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Betwixt and Between
Assessing intra-faith challenges through examining Islamic convert beliefs and practices and their relation to migrant or born-Muslims in the West

By Britt Bakker
[bookmark: _Toc531864025]1. Introduction 

This essay aims to answer the question, in what ways do intra-faith relations impact upon religious diversity within Islam? In order to answer this question, it is examined how western converts to Islam ‘reshape’ Islam, and therewith contribute to the religious diversity within Islam and raise intra-faith questions within Islamic communities in the West. 
There exists a great variety in how Muslim converts practice the Islamic faith in the West and the scholarly works devoted to understanding their motives and lifestyles are nothing but multifarious. However, one thing many scholars agree upon is that, to a certain extent, the convert community identifies itself as religiously different from born-Muslim communities. (Ramahi and Suleiman, 2017; Jensen, 2006; Zebiri, 2014). This short essay examines how Muslim converts in the West ‘invent’ and developed their ‘own form of Islam’, questioning which aspects of Islamic traditions witnessed within the born-Muslim communities they accept or reject. What does this form of Islam look like, what makes it distinctive and how does it impact the intra-faith relationships within the western Muslim community? It should be noted from the onset that not all Muslims, converts or not, experience this form of separation. Therefore, this essay by no means aims to represent the entirety of convert or born-Muslim communities in the West. However, the religious diversity and intra-faith debate spurred by those who do experience, a degree of, separation, is worthy of examination because it reveals much about how Islam is practiced in western society today. 
To answer these questions this essay starts by providing a brief context about why and how western converts are perceived as separate from born-Muslims. Secondly, in order to grasp the novelty behind the way converts practise ‘their’ form of Islam, a short introduction is provided about the scholarly development of ‘Islamic convert literature’ in the West. As will become clear, this essay draws mainly on research from the British, Swedish, Danish, Dutch and Spanish contexts. Thirdly, it is examined how the intra-faith relations between converts and born-Muslims impacts the religious diversity within Islam. This essay argues that intra-faith relations are influenced in three ways. Firstly, through tensions created by the ‘scholarly freedom’ experienced by converts, secondly, trough convert’s attempts to ‘glocalise’ Islam, and thirdly, trough issues concerning social inequality between converts and born-Muslims in the West. The latter group consists of migrant or born-Muslims who reside in western countries and are often linked to an established denomination, or institutional or organizational Islamic community. Throughout this essay they are referred to as ‘born-Muslims’. 
[bookmark: _Toc531864026]2. The Development of a ‘Separate’ Islamic Convert Group in the West

The reasons for the (un)intentional separation between the convert and born-Muslim communities in the West lie firstly, in the fact that converts themselves perceive their religious identity and Islamic lifestyle as different from born-Muslims. This point will be elaborated upon later. Secondly, and arguably most significant, some born-Muslims deem the convert’s choices concerning religious practice and beliefs as inconsistent with those of born-Muslim’s (cultural) traditions (Roald, 2004; Strum, 2017). In order to nuance the latter, there are variations in how new converts are received by the born-Muslim community. The reactions range from a celebratory welcoming of their conversion which is perceived as a quasi-miracle, to perceiving converts as racist religious imposters (Rogozen-Soltar, 2012; Jensen, 2006). According to Kate Zebiri (2014) there is third reaction to converts; they can be viewed as no more than Caucasian tokens of Islam’s flourishment in the West. Occasionally, they are presented as “shiny pieces of silverware” (Zebiri, 2014, p. 62) which demonstrate the universal truth of Islam and showcases the ethnic diversity -and therewith harmony and hospitality- among Muslims. However, the practical benefits of showcasing western converts stops there; when converts start to proclaim their own interpretations of religious scripts, they are occasionally called out by born-Muslim for not being capable of making such interpretations due to their western background. Hence, attitudes can change quickly from a warm welcome because of ones western background, towards a restriction on religious authoritative positions, due to that same western background (Strum, 2017). This issue shines light on salient racial partially within the Islamic community towards converts. Because western converts are often white, Muslims with a migrant background sometimes accuse them of imperialistic behaviour; they feel that white Muslims are taking over their faith. Some converts are therefore addressed as ‘wanna be Arabs’. As one convert explained  about the feelings of a migrant-Muslim friend: “She had shown me what was sacred and I`d take it away from her” (Zebiri, 2014, p. 67). In some cases converts call out born-Muslims for not sticking to the rules about what is halal (‘allowed’) or haram (‘forbidden’). Due to this presumptuous correcting behaviour, new Muslims are often described by born-Muslims as being ‘more holy than the king’ or even as fanatical (Jensen, 2006). In sum, due to the abovementioned factors, the differentiation between converts and migrant or born-Muslims starts become clear. Even though converts might adopt Islam, change their outer appearance -to sometimes very culturally preproperated styles- and mix trough friendship and marriage with born-Muslims, they often emphasise that they do not religiously identify with them due to the way in which the groups are divided as ‘us’ and ‘them’. It should however be noted here, that in many cases the two Muslims groups described here mix, mingle and marry, and belief and practise their faith together. They strive to practise a ‘pure Islam’, oftentimes in harmony, together (Vroon, 2014). However, both groups simultaneously express that they have different experiences concerning believing in the Islamic faith, but, as will become more clear in the following sections, mainly about belonging to the Islamic community.  
[bookmark: _Toc531864027]3. ‘Convert Islam’ and their Islamic Scholarly Sources 

According to Roald (2004), western converts tend to follow specific Islamic scholarly material which influences and shapes their Islamic lifestyles. In order to grasp how and why a particular Islamic convert perspective developed, it is worth tracing down where western converts get the majority of their knowledge from. In her book ‘New Muslims in the European Context’, Roald explains that the Muslim Brotherhood has for a long time been a (primary) source of information for Muslims. While most Muslims followed the teachings of this group, some scholars deviated from the Muslim Brotherhood and developed a more ‘Salafi inspired’ style of interpreting and writing. This style is called the ‘Ikwan trend’ which is sometimes referred to as ‘an independent Islamist trend’. Writings within this style aim to proclaim a ‘rational’ form of Islam; one must turn back to the Quran and the Sunna, and most importantly, emphasises that Islam is a complete system of life, rather than an isolated aspect of one’s life. Inspired by the ‘Ikwan’ trend Muhamed al Ghazalli started another direction of writing which became commonly known as the ‘post Ikwan ideology’. This is the ideology which is adhered to by many western converts and is distinct from more traditional styles adhered to by born-Muslims in the West due to its rigid formalism and focus on Euro-Islam. The reason why converts adhere to this particular style can rather be described as a coincidental side effect than a conscious choice; the works that were written within the post Ikwan ideology were books often translated, from their original Arabic language to English and many other western languages, by the International Islamic Federation of Student Organizations (IIFSO). Because most western converts do not speak or read Arabic, naturally, the (few) available books in English or their native language started to form the basis of their knowledge. Famous convert scholars such as Nuah Ha Him Keller and Bilal Phillips continued to write within the post Ikwan style, which could be described as Salafi, and are often tailored specifically to western converts. It should be noted that these scholars are somewhat special in the sense that even though they write and debate in close connection to born-Muslim scholars who are situated or linked to Islamic organizations, these convert scholars are not working under the banner of a particular Islamic institute or organization. This gives them a greater level of independence in their writing (Roald, 2004). It is while bearing in mind the central elements within ‘Islamic convert literature’, such as rationalism with an European focus and understanding Islam as a holistic way of life, that the following section describes three ways in which intra-faith changes and challenges impact the intra-faith relation between converts and born-Muslim communities. 
[bookmark: _Toc531864028]4. The Effects on Intra-Religious Relations 

According to Jensen, converts seem not to fit into any of the common categories or denominations within Islam. Even though some scholars differ in opinion from Jensen and have specifically studied converts in relations to diverse Islamic denominations, due to the lack of space, this discussion is not elaborated upon here.  Thus, aside from the discussion about the differentiation between Sunni, Shia or Sufi Islam, according to Leif Stenberg, the acute result of converts developing a ‘new’ form of Islam is that we can no longer speak of Islam, but should rather speak of multiple ‘Islams’. These different streams compete with each other to be the one accepted Islamic tradition within a geographical context (Jensen, 2006). As will become clear, the distinctive scholarly debate which shape the converts way of receiving Islam, is only one part of the intra-faith challenge; much of the intra-faith debates are manifested in social interactions and the daily practice of the Islamic faith.
The first point by which the development of ‘convert Islam’ causes intra-faith debate is through the tensions caused by the particular post ikwan ideology which converts adhere to, which is mainly constructed outside of the traditional Islamic institutional setting. As Jensen (2006) explains, this movement towards a de-institutionalization of Islam is typical for western converts. They often express through different means that they ‘believe without belonging’. By this they mean that they consider themselves fully and authentically Muslims, but they are (proudly) not rendered to the interpretations of prescribed authority figures or Islamic institutions. This ‘literary freedom’ is not always well received by born-Muslim communities. Even though converts are sometimes described as ‘bridge builders’ or ‘cultural mediators’ between the secular or Christian majority and the Islamic community in western countries, they do not hold the same authoritative position in regard to the Islamic community formed by born-Muslims. To the latter, they are often perceived as a treat to the established Islamic organizations (Jensen, 2006). It is due to this perceived treat that intra-faith relations are under pressure.  
The second manner in which intra-faith debate is spurred, has to do with the manifestation of the post Ikwan ideology in the social context, which is significantly different from born-Muslim traditions. Although more traditional scholars continue to attempt to unite all Muslims towards one Islam, Roald (2004) explains that this unifying idea of merging all contextual differences together is rendered unfitting by (young) western converts. One convert even stated that it is precisely because of this diversity, or inter-discursivity, that Islam is spreading and surviving; otherwise it would have been a lifestyle suited for one place at one moment in history. The term ‘glocalization’, coined by Roland Robertson, seems to fit the glove here. In other words, converts are known to differentiate from born-Muslims because they merge Islam with Western national or even local traditions. Even though, many Muslim converts believe that diversity must exist, it is very important not to tar them all with the same brush; there exists a variety of opinions concerning this subject within the convert community itself. Some converts explain that they disagree with forming, for instance, a ‘Danish Islam’ or ‘Swedish Islam’, since that would go against the unified idea of one Muslim Ummah, and would eventually incite Muslims to start ‘cherry picking’ those parts of the faiths they find easy to incorporate into their lives, while other aspects of Islam might be dismissed; this is generally regarded as prohibited within the mainstream Islamic tradition. These strict opinions are often held by people who recently converted to Islam, who are generally lower educated and tend to disengage from their native communities (Roald, 2004). The opinion which lies in the middle of these two extremes is the opinion expressed by some Scandinavian Muslims, that indeed ‘cherry picking’, is not allowed, but the idea that a western country’s traditions is leaving its marks on the Islamic tradition is something different, and as long as it does not go against the Islamic tradition, is allowed. This opinion is more generally held by people who are converted for a longer period, who are generally highly educated and maintain regular communication with both Islamic as well as non-Muslim communities (Roald, 2004). 
One of the interviewed female converts in Roald’s (2004) work explains how a country’s traditions can leave these marks on Islam in a, according to her, appropriate manner. Firstly, one must understand the Scandinavian identity, or in other words, the distinguishable Scandinavian character traits highly valued among Scandinavian people, such as honestly, punctuality and gender equality. The emphasis here is that these character traits are considered ‘good’ and positive. Secondly, converts attempt to combine their identities by being both a ‘good Swede’, and a ‘good Muslim’. Typical character traits of a ‘Swedish Islam’ are for instance, providing Islamic day-care facilities which allow both men and women have equal opportunities to take the jobs of their liking, or organizing outdoor activities suited for Muslim boys as well as Muslim girls such as swimming and canoeing. The emphasis in these activities lies within combing the ‘typical Scandinavian gender equality’ with Islam (Roald, 2004). Some converts argue that their ‘version’ of Islam lies closer to the Islamic values prescribed within the Quran and Sunna tradition, and that the ‘standard’ or immigrant version on Islam wrongfully preserves certain cultures rather than promote true Islam (Jensen, 2006). To that respect, Zebiri (2014) explains that intra-faith challenges are formed due to the saliently promoted idea by born-Muslims that converts have to ‘give up’  their cultural baggage, while born-Muslims get to keep it. This while converts often feel a great necessity, due to the isolation they can feel, to connect with their non-Muslim families, and their native culture. It is there fore often the case that “born-Muslims may not understand that Muslim converts have differing spiritual and social needs.” (Guimond, 2017, p. 38). These tensions effects the intra-faith relationship in a profound manner. It is clear that different forms of glocalizing Islam is met with resistance both from within as outside of the convert community.
Thirdly, another illustrative example of how the intra-faith relation between coverts and born-Muslims are shaped is that of the situation in Spain, which is connected to non-religious issues. Mikaela Rogozen-Soltar explains that the Muslim convert community and the born-Muslim community in Spain are strikingly different from one another and on certain issues even oppose each other’s viewpoints. Particularly their ideas on how they should represent themselves towards the non-Muslim majority in Spain forms a discussion point between these two groups. Where converts believe they should showcase Islam, steer to an attitude of openness and harmony, for instance, by opening up mosques to the public, born-Muslims, who often stem from Morocco hold a different opinion. The latter group is less inclined to opening up their sacred spaces for tourism and practice what they call a more traditional form of Islam. Next to this, because this group is more visibly recognisable as Muslim, they feel they are being harassed in the streets because they are perceived as ‘outsiders’ or the marginalized ‘others’ and believe they are discriminated against in the labour and housing market, more than the Muslim convert groups are. This tension causes great divide in the Spanish Muslim community touching upon issues as social inequality, racial problems and  discrimination. The heat of the debate is heightened by the fact that in interfaith encounters, such as with Christians, it is commonly requested that one person or authoritative body represents the Islamic community. However, because both groups differ significantly in their opinions on representation, religious authority and in their experience of social inequality, is has been difficult to establish a united authoritative body (Rogozen-Soltar, 2012). This Spanish intra-faith case makes clear that Muslim convert communities and born-Islamic communities can differ not only on matters of Islamic beliefs and practices, but also in their approach towards the wider society. In other words, this intra-faith debate is not confined to one aspects of life, but clearly spreads over all aspects of one’s spiritual, as well as social life. 
[bookmark: _Toc531864029]5. Conclusion

To answer the question in what ways intra-faith relations impact upon religious diversity within Islam, this essay examined how western converts to Islam developed ‘their version’ of Islam and how this impacted the intra-faith relations with migrant or born-Muslims. ‘Convert Islam’ is by no means a static identity. However, there are some common characteristics which shape the relationships between converts and born-Muslim communities. It is signified by its focus on individualism, a push for self-authority, autonomy and eclecticism. It is formed both intertwined with as well as independently from migrant or born-Muslims discourses, and challenges the relationship between them on multiple accounts, such as on the issue of religious representation, the balance between tradition and modernity and religious authority. But also non-religious issues influence this relationship, such social inequality, class, race and nationality. It is clear that within their intra-faith relationship the development of a ‘convert Islam’ has allowed for a separate group to sometimes mix, and sometimes oppose born-Muslim Islam. The diversity within Islam is therefore continuously enlarged by the increased numbers of converts in the West, who themselves have multiple ways in which they belief, and practice the Islamic faith. This essay mainly focussed on the intra-faith challenges between converts and born-Muslims. There are however, much opportunities within and positive aspects of these relations too, in both the religious field in terms of practicing intercultural forms of da’wa (Islamic proclamation of the faith), as well as in opportunities in cross-cultural relationship building. These aspects could form the basis for further research. 
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