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Converts in the West and their relation to their surroundings: A literature review
[bookmark: _Toc524183923]1. Introduction
Western converts are often too fanatic to be called good Muslims (Trouw, 2005). 
This quote is the title of an article in a famous Dutch newspaper. The article, written by a born-Muslim man, criticizes the fanatic manner in which some western converts practise Islam; extreme, and to the letter. This image of western converts spurs public debate, political interference and last but not least, scholarly attention.
This literature review concerns the study of Muslim converts and their relation to their direct and indirect surroundings in the Western context, such as friends, family, and their position in the broader society. The latter concerns both how converts are influenced by society, as well as how they influence it.  It focusses on recent studies, conducted since 1993. The aim is threefold: 1) To provide an overview of significant studies concerning Muslim converts in the West, 2) describing the relationship between works from different (national) contexts, and 3) determining key issues, through which possible research gaps can be identified. This creates an overview which points the way for further research. This literature review does not go into the relatively large field of convert studies which concerns case studies around converts and Islamic fundamentalism, radicalization and terrorism, because it does not serve the purpose of this overview, which is focussed solely on the relationship between converts, their family and friends. These specific and rare cases are therefore not included here. However, as will become clear, the public image of Muslims, Islam and the Arab world, as being linked to the abovementioned issues, does influence the relationships between converts and their surroundings. 
When diving into the study of converts, it becomes clear from the onset that one of the struggles in this field of research is that the exact number of people who convert is unknown. This is due to the fact that most countries don’t hold records of civilian’s faiths, or do so, but do not distinguish between first and second-generation or convert Muslim identities (van Nieuwkerk, 2006). Regardless of the obscurity concerning the numbers, the field is widely researched in a number of areas. For instance, the study of conversion within the Christian tradition is broadly developed and recently a growth in studies focussing on conversion to New Religious Movements (NRMs) has been reported (Zebiri, 2014). Unlike these traditions, conversion to Islam, particularly in the West, is not widely researched. The few extensive works which are available are discussed in this paper, such as books written by Kate Zebiri (2014), Anne Sofie Roald (2004) and Karin van Nieuwkerk (2006), along with relevant contemporary articles. These scholars work in the field of Sociology, Anthropology and Religious Studies (Van Nieuwkerk, 2006). Although many converts are married to other, often born, Muslims, only a few studies specifically mention the relationship between converts and their surroundings as a topic of study (Zebiri, 2014). Generally, studies concerning converts focus on the convert individually, without going deeper into family structures, relationships with friends or (other) religious groups (Harmsen, 2008). When partnerships or marriages are mentioned, they are dealt with as subtopics and do not enjoy an in-depth description. In light of this individual approach, scholarly interest so far has mainly focused on the process of identity change and how converts are perceived as critics to western society (van Nieuwkerk, 2006; Zebiri, 2014). This paper partially discusses the important issues covered by convert studies in general, and also discusses the data which is available specifically on converts in relation to their surroundings. The choice to include some of the main works on converts which do not specifically focus on converts and their relation to others has been made because these works form the basis on which studies about converts and their relation to their surroundings are built. In other words, to map out a clear overview of the current state of the art concerning converts and their relationship to friends, family and spouses, the works focussing on converts individually have to be considered. 
In order to grasp the novelties of convert studies, it is important to understand against which background these studies developed. Therefore, the first section of this paper provides a brief overview of the western context in which converts are studied, and which ramifications this brings along for this field of study. The following section goes deeper into the most widely studied topic in convert studies; why converts choose to convert. Covering this question is relevant because some conversion motives are related to intimate relationships with friends and spouses and shine a light on the starting point of the tensions between converts and their surroundings. The next section highlights one of the contemporary issues in convert studies; gender issues. Especially when studying intimate relationships such as marital and familial bonds, pointing out the overrepresentation of female researchers and women as research subjects in convert studies cannot be neglected. Next to gender, the issue of race relations is briefly touched upon in the light of the ‘otherness’ of converts. The next section describes the few works that are devoted to converts and their relationship to their surroundings, demonstrating a large amount of negativity and scepticism which can be found in convert studies, but also highlighting the positive roles converts can take as mediators between cultures and religions. The final section concludes by identifying possible research gaps for further research and describes how converts studies can fit into larger scholarly debates in a variety of disciplines. 
[bookmark: _Toc524183924]2. The Research Context: Converts in western society 
From the onset, it is crucial to differentiate between the western and non-western context while researching those who converted Islam. As one can imagine, converts in majority Muslim countries are perceived and treated differently than converts who reside in predominantly Judeo-Christian countries (Zebiri, 2014). Because scholars deal with these highly distinct contexts, studies generally devote a section to describing their particular context. America and Europe are the main focus areas and are described as secular and individualistic societies in which people are less bound by, and rooted in, their local cultures and communities. This makes it easier for individuals to step away from the social identities they are born into, and less complicated to shift into new ones of their choosing, such as becoming a Muslim (Harmsen, 2008). Although national and even local contexts can differ from each other and can have distinct influences on the study of converts, Anna Sofia Roald explains in her book ‘New Muslims in the European Context, The Experience of Scandinavian Converts’ that Scandinavian, American or European contexts do not differ significantly from each other when it comes to studying converts; the ambient ideology based on human rights, equality, emancipation and pluralism is experienced throughout the Western world (Roald, 2004).  
Since converting is always a confrontation between two convictions; the ‘receiving’ and the ‘deserted’ side, power relations between both sides are crucial to take into account. In the western context, the majority of converts have a Christian or secular background. When choosing to adopt Islam, converts are shifting from the majority group into a minority group (van Nieuwkerk, 2006). This majority/minority structure brings forward the necessity to discuss, next to individualism and secularism, the relevant tensions around co-existence, Islamophobia, right-wing populism and notions of race and whiteness which shape the study of conversion in the West. Going back to one of the very first and most famous works introducing these tensions, Edward Said introduced the notion of Orientalism in 1978, which proves to still be relevant today (Ramahi and Suleiman, 2017). Inspired by Said, Huntington (1993) famously stated that the religious and cultural identity of Islam will always remain irreconcilable with ‘western' values. This ‘clash of civilizations' hypothesis is grounded in an Orientalist perception of Muslims, Islam and the Arab world. It fostered the idea that Islam was different from the West, regarding it as a fascinating, eccentric phenomenon, inferior to Western society (Powell, 2011). Over the years, this description was broadened in the sense that Islam is not only regarded as different but above all might be threatening to western society (Marranci, 2004). Through media, framing and stereotyping a climate of fear of terrorism is sustained which is  then repeatedly linked to Islam. Through these channels, the general public increasingly associates Islam with anti-feminism, irrationality and a lack of freedom. Unlike in non-western contexts, this group is seldom approached with a positive sense of wonder, and is often under scrutiny, approaching them with suspicion and scepticism (Powell, 2011).  It is this tensive context surrounding the religion of Islam which puts its mark on convert studies, again, mainly through the fact that converts consciously choose to move from the dominant (post)Christian) majority culture to a stigmatized minority culture of Islam. Therefore, scholars are bound to take this sensitive context, including aspects such as power dynamics and discrimination into account when studying converts and especially when studying converts and their relationship to their direct and indirect surroundings. In sum, this points towards the implied difference between the western world and the ‘Islamic world’, between a world recognised as ‘good’ and free, and a world judged to be patriarchal and irrational.
[bookmark: _Toc524183925]3. Conversion Motives 
Due to the negative social status of Islam in the west, the burning question covered by most studies is ‘why do people convert to Islam?’ Why, even though Islam is deemed to be oppressive, limiting in freedom and a source of (domestic) violence and terrorism, would people submit to such coercion? It is clear that even though other aspects of a convert’s life are covered as well, this theme steals the spotlight in this field of study. Generally, four reasons or motives to convert are distilled from hundreds of interviews with converts spread over several studies which are completed between 2000 and 2017 in America and Europe (Badran, 2006; Roald, 2004; Haddad, 2006; van Nieuwkerk, 2006; Harmsen, 2008; Rahami and Suleiman, 2017). It is through critically analysing why and how converts convert, but more importantly, how their motives are understood and captured by scholars, that this section demonstrates the possible blind spots and perhaps even biases in this topic within convert studies. 
1. Social reasons: It is expected that the majority of Muslim converts became Muslim through (intimate) meetings with other Muslims. These can be family members, spouses or friends. For example, from the 116 interviews conducted by Roald during her fieldwork with Muslim converts, a large majority of them either became Muslim through marriage or had intimate relationships with them which made them familiar with Islam, leading to conversion (Roald, 2004). Oftentimes, the assumption is made that non-Muslims women who are married to Muslims, convert in order to satisfy the Islamic partner due to a situation of dependency on the man, without having a genuine wish to convert. In the work of Ramahi and Suleiman (2017) who interviewed converts, the following example illustrates this point when a convert’s father explained in an interview that: “If she hadn’t married him she wouldn’t have become a Muslim… there is no reason she should be a Muslim otherwise” (Ramahi & Suleiman, 2017: 24). Even though many studies emphasize this reason as to why converts convert, much critique is given on this assumption by cultural anthropologists, such as Margot Badran, Yvonne Haddad and Karin van Nieuwkerk, who emphasize the often neglected personal spiritual and/or intellectual motivations of converts to submit to Islam (Harmsen, 2008).

2. Intellectual reasons: Among converts, the intellectual path to Islam is generally a big part of their conversion. They are known to study Islamic material in depth, such as the Quran and Hadith, join study groups and critically analyse other sources of learning material. Although converts do seek other Muslims to discuss their questions, text, which is now widely available through the internet, is a driving force on their journey to Islam (Roald, 2004). In some cases, converts struggled with their Christian faith and their dissatisfaction about religious explanations for complex Christian faith dogmas such as the Trinity, Jesus as both God and human, and the aspect of original sin. They become convinced, often seem alternative which they can, and should, study thoroughly. Because they believe Islam urges or even demands Muslims to study the faith critically, it creates a personal motivation to continually investigate the faith. Their conversion stories are therefore usually not described by them as sudden, acute conversions, but as the fruit of a long and in-depth study and discovery process in which they become convinced by the Islamic truth (Harmsen, 2008). It should be emphasized here that even though the moment of conversion is often addressed as a single moment in time, the process can take years. Even after the official conversion by pronouncing the Shahada (Islamic creed), the cultural, spiritual, intellectual and social transformations are still ongoing (van Nieuwkerk, 2006).

3. Social-structural reasons: Another reason for people to convert to Islam is a felt discomfort in the social structure of western society itself. A perceived lack of social morals and ethical behaviour in communities drives converts to search for a framework in which they find their desired social structure. In the eyes of converts, where western society encourages consumerism and materialism focussing on the ephemeral, Islam is the engine behind a society based on values such as equality, modesty and self-consciousness (Harmsen, 2008). Especially for women, the clear gender division in Islam, combined with the modest lifestyle in both behaviour and appearance, attracts women who do not feel comfortable with the western lifestyle which, in their eyes, calls women to submit to fashion, commodifies female bodies and promotes immodesty (Haddad, 2006; Zebiri, 2014). 

4. Problem-solving reasons: Finally, similar to the social structural reasons, scholars emphasize another ‘push-factor' created by a personal crisis before the conversion. Instead of being drawn to Islam by friends, loved ones or intellectual reasons which could be described as ‘pull-factors’, experiencing addiction, depression, violence or problems with school or family might lead a person to search for a solution to their problems. Islam is said to provide inner peace and a feeling of safety. In addition to the emotional rest, the guidelines provided by Islam on how to live your life gives converts their desired structure and discipline in their behaviour. While some scholars, like Monika Wohrab Sahr (2006), emphasize this reason for conversion, others, such as Roald (2004) note that it is important not to (automatically) assume that most Muslim converts experienced personal crisis situations, and when they did, it does not necessarily mean that there was a causal relationship between the crisis and the conversion (Harmsen, 2008).  
Even though the abovementioned motivations to convert seem elaborate, they are by no means exhaustive. Exact reasons for people to convert remain difficult to distil from interviews, as well as typicalities among converts; reasons might remain inexplainable by converts and the diversity of experiences is great (van Nieuwkerk, 2006). As mentioned in the beginning of this section, the way in which these four motives are presented and interpreted, stands in need of a critical approach and should therefore be accompanied by some small but crucial side notes. 
First, the overall trend in studies covering coverts shows that there is an overemphasis on studying the push-factors which motivate people to convert to Islam. In turn, there exists an under examination of the pull-factors of Islam which draw people towards converting; it is exactly what Islam has to offer, what has been neglected in these studies (Zebiri, 2014). There are two possible explanations for this absence. First, studies could have found that the pull-factors are  insignificant in conversion studies, and further elaboration upon that topic would therefore be negligible. This explanation is however not strongly suggested in the literature. A second possibility could be that the mentioning of relatively few positive pull-factors of Islam might be due to the stereotypical image of Islam in the West where it is seen as an undesired lifestyle as previously described. This image could influence scholars to under-examine and/or perhaps fail to recognise the pull-factors of Islam. Although it remains uncertain,  if this is the case, skewed representation of conversion motives is a bias in this field of study. Secondly, Zebiri (2014) points out that the studies often approach the convert as a passive agent who has no personal ownership or control in the conversion process. It is as if they are manipulated into Islam or that the conversion is forced upon them; in these cases, the convert would have no social or spiritual connection to Islam. The under examination of standpoints of the convert him or herself, which can be loaded with in-depth emotion, spirituality and reason, is largely understudied which at the moment disfigures the scholarly and public perception of converts in the West. Based on Zebiri’s observations, they might unjustly be perceived as passive victims, rather than as rational owners of their decisions.  Thirdly, in his contribution to the book ‘Women Embracing Islam’, Stefano Allievi makes a crucial point in the study of the role of converts in Western society. He explains that western converts do not convert despite the ‘otherness’ of Islam, but because of the ‘otherness’. What he means to say, is that converts do not necessarily feel they remove themselves from their native culture and community by converting, but rather through their conversion become closer it. They do not perceive their new identity as consequently different from their previous one, but rather feel they now understand themselves, their culture and community; to them, Islam is not perceived as new and strange, but as natural and familiar (Allievi, 2006). Allievi’s point demonstrates the overemphasis on distancing and separating processes caused by the conversion between the convert and his or her surroundings and the under acknowledgement of positive process. In sum, this section shows that one of the main subjects in convert studies might be influenced by negative social constructions about Muslims, Islam and the Arab world, leaving the field in need of critical self-reflection. 
[bookmark: _Toc524183926]4. Converts, Gender and the Racialization of Religion
As the previous section explains, women are often thought to convert because they presumably follow the man in his faith. This idea, which exhibits women as being obedient and submissive, has spurred academic debate, especially among gender and feminist scholars. The central role of the female appearance and the process of ‘othering’ are subjects touched upon in this section. The section concludes with an issue which has had a profound, but often unidentified, influence on how converts are approached in the public, as well as the scholarly world, that is the link between racialization of religion, white privilege, and the headscarf. 
Even though exact quantitative numbers are unknown, qualitative research demonstrates a growth in the number of women who convert to Islam. This number is significantly higher than that of men; the estimation is that two-thirds of converts are female. The reasons for this difference are unknown (van Nieuwkerk, 2006). In addition to the converts being mainly women, the researchers of almost all the discussed works and the work available are conducted by female scholars. Some of them are converts themselves (Roald, 2004). It is clear that within this research subject, women hold a special position. 
Western European studies concerning converts and gender show three main trends. First, research increasingly focusses on the agency of women. It reveals the actions of women in choosing their own path towards Islam and their specific ways and manner of spreading Islam, also known as da’wa. Secondly, studies focus on how western women, in opposition to men, have to deal with a larger cultural gap between their old lifestyle and their current social positions. Before the conversion, western women were used to a relatively great amount of emancipation and are thought the importance of being self-sufficient and independent in their upbringing. Because Islam, and moreover the culture of most Muslims in the West, is different from western culture in the sense that it generally holds dear a more traditional gender role division and might be limiting women’s freedom, female converts might need a longer adjustment period to familiarize themselves with these new lifestyles and social roles (Roald, 2004; Badran, 2006; Simmons, 2006). 
Thirdly, studies increasingly focus on the effects of female conversion for and in their surroundings. This is illustrated by the closely linked topic of the women wearing the hijab or, the headscarf, which has grown to be a major topic in studies concerning conversion in the West. Because the scarf is perceived as a religious symbol of rejection and rebellion against modern society, as oppression, inequality or extremism, convert women wearing a headscarf are scrutinized by not only scholars but also by public media (van Nieuwkerk, 2006). During their interviews, Ramahi and Suleiman (2017) found that wearing the headscarf is seen as the most significant sign of ‘otherness’, which was consistently understood as a sign of subjugation to men by family and friends, rather than a spiritual and empowering choice as it was described by female converts themselves. As previously noted, studies tend to focus on converts individually. However, studies which focus on women wearing the hijab are the exceptions because they include interviews with some of the direct family members of converts. For example, Zebiri’s study shows a rigid division between the experience of the convert and the convert's family, as the converts generally describe wearing the headscarf as a positive and empowering experience, and according to them, most importantly, it protects them from the unwanted ‘male gaze’ (Zebiri, 2014).  This while British family members express in interviews that the scarf makes the convert different and changed, turning them into ‘intimate strangers’. In the eyes of non-Muslim family members, the scarf becomes the ultimate embodiment of distance between them and their convert family member (Ramahi and Suleiman, 2017). Because veiling is a much more contested issue than for instance, immigrationalin the case of men, wearing a beard, the scarf has become a great symbol of ‘otherness’ of which specifically women experience the social effects. The question is how female converts deal with this and how they give meaning to it (Jansen, 2004).
In relation to the concept of ‘otherness’, one cannot dismiss the link with the concept race and ethnicity. Ramahi and Suleiman found that convert women have a hard time dealing with their family and friends who ‘orientalised’ converts, calling them for instance, ‘white Paki’s’, by which they intend to express to them they are perceived not as British (anymore), but as white Pakistani Muslims (Ramahi and Suleiman, 2017: 24). In another example a white female convert wearing the scarf said: “People stare at you because they see that you are white. Maybe that is the cause of the aggression; you are a traitor to the race” (van Nieuwkerk, p. 16, 2009). This quote captures the layered nature of convert studies. Even though Islam is presented by Islamic proclaimers as a lifestyle which surpasses divisions based on race, and rules that making group distinctions based on race or national identities as fitnah (sinful), it is exactly the concept of race which is heavily involved in convert studies (Haddad, 2006; van Nieuwkerk, 2006). Race is used to divide ‘us’ from ‘them’, in which ‘us’  is perceived as the standard norm, as white and neutral, and ‘them’  is perceived as ‘the others’, the ones of darker skin tones, belonging to the Arab/African world and, last but not least, adhering to Islam (Hondius, 2000). It is while studying converts (I.e. Europeans embracing Islam) that the link between Islam and race becomes evident; converts are perceived as ‘a traitor to the white race, as ‘stepping over’ to the other side, and as it were, ‘adopting’ another race in the process of adopting a faith tradition; the two seem to be a one package deal (van Nieuwkerk, 2006). In addition, Zebiri (2014) explains that also within Islamic communities, issues of race in relation to converts are being reported; sometimes converts are negatively perceived as ‘wanna be Arabs’ by the western Islamic community. In convert studies, the role of race is sometimes an underappreciated aspect. This while it might be one of the core aspects which defines attitudes and relations between converts and non-Muslims, as well are between converts and the Islamic community. Rather than being a separate facet in conversion studies, perhaps it should be approached a central aspect to understanding converts in the West and their relation to their surroundings. 
[bookmark: _Toc524183927]7. Converts as Religious and Cultural Mediators 
Next to the overall negative associations made between converts and western society in recent studies, a small portion of studies describe a more positive aspect; converts functioning as cultural mediators. Many converts find that when advancing in their convert journey, they can function as a bridge between western and Islamic societies. A pre-condition to perform this function is to reside in an open and social climate which allows for dialogue and understanding between Muslims and non-Muslims. When these conditions are met, converts hold a special position by standing in two worlds at once and being ‘socially literature’ in two cultures (Harmsen, 2008). 
Roald found that a minority of Scandinavian converts practices an orthodox form of Salafi Islam, making them less open to their pre-convert culture, and less interested in seeking connection with the non-Muslim, majority population of Scandinavia. In opposition to these findings, Roald found that the majority of Scandinavian converts developed a skill to ‘hybridize’ the Islamic beliefs in combination with the Scandinavian, local culture they are born into (Roald, 2004). This new form of ‘hybrid Islam’ makes it possible for them to combine their Islamic beliefs with their native culture, making it easier for them to communicate, for instance, their behavioural choices and their new religious rituals to their non-Muslim surroundings. In another example, Harmsen (2008), found that one Dutch convert women, through her conversion, might be better at explaining Islamic concepts to Dutch non-Muslims than the local Turkish Imam who does not speak Dutch fluently, because she knows the language and understands the culture. Another Dutch converted man explained to his Muslim colleagues that some non-Muslims feel threatened by the Muslim community when it comes to limiting freedom of expression in public spaces. In this case, the issue was the removal of erotic paintings from the City Hall. He was able to explain to them how non-Muslims felt that their freedoms were restricted by the removal of the paintings, and why they felt threatened by this action because he understood both groups and was able to bring a specific and sensitive understanding/feeling across cultures and faiths. 
Next to the ability to translate between cultures, converts tend to be skilled in making the important distinction between religion and culture. Ramahi and Suleiman (2017) interviewed South English convert women and their immediate family and friends in order to unveil how Islam is discussed and experienced in these households, which through conversion, suddenly became religiously mixed. They found that the crux is that converts differ from born and raised Muslims in being able to differentiate between culture and religion. Where Muslims who were born into the religion often have an immigrant background, culture is generally part of the upbringing and can be intertwined with religious rituals and habits. Converts are known to be critical of cultural expressions which are suggested to be Islamic. Especially young Salafi converts are known to be rigorous and consistent in making a clear distinction between culture and religion in their practices which shines a new, deculturized light on Islam in the West (Harmsen, 2008). 
This form of ‘deculturized’ Islam is also mentioned by Kate Zebiri in her book on British women converting to Islam where she goes deeper into how converts contribute to a new form of Islam in the West. Because converts do not only live in a western country but also enjoyed their upbringing in a non-Islamic family setting, they develop their own type of Islam. Converts can be mediators between Muslim and non-Muslim groups as converts know what it’s like to be ‘on both sides of the fence’; they understand the cultural etiquettes of western society. Without exception, all her converts interviewees agreed that they can contribute as a mediator in the relationship between Muslim and non-Muslim communities. For example, because converts are more in contact with non-Muslims than born-Muslims, they find themselves, willingly or unwillingly, to be representatives of Islam (Zebiri, 2014).
Converts are not only perceived to be good cultural bridges and the bringers of a new, ‘hybridized' and deculturized Islam but are also labelled as being able to give good da’wa (the Islamic effort of spreading the faith). Because they were once non-Muslims, they know how people would like to be approached when it comes to spreading knowledge about Islam.  They know how to speak, behave and how to explain concepts in an understandable manner. Their appearance and background, which in many cases is Caucasian, can also be perceived as a positive manner of da’wa because they show to their surroundings that Islam can be for everybody, not just for Asians and Africans (Zebiri, 2014; Vroon, 2014). As Caucasian Muslims, coverts have more to offer than promoting the faith through da’wa. Allivie (2006) explains in his work that particularly white converts play a crucial role as mediators in two ways. Partially due to some of the processes described above, first, intellectual converts can play an important role in the legitimization of Islam in society as a moderate and to be accepted religious tradition. Secondly, related to the first point, converts can create confirmation for immigrants that their religion is sincere and honourable, uplifting the status of immigrants in general. In sum, in opposition to the passive and limited image sketched in previous sections, this section shows a more powerful and above all confident image of converts. This positive approach is one of the few areas where the study of converts is not necessarily divided into two binary sides; the deserting and the receiving, the majority and minority groups or Muslim versus non-Muslim. Approaching converts as mediators seems to take place in a ‘grey area’ between the seemingly opposing sides, where the focus does not lie on othering, but on cross-cultural/religious connections. 
[bookmark: _Toc524183928]8. Conclusion 
This paper set out to develop a literature overview of western convert’s roles in society and how they relate to their surroundings. Until today, research is above all focused on the converts themselves, their individual journey and choices which led them to submit their lives to Islam. Most of the research is focussed on reasons for conversion and gender issues. Little research has focussed on how converts negotiate practicing their faiths with friends and family. However, generally, studies do refer to the surroundings of the converts in terms of the context, in other words, the social and political dimension of studying converts. Whether desired by the convert or not, the process of conversion has a public and political dimension. Taking into account 9/11, Islamophobia and the rise of right-wing populism, converting to Islam has an effect on their surrounding society. The effect works two ways, first, the life-choices of converts are influenced by aspects of western society, and second, convert impact society at large through being part of a movement which reshapes ‘western Islam’. This reshaped western version of Islam is understood to be less cultural and more religious, less based on upbringing and more inspired by a rational and intellectual approach towards Islam. This foreseen new version of Islam creates a new research area which includes the study of both converts individually as well as the place of Islam in the public sphere and its relation to other born-Muslims and non-Muslims. 
One way in which research shows how the relationship between the convert and his or her surroundings change through the conversion is in the sense that the convert is perceived as changed and distant through the conversion. Converts ‘give up’ a part of their western identity. Here, the concept of ‘race’ comes into the picture. In the public sphere, Islam is highly linked to notions of race and ethnicity; Muslims are connected to darker skin tones, immigrants and particularly, the Arab race/ethnicity. It is this underlying connection which makes that white converts are perceived as people who do not only adopt a (different) religion, but also choose to adopt another race. Even though these sentiments are uncovered through qualitative research, the long-term effects on the converts themselves, are understudied. In addition, aspects of the lived-religion of converts are still highly understudied. The way converts deal with their direct and indirect surroundings and how they express and negotiate their faith deserves more scholarly attention. What are the differences in how the convert is approached prior to and after the conversion, and what are the long-term effects of this changed type of interaction with their family and friends? How do converts create, embody and transmit their dual (Western/Islamic) identities and how do they deal with the public imagination that they choose a different race, be it the Arab or African, above their ‘whiteness’? 
Another small but crucial point is the lack of representation of male converts and their role in society at large. Due to the gender-sensitive nature of the topic, and the Islamic etiquette of gender division, the underrepresentation of males as study subjects, is possibly partially due to the lack of male researchers; it is not custom for female researchers to interview Islamic men (in private) and therewith their access to this group is limited. Male researchers or mixed gender research teams could change this tilt in research. 
The difference between what is culture and what is an element of religion is a highly questioned topic. Especially in the case of Islam, the religion is often ‘blamed’ for some deviant behavioural choices of Muslims, migrants and on a global scale those of Arab descent. The important question is, which behaviour and which life-choices are consequences of being Muslim (e.g the religion itself), and which are consequences of being brought up in a (different) cultural setting? Because the two are often heavily intertwined in one person, the distinction is often hard to make. However, the study of Western Muslim converts can open up new possibilities to answer this question; converts are raised in the majority culture, and as they are to a certain extend able to pinpoint cultural elements in oppositions to Islamic elements, their behaviour and life-choices might make a contribution in understanding what is the difference between culture and religion (Islam) in western society. 
Finally, in an attempt to sum up the status quo on studies concerning converts and their surroundings in the West, the importance of acknowledging the salient but influencing western societal structure needs to be underscored. Even though the discussed literature does not discuss this in full, an opening is provided to pinpoint the confusing limbo in which people find themselves in relation to their converted friend or family member. The celebrated western values of individuality, tolerance and acceptance of pluralism, freedom of choice and religion which are held so dearly by most EU citizens, are tested in a family structure when a person converts to Islam. On the one hand, family members are unsettled by the Islamic lifestyle, envisioning a lack of freedom and gender inequality. While on the other hand, the western values of acceptance and tolerance urge them to accept and tolerate difference, even if that means a person chooses to be a Muslim. Since Islam is negatively stereotyped in society, while acceptance of (religious) diversity is promoted as the norm, a situation in which a person decides to convert demands a reaction from the surroundings of the convert who is often torn between two societal influences. How the family decides to react and approach the convert, and how the converts themselves balance these societal influences are questions for further research. 
Discussion 
Next to the possible research gaps mentioned in the previous it is important to discuss how this field of study has remained somewhat in a vacuum. This, while I believe the field has much to offer to other fields of study. This final brief discussion section mentions two larger interfaith scholarly debates to which the study of converts is yet to make a contribution. 
First, the most controversial topic in convert studies is the wearing of the headscarf. This topic is interwoven into two bigger debates touching upon social as well as political dimensions. The transformation (physically and spiritually) which converts undergo when becoming Muslim, bring to light the ‘sore spots' in the relationship between Muslim and non-Muslim communities because it demonstrates where converts ‘go too far' or ‘cross a border' in the eyes of non-Muslims. The spiritual journey towards Islam is often accepted as it remains private, while the more embodied aspects of Islam (e.g. the headscarf) are not often tolerated. The large commotion surrounding these embodied aspects of religion underscore the importance of the bigger scholarly debate concerning the perception of good versus bad religions; good religions being those which are spiritual and remain private, and bad religions being those which are ritualized and materialized and are therewith visible in the public space. Today, the headscarf is one of the biggest aspects driving the good versus bad religions debate, in which especially Caucasian converts choosing to wear the scarf turns the (public) perception of Islam on its head. On the one hand, converts adopting the headscarf are being perceived as stepping into the bad side of religion, while on the other, presumptions about Islam being a bad religion, because it is highly materialized and ritualized, are being put question because Islam is now being practised by (Caucasian) western people, who previously belonged to the majority in society.
The majority versus minority issue brings us to the second way in which convert studies fit into larger debates. Although understudied, the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslim in the West is highly influenced by the effects of White or Christian privilege. Trough adopting Islam and the headscarf, convert women become aware of how their choices diminish or completely remove their White/Christian privilege in society; they move from the majority to the minority group through adopting Islam. The transformation process which converts undergo (I.e. step by step introducing more ritual and material aspects of Islam in their lives) and their changing relationship with friends and family can demonstrate separate aspects of where White or Christian privilege begins, and likewise, where it ends. 
These two larger debates can benefit directly from studies covering converts, highlighting the social and academic relevance of this field. Further research focussing on the relationship between converts and their surroundings, the role of converts as mediators, and their development of cross-cultural skills can fill the suggested research gaps and can lead to a greater understanding of converts. This can cut both ways; providing more depth into the scholarly debate, and creating a more nuanced public perception of Islam.
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