Mapping the intra-faith landscape of Swedish Islam: A general review of existing knowledge and research, with a discussion on the implications for interfaith dialogue

The following essay will present a review of existing knowledge about the internal diversity of Sweden’s Muslim minority. It will proceed from the idea that the wider study of interfaith can always benefit from a deepened understanding about intra-faith dynamics as well, while also arguing that contemporary encounters between cultures are impacted by the multi-layered nature of modern societies. In short, these factors inspire an argument about the need for scholarly awareness about the nature and impact of related complexities; encouraging us to conceptualise these as part of our analyses. 
Following this basic discussion about societal complexity, the essay proceeds to review several recurring issues that are significant for the intra-faith landscape of Swedish Islam. The scope of this discussion is that of the national level, which relates to a wider concern about identifying developments that may have had a shared impact across multiple localities. Implications of both a conceptual and methodological character are then summarised in a concluding discussion.

The wider relevance of intra-faith research, and the layered complexity of multi-cultural societies
Frequently, discussions on the nature and practice of ‘interfaith’ study or dialogue stress the related significance of intra-faith dynamics.[footnoteRef:1] There are multiple reasons for this, often related to concerns about the proper representation and relevant understanding of religious diversity. In short; practitioners, organisers, and researchers of interfaith dialogue are encouraged to not underestimate the internal diversity of the world’s religious traditions, as such underestimation may potentially result in the unconscious marginalisation of certain voices, inform a somewhat skewed sense of religious representation (whereby, for example, the presentation of a specific individual as ‘the representative’ of a certain tradition could alienate others who consider themselves a part of that tradition), and so on.[footnoteRef:2] In many ways, these discussions relate to an awareness about the perhaps inherent diversity of most religious traditions, as the many-sided influence of things like culture, locality, and history add contextual nuances which may prove just as (or, perhaps, even more) consequential than the ‘core beliefs’ supposedly shared across a certain tradition.  [1:  Cf. Ahmad 2008; Shafiq & Abu-Nimer 2007; Ty & Alonto 2007; Williams 2006. ]  [2:  These concerns can be related to arguments presented by scholars like Cheetham (2005), Huff (2000), Prideaux (2009), Suomala (2012), and Tanner (1993). While focusing on different issues, all these articles have at least one thing in common; i.e., their advocacy of interfaith studies capable of addressing the multifaceted ambiguities and complexity of contemporary religion. Awareness about the internal diversity of any religious tradition can certainly be related to these concerns. ] 

Considering the above, the academic study of interfaith engagement can always benefit from a deepened understanding of the intra-religious dynamics of groups involved in and affected by such encounters. The descriptive purposes of such ‘intra-faith’ studies may seem apparent enough, while it can also be argued that they may serve several prescriptive purposes as well.[footnoteRef:3] To clarify with the help of an example; the cultural complexities of recent growth and cultural developments within European Muslim communities are easily obscured if these are simply lumped together as a somehow cohesive expression of ‘Islam’. For while it can certainly be argued that these communities retain connections to what has been termed the shared ‘discursive tradition’ of Islam,[footnoteRef:4] one needs also be aware of how such connections are profoundly shaped by, for example, differences in terms of cultural identity, as well as by the specific circumstances of different localities. In other words; a Somali-born Muslim man may have a very different relationship to Islam than does a Muslim woman of Bosnian heritage – perhaps enough so to warrant our questioning of whether such different perspectives can legitimately be represented in dialogical contexts where the religious category of ‘Muslim’ is signified by, for example, a specific organisation or religious denomination. Thus, if we are to prescribe an inclusive and diversity-conscious approach to interfaith dialogue in a certain society, we first need to appreciate the specific cultural complexities of that society; involving, for example, detailed knowledge about the internal dynamics of involved communities. [3:  For more on this differentiation between ‘descriptive’ and ‘prescriptive’ focuses in interfaith research, see Dunbar 1998. ]  [4:  Asad 2009.] 

Beyond the need for highlighting the above-mentioned issues of intra-religious diversity, research of interfaith encounters may also benefit from considering how contemporary societies are entwined in discoursal, socio-cultural, political, and economic processes which often span large geographical areas, and therefore blur the supposed lines between variously local and trans-local phenomena. Among other things, this relates to how contemporary globalisation raise various questions about transnational interaction and influence, so that, for example, religious groups in Europe may be affected by developments in geographically distant parts of the world (and vice versa). This, in short, motivates a largely inclusive approach to and understanding contemporary society and culture; encouraging researchers to look beyond the immediate contexts of engagement, to make additional sense of how they are impacted by variously trans-local developments and discourses. This naturally applies to examples of interfaith interaction as well, so that related studies may benefit from addressing how such encounters are affected by simultaneous developments happening on at least three conceptually different yet also parallel levels of social existence; those of the global, national, and local. Of these three, the latter is perhaps the level where the different consequences of multi-layered developments are experienced in the most immediate, concrete manner. Highly specific circumstances – e.g. the presence of a certain charismatic leader, or the presence of resources which affect the local economy – combine in ways to affect the local reception of discourses and developments which may, in one way or another, originate in contexts ‘outside’ the immediacy of the locality (e.g. policies of a national government, or the transnational spread of a new current of religious thought). The highly specific nature of local circumstances suggests that they should primarily be studied through focused case studies. However, such case studies should ideally be constructed in ways which address the local expressions of and reactions to either national and/or global developments, so that a more complete and nuanced picture of relevant (e.g. historical) factors can be formulated.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Here, one might consider the concept of glocalization, which refers to “the simultaneous occurrence of both universalizing and particularizing tendencies in contemporary social, political, and economic systems” (Blatter 2013). ] 

To summarise the above, the academic study of interfaith encounter (whether such a study is imagined as primarily descriptive or prescriptive) should seek to conceptualise and explain how specific examples of interreligious interaction relate to and reflect various complexities of their societal context. In many cases, this may presuppose a certain knowledge about such things as intra-religious diversity, trans-local modes of engagement, and macrohistorical processes. This applies even if one imagines a research project as a case study on a highly specific context; for most contemporary localities are in fact impacted by developments on happening on the levels of, for example, national governance and international discourse. Likewise, most social groups (no matter how small) are affected by their internal social dynamics; motivating the serious study of how such relations affect their outward behaviour.
In the following, certain aspects of societal complexities like the ones mentioned above will be discussed as part of a review of existing knowledge about Muslim communities in Sweden. This review will focus primarily on the nature of intra-Muslim dynamics in contemporary Swedish society, whereby diversity related to such things as ethnic/national identity and denominational difference is highlighted. Beyond such issues of social identity, the essay is also concerned with the multi-layered nature of developments affecting the discussed communities; i.e., with the continual interplay between local, national, and global contexts. In contexts characterised by large-scale migration, diaspora experiences, and trans-local forms of connection (such as is the case with most Swedish Muslim communities, who are largely made up of immigrants), these connections between specific localities and the wider world are perhaps especially significant, so that it may be necessary to map out and asses the relative impact of certain networks of international communication. However, while the essay will attempt to clarify the transnationally entwined nature of the various phenomena discussed, its primary focus is on the national context of Swedish Islam. That is, it will primarily seek to clarify much of what is known about the country’s Muslim communities (their history, internal make-up, some of the more prominent social issues facing them, etc.) while occasionally relating this information to other aspects of Swedish society as well. 

Muslims in Sweden: Overview of the community’s internal diversity
Introduction
During the latter half of the twentieth century, Sweden’s Muslim population grew rapidly; from virtually non-existent at the start of the century to what is today estimated as one of the proportionally largest Muslim minorities in North-western Europe.[footnoteRef:6] While the Swedish government censuses has omitted information about people’s religious adherence ever since 1930,[footnoteRef:7] various estimates presented during the last decade have put the number of Swedish Muslims somewhere between four hundred thousand and around eight hundred thousand.[footnoteRef:8] No matter the various difficulties involved in presenting an exact figure,[footnoteRef:9] it suffices to say that the Muslim minority has grown large enough to be recognised as a clearly noticeable cultural element in Swedish society, and that such growth has happened in a relatively short period of time. It should here be noted that such developments have happened in a country which lacked much in terms of previous experiences of interaction with Muslim societies,[footnoteRef:10] and that the development of a somehow ‘Swedish’ Islam for a long time remained as something largely overlooked by academics and policymakers alike up until the late nineteen-eighties.[footnoteRef:11]  [6:  Pew Research Center 2017.]  [7:  According to ‘the law on the treatment of personal data’ (personuppgiftslagen, 1998:204), it is in fact illegal for the government to collect so-called ‘sensitive data’ on things like ethnic and religious identity, political affiliation, or membership of a trade union. ]  [8:  The lower estimate is from Larsson & Sander 2007 (p. 74), while the higher estimate is mentioned in the Pew Research Center’s report on “Europe’s growing Muslim population” (2017). For more on various problems involved in estimating and discussing European Muslim population growth, see Larsson 2012 and Jacobsen 2013. ]  [9:  Beyond the central issue related to the omittance of religious adherence in Swedish censuses, difficulties may also arise from how we decide to categorise someone as ‘Muslim’. For example, one must decide on whether to include only those who regularly visit mosques or everyone who is assumed to have a ‘Muslim cultural background’ (cf. Larsson 2014: 54-56). ]  [10:  Larsson 2014: 44-46.]  [11:  Cf. Cato 2012. ] 

The relative rapidity and large scale of the above-mentioned development has contributed to substantial knowledge gaps regarding the contextual specifics of Swedish Islam; gaps which are reinforced by the fact that very few studies on the phenomenon were conducted throughout its earlier history during the first half of the twentieth century.[footnoteRef:12] While some researchers have managed to map out and analyse certain aspects of Swedish Muslim attempts at large-scale organisation, the ethnic/national composition of Muslim communities, and the various socio-economic issues facing them, remaining gaps relate to how specific expressions of Swedish Islam are conditioned by local circumstances.[footnoteRef:13] Specifically, there is currently a lack of extensive and systematic studies based on the inclusive analysis of certain localities, whereby the above-mentioned dynamics of intra-religious diversity and trans-local interaction are highlighted. Moreover, the study of intra-Muslim diversity (especially in terms of how different denominational groups engage with one another) has recurrently been highlighted as a research area that has been insufficiently explored.[footnoteRef:14] Considering this, it is therefore worth noting that much existing research point to the fact that it is incredibly difficult to summarise the ‘Swedish Muslim experience’. Part of this is related to the internal diversity of the Muslim minority; constituting, as it does, a complex patchwork of different cultures and religious denominations. Simultaneously, no single ethnicity or nationality has managed to somehow dominate the Swedish Muslim community through, say, a proportionally large share of the population total. Hence, this internal diversity appears as a crucial circumstance of Swedish Islam, which presumably affects both intra-Muslim dynamics and interactions between Muslim minorities and the non-Muslim majority.  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  For a recent overview of research on Swedish Islam, see Larsson 2014: 14-40.]  [14:  Hjärpe 2016: 24–27; Larsson 2014: 116, 138–139; Larsson & Björk 2015: 13–14.] 

Considering the internal heterogeneity of Swedish Islam, one presumably significant aspect of things like Muslim community life, or of national-level organisation and representation, is that of relations between different Muslim groups. Failures at recognising this heterogeneity may result in a problematic depiction of ‘Islam in Sweden’ as a somehow monolithic phenomenon; a depiction which risks obscuring not only the above-mentioned ethnic and denominational dimensions of intra-Muslim diversity, but also that of intra-generational dynamics (most pronounced, perhaps, in families where the older people grew up in another country, while the younger ones may have been born, raised, and socialised in a Swedish context). Moreover, relations between those groups or individuals deemed either more religious or more secularised is yet another dynamic which can be regarded as important – as are the possible impact of, for example, class-based formulations of social identity and the interaction between different localities. As was mentioned above, prominent Swedish scholars of Islam have therefore called for more research on intra-Muslim dynamics in Sweden; identifying this as an area which is especially lacking in terms of access to relevant empirical data. One of these researchers have recently gone as far as stating that “it is apparent that so-called intra-Islamic differences, tensions, and variations is an almost completely unexplored issue within the wider study of Islam in Sweden”.[footnoteRef:15] Combined with the above-mentioned research gap, in terms of inclusive and systematic analyses of local circumstances, this issue illustrates the need for focused case studies which relate specific expressions of Swedish Islam to their relevant contexts, while also analysing their possible connections to each other (i.e., how different Muslim groups affect and interact with one another). Related to this concern, the following will present an overview of recent research on Swedish Islam – with special focus on national developments deemed relevant for the study of intra-Muslim relations.  [15:  Larsson 2016: 116. Translation from Swedish provided by me. ] 

A brief history of Islam in Sweden: Waves of migration, attempts at national-level organisation, and the move towards increased intra-faith diversity
While it can be argued that Islam has a long history in Sweden,[footnoteRef:16] the religion remained a socially miniscule phenomenon (restricted to certain intellectual circles among the upper classes, who often combined elements of Sufism with a more general interest in ‘Eastern’ religiosity)[footnoteRef:17] up until the post-1945 era.[footnoteRef:18] The first developments toward a somewhat large-scale Muslim presence were intimately linked with the post-war development of Swedish industries, as relatively cheap labourers from various Mediterranean countries were recruited in ways comparable to a pattern also seen elsewhere in Europe at the time.[footnoteRef:19] Many of the recruited workers were Muslims from Turkey, and as some of them decided to stay in Sweden (and, later, facilitated the migration of their families) their arrival can be identified as the actual commencement of a more large-scale, and therefore more noticeable, Muslim presence in Sweden.[footnoteRef:20] Through a policy of family reunions, the Turkish community grew to dominate much of the Swedish Muslim minority during the nineteen-sixties and early seventies; a situation which changed with the arrival of large numbers of Iranian and Iraqi refugees following violent developments in their respective homelands at around the transition to the eighties.  [16:  See, for example, Sorgenfrei 2018; an upcoming book dealing with how contacts between Sweden and the Muslim world have been maintained for around thirteen hundred years. ]  [17:  E.g. Sorgenfrei 2016: 22-27.]  [18:  Larsson 2014: 41-46.]  [19:  Larsson & Sander 2007: 58-67; Larsson 2014: 56.]  [20:  However, the first Muslim group to settle in Sweden was a small congregation of Mishar Tatars from Soviet-ruled Estonia. They arrived in Sweden as part of a larger wave of Baltic refugees after the Second World War and were reportedly a quite small group. Noteworthy, however, is the fact that they established what has often been regarded as the first Muslim congregation in Sweden, from which they worked together with the (small) pre-existing convert community in Stockholm to organise a small mosque and celebrate certain Muslim festivals (Larsson 2014: 53-54). ] 

Coinciding with these developments were changes in Swedish government policy towards issues of immigration and the treatment of ethnic minorities.[footnoteRef:21] Up until the mid-seventies, such policies were ill-defined yet de facto strongly oriented towards cultural assimilation. A gradual shift in public opinion during the sixties and seventies, largely affected by changed perceptions about the historical treatment of ‘old’ and firmly ‘established’ minorities (such as, for example, the Sami and Romani peoples) rather than a specific concern about the ‘newer’ immigrant communities (e.g. the various Muslim groups), resulted in the government’s official shift away from policies of cultural assimilation to an attitude of multicultural integration.[footnoteRef:22] This granted ethnic minorities additional rights related to their organising beyond the macro-structures of the Swedish state (e.g. the right to educate children in the native languages of their parents). For reasons that lie largely beyond the scope of this essay, this has created several complications and sparked intense debates, but for now it suffices to say that it has simplified ways in which Muslim communities may organise themselves beyond the macro-structures of the Swedish state (most notably in the case of founding somehow Islam-oriented private schools). [21:  Larsson & Sander 2007: 79-80.]  [22:  Sweden has five officially recognised ethnic minorities, who thanks to this status are awarded different privileges and subsidies (e.g. the right to fully interact with the government using their own languages). These five are ethnic Finns, speakers of the Meänkieli dialects, Sami peoples, Romani peoples, and Jews (with Yiddish being recognised as their ‘minority language’). In all five cases, people must be born in Sweden to be fully regarded as part of an official minority group, but the special status ascribed to the various languages of these groups may still benefit, say, a Finn born in Finland. So far, no predominantly Muslim group has been able to secure minority status comparable to that of these five ‘historical’ minorities; a fact which is noteworthy when one considers the how widely spoken a language like Arabic is today (and there are certainly several other languages which are spoken more widely than, say, Yiddish). ] 

From the beginning of the nineteen-nineties, additional waves of refugees and asylum seekers arrived in Sweden – arguably as part of a large-scale process which continues to this day. Violent conflicts and political persecution in the Balkans, East Africa, the Middle East, Central Asia, and elsewhere contributed to this development; resulting, among other things, in the above-mentioned diversity of Swedish Islam. These days, it is estimated that no single ethnic/national group make up more than maybe ten-fifteen percent of Sweden’s Muslim minority (see table 1 for details); something which differentiates it somewhat from Islamic communities in other parts of North-western Europe.[footnoteRef:23] However, for reasons related to the Swedish government’s unwillingness to collect and publish data on its citizens’ ethno-religious identities,[footnoteRef:24] the actual make-up of this diversity has been difficult to map out. Estimates generally proceed from information about peoples’ countries of origin, from which there is a risk of obscuring the internal make-up of these different nationalities. For example, people from predominantly Arab countries (together with their Swedish-born children) reportedly constitute the largest sub-group among Swedish Muslim, but there is an apparent lack of data on both the denominational and ethno-linguistic diversity among these communities. For example, someone listed as ‘Iraqi’ may be either an Arab, a Kurd, or an Assyrian; either Sunni, Shiite, Chaldean Catholic, Syriac Christian, Yezidi, or member of some other religious group.[footnoteRef:25] Moreover, a focus on nationality obscures that many of the listed people may have practically abandoned their religion – or may never have been religious in the first place (for example, certain Shiite organisations estimate that only five percent of Swedish-Iranians are practising Muslims)[footnoteRef:26]. [23:  In the United Kingdom, roughly half of the country’s Muslims have roots in either Pakistan (38%) or Bangladesh (15%). In France, the Muslim minority is dominated by the North African community (especially Moroccans and Algerians, who together make up roughly half of French Muslims). Finally, the large majority (63%) of German Muslims are of Turkish origin. ]  [24:  As was mentioned above, this relates to laws regarding the collection and treatment of sensitive data (of which religious adherence is an example). For details, see Personuppgiftslagen (1998:204).]  [25:  For more on non-Muslim communities with Middle Eastern origins in Sweden, see Arentzen 2016 and Larsson et al. 2017.]  [26:  Larsson & Thurfjell 2013: 23.] 


Table 1: The ten largest immigrant populations from countries/regions with a majority, or otherwise significant, Muslim population.[footnoteRef:27] Sweden’s total population stands at around ten million people. [27:  Source: Befolkning efter födelseland och ursprungsland 31 december 2017 (Statistiska centralbyrån, 2018). The Eritrean community has been included because of fits relative size, even though the Muslim population in Eritrea itself reportedly amounts to around forty-eight percent of the country’s total. ] 

	Country/Region
	Born outside of Sweden
	Born in Sweden with at least one parent from said country/region
	Total population

	
	
	
	

	Iraq
	140,830
	72,148
	212,978

	Syria
	172,258
	39,722
	211,980

	Iran 
	74,096
	37,590
	111,686

	Somalia
	66,369
	35,264
	101,633

	Turkey
	48,299
	50,785
	99,084

	Bosnia and Herzegovina*
	58,880
	31,618
	90,498

	Lebanon
	27,487
	35,027
	62,514

	North Africa**
	30,170
	30,140
	60,310

	Afghanistan
	43,991
	9,783
	53,774

	Eritrea
	39,081
	11,985
	51,066

	Total
	701,461
	354,062
	1,055,523[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Notice the discrepancy with above-mentioned estimates, which put Sweden’s Muslim population at a maximum of eight hundred thousand. This relates to how most of the countries mentioned here have large non-Muslim populations as well (e.g. Arentzen 2016). ] 



*Not including people who immigrated before the breakup of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in 1992.
*Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia. 

Considering the data presented in table 1, the above-mentioned rapidity of the demographic changes can be further illustrated by the Syrian example. This community has increased from roughly twenty thousand in 2010 to the present two-hundred and eleven thousand cited above;[footnoteRef:29] primarily because of the violent war that has been raging across Syria since 2011. While it seems obvious that such large-scale changes will have a remarkable impact on Sweden’s Muslim community (as well as on society in general), the exact nature of their significance is currently difficult to assess. It is, for example, hard to know exactly how many of the recent refugees consider themselves Muslims (since Syria has, for example, a large Christian population), while the intra-religious dynamics and denominational differences among Muslim Syrians living in Sweden have not yet been studied.  [29:  Source: Folkmängd efter födelseland 1900-2017 (Statistiska centralbyrån, 2018). ] 

Following its rapid growth in the latter half of the twentieth century, Sweden’s Muslim minority has witnessed several attempts at national-level organisation. A recurring purpose of these attempts have been to facilitate a sense of unity, so that Muslims may confront common challenges and lobby collectively for more beneficial policies. Moreover, the Swedish bureaucracy benefits the large-scale coordination between different congregations, as this simplifies the process through which religious organisations may be granted financial support by the government.[footnoteRef:30] The first nation-wide Muslim organisation was founded in 1975, while a second was founded in 1981 to protest the activities of the former.[footnoteRef:31] Looking at later developments, this early splintering can be seen as an indicator of things to come, as the organisational landscape of Swedish Islam has since been characterised by the complex processes of fracturing, fusion, and emergence of many different organisations.[footnoteRef:32] Such splintering has been connected to denominational differences (e.g. between Shiites and Sunnis), regional rivalries (related, for example, to how organisational resources were distributed across different localities), ideological disparity (apolitically quietist vs. ‘Islamist’),[footnoteRef:33] and ethnic/cultural differences.   [30:  Such support is provided by ‘the agency for support to faith communities’ (Nämnden för statligt stöd till trossamfund, or SST), and connects to a Swedish government policy which tries to coordinate the resources of civil society with the large-scale and long-term strategies of the state (e.g. in relation to the management of crises). It also involves the ability to somehow influence the ideological expression of the funded organisations, as support is partially conditioned by their willingness to conform to the ‘fundamental values’ of Swedish society (see below, for details). ]  [31:  Larsson 2014: 58. ]  [32:  Larsson & Sander 2007: 176-182; Larsson 2014: 58-69.]  [33:  Here, it seems relevant to highlight certain transnational developments. For example; recurrent rivalries relate to differences between what can be termed ‘traditionalist’ congregations, focused primarily on the survival of the cultured expressions of Islam they inherited from their various homelands, and ‘Islamist’ groups who are more interested in the political profiling and influence of Swedish Islam (i.e., in affecting the politics of the surrounding society). The formed have often opted for politically quietist approach, which creates frictions with the Islamists (e.g. Larsson & Sander 2007: 176). Relating to this, several Swedish organisations maintain relations with or are inspired by the transnational network(s) known as the ‘Muslim Brotherhood’, which (among other things) seeks to promote the political profile of contemporary Islam. For more on this, see Carlbom 2018. ] 

In summary, the history of Swedish Islam can be summarised as one of how successive waves of migration have created a highly diverse Muslim minority in a relatively short amount of time. Composed of communities from around much of the Muslim world, made up of various denominations, and represented by a host of different organisations, the country’s Muslims can arguably not be studied in a one-sided way which does not take this intra-faith diversity into account. 
Intra-Muslim dynamics: The relative size of different denominations, differences in organisational patterns, and the nature of intra-faith tensions
While the large diversity of Sweden’s immigrant communities may seem almost overwhelming, and the government’s insistence on not collecting data on ethno-religious adherence represents a significant challenge, researchers have nevertheless managed to estimate the relative proportion of different Muslim denominations. This is largely thanks to data collected by Muslim organisations themselves; a fact which presents us with additional problems (e.g. an apparent tendency to overestimate the number of active members), so that the resulting estimates must be regarded as both preliminary and tentative. However, certain basic facts signalled by these estimates may still be significant for our discussion. For example; available estimates suggest that most Swedish Muslims are Sunnis (roughly two thirds), with most of the rest being Twelver Shiites from either Iran or Iraq, so that smaller Muslim groups (Alevis, Alawites, Ahmadiyyas, etc.) probably amount to not much more than ten-twenty thousand people. These figures suggest an intra-religious landscape that can be characterised as largely Sunni – yet is far from entirely dominated by that denomination. 
A look at both existing research and religious expressions on, for example, the internet indicates that the Twelves Shiite community maintains much coherence in terms of the trans-local contact between different congregations.[footnoteRef:34] The vast majority of the country’s Twelver congregations belong to the same umbrella organisation – known as ‘Islamic Shiite congregations in Sweden’ (Islamiska shiasamfund i Sverige), and operating a large mosque in Stockholm which functions as a hub for the country’s Shiite communities – and a disproportionally large number of Islam-oriented forums on Swedish-language social media are explicitly Shiite.[footnoteRef:35] National-level coordination between Sunni communities appear as more sporadic, while large-scale attempts at trans-local coordination have resulted in a fragmented patchwork of different organisations (see discussions above, which only applies to the Sunni organisations, since Shiites have become firmly united under the same umbrella). This may, perhaps, reflect the comparably larger diversity within the Sunni community, which (on the national level) is made up of roughly equal shares of Somalis, Turks, Kurds, Bosniaks, different Arab groups, etc. In contrast, the Swedish Shiite community is more coherent in terms of ethnicity, with eighty to ninety percent of religiously organised Shiites believed to be Arabs from either Iraq or Lebanon (with the former group being regarded as more dominant).[footnoteRef:36] Locally, however, these denominational dynamics can often appear quite differently, as the relative number of Sunnis often put them in a dominant position compared to Shiites.[footnoteRef:37] Thus, the national-level ‘failures’ at Sunni coordination are not always reflected in, for example, the mosques of specific localities. Apparently, many Sunni mosques in the larger Swedish cities are multi-ethnic; with much worship conducted in the (shared) liturgical language of Arabic, while translators and lecturers speak in either Swedish or some other language(s) deemed especially important for the local congregation.[footnoteRef:38] In general, then, it seems like the Twelver Shiite subgroup coordinates more on the national level than the more heterogenous Sunni majority; something which, perhaps, reflects a certain need for interaction between congregations who may consider themselves marginalised at the local level. However, the local specifics of these denominational dynamics need to be studied more extensively, and the above presented conclusions should therefore be read as merely hypothetical. In other words, the here presented discussion has been an attempt at highlighting noticeable patterns among currently available data; patterns which can later be used to formulate research questions about possible connections between the local and national levels of inter- and intra-religious interaction.  [34:  Cf. Larsson & Thurfjell 2013. ]  [35:  My own (tentative) research also suggests that these Shiite-oriented forums are noticeably more active than their Sunni counterparts, and that they more often combine religious discussions with social activities and support (e.g. providing ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’ with financial help, advertising rented properties within the community, etc.).  ]  [36:  Larsson & Thurfjell 2013: 18. Note the fact that the Iranians are excluded from this number of ‘religiously active’; this is because most of them are considered as largely secularised. It should here be noted that the Swedish-Afghan community has increased fourfold since 2010, largely because of the so-called European migrant crisis (2015-), and that a large proportion of Afghan migrants are Hazara Shiites (Folkmängd efter födelseland 1900-2017, Statistiska centralbyrån, 2018). ]  [37:  The city of Örebro can here be used as an example, as a local Sunni mosque (Örebro moské) has reportedly become an important centre which coordinates much of the large-scale efforts of the city’s (multi-ethnic) Sunni community, while also representing them in the context of interfaith dialogue. For more on how this has affected the religious landscape of the city, see Karlsson 2016.]  [38:  However, this approximation that ‘most’ Sunni mosques are oriented towards this multi-ethnic form of worship should not obscure the fact that more ethno-centric (for lack of a better term) mosques exist as well. Generous economic support from the Turkish government has, for example, ensured that many Turkish-Swedish communities have been able to organise themselves separately from other Swedish Sunnis, with enough resources to build and run their own mosques, oriented towards what can be termed both culturally and institutionally ‘Turkish’ forms of Islam (often under the leadership of Turkish-educated functionaries). For a prominent example, see Fittja mosque in southern Stockholm.] 

Considering the above, it should here be mentioned that certain subcurrents within the wider sphere of Swedish Sunnism demonstrate abilities of national-level coordination comparable to that of the Twelver Shiites. Among these Sunni subcurrents, the so-called Salafi movement is a notable example.[footnoteRef:39] In simplified terms, ‘Salafism’ refers here to a reformist trend within contemporary Sunni Islam, which seeks to purify Islamic practices of supposed ‘innovations’ (bid’ah), to recreate what is regarded as the ‘original’ or ‘pure’ religion of the prophet Muhammad and his early followers.[footnoteRef:40] While sometimes associated with expressions of militancy (i.e., in the form of so-called ‘Salafi-jihadism’), the Salafi trend is in fact a multifaceted phenomenon which also includes largely quietist/apolitical movements primarily focused on individual piety.[footnoteRef:41] This latter type of Salafism is currently enjoying an apparent rise in popularity in many Swedish cities, which contributes to its relatively large influence among certain Sunni communities.[footnoteRef:42] While the nature of Salafism’s attraction is multi-faceted, its ongoing growth in Western Europe has frequently been connected to related opportunities at signalling relative unity within multi-ethnic Sunni communities, while also providing younger people with a religious framework through which the ethno-specific practices of their parents can be challenged.[footnoteRef:43] Whatever the reasons for its growth (a question which cannot be answered yet, due to a lack of contextualising research), Sweden’s Salafi community is seemingly one of the most well-coordinated Muslim networks operating at the national level; characterised, for example, by the existence of organisations that travel around the country to organise lectures and other activities in different cities. The reasons for this may be manifold but could perhaps relate to the fact that many of its leadership-figures have studied together at the Islamic University in Medina (IUM) in Saudi Arabia.[footnoteRef:44]  [39:  However, there are numerous other examples as well. To mention one, Bosniak congregations have united under the umbrella of ‘The Bosniak Islamic Association’ (Bosniakiska islamiska förbundet), which maintains an intimate relationship with the organised Islamic community in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Similarly, ethnically Turkish congregations funded or otherwise supported by the Turkish state (specifically, through the Turkish Directorate of Religious Affairs, or diyanet) can be regarded as another such relatively cohesive subgroup. For more on these examples, see Larsson 2014: 86-87, 220-221.]  [40:  Cf. Lauzière 2015 (including his discussions on the various complications of the contemporary usage of the term ‘Salafism’). ]  [41:  For details, see Wiktorowicz 2006. ]  [42:  An illustrating example is the fact that the most popular Islam-oriented Facebook page in Swedish is that associated with the Salafi-oriented website www.islam.nu. This website is run by the Stockholm-based Ibn Abbas Centre, who holds seminars and organises lectures around the country. Demonstrating its rapid growth in recent years, this organisation recently purchased a large hall in Stockholm – largely with the help of money provided by its members and sympathisers themselves. ]  [43:  E.g. Inge 2017. See also the various contributions to Meijer’s (ed.) book Global Salafism (2014); especially Adraoui and Hamid.]  [44:  This ‘Saudi connection’ is sometimes cited as worrying by, for example, Swedish politicians (e.g. Sveriges riksdag 2017). The idea is that education at religiously oriented universities in Saudi Arabia could amount to a process through which an especially ‘extreme’ or ‘intolerant’ interpretation of Islam spreads to Sweden. The state-sanctioned interpretation of Islam in Saudi Arabia can, in certain ways, be described as a form of Salafism; specifically, one related to the works of the 18th century reformist Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. Here, it should be noted that while an education at the, for example, IUM would certainly have introduced the student to a curriculum heavily influenced by ‘Wahhabi’ or otherwise ‘Salafi’ ideas, one should perhaps be wary of drawing hasty conclusions about the practical implications of returning to Sweden with such a diploma. The acquired knowledge may still be applied in several different ways, depending on a host of individual and contextual factors. For more on the IUM, including a problematising discussion on its supposedly ‘missionary’ work, see Farquhar 2017. ] 

Reportedly, a common theme of Salafi preaching in Sweden is that of social/cultural separation from mainstream and secular society.[footnoteRef:45] Related to this is the fact that Salafi preachers have sometimes expressed negative views about Muslim groups deemed ‘misguided’ (especially Shiites), which has contributed to inter-denominational tensions.[footnoteRef:46] Such tensions often have transnational aspects, as violently sectarian conflicts in especially the Middle East complicate relations between Salafis and other groups (especially Shiites – but also, for example, Sufis). For example, many of the violently anti-Shiite militias operating in warzones like Iraq and Syria are often described as connected to the wider Salafi trend of thought,[footnoteRef:47] so that the apparent growth of Swedish Salafism is sometimes regarded as threatening by Shiites. Here, one should note that many of the most prominent Salafi groups in Sweden have explicitly denounced militants like those of the group calling itself ‘The Islamic State’ (IS), and that an inability at recognising the apparently intra-Salafi differences signalled by such statements may result in the unfair and irrelevant intertwining of apparently quite separate phenomena.[footnoteRef:48] Nonetheless, many posts on Shiite-oriented and Swedish-language social media demonstrate a widespread disdain for and fear of Swedish Salafis in general; something which in some cases inform the broad-based suspicion of Sunni mosques supposedly associated with the movement.[footnoteRef:49] A tendency to associate Swedish Salafis with either the Saudi government (often accused of persecuting Shiites within its borders, as well as of widespread war crimes against Shiites in Yemen) or militant groups like IS demonstrate how local- and national-level tensions combine with developments of a truly global character.  [45:  Dogan 2012; Olsson 2012. ]  [46:  Orrenius 2016; Orrenius 2017(a).]  [47:  E.g. Bunzel 2015: 7-11. ]  [48:  The website www.islam.nu, run by a Stockholm-based Salafi organisation known as the Ibn Abbas Centre, is an especially prominent Swedish Salafi website. Among its most elaborated-upon topics is that of violence in the name of Islam, to which the centre’s lecturers have adopted a largely condemnatory attitude. Groups like IS are routinely characterised as heretics, and terrorist acts like those in Paris (2015) are recurrently condemned. For details, see https://islam.nu/jihad (accessed 18 June 2018).]  [49:  Larsson 2017. ] 

The apparent antagonism between Swedish Shiites and Salafis represent one aspect of a reported rise in intra-Muslim tensions – much of which seemingly relates to ongoing conflicts in places like the wider Middle East and East Africa.[footnoteRef:50] So far, this topic has remained almost completely unexplored by researchers,[footnoteRef:51] so that the specifics of its local expressions and the contextual nature of the issues involved are still very unclear. Nevertheless, it seems likely that certain national-level controversies may have influenced the relative salience of the issue. Specifically, sectarian tensions like those mentioned above have recently been exacerbated by the fact that several hundred Swedish citizens have left the country to join various militant groups. Among these are a few dozen individuals who have fought with a Somali-based and Salafi-oriented group known as ‘al-Shabaab’; a development which, among other things, is significant in the sense that this group’s explicitly anti-Sufi stance relates to wider tensions between Sufis and Salafis.[footnoteRef:52] People associated with Sufi organisations in Sweden have reported that such tensions exist in Sweden as well, and that these have been affected by the activities of Swedish al-Shabaab sympathisers; thereby suggesting that transnational issues may have found a local expression in Sweden.[footnoteRef:53]  [50:  Larsson & Thurfjell 2013: 40, 51; Larsson 2015; Larsson & Björk 2015. See also Linge 2016, for a discussion on similar issues in neighbouring Norway. See also Puelings 2010, for more on the transnational aspects of contemporary Sunni-Shiite polemics. ]  [51:  The study of the involved discourse may, if anything, represent an exception to this overall lack of research. For a few examples of how relevant sectarian polemics have been expressed online, see Larsson 2016; Olsson 2017. ]  [52:  In simplified terms, such tensions are related to how Sufism often seeks to incorporate local and cultural expressions with Islam, while Salafism rather seeks to purify religion of such syncretism. For more on this, see Knysh 2007. For a more specific study on the Somali al-Shabaab movement, including its anti-Sufism, see Hansen 2013. ]  [53:  Sorgenfrei 2016: 87-89.] 

In a similar development, the last five-six years have also witnessed hundreds of Swedes joining IS in Iraq and Syria. A phenomenon which undoubtedly intertwines a whole host of complex social issues and developments, IS’s large-scale recruitment of Swedish nationals needs to be studied in-depth before much more can be said about either its background or societal impact.[footnoteRef:54] Here, however, it suffices to say is that this development has probably exacerbated tensions between different communities, as IS’s extreme violence and uncompromising sectarianism paints it as one of the world’s most abhorred organisations.[footnoteRef:55] Here, it should also be noted that Swedish IS sympathisers have threatened or otherwise confronted other Muslims – and that related tensions have apparently inspired certain acts of violence.[footnoteRef:56] The possible effects on inter-communal relations in Sweden have not yet been studied in-depth, but the fact that many immigrant communities (such as Kurds, Assyrians, Shiites, etc.) identify with the Middle Eastern victims and/or enemies of IS means that there is a risk of their heightened suspicion of the Sunni-dominated communities from which most Swedish IS volunteers have originated. Moreover, this issue has also been at the centre of Sweden’s public debate ever since 2014; frequently addressed by mass media, politicians, etc. so that it can no longer be considered as merely an intra-Muslim issue. It is likely that these wider notions of fear and suspicion will affect intra-Muslim dynamics as well, as the general tolerance for so-called ‘Islamist’ and/or Salafi expressions is lowered, while Shiites and other non-Sunni groups (as well as secularised Muslims) may become separated as somehow less ‘dangerous’. These are mere hypotheses, however, as we must first conduct more research on the societal impact of these very recent debates. Suffice to say is that they once again illustrate how developments at different levels of society interact with each other, while also indicating that intra-Muslim diversity is a more consequential aspect of this religious minority’s situation than anything they may share across ethnic and denominational boundaries.  [54:  To name a few studies, see Larsson & Björn 2015; Gustafsson & Ranstorp 2017; Rostami et al 2018. These are all based on open-source material (such as the birth-places and criminal records of deceased fighters) rather than on interviews with directly affected people. So far, no focused or systematic research projects have been undertaken in an attempt at understanding the socio-cultural and local contexts of these developments.]  [55:  For more on how this has affected intra-communal tensions among Swedish immigrant communities, see Karlsson 2016; Orrenius 2016; Orrenius 2017(a).]  [56:  E.g. Orrenius 2017(b). ] 

Social issues: The relative deprivation and ‘ghettoization’ of Swedish Muslim communities?
One ‘national’ dynamic which seems relevant for much of what has been discussed above is that of the relative deprivation of Sweden’s Muslim minority.[footnoteRef:57] As members of a religious minority, Swedish Muslim representatives have recurrently raised questions about how their communities are routinely affected by various forms of discrimination and marginalisation – whether by the political/bureaucratic system, various private actors (like job employers), the mass media, or society in general.[footnoteRef:58] Moreover, violent and/or degrading attacks on either Muslim practitioners or their places of worship are as somewhat common in Sweden,[footnoteRef:59] which has inspired several trans-denominational attempts at reaching out to politicians about the need for increased security at mosques.[footnoteRef:60] Historically, such shared concerns about Islamophobia have seemingly been one of a few issues capable of uniting people from across the culturally heterogenous patchwork that is Swedish Islam.[footnoteRef:61] [57:  ‘Relative deprivation’ is here used to signal subjective notions of discontent, relative to standards and norms of the surrounding society. For more on the use and significance of this concept, see Walker & Smith 2002. ]  [58:  The significance of all these issues are discussed, in much detail, in Larsson & Sander 2007. ]  [59:  Cf. Borell 2012.]  [60:  E.g. Sabuni 2013. ]  [61:  However, it is worth mentioning that mosque-targeting attacks have recently grown into something much more complex than simply an Islamophobic expression. At least one such attack was carried out by a (Muslim) Syrian refugee, who has explicitly expressed his sympathies for IS and was inspired by this organisation to firebomb a Swedish Shiite mosque – Orrenius 2017(b). In another attack, which destroyed Sweden’s largest Shiite mosque, representatives of the targeted community told media that they did not know whether the perpetrators were non-Muslim racists or anti-Shiite Muslims, but that both groups were just as likely (Flygt 2017). Combined with issues mentioned above, these examples of possibly sectarian violence add additional layers of complication to the intra-religious dynamics of Sweden’s Muslim minority.] 

To some extent, the Muslim minority’s relative deprivation can perhaps be related to its lack of political influence and representation. This naturally relates to above-mentioned issues of intra-Muslim diversity, yet the significance of other factors has also been suggested.[footnoteRef:62] Since most Swedish Muslims arrived in the country quite recently, language barriers and similar cultural obstacles represent a problem in terms of their abilities to interact with and influence either the state or the non-Muslim majority in general.[footnoteRef:63] Adding to these complications is the supposedly complex nature of the Swedish bureaucracy, for which a separate form of legal and cultural ‘literacy’ may be required. Moreover, these factors have often combined with a government tendency to enact state policies whereby the collective concerns of ethno-religious minorities are devalued at the expense of a focus on individual freedoms, so that attempts at lobbying for things like the state’s recognition of Muslim holidays, dietary requirements, or the education of imams are undermined.[footnoteRef:64] In short, it is often very difficult for Sweden’s ethnic minorities to be treated as cultural collectives with their separate minority rights, even though relevant precedent already exists (e.g. the state’s treatment of the Sami, who have specific minority rights related to the ownership of land, the status of their language, and the state-sanctioned support for the practice of reindeer herding). These difficulties are often described as the result of the complex bureaucratic procedures involved, whereby existing precedent may in fact be difficult to apply to new situations. In the case of the Muslim minority, these problems may also relate to epistemic difficulties, as well as to failures at organising effectively ‘pan’-Muslim initiatives for political representation and lobbying.[footnoteRef:65] [62:  E.g. Larsson & Sander 2007: 187. ]  [63:  The Swedish language is, of course, not widely spoken globally, so that immigrants mostly lack any previous relationship with it. This can be contrasted with Muslim communities in countries like France and the United Kingdom, where a combination of historical imperialism and the global status of French and English may enable for an easier transition into the cultural modes and expressions of the ‘host society’. For an example of how social barriers of culture and language may complicate relations between Muslim immigrants and the Swedish state system, see Haga 2015. ]  [64:  For an elaborate discussion on this subject, see Larsson & Sander 2007: 1-150.]  [65:  Ibid: 184-204.] 

None of the above can necessarily be regarded as examples of a conscious state policy of religious discrimination. Rather, they represent the complicated results of how Muslim heterogeneity combines with both the symptoms of an extensively bureaucratic system and a society which up until recently was largely ‘monocultural’ in character (and therefore, perhaps, often unable to fully appreciate the forms of relative deprivation experienced by newly arrived Muslims). Moreover, the Swedish bureaucracy often struggles with its own complexity, experiencing change quite slowly, while leaving little space for ad-hoc solutions capable of addressing rapid and/or large-scale change. However, while it may be problematic to link the above-mentioned problems to any sort of conscious state policy, one may also suggest that the Swedish state is still a product of its political heritage, and that this includes a foundational ideology focused on the ideal of national unity. Arguably dating back to the state’s early modern inception, the current form of this ideal owes much to twentieth century developments under the political dominance of the Social Democratic party; particularly to its ideological vision of ‘the people’s home’ (folkhemmet), whereby all of society is to be united in a shared community centred around the various services provided by the state.[footnoteRef:66]  [66:  For more details, as well as an elaborate discussion on the historical context of these ideas, see Hirdman et al 2012; Almqvist & Glans 2004. See also Götz 2004, for a more focused discussion on the folkhem ideology itself. ] 

Eventually, the Social Democratic vision of Swedish unity was undermined by how, for example, the energy crises of the seventies weakened the industrial economy that provided the material basis for the folkhem ideology.[footnoteRef:67] Sweden therefore underwent a period of economic and political liberalisation, which today expresses itself in a state ideology that focuses primarily on individual rights and freedoms. Despite this, however, scholars have argued that related ideals of national unity have survived into the present, as the state’s insistence on the principal importance of culturally informed ‘basic values’ informs many aspects of its relationship to non-conformational expressions of culture and/or ideology.[footnoteRef:68] A relevant example of this relates to the so-called ‘Department for supporting faith communities’ (myndigheten för stöd till trossamfund, or SST), which in itself is worthy of some explanation. A significant actor on the ‘religious marketplace’ of Swedish society, SST rewards tens of millions of Swedish crowns (SEK) every year to religious communities organised beyond the limits of the Swedish Lutheran Church (whose expenses are covered by a specific church-tax payed by members; i.e., by the majority Swedish population). The basic purpose of SST is to manage relations between minority religions and wider society; something which appears in the form of attempts at maximising different communities’ contributions to the state’s overall crisis strategy, at coordinating their contributions to spiritual needs within the health care system, as well as at providing platforms for discussions on how religious minorities should address and conform to the ‘fundamental cultural values’ (värdegrund) of Swedish society.[footnoteRef:69] Thus, SST provides an opportunity for the Swedish state to use economic promises as a means of managing the way in which minority religions organise themselves – while also, and more controversially, at ‘educating’ these minorities about what it expects of them. Relating to the intra-Muslim diversity described above, it also provides a means by which the state can influence the balance between different groups and ideologies.  [67:  Östberg & Andersson 2013. ]  [68:  E.g. Larsson & Sander 2007: 84-85.]  [69:  Specifically, laws relating to the work of SST state that grants will only be awarded to “congregations who contribute to maintaining and reinforcing the fundamental values which society rests upon” – Lag (1999:932) om stöd till trossamfund. The values referred to are often referenced in Swedish laws and guide the conduct of (for example) state employees. Basically, they reflect certain liberal notions; including statements about the overarching importance of democracy and the rule of law, as well as about freedom of opinion, the objectivity of courts, and the respect for different forms of expression. Occasionally, state support is withdrawn from Muslim organisations which are deemed unable to fulfil these requirements, or who have been persistent in advocating views that the Swedish state views as somehow contradicting its values. A recent example of this relates to an organisation called ‘Sweden’s Young Muslims’ (Sveriges unga muslimer, SUM), which reportedly had indirect ideological contacts with the multinational Muslim Brotherhood network (Myndigheten för ungdoms- och civilsamhällesfrågor 2018). This was deemed enough to warrant the suspension of the organisation’s state funding; reflecting how seriously the state system regards the espousal of certain ideas. ] 

Considering the above, we should remind ourselves that the discussed developments are primarily happening at the level of national politics, and that their significance for specific localities may vary. In fact, the development of a Muslim ‘sub’-sphere of Swedish society, as something largely separate from the macro-structures of the Swedish state, has been underway for decades – no matter the various obstacles mentioned above.[footnoteRef:70] For example; inabilities at securing financial support from the government has often strengthened relations with international sponsors and networks,[footnoteRef:71] while the founding of Islam-oriented private schools provides a means by which Muslim communities can maintain a sense of cultural separateness and/or ‘survival’.[footnoteRef:72] In many parts of Sweden, this combines with the fact that immigrants have generally settled in urban areas dominated by their respective ethnic and/or religious communities; a pattern which has often resulted in a situation comparable to what scholars of European Islam have sometimes termed its ‘ghettoization’.[footnoteRef:73] In Sweden, a sense of cultural separateness is also reinforced by a complex web of variously socio-economic factors; resulting in a situation whereby Muslim communities generally suffer from substantially higher levels of unemployment and economic deprivation, poor results in school (often fateful for one’s abilities at getting employed in the future), and criminality.[footnoteRef:74]  [70:  E.g. Berglund 2009; Sayed 2009. ]  [71:  Consider, for example, the large Fittja mosque – fully funded by the Turkish state. In a similar manner, Saudi sponsors provided the funds for Göteborg mosque. ]  [72:  For more on this issue of cultural ‘survival’, and how it is a recurring concern among Swedish Muslims, see Larsson & Sander 2007: 208-210. In short, Muslim representatives interviewed by these authors think that the Swedish state’s inability at granting Muslims their separate minority rights may strengthen certain assimilationist tendencies; a notion which, in turn, inspires their advocacy of variously ‘defensive’ measures (e.g. enrolling their kids in Muslim schools, where cultural assimilation can be counter-acted in various ways). Unfortunately, global developments in recent decades have strengthened Western notions about Islam’s supposedly ‘offensive’ nature (inspired, largely, by the prolific terrorism of predominately Middle Eastern militant networks such as Al-Qaida and IS), so that these locally Swedish expressions of a Muslim minority’s ‘defensiveness’ are widely interpreted as part of an attempted takeover (e.g. Strömberg 2018). ]  [73:  E.g. Tibi 2002. ]  [74:  For an overarching discussion on these issues, see Larsson & Sander 2007: 236-309.] 

In summary, much of the above implies that the socio-economic and -cultural conditions of the Swedish Muslim minority experience serve to reinforce aspects of the above-mentioned intra-Muslim diversity. Firstly, epistemic problems related to the interaction between the Swedish state and its Muslim minority have problematised attempts at the institutionalisation of Islam; reinforcing, therefore, the above-mentioned obstacles to ‘pan’-Muslim organisation. Secondly, it is possible that problems associated with socio-economic deprivation will put additional stress on Muslim communities; something which, in turn, may accentuate communal tensions. To illustrate the salience of this latter point, existing research indicate that more than seventy percent of Swedish IS recruits have originated from “socially deprived areas hit by high criminality and low socio-economic status”.[footnoteRef:75] Likewise, reports of sectarian tensions between different Muslim groups are also linked to such socio-economically deprived areas.[footnoteRef:76] However, in both these cases, specific and localised studies are needed in order for us to fully appreciate the nature of the possible connections between politics, economics, ideology, and religion.  [75:  Gustafsson & Ranstorp 2017: 104. ]  [76:  E.g. Karlsson 2016. For details on how the Swedish police categorise urban areas depending on their socio-economic status and issues facing them, see Underrättelseenheten 2017. ] 


Conclusions: Implications of the above for the study of local circumstances
The above has been an attempt at reviewing much of what is known about the national-level processes that affect Muslim communities living in Sweden. Relating this to the wider context of interfaith studies, we proceeded from the idea that deepened knowledge about intra-faith dynamics are significant for the proper study interreligious encounters. In the case of Sweden, the rapid transformation from a society characterised by the near-complete dominated by a single religion (i.e., state-sanctioned Lutheranism) to diverse multiculturalism has created substantial gaps regarding both the internal make-up and inter-communal relations of religious communities. This fact relates especially to the Muslim minority, as it has originated from many different cultural and denominational contexts. While difficult to map out, for reason explained above, the reality of this intra-Muslim diversity cannot be denied; broadly affecting, as it does, both communal relations and attempts at the large-scale organisation of the Muslim communities and their representatives. 
Considering the above, any study which seeks to make sense of how Islam relates to the variously interfaith contexts of Swedish society needs to be wary of a conceptualisation that simply views this as the interaction between somehow monolithic entities like ‘Islam’ and ‘Swedish culture’ (or ‘Christianity’, etc.). The obscuration of intra-Muslim difference may affect both interfaith study and dialogue in several negative ways; a prominent one being the issue of proper representation, as one must be aware of the denominational adherence and cultural identity of affected people or organisations. If intra-faith diversity is insufficiently understood, wider interfaith initiatives may become undermined by how, for example, a specific type of Sunni Muslim is framed as ‘the’ representative of a largely heterogenous Muslim minority. Much of the above has indicated the possible implications of such misunderstandings, as intra-Muslim difference may relate to often quite serious tensions between denominational groups, ideological currents, and different organisations. Thus, if we include certain representatives at the expense of others, we may risk the perhaps unnecessary alienation of whole communities, while also contributing (in an unwitting way) to the tensions between them. By properly conceptualising the social nature of Sweden’s Muslim minority, such problems can more easily be avoided. 
Beyond the far-reaching implications of intra-Muslim diversity, the fact that much of Swedish Islam remains a historically recent socio-cultural phenomenon raises additional conceptual issues. For example; researchers should be aware of how the social conditions of both wider majority-minority relationships and intra-Muslim ones are continually affected by ongoing developments. The recent growth of the Swedish-Syrian community may highlight this issue, as demographic re-balancing may change the cultural conditions of both inter- and intra-religious interaction; thereby encouraging researchers to remain analytically open to perhaps unexpected developments. This naturally relates to the multi-layered nature of contemporary society, in that a more holistic view of, for example, international communications may serve to counteract an insulated (and therefore largely flawed) focus on localities sui generis. Through an appreciation of how religious discourse is affected by the transnational spread of both people and ideas, as well as of how diaspora communities often maintain international networks of contact and exchange, a more inclusive understanding of specific Swedish Muslim communities can be developed. Such inclusiveness should also involve the study of how interaction with non-Muslim populations, as well as with the overarching structures of the Swedish state, affect specific communities. In relation to the state system, the above has also suggested the possible significance of variously epistemic problems, as both immigrant communities and state officials often struggle with their understanding of the respective ‘other’ and its perspective(s). This invites to a conceptual framework capable of highlighting the relative significance of issues stemming from related problems; describing, for example, how the otherwise pervasive influence of the Swedish state system may relate to the specific issues under study (e.g. how state support to certain initiatives at the expense of others may affect the balance between different Muslim congregations and/or organisations).  
In summary; the above review has highlighted intra-Muslim diversity, the dynamics of rapid and large-scale change, and interactions between local and trans-local developments as some issues which recur throughout much of the academic study of Swedish Islam. A conceptual framework which incorporates the study of these factors may therefore be identified as beneficial for any study of Muslim communities in Sweden; no matter the otherwise primary focus of one’s research. However, the relative impact of these arguably macro-social structures and developments can only be fully appreciated once analysed in relation to the lived circumstances of specific communities. This invites us to appreciate the methodological issues implicated by the above review; issues which can be highlighted with the help of a short article written by Samuli Schielke (2010). In this article, Schielke encourages researchers of Islamic culture to become more open to the cultural ambiguities and contextual complexities of how this religion is expressed in contemporary societies. Wary of an all-too ‘deterministic’ view of Muslims, whereby a narrow focus on apparent religious expression obscures the relative impact of seemingly ‘secular’ (or otherwise ‘non-Muslim’) aspects of the social environment as a whole, Schielke wants us to adopt an inclusive approach; open to the unexpected and implicit relationships between cultural phenomena. Considering the implications of the above review, this decisively inclusive approach seems applicable to the study of Swedish Islam; one in which rapid and large-scale changes have created substantial knowledge gaps regarding the social conditions of specific communities, while cultural diversity problematises our abilities at drawing general conclusions. In more than one sense, the methodological way forward for the study of Swedish Islam will probably be through the analysis of highly local circumstances, whereby the relative significance of many different factors (whether religious, secular, or otherwise social and cultural) is evaluated for how they might affect the nature of both inter- and inter-religious debates and encounters.
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