social and political science. They also cover a
variety of geographical and institutional contexts, mainly in the United
Kingdom but also in Germany, Russia and  Tunisia. While there are many
possible ways of bringing these papers into dialogue with each other, they are
grouped here into four thematic sections: religion and identity; national and
supranational organisations; political participation and non-participation;
and socio-legal perspectives. Discussion at the symposium itself, and therefore
the post-conference development of papers, benefited immensely from the
critical input of Dr Nadia Fadhil of the University of Leuven, a noted
anthropologist of Islam, who delivered the keynote speech entitled “Enough
with excuses! On self-critique, Islam, and the dilemmas of public
anthropology after the Paris and Brussels attack”. Dr Fadhil also acted as
mentor and discussant throughout the event. Beyond this critical input, the
finished papers included in this volume were developed with only minimal
editorial intervention and, as previous volumes have done, showcase the
quality of the current research into Muslims and Islam produced by young
and early-career scholars across Europe. 

Religion and Identity

Three papers in this volume consider the emergence of faith-based, ethnic
and gendered identities in particular national and regional contexts in Europe,
from a variety of disciplinary perspectives. Benussi uses an ethnographic
approach to offer an intriguing analysis of Sunni religious revivalism in the
Volga region. While the Tatar and Bashkir Muslim populations of this part of
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Russia have often been neglected in English-language scholarship, in fact the
post-Soviet period has seen a resurgence of interest in Islam among people
of Muslim background in these regions. This represents a challenge to public
narratives about Tatar identity and heritage, which have tended to celebrate
two notions of Islam: “traditional” folk religion concerned with popular
devotion rather than shariah-consciousness, and modernist jadidism which
has connotations of Europeanised and Russified – as distinct from “Oriental”
– identity. Benussi however draws attention to the diversity of ways of being
Muslim in this region which are not captured by these categories, such as
movements of halal cool which stress juridical correctness alongside self-
improvement and worldly success, and which draw both on Quran and hadith
and on motivational literature by Donald Trump and Steve Jobs. In place of
the traditional/non-traditional dichotomy which dominates Russian public
discourse about Islam, he proposes a more nuanced four-fold model: socially
inclusive “ecumenists”; “intellectuals” competent in different social registers;
“puritans” embracing literalist positions and social activism; and “autarkists”
prioritising purity and advocating separation from the mainstream. Yet he
stresses that all share the same ethnic and post-Soviet culture as their less
religious Tatar countrymen, which should lead us to question any
assumptions of Muslim “foreignness” in this part of Russia.

Brice uses census data from the United Kingdom Household Longitudinal
Study to explore the ethnic identity of a hitherto little recognised group: those
who identify as White British Muslims, but whose parentage and grand
parentage “origins” are in South Asia. Data from the England and Wales
censuses for 2001 and 2011 show that some 63 thousand and 77 thousand
respectively identified as White British and as Muslim. This amounts to some
3-4% of the total Muslim population, and challenges assumptions in the
mainstream media that “Muslims” are a distinct ethnic group from “White
British”. Previous analyses have tended to assume that figures represent
individuals who have either converted to Islam or misidentified as White
British rather than “Other White”. But Brice shows that converts only account
for some 25,000 of the 2011 figure for White British Muslims; and that many
of the remainder do not have white British parentage, which questions the
hypothesis that they should properly have identified as “Other White”. Instead,
Brice argues by drawing on the Understanding Society dataset, a substantial
number of White British Muslims – around 39% - in fact have family origins
in South Asia and choose to identify as White, as the first or second generation
born in the UK. This choice he suggests represents a “widening of the borders
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of whiteness” and is comparable to the phenomenon identified in the US
whereby individuals of Hispanic and Asian American background adopt a
path of “becoming white”; the dynamics behind this affiliation call for further
study.

Kurz’s paper analyses the way that Islamic masculinity is constructed in
mosque centre lectures offered by an imam in a multi-ethnic quarter in Berlin
between 2011 and 2016. She discusses the way that men are encouraged in
the lectures to “lower their gaze” in order to avoid the “seductive potential of
women for men”. While much work has been done on the role of embodied
religious discipline in the way that Muslim women seek to fashion ethical
subjectivity and live out divine will, comparatively little attention has been
paid to the way that men also seek to embody a capacity for modesty.  Kurz
argues that it is important to pay attention to the gendered nature of processes
of ethical self-formation. She also draws attention to the way that the imam
uses these processes in order to draw attention to the marginalisation of
Muslim masculinity in a context where Muslim men are often stigmatised,
and in turn to redraw hierarchical distinctions between a “morally positively
connoted community of Muslims” and “German society”.

National and Supranational Organisations

Two papers consider the institutional dynamics behind the construction of
Islam at the national and supranational levels. Muller analyses the forum of
the German Islam Conference which purports to offer a “dialogue” between
the government and Islamic umbrella organisations in Germany. He argues
that the expectations of Muslims expressed through the German Islam
Conference and in related central government publications are “more
complex than the programmatic idea of “dialogue” suggests”, and that the
state wavers between an ostensibly neutral position with regard to different
theological currents and an interventionist, prescriptive position which calls
for active processes of enlightenment and constructs Muslim as “deficient
citizens”. Moreover, Muller argues that the aim of establishing a Coordinating
Council of Muslims reflects a desire to shape an Islamic community that is
“united in structure, doctrine and religious practice”, and is modelled on a
Christian framework which does not take account of actually existing diversity
in the Muslim context.

Taleb also considers the effects of institutional discourse about Islam in

3



Europe but from a supranational rather than a national perspective. Moving
ably from the theoretical to the empirical, Taleb examines the ways in which
EU actors together discuss Islamophobia, the effects this discourse has on
dynamics of subjectification within Muslim communities, and the
implications for the conceptual primacy, and inconsistencies, of ‘European
values’. Her paper critically engages with the construction of a ‘European
Islam’ and brings into focus the mutually imbricated processes through which
notions of ‘Muslim-ness’, but also ‘European-ness’, emerge in this context.
Drawing from the anthropological work of Talal Asad, Taleb untangles the
contested nature of the term ‘Europe’, bringing Foucauldian notions of power
to bear on our understanding of how Europe is produced. By doing so Taleb
highlights the discursive processes involved in making Europe and the
strategies used to set and maintain norms. 

Political Participation and Non-Participation

Two papers also consider arenas, blockages and changing forms of political
participation among a variety of Muslim actors in the UK, Europe and North
Africa. Zainab provides a cross-section of debate and discussion among young
Muslims aged 15-30 attending mosques, Islamic organisations and informal
meeting groups in the British city of Bristol, on the topic of the so-called
Islamic State. She captures a variety of perspectives on the question of the
caliphate, British belonging and identity, and responses to public discourses
around radicalisation. All those she spoke to condemned the abhorrent
actions of the so-called Islamic State; some expressed the view that there was
a place in the modern world for a true Islamic caliphate, while others saw that
it had little bearing on or relevance to individual spirituality in Islam. Most
felt that their experience of their own citizenship had been negatively affected
by a public sphere dominated by concern about the “Islamic State” – with
many reporting experiences of everyday hostility as well as anxiety caused by
state policies securitising Muslim identity in public institutions.

Wolf offers a study of the importance of non-activism in shaping political
identities. She examines how the development of the Tunisian Islamist party
al-Nahda was affected by a period of exile in France and the United Kingdom
between 1989 and 2011. Most accounts of Tunisian Islamist politics in this
period – such as al-Nahda’s disavowal of violence in 1995 – suggest that the
emergence of a conciliatory approach to Ben-Ali’s authoritarian regime was
the result of a “process of learning about democracy” which its activists
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encountered in exile. Wolf however questions this argument, as well as the
centrality of activists and leadership in determining the development of
Tunisian Islamist politics in this period. Interviews with the grassroots
revealed a different dynamic: not one of learning and strategic adaptation,
but one in which rank-and-file members increasingly distanced themselves
from activist involvement in the hope of pursuing a more “normal” life. This
dynamic was compounded the difficulty which many experienced in
integrating in the West, and a consequent desire to return to Tunisia and be
reunited with relatives there, under conditions determined by Ben-Ali’s
regime. This pursuit of “individual solutions” isolated and put pressure on
the Islamist leadership, and shows the importance of non-activists and non-
activism in shaping political destinies. It also, she suggests, underpins the
current “politics of compromise” in Tunisia, in which followers of al-Nahda
have entered into coalition with members of Ben-Ali’s former regime.

Socio-legal Perspectives

This year’s papers also included a set of studies that adopted socio-legal
perspectives on Islam. These were also evident at the 2015 symposium in
presentations on unregistered marriages by Vishal Vora and Islamic law by
Tariq Al-Timini. This growth continues apace with three papers in the present
volume focusing on issues of legislation and jurisprudence. Soliman’s paper
discusses English court decisions concerning unregistered and polygynous
marriages. Soliman argues that there is a need for a perspective shift within
the British Muslim community toward raising women’s awareness of the legal
tools that might afford protection during and after the breakdown of a
marriage, and that may discourage polygynous practices that prove so
harmful to affected Muslim women living under English law.

Prief ’s paper offers a rare empirical study of the procedures used by sharia
councils and the Muslim Arbitration Tribunal. She frames her engaging study
within the context of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) as promoted in
the English civil courts and applied frequently to marital disputes. Prief asks
whether procedures performed by Islamic institutions in the UK may be
subsumed under the legal principles of ADR. Her conclusions highlight the
debates around the suitability of council members to act as mediators, media
concerns around the levels of sensitivity applied to cases involving allegations
of domestic violence, and the not inconsiderable challenges of access and
transparency faced by researchers wishing to undertake fieldwork within
sharia courts.
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Finally, Uddin’s paper poses a simple question: How do Muslim women
pursue divorce in the UK? His socio-legal study underpins his answer with
qualitative and phenomenological research approaches examining how law
operates within a specific context: English law and British Muslims. Emergent
findings in Uddin’s work-in-progress shed light on the many complexities
faced by Muslim women seeking divorce, and the plurality inherent within
community understandings of sharia law. Uddin’s work identifies domestic
violence, transnational marriage and in-law interference as determining
factors in marriage breakdown and addresses the challenges faced by those,
including Uddin, who seek to reform divorce proceedings and thus improve
social justice for British Muslim women.

These three papers could be viewed collectively as representing a shift away
from debates around basic human rights and towards more granulated legal
debates about the myriad ways in which English law continues to shape and
re-shape the everyday lives of British Muslim communities. The work of each
of the three scholars reminds us of the ongoing challenges that emerge out of
the interaction between legal frameworks and a diversity of cultures and
norms. Interestingly perhaps, the focus of these studies is British Muslim
women and implied throughout is the patriarchal nature of the cultural
practices described but also of the legal processes relied on by many of the
female research subjects: a further reminder perhaps that issues of gender
inequality and imbalance transcend with ease the limits of cultural, religious
and national boundaries.

Several themes in these papers pick up conversations from previous years’
discussions – such as the way that legal frameworks operate and are drawn
upon in the context of particular cultural identities and practices; the
intersections between religious faith and ethnic and gendered identities; and
the way that citizenship and engagement in the public sphere shape and are
shaped by public and institutional discourses about Islam. New themes are
considered in these papers, such as the importance of non-activism and the
pursuit of normality in the shaping of political life; and the emergence of
hybrid youth subcultures such as “halal cool”. Taken together, these papers
and the perspectives they present attest to the complexity and diversity of
social worlds across Europe in which Islam is playing a role. 

Dr Paul Anderson 
Dr Julian Hargreaves
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The Weight of Tradition: “Traditional” versus 
“Non-Traditional” Islam in Russia’s Volga Region

  

Abstract

My research focuses on Islamic renewal movements amongst the Muslim populations of the
Volga region in the Russian Federation. In this paper, I critically engage with a hegemonic
scholarly and media discourse about “traditional Russian Islam”, outlining its intellectual
genealogy and describing its social outcomes. Thereafter, on the grounds of my ethnographic
findings gathered from sixteen months of fieldwork in the Republic of Tatarstan, I proceed
to summarise a model to map the major trends and trajectories within the Russian ummah.

Introduction: Islam’s Return to the Volga Region

Anglophone scholarship about the Volga region and its Tatar and Bashkir
Muslim populations is relatively scant in comparison to the wealth of
literature about other regions – under the gaze of Western Orientalists since
the colonial era – of the so-called Islamic World. The Twentieth Century’s
history of political confrontation between the Soviet Union and the West,
along with decades of brutally implemented secularization, brought Russia’s
Muslims even further away from the scope of Euro-American Islamic Studies.
They became, in the words of Bennigsen and Lemercier-Quelquejay, “the
forgotten Muslims”1. As the Soviet system collapsed, however, many things
changed.

Since the early 1990s, the Republic of Tatarstan (and Russia at large) has
witnessed the shocking success of a range of transnational Sunni movements
of religious renewal, running the gamut from literalist orthodox puritanism
(Salafiyyah) to education- and dialogue-oriented flexible conservativism
(Fethullah Gülen’s Hizmet Movement). All these movements emphasise God-
consciousness (taqwa) and promote adherence to Sharia – albeit very
differently –, thus challenging the widespread assumption that Volga-region
Muslims, in light of their history of secularization under Russian and Soviet
rules, should turn their back on Islamic law.

This sudden surge in spiritual activity was experienced by many in the Volga

9



region – similar to other post-atheist transition contexts2 – as something
unsettling and nearly unmanageable, a change beyond individuals and
communities’ ability to master in full. The return of Islam to Russia brought
about splintered, fractured collective selves. In particular, the rift between a
novel, growing minority of practicing Muslims (soblyudayushchie) and a
majority of non-practicing Muslims (nesoblyudayushchie) is described as a
chasm between “parallel worlds” increasingly drifting apart3.

The Volga Anomaly: Russia’s “Ethnic Muslims”

The term “ethnic Muslim” (etnicheskie musul’mane) is used in Tatarstan and
Russia’s other Muslim-majority regions to describe people of Muslim descent
who do not embrace formal Islamic doctrines as relevant sources of moral or
spiritual guidance. Ethnic Muslims are, by and large, of secular orientation,
although many may feel interpellated by the atmosphere of enhanced
religiosity that has made its triumphant entry to the cultural life of the region. 

According to some analysts, the term “ethnic Muslims” is idiosyncratic to
Russia’s ethno-political discourse4. My findings corroborate this claim. It is
understood that non-practicing Muslims are not a social group unique to any
specific country5 – however, Volga region’s ethnic Muslims come across as a
specifically post-Soviet phenomenon. 

I was initially tempted to consider the Russian-context “ethnic Muslims” trope
as synonymous with “Muslims by heritage”. A number of social scientists
productively use the latter expression to define people who are Muslims by
birth vis-à-vis individuals who converted to Islam from other backgrounds6.
I realised, though, that this facile likeness is potentially misleading. In the first
place, the term “ethnic Muslims” is customarily used to describe only non-
practicing (nesoblyudayushchie) Tatars and Bashkirs. Secondly – and more
importantly –, most of Russia’s ethnic Muslims do not experience their
“Muslimness” as heritage. 

“Heritage”, by definition, signifies something shared, communal, and public.
It is safe to say that this is not the case in the case under analysis. Islam (with
one important exception which I will address in the following section) is
scarcely part of present-day official discourse on Tatar national heritage as it
was construed during Soviet and early post-Soviet times. Seventy years of
anti-religious militancy have successfully estranged masses of self-ascribing
Muslims from the textual sources of their ascription and abolished any public
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religious ethos. State atheism made oral, household-based catechization and
kinship-distributed transmission of a “sense of Muslimness” predominant
over diffuse, culture-based, and more impersonal forms of Islamic
enculturation (e.g., through Quranic schools and courts, or public
community values) which, by contrast, represent the norm in Muslim
countries and Muslim diasporic communities in the West. In the Soviet
Union, religion-derived moral norms and values were eradicated from public
culture, surviving almost exclusively – and in a simplified form – through
household secrecy.

As a result of atheist policies7, the Soviet experience coincided with a near-
total erasure of Islam from Tatar public life, particularly in those urban areas
that, paradoxically, are currently most intensely affected by the spread of Sunni
reform movements8. Russia’s ethnic Muslims live their Muslimness as
something that runs in their blood – something private, rather than public;
jealously bodily, and viscerally intimate. My ethnic Muslim informants
describe their Muslimness as a birth-given essence, consubstantial with the
‘stuff ’ one’s most intimate self is made of, rather than bearing any explicit
connections to an established body of beliefs, ritual practices, and divine
scriptures. A number of informants of secular orientation even report
embarrassment with their ancestral Muslim essence, a sense of being
“cornered” with their unavoidable Muslimness in today’s climate of resurgent
religious enthusiasms.

The Jadid Myth: A Burdensome Legacy

As mentioned above, there exists one exception to the general removal of
Islam from public narrative about Tatar heritage: the myth of the Tatar Jadids.
This is an exception of capital relevance: the importance and ubiquity of the
Jadid myth cannot be stressed enough while dealing with Volga region
Muslims’ spiritual history and its contemporary ramifications.

Jadidism was a modernist movement initiated by young urban Muslims in
the Russian Empire between the 19th and early 20th century. The Volga region,
along with Crimea, was one of the earliest strongholds of this multifaceted
movement, that later swept across Eurasia, feeding into modernist movements
in Russian Turkestan, Chinese Turkestan and the Ottoman Empire. Jadids
pursued an array of goals, ranging from a radical modernization of traditional
Muslim education – in opposition to the traditionalist schooling provided by
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mullahs and Sufi sheikhs – to a downright revolutionary change of Tsarist
society9. This movement was eventually suppressed under Stalin’s Terror. Its
legacy, however, re-emerged as the Soviet ideology collapsed and soon became
a hegemonic historical narrative. 

Since the 1990s, more and more scholars both in Russia and abroad have
rediscovered Russia’s Muslims as a field of study. This rediscovery was
characterised by an almost exclusive focus on Jadidism as both the main
research topic and the dominant narrative though which to frame the legacy
of Islam in Russia, both in academic settings and in broader media discourse
nationwide10. According to Devin DeWeese however, this “Jadidocentric”
approach is flawed by a series of Eurocentric misconceptions, particularly
evident in most researchers’ overemphasis on Jadids’ “secularism” at the
expense of the ever-neglected religious aspects of their cultural struggle11.

DeWeese’s well-rounded critique of academic clichés about the Jadids paves
the way for a further critical reflection on Jadidocentrism, although the author
does not linger on this crucial aspect: the repercussions of the Jadid myth on
the everyday life of today’s Volga region Muslims. Far from being just a matter
of historiographical dispute, Jadidocentrism has become – through Russian
mainstream media – the major conceptual lens through which the current
affairs of Russia’s Muslims are read by discourse-makers and a number of
influential cultural actors. Today, the Jadid myth comes across as a key
conceptual cornerstone of the state-engineered narrative about Russia’s
“traditional Islam”.

According to this narrative12, Russian Muslims’ uniqueness, especially in the
case of the Tatars and Bashkirs of the Volga basin, lies in their precociously
developed and supposedly inherent proclivity to modernity, secularism, and
Western values, obtained through an extensive exposure to Russia’s
“civilizational achievements”13. Within this view, modernity is seen as a
definite set of values and (desirable) social arrangements, corresponding to
the final stage of an irreversible trajectory of progress that abrogates previous
forms of collective organization, in particular – and most importantly –
religious law. Through this Euro-Russocentric lens, the Jadids are seen as the
earliest recipients of Western (Russian) values amongst Russia’s Muslims and
as first native abrogators of religious law. This interpretation conveniently
overlooks the fact that part of Jadids’ modernist criticism of “retrogressive”
mullahs and sheikhs was articulated along “fundamentalist” (Salafi) lines, by
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pitting the Quran and Sunna against lineage, custom, and popular devotion
as the legitimate sources of authority amongst Muslims14.

As of today, a number of Tatar ethnic Muslims see themselves as
‘Europeanised’ (evropeizirovannye) and ‘Russified’ (obrusevshie): culturally
distant from “Islamic/Oriental” Central Asia and Northern Caucasus, and
removed from the Muslim World. Tellingly, some of my informants expressed
the view that Tatars are “not Sunnis or Shi’i but Jadids: secular Muslims”. This
example illustrates the distorting nature of the Jadid myth. Historically, the
Tatars (including the Jadids) have been Hanafi Sunnis since the 10th century15.
In addition, Jadidism was not an Islamic sect but a socio-political movement,
a fringe – if influential – group that attracted only a small fraction of the
overall Tatar population. For many ethnic Muslims, however, this make-
believe Jadidism is the only known form of Islamic heritage.

To complicate things, Tatarstani secular nationalists of liberal orientation such
as Rafael Hakimov imagine post-Soviet “Tatar Islam” in terms of non-
denominational Euro-Islam and take inspiration from Jadidism to lend
historical concreteness to their dream of a modern, progressive national
religion for the Tatar people. This liberal “Neo-Jadid” project grabbed the
attention of certain Western political analysts16. My ethnographic findings,
however, show that the Volga region’s practicingMuslims of all orientations,
variously inspired by the plethora of Sunni revivalist movements that have
taken root in post-atheist Russia, discount Neo-Jadidism with distrust and
disdain. They deem this project un-Islamic, neo-colonialist, irredeemably
insular, and incapable of quenching the spiritual thirst of the “new Muslims”.

The Trouble with Secularism

The major downside of secular Jadidocentrism is that this paradigm
completely fails to make sense of the developments of Volga region ummah
since the demise of the Soviet experiment. 

My ethnography has revealed that the region is the scene of a mushrooming
of Islam-inspired groups, initiatives, movements. A growing number of Tatars
and Bashkirs (alongside Russians and representatives of other nationalities)
enter the market of religious movements every year, with Sunni Islam being
the fastest-growing denomination amongst ethnic Muslims17. Throughout
the 1990s, several Saudi-funded madrasas opened in the Volga Region. A
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number of Tatar and Bashkirs students pursued religious knowledge in
Islamic countries such as Turkey, Pakistan, and the Gulf states. Eight high-
quality “Tatar-Turkish Lyceums”, connected to the international Hizmet
network18, transformed the shape of Tatarstan’s education system.
Transnational Islamic movements (such as Tablighi Jamaat and Hizb ut-
Tahrir) made their sporadic, but shocking appearance in local media. 

By the late 2000s, the federal government had clamped down with draconian
zeal on most of these realities in name of the fight against terrorism. As one
commentator points out, the strategy employed by the Russian state
amounted to “expanding the range of measures available to suppress
fundamental civil rights and liberties through an intentional confusion
between extremely dangerous behaviours (such as terrorist attacks) and
harmless ones (such as statements of religious superiority)”19. 

Despite a federal clampdown, Islamic revivalist movements left a deep and
durable imprint on the society of the Volga region. Today, Islamic lifestyles
and puritanical theological currents, such as the Salafiyyah, appeal to the
urban middle-class youth, the most dynamic and “modern” sector of the
overall Muslim population. In spite of mainstream interpretations linking
modernity to secularism, the totality of my sharia-abiding informants
explicitly associate Islamic revivalism with notions of “progress”, “innovation”,
and “development”, challenging thus a commonplace view envisioning
secularity as teleologically more advanced than religion.  

Besides, “new Muslims” aspire to success and wealth in their worldly life just
as much as they strive for spiritual self-perfection; as a result, they represent
a particularly entrepreneurial and economically successful slice of the Volga
region population. This trend is mirrored by the boom of the halal industry,
which contributes substantively to a new identity and image of the Republic
of Tatarstan and its main city Kazan. Kazan has now become the informal
hub of what some informants named Russia’s “halal movement” (dvizhenie
halyal’), a trend bringing together young business people, students, and
activists of Muslim background. Within this subculture, Islamic piety is
contiguous to coolness20, initiative, urbanity, lofty aspirations, cosmopolita-
nism, and a healthy and disciplined lifestyle (ZOZh21).

The main representative of Russia’s “halal cool” is Tatar imam Shamil-hazrat
Alyautdinov, a graduate of Al-Azhar, khatib of Moscow’s Memorial Mosque,
and author of dozens of books bridging Islamic spirituality and self-
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improvement. His popular work – hinged around the figure of the
“Trillionaire”, a fictional embodiment of worldly success and spiritual self-
perfection22 – draws inspiration from the Quran and hadith as well as from
Steve Jobs’ and Donald Trump’s motivational books. Youthful, fit, and always
stylish, Shamil-hazrat challenges the stereotype of the Tatar mullah and
projects, in his seminars, an aura of solidity and energy. It is safe to say that
the whole young guard of Russia’s Muslims has come into contact with
Shamil-hazrat’s oeuvre, making Alyautdinov one of the single most influential
voices in the Russian ummah. In spite of his vast following, however,
Alyautdinov is criticised by some conservative and Salafi-oriented Muslims
– who actually share the same bourgeois ethos and aesthetics – for his alleged
flippancy with regards to Quranic terminology and his “mainstream”
orientation. This plurality of views stimulates the proliferation of similar
projects on the local level, particularly in the Volga region Republics23.

A link between religious rigour, youthfulness, and bourgeois ethics has not
escaped the notice of anthropologists of Islam working elsewhere, although
not all its implications have been explored yet24. The Russian case, however,
is particularly important in light of the ambivalent position the Muslim
community occupies within the broader, prevalently Christian Russian
society. The place of Muslims in Russian society is often conceptualised
through a distinctly polarised narrative of opposition between “traditional”
and “non-traditional Islam”, which I will explore in what follows. 

The Trouble with Tradition 

As I anticipated at the beginning of this paper, the coexistence of Volga
region’s ethnic-Muslim majority and its ripening but vocal Sunni scene –
promoting “halal lifestyles” and linked to transnational religious networks –
is a peaceful but uneasy one. This relationship is further complicated by a
deeply entrenched narrative that places good “traditional” (traditsionny)
Russian Islam in stark opposition to bad “non-traditional” (netraditsionny)
Islam. This binomial scheme, originating in state structures and relentlessly
propagated by media, is accepted amongst a majority non-Muslims and
Muslims alike, and hardly ever questioned. 

According to this dualistic scheme, the first pillar of traditional Russian Islam
would be its secular, non-normative, and above all non-juridical nature.
Traditional Islam is always defined as “mild” and “loyal” to the state (loyalen).
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Secondly, in the traditional Islam narrative, religion is understood as a timeless
attribute of the nation, rather than as a social phenomenon happening
amongst concrete persons. The ideological rationale behind Islam being listed
as one of Russia’s four “traditional faiths”25 is purely territorial. The nation,
defined through geography and endowed with its archaic rites and loyalties,
comes to define and shape religion: sources described traditional Islam in
terms of an “Islam adapted to long-standing local customs”. Besides political
loyalty and a connection to archaic national past, the third foundation of the
traditional Islam discourse is – as we have seen in previous sections – the myth
about Jadids’ “secular” tilt.

Traditional Islam is pitted against non-traditional Islam, synonymous with
“Salafism/Wahhabism” and decried as undesirable extremism. Salafism is
portrayed as an obscurantist ideology prompting unruly, treacherous young
people to absorb the poisonous influence of foreign powers and, potentially,
conspire against the state. “Traditional/non-traditional” fundamental
opposition lies at the heart of Russia’s Islamic question. It can be interpreted,
as Roland Dannreuther phrases it, as

a recognition, on the one hand, of the rootedness of Islam in Russia and, on the other, of the
territorial disembodiment of Islam as a universal religion which necessarily transcends and
potentially threatens the Russian state. What is more difficult to articulate in the Russian context
is the idea of a pluralistic Islam, where multiple interpretations are both possible and
desirable.26

Journalists and academics, with few exceptions both in Russia and abroad,
tend to reproduce the “traditional Islam” trope rather than deconstructing
it27. Even political scientists who criticised the “traditional/non-traditional”
opposition as too polarised have yet not provided an analysis of what lies
behind these labels. In what follows, I shall demonstrate that traditional Islam
is a flexible signifier, overlaid by an array of distinct interpretations and used
to group together interrelated, but importantly different meanings: 

1. Traditional Islam as “patriotic” Islam: This expression refers to the practice
– initiated during the Soviet era and revived during the Chechen wars –
of co-opting religion as an ideological support to federal political order28.
This operation results in a conglomerate of “Islamic” institutions, groups,
and individual figures politically contiguous to the Kremlin and supportive
of its policies. In a widely read, programmatic 2011 article, influential
tabloid Komsomolskaya Pravda defined this conglomerate and co-optation
practices as “sovereign Islam” (suverenny Islam), linking it to Russia’s
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imperial past and, implicitly, to Kremlin’s plans of supra-ethnic national
restoration29.

2. Traditional Islam as folk Islam : This refers to an array of practices of
popular devotion carried out mostly by the elderly in rural areas of the
Volga region. These practices include: healing sessions led by a mullah
(öşkerü or öşkertü), blessing of water and oil through recitation of Islamic
formulae, communal meals with recitation of the Quran (Kor’än aşı),
funeral wakes (mäcleslär), congregational handshakes after namaz, and
pilgrimages to holy sites such as sacred springs (izge çişmälär). Such
practices tend to be shunned by many young Muslims who perceive them
as either unorthodox or primitive and backwards.

3. Tatar/Baskhir “national spiritual heritages”, i.e. Islam as an ethnic marker,
along with language and customs: In the Volga region, there exist a
plethora of nationalist groups and activists seeking to promote ethnic
awareness and restore solidarity within the Tatar community by
emphasizing “local Islam” as a unifying legacy. The majority of ethnic
Muslims, as explained above, see religion as something visceral, kin-
transmitted, and inherently private. Islamic heritage activists, by contrast,
attempt to rescue Muslim-ness from the private sphere and reconfigure it
as a collective ethnic patrimony (miräs), albeit within a secular-nationalist
paradigm. Two influential trends within this sector are Neo-Qadimism
and Neo-Jadidism30. 

4. The fourth way in which the traditional Islam trope is constructed
corresponds to a specific civil society project pursued by certain
Muftiates31, namely an attempt to create and popularise an Islam which is
“national in the form, Islamic in content”. Some ethnographic sources
named it “orthodox traditional Islam”, or “theological traditional Islam”.
For instance, Tatarstan’s Muftiate is attempting to merge mainstream
discourses on traditional Islam with the practiced religiosity of the cohorts
of sharia-abiding Muslims that all too often are dismissed as “non-
traditional” potential extremists. Through attempting to bridge this gap,
the Muftiate aims at increasing its legitimacy amongst young middle-class
Muslims who are attracted by Islamic literalism, puritanism, and strict
spiritual discipline. To achieve this goal, elements within Kazan Muftiate
are challenging, at least in part, the institution’s own reputation of spiritual
slackness and connivance with the secular powers-that-be. This move is
political (and governmental) in nature, but more inclusive than the mere
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surveillance for which Muftiates tend to be famed amongst Russia’s
Muslims. 

The reputation of traditional Islam and its advocates is doubted by practicing
Muslims of all orientations. “Traditional/non-traditional” dichotomy
postulates the existence of only two neatly defined and homogeneous sectors
within the Russian ummah. As a result, individuals who abide by sharia law
risk being pigeonholed as betrayers of a national covenant existing from time
immemorial. Any critical stances about secularism, whatever shape it takes,
public or private, risk being considered by public opinion and state security
organs not only as anti-modern, but also unpatriotic.  

Bans and censorship on religious literature and associations became common
techniques adopted by law makers and enforcers to mark the boundary
between state-tolerated traditional Islam and the rest. “The list of banned
Islamic literature burgeoned within a short period [2002-2004], and includes,
in addition to leaflets of banned groups, the books of prominent Islamic
preachers and theologians”32. My ethnographic data indicates that this is a
major source of anxiety for New Muslims in the Volga region and Russia at
large. 

Mapping the Ground: An Alternative Model

As a discursive artefact, the traditional/non-traditional binary opposition
possesses ethnographic relevance. However, as an analytical tool, this model
comes across as unescapably inadequate to understand the myriad nuances
composing a community that most Russian-language media discredit under
the blanket label of “deviant”, “foreign” Islam. As a social scientist, I feel
compelled to provide a fresh, hopefully more faithful ethnographic
description of this community. The final section of this paper is devoted to
putting forth an alternative model, better suited to describe the main trends
and trajectories animating Volga region’s ummah.

My alternative mapping of the Muslim community of the Volga region is not
based on slippery notions of tradition and does not chart “degrees” of
secularity. It is based on two underpinning criteria. The first is the relation to
Islam’s discursive tradition33: theological preferences, attitudes towards Islamic
texts, and deference to codified Islamic juridical norms. The second criterion
is the relation to the cultural mainstream, or the attitude towards the non-
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Muslim majority. However, the four-fold scheme that I shall describe is
necessarily very rough and I am still testing its validity. As always, the map is
not the territory. The descriptors it features should not be considered
exhaustive, rigid, or mutually exclusive. On the contrary, the boundaries
between “territories” on the map are quite permeable, so that ethnographic
subjects actually shift from one category to another in accordance with
changeable circumstances. 

1. Ecumenists.Official Islamic institutions are socially inclusive, mainstream,
and theologically universalist. These structures are politically contiguous
to Tatarstani republican establishment – mildly ethnically minded yet
compliant with federal authorities – and accept Muftiate leadership in both
political and religious matters. Ecumenical institutions function to a
certain degree under the aegis of “traditional Islam” ideology. 

However, instead of being merely bureaucratic organs, these associations
enjoy increasing popular participation and appear capable of connecting
with genuine grassroots – harnessing growing support amongst Muslim
entrepreneurs and the urban youth. Despite being criticised by rigorists
for their perceived theological laxity and openness to compromise,
ecumenical civic society organizations enjoy the expertise of acceptably
knowledgeable Islamic scholars and promote full-fledged Islamic lifestyles
amongst their associates, distancing themselves from notions of
Muslimness-as-essence or Islam as (mere) cultural patrimony. 

2. Intellectuals.This label applies to young, well-educated practicing Muslims,
at ease in different social milieus and competent in different registers.
Politically, they tend to espouse progressive and/or liberal positions. Many
intellectuals are nation-minded and anti-colonialist, yet are seldom
involved in politics. Some of them may articulate criticism of state-
subservient Islamic bureaucracy. 

Theologically, some intellectuals show a proclivity to embrace so-called
“liberal” Islamic approaches, in some cases engaging with forms of
spirituality locally considered to be niche (inter-madhhab surfing, Sufism34,
or autonomous “ijtihad”35). Many, however, adopt standard Sunni
approaches. 

Intellectuals often combine spiritual and secular-intellectual approaches
to religion. In some cases, this leads to the pursuit of academic careers.
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Multilingualism (ranging from Western languages to Oriental ones) is
widespread in this sector of the “map”.

3. Puritans. Muslims in this area of our map see themselves as opposed to
the ecumenism of official religious institutions, depicting themselves as a
spiritual elite, and preferring to inhabit Muslim-only social worlds. 

Puritans follow literalist approaches to Sunni Islam, and to varying degrees
embrace Salafi theological positions and ways of commitment, although
others stress their continuity with the Hanafi madhhab. Russia’s Muslim
puritans identify with the worldwide Sunni community, to the point that
entertaining trans-national relationships with overseas Sunnis is con-
sidered a badge of honour. Simultaneously though, they display pronounc-
ed patriotic feelings and emphasise their connections to the broader
Russian society. A widely-held notion amongst this sector of the Russian
ummah is that Russia’s Muslims constitute the moral, spiritual and
demographical backbone of the nation. Politically, they tend to embrace
conservativism, non-ethnic patriotism, and illiberal views on public
morality and civil rights issues – although many yearn for more pluralism
in Russian civil society. 

This group does not shy away from visible forms of social activism, ranging
from volunteering in local communities to campaigning for Muslims’
rights in the public arena.

4. Autarkists. This category’s major feature is its pursuit of separation from
mainstream society. People in this zone of the “map” are maximally
concerned with purity and avoidance of all things haram or potentially
spiritually harmful. They strive to keep as many aspects of their lives as
possible, from leisure to work, within the framework of “pure Islam”, which
is understood as a coherent, exhaustive, and all-encompassing code for
conduct, void of the flows and inconsistencies of man-made law. 

Salafi teachings are popular with this group. Many of my informants
within this area of the map are, politically speaking, hard-core quietists:
politics, along with secular sciences and philosophy, are normally shunned
as spiritually jeopardising36. Autarkists place greater emphasis on the
private sphere and self-improvement. The latter is not understood
exclusively in religious term, although absorbing religious knowledge is a
crucial life-goal. It also includes attainment of economic and career goals,
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as well as embarking on a righteous family life.

Anti-system motives and feelings are not absent amongst autarkists, but
hardly explicitly politicised – rather, they translate into minimizing one’s
dealings with the mainstream and maximising one’s adherence to the
Sunna and the path of the salaf.

I developed my four-fold map during the course of my ethnographic
fieldwork. Upon researching existing literature, I acquainted myself with a
strand of scholarship that proposes a tripartite model to explore how Muslims
interact with non-Muslim majority society, namely through “assimilation”,
“integration”, or “isolation”37. Such a model of classification, unlike mine,
focuses only on Muslims’ social attitudes towards the mainstream, but falls
short of capturing internal spiritual dialectics and attitudes towards Islamic
tradition. My proposed model, by contrast, attempts to anchor Muslims’ views
of broader society in their relationship with Islam’s ever-unfolding intellectual
and spiritual discourse.

Moreover, the language of integration versus assimilation betrays the
increasingly untenable presumption that Muslim minorities in secular
countries are by necessity made up of “foreigners”. In Western migration
contexts, it might indeed be difficult to tell apart Islam-as-religion and Islam-
as-culture. But the vast majority of Volga region’s practicing Muslims are in
fact full-fledged members of the local public – including puritans and
autarkists. They have been “integrated”, and indeed – arguably – “assimilated”,
all along. They share the same ethnic culture as their non-religious fellow
Tatars and the same post-Soviet culture as their fellow Russian citizens. 

This ethnographic case helps us to fruitfully challenge West-centric
assumptions of Muslims’ “foreignness” and analytically distinguish culture,
theology, and lifestyle choices. Although there may exist connections between
theological views and lifestyle (e.g. between Salafi theology and “autarkist”
type of social conduct), the two things belong to different conceptual realms38.
It is analytically beneficial to distinguish them, and not to misinterpret them
through the lens of foreignness. 

Whither Tradition?

In this paper, I strived to treat dichotomies (“traditional/non-traditional”,
“assimilation/integration”) as cultural artefacts rather than explanatory
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models. I stressed the existence of a continuum encompassing ethnic Muslims
who see Islam as an innate essence, secular advocates of “traditional Islam”,
and a diversified galaxy of devout Muslims who take Islam as a living source
of ethical guidance. 

If “tradition” does not work as a sociological parameter, then what makes this
notion ethnographically relevant as a discursive artefact? All four areas in the
“map” above imply a critical stance towards tradition. Reform-oriented,
cosmopolitan, and anti-traditional approaches to Islam are now widespread
even amongst “ecumenists”, who above all derive their legitimacy from claims
of continuity with the Tatars’ past spiritual history. The voice of puritanically
minded young rigorists is increasingly heard in the ranks of the Muftiate,
while Tatarstan’s new high mufti is affiliated with an Istanbul-based rigorist
branch of Naqshbandiyya39. As a result, in spite of the officialdom’s
compromising attitude towards theological matters, increasing emphasis is
placed on strict spiritual discipline, especially amongst the youth, while the
notion of an inherently secular Tatar path to Islam is losing terrain even
amongst state-loyal religious institutions. 

Conversely, claims of continuity with the local past are made even by
conservative, cosmopolitan “autarkists” who apparently reject any notion of
“traditional Russian (or Tatar) Islam” as a pernicious innovation. The
tradition held in the highest regard within this milieu is that of the Golden
Age of early Islam – the age of the Prophet with his Companions, the four
Righteous Caliphs, and “pure” Islam. I have recorded several attempts to
reconcile ancient and pre-revolutionary Tatar history with their ideal of
Islamic purity and full adherence to God’s laws. This narrative revolves around
a number of pre-revolutionary Tatar imams and ğalimnär (‘ulama) who
championed orthodox Islam against Sufis and secular modernists alike, and
are nicknamed by some “Säläfitlärebez” (our own Salafists).

Each sector of the Volga region’s ummah, despite featuring profound
innovations, claims to belong to a specific tradition. Likewise, mutual
accusations of “diverging from tradition” come together with contrasting
understandings of what tradition is. Labels such as “traditional” and “non-
traditional Islam” are both criticised and actively used by social actors who
choose on which side of the divide to position themselves on an ad-hoc basis,
in accordance with context, interlocutors, and political interests at stake. 

Therefore, during the course of my fieldwork, I have come to appreciate the
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anthropological relevance of this dichotomy, which still permeates everyday
discourse about Islam, its place in society, and the question of how to be a
good Muslim. Notions of tradition and innovation are construed and
revitalised differently by different groups, and juxtaposed to other relevant
categories, such as halal vs. haram, “strong Islam” vs. “weak Islam”, Sunna vs.
bid‘ah. As a result, several counter-hegemonic and sub-cultural projects of
revitalization of Russia’s Islamic tradition are gaining currency amongst Volga
region Muslims.  
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Becoming Muslim, becoming British, becoming White: White
British Muslims challenging received binaries of West versus

Islam and White versus Muslim

. .   

Abstract

The existence and size of the White British Muslim ethno-religious group is of interest as
this group seems to directly challenge the received binaries of West versus Islam and White
versus Muslim, both of which inform the majority of popular and even academic discussion
of the Muslim population of England and Wales. However, neither academic nor popular
literature appears to have much to say about this group beyond classifying them as indigenous
converts to Islam or European and Arab Muslims who have mistakenly identified as White
British. Adopting a descent view of ethnicity, this paper will analyse the distribution of
certain ‘markers’ of ethnicity for individuals who self-identify as White British Muslim,
drawing on data available through the United Kingdom Household Longitudinal Study.
Following such an analysis, it will be suggested that there are three major categories of White
British Muslims; those who have ‘become’ Muslim, those who have ‘become’ British, and
finally, those who have ‘become’ White.

West versus Islam and White versus Muslim Binaries

In 1993 the American international relations journal Foreign Affairs published
an article by Samuel P. Huntington entitled “The Clash of Civilizations?” in
which Huntington argued that world politics was entering a new phase where
the dominating source of conflict would be cultural40. Huntington revised
and expanded the 28 page article to form his influential book The Clash of
Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order41. In his book Huntington states
that religion is a central defining characteristic of civilizations and argues that
Western civilization is defined by Christianity (allowing it to then be
compared to Islam). He notes the long history of conflict between the
Christian West and Islam and asserts that the preeminent clash in the future
will be that between the West and Islam – a civilization he identifies as
fundamentally different to the West and in competition with it. Although
Huntington’s thesis has been comprehensively challenged, some argue that a
series of Islamist terror attacks against Westerners and Western targets,
starting with 9/11, validate Huntington’s view42. What is clear is that the West
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versus Islam binary, which is so much part of his thesis, retains widespread
popularity.  

A search of the British Library main catalogue for books with the exact phrase
“Islam and the West” in the main title returns over 40 English language titles43

and a search for the term “Islam and the West” on Google Books or any major
online bookshop produces numerous books with this phrase in the title.
While the viewpoints in these books vary widely – from those that deny any
conflict between Islam and the West, to those that see the two as ‘eternally’ in
opposition – the commonality they all share is in reinforcing the binary of
West versus Islam.

From the context of the United Kingdom, the West versus Islam binary – with
Islam seen as a clear and present danger – translates to Islam being classified
as a ‘foreign’ religion with Muslims seen as the ultimate ‘other’. This view,
coupled with a confusion of ethnicity and religion, leads to an identification
of ‘us’ as the White British majority (forming 80.5% of the population in
201144) and ‘them’ as the Muslims (a minority group accounting for 4.8% of
the population45). The implication of this confusion of ethnicity and religion
is that Muslims are considered to be ‘not white’. This gives rise to a second
binary, that of White versus Muslim. 

This second binary is clearly evident in the language used by mainstream
media (one of the main source for people’s knowledge, attitudes and
ideologies46): ‘whites’ and ‘Muslims’ are frequently presented as two mutually
exclusive groups, often seen as in conflict with one another. For example: “…
similarities and differences between white and Muslim people…”47; “…
tension between whites and Muslims…”48; “…there will be a ‘clash of
civilisations’ between British Muslims and white Britons…”49; “…the
troubles between Muslim and white youth.”50.  The binary is all too often
replicated (implicitly at least) in academic work, for example: “…with a 50-
50 split between whites and Muslims”51; “…strong evidence for this also for
both Whites and Muslims…”52 “…the 9/11 bombings again opened up a rift
between whites and Muslims,”53. 

The ethno-religious group of White British Muslim (that is individuals who
self-identify as belonging to the White British ethnic group and chose Muslim
for religious affiliation) appears to challenge the received binaries of West-
Islam and White-Muslim. According to the England and Wales Census 2001
(the first to ask questions about both religion and ethnic group and so allow



identification of ethno-religious groups) there were 63,042 individuals who
self-identified as being White British and Muslim (representing 4.1% of the
total Muslim population)54. This figure rose to 77,272 in the Census 2011
(representing 2.9% of the total Muslim population - a relative fall from
2001)55. White British Muslims are not merely an insignificant anomaly; this
group was the 26th largest ethno-religious group in 2001 (out of 12856) and
the 34th largest in 2011 (out of 14457). Given the received binaries, how is this
ethno-religious group to be explained?

An initial explanation for this group is that it simply consists of White British
people who have converted to Islam. While figures for converts to Islam
cannot be directly obtained from the census (as in England and Wales it only
asks about current religious affiliation and does not ask about any previous
religious affiliations) and previous attempts to present numbers have generally
been seen as little better than ‘guestimates’, a recent study attempted to provide
a reliable and robust estimate by analysing and comparing data from a
number of national surveys58. The study suggested that only around 25,000
of the White British Muslims recorded in the Census 2011 are actually
converts to Islam. This would leave some 52,000 White British Muslims still
unaccounted for; however, approximately 29,000 of these are children (under
16)59 and can be discounted at this stage60. This still leaves some 23,000 (just
under half of the adult White British Muslim population) whose origin is
unexplained.   

Somewhat surprisingly White British Muslims are rarely mentioned in much
of the academic work looking at Islam and Muslims in the United Kingdom.
When it is mentioned, it is often just to note the existence of the group, with
no further attempt to explore the meaning or implications of the existence of
this group61. When mentioned, there is usually an implication that it is, in
addition to White British converts, composed of individuals who probably
should not have self-identified as White British – with a suggestion that the
numbers are more a reflection of individuals who would normally be
classified as Other White, or who come from Other White backgrounds62.

In order evaluate this suggested explanation (and perhaps propose alternative
explanations which do more than just negate the self-selected ethnic identity
of individuals), the background of White British Muslims will be investigated
using data available through the United Kingdom Household Longitudinal
Study (also known as Understanding Society)63 a large, multi-topic nationally

26



representative household survey in which all individuals aged 16 or more in
selected households complete a number of questionnaires on various topics
including Family Background, Ethnicity and National Identity, and Religion. 

While most researchers now subscribe to some form of constructivist account
of ethnic identity and reject primordialist accounts, almost all researchers
agree that there are clear constraints on choice of ethnic identity64; the most
basic constraints link ethnic identity to descent or ‘heritage’ (with ethnicity
being inherited from parents and grandparents) and connections with a
particular geographical area65. Choice of ethnic identity is further constrained
by the need for any claim to an ethnic identity to be validated by others66 (who
will for the most part hold a simplistic descent view of ethnic identity). And
while the Office for National Statistics states that ethnic group is a ‘self-
identification’ measure67, the actual question asked (referring to background),
the instructions for assigning write-in answers, the instructions for imputing
answers where none has been given, and the very concept of the ‘mixed’ ethnic
groups, all support the significance of the descent view of ethnicity. A number
of descent ‘markers’ can be seen as particularly relevant for the White British
ethnic group: appropriate skin colour, citizenship of the United Kingdom,
English as the first language, being born in the United Kingdom, parents from
White British ethnic group, parents born in United Kingdom, grandparents
born in United Kingdom, and national/geographical origin. 

Ethnicity of Parents

Ethnicity of parents arguably provides the simplest and most direct descent
based measure of an individual’s ethnic identity. Understanding Society asks
individuals to identify the ethnic group of both parents, and so allows a profile
of ethnicity of parents for White British Muslims to be generated and
compared to that of the overall White British group (see Table 1). 

For the overall White British group, both parents are identified as White
British in 93.8% of cases and at least one parent is identified as White British
in 98.3% of cases. The figures are significantly lower for White British
Muslims, with both parents being identified as White British in only 53.5%
of cases and at least one parent being identified as White British in 58.3% of
cases. It follows that neither parent is identified as White British in only 1.7%
of cases for the overall White British group, whereas this is the case for 41.7%
of White British Muslims. 
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Given the suggestion that many White British Muslims may in fact be individ-
uals who would normally be classified as Other White, or who come from
Other White backgrounds, it might be expected that a significant number
would have indicated that their parents are ‘white’, while not actually being
White British (that is, both parents would be identified as having European,
Turkish or Middle Eastern backgrounds). However, this is the case for only
4.8% of White British Muslims. In a much larger proportion of cases neither
parent is identified as ‘white’ - 36.9% of White British Muslims (compared to
just 0.6% of the overall White British group), and perhaps more significantly
in 33.7% of cases both parents are identified as from one of the Asian ethnic
groups (as compared to just 0.3% of the overall White British group).

These figures suggest three main groupings of interest amongst adult White
British Muslims: 1) those whose parents are both White British; 2) those
whose parents are both ‘white’ (but not White British); and 3) those whose
parents are both from one of the Asian ethnic groups. Additionally, there are
several minor groupings which link back to these three main groupings –
those who have at least one White British parent, those who have at least one
‘white’ parent and those whose parents are both from other ethnic groups. By
drawing on some of the markers of the White British ethnic group identified
in the previous section, a fuller description of the origins of individuals within
each of these groupings may be obtained.

Markers as Descriptors and as Predictors

For the purpose of this paper, four particular markers of the White British
ethnic group are considered:
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Ethnic Group of Parents Overall White British Group White British Muslims

Both White British 93.8% 53.5%

At least one White British 98.3% 58.3%

Neither White British 1.7% 41.7%

Both “white” 1.0% 4.8%

Neither White British nor “white” 0.6% 36.9%

Both Asian 0.3% 33.7%

Table 1: Ethnic group of parents for overall White British group and White British Muslims
Source: based on analysis of data from Understanding Society: Waves 1-5, 2009-2014



• Citizenship – the individual is a citizen of the United Kingdom;
• Ethnicity of parents – both parents are identified as White British;
• Country of birth of parents – both parents were born in the United
Kingdom;

• Country of birth of grandparents – all grandparents were born in the
United Kingdom.

These markers were chosen as they all fit well with the descent view of ethnic
identity while avoiding the specific limitations that other markers may face.
These markers can be used either as descriptors (by noting what percentage
of individuals who self-identify as White British have all the markers) or as
predictors (by noting the percentage of individuals with all the markers who
self-identify as White British) (see Table 2).

The markers function extremely well as predictors of ethnic group when taken
together; from the overall population, 99.8% of individuals who have all four
of the markers will self-identify as White British and for Muslims, 100% of
individuals who have all four of the markers will self-identify as White British.
However, the markers function less well as descriptors; only 76.4% of those
who self-identify as White British have all four of the markers and just 40.6%
of those who self-identify as White British Muslims have all four of the
markers.  

More Detailed Analysis of Distribution of Markers

A more detailed analysis of the distribution of the selected markers highlights
particular differences (and similarities) both between and within the three
main groupings of White British Muslims identified previously (see Table 3).

For those whose parents are both identified as White British, in 76% of cases
both parents and all grandparents were born in the United Kingdom (on the
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Table 2: Combined markers for White British ethnic group as descriptors and predictors of ethnic
identity for overall White British group and White British Muslims.
Source: based on analysis of data from Understanding Society: Waves 1-5, 2009-2014

Group As Descriptor As Predictor

Overall White British group 76.4% 99.8%

White British Muslims 40.6% 100%



strictest interpretation of the descent view of ethnicity, such individuals would
be classified as White British) – this sub-group matches those who had all
four markers noted above. In 10% of cases both parents and most of the
grandparents were born in the United Kingdom (on a weaker interpretation
of the descent view of ethnicity, they may be classified as White British). In
5% of cases although both parents were born in the United Kingdom, all
grandparents were born overseas (on the descent view of ethnicity, it would
be expected that the parents would have been identified as other than White
British, and so the individual’s self-identification as White British is
questionable). In 5% of cases both parents and all grandparents were born
overseas (and so again it would be expected that the ethnicity of the parents
would be other than White British and so question the individual’s self-
identification as White British). 
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Table 3:Details of country of birth of parents and grandparents by ethnicity of parents for White British
Muslims – with indicator of the validity of selection of White British identity under descent view of
ethnic identity.
Source: based on analysis of data from Understanding Society: Waves 1-5, 2009-2014

Ethnicity of Both Parents

Country of birth of parents and
grandparents White British “White” Asian “White” British

by Descent

Both parents UK, 
all grandparents UK

76% - - Strongly supported

Both parents UK, 
some grandparents UK

10% - - Weakly supported

Other combination 4% - -

One or both parents UK, 
all grandparents overseas

5% - 6% Not supported

Both parents overseas, 
all grandparents overseas

5% 100% 94% Not supported



For those whose parents are both identified as ‘white’ (but not White British),
in 100% of cases, as would be expected, both parents and all grandparents
were born overseas. Some 89% of these individuals were born overseas as well
(and approximately 22% were not citizens of the United Kingdom). On the
descent view of ethnicity, it would be expected that the parents would have
been identified as other than White British, and so the individual’s self-
identification as White British is questionable.

For those whose parents are both identified as from one of the Asian ethnic
groups, in 94% of cases, as would be expected, both parents and all
grandparents were born in a South Asian country. Approximately 34% of
these individuals were born overseas as well (and some 7% were not citizens
of the United Kingdom). In 6% of cases one or both parents were born in the
United Kingdom, but all grandparents were born in a South Asian country.
On the descent view of ethnicity, it would be expected that the parents would
have been identified as of South Asian ethnicity, and so the individual’s self-
identification as White British is questionable.

Considering National Identity and a Measure of Religiosity

Further insight into the three groupings of White British Muslims may be
gained by analysing the choices about national identity and the difference
religion makes to daily life (on a scale of 1 to 4, with 1 indicating that religion
makes ‘no difference’ and 4 indicating that religion makes ‘a great difference’)
– taken to be an indicator of religiosity. This also allows comparison back to
the two ‘parent’ groups – the overall White British ethnic group and the overall
Muslim group (see Table 4).

A majority (52%) of the overall White British group reported an identity
linked to just one of the countries of the United Kingdom only (that is just
English, or just Welsh, or just Scottish, or just Northern Irish), approximately
24% reported a British identity only, and a further 24% reported both a
United Kingdom country identity and a British identity. The average
religiosity score for this group was 2. The picture for all Muslims was
significantly different; only 7% reported an identity linked to just one of the
countries of the United Kingdom only, while 62% reported a British identity
only and just 4% reported both a United Kingdom country identity and a
British identity – most significantly some 27% reported a different national
identity (that is neither a United Kingdom country identity nor a British

31



identity). The average religiosity score for Muslims was 3.5.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, White British Muslims tend to fall somewhere
between the two ‘parent’ groups; 38% reported an identity linked to just one
of the countries of the United Kingdom only, while 47% reported a British
identity only and 14% reported both a United Kingdom country identity and
a British identity. The average religiosity score for White British Muslims was
2.9. However, when the White British Muslim group is broken down into the
three groupings based on ethnicity of parents (and the grouping of those
whose parents are identified as White British is further sub-divided based on
adherence to descent rules of ethnicity for parents), significant intra-group
variation becomes evident (see Table 5).

Those whose parents are both identified as White British and who pass the
strictest descent test reported national identity almost identical to the overall
White British group, although the average religiosity score was 2.7 (almost a
point higher). The situation was very similar for those whose parents are both
identified as White British and who pass a weaker descent test - 50% report
an identity linked to just one of the countries of the United Kingdom only,
30% report British identity only, and 20% report both a United Kingdom
country identity and a British identity, while the average religiosity score was
2.2, much closer to that of the overall White British group.

Those whose parents are both identified as White British, but whose self-
identification as White British may be questioned under the descent view of
ethnicity have a more mixed profile; 50% reported an identity linked to just 
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National identity White British White British Muslim Muslim

UK country only 52% 38% 7%

British only 24% 47% 62%

Both UK country and British 24% 14% 4%

Other country - 1% 27%

Religiosity score
(1-4, Low to high)

2.0 2.9 3.5

Table 4: National identity and religiosity score for the overall White British group, White British
Muslims and the overall Muslim group.
Source: based on analysis of data from Understanding Society: Waves 1-5, 2009-2014



one of the countries of the United Kingdom only (similar to others in the
grouping and close to the overall White British group), while 40% reported
a British identity only and only 10% reported both a United Kingdom country
identity and a British identity. The average religiosity score was 3.4 – more in
line with Muslims overall. 

Those whose parents are both identified as ‘white’ (but not White British) and
those whose parents are both identified as from one of the Asian ethnic groups
have similar profiles to each other and both differed significantly from those
whose parents are both identified as White British. Around one fifth (22%
for those with ‘white’ parents and 19% for those with Asian parents) reported
an identity linked to just one of the countries of the United Kingdom only,
while two-thirds to three-quarters (67% for those with ‘white’ parents and
75% for those with Asian parents) reported a British identity only and a small
minority (5% for those with Asian parents) reported both a United Kingdom
country identity and a British identity. While 11% of those with ‘white’ parents
reported a different national identity, the figure for those with Asian parents
was just 1% (compared to the 27% for Muslims overall). Both these groupings
saw religion making more of difference, with an average religiosity score of
2.7 for those with “white” parents and 3.5 (the same as Muslims overall) for
those with Asian parents.
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Both parents White British, 
and on descent view of ethnicity

National identity Strongly 
supported

Weakly 
supported Not supported Both parents

“white”
Both parents
Asian

UK country only 51% 50% 50% 22% 19%

British only 25% 30% 40% 67% 75%

Both UK country and British 24% 20% 10% - 5%

Other country - - - 11% 1%

Religiosity score
(1-4, Low to high)

2.7 2.2 3.4 2.7 3.5%

Table 5:National identity and religiosity score for three main groupings of White British Muslims (by
ethnicity of parents) – with main group sub-divided according to validity of selection of White British
identity under descent view of ethnic identity.
Source: based on analysis of data from Understanding Society: Waves 1-5, 2009-2014



Conclusions

It is suggested that the three main groupings identified previously by reference
to a simple descent based measure (ethnicity of parents) form the basis of
three distinct and equally interesting categories – although membership of
each category is not restricted to any one particular grouping.

The first category is made up of those White British Muslims who are (at
least) third generation White British (although the label ‘White British’ will
in many cases not have been applicable for the earlier generations). In many
ways this category is indistinguishable from the overall White British group
– apart from the key attribute (as far as this research is concerned) of being
Muslim. Based on data from Understanding Society this category accounts for
approximately 41% of adult White British Muslims (and so would number
some 20,000 according to the Census 2011). In all likelihood this category
largely (although not exclusively) corresponds to those who have converted
to Islam. Individuals in this category were always ‘White British’, but have
become Muslim.

The second category corresponds to the group that other researchers have
suggested may explain the White British Muslim group – although on the
data available it would appear that this category accounts for a much smaller
proportion of White British Muslims than may previously have been thought.
This category consists of individuals whose parents and grandparents belong
to a non-United Kingdom ‘white’ ethnic group (from Europe, Turkey, Cyprus,
and the Middle East), but who can now justify self-identifying as White British
(as they are whites who are British, to deconstruct the ethnic group to its two
most basic elements). This category accounts for around 5% of adult White
British Muslims (and so would number around 2,500 according to the Census
2011). Individuals in this category were always ‘white’ (and in many cases,
although not always, Muslim), but have become British.

The final major category is one which appears to have gone largely unnoticed
until now, although, based on the data from Understanding Society this
category is not insignificant in size – accounting for some 39% of adult White
British Muslims (and so would number at least 19,000 according to the
Census 2011). This category consists of individuals whose families trace their
origin to South Asia and are the first or second generation to born in the
United Kingdom, but who choose to identify with the majority ethnic group
in the United Kingdom (despite clearly retaining their religion and strong
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religiosity). Individuals in this category were almost always Muslim and are
second if not third generation British, but would probably be classified as
‘Asian’ by others and so can be said to have become White.

This final category does more than challenge the received binaries of West-
Islam and White-Muslim; it appears to actively deconstruct the accepted
notions of ethnic identity and questions the whole notion of the majority
White British group as the ‘norm’ against which minority groups are often
compared. The act of ‘becoming White’ of this last category should not be
understood as an attempt at ‘passing’ (normally where an individual from a
minority group passes themselves off as belonging to a majority group) as
there is no evidence of fabrication or concealment which would necessarily
be a part of any approach for passing. It could however be seen more as an
indicator of the further integration called for by so many members of the
majority ethnic group and authorities. There also may be similarities with the
phenomenon of the widening of the borders of whiteness identified by some
researchers in the United States68 (where it is suggested that Hispanic and
Asian Americans may be following the path already undertaken by
southern/eastern Europeans in becoming ‘white’). A better understanding of
why members of this category choose to self-identify in the way they do as
White British Muslims may well provide a useful insight to the process of
integration of Muslims in the United Kingdom as well as better identifying
the barriers to integration inherent in societal notions of ethnic and religious
belonging.    

Finally, it should be noted that there are other categories besides the three
noted which also deserve further investigation - for example individuals of
‘mixed’ descent who choose to identify with the ethnic identity of one parent
only or children who been assigned an ethno-religious identity by parents
(which may say more about the parents views on identity than the child’s).
The Understanding Society data set provides unparalleled opportunities to
examine further the ethnic and religious identity of White British Muslims
(and other ethno-religious groups), but direct qualitative research with
members of the various categories of White British Muslims will also be
necessary in order to fully explore their motivations for choosing particular
ethnic and religious identities. While some of the categories may be relatively
easy to access, others (particularly the third category) will be much more
problematic (and may explain why this category appears not to have been
much noticed to date).
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Lowering the Gaze, Shaping Desires – A Perspective on
Islamic Masculinity in Germany

  69

Abstract

This paper examines a set of mosque lectures delivered by a German imam, outlining an
ideal of Islamic masculinity which is based on the exercise of “practices of the self” (Foucault)
working on a mental, bodily, and emotional level. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s
understanding of morality, Aristotle’s conception of ethics and habitus formation, and
Monique Scheer’s work on emotional practices, the article shows how this imam envisions
his audience to achieve long-term changes in their emotional dispositions and thus to
strengthen their faith and compliance with Islamic gender-specific norms of conduct. The
article uses the lowering of the gaze as a central bodily technique and analyses it in its
function for the overall project of ethical self-formation. I argue that the imam in question
considers emotions as objects of conscious and reflexive teaching and training. Extending
the existing scholarship on Islamic piety, the paper pays particular attention to the gendered
nature of self-formation. It inquires into the relational dimension of masculinities within
social power structures, while engaging with Raewyn Connell’s concept of “hegemonic
masculinity.” 

Introduction

On a Monday evening in a mosque center in one of the lively and multi-ethnic
quarters of Berlin, Yunus Kadir70 becomes passionate in front of his youthful
audience. Dwelling on the temptations of women to which men are likely to
give in, with his voice acquiring a deeper and more serious tone, he turns
particularly to his male listeners: “The fitna of women. It concerns all of us.
[…] A very, very big temptation. (-) But despite all, we have to resist it. It is
our obligation. Allah requires us to do so. He even requires us to close all the
preliminary stages that might lead to zina� �, to fornication, to close all of them.
By doing what? By lowering our gazes.”71

Statements like this can often be heard in the classes of Yunus Kadir, a
German, Berlin-based imam in his late thirties. The appeal to exercise self-
discipline and lower one’s gaze is symptomatic of his vision of ethical conduct
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in a social context where Islamic norms are not the dominant ones. Kadir
offers Islamic instruction in German in a quarter of Berlin with a considerable
number of Muslim residents. The imam himself has Arabic family ties and
has spent several years studying Islam in Arabic countries. Having grown up
in German society, he frequently addresses the specificities of this context for
the pursuit of an Islamic way of life. 

In this paper, I analyze some prominent ideas that come up in his lectures,
with a special focus on bodily practices, emotions, and constructions of
masculinity. I refer to a set of thematically related mosque lectures held
between 2011 and 2016 (accessed partly through participant observation,
partly as video material online) where Kadir delves into the Islamic concept
of modesty (h� aya� �) and the seductive potential of women for men (fitna). In
these lectures, Kadir outlines a vision of Islamic masculinity based on the
exercise of self-discipline in the form of mental, bodily, and emotional
practices. Its long-term goal is to (re-)shape inner dispositions in a way that
complies with a form of Islamic morality. In my analysis of Kadir’s lectures, I
draw on the understanding of “practices of the self”72 as developed by Michel
Foucault in his History of Sexuality.73 In Foucault’s take on ethical self-
formation, attention is paid to different ways in which one can relate to a given
moral code and in which one can conduct oneself with regard to this moral
code as different “modes of subjectivation.”74 An individual determines the
part of her/himself, the substance that shall be the target of the ethical work
s/he performs. Practices of the self are applied in order to monitor and control
oneself and transform oneself into an ethical subject (which makes the
teleology of this undertaking apparent). 

While the Foucauldian framework is widely used within the Anthropology
of Islam, there is a lack of attention to ethical self-formation as a gendered
process and to the related constructions of masculinity and femininity.75 Also,
the focus on self-cultivation often comes at the expense of an analysis of social
power structures: The hierarchies of moral codes, of masculinities (and
femininities), and of various groups of society are not foregrounded. To tackle
these shortcomings, I additionally draw on Raewyn Connell’s work on the
relationality of masculinities in my analytical approach and include a
discussion of social hierarchies that manifest in Kadir’s lectures. With this
analytical framework, my approach proposes a way of studying masculinities
in Islamic contexts without locating these forms of masculinity on a tradition-
modernity scale as some existing scholarship does.76
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Kadir’s teaching attracts a predominantly young, German-speaking, and
ethnically mixed Muslim audience. His weekly lessons take place in the
spacious prayer room of a mosque, which is located in a busy neighborhood
with several grocery stores and fast food places around that display the ethnic
and cultural diversity of the area. While the building itself does not make a
particularly inviting appearance, the prayer room spreads a different flair.
Carpeted and permeated by light, it provides a nice and calm atmosphere to
sit, chat, read the Qur’an, study, and relax. During his lessons, the imam sits
at a table in the front of the prayer room, facing his male and female listeners.
He usually encourages male participants to gather in the front rows to make
sure that they do not annoy the women present in the room. During my
observations, I sat together with the ladies in the back.77

In the selected lectures, Kadir describes h� aya� �, which can be translated as
modesty or sense of shame, as a relevant moral code for both men and
women. Whereas elsewhere it has been called “one of the most feminine of
Islamic virtues,” 78 in the lectures I analyzed, Kadir explicitly links h� aya� � to
men and male behavior within the German context. More particularly, he
addresses sexual practices that he considers illicit, such as masturbation and
pornography consumption. It is worth adding that he implicitly
conceptualizes such illicit practices as specifically male issues. Touching upon
these sexual practices, pre-marriage relationships, gender relations, and
certain codes of masculinity that Kadir considers deviant from Islamic rules
of conduct, he constructs a specifically Islamic form of masculinity that I will
discuss in more detail throughout this paper. 

Kadir ascribes relevance to the virtue of h� aya� � for Muslim men both with
regard to fellow Muslims who (from his point of view) do not comply with
the demands of h� aya� � and with regard to German society and the lack of
morality he sees at stake there.79 He thereby contrasts various forms of
‘negative’ or ‘illicit’ male behavior as also practiced by fellow Muslims with
practices based on h� aya� � that form part of the moral conduct he envisions for
his male listeners. Among the forms that he devalues are the display of
physical strength and attractiveness through tight-fitted or short clothing,
illicit sexual behavior (masturbation, pornography consumption, extra- and
pre-marital intercourse), and unreserved interactions between sexes (e.g.
visiting mixed swimming pools, flirting). According to Kadir, the lack of h� aya� �
is the reason why Muslim men may behave in illicit ways. Therefore, the
acquisition of h� aya� � is the central measure to prevent men from practices that
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can end in a vicious circle, and it is also crucial to leave this vicious circle once
it has been entered. 

Lowering the Gaze

But how exactly is h� aya� � to be acquired, according to Kadir? The imam urges
his male listeners to perform a number of practices of the self in order to
incorporate h� aya� � and comply with an ideal of Islamic gender-specific
behavior. The most central of these practices is the lowering of the gaze (ghad�d�
al-bas�ar). In Kadir’s conception, the gaze is to be seen as the “envoy of
fornication.”80 Therefore, he argues that it is crucial for his listeners to control
their gazes in order to prevent themselves from becoming ‘addicted’ to illicit
sexual practices. The gaze is the gateway between the outside world and the
individual. What the (male) individual perceives visually is processed in the
brain, and next translated into feelings, desires, and imaginations. According
to Kadir, then, looking at uncovered women displaying their hair, cleavages,
and other parts of their skin in the street or in a public swimming pool,
looking at sexualized advertisement in shopping malls and on the Internet
inspires men to have sexual fantasies. This, in turn, eventually leads to the
consumption of pornographic material and to sexual practices such as
masturbation and extra-marital sexual intercourse. It is the entrance point to
a vicious circle, to a process of sexualization and de-moralization. Kadir warns
his audience that they can easily become addicted to these illicit practices
unless they make efforts to control and discipline themselves. In his lectures,
the eyes and the practice of looking become a site of ethical conduct and
therefore in need of being re-fashioned. 

In a context like the German one which is not governed by Islamic dress codes,
Kadir alerts that it is the responsibility of each individual male subject to
regulate his sensual perceptions in order not to enter the vicious circle of
increasing desire and illegitimate practices. Kadir frequently refers to specific
challenges and temptations the German context poses to Muslims’ ethical
self-fashioning. With regard to notions of morality, he usually draws a
distinction between German society (or Western societies more broadly) as
“a society where we are surrounded by fitan [pl. of fitna] from all sides”81 and
a morally positively connoted community of Muslims.82 Kadir sets Islamic
moral codes apart from the moral codes he conceives of as hegemonic in
German society. For example, the performance of what could be labelled
“male coolness” after Kadir (including flirting, having girlfriends, interacting
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physically with girls, not being ashamed or showing shame), is localized in
German society by the imam. He casts the cool, young male as the ideal of
youthful masculinity in German society.83 Besides drawing lines between
shifting configurations of ‘us’ and ‘them,’ Kadir more generally diagnoses a
decline in morality in German and Western societies. This is exemplified by
the use of temporal markers such as ‘in our times’ and ‘nowadays,’ when he
refers to practices considered to be immoral. With the help of spatial and
temporal context markers Kadir constructs Islamic moral codes as countering
socially hegemonic moral codes in Germany. He thereby questions
habitualized social conventions of clothing, youthfulness, and sexuality and
criticizes the way these are naturalized and portrayed as social consensus in
public discourses.84

Kadir sketches out a landscape of immorality against his masculinity code of
h� aya� �with two prominent topoi of “the [German] street”85 and “the [German]
summer.”86 In Kadir’s lessons, the German street appears as a site of seduction
which nourishes sexual fantasies and desires of undisciplined men: “But even
this [having intercourse with one’s wife] might not suffice any longer when
one has seen all that can be seen in the street. When one has looked at
everything that can be seen in the street.”87 The street’s potential of temptation
increases in Germany in the summer, as Kadir warns his male listeners on
several occasions: 

And these images, they pile up. I only need to go outside. Even on the way to the mosque, on
the way to university, on the way to work, to school. And I see lots and lots of images in front
of me, especially now during the summer. Lots and lots of images in front of me.88

Summer is construed as a special challenge for men who want to comply with
h� aya� �. This is supported by Kadir’s proper warning that “[…] we are facing a
new summer now.”89 Thus, the imam includes the plea for steadfastness in
the summer into his prayer (du‘a’��) at the end of the lesson: “May Allah
s�ubh� a�nahu wa-ta‘a� la� protect us from any kind of fitna, may Allah s�ubh� a�nahu
wa-ta‘a� la� make us bear up, especially now in the summer! May Allah
s�ubh� a� nahu wa-ta‘a� la� let us survive this summer as well as we can […].”90

Kadir’s comments on the German context as outlined here show how the
social and local context matters for visions and practices of self-fashioning
and discussions of ethics. The German context requires specific regimes of
self-restraint and practices of the self that differ from the requirements of
other (i.e. predominantly Islamic) contexts.  
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It is in light of these contextual specificities that Kadir’s appeals for ethical
self-fashioning and the application of disciplinary practices gain strength.
Given the nature of the German street and the nature of the ‘uncontrolled
man’ who is quickly drawn into a circle of unlawful sexualization, men
committed to Islamic morals are called to work on their practice of looking.
The gaze is at the center of controlling what they see, which is required to
regulate their thoughts and feelings. For this reason, Kadir considers the male
gaze a central starting point for the cultivation of practices of the self. He
advises his male listeners to train themselves to avert their eyes whenever they
see anything unsuitable for them: “This is why I’m telling you, brothers, really,
this is the most important thing and the alpha and omega. Lower your gazes.
And be assured, when you lower your gazes, Allah s�ubh� a�nahu wa-ta‘a� la� will
give you an īmān in reward, the sweetness of which you will feel in your
hearts.”91 The manner of looking, thus, becomes the object of ethical re-
fashioning. From Kadir’s perspective, his audience need to educate themselves
to look in an Islamically correct way. As discussed below, this appeal can be
read in Aristotelian terms. 

Shaping Desires, Forming Ethical Selves

By repeated practice, Kadir suggests, lowering one’s gaze finally turns into a
habit. His male audience will be able to transform their desires in a way that
complies with his vision of gender-related conduct, he promises: 

And anyone who tried knows it. He sees something he absolutely wants to look at, absolutely.
(-) It’s tempting. I mean we know, Allah has created us like this. Allah created man and woman
so that they attract each other. That’s how it is. It’s tempting until the cows come home – I want
to look! But I force myself not to do so. Wa-lla� hi, the same moment, the same moment you
will feel this īmān in your heart. And the second time, it will be easier for you than the first
time. And the third time, it will be even easier. And at some point you will walk around without
feeling any need to gaze at a woman. This you can achieve. You only have to bring yourself to
do it in the beginning. You need this strength and then you will have the feeling, ṣubḥān Allah,
I feel humbleness in prayer. I can focus in prayer, I don’t have this desire for sexual satisfaction,
masturbation or other things anymore.92

In this way, Kadir expects his listeners to achieve long-term changes in the
structure of their inner dispositions (emotions including desires and spiritual
state). In the long run, so he asserts, the men he addresses will be able to
overcome their desires to gaze at women and will develop a stronger faith.
This emphasizes how powerful Kadir considers the practice of lowering the
gaze to be. 
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Further techniques Kadir suggests for the incorporation of h� aya� � include
sartorial practices, practices of remembering Allah, and being geared to role
models. Hence, besides bodily practices Kadir encourages his listeners to work
with practices starting on the mental level. He advises the young men to keep
reminding themselves of the fact that they are visible to Allah at any moment:
“For though you can’t see Him, He sees you. So to have this consciousness
that Allah s�ubh� a�nahu wa-ta‘a� la� , He sees you. And out of this consciousness
that Allah ta‘a� la�  looks upon me, this sense of shame arises. I feel ashamed. I
don’t feel comfortable doing it [sins/ illegitimate deeds].”93 Here, a mental
technique is proposed in order to invoke a feeling of shame and gradually
cultivate an Islamic habitus94 involving the virtue of h� aya� �. In addition to the
passages cited previously, where Kadir demands the cultivation of self-
discipline in the public sphere, he specifically encourages men to perform
ethical practices in private. 

Striking in Kadir’s approach is the underlying assumption that desires and
emotions more generally can consciously be learned, shaped, and reshaped.
This affirms that emotions actually have to be conceived of as a kind of social
practice rather than something ‘natural,’ as Monique Scheer has argued.95

Scheer suggests that emotions as practice are dependent on training which
becomes even more apparent in the following quote of Kadir’s: 

Only two months left until Ramadan. And if I don’t control myself now, if I don’t manage to
lower my gaze now, wa-lla� hi, I will fast during Ramadan without (-) feeling anything while
fasting. Because if I don’t manage now, I won’t manage in Ramadan either. That’s why I start
now. Because these gazes destroy the heart.96

This passage also reveals how the practice of lowering the gaze is connected
to feeling ‘the right way.’ Kadir articulates expectations about how one should
feel while fasting. In his view, fasting properly means that certain emotions
need to be felt, otherwise the fasting is considered to be of minor value. This
again shows how training is required with regard to emotions. Scheer
identifies different types of emotional practices, among them the practice of
mobilizing emotions, which involves evoking emotions as well as changing
or removing emotions that are not wanted or not considered appropriate. She
designates emotional practices as “manipulations of body and mind.”97 This
connects well, I think, to the way Kadir wants his audience to target their
bodies and minds in order to work on their emotional dispositions and faith.
It is apparent how bodily and mental practices of the self in Kadir’s lectures
can be conceptualized as emotional practices aiming at mobilizing and also
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at regulating emotions. Scheer emphasizes that the formation of a habitus in
this sense depends on the close interplay of the practical and rational
dimension. Kadir’s teachings, indeed, reveal this close intertwining of mind
and body, of mental and bodily practices in shaping an Islamic habitus and
strengthening piety. 

Coming back to Kadir’s appeal to lower the gaze in order to make fasting
during Ramadan an emotional and spiritual experience, I would like to draw
attention to the Aristotelian notion of habitus and character education at
play.98 In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle places emphasis on repeated
practice in shaping one’s habitus (or dispositions, as Rackham has it in his
English translation).99 As a basic principle, he distinguishes two types of
virtues: intellectual and moral. While the acquisition of intellectual virtues,
such as wisdom and intelligence, depends on instruction, the acquisition of
moral virtues, such as temperance, rests on practice and habituation.100 He
emphasizes that “none of the moral virtues is engendered in us by nature,”101

but they need to be learned through practice: 

The virtues […] we acquire by first having actually practised them, just as we do the arts. We
learn an art or craft by doing the things that we shall have to do when we have learnt it: for
instance, men become builders by building houses, harpers by playing on the harp. Similarly
[sic] we become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave
acts.102

By analogy, in Kadir’s lectures the assumption that one acquires h� aya� � by doing
h� aya� � is obvious. According to Aristotle, moral virtues are something one
needs to cultivate. Therefore, it is important to guard one’s actions because
they shape the habitus: 

In a word, our moral dispositions are formed as a result of the corresponding activities. Hence
it is incumbent on us to control the character of our activities, since on the quality of these
depends the quality of our dispositions. It is therefore not of small moment whether we are
trained from childhood in one set of habits or another; on the contrary it is of very great, or
rather of supreme, importance.103

The idea of training and the assumption that there are good or appropriate
habits and vicious habits correspond with Kadir’s teachings, in particular
when we recall his remarks on the vicious circle. The self-transformation that
takes place in the process of training and habitualization is illustrated by both
Aristotle’s writings and Kadir’s lectures. As Aristotle states: “We become
temperate by abstaining from pleasures, and at the same time we are best able
to abstain from pleasures when we have become temperate.”104
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Referring back to the Foucauldian framework used earlier, we can understand
the “abstaining from pleasures” as the exercise of practices of the self. In Kadir’s
terms this is for example the lowering of the gaze, which changes the
relationship between self and the respective moral code and leads to the
incorporation of a certain moral virtue (in Aristotle’s example temperance, in
Kadir’s example h� aya� �). Having incorporated this virtue and thus having
acquired a certain habitus, it becomes easy to behave accordingly. Hence,
Aristotle ascribes great importance to good education in order “to like and
dislike the proper things,”105 which is central in developing a virtuous character.
Pleasure and pain occupy a special position in this undertaking: “[T]o feel
pleasure and pain rightly or wrongly has a great effect on conduct.”106

The underlying idea of the necessity to learn to feel the right way and “to like
and dislike the proper things”107 speak from Kadir’s comments on the proximity
of Ramadan cited previously, where he stresses that fasting rightly requires
feeling something (and the ability to have the proper feelings needs to be
trained), and from his comments on the practice of lowering the gaze, where
this practice becomes more and more linked with positive feelings. Self-
discipline and piety are closely intertwined in the imam’s approach. Underlying
the cultivation of ethical practices is the teleological project of conforming to
Allah’s will, and Allah rewards the practitioners with his love. As Kadir promises,
men who come closer to Allah through their behavior will immediately
experience an increase in faith, “the sweetness of which [they] can feel in
[their] heart[s].”108 Thus, the male subject addressed by Kadir has to learn to
associate pleasure with the exercise of self-restraint, as he has to learn to use his
vision in an appropriate way, instead of giving into his desires and experiencing
pleasure through illegitimate practices. The effort it takes to implement the new
habit of lowering one’s gaze is experienced as painful at first, but the experience
of pain changes when the composition of one’s habitus is transformed.109

Having shown that emotions and faith are understood as objects of pedagogy
in Kadir’s lectures, I would like to take a closer look at the role of the body in
the project of acquiring a male, Islamic habitus. Considering the central role
of practices involving the body in the vicious circle and among the practices
of the self Kadir advocates, I suggest that the body in his lectures is
conceptualized “as the self-developablemeans for achieving a range of human
objects – from styles of physical movement (for example, walking), through
modes of emotional being (for example, composure), to kinds of spiritual
experience (for example, mystical states).”110 In her seminal work on female
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mosque movements in Egypt, Saba Mahmood highlighted the significance
of bodily acts for shaping emotions, increasing piety, and transforming the
self. According to Mahmood, bodily acts “are the critical markers of piety as
well as the ineluctable means by which one trains oneself to be pious.”111

Following Asad and Mahmood, we can understand Kadir’s instructions as an
appeal for ethical self-formation which takes the body and bodily acts as a
means to achieve piety and a means to acquire h� aya� �. Self and norm must be
brought closer on a bodily, mental, and emotional level. This complex project
of applying practices of the self in order to shape the inner and the outer self
according to Islamic norms reflects the profoundness of the related “modes
of subjectivation”112 and the teleology of moral conduct,113 the long-term goal
of living an Islamic and ethical life. Additionally, it shows how mind, body,
emotions, and faith are closely intertwined in Kadir’s approach. 

To achieve the long-term transformation of different dimensions of the self,
the technique of lowering one’s gaze, along with other techniques mentioned
in this paper and in Kadir’s lectures, must be implemented in his listeners’
everyday lives, as the imam emphasizes. This shows how ‘ordinary’ everyday
practices (such as going by bus or walking down the street) can acquire a
pious meaning if carried out with a certain intention. In this sense, Kadir
expects his male listeners to constantly and critically assess their thoughts,
feelings, and behavior and to (re-)shape and adjust them to the Islamic rules
of conduct. 

Masculinities

As the analysis of Kadir’s lectures shows, relating to moral codes and
implementing morally inspired practices of the self are always gendered.
Concrete practices that men should perform or abstain from are related to
their own gendered bodies and to women’s bodies.114 Kadir’s outline of Islamic
masculinity involves a particular relation to the self and a particular relation
of distance to the female body. Ethical self-formation in this regard is a
gendered phenomenon. The moral codes this imam refers to (such as male
coolness or h� aya� �) can be understood as masculinity codes in this context. 

Masculinity is socially constructed and is a relational category, as Raewyn
Connell argues.115 Since masculinity is neither a stable component of a
person’s gender identity nor a universal pattern of attitudes and behavior, it



is worth speaking of masculinities in the plural form to emphasize the
diversity and fluidity of masculinity constructions. Connell importantly
stresses that men and masculinities are not only differentiated from women
and femininities, but that different patterns of masculinity are distinguished
from each other.116 Attending to the hierarchies among men and
masculinities, in her influential book she argues that hegemony, complicity,
subordination, and marginalization are “the main patterns of masculinity in
the current Western gender order.”117

Although her categorization has also received critique,118 in the context under
investigation it is important to mention that the idea of subordinated and
marginalized masculinities departs from the insight that multiple categories
of social stratification, and not only gender, need to be taken into
consideration when studying configurations of gender practice. Race,
ethnicity, and religious affiliation, to name but a few, also play into the
configuration of hierarchies among masculinities in society. Social hierarchies
of men and masculinities are also apparent in Kadir’s teachings. When
elaborating on licit and illicit ways of doing masculinity, Kadir refers to socially
hegemonic and marginalized forms of masculinity. While a hegemonic
version of masculinity is the strong, ‘cool man’ who has pre-marital sexual
relations, the devout Muslim man (religiously and potentially also ethnically
marked) would represent a form of marginalized masculinity. 

This is especially apparent in the imam’s remarks on strength and weakness.
As he explains, a sense of shame is (‘in our society’ and ‘in our times,’ and
especially for a man) often associated with weakness (and unmanliness with
respect to a hegemonic ideal of masculinity): “Time and again there are people
saying: Well, a sense of shame, feeling ashamed is actually not something
good, why? Because it indicates weakness.”119 More specifically, Kadir refers
to a hegemonic form of masculinity here which associates masculinity with
boldness and strength, to then propose an alternative model of masculinity,
challenging the link between a sense of shame and weakness. He suggests that
being modest and shamefaced as a Muslim man is actually a sign of strength.
Thereby, Kadir reinforces the link between masculinity and strength, which
illustrates the power exercised by the pattern of masculinity that Kadir
presents as a hegemonic one. 

Calling attention to the hierarchies among various masculinities in Kadir’s
lectures and to the way he positions himself vis-à-vis certain masculinity codes
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and practices brings social context into focus again. This seems important in
a context such as the German one, where Muslim men are marked as
religiously and often also ethnically different in relation to the white, secular,
‘German’ norm. Both in daily interactions and public discourse the Muslim
man has become the quintessential Other. Marked Muslim men are therefore
constantly confronted with stigmatizing, marginalizing, racializing,
politicizing, and securitizing practices and narratives. The stereotyping and
othering assumptions and narratives are often linked to masculinity
constructions, mostly promoting the hypermasculinization and hyper-
sexualization of Muslim men.120

Conclusion

The analysis of Kadir’s lectures showed that ethical self-formation takes on a
clearly gendered form and is linked to constructions of masculinity which are
in a hierarchical relation vis-à-vis each other. Especially in Islamic minority
contexts, it is important to take these social hierarchies into account and not
to neglect factors of social stratification apart from gender. This paper revealed
how Kadir envisions the acquisition of h� aya� � as a moral virtue for Muslim
men through the cultivation of practices of the self on various levels, thereby
transforming their emotional dispositions. Attending to emotional practices,
it has highlighted how piety and the exercise of self-discipline are closely
intertwined in Kadir’s teachings. I demonstrated how this undertaking can
be analyzed combining a Foucauldian and Aristotelian theoretical framework,
which does not preclude the possibility of consequential ethics,121 but offers
the possibility to avoid a dichotomous framing of Muslim men and
masculinities as either traditional or modern. Studying Muslim men and
masculinities with a focus on practices of the self and the intertwinement of
emotions, habitus cultivation, and piety while investigating the relationality
of social masculinity constructions offers new avenues of research at the
intersection of the anthropology of Islam and the study of men and
masculinities. In this sense, this paper presents a contribution to a more
nuanced and hopefully promising academic discussion of masculinity
constructions in Muslim minority contexts. 
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Constructing Islam and Secularism in the 
German Islam Conference

 

Abstract

The German Islam Conference (GIC) has been established as a “dialogue at eye level”
between the German government, Muslim individuals and Islamic umbrella organizations.
This paper analyses expectations towards Muslims expressed in central government
publications. Moreover, the aims of the Conference are critically assessed in light of official
rhetoric and the actual possibilities of Islamic actors to participate and influence the process
of the conference. This paper demonstrates that beyond the intentions expressed by state
agents, the aims of the Conference and the expectations towards Muslims prescribe major
restructuring measures of the Muslim community, cooperation with security agencies and
alignment with an undetermined set of “German values”. Moreover, government rhetoric
constructs Muslim communities as deficient in that they purportedly do not fulfill their duties
as legitimate parts of German society. While the state officially acknowledges that it cannot
intervene in theological debates and is thus unable to judge between different currents of
Islam, the GIC has to be interpreted as a complex religious policy through which the state
aims to create an Islam that matches for its desire for security and control of the Muslim
population.

Introduction

The first decade of the twenty-first century has witnessed the establishment
of Muslim consultation bodies in a variety of European countries.122 In
Germany, the Deutsche Islam Konferenz (German Islam Conference, GIC) has
been established by a minister of the interior of the Christian Democratic
Party (CDU) in 2006. All major Islamic umbrella organizations and more
than twenty Muslim public figures accepted the invitation and have
participated in the different stages of the GIC. While the official justification
for the GIC was “dialogue on eye level”,123 scholars have suggested that the
actual goals were rather to fight Islamic fundamentalism, to counter the social
and spatial segregation of Muslim immigrants and to achieve compliance of
the Muslim population with the state’s politics of religion.124
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There are three main reasons why a deeper understanding of the German
Islam Conference is of great importance to the study of Muslims and Islam
in Western Europe. First, the reasons given for the establishment of a state-
run dialogue space reveal the tension within official state reasoning between
welcoming Muslim citizens and a “moderate” form of Islam on the one hand,
and the fear of increasing extremist tendencies that underpins the perceived
need to publicly classify certain Islamic organizations as dangerous entities.
Second, the GIC paradigmatically reveals the importance of German state-
church law as guiding principle in state approaches towards dealing with
Islam. The expectations expressed towards Muslims reveal the cul-de-sac of
maintaining the constitutional status quo while trying to realise equal de facto
treatment of Islamic organizations. Third, the analysis of the GIC can
encourage scholars of Islam in Europe to understand these new forms of
secular politics as an ongoing struggle over the redefinition of the legitimate
boundary between politics and religion that change the “secular” nature of
the European state.

Thus, the GIC, as an unprecedented intervention into the regulation of
Islamic organizations and individuals in Germany, poses a number of
challenges to the self-understanding of the German state as secular. Therefore,
the main question this paper seeks to address is: How are demands towards
Muslims constructed in the context of the German Islam Conference? In order
to answer this question, this paper will analyse expectations towards Muslims
expressed in several texts published by the German government. The first
section scrutinises government rhetoric expressing expectations towards
Muslims (2.) which are then systematically analysed in the following section
(3.). Finally, the aims of the GIC are critically assessed in light of official
rhetoric and the actual possibilities of Islamic actors to participate in and
influence the process of the Conference (4.). The empirical findings of this
paper will make a contribution to both the literature on Islam in Europe and
the critical secularism literature. At the same time, recent theoretical
contributions about the problematic relationship between law and religion,
culminating in Sullivan’s book The impossibility of religious freedom, and
secularism as a dynamic problem-space, provide useful concepts for a better
understanding of the empirical findings.125

Government documents expressing expectations towards Muslims

This section outlines some of the tensions between the “dialogue on eye level”
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rhetoric of the assertedly secular German state and the expectations towards
Muslims expressed by the government. Gabriele Hermani has praised the GIC
as successful integration policy that proved the CDU to be a “modern catch-
all party”.126 Moreover, Hermani affirmatively emphasises a comment made
by Necla Kelek, a German feminist lawyer of Turkish decent who was part of
the Conference, which can be summarized as follows: Islam needs a process
of enlightenment, obstacles to integration are related to Islam and demands
of Muslims such as religious education in state schools cannot be accepted as
long as Muslims do not respect the “separation of the religious and the secular
[weltliche] sphere”.127 Hermani’s book is paradigmatic for perspectives that
are prevalent in German media and large parts of the political and intellectual
establishment that ignore the GIC’s potentially strong influence on the image
of Islam, Islamic organizations and every-day life of Muslims in Germany.
Moreover, Hermani completely neglects the problems inherent in the idea of
a secular state organising the religious field and judging what kind of Islam is
representative and what kind of Islam is not acceptable. 

Officially, Germany is a secular state that is neutral with regards to religion
and Weltanschauung. This is reflected in the official rhetoric of the
Bundesministerium des Inneren (BMI), the Federal Ministry of the Interior,
expressed by an under-secretary of state in a GIC publication on hostility
towards Muslims: 

“The secular constitutional state cannot express its opinion with regards to theological
questions; it has no competence to decide what version of Islam as a religion is ‘true’, ‘less true’
or even a distorted picture. In contrast to that it is among its genuine tasks to stand up for the
people that live here and to address generalising negative attributions in order to overcome
them”.128

However, in light of the rhetoric and topics discussed at the GIC, this raises
several questions: If the state has to be indifferent with regards to theological
issues such as questions regarding belief system, correct exercise and practice
of religion, rules and norms enshrined in religious doctrine, religious identity,
and relation to politics, how can the state demand religious persons to
internalise values that might contradict their religious beliefs? Or, more
fundamentally: How does the state decide which questions are theological
and therefore cannot voice its opinion on? How can the state, the under-
secretary of state or any other natural or juridical person delineate “theology”
from philosophy, politics, law or even common sense?

In the following, four major policy documents will be scrutinised with regards
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to the implicit and explicit expectations towards Muslims.129 The documents
include (1) the Coalition Agreement between the governing parties CDU,
CSU and SPD of November 11, 2005;130 (2) the answer of the German
government to the second major interpellation by the Green Party regarding
Islam in Germany of June 29, 2006;131 (3) the online statement regarding the
aims of the German Islam Conference of 2007;132 and (4) the report on
Migration and Integration published by the German Federal Ministry of the
Interior in 2014.133

In the Coalition Agreement of 2005 only three out of 226 pages are dedicated
to migration and integration. The heading of the respective part is “security
for citizens”, followed by the chapter headline “Domestic policy: Germany –
a safe and free country”. After that, the first topic is “organising security”
followed by the section “managing migration – fostering integration”. This
already sets the tone for the strong security focus of the GIC.134 The dialogue
with Islam is mentioned along with a key goal: “clearly naming the differences
which separate the partners in dialogue is a vital sign of mutual respect”.135

This indicates that the government is convinced of the existence of separating
differences. While such documents are by nature most of the time written in
a comparatively vague tone, this already indicates a clear division the authors
seem to have in mind: That there exists a clear dichotomy between things that
separate Islam from the German state and things that are compatible with it.
Later on, one of the potentially “separating” policies is mentioned: The parties
plan to make forced marriages a punishable offence. Moreover, the document
states that “the equality of women and men will be included as a key focus in
the inter-religious dialogue”.136

The use of the term “inter-religious” is especially remarkable here since
participants in a dialogue between, “inter”, religions can by definition only be
religious groups. If the state considers the dialogue with “Islam” itself as “inter-
religious”, it becomes clear that, consciously or unconsciously, the political
parties see the state as representing or being dominated by a particular
religion, in this case Protestant and Catholic Christianity. This wording is
telling about the view state officials have on the religious neutrality of the
state. In contrast to dialogue with the two major churches and the Jewish
communities, where women have been continuously denied access to certain
ministries, the government wants to focus on equality between men and
women especially in an inter-religious dialogue. This suggests that the
government aims at dialogue with the only “other” relevant religion out there
which turns out to be Islam.
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In the answer of the Federal Government to the major interpellation of the
Green Party which was an inquiry into the realisation of equal rights of
Muslim communities, the government reiterated the need to build a broad
consensus on compliance with social principles and politics of religion.137

Moreover, the government emphasised the call for “binding observance of
the liberal democratic order”.138 Furthermore, the government expresses its
wish that Muslim communities establish representative structures.

The basis for the dialogue of the GIC expressed in the press release published
by the Federal Ministry of Interior, again, calls for the “full acceptance of the
liberal-democratic basic order”.139 As this is stressed in one of the first
sentences introducing state dialogue with Islam, the text seems to suggest that
the acceptance of the liberal and democratic order cannot be taken for granted
and has therefore to be requested. Ironically, organizations that do not respect
these principles have not been invited anyway, as the case of the observation
of the IGMG, the Islamische Gemeinschaft Milli� Go� ru� s� (Islamic Community
Milli� Go� ru� s�), by the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution and
its exclusion in the second round of the GIC shows. Therefore, even when
explicitly dealing with the 99% of Muslims—this is the somewhat doubtful
number the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution
mentions140—that accept these principles in theory and practice, the state
does not stop to repeat its call for “full acceptance” of these principles.

After assessing that second and third generation migrants have problems to
integrate into the working population, the next sentence addresses the
“imminent threat of so-called parallel societies […] and every form of
fundamentalism”.141 While this statement does not make an explicit causal
claim, the paragraph juxtaposes three topics that are not self-evidently
connected phenomena. However, this rhetoric suggests a causal connection
between integration into the workforce by second and third generation
Muslims, parallel societies and fundamentalism. This is another securitising
speech act that contributes to the amalgamation of socio-economic migration
issues, Islam and security as a common problem-space.142

Finally, the statement of the BMI indicates that one aim of the GIC is that it
should be discussed how religious practices can be aligned with the German
constitutional order and “how and if Islam can do justice to the organisational
requirements of German constitutional law on religion”.143 This statement
reveals a central element of the perspective of the BMI. It is Muslim practices
that should align themselves, it is the Muslims who should accept the legal
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order and it is the Muslims that should meet organisational requirements.
The question is not, how one could find ways to facilitate the free exercise of
religion in the framework of the law together or even to try to adapt the legal
system to the needs of Muslim practices and forms of organisation. In other
words, the state demands compliance and the GIC is an instrument to achieve
it.

The final document under scrutiny, the BMI report “Migration and
Integration” provides a guideline of information on immigration law. A
previous version included one section on Islam and one that links Islam with
security concerns.144 The updated version only includes the latter section.
While the original text acknowledges that many Muslims in Germany are
well-integrated, it continues to talk about issues such as “a lack of education”,
“social and emotional isolation”, “so-called parallel societies” and “Islamist
activities” which allegedly affect a large number of Muslims.145 The
establishment of a “dialogue” is justified as follows: “The GIC also makes an
important contribution to preventive security policy. It helps to prevent both
violent and legalistic Islamist activities, thereby helping to preserve the
security and freedom of everyone in Germany regardless of their faith”.146

However, in the framework of this report and other publications, it is by no
means clear what “legalistic” means. The definition of legalism, “Islamist
organizations (…) that aim to establish ideas of social and individual life
based on Islamist ideology through legal means” provided by the Federal
Office for the Protection of the Constitution still depends on the blurry
boundary between Islam and Islamism.147

In the section on Islamism, the people coming to Germany as political
refugees and working to support the struggles in their home countries are
described as a “latent threat to their home countries’ facilities and interests in
Germany”.148 Moreover, Islamist organizations are charged with “exploit[ing]
democratic means to establish Islamist conditions in German society or at
least try to find openings for organized Islamist activity in Germany, thus
working against state efforts towards integration by trying to set up an Islamist
parallel society”.149 Here, again, the government does not make a clear
distinction between Islamic and Islamist organizations. Even if this was
unintended, which is hard to imagine, given the hundreds of “experts” on
Islam and security working at the security agencies, this government rhetoric
contributes to forming a public opinion that lacks understanding of the
differentiation between Islamic organizations, “Islamist” organizations and
Islamist organizations that use violent means.
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Follow, denounce, reject and adopt: core expectations towards Muslims

The analysis of these document can be systematically summarised in line with
Rosenow-Williams’ study of the normative context of Muslim organizations
in Germany. Accordingly, there are five main expectations that Islamic
organizations and Muslims face in the context of the GIC: 1. To follow the
law, 2. To denounce Islamism and terrorism, 3. To reject “parallel societies”
and to promote integration, 4. To adopt German values, and 5. To organise
and to cooperate.150 As the analysis of the government statements made clear,
the expectation to follow the law does not only imply openly pledging
allegiance to the constitutional order. It also implies to support and even to
cooperate with the law enforcement agencies in their various operations
against mosque communities.

The expectation to join the fight against the “Islamist threat” implies that some
Islamic organizations are required to speak out and delineate themselves from
other confessional and organisational communities. This can severely affect
the relations and willingness to cooperate between different Islamic
organizations, since some organizations have to distance themselves from
others in order to be still able to cooperate with the state, as the case of IGMG
demonstrates. The Islamic umbrella organisation Islamrat für die Bundes-
republik Deutschland (IRD, Islamic Council for the Federal Republic of
Germany) with all its member organizations was excluded from the second
phase of the GIC due to a law suit filed against one of its members, the IGMG.
The charges were later dropped. Moreover, the expectation of active security
cooperation requires a completely new dimension of organisational structures
that significantly changes the appearance and organisational culture of
Muslims in Germany. This clearly goes well beyond simply following the legal
constitutional order. 

The third expectation, to reject “parallel societies” and to promote integration
requires from the organizations that their individual members improve their
language skills and their involvement with the wider social community.
Furthermore, the organizations are expected to engage with the respective
political and local communities.151 This expectation should be met by the
organizations through engaging in inter-religious and inter-cultural dialogue
and other events with local partners.

The fourth expectation, to accept German values, is very often seen, by both
the government and the Islamic organizations, from an “either/or” rather than
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an “as well as” perspective.152 While the official language requires them to
“participate in forming a consensus”, this turns out to be a euphemism.153

Rather than participating in the formation of such a consensus, as the case of
fulfilling the requirements of state-church law demonstrates, organizations
are expected to simply adapt the principles and values already established.
While most Islamic organizations comply with this expectation by
emphasising their support for German laws and the German value system,
there are cases where this leads to conflict with individual members.154 Often
members want to cherish their local culture and traditions, and do not want
to assimilate to German culture.

Regarding the fifth expectation, to organise and cooperate with the state,
Islamic organizations are asked to fulfil a bridging function. The envisioned
role seems to be that of an intermediary between the state and the
organizations’ members. They are held responsible to ensure that the
“consensus” reaches the individual members and that every member complies
with it.155 Moreover, the state seems to encourage and privilege centralised
and unified structures of Islamic organizations. This became evident in the
state of Hesse, where the state urged Islamic organizations to form one single
representative body that included the majority of Mosque communities. After
this was achieved, the state government denied dealing with the body because
of charges of Islamism against one of its members.156

Despite the efforts of the GIC, many organizations feel discriminated against,
as Rosenow-William’s interviews with members of major Islamic umbrella
organizations demonstrate. Among the multiple reasons for this assessment
are the laws governing German language acquisition, mandatory integration
courses, naturalisation tests, the necessity to prove economic self-sufficiency,
and the denial of dual citizenship of Turkish citizens.157 On the other hand,
the expectations to actively condemn terrorism has led to a joint prayer of 13
Islamic umbrella organizations on September 11, 2006, to commemorate the
victims of 9/11. Moreover, after the attacks on the Charlie Hebdo office in
Paris in January 2015, Islamic umbrella organizations called for a rally in front
of the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin to condemn the attack. At the end of his
speech at the rally, the chairman of the Central Council of Muslims Aiman
Mazyek even shouted “Je suis Charlie”, despite the widespread criticism of the
way the prophet was associated with terrorism in the magazine.158 Tellingly,
even after organising a demonstration with more than 10.000 participants
including the President of the Federal Republic of Germany, the Chancellor
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and the Vice Chancellor, some media outlets were still not convinced about
the “real” opinion of the Muslim majority. The RTL news journal lamented
that “for a Muslim event there were too few Muslims. About 2000. Twice as
many come when Erdogan engages in an election campaign in Berlin”.159 The
headline on stern.de summarising the evening read “Almost more ministers
than Muslims”.160 This anecdotal evidence of recent debates about the role
Muslims are expected to play in the public sphere highlights the importance
of the demands made towards Muslims by the government in institutionalised
forums such as the German Islam Conference. 

The Islam Conference as an instrument to “enlighten” 
and restructure Islam without equal recognition

The following section complements the analysis of the expectations towards
Islamic organizations in the previous section by examining the expressed aims
of the GIC. The three main goals of the GIC can be summarised as follows:
The security goal of the GIC was to prevent and fight “Islamism” and
Fundamentalism (1), the integration policy goal was to counteract the
segregation of Muslim immigrants (2), and the cooperation and
accommodation goal was to achieve compliance of the Muslim population
to state policies regarding society and religion (3).161

Musch claims that “the GIC has been established mainly due to security
reasons”.162 The increasing securitisation of Islam and the association of and
suspicion towards Muslims after 9/11  has fostered a climate where the need
for a new policy approach towards Islam has been articulated ever more
forcefully. In an interview in the week of the first session of the GIC, Minister
of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble explained why he invited Millî Görüş

despite previous debates: he wanted to win over and convince as many
Muslims as possible.163

However, he repeatedly emphasised that “every person living here has to
accept and respect the German constitutional and legal order. We want an
enlightened [aufgeklärten] Islam in our enlightened country”.164 In the course
of the interview it is not made clear how these two sentences relate to each
other and what Schäuble means by “enlightened”. One possible interpretation
is that he hopes by engaging in dialogue, a “spark of enlightenment” will infect
Muslim representatives and will spread to the Muslim community. However,
as he gave this answer to a question related to the invitation of the IGMG, it
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is more likely that he sees it as a category based on which to judge Muslims.
To pronounce that he welcomes enlightened Muslims in “our” country
implies that he does not want Muslims that are not enlightened. Again, a
group consisting of the “other” is being constructed, who is considered
dangerous to the German legal and constitutional order. 165

The word ‘enlightenment’, however, is so undetermined that it can rather be
understood as a floating signifier. Because Schäuble most probably did not
primarily refer to the historical period of 18th century European
Enlightenment, the term seems primarily to be an identity marker that is
associated with concepts like secularism, democracy, individualism,
modernity, liberalism and rationality. It might have been his intention to leave
room for interpretation. What becomes clear, however, is that the security
goal of the GIC is not only about some militant groups. The conflict and the
security threat referred to are much larger, they are about a very broad,
societal, cultural and religious concept of identity and security. As Agrama
pointed out, when it comes to the question of secular power, the stakes are
always high and fundamental.166 Schäuble’s rhetoric of enlightenment
implicitly reminds the public about this fact.

The GIC has been launched as a parallel initiative to the National Integration
Summit and the establishment of the National Integration Plan. Remarkably,
Islamic organizations were not officially invited to the elaboration of the
National Integration Plan which shows that the main aim of the dialogue with
Islam was something different.167 In the answer to the Green Party
interpellation on the equal treatment of Islam in Germany the German
government declared that “The goal of the conference is a better religious and
social integration of the Muslim population in Germany. On the one hand,
this is expected to serve the prevention of Islamism and Terrorism. On the
other hand, the segmentation of Muslims in Germany is being countered”.168

Here it becomes clear that the goal of integration and the goal of security are
inextricably linked. The reasoning of the government follows the line that
Islamism and terrorism can be countered by integration which is a goal of
the GIC. How does that work in concreto? The government indicates that the
mechanism by which this is to be achieved is “compliance” to the “broad
consensus” that is to be established, or rather, as demonstrated above, to be
adopted by the Islamic organizations and a fortiori the Muslim population.
It is important to stress that while integration is the explicit goal of the GIC,
the means by which it should be achieved remain unclear. For example,
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granting equal rights to Islamic organizations and Mosque communities by
accepting them as religious communities or even granting them the status of
a corporation of public law is nowhere mentioned as an aim of the GIC.
Therefore, it becomes clear that the main work to be done and the main
responsibility for integration lies with Islamic organizations and Muslims
themselves. Dialogue about integration, in this sense, means that the
government explains to the Islamic organizations what their responsibilities
are. In other words, rather than a mechanism for input, for example to advise
the government on matters of integration policy, the GIC is a policy
mechanism which is output-oriented, indirectly influencing the targeted
population through means of intermediary institutions, not through
legislative changes.

The third goal of the GIC has been expressed by Schäuble as follows. He
claims that we need “a development in the Islamic community in our country
so that it becomes capable of partnership [partnerschaftsfähig]”.169 As
described above in the section on the expectations towards Muslims expressed
in the German Islam Conference, one of its aims is to fulfil the state’s desire
for an organised Islam. Schäuble’s claim, however, also includes an implicit
statement on the status quo: Muslims have to become capable to be partners.
This implies that they are lacking this capacity at the moment. This reveals a
high level of distrust by the minister towards Islamic organizations—the state
does not even consider them to be capable of engaging in a partnership yet.

A central requirement for this cooperation is, as mentioned above, a
representative organisational structure. Talking about its relation to Islam, the
government statement claims that the relations between religious
communities and the state would benefit if the state could cooperate with a
single contact person that would represent as many adherents of a religion as
possible.170 Schäuble explains: “Perhaps we can give impulses that Muslims
organise in such a way that we have representative contact persons. Muslims
want to be treated by the state equitable, like the Christian churches. However,
then they have to create the respective organisational preconditions”.171 This
statement is not only problematic in light of the constitutional principle of
equality of religious groups before the law but also in the context of the
“secular” state’s position towards a religious community. What Schäuble
explains to his Muslim counterparts is that it is impossible for them to enjoy
equal religious freedom if they do not fulfil certain organisational
requirements. However, as becomes evident in the light of the historical

59



contingencies of German state-church law and in comparison with the First
Amendment in the US, these requirements are contingent on the German
historical trajectory modelled after Christian churches.

Conclusion

The analysis of core government documents on the German Islam Conference
has demonstrated that both the aims of the Conference and the expectations
towards Muslims are much more complex than the programmatic idea of
“dialogue” suggests. Government rhetoric in the context of the GIC reveals a
fundamental tension between a state that is passive and one that is
interventionist in its religious politics. On the one hand, the state explicitly
acknowledges that it is impossible to make judgements on theological
questions and thereby to normatively distinguish between different Islamic
currents. At the same time, the prescriptive accounts of how Islam should be
and look like are numerous. Not only should Islam and Muslims be
enlightened, they also should fully embrace “German values” and create
authoritative structures that speak for, but also speak to all Muslims. As
theological reflections of and interventions into the long struggle between
throne and altar in Europe and elsewhere demonstrate, the organisational
structures of a religion are never only a question of politics. They are also
deeply embedded in the religious and theological self-understanding of a
religious community. Therefore, the requirement to form representational
structures is not only formal. Rather, it has potentially strong effects on
internal power dynamics and contestations of theological positions. 

At the same time, government rhetoric in the context of the GIC describes
and thereby contributes to the construction of a status quo in which Islamic
organizations but also Muslims are seen as supposedly insufficient. Muslims
are being constructed as deficient citizens by the constant reiteration of the
need to accept the liberal democratic order, to become ready to engage in
partnership with the state, to accept German values, to renounce every form
of violence, to foster integration etc. Thereby, the problematic is not framed
as one of violence among youth, of insufficient possibilities to participate in
society, but rather as a problem that is specifically Muslim. Despite avoiding
to establish a direct causal link between Islam, failed integration and
terrorism, the repeatedly reiterated correlation between these elements
establishes Islam as a security threat the state has to act on. 
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Finally, the label “dialogue” which suggests a mutual process of learning and
exchange seems to be quite inadequate given the unidirectional administrative
and communicative processes in the context of the GIC. In the process of
establishing the GIC Islamic organizations did not have any say. Moreover,
the “consensus” that should purportedly be formed had actually already been
established without any input from the Islamic communities, consisting of a
fuzzy understanding of “enlightenment”, “German values” and German
church-state law.

Winnifred Sullivan has noted that “the collapse of hierarchy presents a
problem for modern religion, too, as is perhaps clearest in the inability of
governments to find centers of authority to deal with”.172 The GIC has to be
interpreted in the context of the government’s attempts to get hold of Muslims
without being able to deal with a unified organisation that the legal system
and the political culture is used to since the Reformation. One motivational
factor of the GIC is to overcome the problem of the absence of “centres of
authority”. Granting some Islamic organizations the position to represent
Islam by inviting them to a dialogue with high-ranking state officials means
that they have the chance to considerably increase their legitimacy in the
public sphere. Moreover, the state promises further empowerment in form of
various kinds of resources to Islamic organizations that conform with the
state’s demands. In light of the intentions of the state it becomes clear why
the GIC is not primarily about religious freedom. Along with tackling the
issues of migration and security, the GIC is an initiative to “produce” the kind
of Islam the state wants. Otherwise the state could just settle issues like
religious education in state schools by setting up contracts between federal
states and respective mosque communities or associations. However, because
the state wants much more than the accommodation of religion in the
framework of the constitutional church-state law, it needs to go beyond legal
settlement. This is also one of the reasons why analysing the situation of Islam
in Germany and the process of the GIC is only insufficiently understandable
when focusing on the legal dimension alone.

At the same time, the legal dimension is crucial to understand the hybrid and
contradictory nature of the GIC. While it aims at integrating Islam and
Muslims, it also wants to enforce the rules of state-church law. It has been
mentioned above how the diversity of organisational, confessional and
political positions of different Islamic groups impede these efforts to create
an “Islamic church”. The establishment of the Coordinating Council of
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Muslims (Koordinierungsrat der Muslime), an attempt of the Islamic
organizations to achieve exactly that, has failed. The idea of a member-based
religious community that is united in structure, doctrine and religious
practice is modelled after Christian churches and contradicts not only
conventional formations of Muslim organizations, but also does not match
the reality of the diverse landscape of Muslim groups in Germany. 

A main implication of this paper for the study of Muslims in Europe is, on a
methodological level, that purely legal perspectives on the “accommodation”
of Islam neglect the effects of state discourse on how its activities can be
perceived by the Muslim community. The activities of European states have
to be understood as a complex interplay between legislative, executive and
judicative governance that is often combined with a soft-power approach
using instruments such as dialogue forums that urge Muslims to commit
themselves voluntarily to standards established by the state. Thus, this study
suggests that it is important to establish more sophisticated analytical and
conceptual frameworks to understand the interplay between the direct and
indirect forms of governance and the power effects of knowledge productions
such as state rhetoric on what kind of Islam is desired by the authorities. This
will require a stronger interdisciplinary connection between legal, governance,
sociological and anthropological perspectives. In particular, analyses of
government discourse and intervention have to be complemented by
investigations on how these are reflected in respective Muslim and non-
Muslim communities on a local, national and global level.

62



5

‘European Islam’ Beyond the National Frame: Shifting 
to the Arena of the European Union

 

Abstract

This paper addresses the relevance of moving beyond national case studies of various Muslim
communities when researching ‘European Islam’, and tries to shed light on the often neglected
arena of the European Union. The aim is to give a brief insight into some of the ways in
which the EU and pan-European Muslim actors are involved in meaning making with
regard to ‘Islam’ and ‘Europe’ and to present preliminary suggestions on how this is linked
to the formation of European Muslim subjectivities. To illustrate how these processes take
shape, an explorative investigation of discourses on Islamophobia in the EU will be laid out.
The final part of this paper will end with some concluding remarks on the importance of
following a postcolonial reading of ‘Europe’.

‘Europe’ Viewed Through The ‘Muslim Question’

In recent years the field of research on ‘European Islam’ has been constantly
growing; however, this debate tends to be dominated by methodological
nationalism. While in-depth knowledge about the everyday lives of Muslim
communities in different European countries is without a doubt valuable, it
often ignores the versatile interconnections between Muslims across nation-
states. Increased mobility in times of low-budget airlines, and facilitated
long-distance communication via Skype and social media are realities of the
21st century, shaping the mental and physical horizons of Muslims and non-
Muslims alike. Altered notions of space, generating new possibilities for
gaining knowledge, acting socio-politically, and defining belonging, need to
be taken into account when reflecting on ‘European Islam’. Furthermore,
processes of Europeanisation impact the legal, economic, political and
symbolic realms, affecting notions of democracy and citizenship. Discussing
‘European Islam’ therefore requires not only a closer investigation of ‘Islam’
and ‘Muslim-ness’ but also of ‘Europe’ and ‘European-ness’. While the paper
does not equate ‘Europe’ with the European Union it still argues that the arena
of the EU offers an insightful point of entry into the debate; it being an
important material and symbolic field in which norm-setting processes with
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regard to ‘Europe’ take place. Therefore, a closer look at the way in which high-
level EU stakeholders and pan-European Muslim actors interact and frame
the debate on ‘European Islam’ seems promising. Prominent structural
elements of these framings of ‘European Islam’ include: minority rights,
Islamophobia, integration, security, counter-terrorism, and secularity. 

Arguably, the current climate makes an investigation of ‘European Islam’ all
the more urgent. Growing populist movements across EU member states,
heated debates about the so-called refugee crisis, and the way it is being
addressed by the EU, as well as controversies after recent events in Paris,
Brussels and Nice, bring the ‘Muslim Question’ to centre stage. The ‘Muslim
Question’ functions in the following reflection as an analytical tool. Thus the
aim is not to list, let alone to answer, a concrete set of questions with regard
to Islam and Muslims, such as “Does Islam belong in Europe?” or “Is Islam
inherently violent?”, although such questions do form part of what is
conceptualised as the ‘Muslim Question’. Rather the ‘Muslim Question’ is
being perceived as a prismatic field, a lens through which certain mechanisms
of governance and configurations of power become apparent. In short: if we
look at ‘Europe’ through the prism of the ‘Muslim Question’ what is it that
we see?

Remarks on Terminology

This paper conceptualises neither ‘Islam’ nor ‘Europe’ as set, clear-cut entities,
but rather relates to thinkers in the field of political anthropology173,
governmentality studies174 and ideas from the Asadian endeavour of an
anthropology of Islam: all of which are analytical frames that strive towards
denaturalising supposedly set categories and dismantling the workings of
power. 

Islam as a Discursive Tradition

Asad’s anthropological approach to Islam challenges previous research by
emphasising the importance of religious practice, shifting the analysis away
from the textual corpus of Quran and Hadith, to a focus on the Muslim
practitioner. According to Asad: 

“[a]n Islamic discursive tradition is simply a tradition of Muslim discourse that addresses itself
to conceptions of the Islamic past and future, with reference to a particular Islamic practice in
the present. Clearly, not everything Muslims say and do belongs to an Islamic discursive
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tradition. Nor is an Islamic tradition in this sense necessarily imitative of what was done in the
past. For even where traditional practices appear to the anthropologist to be imitative of what
had gone before, it will be the practitioners’ conception of what is apt performance, and of how
the past is related to the present practices, that will be crucial for tradition, not the apparent
repetition of an old form”.175

Asad’s conception of Islam refers to the moments of inclusion and exclusion,
reminding us that “not everything Muslims say and do belongs to an Islamic
discursive tradition”. Relevant therefore are those instances in which an act of
speech or a practice is framed by the practitioner as ‘Islamic’, and how this
Islamic practice is being contextualised with regard to the past and the future.
Consequently, shifting the focus to the practitioner and his or her imaginaries
of past and future results in a deeply contextualised approach to studying
Islam, stressing the situated-ness of meaning making. With regard to
‘European Islam’ this entails studying ‘Europe’ and ‘European-ness’ just as
much as ‘Islam’ and ‘Muslim-ness’.

From Europe to Europeanisation

Currently the notion of ‘Europe’ might be among the most contested terms
of our times, and with it the idea of a European Union. ‘Europe’ can be
understood in geographic, ideational, political and economic terms. Others
imagine it as a community tied together by shared histories, or entangled
cultures. One prominent narrative in this context seems to be the idea of
Europe as the cradle of human rights, democracy and free speech. Europe of
Judeo-Christian heritage also frequently features in these imaginaries. This
paper does not aim to provide a definition of Europe, but rather seeks to
deconstruct these very discourses on Europe, highlighting processes of
making Europe and strategies of setting norms. Research on Europeanisation
draws our attention to the dynamic and heterogeneous process of constantly
producing Europe and reminds us that this is intrinsically a moment of power
— power understood in the Foucauldian sense as productive and disciplining
at the same time. One key actor, but not the sole one, in processes of
Europeanisation are EU bodies. Analytically it makes an important difference
when we approach the category of ‘European’ in ‘European Islam’ from a
position informed by research conducted in the field of Europeanisation.  In
doing so a shift to the supranational level, and a closer look at the role  — in
terms of regulation and production — of EU actors in making ‘European
Islam’ is what seems to follow as the next analytical step. Furthermore, a black
box approach to EU institutions and other organisations in the EU arena,
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treating them as set entities, is replaced by an analysis of everyday practices
inside these institutions. Therefore, investigating ‘European Islam’ is also
linked to questions of the Europeanisation of Islam and the role actors in the
EU arena play in this process. The next two sections will follow this train of
thought and look at the development of an ever-stronger involvement of the
EU in matters of religion and more specifically Islam. As a case in point the
final section will flesh out one of these moments of the formation of
‘European Islam’ by investigating the ways a transnational Muslim Youth
organisation and EU bodies position themselves in discourses on
Islamophobia.

The EU’s Engagement With Islam

“If in the next ten years we haven’t managed to give a Soul to Europe, to
give it spirituality and meaning the game will be up.” (EC President Delors,
Speech to the churches. Brussels 1992.)176

In 1994, two years after Jacques Delors made this statement, the European
Commission (EC) initiated the Soul for Europe (SfE) programme, which
aimed to provide:

“[...] a forum for the European Commission, the European Parliament, and various
representatives of religious and philosophical convictions to reflect together upon the spiritual,
moral and cultural roots, as well as the future potential of Europe.”177

In December of the same year Delors invited Jewish, Christian and Muslim
representatives to an inter-faith meeting.178 These two initiatives (the SfE
project and the regularly held interfaith meetings) as well as the creation of
the Forward Studies Unit (FSU; an in-house think-tank dedicated to research
on future areas of interest with regard to political, social, economic and
religious matters) mark the beginning of an increasingly formalised exchange
between the EC and religious representatives. The EC’s commitment to
keeping in-touch with civil society vis-à-vis religious organisations has been
interpreted by some179 as an attempt by the EC to compensate for its “soulless-
ness” – a result of its often being perceived as a purely technocratic body and
the EU’s democratic weak link. 

In fact, the committed engagement of EU actors in religious matters (e.g. by
financially supporting projects run by religious NGOs) seems surprising,
given the EU’s competency restrictions in this policy area. According to Article
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17 of attachment number 11 of the Treaty of Amsterdam, the policy area of
religion lies in the hands of the member states. However, the creation of
research-oriented institutions such as the FSU, invested in filing reports and
organising conferences addressing the topic of Islam and Europe, has been
interpreted by some as a way “to bypass the institutional constraints of the
EU, i.e. its neutrality over religious matters”180. Others181 see a clash of two
main EU principles – subsidiarity and pluralism – when it comes to the
engagement of the EU on the subject of religion, since the protection of
minority rights (e.g. the religious minority of Muslims in Europe) might
collide with the granted national autonomy in the regulation of religious
affairs. This dilemma illustrates the flexibility of, and heterogeneity within,
EU norms and regulations. Arguably, personal interpretations of the EC
Presidents, or the outlook of particular Members of European Parliament
(MEP), have a considerable impact on the part the EU plays in the
configuration of ‘European Islam’ — the argument here being that since the
mid-1990s this part has been an increasingly important one.

In their endeavour to position themselves with regard to matters of Islam,
various Muslim organisations have been recurring partners of institutions
within the EU arena. One of these Muslim actors is the Forum of European
Muslim Youth and Student Organisation (FEMYSO), a pan-European
Muslim umbrella organisation based in Brussels. FEMYSO marks its 20th
anniversary in 2016, meaning that its formation coincided with the very
beginning of a more formalised EU engagement in religious matters in the
mid-1990s. This youth organisation, listing 35 member organisations from
across Europe, has been a vocal player in the field of ‘European Islam’ and
frames its activities around themes such as fighting Islamophobia, citizenship
building, civic engagement and human rights education. FEMYSO has built
various connections to different players within the EU arena in the course of
the past twenty years and its foci of activity have more recently shifted to
questions of Islamophobia. The following section will give brief insight into
one of the fora in which FEMYSO interacts with MEPs with regard to
Islamophobia.

Exploring Discourses on Islamophobia — 
Preliminary Notes from the Field

As the introductory quote by former EC president Delors in the previous
section illustrates, the question of giving Europe a “soul” and “meaning” that
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goes beyond economic pragmatism, or political power play, is one of the ways
in which the EU frames its interaction with religious actors. Frequently this
discourse runs along narratives of European ‘culture’, ‘values’ and ‘identity’.
As has been pointed out by numerous scholars following the footsteps of
Edward Said and Stuart Hall, projects of collective identity formation are
structured around processes of Othering. One recurring Other in Western
discourse — particularly given current far-right and populist movements and
their ever louder proclamations — is ‘the Muslim’ or ‘Islam’. With regard to
the EU’s engagement in the field of Islam, there has been since the mid-1990s
a noticeable and distinct effort to “develop an alternative paradigm to the
‘Clash of Civilizations’ ” narrative.182 This engagement, one might argue, is in
line with the self-image EU officials seek to propel of the EU being a project
promoting peace, human rights, and “unity in diversity” — to quote the
official EU slogan. Thus, the question of Othering with regard to EU
discourses is somewhat more complex. It seems that the EU’s engagement
with Islam, orchestrating a discourse of inclusion and supporting a growing
number of initiatives addressing Islamophobia, encourages certain kinds of
narratives on ‘Europe’ and ‘Islam’ and excludes others. Tracing those narratives
and linking them to wider processes of Europeanisation and governmentality
in the EU context is part of an ongoing PhD project out of which some aspects
are presented here.

Discourses on Islamophobia, being one of the frames in which ‘the Muslim
Question’ in Europe is addressed, present an insightful point of entry for
tracing processes of making ‘Europe’ and rationalities of Othering. While
already in use before the 1990s, it was the 1997 publication of the Runnymede
report  “Islamophobia: a challenge for all of us”183 that propelled the term onto
the international stage of academic and public debate. This paper
acknowledges the wide corpus of literature that has been produced with
regard to Islamophobia, comprising quantitative as well as qualitative studies
aimed at showcasing acts and institutional structures that are discriminatory
towards Muslims. While such investigations are important in their own right,
this paper is more interested in the discursive climate in which the term
Islamophobia is embedded, and the kinds of norms and knowledge
production regarding ‘Muslim-ness’ and ‘European-ness’ it enables. In short,
the focus of the investigation briefly sketched here is: The way in which the
term ‘Islamophobia’ is being used in the arena of the EU and the formation
of specific subjectivities made possible by this usage. In this endeavour, the
paper follows Vakil who aptly points out with regard to Islamophobia, that
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“…what is significant is not what it names, […] but rather that it names; and in naming, the
namer it bespeaks rather than the named. Quite the opposite of victimhood, then,
Islamophobia is about contestation and the power to set the political vocabulary and legal
ground of recognition and redress. It is about the subjectification of Muslim political
subject(ivitie)s.”184

With this in mind, the following section will shed light on some of the actors
involved in discourses on Islamophobia within the EU arena, thus looking at
the “namers” and the context of this practice of naming, while keeping in
mind the underlying question: What kind of subjectivities are being forged
by these discourses on Islamophobia? 

One locus within the EU context in which EU staff and members of civil
society refer to Islamophobia is the ARDI. The Anti-Racism and Diversity
Intergroup (ARDI) is a cross-party space in which MEPs work together “to
promote racial equality, counter racism, and educate about non-dis-
crimination in the work of the European Parliament”.185 Like all Intergroups
of the European Parliament (EP) ARDI represents a space in which EU
officials interact with members of civil society. Intergroups, though not formal
bodies of the EP, “are key components in the European Parliament’s modus
operandi”186. ARDI forms one of the twenty-eight official Intergroups
confirmed by the EP for the legislative term of 2014 to 2019. 

Islamophobia constitutes one of the seven themes addressed in the ARDI
working groups, and is chaired by MEP Sajjad Karim from the UK
conservative party. ARDI structures its work in various formats — next to
briefings, resolutions, reports, declarations and parliamentary hearings, it
communicates via letters, press releases and articles. In 2015 Mr. Karim called
“on the European Commission to prioritise actions to combat Islamophobia”,
arguing that a “decisive response led by the EU would send a strong signal
that Europe is committed to fighting Islamophobia and affirming it as an
open and tolerant continent that welcomes religious, ethnic and cultural
diversity.”187 Shortly after this address by Mr. Karim, the EC dedicated the
Annual Colloquium on Fundamental Rights to a two-day discussion on
“Tolerance and respect: preventing and combating antisemitic and anti-
muslim hatred in Europe”. Amongst the invited participants of this
colloquium was FEMYSO as one of the representatives of civil society active
in the field of fighting Islamophobia. Two years prior to the 2015 EC
Fundamental Rights Colloquium, FEMYSO launched the Islamophobia
Monitoring and Action Network (IMAN). Together with the Collective
Against Islamophobia in France (Collective Contre l’Islamophobie en France;
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CCIF), FEMYSO gathered data on discrimination against Muslims with a
specially designed online tool in eight countries: France, Belgium, Germany,
Sweden, the Netherlands, Italy, Hungary and the United Kingdom. With
financial support from the EU Fundamental Rights and Citizenship
Programme of the Directorate General for Justice and Consumers of the EC,
some of the insights gained in the context of the IMAN project were published
by FEMYSO in a report entitled “Islamophobia in Europe. Description of a
Scourge” in 2014.188

The activities of the above mentioned actors are all interconnected, forming
intertwined threads of the discursive net addressing Islamophobia in the arena
of the EU. Noteworthy in this context are at least two points. First, while the
EC seems reluctant to use the term Islamophobia, referring instead to anti-
Muslim hatred or anti-Muslim incidents, as the title of the Fundamental
Rights Colloquium in 2015 illustrates, members of the ARDI appear to switch
between the terms anti-Muslim hatred, Islamophobia and anti-Muslim
racism. Whether the ARDI’s decision to name one of its working units the
Islamophobia Working Group was a conscious choice is not clear at this
moment of the here-presented ongoing research project. FEMYSO on the
other hand seems to be using the term Islamophobia quite deliberately and,
with launching the IMAN project, is invested in generating data on
Islamophobia across Europe. Furthermore FEMYSO seeks to build support
structures for victims of Islamophobia by conducting trainings and
publishing handbooks aimed at helping to identify Islamophobic acts and
providing information on legal support to counter Islamophobia.189 As has
been pointed out by Vakil, Islamophobia was a term in use amongst the
Muslim community before it entered the sphere of political jargon. A more
in-depth study of the genealogy of the term ‘Islamophobia’ in the context of
the EU would therefore seem relevant. At this point it remains to be noted
that the way different actors make use of the term Islamophobia and the
various stages of political debate at the EU level to which the term has gained
access are both indicative of the formation of European Muslim subjectivities;
‘European’ in the sense that in the discursive field of Islamophobia
comparisons between different European settings are being drawn,
transcending national frames of reference on various accounts. For example,
by generating Europe-wide data on Islamophobia, by putting the topic on the
agenda of high-level meetings within the arena of the EU, or by referring to
different national legal settings with regard to minority rights and anti-
discrimination legislation, these actions thus aim to provide transferable

70



knowledge in order to address Islamophobia more effectively.

The second aspect worth noting with regard to discourses on Islamophobia
in the EU is the semantic and symbolic field of ‘European values’ frequently
alluded to when addressing Islamophobia. Here Europe is being portrayed as
a project embracing diversity, peace and tolerance. Thus expressions of
Islamophobia are being labelled as ‘non-European’, at odds with the spirit of
the European project. It might not be surprising, therefore, that the question
of Islamophobia is thus often discussed in the same context as Antisemitism,
with the Holocaust being one of the most prominent elements of the
founding narratives of the EU. After the horrors and violence of the Second
World War, the formation of the EU is often seen as the redemption project
of European nation-states. Of course a postcolonial reading of this narrative,
such as Peo Hansen has presented,190 would bring different narratives to the
fore, since quite clearly projects of exploitation, war and violence continued
well into the 20th century, at a point when the founding treaties of building
a transnational European alliance have long been signed. The Treaty of Rome,
marking the formal beginning of the forerunner project of the EU, the
European Economic Community (EEC), was signed in 1957, by Belgium,
France, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and West Germany. However,
while Belgium, with a most brutal colonial regime in the Congo, or France,
with its more than 130 years of occupation in Algeria, signalled a willingness
to lay down arms and enter a process of peaceful cooperation within Europe
in 1957, both countries continued their colonial rule in Africa.  

While one might observe a certain tendency in the arena of the EU to discuss
Islamophobia together with questions of Antisemitism, it is frequently made
clear by EU officials that the two are not interchangeable:

“Although anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim attitudes are separate phenomena with different
backgrounds, different causes and symptoms and different manifestations of violence, they
both represent hatred and hostility towards a particular community.”191

In short ‘Islamophobia’, ‘Antisemitism’ and ‘European values’ show a
discursive overlap and are strongly related to one another, shaping one aspect
of a European subjectivity being formed in the EU arena. The exact
connections between these discursive spaces, as well as the impact of this
overlap for the process of forming European subjectivities will be further
studied.
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Concluding Remarks

‘European Islam’ presents a complex configuration composed of two highly
contested terms. The current political climate illustrates all too well how
debated are notions of ‘Europe’, ‘European-ness’, ‘Islam’ and ‘Muslim-ness’.
The outcome of the referendum on the EU membership of the United
Kingdom in June 2016 and the subsequent debates proved not only that the
political formation of the EU is dynamic and ever-changing, but it also
unleashed an emotionally charged discussion on ‘European-ness’ and ‘British-
ness’, generating international headlines that presented the results of the vote
as “the UK turning its back on Europe”192. Discussions in the aftermath of the
UK referendum not only showed how swiftly the political formation of the
EU is being used as a shorthand for ‘Europe’, but also stimulated
proclamations on ‘European values’ being about  freedom, inclusion and
tolerance. Entangled in these discussions are discursive strands on ‘Islam’ and
‘Muslim-ness’ particularly in the context of the so-called refugee crises, but
even more so with regard to the attacks in Paris, Brussels and Nice. As a result,
Muslims and non-Muslims throughout Europe engaged in arguments on
whether or not those involved in these attacks are ‘true’ Muslims and what
kind of acts are representative of Islam.  

All of the above mentioned features in what this paper conceptualises as the
‘Muslim Question’. As one element of this configuration, discourses on
Islamophobia, and how they unfold in the arena of the EU, have been briefly
studied in this paper. By looking at the engagement of the Muslim youth
organisation FEMYSO and various EU actors, the paper points towards a
research setting which forms part of an ongoing PhD project. In the end we
are reminded that a critical investigation of ‘Europe’ and the place the ‘Muslim
Question’ occupies in this imaginary needs to be aware of the fact that
processes of ‘making Europe’ involve constructing Others and forging
particular subjectivities. But more important still, by looking at ‘Europe’
through ‘the Muslim Question’ we are urged to follow a postcolonial reading
of events as they unfold. At the heart of such a postcolonial reading lies the
analytical imperative of following entangled histories. The formation of the
EU, as has been convincingly argued by Peo Hansen, did not coincide by
accident with the moment when European nations-states lost many of their
former colonies. It remains an important endeavour to read discussions on
‘European Islam’, ‘European- ness’ and ‘Muslim- ness’ sideways, paying close
attention to which kinds of narratives are being buried and which ones form
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part of the master narrative, always committed to zooming out and tracing
the broader picture. Whichever form the configuration of ‘European Islam’
might take, it is related in some way or another to colonial legacies. What is
being portrayed as ‘European-ness’ or ‘British-ness’ cannot be detached from
imperial formations, as Stuart Hall, the Jamaican-born intellectual and
founder of British Cultural Studies, reminds us:

“The notion that identity in that sense could be told as two histories, one over here, one over
there, never having spoken to one another, never having anything to do with one another […
] is simply not tenable any longer in an increasingly globalized world. […] People like me who
came to England in the 1950s have been there for centuries; symbolically, we have been there
for centuries. I was coming home.  I am the sugar at the bottom of the English cup of tea. I am
the sweet tooth, the sugar plantations that rotted generations of English children’s teeth. There
are thousands of others beside me that are […] the cup of tea itself.  Because they don’t grow
it in Lancashire […]. Not a single tea plantation exists within the United Kingdom. This is the
symbolization of English identity — I mean, what does anybody in the world know about an
English person except that they can’t get through the day without a cup of tea? Where does it
come from? Ceylon - Sri Lanka, India. That is the outside history that is inside the history of
the English. There is no English history without that other history. The notion that identity
has to do with people that look the same, feel the same, call themselves the same is nonsense.
As a process, as a narrative, as a discourse, it is always told from the position of the Other.”193

Following these thoughts of Hall one might ask: What is the outside history
that is inside the history of Europe? From which position is this history being
told? And who is telling it? How are these moments of telling Europe’s history
performed, and what kind of European subjectivities emerge in the process?
Looking at the EU as one prominent arena in which European-ness is being
staged, seems like a promising starting point for tracing these imaginaries of
European past, present and future and the way they materialise into EU policy
making. Approaching this arena through the ‘Muslim Question’ and the
emerging configuration of ‘European Islam’ is an analytical choice taken by
the research project sketched here. As unlikely as it might seem to some,
studying the formation of ‘European Islam’ might reveal more about ‘Europe’
than about ‘Islam’.
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Living in a World Where the ‘Islamic State’ Has Been
Propelled: The Perspective of British Muslims 

in their Own Words

  

Abstract

Communities across the United Kingdom have been affected by the occurrence of young
people becoming radicalized and joining the ‘Islamic State’. As a result it is difficult to enter
the public domain without being exposed to debates surrounding Muslims, extremism and
the Islamic State. The purpose of this paper is to go beyond simplistic categorisations in the
public sphere such as ‘liberal’ and ‘radical’ young Muslims and to understand the perspectives
and personal experiences of British Muslims in a world where the Islamic State has been
propelled. I use a qualitative methodology of semi-structured interviews to understand how
much of a shift the emergence of the ‘Islamic State’ has created in the British Muslim
experience.

Introduction

I have decided to carry out research on how the emergence of the ‘Islamic
State’ (hereafter IS) is affecting the experience of British Muslims.  I feel this
is a topic worth investigating for many reasons: firstly, because the gravity of
the IS’s appeal to British Muslims, which can hardly be exaggerated; joining
a violent extremist group such as IS affects the lives of millions of citizens
who pay the price for the actions of terrorists with the loss of human life,
livelihood, statehood and dignity. Secondly, the issue of the Islamic State and
terrorism continues to guide much international foreign policy as well as
public debate and mainstream media, this in turn has caused a global
discussion about Muslims which is often dominated by politics rather than
the personal effects and experiences of Muslims themselves. Thirdly, the
influence of the Islamic state has affected the relationships between national
and local communities, in a variety of countries including Britain. The
individual stories of young British Muslims leaving the UK to join the Islamic
State include young British men who have died fighting for IS, young girls
joining to supposedly become ‘jihadi brides’ and entire families uprooting
themselves from their UK homes to support the newly established ‘Caliphate.’
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The effect of such incidents is leading to more fractured and suspicious
communities in multicultural Britain today – this inhibits the ability to create
peaceful and prosperous societies and communities.

Initially, my literature review and research questions were heavily focused on
‘radicalisation,’ however my research perspective changed during my initial
fieldwork. As my research project evolved and I had conversations and
conducted interviews with my participants the main topic of radicalization
gradually developed to include an investigation into the other concepts related
to radicalisation. Through my initial fieldwork I discovered that my initial
question, ‘What is the British Muslim response to the Islamic State?’ was a
question that mimicked much of the public debate and mainstream media
and that my respondents had a lot more to say than simply discuss
radicalization and condemn the IS. Respondents in my initial focus groups
were discussing the matters on a macro level – giving consideration to foreign
policy, immigration and Islamic theology and also on the micro level by
providing personal and meaningful accounts of their identity and experiences
of both integration and inequality in modern day Britain. 

It therefore seemed to me that I should shift the aim of this research towards
trying to understand the debates, discussion and experiences of British
Muslims themselves in a world where the IS has been propelled. However, I
did not exclude questions about radicalization completely from the
discussion; rather I used both sets of questions to gain a rich and full response
with an emphasis on inviting participants to share personal experiences and
insights. Some of the questions were: Is there a lack of authoritative leadership
in the Muslim world? Is there a need for a caliphate? What are the specific
factors that are making British Muslims leave and fight for IS? What is the
difference between a radicalised and non-radicalised Muslim? Have you ever
faced marginalisation or discrimination? 

Methodology

One of the goals of qualitative research is to ‘give voice’ to groups referred to
as marginalized by social scientists. Muslims living in Britain are certainly one
such group194.’The participants selected were a mixture of young Muslims -
male and female aged 15-30. The research was conducted in the city of Bristol.
The reason I have chosen to restrict the respondents to just the Bristol area is
because it is my home city giving me easy access to the community and young
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people. Furthermore, Bristol has a number of Mosques and Islamic Centres,
which represent different Islamic sects, which means I can engage with
Muslims from a variety of backgrounds and opinions. I have already
approached several Islamic organisations and informal meeting groups who
have thus far been keen to participate. I refer to my participants using
pseudonyms to maintain anonymity.

I felt using either a semi structured interview or focus group would be the
best way to conduct my research for the following reasons. Firstly, because
the Islamic State is a recent phenomenon, the issue has not been researched
from the perspective of the subjects in the way proposed by this paper and so
it is difficult to presuppose responses through simplistic and quantitative
methods. Secondly, because this project invites a new perspective, participants
should be given ample opportunity to explain themselves, and focus groups
allowed for this. Thirdly, because the topic itself is very sensitive and complex,
participants could discuss how they felt more easily in a focus group. For this
reason I used focus groups and semi structured interviews to gather my data. 

Findings

I will briefly discuss findings from one of the focus group I carried out in
Bristol, with a group of graduates and young professionals. There was a 100%
condemnation of the abhorrent actions of IS by this particular focus group,
and a variety of other conversations that helped situate their own personal
opinions and experience. I have placed my findings into the below categories
which represent some of the wider discourses happening amongst British
Muslim with reference to how the emergence of IS has affected them. This is
not an exhaustive list of the categories but rather some that represent the most
significant discussions.  

A Global Caliphate

Pooley found the following motives as factors causing young women to
mobilize and join IS: the failure of multiculturalism, discrimination, a sense
of the Ummah being under attack and to find purpose in a new caliphate
sisterhood195.  While none of the participants I interviewed believed IS was a
true Islamic Caliphate, they had varied opinions about an Islamic Caliphate
in its true form. To the question ‘Is a global Muslim Caliphate important to
British Muslims?’
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Haaris, an Architecture graduate said:

‘Yes, because there is a physical and tangible aspect which the secular world can fulfil, but there
is a spiritual void which the caliphate will fulfil. The role of the caliphate is to rule by the divine
laws and this would fulfil the spiritual void, the Ottoman caliphate fulfilled this for so many
centuries and prior to that the Arabs. At the moment spiritual teachers fulfil this but not doing
it politically.’

Faisal a 23-year old, Early Childhood Studies graduate and youth worker
quickly responded with the following:

‘I personally feel that a caliphate will not fulfil that void, it is impossible to have a global caliphate
and even to suggest a caliphate is needed is dangerous territory, it is associated with terrorism,
the generic term ‘Islamic State,’ is now a negative term. A caliphate will not solve the spiritual
problems. There is already too much division.’

Imaan, a young female professional college teacher provided another response

‘I think the word caliphate has been hijacked. But having a caliphate is regressive, it would not
let us keep us with the modern world, religion now has the stigma of being regressive. A
caliphate would take us back. No one is stopping us from being spiritual; there are other leaders
that can help you spiritually. One caliph in Saudi cannot make a difference to your spirituality.’

Inequality and a Culture of Fear

Studies have shown that British Muslims continue to face racial and cultural
discrimination when entering the labour market196, that they are portrayed
with persistently negative stereotypes in the media197 and that they face
differential treatment under certain laws198. This makes their experience in a
‘post-IS’ world one where they face inequality on multiple fronts and many
experience a culture of fear. 

Hamza, a professional and parent commented as follows:

‘Now there is a new policy that states that parents should report their own kids…kids who are
potentially being radicalised. A young person was reported for favouring Islam. This, as a parent
has made me afraid to even discuss Islam - I don’t want to discuss Islam with my kids as I am
worried she will be reported and put on a register. 

…St Katherine’s school decided not to teach Islam but elected to teach Christianity and
Judaism. If this happened in a Muslim school then it would be publicised. They want to hide
our history.

…We shouldn’t forget our history. If we don’t know our history we don’t know where we are
going. We discovered great things in science…Muslims need to know that we can achieve. My
kids think the only thing we can achieve is going to Syria.’

…‘At school we covered Saladin, but only from the western perspectives. We are not taught

about Muslim discoveries at school.’
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Imaan added: ‘If I sympathise with Palestinians, does this mean I am a
terrorist?’

Identity

In a post 7/7 and post IS world, Muslims are increasingly regarded with
suspicion as to their allegiance to Great Britain199. In the focus groups I raised
the question of British identity; leading politicians have talked about what it
means to be British, with former Prime Minister Gordon Brown arguing that
‘being British helps to unite and unify us200’, whilst a former Justice Secretary
has discussed the importance of instilling a common sense of identity201. This
is something that participants discussed in different ways. Imaan responded
to the issue of identity by saying: ‘I am integrated into British society but I
feel I constantly have to prove myself because I am a Muslim.’ Hamza provided
an example:

‘Recently at work it was Remembrance Sunday. Everyone was wearing poppies. Someone said
‘I didn’t know there were so many Indians who fought the war,’ I said ‘yes 500,000 Muslims
fought in the second world war’…then someone said ‘but now you’re fighting against us’. They
think Muslims are the enemy, so I said Pakistan is fighting frontline terrorism, we have lost so
many lives to fighting terrorism… I had to explain that and then they thought maybe we do
have a common enemy. Then they thought maybe the terrorists are someone else.’

Justice and Mercy

When asked what the fundamental ideal or pillar that a true Islamic State
should have, most participants responded with ‘justice and mercy.’  Asif, a
Mathematics graduate currently working in property and financial services,
provided the following as his concluding remarks:

‘I attend an Islamic study circle here and our teacher told us just last week that a Persian leader
who was a Zoroastrian famously said ‘a believing state that doesn’t have justice will perish but
a non-believing state with justice will survive.’

My findings thus far have shown that the British Muslims I interviewed do
feel there has been a negative shift in their experience in a ‘post-IS’ world.
However, what is also interesting to note was that many of the participants
are under 30 and so most have only ever known a post-9/11 and post 7/7
world and so in many ways the post-IS shift is not something new, rather the
negativity, fear and stereotypes are an extension of what a generation of British
Muslims have always known. While before participants felt attacked by a
media spokesperson, or a politician, they now felt that attacks were closer to
home – in the workplace or at school. They experienced this hostility
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indifferent forms, sometimes subtle – such as insinuations from a colleague
for instance – but at other times more direct  such as the implementation of
a draconian policy or law. However, there was no sympathy for the violent
attacks perpetrated by IS and British Muslims rather favoured concepts of
mercy and justice, which they felt they had inherited from both their Islamic
and British cultures. 

80



7

The Islamist Politics of Exile: Tunisia’s al-Nahda
in France and the UK (1989-2011)

 

Abstract

From 1989, many followers of Tunisia’s main Islamist movement, al-Nahda, sought refuge
in the West, at a time when the regime of former President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali cracked
down harshly on this, his biggest opposition force. In exile, al-Nahda’s political priorities
and ideological underpinnings changed markedly. Instead of struggling with the regime, its
followers came to focus upon a discourse of human rights and democratization and became
increasingly compromising towards the authorities in Tunisia. I show that this transfor-
mation was not only a response to a changed geopolitical environment, but, even more
importantly, a consequence of the plight many of its activists experienced in exile. This stands
in contrast to the common perception that al-Nahda’s evolution towards more pragmatic
policies and compromise owes to a process of learning about democracy its activists
underwent in the West. More ethnographic research specifically focusing upon the rank-and-
file of Islamist movements is needed to better comprehend the complex transformations their
organizations have undergone in recent decades — in particular while in exile — not least
as these processes still inform their political choices and prerogatives nowadays.

Introduction

When trying to understand the politics of compromise employed by Tunisia’s
Islamist al-Nahda movement, which became a major centrist force following
the 2011 ousting of former President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, commentators
typically point to the leaders’ time in exile, often in France and the UK, where
they experienced multiparty politics and democracy. They assert that this
exposure to western values triggered a process of learning and education
within the movement, whose followers consequently revisited their ideology
and became more open and pragmatic.202 Some former exiles, typically those
connected to al-Nahda’s leadership, have reiterated such discourse. For
example, Soumaya Ghannouchi, daughter of al-Nahda’s long-time figurehead
Rachid Ghannouchi, argued in an October 2014 article published by The
Guardian that ‘[through] their years of exile in European capitals, [al-Nahda]
leaders appear to have learned the art of compromise and consensus - the
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complex business of politics, with its painstaking negotiations, necessary
concessions and changing coalitions and alliances’203.

Based on ethnographic field research in Tunisia, France, and the UK, I
challenge this narrative, highlighting instead the key role the plight of al-
Nahda exiles and their families played in the movement’s complex
transformations and increasingly pragmatic politics. So far, literature on
Tunisia’s Islamists during their time in exile – although frequently excellent –
has mainly discussed the leadership’s priorities there and the political
strategies it developed abroad.204 This leader-centric focus has guided the bulk
of research on exiled Islamist movements more generally, including on the
Egyptian, Libyan, and Syrian Muslim Brothers, whose members have at many
times since the establishment of their organizations been severely persecuted
by their governments and consequently sought refuge abroad, often in the
West. 205

In addition, some academics have looked at the impact of Muslim migration
on the West and how it affected the evolution of Islamic practices there. Yet,
frequently their research does not distinguish between migrants who
voluntarily settled in the West and those who were forced to leave their
countries.206 This paper constitutes a modest attempt to understand more
thoroughly the complex dynamics shaping the experiences and prerogatives
of Islamists in exile. I seek to scrutinize how al-Nahda’s experience of exile,
specifically at the grassroots level, shaped the movement’s internal workings
and ideological outlook — alongside other dynamics such as the geopolitical
environments in the West and the Arab world.

Al-Nahda’s Roots

Tunisia’s al-Nahda movement has its origins in the Islamic Group, founded
as a clandestine organization in the late 1960s, becoming the Islamic Tendency
Movement (MTI) in 1979. After the regime discovered the secret movement
in 1981, MTI leaders applied for a party licence, but their desire to engage in
politics was met with harsh repression, leading many of its members to seek
exile in Europe. Whilst most returned to Tunisia following the issuing of a
General Amnesty in 1984, some stayed permanently in the West, mainly in
France, and eventually became European citizens. A second much bigger wave
of exiles reached Europe starting in 1989, after former President Ben Ali
falsified the outcome of elections which were held that year and would have
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positioned al-Nahda as a key political force. Subsequently, he cracked down
on the entire Islamist movement, imprisoning thousands of its members
whom he accused of conspiring to overthrow his regime. A group of al-
Nahda’s most fervent activists may have indeed sought to confront the regime
at that time, possibly through a coup d’état which they had already once
plotted in 1987, although the majority of its members were not aware of their
mischief.207 In the wake of the repression, many Islamists again sought exile,
mostly in Europe. Whilst most settled in France, Germany, and Switzerland,
the al-Nahda leadership, centred on Rachid Ghannouchi, moved to London
after French authorities were unwilling to grant him exile. 

Although al-Nahda leaders have continuously stressed their ideological and
organizational independence, in the 1970s and 1980s they entertained close
relations with the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. An expert with links to the
Brothers there even maintained that during that period the al-Nahda
leadership integrated the structures of the International Ikhwan, making the
Tunisian movement institutionally somewhat dependent upon the Egyptian
mother organization208 — accounts Tunisian Islamists have denied.
Irrespective of their historic relations, al-Nahda activists generally agree that,
during their time in exile, senior members took increasing distance from their
Brothers and Sisters in other parts of the world, in part so as not to conflate
their own domestic challenges with those of other Islamist organizations,
some of which were implicated in violence and were at times even more
severely suppressed than the Tunisian movement. After the 2011 overthrow
of Ben Ali and al-Nahda’s subsequent leading role in Tunisian politics, its
activists initially again reinforced their ties to other Islamist organizations,
many of which had also gained prominent political roles following popular
uprisings, which began in Tunisia, swept to other countries in the region and
ousted more longtime authoritarian leaders there. However, following the
2013 military coup against Mohamed Morsi, Egypt’s elected Muslim
Brotherhood President, al-Nahda leaders once again took distance from other
Islamist movements, presumably in an attempt to protect themselves from
the risk of a similar backlash at home.

The Exile Organization

In exile in the late 1980s, al-Nahda senior members sought to re-establish
their organizational structure, a process that proved difficult as their activists
were dispersed over so many different countries. Although the bulk of exiled
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members were in Europe, some had settled as far away as Canada or Australia.
Scholar François Burgat observes that, by 1988, exiles were spread over 70
countries.209 Naturally this made communicating between them and
launching any sort of joint organizational activity quite challenging. An
additional hurdle was that many al-Nahda followers had travel restrictions
and were actively sought by Interpol, including at the leadership level, which
made it impossible for them to meet with members who had settled in
countries other than theirs. To maintain a minimum of activities, in 1989 al-
Nahda’s exiled officials created an executive bureau, of which Rachid
Ghannouchi became leader. It is important to note that many al-Nahda
activists claim that, at this point, the movement still had a secret underground
structure in Tunisia, led by Sadok Chourou, a leader of al-Nahda’s more
uncompromising dogmatic wing. This means that al-Nahda effectively
introduced a double structure — one in Tunisia and one centred on London.
As one activist who was exiled in Paris explained: ‘There were a lot of
invitations for Ghannouchi, he was often asked to participate in events […].
So we decided to create another leadership [structure] to meet these
international demands. The period was very rich, we had a lot of official
meetings’.210 Clearly, al-Nahda leaders sought to create a minimum of
structures in the West to bolster Ghannouchi’s mounting popularity there
but, at the same time, they wished to continue the movement’s secret activism
in Tunisia. Naturally its double structures have reinforced allegations amongst
critics that al-Nahda officials are duplicitous. 

Given the many travel restrictions imposed upon its exiled activists and their
dispersal over so many parts of the world, al-Nahda’s first party congress
abroad — held in Germany — took place only in 1992, a few years after the
establishment of its executive bureau at a time when Ben Ali had completely
eradicated its clandestine organizational structures in Tunisia. During the
congress, al-Nahda officials formally re-established all of its institutions
abroad, including its Shura council, a consultative body deciding the
movement’s most important positions and future strategies. It confirmed
Ghannouchi’s position as the leader of the movement, whereby Ghannouchi
himself did not participate in the congress as he was initially not allowed to
leave the UK. Within this organizational structure, al-Nahda’s day-to-day
activities were to be handled autonomously by movement representatives
within each exile country. In most countries, al-Nahda exiles created
associations to represent them, whereby the specific frameworks of their
organizational activities naturally depended upon the domestic legal context.
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Generally speaking, many al-Nahda followers claimed that their leadership in
London enjoyed a high degree of liberty in their activism, especially compared
to members who settled in France. There, the politics of laïcité, combined
with close relations between French and Tunisian authorities, somewhat
delimited their latitude for action.

Besides re-establishing its structures, participants of the 1992 congress also
set up a commission to re-evaluate the strategic priorities and ideological
underpinnings of the movement. In subsequent months, the commission
would refine al-Nahda’s priorities towards a public discourse about human
rights and democratization. Consonant with this prerogative, during the
movement’s second congress, which took place in Switzerland in 1995, al-
Nahda followers officially renounced the use of all kinds of violence, even if
exercised for self-defence, a step that would even lead to the exclusion from
its organization of one of its hardliners, Salah Karker — who was exiled in
France and while there allegedly entertained ties to Islamists who advocated
violence in countries such as Algeria and Afghanistan.

Clearly, al-Nahda’s ideological underpinnings and political priorities evolved
markedly in exile. Most importantly perhaps, its leaders shifted from a strategy
of confrontation and resistance vis-à-vis the Ben Ali regime towards a policy
that increasingly came to emphasize negotiation and compromise. From the
mid 1990s indeed, al-Nahda chiefs in London even went so far as to parley
with Ben Ali’s representatives in the hope of finding a settlement that would
allow its members to eventually return home. During that period, official
party statements came to frame the al-Nahda movement as part of Tunisia’s
‘constructive opposition’, stressing that its leaders were engaged in ‘political
dialogue with all parties concerned’.211 The Islamists thereby implicitly
denounced Tunisia’s more uncompromising leftist activists, many of whom
were also in exile, and who Ben Ali charged with ‘radical opposition’ to his
rule. From London, Rachid Ghannouchi eventually even came to applaud the
‘Moroccan model’, calling for a similar move towards Islamist political
participation without democracy in Tunisia.212 How can al-Nahda’s shift
during its time in exile towards increasingly pragmatic politics and
compromise with Ben Ali be explained? And does its transformation reflect
a change in the movement’s ideological underpinnings, its strategy, or both?

A Changing Political Environment

One obvious factor that affected al-Nahda in exile is that its activists there
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were in a position of weakness unlike at any time in their earlier history. They
had lost their fight against Ben Ali, who consequently launched an
unprecedented crackdown on the movement, and their safety depended upon
their host countries. In the early 1990s, many of its persecuted activists in
Tunisia were still seeking exile. Well aware that many western countries
remained sceptical of the ideological underpinnings of Islamist movements,
al-Nahda activists framed their struggle against the regime as one driven solely
by a devotion to human rights and popular freedoms in an attempt to ensure
that more of them could seek refuge. This dynamic also explains, at least in
part, al-Nahda’s unconditional rejection of violence during its 1995 congress,
as well as the expulsion of hardliners such as Karker from the movement. One
senior activist elaborated on the reasons behind al-Nahda’s decision to exclude
him from the movement: ’our members were still seeking asylum, the
situation with Karker complicated this, as it gave a controversial point of view
of the movement’.213

A changing regional environment further affected al-Nahda’s complex
transformations in the 1990s and 2000s. First of all, many of its members who
were in the 1980s actively engaged in the movement’s struggle against Ben Ali
came to realize they had underestimated the stability of his regime and
misjudged the extent to which people supported al-Nahda’s bid for power.
Indeed, even some of al-Nahda’s own members criticized the leaders for
struggling with the regime. In one of the movement’s more rare moments of
self-criticism, one activist reflected about this period: ‘You cannot drag people
into confrontation, because you have some kind of agenda’214. Historically,
some of their militancy can be traced back to the Iranian Revolution of 1978-
79, which inspired many of al-Nahda’s most fervent followers who believed
that a similar revolutionary change towards Islamic governance in Tunisia
was possible. Even during their early years in exile, some still hoped that an
Islamist tide would gradually free the region of their longtime and often
secular-leaning dictators, particular after the victory of Algeria’s Islamic
Salvation Front in local elections in 1990, an event that the London leadership
applauded. However, the subsequent eruption of the Algerian civil war and
its gradual spillover to Europe complicated al-Nahda’s support of Islamists
there. After the 1995 bombings in France, which were carried out by Algeria’s
Armed Islamic Group and killed eight and injured over 100, many al-Nahda
activists feared a backlash against their own movement. In part, their
increasingly pragmatic policies and focus upon negotiations and compromise
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reflects an attempt to clearly distinguish their organization and activism from
those of other Islamists in the region.

Grassroots Concerns 

Changes in the regional and domestic environment, however, only partly
explain al-Nahda’s complex transformations in exile. Indeed, in interviews
many al-Nahda followers mentioned that a key factor behind the movement’s
wide-ranging changes in the 1990s and 2000s was the hardship suffered by
exiles and family members, along with the movement’s fierce repression at
home. They also stressed the difficulty of adapting to the European way of
life, especially in face of the personal trauma many had experienced in Tunisia.
The wife of an al-Nahda follower who was exiled in Paris for over two decades
elaborated:

Social integration was very difficult for us because […] we did not chose exile and did not want
to be in [France]. This was the first handicap. Some women and children also experienced
trauma related to how they had left Tunisia, some had fled the country through the mountains
at the border with Algeria […]. The second reason was that, in terms of our professional life,
we were deeply affected because our diplomas did not have the same value in France […]. It
was particularly difficult for us veiled women. In Tunisia I had a university degree, but when I
went to the job centre in Paris, the only employment they could offer me was cleaning and
child care.215

Exiled women in France testified that they found it particularly challenging
to integrate given the policies of laïcité and perceived discrimination against
veiled women who are required by law to remove their headscarves in public
schools and while engaging in public service.216 By contrast, al-Nahda exiles
in the UK praised the liberties they enjoyed in terms of dress and organization.
Yet, following the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center, hostility towards
Muslims grew throughout the West, a trend many exiles in London and
France highlighted in interviews. The events in the US and the country’s
subsequent ‘War on Terror’ also fostered closer collaboration between Ben Ali
and the West, lessening interest among European authorities in the human
rights abuses pursued by his regime. 

As well as a challenging environment in Europe, exiles were affected by the
hardship experienced by family members who were still in Tunisia. In a
deliberate move to further demoralize them, the Ben Ali regime withheld the
passports of their relatives in Tunisia to prevent families from re-uniting. He
also sanctioned many relatives by placing them under house arrest or by
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making it impossible for them to find employment. Their plight added to the
exiles’ isolation and mounting despair. As a consequence, many — even the
most fervent Islamist activists — gradually longed to return to Tunisia and
to find a settlement with Ben Ali. One of them, who was exiled in London
until the 2010/11 uprisings, argued:

After some time, I thought we should try reconciliation, even if that meant we’d stop criticizing
the regime and turn the page. Many people had parents who died and they could not even go
to their funerals. They could not return to their loved ones in Tunisia whom they had not seen
in years. Some of us had family members who were ill and they wanted to see them one last
time.217

Like many other activists, the interviewee emphasized the great distress al-
Nahda exiles and their families in Tunisia experienced under Ben Ali which,
he affirmed, eventually became unbearable. Typically, such discourses of
victimization are not accompanied by a self-critical evaluation of some of the
movement’s own past actions. They mainly reflect an attempt on the part of
many al-Nahda followers to justify their mounting willingness to ‘turn the
page’ and negotiate with officials of the regime, despite the latter’s brutal
crackdown on their activists. The victimization narrative suggests that the
plight of al-Nahda followers was so pronounced that they had no choice but
to come to an agreement with the regime.

The Divergent Priorities of the Leadership and the Base

In face of the great distress experienced by many al-Nahda exiles and their
families, many of the movement’s followers believed that the leadership in
London was not sufficiently conciliatory towards the Ben Ali regime. Many
al-Nahda members, therefore, gradually distanced themselves from its
activities, considering that a discreet existence in the West would best enable
them to return to a normal life and perhaps even be allowed to eventually
return to Tunisia. Naturally, this increased friction between the rank-and-file
and the London chiefs, whose priority was to keep al-Nahda united to assure
the survival of their movement and, by extension, their own political
relevance. Some grassroots activists even claimed that by the 2000s, there was
nothing really left of the movement except its leadership.218

Al-Nahda became even more divided when some exiles managed to return
to Tunisia without the consent of their leaders. In fact, a small number left
for Tunisia in the late 2000s after having been granted a passport at the
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Tunisian embassies in France and the UK as part of a strategy called
‘individual solutions’, which was initiated by Ben Ali at the time. It came in
response to the ‘Right of Return’ initiative, launched by exiles of al-Nahda
and some leftist activists who together published a series of statements that
defended their right to go back to Tunisia. Despite their ideological
differences, in the 2000s, exiles of different ideological affiliations increasingly
sought to work together in the hope that their collaborative efforts would
pressure the Ben Ali regime into granting them more rights. The ‘individual
solutions’ initiative, launched largely in response to their activism, allowed
exiles of all political trends to apply for a passport at the Tunisian embassy
upon which a decision on their request to return would be taken on a case-
by-case basis. While those who wished to return to Tunisia were of course
cheerful about it, the al-Nahda leadership in London was furious when
hearing about the initiative. One close adviser to Rachid Ghannouchi
exclaimed:

‘I was against [the individual solution], we faced a political problem. People [in Tunisia] could
not engage in any activities, those who returned could only enjoy the weather and their families.
It was very personal and selfish behaviour [to go back]!’219

The interviewee’s somewhat cynical claim that the return of al-Nahda exiles
was driven by their desire to enjoy the Tunisian weather and their relatives
back home indicates that the London leadership may not have taken the plight
of the grassroots very seriously. Ghannouchi even denounced the return of
some exiles as evidence that members of the Ben Ali regime had managed to
infiltrate the movement, persuading some of its followers to return home to
seed further divisions within al-Nahda.220 Clearly, he does not want to see that
al-Nahda activism may not have been everybody’s priority and that some of
its followers just wished to return to a normal life. In contrast to the personal
motivations that led some to return, Ghannouchi and most of his associates
in London hoped to strike a deal between the entire Islamist movement and
the regime. “We were calling for a common solution, the solution of [al-
Nahda] not the solution of some people to return to their country”221,
Ghannouchi explained. Whilst suggesting that his struggle was high-minded
in that his fight concerned the rights of the whole movement and not just
some individual activists, it is important to highlight that Ghannouchi
certainly also had personal motivations for not supporting the ‘individual
solutions’ initiative. Indeed, as the leader of the movement, he would most
probably not have been allowed to return home on his own. From
Ghannouchi’s point of view, the only possible way for him to ever go back to
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Tunisia would have been as part of a wider pact between al-Nahda and the
regime. As a result, some al-Nahda activists from the ‘Right for Return’
initiative charged him with ‘egoism’222 and an increasing number of them kept
returning as part of Ben Ali’s ‘individual solutions’ programme. Naturally,
this weakened the leadership’s bargaining power during negotiations with the
regime. Some exiles claim that by the late 2000s the leaders had abandoned
almost all their demands towards Ben Ali and were just months from striking
an agreement under terms dictated mostly by the regime when the 2010/11
uprisings occurred, which forced Tunisia’s former president out of power.

Towards an Ethnographic Approach to Understanding 
Islamist Exile Politics

Clearly, the stark rapprochement between al-Nahda and the Ben Ali regime
was driven to a large degree by the experiences of exiles and their families,
many of whom longed to return home after spending years in countries they
had not chosen and often found difficult to integrate into. The extent of al-
Nahda’s increasingly conciliatory politics and compromise with the Tunisian
authorities even came to unsettle many exiles with more leftist ideologies. In
2008 scholars Vincent Geisser and Éric Gobe affirmed that ‘it [was] no longer
so much the ultraconservatism or the “double language” of the Islamists
which caused a polemic in [secular] opposition circles but more their desire
of rapprochement with the authoritarian regime’.223 One leftist opposition
newspaper charged that this stance ‘[repelled] sine die the questions of
democracy and necessary legislative and political reforms’224.

This paper seeks to illustrate that the personal stories of al-Nahda followers
and their families are crucial if we wish to better comprehend its politics of
exile, and possibly that of other Islamist movements. So far, research on
Islamists in exile has mainly focused upon the strategies of their leaders and
how they responded to changes in the geopolitical environment. Yet the case
of Tunisia’s al-Nahda suggests that senior members were under immense
pressure from exiled grassroots activists, whose priorities were first and
foremost related to their personal lives and that of their families rather than
the movement. The challenges they experienced whilst abroad have changed
Tunisia’s Islamist landscape for good.

As a matter of fact, al-Nahda followers’ increasingly conciliatory exile politics
also explains in part its current politics of compromise in Tunisia,
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demonstrated, for example, by their willingness to join a coalition with the
Nidaa Tounes party, which includes many members of the previous Ben Ali
regime. Moreover, many former exiles and their family members have
acquired key political posts, as have many previously imprisoned Islamists.
Rather than a simple process of learning about democracy and multiparty
politics, their experience in Europe often translated into a fierce determination
not to repeat the experience of repression and exile. The same is true amongst
al-Nahda activists who experienced the horrors of torture and jail under Ben
Ali. Indeed, in contrast to the notion that the experience of exile made al-
Nahda activists there particularly pragmatic and open-minded, some of the
movement’s most conciliatory figureheads were imprisoned under Ben Ali,
often in solitary confinement. They include Tunisia’s former prime ministers
Hamadi Jebali and Ali Laarayedh. This is not to suggest, however, that the
experience of repression made Tunisia’s Islamists pragmatic. Indeed, many
leading figures affirm that they first learned how to negotiate during the 1960s
and 1970s on student campuses, which enjoyed some liberty and where leftists
and Islamists frequently deliberated and sometimes clashed. Moreover,
amongst al-Nahda’s younger generation of activists, typically the sons and
daughters of those imprisoned and exiled, the experience of repression
sometimes made them more prone to join more hardline Islamist or Salafi
groups.

For those who had lived the experience of exile and prison, compromise and
reconciliation with figures of the Ben Ali regime became a priority, especially
after the overthrow of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt in the summer of
2013. In its aftermath, al-Nahda officials markedly distanced themselves from
their Brothers and Sisters in other parts of the Arab region, in particular in
Egypt, a strategy certainly devised to protect their movement from a similar
backlash at home. This dynamic also illustrates the extent to which strategic
and ideological considerations of al-Nahda officials have sometimes become
intertwined. Indeed, events in Egypt, alongside the persecution of Muslim
Brotherhood-affiliated Islamists in countries such as Libya and Syria, certainly
affected their decision to officially separate the al-Nahda movement from its
political party, which was formalized during its May 2016 congress.
Nowadays, its lawmakers have come to distance themselves from the Islamist
label and even stress that al-Nahda has become just ‘one party amongst others’.
Whilst some have adopted this stance mainly for strategic reasons, others have
come to embrace it out of ideological conviction.
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The case of al-Nahda’s exile movement highlights the need for ethnographic
research to better understand the complex evolution Islamist groups have
undergone in recent decades, specifically in exile, processes which still affect
their contemporary working and internal dynamics. My findings also counter
the widely accepted perception that the ideology of Islamists is mostly defined
hierarchically by their leaders. More ethnographic research specifically
focusing upon the rank-and-file of Islamist movements, as well as the
complex internal set-up and decision-making structures of their
organizations, is required to better understand their transformations.
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“Unlawful Marriages”: Problems with Securing 
Financial Rights inPolygynous Marriages 

in England and Wales

 

Abstract

Upon dissolution of an unregistered marriage, a marriage which is not registered civilly and
thus not recognized, many women who seek relief in English courts are left with no property
rights. This paper analyzes English court decisions dealing with both unregistered and
polygynous marriages, noting that the financial rights of women in Muslim polygynous
marriages may be curtailed as a result of the lack of recognition of the marriages in England
and Wales. Thus, the paper argues that there is a need for a perspective shift within the
English Muslim community toward raising women’s awareness of the legal tools that may
protect them, including stipulations to a nikaḥ contract and inclusion of mahr quantum in
contract, and ultimately toward discouraging polygyny because of its potential to limit state-
sanctioned financial rights in the event of marital dissolution. Cases involving monogamous
but unregistered Islamic marriages, while distinguishable from those involving polygynous
marriages, are instructive in that they suggest the English courts’ attitudes toward mahr and
other marital agreements. This paper argues that because nikaḥ marriage contracts are not
recognized as civil marriages, the best form of protection of marital financial rights is
inclusion of a mahr and any other stipulations in a contract at the time of marriage. Without
recognizing the polygynous marriages themselves, courts will likely consider mahr agreements
independently of Muslim marriage contracts in order to enforce the financial rights of women
in polygynous marriages.

Introduction

“Polygyny,”225 as employed in this paper, involves the marriage of a man to
multiple women, including some marriages solemnized by Islamic religious
ceremonies.226 According to 2010 figures from a UK shariah council, women
cite polygamy among the top ten reasons for divorce, which demonstrates
that there is some incidence of polygyny occurring in England.227 While
polygyny is not the norm in English Muslim communities, its effects have an
impact on English Muslim families. 

In England and Wales, like in other countries around the world, since the state
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retains an interest in marriage and divorce, marriage recognition requires
registration and divorce must also involve the legal system.228 Muslims who
uphold Islamic law contractual requirements for validating a marriage often
conduct both a religious “nika�” marriage ceremony (in which the marriage
is solemnized as per Islamic legal requirements) as well as a civil ceremony
for purposes of recognition under English laws and as an insurance of claims
to state-sanctioned marital rights which may arise in the instance of marriage
dissolution.229 Some Muslim men living in England enter into nikaḥ contracts
with more than one wife, effectively marrying them under Islamic law, but
civilly registering only one (or none) of those marriages in England.230 Some
spouses, in both polygynous and monogamous marriages, assume that an
Islamic nikaḥ ceremony sufficiently solemnizes their marriages under the law,
a belief that results in contentious disputes in the event of divorce.231

Polygamous marriages under the law of England and Wales are prohibited,
and bigamy is criminalized.232 While the Marriage Act 1949 recognizes
religious marriages of only the Church of England, Jewish synagogues, and
Quakers, Islamic (and many other religious) requirements for a valid marriage
are actually similar to those required for a civil marriage, rendering
superfluous the requirement of Muslims and many other minority groups to
“marry twice”233. Because of the similarity in requirements and the prejudice
caused by a lack of recognition, many academics and advocates have called
for recognizing nikaḥ marriages as a logical next step in reform of the
Marriage Act.234 The lack of recognition of nikaḥ marriages may imply an
indifference or resentment toward Muslims, potentially causing some
Muslims to find civil registration of marriages unnecessary.235 English law
may find a way to recognize Islamic marriages without recognizing polyga-
mous marriages by stipulating that those Islamic marriages that meet certain
legislative requirements (such as a lack of impediments, including simul-
taneous marriages) are automatically recognized. Parties knowingly entering
into polygynous, and thus unregistered, marriages must otherwise protect
their rights through contract law so that they are not left vulnerable upon
dissolution of that marriage. 

Although a common issue found in the case law of unregistered marriages is
the recognition of marriages that took place in other jurisdictions, this paper
deals chiefly with polygynous marriages conducted within England and Wales
under circumstances not recognized by the Marriage Act 1949.236 Moreover,
recognizing that children’s financial relief against parents can be applied for
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under Schedule 1 of the Children Act 1989 regardless of a registered
marriage,237 this paper deals only with a former wife’s legal and financial
rights, not those of any children resulting from unregistered polygynous
marriages.

Marriage Under Islamic Law

Generally, under majority opinions in Islamic jurisprudence, a marriage is a
contract between consenting parties with the condition of a dower, or mahr,
offered to the bride.238 There is disagreement among scholars on how to
determine consent of the parties and whether witnesses are required to
validate the marriage.239 In a particular context of revelation, the Quran states
that a Muslim man may marry up to four women on the condition that he
can deal with them equitably.240 Based on this verse, the main Islamic schools
of law unanimously hold that a Muslim man may marry up to four women
simultaneously.241 However, Islamic legal scholars hold that because of the
impossibility of the condition of equitable treatment, polygyny is not actually
religiously sanctioned.242 Many of these scholars read the Quranic verse “You
will never be able to treat your wives with equal fairness, however much you
may desire to do so”243 in conjunction with the verse “If you fear that you will
not deal fairly with orphan girls, you may marry whichever [other] women
seem good to you, two, three, or four. If you fear that you cannot be equitable
[to them], then marry only one”244 to find that it is impossible to marry
polygynously while upholding Quranic requirements. Many schools of
thought have also constructed restrictions on polygyny as issues of a man’s
conscience rather than legal restrictions, but Muslim-majority countries today
that recognize polygyny have codified restrictions.245

Regardless of the difference of Islamic legal opinion, the lack of recognition
of polygamy in England and Wales means that those who choose to marry
polygynously may not register more than one marriage in the UK, resulting
in a lack of access to the English legal system upon breakdown of the
unregistered marriage.

MahrUnder English Law

Under the Marriage Act 1949, an approved individual solemnizing the
marriage is authorized to register only marriages solemnized in registered
buildings or approved locations.246 Part III of the Matrimonial and Family
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Proceedings Act 1984 triggers financial relief upon a court order after the valid
dissolution of a marriage between parties that had domicile, residence, or a
matrimonial home in England or Wales.247 Nikaḥ ceremonies, usually
conducted in a home or at an unregistered mosque, do not fall within the
Marriage Act and are thus not recognized for financial relief under English
law, unless the parties register their marriage at a registered building
(including some mosques).248 Hence, when an unregistered marriage
solemnized by an unrecognized nikaḥ ceremony alone is dissolved, there is
no recognized divorce and thus no matrimonial property rights.

Many nikaḥ contracts contain a provision stating the amount of mahr to be
paid to the bride. Although mahr can be paid fully at the time of marriage,
many couples opt to defer part of the mahr, making an amount payable upon
death or divorce.249 English courts have enforced deferred mahr provisions
on contract law theory, even when the nikaḥ contract for marriage itself was
unrecognized, so long as the necessary requirements of a contract were
present. For example, in the 1965 case of Shahnaz v. Rizwan, in which a
woman in a “potentially polygamous” marriage entered into in India sought
to enforce mahr payment after the couple was divorced in England, the court
allowed the wife to pursue her claim on the basis that the mahr was not a
matrimonial right but a proprietary right arising out of an enforceable
contract.250 The court found that the nature of the marriage was irrelevant,
and the mahr contract could be enforced separately.251 The court reasoned
that it was in the woman’s interest to find in her favor instead of leaving her
in a position of receiving no assistance from the English courts.252 Similarly,
in Qureshi v. Qureshi, although the divorce was registered in another
jurisdiction, the court found that a mahr provision in a nikaḥ contract was
enforceable.253 This is distinguishable from Shahnaz v. Rizwan because the
mahr agreement here was not separate from the marriage but rather seen as
a right that flowed from the marriage, since the marriage was recognized in
England.254 Although the court recognized the validity of the husband-
initiated extrajudicial divorce from his new domicile of Pakistan, the court
still found the mahr agreement to be enforceable.255 The court reasoned that
a finding that the divorce from Pakistan was invalid would be almost
meaningless, and that a judgment for the mahr amount would be more easily
enforceable.256 Therefore, while a party to a nikaḥ contract for a polygynous
marriage may not register the marriage itself, it may seek enforcement of a
mahr provision under contract theory because courts have made efforts to
give parties to nikaḥ contracts access to the English courts. Of course, these
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cases occurred many years before the post-9/11 and -7/7 climate of security
concerns closely linked to fear of Islamic extremism: a climate characterized
by less motivation to extend to Muslims the exceptions made for other
groups.257 However, there are no cases to suggest that a court would deny this
precedent by not enforcing a mahr agreement. In fact, the case of Uddin v.
Choudhury, though not entirely focused on mahr, supports the argument that
mahr agreements will continue to be enforced as contracts.

In Uddin v. Choudhury, the nikaḥ contract stated a mahr quantum unpaid at
the time of the nikaḥ, and the husband’s father claimed to have given the wife
gifts and jewelery.258 The nikaḥ dissolution occurred through a shariah
council, not through the civil court system.259 Although the husband’s father
argued that the wife should have returned the gifts and jewelery, the court
found, after testimony from an Islamic law expert, that the gifts given at the
time of marriage were mere gifts not made conditional on the marriage and
that there was no obligation to return them.260 The court further held that the
nikaḥ contract was valid and awarded the wife the mahr amount therein.
Setting aside the problematic nature of this ruling, which implies that one
monolithic form of “shariah law” applies to all Muslims and that an expert
can list rules the way one would recite black letter foreign law261, this decision
is notable in that the court enforced a mahr provision under contract law
theory in a post-9/11 and -7/7 world. The Uddin decision is not necessarily a
sign that courts are becoming more accepting of personal law but, in the
court’s implementation of English law, there is a willingness to see a mahr
provision as merely a contract provision. The distinction between accepting
Islamic law principles as applied to Muslim individuals and simply imple-
menting English law is demonstrated in the case of Ali v. Ali. 

In Ali v. Ali, an unreported case from 2000, a nikaḥ agreement promised
£3,001 in mahr.262 In addition to a Shariah Council divorce, Mr. Ali initiated
divorce under English law, and Mrs. Ali cross-petitioned not to allow the civil
divorce unless he paid the agreed-upon mahr of £3,001.263 The judge awarded
Mrs. Ali £3,000, leaving one pound unaccounted for.264 Although the judge
found in favor of Mrs. Ali in this case, his declining to award the full amount
shows that he applied English law of equity by providing her with a fair
amount rather than accepting Muslim personal law of mahr.265 The award of
£3,000 is an indication that the judiciary is aware of attempts to “smuggle”
recognition of foreign or religious personal law specific to particular parties
into English law, yet its similarity to the mahr of £3,001 is an indication that
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there is a tendency to accept that personal law when it is done through a
recognizable contract.266

Thus, although a mahr provision has not been enforced since Uddin, there is
no indication that a court would completely ignore a mahr provision today
or that it would consider a mahr agreement to be an unenforceable contract.

The Ambiguity of Non-Marriages and Presumptions of Marriage

Beyond enforcing mahr payments, the nikaḥ contract does not trigger
ancillary relief or any type of matrimonial rights under English law in the case
of a divorce.267 While void marriages are void from the outset and voidable
marriages must be declared void, findings of both void and voidable marriages
enable parties to apply for financial remedies under the Matrimonial Causes
Act 1973.268 On the other hand, ceremonies found to be non-marriages are
dismissed with no option to apply for financial remedies.269 The concept of
non-marriages is a judicial concept that has come to play a significant role in
family law cases.270 Although the intention of the parties to marry is an
important factor in determining whether a marriage is void, valid, or a non-
marriage, ceremonies are reviewed on a case-by-case basis.271 Finding that
Islamic marriage ceremonies are non-marriages, a discriminatory conclusion
because it does not apply to all religious ceremonies, leaves couples without
access to the English courts. 

In the 1999 case of Chief Adjudication Officer v. Kirpal Kaur Bath, the court
found that the marriage, which occurred in an unregistered Sikh temple,272

was not invalid or void, assuming the parties were unaware that the temple
was unregistered for solemnization of a religious marriage.273 The court relied
on dicta to hold that a presumption of a valid marriage could be activated
unless there was positive evidence that the statutory requirements for
marriage were not complied with.274 Justices Walker and Evans seem to have
gone out of their way to find a presumption of marriage for the wife in this
case, whose husband had paid taxes as a married man since his marriage
ceremony but whose widow’s pension was being denied after the husband’s
death. Although the judges found in the wife’s favor in 1999, it is unlikely that
a court would go out of its way to grant a presumption of marriage to Muslim
spouses today, given the holdings of the majority of recent cases dealing with
non-conforming Muslim marriages.
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In A-M v. A-M, although the court found that the nikaḥ�was not a valid
marriage under English law, it allowed the wife, who knew she was entering
a polygynous marriage, to rely on a presumption of marriage as a result of
the parties’ twenty-year cohabitation, their children, and their reputation as
husband and wife.275 By contrast, where the parties in Hudson v. Leigh had
only a Christian ceremony in South Africa and never had their intended civil
ceremony in England, the court afforded no presumption of a valid marriage
because the parties did not intend that their South Africa wedding serve as a
legally binding ceremony.276 By concluding that the parties intended to put
together a ceremony that “looked like a wedding,” despite the wife’s sincere
belief that she was “married in the eyes of God,” the court found that the
marriage was neither void nor voidable but rather a non-marriage.277 Unlike
in A-M v. A-M, the Hudson couple’s long-term relationship of seventeen years
and their having a child together did not lead to a presumption of marriage.278

Although there is inconsistency in the court’s application of the concept of
“non-marriage,” like in Hudson v. Leigh, a presumption of valid marriage
would likely not be available in a polygynous marriage that is solemnized by
a nikaḥ�contract in England because the parties entering into the contract
would not reasonably intend or believe that a marriage not registered and not
officiated by a member of the registrar were valid under English law. In fact,
the reason for not registering the marriage is its polygynous nature. Although
a presumption of marriage was given in Bath, a court deciding the case of a
nikaḥ�ceremony involving a polygynous marriage and a woman who bona
fide believed her marriage to be valid would likely apply the rule from Bath
to overcome the presumption of marriage because the polygynous nature of
the marriage is sufficient positive evidence that the parties did not comply
with the statutory requirements for marriage. Even a twenty-year polygynous
marriage by nikaḥ�contract would not raise a presumption like that in A-M
because of the failure to satisfy the statutory requirements of a marriage. Thus,
since the cases are inconsistent on presumption of marriage and the existence
of a non-marriage, there will be no presumption of valid marriage in cases
of polygynous marriages, despite the parties’ belief that they were married or
their longstanding cohabitation. 

In the 1997 case of Gereis v. Yagoub, a religious marriage ceremony in a Coptic
Orthodox church that was not licensed under the Marriage Act was found to
be void rather than a non-marriage because it “bore the hallmarks of an
ordinary Christian marriage.”279 While the marriage failed to satisfy the
statutory requirements like many marriages in cases before, the court,
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seemingly because it understood Christian marriages or perhaps in an
allusion to the traditional English understanding of marriage “in Christen-
dom,”280 recognized the intention to marry here and declared the marriage
void, giving the parties access to the legal system. However, in the 2012 case
of Dukali v. Lamrani, where a divorce was issued in Morocco,281 the court
found that the marriage, which occurred at the Moroccan consulate in
London282, was a non-marriage that could not be treated as a marriage for
purposes of financial relief.283 Although the parties had cohabited for seven
or eight years after their marriage ceremony, the court found that their
cohabitation was not long enough to prompt a presumption of marriage like
the one in Bath.284 Despite the justice’s “sympathy” for the wife285 and the fact
that the same acts done in Morocco rather than the consulate would have
made the marriage valid286, the court found that the wife could not avail
herself of any legal financial remedies.287

It has been noted that courts’ treatment of a Muslim marriage, particularly
of monogamous nature, as a “non-marriage” rather than a void marriage is
erroneous because the religiously validated marriage is viewed by adherents
as valid and is similar in its requirements to the English legal requirements of
a marriage.288 In fact, a disproportionately high number of non-marriage cases
arise from Islamic marriages.289 If alternative ceremonies are brought within
void marriages, non-marriages could be limited to fictional marriages,
allowing greater rights to those who marry through religiously valid
ceremonies like nika�.290However, this would not require, and likely not lead
to, recognition of polygynous marriages. Those entering polygynous
marriages must secure their rights by other means.

Consequences of Polygyny 

Upon breakdown of a marriage, ex-spouses or civil partners are entitled to a
split of assets accumulated during the marriage or civil partnership, even if
those assets were earned by only one of the parties.291 Without a registered
marriage, the parties to a relationship have no similar rights.292 While cases
of nika�-only marriages can rather easily gain recognition through the parties’
registration of the marriage before marriage breakdown or even through a
redrafting of the law to recognize religious ceremonies like nikaḥ�as legal
marriages, polygynous marriages lack an avenue to gain that same recognition
under English law. Recognizing nikaḥ�as a legal marriage is completely
separate from recognizing nikaḥ�that involves polygyny. In fact, since
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registration involves a declaration that a person is not otherwise married,
anyone who might wish to marry polygamously would still be in jeopardy as
a potential bigamist.293

It may be that Muslims often defend polygyny as if defending their religion’s
right to exist because of the greater environment of Islamophobia that exists,
and in fact seems to increase, in the UK today. Islam is often seen as a
pernicious religion, and its public existence is sometimes seen as a threat to
the country’s Judeo-Christian heritage.294 As a result of these motivations,
Islam and Muslims are often treated with indiscriminate negative attitudes.295

Thus, often with very little understanding of the term “shariah,” there have
been calls to ban shariah and any influence of Islamic law on public life.296

Given this Islamophobic environment, it is understandable that some
Muslims would hold on to the practices that set them apart, in search of a
“win” for their community. There is a need to approach the issue of polygyny
from a less judgmental perspective that reduces the divide between Muslim
communities and the larger community. Instead, when calls for discouraging
polygyny come from entities that do not spew hatred or automatic negativity
about Islam and Muslims, there may be greater understanding of why
polygyny is problematic in the England and Wales, where it cannot be
recognized civilly.

Due to the resulting loss of access to financial rights upon dissolution of
polygynous marriages, there should be a campaign to raise awareness about
the legal enforceability of mahr agreements. Additionally, a campaign to
discourage the practice of polygynous marriages entered in England and
Wales would prevent women from losing financial rights upon divorce. In the
case of the more common monogamous, yet unregistered marriage,
campaigns to encourage British Muslims to register their marriages297 have
been limited in their efficacy because of communal and familial patriarchy
and gender imbalance that often leave women out of the decision to register
a marriage.298 However, since marriage requires consent in any case, raising
women’s awareness about registration and their potential vulnerability if
entering a polygynous marriage can protect women who are unaware that
polygynous marriages do not exist legally within the civil system.

In the present research, it has been pointed out that some women may actively
choose to be in polygynous marriages.299 Although some women within the
UK may hail from backgrounds that are accepting of polygyny and be willing
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to enter knowingly into a polygynous marriage, it is nevertheless important
that women understand that a nikaḥ�ceremony alone, without further
fulfillment of English law requirements, will not be recognized as a marriage.
Thus, in the case of dissolution of the relationship, a wife in a polygynous
marriage will not be entitled to ancillary relief. Because English law currently
does not provide financial rights for cohabitants300, there would be no avenue
for a presumption of marriage based upon cohabitation. For this reason, cases
of unregistered marriages and cohabitation have had to rely on statutes such
as the Trust of Land and Appointment of Trustees Act 1996 to provide some
financial rights to the financially disadvantaged party, with varying success.301

A remedy for these women lies in the marriage contract stipulations
recognized by classical Islamic law and enforceable in English courts,
including mahr and other financial agreements.

Options to Secure Financial Rights in Polygynous Marriages

Because women have often been victimized by their lack of financial rights
upon dissolution of an unregistered polygynous marriage, there is a need for
more vigorous educational campaigns that discourage polygyny where the
legal system does not recognize it and, in parallel, advocate for awareness of
contractual remedial possibilities. Islamic institutions’ encouragement of
polygyny, by performing the nikaḥ�ceremonies while knowing that the
relationship is polygynous, or staying silent on the issue of registration of
marriages, only contributes to a lack of financial protection under English
law. 

A financially astute woman could enter into a polygynous marriage and still
protect her financial interests by means of contract law without entering into
a registered marriage. In addition to the traditional means of contract
stipulations, she could enter into a contract, similar to a cohabitation
agreement,302 that outlines financial rights and avers that the parties disclosed
financial assets and were counseled on their rights. While it seems that this
proposal would solve the problem of the lack of financial rights, anecdotal
evidence from barristers suggests that such a detailed contract has not been
used among polygynous families. 

Because it has not been done traditionally, it is unlikely that parties to an
unregistered marriage would think to create such a contract. The more
traditional and common option is a mahr agreement that defers a specific
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amount in the case of divorce and can be later enforced by a court. Contract
stipulations have traditionally also included financial (and non-financial)
agreements beyond mahr payment, and these, too, would likely be enforceable
under contract law theory.

Conclusion

The incidence of polygyny is difficult to estimate because these marriages are
unregistered. Its effects on individuals within a community can nonetheless
be measured by surveying the community, evaluating the cases in the family
law court system, or obtaining data from shariah councils through which
many of the religious divorces take place. While studying shariah councils is
outside the scope of this paper, I identify this as an avenue for further research. 

At times, parties are unaware that nikaḥ�contracts are not sufficient to register
a marriage under the law. Other times, parties are aware but still fail to register
in hopes of giving their Islamic marriages more weight. Some barristers
advocate for having a sign at imams’ offices advising couples of the difference
between nikaḥ�contracts and registered marriages. The case of polygyny takes
the lack of registration one step further in that a campaign to increase
awareness about registration would not necessarily solve the problem because
a polygynous marriage cannot be registered. Thus, some solutions to the
problem of a lack of financial rights are to either refrain from entering into a
polygynous marriage in the UK (with the option still open to marry in a
country whose law recognizes polygyny) or to enter into an enforceable
contract that outlines financial responsibilities, especially the traditional
institution of mahr, in the case of divorce.

Islamic institutions in the UK should take a firmer stance in discouraging
polygyny because in addition to a loss of legal rights, polygyny that is not
agreed-upon by both the husband and the first wife leads to the wife’s loss of
agency; she may feel powerless when her husband engages in polygyny
because despite her disapproval, there is a sense that the religion sanctions
this behavior. For this reason, there is a need for a campaign by Islamic
institutions that particularly discourages secret polygynous marriages that
surprise the first wife and leave the subsequent wives with no recourse in the
civil courts. Given the anti-Muslim sentiment that is common in government
officials and the media and the suspicion with which the Muslim community
is treated, such a campaign would not only draw more legitimacy because of
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its grounding in traditional Islamic remedies such as mahr agreements, but it
would also be accepted by the Muslim community more readily than a
campaign from those who harbor negative feelings toward Islam and its
presence in the UK. With a more inclusive understanding of Islam and
recognition of its practices, the feelings that cause many Muslim institutions
and individuals to hold steadfastly onto practices like polygyny for fear of
losing their identity to the bigotry, fear, and hatred that surround them will
dissipate. The English legal system need not recognize polygynous marriages,
but it should, and has, recognized contracts that come with a religiously valid
marriage like nika�.

In an effort to maintain financial recourse for women engaged in polygynous
marriages, English courts should continue to enforce mahr agreements as
contracts. This will protect the rights of those in religiously valid marriages
without condoning polygyny. Those choosing to enter into polygynous
marriages will then have an option to use the English legal system to draft
mahr contracts that sufficiently protect them so that they are not left without
recourse upon dissolution of marriage.
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Institutions of Islamic Law in Europe: 
Family Dispute Resolution for British Muslims

 

Abstract

While Islamic institutions have been resolving family disputes on the basis of Islamic
principles in the UK for more than thirty years, their practice has notably become subject to
discussion and criticism over the past decade. Academic research on the subject of sharia
councils and the Muslim Arbitration Tribunal (MAT) is still fractional, however, and only
few empirical studies have been conducted and published so far. This paper focuses on the
procedures used by sharia councils and MAT. The English legal system supports alternative
dispute resolution (ADR). This legal framework could be referred to by Islamic institutions
as a basis for their procedures used in resolving marital disputes. Attempts at reconciling
spouses or leading them to divorce may conform to ADR methods specified in the Civil
Procedure Rules. The mere dissolution of an Islamic marriage, on the other hand, does not
have any impact as far as English law is concerned. The institutions receive numerous cases
including domestic violence. Whether English law is observed by the institutions in such
cases, as they assure, remains to be reviewed. The information on sharia councils and MAT
presented here was collected through interviews, observation and case file analysis. 

Introduction: Debating “Sharia Courts” in the UK

In 2008 the former Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, discussed in
a public lecture whether religious law could be applied in the UK.303 On the
same day the BBC headline read “Sharia law in UK is ‘unavoidable’”304 and
the “sharia law row”305 broke out. The public debate is widely channelled by
the media: whether in newspapers or on television, so called “sharia courts”
are presented, observed and criticised in numerous articles and films within
the UK and even abroad.306 Several politicians as well as the then Lord Chief
Justice, Lord Phillips of Worth Matravers, saw need to give a public statement
clarifying that the speech of the archbishop did not suggest that Muslims in
the UK should be under the jurisdiction of the sharia. Instead Williams
thought about:

“a scheme in which individuals retain the liberty to choose the jurisdiction under which they
will seek to resolve certain carefully specified matters (…). This might include aspects of marital
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law, the regulation of financial transactions and authorised structures of mediation and conflict
resolution (…).”307

Lord Phillips stated, that in contract law, for example, parties can agree on
the contract being governed by a law other than the law of England and Wales,
that in mediation and arbitration parties are free to choose their mediator or
arbitrator according to their own discretion and that therefore “there is no
reason, why principles of sharia law or any other religious code, should not
be the basis for mediation or other forms of alternative dispute resolution”308.
In other words: Muslims can make use of the English legal system’s acceptance
and even promotion of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) in order to solve
conflicts in conformity with Islamic legal principles. 

The Islamic institutions called “sharia courts”309 by the media solve disputes
according to sharia principles and claim to do this in accordance with English
law. If Lord Phillips’ statement is to be taken for granted, the question arises
whether the procedures performed by the Islamic institutions in question can
be subsumed under the term ADR as established in the UK. What kind of
cases do the institutions deal with, what do their procedures look like and
which Islamic concepts do they draw upon? Do the procedures’ results have
any legal consequences? 

Information on the institutions and their practice was collected through
interviewing representatives of the institutions. All big sharia councils also
allowed some direct insight into their business: some freely allowed me to sit
with the sharia council and observe hearings of clients as well as panel
discussions.310 Other sharia councils restricted observation but granted access
to a number of case files.311

Sharia councils and the Muslim Arbitration Tribunal: Institutions
performing alternative dispute resolution?

Sharia councils have been in existence in the UK since the 1980s. Their
number is sometimes estimated at 60 to70312 or even 85313. The author of the
study giving this last number speaks of sharia councils operating “mainly out
of mosques dotted around the country”314 and a community insider says that
“(…) those sharia councils can come into existence and then can be
disbanded after the purpose has been served.”315 In this paper, however, the
focus shall be on sharia councils who present themselves in an institu-
tionalised way – by acting continuously throughout the year, maintaining an
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office, a service number and a website and which are therefore easily
accessible. There are far fewer of these: four big, well-known sharia councils
and six smaller ones.316

Sharia councils are unofficial institutions having no legal authority given to
them by the state. Their main workload consists of marital disputes, which –
if saving the relationship seems impossible – end in either Islamic divorce or
dissolution of the Islamic marriage contract.317 Another service some sharia
councils offer is issuing fatwas, mostly on questions that arise out of the
situation of living in a non-Muslim majority state.318 As Lord Phillips publicly
stressed, Islamic principles can be the basis for ADR in marital disputes. He
is referring to the legal situation in the UK: disputants are encouraged to
consider “negotiation or some other form of ADR”319 instead of aiming for
litigation directly and thus relieving the civil courts. This means that questions
following the separation of a couple, like financial or maintenance agreements
as well as child arrangements, can be decided by the parties themselves
through ADR if they want this. In fact, parties are required to attend a “Family
Mediation Information and Assessment Meeting” (MIAM) before turning to
the courts, in which an authorised family mediator informs them about
mediation and other forms of ADR and “assesses whether mediation is
appropriate in the circumstances”320 or if another form of dispute resolution
might be suitable.321 The mechanisms of ADR that have to be considered apart
from mediation are arbitration, early neutral evaluation and Ombudsmen
schemes.322

Non-court dispute resolution is a practice recommended in the Qur�an in the
context of marital disputes. Reconciliation of the spouses is the primary
objective of taḥkīm (arbitration),323 whereas sulḥ (mediation) is introduced
as a method of dispute resolution aiming for an amicable settlement between
the spouses upon separation.324 So both English and Islamic law know and
support methods of alternative, i.e. non-court dispute resolution. 

Clients – mostly Muslim women – usually approach a sharia council in order
to obtain an Islamic divorce or the dissolution of their Islamic marriage. While
a Muslim man can end his marriage unilaterally by pronouncing ṭalāq, a
Muslim wife cannot do this, unless there is a special clause in her marriage
contract delegating the husband’s right to divorce to the wife.325 This is not
commonly the case among Sunni Muslims in the UK,326 so that a wife wanting
to end her marriage religiously needs to either persuade her husband to grant
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her divorce, which is called khul‘, or obtain a judicial dissolution of the Islamic
marriage, which in the UK can be done through a sharia council or MAT. 

A significant number of the divorce applications sharia councils receive are
by women in unregistered religious marriages. Legally, such couples count as
cohabitees in the UK, lacking the rights spouses would have upon marital
breakdown. If a couple’s marriage was registered in the UK as a civil marriage,
either by a registrar or upon entering the country,327 they do need a civil
divorce as well. For the women turning to the institutions in order to
terminate their marriages religiously this is important – even though they
might already be divorced by civil law or being aware that their Islamic
marriage does not count legally – because of their acceptance in the
community, their possibility to remarry religiously or simply their wish to
comply with the moral and the religious law (‘adāla).328

Upon contacting a sharia council because of a marital dispute, clients are
usually asked to file an application form and state their case in writing
including reasons and difficulties. The sharia council will read the viewpoints
of both spouses and evaluate whether saving the marriage seems possible.329

This is one main concern mentioned by most sharia councils and it underlines
the religious motivation of their practice, originating from the Qur�an.330 The
procedure which is followed slightly varies between the institutions, but there
are basically three steps taken, which lead to different outcomes. 

The first step is taken if the spouses agree on trying to save their marriage.
While one sharia council said they would usually insist on trying to reconcile
the couple,331 other sharia councils state that they do offer and approve of
reconciliation, but that wives approaching a sharia council have in most cases
already made up their minds that they can no longer stay in their marriage.332

If a chance for it is seen, however, the sharia councils will try to reconcile the
spouses, preferably in joint meetings, which some sharia councils call a
“mediation process”333 in accordance with the Qur’anic term.334 In mediation
as understood in the UK, a third party helps the disputants to find a solution
for their problem between themselves, without proposing any solution to
them. The process as described by sharia councils and clients, however, does
include advising the parties on how to take an Islamic course of action in their
situation.335 This can in fact already be seen as a proposition on how the
problem could or should be solved. A client explained that she and her
husband went to a joint mediation meeting at a sharia council, where they
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explained their situation. An analysis of their behaviour showed that they were
not only arguing but also not praying and being too selfish. The mediator
then told them about the Prophet Muḥammad’s life, his positions on love and
forgiveness, and asked them to think about leading their lives according to
the sharia, work on several aspects together and come back a few weeks later
to see whether their attitudes had changed.336 So in this session, concrete rules
of conduct were recommended to the couple. In order to classify such a
procedure I would therefore prefer to either stick with using the terms
“conciliation” or “reconciliation” instead of “mediation” or to employ the
phrase “early neutral evaluation”, which is specified as “a third party giving
an informed opinion on the dispute”337 in the Civil Procedure Rules.

The same description fits the second step as well: If one of the spouses refuses
to reconcile or if the attempt to do so fails, the sharia council will usually aim
at obtaining a khul‘ for the wife, i.e. advise and ask the husband to grant his
wife divorce. At this point there will usually be conditions such as the wife’s
sacrificing her mahr (dowry), for which the relevant passages of the marriage
contract as well as their actual realisation, i.e. whether it has been paid or not,
will be taken into consideration. Some sharia councils will also advise their
clients on how child custody would be arranged according to Islamic law.338

But although such an agreement could theoretically be taken between the
spouses alone in form of a “Family-based arrangement”, wherefore there is
no reason why it could not also be taken between them at an Islamic
institution, sharia councils claim to leave the actual settlements to the
courts.339 Finally, an Islamic divorce certificate will be issued by the institution,
but in case of khul‘ the divorce will not be pronounced by the sharia council.
It will formally be the husband’s decision on request of his wife and on
recommendation of the scholars.

If a sharia council is satisfied that a marriage cannot be saved, i.e. that there
is no chance for reconciling the couple, but the husband refuses to divorce
his wife through khul‘, the scholars will move on to the last step and dissolve
the Islamic marriage contract on grounds of Islamic legal principles without
the husband’s consent, which is called faskh340. This judicial dissolution of a
marriage is a concept known in classical Islamic law. Sharia councils claim
not to follow a specific school of law (madhhab) but either to serve their
clients according to their preferred school341 or to rather take their rulings
directly from the Qur�an or hadith.342 Accordingly, they do not specify which
madhhab they follow when accepting grounds for faskh. While in classical
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Islamic law the Hanafi school accepts only the impotence of the husband, if
it was not known of by the wife at the time of marriage, as a valid reason for
faskh, the other schools are much more liberal and accept a range of reasons
such as mental or physical defects, enduring absence of the husband, the
failure to maintain his wife or ill-treatment.343 The majority of Muslims in
England is from Pakistan, 344 where the Hanafi school prevails.345 Even so, the
Hanafi position on faskh is not adopted by sharia councils, which could be
explained by the fact that “back home” in Pakistan as well, it is not classical
Hanafi law that is applied in these cases, but the Dissolution of Muslim
Marriages Act 1939, said to be inspired by Maliki law.346 It is striking that the
reasons given most often for divorce in sharia councils – domestic violence,
lack of maintenance, abandonment and adultery – correspond with the
reasons for the judicial dissolution of marriages given in the Dissolution of
Muslim Marriages Act 1939. 

At Birmingham Central Mosque, an “irretrievable breakdown of marriage”
– in fact a legal term describing the prerequisite to obtain a civil divorce
through an English court – is furthermore seen and noted down as a valid
reason for the dissolution of a marriage without need of further details. It is
often explained by other grounds such as physical and/or mental abuse or a
lack of maintenance, though.347 The term “irretrievable breakdown of
marriage” seems to match the concept of shiqāq, taken directly from the
Qur�an (sura 4, 35). In cases of imminent discord two arbiters from the
couple’s families are to be appointed in order to either reconcile the spouses
or – upon failing to do so – dissolve the marriage. According to Maliki law
the arbiters represent the judge and can therefore dissolve the marriage
without the husband’s consent.348 The use of the English legal term in the
context of an Islamic reasoning is very interesting and confirms the idea of a
so-called “angrezi shariat” – a hybrid composed of aspects of English and
Islamic law.349When acting according to “the sharia” the institutions call upon
the teachings of the different schools of law as needed, take their reasoning
from the Qur�an and hadith directly or resort to statutory law, e.g. from
Pakistan.

Taking a faskh decision can be called neither “mediation” or “conciliation” nor
“early evaluation”, as it is not taken by the parties alone but by a panel using
its authority within the religious community to do so. It cannot be called
“arbitration”, as in the case of faskh, the husband has usually not agreed to
seek a decision by a sharia council. Therefore this last step of marriage
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dissolution by sharia councils cannot be credited as ADR. 

The Muslim Arbitration Tribunal350 (MAT) was set up in 2007 and is the first
Islamic institution claiming to perform arbitrations under the Arbitration
Act 1996, meaning that their arbitrated decisions are expected to be binding
for the parties and could theoretically be enforced by the English courts.351

The institution works with solicitors and barristers of law as well as Islamic
scholars. MAT states that about 10% of the cases they receive are arbitration
cases dealing with commercial disputes, 20% are related to Islamic divorce or
marriage dissolution and other matrimonial issues.352 The rest of the cases
involve mediation.353 Matrimonial issues are not counted as arbitration or
mediation cases by percentage, which might indicate that here, too, the
mechanisms used to resolve those disputes are of a different form. In case of
marriage dissolution and divorce this is likely, as the procedure and its
outcomes resemble those found at sharia councils. MAT does officially offer
“Family Dispute Mediation” on its website, however,354 which casts doubts
about the tripartite categorisation cited above. 

MAT did not facilitate observation of any sessions, but according to the
description given by the institution, the process called “mediation” here
matches the term, as it is performed accordingly by trained mediators. The
agreements reached can be transformed into consent orders by the parties’
lawyers, if they wish, and then be presented before an English judge in order
to make them legally binding.355

Conclusions

Demand determines supply. For many Muslims a religiously correct
separation is either personally important or required within their social circles.
Therefore the dissolution of Islamic marriages performed by the institutions
for Muslim women, especially those married only religiously, has to be
credited as a valuable service. It has become clear that while the dissolution
of an Islamic marriage is not an act of ADR, the steps taken by the Islamic
institutions preceding marriage dissolutions as well as obtaining a khul‘ for
the wife can be subsumed under ADR. It is important to highlight a few
things, however: 

First of all, while trying ADR to solve a private dispute is generally required
before turning to the courts, none of the Islamic institutions mentioned above
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is authorised to conduct an official MIAM.356 Except for MAT, it is also quite
unclear whether the staff involved in the procedures are properly qualified to
act as mediators. 

Having a MIAM is optional, if “at the time of making the application, the
person is participating in another form of non-court dispute resolution
relating to the same or substantially the same dispute”357 – which means that
the courts should technically recognise ADR procedures performed by sharia
councils or MAT. There is to date no information on hand whether this is
handled accordingly in real cases. Furthermore there are other exemptions
from the MIAM requirement: in cases of domestic violence, child protection
concerns and urgency to name but the most important, an application to the
court can be made without delay.358 In such cases, ADR does not have to be
considered. MAT openly states on its website that “(…) where there are
criminal charges such as assault within the context of domestic violence, the
parties can ask MAT to assist in reaching reconciliation (…)”. The agreement
could then be forwarded to the Crown Prosecution Service in hope of them
“(…) reconsidering the criminal charges”359. MAT stresses, however, that in
cases of domestic violence they ask the victims whether they want to file
charges and if necessary empower them to do so. But in less extreme cases,
MAT says, the victims often prefer not to go to the police. In these cases MAT
tries to find a solution by empowering the victim, assuring the victim of the
support of the community and also by reminding the offender of the
consequences of such violent behaviour before God,360 which means “putting
the fear of God into that person”361.

Sharia councils, on the other hand, claim that they do not meddle with cases
of domestic violence.362 They do get numerous cases of women seeking
divorce or dissolution of marriage because of domestic violence,363 however.
A critical question often raised in the media is whether in these cases sharia
councils refrain from reconciliation or whether they use methods of dispute
resolution. It is claimed that they put clients who are crime victims under
pressure to conceal criminal offences and make clients stay in possibly harmful
situations.364 Sharia councils reject this accusation and some say they instead
work together with social services or the police.365 This remains to be
investigated further, the difficulty being that what happens during sessions
unobserved by third parties like reconciliation meetings is so far only known
through rare reports from the parties involved.366
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While the procedures used by sharia councils and MAT do not themselves
contradict English law, their realisation remains to be observed in further
detail. The institutions have opened up to researchers to some extent, which
is not yet satisfying but can be seen as a step towards some transparency. 
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10

Muslim Family Law: How do Muslim Women 
Pursue Divorce in the UK?

 

Abstract

This study focuses primarily on the issue ‘How do Muslim women pursue divorce in the
UK?’ The aim of the research is to ascertain the choices Muslim women make when pursuing
divorce and to determine the consequences of such decisions. The practice of Muslim family
law exists within the private sphere, and there is a lack of documented evidence of Muslim
marriages and divorce cases reported. This study employs a qualitative research methodology,
using phenomenology as the methodological frameworks for the fieldwork.  The researcher
conducted in-depth interviews with British-Muslim women living in London to gain an
understanding of the issue from their ‘lived experience’. Furthermore, the researcher
interviewed experts ranging from Imams, Shariah council judges, solicitors, and counsellors;
and observed Shariah council hearings.  The data collected was analysed using thematic
analysis, and the emergent themes from the rich data provide a deep insight of the research
problem, allowing a socio-legal examination of the ‘law in context’, firmly embedded in the
‘lived’ experience.

Introduction

Muslim family life represents one of the greatest expressions of religious
identity, especially as Muslims feel a need for religious marriage (nikah) and
divorce (talaq).367 Hence, many Muslims will marry and divorce according to
the customary laws of their country of origin.368 For Muslims, the marriage
(nikah) is a moral imperative and binding ‘religio-legal’ contract, which
legitimises sexual intercourse,369 not a sacrament, but spiritually marriage is
seen as worship.370Nikah is the basis to start a relationship, and found a family,
as the Quran prohibits any pre-marital sexual relationship.371

English law is a monolithic legal system, meaning there are no foreign or
parallel systems of law; as such, matters pertaining to marriage, divorce and
children are exclusively legislated by civil law.372 Legislation such as the
Marriage Act 1949 and, Matrimonial Classes Act 1973, stipulate conditions
for a valid marriage and divorce. For a marriage to be valid in the UK, it must
be monogamous and meet the requirements of a civil marriage i.e. take place
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in an approved building and certified by an authorised person. There is an
exception made to the Marriage Act for Jews and Quakers who may marry
according to their usage, a tradition dating back to the Marriage Act of 1753.
Similarly, before granting a decree of divorce or judicial separation, the courts
need to be satisfied the marriage is valid; and extra-judicial divorce (e.g. talaq)
has been invalid in Britain since 1974. The Divorce (Religious Marriages) Act
2002 gives the court the power to refuse a decree absolute if steps are not taken
to dissolve a religious marriage; though this Act is primarily used in cases
where a ‘get’ is refused in Jewish usage, it extends to other religions. In short,
any religious marriage or divorce must meet the above-mentioned conditions
to be valid in an English civil court. As a result, some Muslims marry twice
and divorce twice (i.e. have a religious and a civil process).373

Unregistered marriages such as, ‘nikah only’ ceremonies conducted in the UK
are classed as ‘non-marriages’, and have no legal recognition and therefore no
recourse to family courts in times of marital disputes.374 A dual religious and
civil marriage ceremony are possible;375 however, only 1 in 10 mosques in the
UK are registered to provide such a service.376 Nonetheless, some view that
Muslims would not approach a civil court for a religious divorce, as the judge
would not refer to Shariah law.377 Thus, Muslims may refer to themselves as
having a distinct ‘law’ or minority legal order (MLO) i.e. non-state normative
social action characteristic of state law.378

In the absence of any official Shariah body, [diasporic] Muslim communities
will follow ‘Private International Law’ in matters of Shariah law.379 Muslim
men and women turn to religious framework and norms for personal needs
and during crisis e.g. divorce.380 In particular, there is limited scope for Muslim
women to divorce, who if their husbands refuse to grant divorce by way of
talaq (unilateral male initiated divorce) must approach a religious authority
to attain release from the marriage whether it be khula (female initiated
divorce) or faskh (judicial annulment). The Muslim community does not
recognise secular divorce, and therefore, women granted civil divorce will still
be considered married unless they receive an Islamic divorce;381 thus, one of
the reasons for the emergence of Shariah councils.382 Others argue that
turning to religious based alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms,
such as Shariah councils, Muslim women receive unfavourable outcomes and
have a weak bargaining position.383

However, Malik contends there are considerable empirical gaps on
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understanding the experience of those who use MLO, and whether they face
unjust outcomes or secure autonomy as individuals.384 Existing data show
that thousands of disputes between Asians [Muslims] never come to official
courts.385 Thus, this paper aims to explore the ‘lived experience’ of divorce
from the perspective of British-Muslim women living in London and examine
the views of experts and professionals who advise and support Muslim
women who undergo divorce. 

Research Methodology

This study employed a qualitative methodological approach using
‘phenomenology’, which attempts to understand the meaning and essence of
an experience as viewed by participants.386 The researcher conducted in-depth
interviews with British-Muslim women, and further interviews with experts,
all chosen using purposive sampling techniques. In addition, there were
participant observations of Shariah council hearings. The researcher
maintained reflexivity throughout the fieldwork i.e. interviews, observations,
transcriptions, and data analysis. 

The research focused on the central research question, ‘how do British Muslim
women pursue divorce in the UK?’ the sub-research questions explored the
choices women made when deciding to divorce and the problems faced
during and after the divorce process. The research also aimed to explore ‘what
role experts played in supporting, shaping and influencing the decisions
Muslim women when divorcing?’  The data collected was analysed using
thematic analysis, which produced several themes and subthemes related to
answering the research questions.

Sample Selection

The researcher used a network of contacts using friends, family, colleagues,
and associates from the Muslim community to recruit participants. The
researcher avoided approaching institutes and organisations such as solicitors,
Shariah councils and women’s groups for participants for three reasons.
Firstly, it would entail approaching a gatekeeper or someone who controlled
access to participants, and, therefore, the difficulty in gaining their permission
before approaching participants.387 Secondly, previous studies have indicated
that approaching one or two particular institutes can represent a minority
grouping and not reflect the true nature of the problem.388 Thirdly, the
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researcher took an inductive method of inquiry, i.e. bottom-up approach, and
wanted to explore the problems without testing any hypothesis associated
with any institutional practices.389

The majority of the participants recruited were via convenience sampling and
a few via snowballing. The snowballing technique was not as successful as
hoped, mainly due to participants feeling, the subject of the study ‘divorce’
was a sensitive matter, and not all their friends or contacts were willing to give
an interview.  The number of participants selected for this study was based
on the concept of gaining ‘data saturation’ whereby the number of interviews
continued until the data collected produced no further insights.390

Profile of the Women Interviewed

The data provided a profile of the women who participated in the study. The
participants were all second-generation British-Muslim women living in
London. The majority of the women interviewed were in their mid-thirties
to their early forties, with the average marital age being eighteen.  They all
received a British education and were mainly college-educated, and their
occupation status nearly evenly split between employed and unemployed. 

Expert Interviewees

The researcher interviewed experts i.e. professionals identified as providing
services to Muslim women during marital disputes and divorce. The
advantage of expert interviews is that they can provide insights into topics,
where there are insufficient data or limited available knowledge about the
subject.391 The experts chosen were imams, Shariah council judges, solicitors
and counsellors. The number of expert interviewees chosen followed the same
theory of data saturation used for selecting the Muslim women participants

Findings – Muslim Women 

Marriage

In researching divorce, it was natural to enquire as to how the participants
married. The common themes emerging from the data identified the
processes of selecting a suitor, the type of marriage ceremonies undertaken,
and the nature of trans-national marriages (TNM). Arranged marriages
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highlighted the influence of family members in selecting a suitor and
formalities.

My marriage was arranged by mutual agreement. Initially, it was just me and him [husband]
at my brother-in-law's house, just to see whether we like each other, we did the formalities
straight after. (Kulsuma)

My brothers were not keen on me getting married. I was young and they probably sensed this
guy is not suitable for me. My dad had the upper hand. He said “If you don’t marry, then go
and stay with your brothers. If you think I’m right, then stay with me [i.e. agree to marry].”
(Zaynab)

Participants involved in forced marriages described how they were abroad
with their family and unaware of any marriage plans. 

I didn’t know I was getting married. I found out on the wedding day. My brother took me to
an empty room. There were about ten to twelve relatives at the door. He locked the door and
said, “you’re getting married.” I couldn’t believe it was true, my brother was doing this to me.

(Nabila)

Participants that chose own-choice marriages narrated difficulties in their
family lives prior to seeking marriage, which led them to choose their own
partners.  

I met him when I was young. My parents had split up and he was a shoulder to cry on, I wanted

a happy ending, so I left home and married him. (Faiza)

Participants chose to marry via either nikah and a civil registration or a nikah
only ceremony.  The participants gave reasons for unregistered marriage. 

We had the nikah but the main party was not done. They were waiting for his older siblings to
marry. I lived at my parents’ house and I waited for two years, I couldn’t be patient anymore.
Only certain people knew about the nikah from my family. (Lily)

I wanted a registry. He [husband] kept saying it’s not necessary, but I know that in this country
it is necessary. He didn’t want to do it. (Jahanara)

I just had an Islamic marriage. Not bothered with a civil [registry], because it’s my second
marriage. It’s irrelevant. (Rushna)

With regard to trans-national marriages (TNM), participants married non-
UK nationals whilst abroad and visitors to the UK. 

Marital problems

Before ascertaining the type of divorce processes pursued, the researcher
inquired as to the reasons for the marital breakdown. The participants rarely

119



cited one reason for seeking grounds for divorce, usually, there was a
combination of problems. Reasons for divorce related to domestic violence
(DV), trans-national marriage (TNM), in-law interference, adultery,
polygamy, desertion and unreasonable behaviour e.g. drug addiction.  Some
of the comments expressed by participants were:

The problem is he changed completely after we got married. He used to beat me up. I got
tortured. I wasn’t allowed to go out the house. I was not allowed to contact nobody. (Rupa)

I felt a facade behind the wedding, what was his intention to marry me. (Tina)

From day one, there was a problem. My mother-in-law never accepted us. She said, “your
marriage will break down.” She had plans for him to marry his cousin abroad.  (Fahima)

I knocked on the door and a woman opened it. I asked for my husband, he came rushing out
and said, “let’s go”. I said, “Who is she?” He said, “There’s nothing going on, she’s only a friend”.
Later I found out she was three months pregnant with his baby. (Faiza)

Mediation and Reconciliation

When a dispute occurred in the marriage, the participants mentioned that
mediation or reconciliation involved their families, in-laws, imams, and
Islamic counsellors. 

We had a meeting they brought my husband and they had an imam present. They [family] did
not discuss the issues; they just said, “say sorry to each other.” (Aisha)

We went to a marriage counsellor, a professional from an Islamic organisation, but there’s only
so much that they can do. (Lily)

Participants also mentioned pressure received from the family to reconcile
and the lack of support during separation. 

My brothers said, “Divorce is not an option, forgive him, and give him one more chance.”
Clearly to my family divorce is a bad thing, how are they going to face people? So it was a case
of stay in your husband’s house. (Zaynab)

We separated; I went to my parents’ house. My dad was so embarrassed. He couldn’t stand me,

he used to hate the sight of me. (Rupa)

Divorce

The divorce process for participants with a civil registered marriage varied
from seeking a civil divorce first and then pursuing a religious divorce and
vice versa. Participants mentioned how they lacked knowledge of the civil
divorce process and received guidance from others.
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He walked out the house and said he was not returning. His solicitor wrote to me. I showed
the letter to others, I didn’t understand, I got scared. I found a solicitor, who explained my
husband wanted a divorce, and access to the children. (Parvin)

He gave me the talaq, but I still need to get a civil divorce. (Henna)

Participants with unregistered marriages only pursued an Islamic divorce;
they were aware that they had no recourse to attend a civil court for a divorce,
and neither did they have the desire to follow a civil process. The easiest
process of Islamic divorce was when the husband gave talaq. 

We were separated. He came one day and told me to sit in the car. I sat down, he said, “I’m
divorcing you, I’m divorcing you, I’m divorcing you' then turned to me and said 'that’s it you're
divorced.” (Rupa)

We were estranged. I said “fine, just divorce me.”  A few days later, he gave me talaq. Hearing
divorce was difficult to swallow.  It seemed unreal. (Faiza)

In contrast, the withholding of religious divorce by the husband proved
problematic for participants with civil registered and unregistered marriages.
Moreover, the ambiguity of the status of civil divorce in relation to a religious
divorce further complicated matters. 

I spoke to the mosque. They told me, according to Shariah law I needed an Islamic divorce. I
said, “I got a civil divorce and been separated a long time, why do I need to go through an
Islamic divorce?” They said, “You married the Islamic way, you need to finish the Islamic way.”

(Nabila)

Where the husband refused to grant a religious divorce, participants either
approached a Shariah council, or accepted their civil divorce, or a long
separation as sufficient for an Islamic divorce.

He [husband] said he was never going to give me a divorce. So I asked my cousin, he’s a Hafiz
[memorised Quran], he said, “apply to the Shariah council they will help you.” (Jahanara)

I went to the mosque and they were not helpful. I asked a friend who studied Shariah, and I
was told that a long separation after a civil divorce means that you are no longer in wedlock.
(Aisha)

I went to the mosque and asked for an Islamic divorce. The imam tried to patch things up, I
said, “Even after I’ve been through DV?” He said, “DV is not a good enough reason.”  My brother
said, “come on, let’s go, you’ve got a civil divorce and that’s enough.” (Salma)

Participants explained the importance of Islamic divorce, which allowed them
to be free from the marriage and move on with their lives, in compliance with
norms in the Muslim community.
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To hear talaqmeant it was official, you’ve severed the link with them [in-laws]. (Faiza)

Otherwise, people think you are still married. (Fahima)

I asked for the divorce certificate from the Shariah council. He wasn’t bothered, but he gave it
a year later. I needed it to move on. I needed proof my first marriage ended for any potential
groom. (Kulsuma)

With regard to pursuing maintenance and mahr, participants either
abandoned chasing payment or found difficulty in obtaining payments.  

I did not go for maintenance it was a personal choice. I was not going to beg, if he’s going to
give it, he should do so voluntarily. (Faiza)

He told the courts “I’m not working.” He left work. They couldn’t get anything from him, they
said, “he’s unemployed.” (Parvin)

He wouldn’t give my mahr. I called the mosque to get advice, and I did not find them helpful,
so I’ve left it. I don’t want to deal with my ‘ex’ anymore. (Aisha)

Post-divorce, participants expressed that men moved on quickly and
remarried without to be questioned by the Muslim community. On the other
hand, divorced women were labelled, stigmatised, and blamed for the divorce.
Nonetheless, some participants remarried; though they viewed, the Muslim
community did not support divorced women. 

Findings – Experts

In analysing the data, the experts can be categorised into three broad
categories: those who provide Islamic or Shariah services, those who provide
legal services, and those who provide counselling to women. 

Use of services

The experts expressed differences in the level that Muslim women would refer
to their services. The imams felt they received many inquiries especially at the
early stage of any marital disputes, but overall the experts including the
solicitors and counsellors felt resistance to using their services.

One of the first points for women in this situation who seek divorce or clarification is their
local Imam and scholars. (Imam #1)

What happens is that people generally ask fiqhy (jurisprudence) questions to those who have
studied some Islamic sciences. (Imam #2)

She [client] came to the solicitors because of her family. She wants to save the marriage; her
family pressured her to divorce due to his violence. (Solicitor #1)
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Sometimes clients want to stay in a relationship. They only come to us because of social services.
(DV counsellor #1)

People try to rectify their own situation before approaching family and trusted friends and the

imam is a last resort. (Imam #1)

Marriage

The experts appreciated why Muslim women needed to have an Islamic
marriage. The imams felt nikahwas a social norm, validating marriage in the
eyes of God and the Muslim community, and that civil registration was not
sufficient for an Islamic marriage.

People want Islamic marriage because of religious feelings and sentiments. (Imam #2)

Obviously, any Muslim has to get an Islamic marriage, it’s a norm, I mean a Muslim cannot be
married until they do the Islamic nikah (Imam #1)

Civil registration is for legal convenience. For Muslims civil registry is not getting married but
a pre-party to the nikah, it carries no weight. The nikah has weight in the eyes of god, faith and

the community. The couple would not live together after civil registration. (SC Judge #1)

The solicitors also agreed that their clients needed an Islamic marriage,
though some felt clients may be confused with its legal validity.

For our clients, there is a religious need for nikah. (Solicitor #1)

Certain clients think English law recognises nikah. (Solicitor #2)

In general, the experts agreed civil registration of marriage provided women
legal protection and rights.

I’m not a lawyer but it actually the law of UK provides a safety net and protection for women
it’s actually Islamic in my opinion. (Imam #1)

English law does not let women and children suffer. (Solicitor #2)

Nikah only marriages give women less protection; men feel they have more rights over the
women. (DV counsellor #3)

Moreover, the solicitors reiterated concerns that unregistered marriages left
clients without legal protection.

Women in nikah only marriages have no rights. They are treated legally as cohabitees. (Solicitor
#1)

Non-registration of marriages is throwing away the opportunity to justice. Registration allows
access to courts and the spouses are protected financially. (Solicitor #2)
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Even so, the experts commented that civil registration of marriages did not
necessarily stop Muslim women facing misery within their marriage and the
home environment. 

Women are told put up with it [DV], your reward is Jannah [Paradise]. (DV counsellor #2)

This is the husband’s third civil marriage, the previous [two] ended in divorce, as he was violent.
(Solicitor #3)

It is good that people do not live together [in extended families] but there is still the wider
network, social media, so family members can still influence the husband and the wife. (Imam
#2)

Mediation

The imams viewed that couples needed counselling before marital problems
escalated. The common reasons for marital disputes were over roles, work,
duties at home, finance, sexual frustration and DV.  However, the experts
agreed to turn to family and friends did not always resolve problems. The
main concern for their clients was that disclosure to outsiders would bring
shame upon the family. 

Families make matters worse; they have an inability to make things better. (SC Judge)

People use friends because of less cost, trust and culture; but proper counselling can save the

marriage. (Solicitor #1)

Domestic Violence

According to the solicitors, DV is common in Islamic divorce cases. The DV
counsellors expressed that the perpetrators were mainly the husbands and the
in-laws, and were manipulative and cunning at hiding their actions from
others. 

Sometimes her [wife] family will never ever know about the DV, as the husband looks squeaky
clean. (DV Counsellor #3)

Victims are isolated in the home, and the wife is vulnerable especially if she lives with the in-

laws, mother-in-laws are controlling. (Solicitor #3)

The DV counsellors viewed that women stayed in their marriages despite the
DV, as they genuinely cared for their husband, or had children or married
cousins, and therefore, felt obligated to remain in the marriage. The
counsellors felt women viewed marriage as their whole life and try to make it
work even if it is a false hope. The solicitors viewed their clients had extra
pressure from the Muslim community to remain silent about DV. 
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Women told live with it, he will grow out of it, and that she will bring shame [if she speaks
out]. (Solicitor #1)

The GP or health visitor may be the first person to spot the issue and give women an

opportunity to speak. (Solicitor #3)

However, all the experts agreed that religion did not justify DV, and disputed
religious text, which referenced disciplining of the wife. 

The word ‘disobedience’ (nushuz) in the Quranic verse 4:34 is misunderstood. Women do not
have to cook and clean as a religious obligation; it just has to be done. (Imam #2)

Men think they have authority [over women] but they don’t. (SC Judge)

Even so, some perpetrators will use such text to their advantage.

In the Quran, man has power over women, therefore he says, “I do whatever I do”, and refers
to hadith “If you don’t do my demands [i.e. sexual cohabitation] no matter what, then the
angels will curse you.” (DV Counsellor #1)

In tackling DV, the counsellors commented it takes courage for women to
speak about DV in the public domain. There is a risk to the women if they
speak out and consequences if the husband finds out. Hence, women have to
leave the situation to find physical safety, resolve housing issues and children
before they can fully recover. Even then, the experts viewed the women were
not ready for divorce. 

Women are not ready for divorce it is the last resort. Women do not know their rights, usually,
they learn from police and victim support. (Solicitor #3)

Divorce

The imams expressed that Islamic divorce was a simple and quick process,
and necessary to conclude the matter in a religious way. 

People want a religious divorce; it gives them a sense of comfort. (Imam #1)

People want reassurance they are Islamically cleared up, and not liable to God. (Imam #2)

However, the religious experts differed on the status of a civil divorce in
relation to an Islamic divorce.

If the husband signs the consent, in the Hanafi opinion it is an Islamic divorce. (Imam #1)

If husband contests the divorce, we have to apply Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh). (SC Judge #1)
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The solicitors raised concerns that Muslim men withheld Islamic divorce to
torment the spouse and stop them remarrying, and refused to pay mahr or
maintenance. They viewed the civil divorce process was fair to women, but
unregistered marriages left women with no recourse to civil courts for
financial relief. They were also concerned that women coming out of broken
marriages lacked financial support, which affected their ability to pursue
divorce cases in court. Moreover, the counsellors expressed that women would
leave their marriages only as a last resort.

Most scholars tell clients they need an Islamic divorce. (Solicitor #1)

Under English law, the wife and children are not made homeless; 95% of issues are resolved,
mahr, jewellery, furniture, she gets a bigger share. (Solicitor #2)

There is no legal aid unless DV involved. Court fees are a problem for women on benefits, who
do not pursue maintenance and are left as destitute. (Solicitor #3)

Women leave a situation after exhausting all other means. (DV counsellor #3)

Culture

The counsellors remarked that Muslim couples in their home life revert to a
traditional setting in which culture has a strong influence on beliefs and
values. The solicitors viewed that women complied with men because of the
shame of returning to their families divorced, and therefore agreed to harsh
rules made after marriage, which with time restricted and controlled the
women. Post-divorce, Muslim women faced being labelled and stigmatised
by the Muslim community and were seen as the cause of the marital
breakdown. 

Men are rarely accounted and move on quicker after divorce, while the community finds it
easier to pick on women who are seen as weak. (DV counsellor #2)

Society judges women harshly; people suspect women are the problem in divorce cases.
(Solicitor #1)

Discussion

The findings show the narratives from the participants and the experts are
similar, and there a connection between the lived experience of the
participants and the services provided by the professional support services. 

In examining the experience of marriage, the importance of the nikah
ceremony was evident among the participants, who viewed nikah as the actual
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marriage, and the civil registration as a secondary issue. The nikah carried
more weight in the eyes of the Muslim community and involved the family
in its arrangement and celebration. The experts appreciated their clients need
for nikah, but recommended civil registration for legal rights and protection,
hence, unregistered marriages were a concern.  

The marital problems experienced by the participants were in some cases
commonplace with other groups in society and in some instances more
religio-culturally specific for Muslims. For example, the experts mentioned
domestic violence was common in Muslim marriages, which is a problem
shared with the wider society. However, there were instances where
perpetrators used religion and culture to justify domestic violence against the
participants. Nonetheless, the experts agreed religion does not condone DV,
though they acknowledged religious and cultural practices exist among
Muslims that contribute to this problem. Similarly, reasons for divorce, like
adultery and desertion are commonly shared with society, whereas problems
such as in-law interference, TNM and polygamy were religio-cultural specific. 

In resolving marital disputes, participants would first turn to family, friends,
and use outsiders such as imams, mediators and counsellors as a last resort.
The concepts of shame and honour restricted participants from turning to
those outside of the family.  The family, in turn, pressured participants to
reconcile, which meant martial problems were left unresolved, and as a result,
participants suffered longer in their marriages. In some cases, by the time
experts were involved, the disputes had escalated, with the marriage
irretrievably broken down and divorce becoming inevitable. 

In general, for participants, divorce was the last resort. Participants with civil
registered marriages pursued a civil divorce, which followed a uniform process
from the petition to decree nisi and decree absolute. Participants with nikah
only marriages relied on their husbands to pronounce talaq and if refused
turned to Shariah councils. However, the process for Shariah council divorce
differentiated between husband-initiated (talaq) and wife-initiated (khula)
applications. Participants questioned the higher fees and longer process for
khula applications but accepted that Shariah councils have the authority to
issue an Islamic divorce. 

The process of gaining a religious divorce for participants with a civil divorce
was a more complex issue. Firstly, some participants were shocked to learn
their civil divorce was not valid as an Islamic divorce, and upon enquiry found
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differing opinions among religious sources on the issue. Secondly, the
husband’s refusal to grant religious divorce left participants potentially in a
‘limping marriage’. Thirdly, participants faced confusion over the various
forms of Islamic divorce. Nonetheless, participants demonstrated that in the
absence of any official Shariah law, attaining Islamic divorce was not solely
reliant upon Shariah councils; rather the reality of understanding Shariah was
subjective and pluralistic.

With regard to financial relief, the non-payment of mahr and maintenance
were common themes. Some participants chose to forgo financial relief in
preference to avoid further contact with their husbands.  Other participants
experienced that Shariah councils were powerless to enforce mahr payments,
whilst civil courts were unable to order maintenance payments if their
husbands were unemployed.

Concluding Remarks

This paper presents the preliminary findings from a larger socio-legal study
investigating the phenomenon of Muslim divorce in the UK. The data
highlight the complexities faced by British-Muslim women in pursuing
divorce. The civil registration of marriages may provide women with legal
rights and protection, though not necessarily a harmonious marriage. The
religio-cultural expectations of Muslim women in marriage and divorce
further complicate matters, adding pressure on women to conform to social
norms within the Muslim community. Nonetheless, this study gives an insight
into how the participants overcame barriers in the pursuit of divorce and
negotiated conflicts between religion, culture, civil law and Shariah law.
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