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the format was that of human expositions. Notably, such expositions included
not only human bodies but also objects such as buildings, tents and huts. The
purpose of combining human bodies and non-human physical items was to
offer a (European or North American) public insight into different worlds
and cultures, mainly humans considered exotic. Human exhibits - in some
cases under the title of world fairs — were held in Europe and the United States
and drew large audiences.' In 1893, for example, the World’s Columbian
Exposition was held in Chicago, including a section carrying the name ‘Cairo
Street’ which, apart from shops, booths and a school, included a mosque with
a tall minaret as attraction.'” Cairo Street was a prestige project for Egypt, yet
the project was so costly that, in the end, it was carried out by a private inves-
tor, George Pangalo, who cooperated with the director of the Arab Museum
in Cairo, Max Hertz." Visitors could see and enter a mosque in the Turkish
Village at the exposition.

Danish cities never held the global position of Chicago or Paris, and their
exhibitions were more modest. Nevertheless, they carried the symbol of the
more extensive expositions: the urge to attract audiences hungry for adventure.
In Denmark, human exhibits occurred in Copenhagen (Tivoli, Copenhagen
Z00, Square of Bernstoffsgade and Reventlowsgade) and Aarhus (the so-called
Country Exhibition). Furthermore, larger international expositions and their
focus on organised and hierarchised cultural encounters influenced Danish
literature, most notably Meir Aron Goldschmidt’s Love Stories from Many
Countries. The book, containing short love stories, began with a vignette
from the World Fair in Paris. “The first evening I was out there’, Goldschmidt
(1819-87) wrote, ‘was immediately after my arrival to Paris. We were four who,

after a late dinner, sought the, in many ways, prosaic yet poetic enjoyment

16 See, for example, Rikke Andreassen, “The “Exotic” as Mass Entertainment: Denmark,
1878-1909°, Race and Class 45, no. 2 (2003): 21-38; Rikke Andreassen and Anne Folke
Henningsen, Menneskendstilling: Fremvisninger af eksotiske mennesker i Zoologisk Have og
Tivoli (Copenhagen: Tiderne skifter, 2011); Schmidt, ‘De vilde, de erotiske og de roveriske’.

Y Garbi Schmidt, Islam in Urban America: Sunni Muslims in Chicago (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 2004), 16-17.

¥ Istvin Ormos, ‘The Cairo Street at the World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893’,
in L Orientalisme architectural entre imaginaires et saviors, edited by Nabila Oulebsir and
Mercedes Volait (Paris: Publications de I'Institut national d’histoire de I'art, 2009), 202.
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of drinking real Turkish coftee served by real Muslims [Muselmend] under
the stars’."”

In most instances, Danish exhibitions included indirect reference to Islam,
as when the programme of Beduinen-Karawane in 1892 noted that, ‘just as
among other peoples where Islam gains prominence, do also women among
the Bedouin hold an inferior position’,” or when the newspaper Social-
Demokraten in 1897 described how North African artists during their show in
Tivoli prayed the evening prayer with ‘their bottoms lifted towards the audi-
ence’.”! In a few instances, the organisers integrated Islam and representations
of Muslim institutions into the exhibition structures. One example was the
Bagdad exhibition in Tivoli. The exhibition did not invite foreign artists to
perform during the event. Instead, the Bagdad in Tivoli exhibition was a pan-
orama and fairytale land created by the Danish theatre painter Carl Lund. The
exhibition included a coffee house, a bazaar, a (very popular) harem with danc-
ing women (who were all Danish), a square with two camels, and a mosque
with minarets.”? Two years later, Islam was an element of the ‘Abyssinian
Village’ at the 1909 Country Exhibition in Aarhus, which was inhabited
by sixty-five artists, men, women and children from what is now known as
Ethiopia and Eritrea. Artistry in this context included skills and professions
considered of interest to the audience. One of the professionals who stayed in
the Abyssinian Village during the exhibition in Aarhus was a mullah (Muslim
religious teacher) who taught the children in the “village school’. Visitors could
buy postcards with photos of the school, the pupils and the teacher. A local
newspaper described in unflattering words how the children behaved disre-
spectfully towards the ‘fanatical-looking teacher’.”

The human exhibits in Copenhagen and Aarhus exposed visitors to every-

day Islamic practices. Furthermore, they could witness the religious practices

¥ Meir Aron Goldschmidt, ‘Kjerlighedshistorier fra mange Lande’, in Noveller og andre
fortellinger (Copenhagen: Borgen, 1994), 199.

* Beduinen-Karawane (Copenhagen: A. W. Henningsens Tryk, 1892), 6.

*! ‘Beduiner i Tivoli’, Social-Demokraten, 18 July 1897.

** ‘Bagdad i Tivoli’, Dagens Nybeder, 26 February 1907; ‘Fra Tivoli’, Morgenbladet Adresse-
Avisen, 17 April 1907.

* Fra Udstillingens Enemarker’, Aarbus Amtstidende, 22 May 1909.
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of the Muslim artists when a member of a troupe died (which happened
on at least three occasions in the second half of the nineteenth century).”
Muslim funerals gained wide-spread attention in the social-democratic press.
The newspapers described the ceremonies in detail and paid attention to
the despair of the mourning family members. Press attention was, in most
instances, a means to criticise the Danish state church: it was challenging to
find cemeteries where the Muslims could be buried.”

The Danish population not only encountered Islam and references to
the Muslim world in amusement parks and during human expositions. It is
worth noting that elites such as King Frederik VII (1808-63) and the owner
of Villa Hasa, Mansfred-Biillner, were portrayed while wearing a fez and tra-
ditional Turkish clothing. The king ‘loved to play Oriental’ and, according to
both Zerlang and Oxfeldt, decorated a beautiful “Turkish room” in his castle
in Jegerspris.*

In the examples presented, Islam gained a role in Danish cities due to non-
Muslim intervention. The architecture of Villa Hasa, Tivoli Gardens and
Alhambra, as well as the human exhibits came into existence because of the
interest and curiosity of non-Muslims. Minarets and mosques were exotic and
attractive elements that defined Danishness via Otherness and exotification
while at the same time linking Denmark with a wider world. Yet, this was done
in ways that were controlled (by non-Muslims) and spatially confined. Imagi-
nations of Islam were translated into social fields of indulgence, consumption
and pleasure, in ways in which the Oriental interior had limited power. Aarbus
Amtstidende’s reference to the mullah in the Abyssinian Village as ‘fanatic-
looking’ shows an image of Islam (and Muslim authorities) as being dangerous
and untrustworthy. In all these examples, non-Muslim interpretations of Islam
were critical, framing how and how much or little Islam was made visible in
Danish cities. In other words, agency was and is important here: who had the
privilege of acting undisturbedly upon and shaping urban space — and who
had not?

** Schmidt, ‘Muslimer og muslimsk praksis’; Schmidt, ‘De vilde, de erotiske og de roveriske’.
% Schmidt, ‘Muslimer og muslimsk praksis’.
* Zerlang, ‘Orientalism and Modernity’, 91-92; Oxfeldt, Nordic Orientalism, 29.
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Urban Islam, 1893—2018: Non-Muslim Perspectives

The question regarding the role of Islamic architecture in Danish cities and
how this architecture illustrates non-Muslim Islam calls for insights from more
recent historical periods. While only a few Muslims lived or stayed in Denmark
throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, the number of Muslim
residents increased from the 1960s onwards. Whereas Islamic architecture in
Denmark a little less than a century earlier had been implicitly non-Muslim,
the situation was now quite different. Denmark’s first mosque, the Nusrat
Djahan Mosque, was inaugurated in 1967. From that point in time onwards,
the urban shape of Islam was mainly orchestrated by Muslims themselves. Yet,
the agency of non-Muslim fellow citizens and non-Muslim authorities for the
shaping of Islam remained decisive. Importantly, this agency has been built on
interpretations of Islam as a religion and as a religious identity and practice.
Opver the past five decades, the presence of Islam in Denmark has been
correlated with the establishment of mosques. In February 1960, the social-
democratic newspaper Ny Tid published an article written by the Christian
priest Johannes Dragsdahl (1922-95) about new religious communities in
Denmark. The article began with a reference to the recent establishment of
a mosque in Oslo and continued with a description of ‘Muhammedanism’ in

Denmark:

Since the war, Islam has been able to open mosques in Germany, Holland and
England [. . .] Next is Denmark. Within the last year, around ten Danes have
converted to Islam, and the group is energetically directed and dedicated [. . .]
‘We must recognize that the Islam that meets us here has not much in common
with the belligerent religion we learned about in school. Like other religions it
has different nuances in different parts of the world. In its European form, it

most apparently shows itself as the religion of peace and unity.”
As already described, the mosque that Dragsdahl referred to here opened its

doors in 1967. In the years before the building of this new mosque, Danish
newspapers wrote about the architecture that was to be expected. For example,

¥ Johannes Dragsdahl, ‘Fremmede religioner findes ogsd i Danmark’, Ny Tid, 21 February
1960.
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Viborg Stiftstidende reported plans for ‘a mosque in Oriental style with two
minarets’.”® When the mosque in Hvidovre could finally welcome visitors,
some Danish newspapers continued to focus on the mosque and its visitors
as ‘Oriental’ and ‘Arabian Nights’like,”” adding a remarkable focus on class
(noting the large and expensive cars in front of the mosque)™ and gender (either
stressing the separation of men and women in the mosque, or underlining that
both men and women had access and that it was exclusively women who had
paid to erect the building).”

Are these quotes examples of non-Muslim Islam, or simply descriptions of
what Islam is as architecture? In all honesty, I find it difficult to see the differ-
ence. Some newspaper articles of the period tried to give some theological and
historical detail as to how Muslims constructed Islam — others did not. But
even in those latter instances, Islam as something interpreted by non-Muslims
was present. Some of these understandings focused on words and ideas, while
others, as this chapter tries to highlight, are physical, spatial and architectural.

The Ghetto and the Mosque

For centuries, the ghetto was Jewish. The Ghetto Nuovo in Venice, established
in 1518, was a means to spatially control a Jewish minority. Early studies of the
ghetto (as an element of urban ecology) have claimed that the ghetto could
be both voluntary and the absolute opposite.32 However, the understanding
of the ghetto as possibly voluntary has been criticised by French sociologist
Loic Wacquant, who, in his attempt to establish an analytical typology of
the ghetto, has claimed that the ghetto as confinement must be imposed and
all-encompassing, ‘overlayed with a distinct and duplicative set of institu-
tions enabling the group thus cloistered to reproduce itself within its assigned

perimeter’.33 Nevertheless, while viewing the ghetto as a spatial entity based

2.

@

‘Moske i Kebenhavn’, Viborg Stiftstidende, 26 April 1960.

“En kalif og 200 par sko’, Aktuelt, 22 July 1967.

** ‘Den forste moske i Norden’, Aalborg Amtstidende, 21 July 1967.

*' “Nordens forste moske indviet i gar’, Land og Folk, 22 July 1967.

* Louis Wirth, The Ghetto (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969).

33

2!

o

Loic Wacquant. ‘A Janus-Faced Institution of Ethnoracial Closure: A Sociological Specification
of the Ghetto’, in Spaces of the Poor: Perspectives on Cultural Sciences and Urban Slum Areas and
their Inhabitants, edited by Hans Christian Petersen (Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2012), 33.
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on the use of force makes sense analytically and scientifically, popular under-
standings of ghettos as also voluntary and a means to uphold specific ways
of life remain essential. While Danish perspectives on the ghetto have histori-
cally seen them as Jewish — and later African-American — there has been a shift
towards seeing the ghetto as Muslim, particularly since the early 2000s, link-
ing this urban structure to a particular type of architecture.** Furthermore,
when focusing on non-Muslim Islam, it makes sense to scrutinise what non-
Muslims understand as Islam’s prerogative in the life and practices of Muslims
and, in that sense, what Islam s as a social force. Such interpretations affect
policies, both national and local, and the types of ‘right(s) to the city’® that
Muslims have. Included in these rights to the city is participation in the shap-
ing and reshaping of the city — that is, architecture.

An early example of the link between Islam, the ghetto and particular types
of architecture was the 1983 debate over the possible building of a mosque in
the Copenhagen suburb of Taastrup. That year, the city’s mayor, Laurits Chris-
tensen (b. 1944), and the city council prevented two Muslim organisations
(the Muslim Association and the Turkish Islamic Centre) from buying a piece
of land; they intended to build a mosque on the lot. Christensen’s argument
against the mosque was that he did not want ‘an Islamic ghetto’ in Taastrup, nor
would he allow the municipality to be transformed into a ‘Mecca of the North”.*

In other words, Islamic architecture was interpreted as a means for further
ghettoisation. Mosques were looked upon as transformative structures, and so
was the call to prayer that might be carried out from the minarets of these build-
ings. Here, Islam’s role as a transformative social force claiming the city referred
to soundscapes of chaos and disruption. A so-called Borgerforslag (citizen’s sug-
gestion) to the Danish Parliament from 2021, which called for a ‘no to the call

to prayer from mosques’, illustrates the scepticism towards Islamic soundscapes:

The Islamic voice from mosques is not compatible with what is Danish, and

neither with European/Western societies. Any practice of Islam must — as is

** Schmidt, Den forste ghetto; Garbi Schmidt, “What is in a Word? An Exploration of Concept
of “the Ghetto” in Danish Media and Politics, 1850-2018’, Nordic Journal of Migration
Research 12, no. 3 (2022): 310-25.

** David Harvey, “The Right to the City’, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research
27, no. 4 (2003): 939-41.

* L. Bennike and H. Lind, ‘Borgmester siger nej til muslimer’, Politiken, 17 October 1983.
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the case with other religions — be practised freely but in silence without inter-

ference in the public order!*”

Societal actors, ranging from politicians to activists, argued that Muslim
architecture and Muslim soundscapes were invasive.”® Islam was seen as
challenging social cohesion and Danishness. In 2018, during a debate on
ghettoisation in the Folketinget, then-Minister of Integration Inger Stojberg
(then a member of the Danish Liberal Party) stated that ‘there are problems
within parallel societies that stem from the way in which some Muslims have
chosen to practise Islam”* Yet, other (non-Muslim) debaters interpreted
Islam and mosques in the opposite way: as securing social integration and
social cohesion. In 2001 and 2002, plans for a mosque in two Copenhagen
neighbourhoods, @sterbro and Islands Brygge, were discussed.® In Osterbro,
establishing a mosque was portrayed as a means for city authorities to design
ghettos in particular ways. The mosque could promote a ‘designer ghetto’
and a ‘positive ghetto’fll In the end, permission to build a mosque in Dster-
bro was rejected because of the fear of ghettoisation. Similarly (and also in
2001), Kate Dstergaard, a researcher of Islam, wrote on religion.dk about the
possible establishment of a mosque in Islands Brygge:

There are many good reasons why politicians should put their bets on mosques
[ . .] mosques are suitable for integration and can possibly prevent extremism.
Itis a way in which the minority generally will feel more welcome [. . .] there are
presently many considerations about ghettos, and here mosques could be a part

of the plan. Perhaps it is a better idea to build instead of only tearing down?*

7 ‘Nej til kalden til Bon fra Moskeer’, Borgerforslag.dk, 2021, https://www.borgerforslag.dk/
se-og-stoet-forslag/?1d=FT-09126.

* See Brian Arly Jacobsen, Drude Daverkosen and Line Skjoldann Larsen, ‘De stille moskéer
og kirkeklokkernes genklang: En undersegelse af lokalpolitiske reguleringer af religios lyd i
Danmark’, Tidsskrift for Islamforskning 13, no. 2 (2019): 70.

> § 20-spergsmil S 612 Om parallelsamfund’, Fr.dk, 2018, https://www.ft.dk/samling/20171/
spoergsmaal/s612/index.htm.

“ “Dumt eller ulzkkert’, BT, 11 November 2001.

“ H. Gregersen and C. S. Hansen, ‘Hemmelig plan om ny moske’, B, 11 November 2001.

 Kate Qstergaard, ‘Los ghettoproblemerne, byg moskeer’, Religion.dk, 2 November 2010,
https://www.religion.dk/kommentaren/19%C3%B8s-ghettoproblemerne-byg-moskeer.
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While researchers and Muslim communities might argue that the establish-
ment of mosques was good for integration, both national and local politicians
were much more sceptical. Here, we are back at the theme of ‘the Oriental
interior’, or eventually, the figure of the stranger.” As noted by Kirsten
Simonsen and Lasse Kofoed,* Georg Simmel has described the stranger as a
figure that involves both proximity and distance. The stranger, much like the
Oriental interior, is all about ambivalence, and not just about someone we do
not know.

Notably, Sara Ahmed has gone further in her discussion of the stranger
and stated that he or she is someone we have already encountered or faced,
but recognised as out of place.”” Here, it is worth noting that mosque-like
structures and minarets were not unfamiliar to people living in, for example,
Copenhagen when debates over mosques emerged from the 1980s onwards.
The architectural structures were perhaps not out of place (after all, non-
Muslim architects, city planners and businessmen constructed them), but
their ‘exotic’ style did not demonstrate the intention of turning them into ‘in
place’ either. Encountering the stranger could not and cannot be reduced to a
question of outsideness;* rather, it is much more blurred.

Here, I will illustrate the concurrent discussion about Islamic architecture
and the encounter with non-Muslim Danish society via a short presentation
of debates that evolved when plans for the Imam Ali Mosque were issued in
2009. The mosque, run and owned by the Shia organisation Ahlul-Bait, was
to be built on the spot where the community already previously had convened
for religious activities. However, the old factory building that had served as
a mosque had become too small and run-down. Before, during and after
the mosque’s construction (including two minarets), it was debated in the
Danish press. A significant concern was Ahlul-Bait’s connections to the regime

“ Georg Simmel, “The Stranger’, in Georg Simmel on Individuality and Social Forms, edited by
Donald N. Levine (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971[1908]), 143-50.

“ Kirsten Simonsen and Lasse Kofoed, Geographies of Embodiment: Critical Phenomenology
and the World of Strangers (London: Sage), 96.

* Sara Ahmed, Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality (London: Routledge,
2000), 21; Simonsen and Kofoed, Geographies of Embodiment, 98.

“ Ahmed, Strange Encounters, 7.
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in Iran,” and whether this connection included financial aid in return for
loyalty. Besides the media-based discussions, the establishment of a new
mosque was also discussed by the municipality’s administration. For example,
the plans for the mosque were discussed in a public hearing and at meetings in
the Copenhagen Municipality’s Technology and Environment Office.

During the public hearing, residents could post their support (or disap-
proval) on the municipal website B/iv hort (Be heard).” Comments could be
added to a section about Zoning Plan 458 for Vibevej 25-29, which was the
address of the planned purpose-built mosque. The plans for the mosque were
also presented at an information meeting and a so-called resident dialogue
meeting. Furthermore, the municipality issued a detailed initial statement of
construction (Startredegorelse), in which the mosque project was discussed in
detail. The municipality described the project as follows:

The project was designed by an Iranian design studio with clear reference to ¢7a-
ditional Shiite mosque architecture, including a central onion-shaped dome,
approx. 24 metres high, covered with light blue tiles, as well as two approx. 32
metre-high minarets. [These two minarets will, however,] not be used for their
traditional purpose of calling to prayer. The fagade facing Vibevej is up to 13
metres high, with a traditional entrance, a so-called Iwan, as entrance portal.

The mosque will be a significantly different architectural element in the
neighbourhood. It will include decorations and [. . .] minarets and domes that
have roots in a different architectural tradition than the surrounding buildings.
1t is the administration’s assessment that this very diverse neighbourhood can
endure [bere] this different element.”’

The quote is interesting due to its repeated focus on tradition, minarets and

differences. Tradition points to a historical transmission of a social group’s

7 ‘Professor advarer mod moské’, Ritzan, 1 September 2009; Simone Skyum and Matias Seide-
lin, ‘Dansk moské slettede kontroversielle spor til Iran’, jp.dk, 9 March 2019; Christian Birk,
‘Omstridt moske knyttes tettere til Irans prastestyre’, Berlingske Tidende, 18 January 2020.

“ Blivhoert.kk.dk (website).

“ Municipality of Copenhagen, Technology and Environment Office, “Vibevej 25”. Startre-
degorelse. Indstilling om redegerelse af igangsattelse af forslag til lokalplan “Vibevej 257,
https://www.kk.dk/sites/default/files/agenda/155e5fdc0429f65fd06c61c62608435cfaS58
85e6/11-bilag-2. PDF: 3—4 (emphasis added).
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customs and practices, but in this case it also points to an administrative non-
Muslim definition of what this tradition entails, including a dome and mina-
rets. This architectural form is described as different yet acceptable, due to
the area’s diversity (the neighbourhood is diverse in terms of ethnicity, class
and religion). The municipal administration presented the existing diversity
as the main argument for why Vibevej and its surroundings could endure the
existence of a mosque.

Between 28 April and June 2010, Copenhagen Municipality received 1,156
reactions to the zoning plan via blivhoert.kk.dk. According to the municipal-
ity’s summary of the responses, fifty-three dealt with the question of architec-
ture, twenty-nine dealt with traffic and parking facilities, fourteen with noise,
nine with procedure and 515 with religion, both positively and negatively.
Much of the discussion focused on Islam and politics. Of the responses, 175
expressed resentment towards the building of a mosque without giving any
clear indication about the reason why.”* Given the focus of this chapter, the
insights from responses concerning architecture are interesting. The munici-

pality summarised the responses in the following way:

e A classically designed mosque will be a beautiful building with pleasant
architecture.

* The development will give an architectural and aesthetic boost to the area.

*  The architectural profile should be rooted in modern Scandinavian tradi-
tion, preferably with red bricks.

* The building with a dome up to a height of 25 metres and minarets up to
33 metres does not fit in with the area’s existing architecture.

* The Arabic/Persian architectural style with its rich colour and tall build-
ings will not add to the area’s architecture in a harmonious, welcoming and
up-to-date way, but will stick out in terms of its design.

¢ One person asked whether other landowners could expect permission to
build as high as the mosque building.

* The minarets are proposed to have a maximum height of 15 metres.

** Municipality of Copenhagen, Endelig vedtagelse af lokalplan Vibevej 25° (2010-138205), 2
February 2011.
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* Locating the building on an open plaza would be even better [than the one

proposed].”*

The municipal answer to these responses resulted in one interesting conces-
sion. While ‘classical mosque architecture’ was argued to include the use
of ‘coloured tiles and natural stones’, the municipality suggested the use of
‘plain brick’ for the external wall of the mosque, probably to ensure that the
construction in some respects resembled Danish building traditions.’” Initial
drawings of the mosque did not reveal whether these walls were to be built in
natural stone or brick.”> However, the building today features yellow brick.
The dome, minarets and entrance are decorated with (mainly) blue Persian
tiles. A building designated for Muslim religious practices was thereby influ-
enced by and transformed according to the demands of non-Muslim authori-
ties. A ‘traditional’ and ‘classically designed mosque’ remained a mosque,
but its architecture had to abide by the regulations and expectations of the
surrounding society. What could be characterised as Muslim Islam could just
as well be characterised as non-Muslim Islam.

Conclusion: Three Perspectives

Based on my analysis of Islamic architecture and material culture from two
different periods, I find it valid to point to three conclusions that can add to
our understanding of non-Muslim Islam. First, the data and the analysis show
that the production of Islam must be considered relational. This point is sig-
nificantly emphasised via the context of this study: Denmark is a country with
a non-Muslim majority, and it is difficult to understand Islamic architecture
in this country as anything but a field of ambivalence and contradiction. The
building of the mosque in Vibevej illustrates this point: both Muslims and
non-Muslims decided what the mosque should be — and, thereby, what a
Muslim space should be.

*' Municipality of Copenhagen, Technology and Environment Office, Notat om henvendelser
modtaget i den offentlige horingsperiode vedrorende lokalplanforslag Vibevej 25°, 2010.

** Municipality of Copenhagen, Technology and Environment Office, Notat om henvendelser.

>3 Municipality of Copenhagen, Technology and Environment Office, ““Vibevej 25”. Startrede-
gorelse’, 5 (emphasis added).
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A second point to be made is that, although an ambivalence between inside
and outside, stranger and self is illustrated by this chapter’s examples, they also
underline the analytical usefulness of trying to deconstruct what is inside and
outside. An architectural structure may take the shape of a minaret; however, a
minaret is not only about form but also about function and meaning. Minarets
in Tivoli Gardens, near Svanemellen and on Strandvejen had the function of
being spectacular and entertaining. The minarets in Vibevej and other places
in Denmark have the function of being spectacular and presenting a particular
religious identity. Interestingly, the function of a structure affiliated with Islam
must abide by the demands of what Islam can be in both cases. In the first case,
Islam was a fantasy; in the second case, the minaret lost its traditional function
as a structure from which the call to prayer is carried out.

Third, the aspect of power is, of course, an aspect of these encounters, ambiva-
lences and frictions. This aspect was stressed by my focus on a particular con-
text in which Islam could and can only be understood as a phenomenon that
constantly faces non-Muslim intervention. Islam, in both historical periods, was
something that should be confined and controlled. Muslims and the practices
they brought with them could be entertaining; they could add to the definition
and bordering of a national ‘we’, but they should not exceed this fine line. Orien-
tation in this respect became a matter of surveillance and control. Islam should
not, via the establishment of ghettos, spill over into society. There is an exciting
ambivalence here between inspiration and contagion.

Fourth, and last but not least, the examples from the first historical period
underline how power relations may allow one group to use the cultural/religious
artefacts of another group to define their own (in this case, national) identity.
Sara Ahmed’s focus on appropriation has been useful here because it helps us
pay attention to the most radical form of non-Muslim Islam: when Islam is

stripped of all meaning apart from form.
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RELATIVELY NON-MUSLIM:
RELIGIOUS FLUIDITY AND
MUSLIM—CHRISTIAN DYNAMICS IN
THE GREEK—ALBANIAN BORDERLAND

CECILIE ENDRESEN

That people may belong to, or identify with, several different religious tradi-

tions is simply an empirical fact.!

n the Greek—Albanian borderland, the boundary between being ‘Muslim’
Iand ‘non-Muslim’ often becomes very blurred. Many migrants have been
baptised and engage with Christianity, or go back and forth between Islam and
Christianity, combining elements and participating in both. Some identify as
both Christian and Muslim. Like people all over the world, they often mix
religions, use them as needed and are insiders to more than one tradition at a
time. A Muslim who converts does not automatically become ‘non-Muslim’
or identify as such, but may be considered both Muslim and non-Muslim,
depending on the context, perspective and purpose. Islamic references and
Muslim traditions still influence their interpretations and expressions, includ-
ing their emic categorisation of religious differences. When the topic is God,
their distinction between ‘Muslim’ and ‘non-Muslim’ dissolves.

To ideologists and gatekeepers, nations and religions are clearly bounded,
monolithic entities. Within this paradigm, Christianity and Islam are different

religious systems, Greeks and Albanians are distinct peoples, and a person is

' Paul Hedges, Understanding Religion: Theories and Methods for Studying Religionsly Diverse
Societies (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2021), 62.

241

For review purposes only; not for distribution or sale



242 | CECILIE ENDRESEN

either Muslim or non-Muslim. On the ground, however, people often move
beyond, cross and ignore such dividing lines. This is also a tendency among
the more than half a million immigrants in Greece that have arrived from
Albania after 1990/91” - a religiously plural and formerly atheist communist
dictatorship. Many of them have some form of Muslim family background
and often consider switching between ethnic and religious registers both nec-
essary and natural.

In debating the relevance of studying ‘non-Muslim’ Islam, it is worth not-
ing that non-Muslims and their relevance for Islam have been a central Islamic
topic since its inception.” The distinction between Muslim/non-Muslim
empirically often aligns with self-identification and societal labelling but is nei-
ther clear-cut nor universal. Like other religious boundaries, it can be unstable
and blurred. The ideas of Islam and Muslim, and related distinctions, are fluid
social and cultural constructs, subject to continuous discourse and reinterpre-
tation. Muslims themselves disagree on where the line should be drawn, with
takfirism as a case in point. The degree of religious overlaps between Muslims
and different types of non-Muslims is even thematised in the Quran and the
hadith, and in Islam’s early phase identity-markers such as ‘Muslim’, ‘Jew’ and
‘Christian’ did not always exclude one another.*

My argument is that drawing or upholding the line between ‘Muslim’
and ‘non-Muslim’ can be problematic. To employ ‘Muslim’/‘non-Muslim’
as analytical categories can be confusing if the purpose is to clarify the func-
tions and meanings of such terms in different sources and contexts. To avoid
reproducing normative or essentialising views of Islam and Muslims, and to
distinguish between emic and etic terminologies, in the following I will employ
‘Muslim’/’non-Muslim’ (MNM) as a provisional category for individuals in

my material who elude strict religious categorisation. Another point is that

* Kosta Barjaba and Joniada Barjaba, ‘Embracing Emigration: The Migration-Development
Nexus in Albania’, Migration Policy Institute, 10 September 2015, https://www.migra-
tionpolicy.org/article/embracing-emigration-migration-development-nexus-albania.

* Non-Muslims are framed as Islam’s raison d’étre: the purpose of the last revelation, according
to mainstream theology, was to teach the idolaters in Mecca about the one God and to rectify
the distorted versions of past revelations of the ‘People of the Book’.

* A. W. Hughes, Abrabamic Religions: On the Uses and Abuses of History (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2012), 122.
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groups and individuals with blurred, multiple, or contested religious identities
are shaped by Islam and influence its development — even if it means putting
an end to that tradition or transforming it into something else. As participants
in the social construction and reconstruction of religion, in which Islam plays
a role, migrants are a natural part of the study of Islam — whether one defines
them as ‘Muslims’ or not.’

In the following, I will first provide a broad understanding of the histori-
cal and cultural backdrop to the Muslim-Christian dynamics in the Greek—
Albanian borderland, before examining specific, illustrative examples and
finally into a broader discussion of Muslim/non-Muslim distinctions from a

theoretical and historical perspective.

Migration in the Muslim—Christian Borderland

Since the collapse of communism in Albania in the early 1990s, about a third
of its population has emigrated, primarily to Greece. At the time of data col-
lection,® 2012~16, more than half of all immigrants in Greece were Albanians,
most of them with some kind of Muslim background.

Albanian nationalism and secularisation policies since the foundation of
the state in 1912 diluted religious identities for national cohesion. Communist
anti-religious measures further secularised society and shattered religious tradi-
tions, especially after 1967, when Albania was proclaimed the first atheist state
in the world and religion was banned. Rituals and institutions were outlawed,
clerics imprisoned or killed, and followers surveyed and persecuted. Minarets,
mosques, tekkes and Sufi shrines were demolished, all visible and material
Islamic expressions forced underground, and behaving ‘Muslim’ in any recog-
nizably religious sense brought with it high risk. The ban on religious names

in principle even outlawed nominal Muslim identities. Most of my informants

> Jesper Petersen and Anders Ackfeldt, “The Case for Studying Non-Muslim Islam’, Method
and Theory in the Study of Religion 35, no. 2-3 (2023): 241-59.

¢ The data include dozens of in-depth interviews with people in this group, in Albanian, con-
ducted in several sites around Greece, using a snowball sampling method, as part of my post-
doctoral research project, funded by the Research Council of Norway. In addition, since the
early 2000s I have talked to hundreds of individuals in Albania with a migration experience or

opinions about it.
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grew up during the communist ban on religion. In a sense, they had already
been crypto-Muslims upon arrival.

Before the financial crisis and the arrival of Middle Eastern refugees,
Albanians constituted the archetypical immigrant group in Greece. While
many Greeks went to great lengths to help the newcomers, initially seen as cul-
turally similar neighbours, the mass migration also prompted stigmatisation,
and the media quickly associated ‘Albanian’ with primitiveness and crime.” For
migrants in precarious situations, who had already gone to great lengths to cre-
ate a better future,’ not flagging their ethnic and religious background might
have been a ‘low-cost signal’ — worth trying if they were more likely to receive
credit or a job as ‘Christos’ rather than as ‘Arben’.” However, the migrants I
interviewed did not keep their Muslim and Albanian identity secret. The
tendency was rather to be open, but discreet — for example, being vague or
euphemistic when first asked about their origins.'’ This has parallels in how
they describe their religious background.

The migrants’ identities reflect Albania’s religious tapestry, with its Muslim
majority and significant Christian communities, shared culture, overlapping
traditions and general acceptance of multiple religious participation." Many
of the migrants hail from southern Albania, which has a significant ethnic
Greek minority, where most of the Christians are Orthodox, and both reli-

gious and ethnic boundaries are traditionally soft and blurred."” Furthermore,

7 Russell King, Across the Sea and over the Mountains’, Scottish Geographical Journal 119,
no. 3 (2003): 304.

One of my informants who fled across the mountains had during his first year in Greece lived

o«

in a chicken shed.

©

Georgina Kretsi, ‘Shkélzen ou Giannis? Changement de prénom et stratégies identitaires,
entre culture d’origine et migration’, Balkanologie 9, no. 1-2 (2005): [n. p.].

Albanians on the islands would, for example, say they came ‘from the mainland’. Most of the
migrants in my study did not really attempt to conceal their background, but happily revealed
it to me when I discreetly signalled that I spoke Albanian. One cannot exclude that others
have concealed their ethnic and religious background so well that finding informants would
be too challenging. At the other end of the spectrum, there is the occasional proud Albanian

with prominent nationalist tattoos.

Gilles de Rapper, ‘Religion on the Border: Sanctuaries and Festivals in Post-Communist
Albania’, in Religion and Boundaries: Studies from the Balkans, Eastern Europe and Turkey,
edited by Galia Valtchinova (Istanbul: Isis Press, 2010), 247-65.

"> Nathalie Clayer, Aux origines du nationalisme albanais: La naissance d’une nation majori-

tairement musulmane en Europe (Paris: Karthala, 2007), 24-25.
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the migrants’ identities have been shaped by Greece, an Orthodox-majority
nation that since the nineteenth century has practically erased its Islamic
legacy, expelled most of its native Muslims and denied the presence of ethnic
minorities. In Albania, MNM ‘identity-hopping’ has been contentious;" it
has been perceived as a Greek conspiracy against Albanian integrity and associ-
ated concerns about ‘Europe’ rejecting Albanians because they perceive them
as ‘Muslims’."*

The ways in which the migrants toggle between religious affiliations vary.
Some do not regard baptism as equivalent to conversion and remain ‘Muslim’.
Others are unbaptised yet self-identify as ‘Christian” and exclusively practise
Christianity. Some say they are Muslim and Christian, or identify as Muslims
but use Orthodox names, display Christian paraphernalia, pray in churches, or
raise their children as Christians. Others identify with both Christianity and
Islam, perceive the boundaries as extraneous and insist that ‘God is one’.

To divulge the many layers and nuances in the migrants’ christening in
Greece, Nathalie Clayer’s perspectives on religious dualities have been instruc-
tive.”” The first is that of ‘going towards’ a new religion, in this case Christianity,
which includes both typical conversions and more subtle changes. The adoption
of new practices and beliefs does not necessarily erase old affiliations or replace
all the religious content. Instead, Islamic references and preferences often linger,
and people move ‘in and out of Islam’ in the process.'

One may also focus on being both when two religions are ‘active’ at the
same time, typically in mixed families, but also in individuals. One version is
crypto-religiosity, the outward embrace of one religion, usually the dominant
or most prestigious, while in secret retaining practices and beliefs from the old.

" Andrew Dawson and Nigel Rapport (eds), Migrants of Identity: Perceptions of ‘Home’ in a
Waorld of Movement (London: Routledge, 1998).

' Cecilie Endresen, ‘Symbolic Nation Building Completed?’, in Strategies of Symbolic Nation-
Building in South Eastern Europe, edited by Pal Kolste (Farnham; Burlington: Ashgate, 2016),
207-8; Cecilie Endresen, “The Nation and the Nun: Mother Teresa, Albania’s Muslim Majority
and the Secular State’, Ilam and Christian-Muslim Relations 26, no. 1 (2015): 53-74.

' Nathalie Clayer, ‘Religious Pluralism in the Balkans during the Late Ottoman Imperial Era:
Towards a Dynamic Model’, in Imperial Lineages and Legacies in the Eastern Mediterranean,
edited by Rhoads Murphey (London; New York: Routledge, 2017), 101-14.

' Daniel Enstedt, ‘Understanding Religious Apostasy, Disaffiliation, and Islam in Contempo-
rary Sweden’, in Moving in and out of Islam, edited by Karin van Nieuwkerk (New York:
University of Texas Press, 2018), 84.
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A typical example is the crypto-Muslim Moriscos in medieval Iberia, descen-
dants of Muslims forced to convert during the Inquisition. The Islamic world
has been home to crypto-Jews and crypto-Christians for a thousand years,"”
and in the Ottoman Empire, many different groups developed a dual affilia-
tion, especially on the Balkans."® Crypto-religious duality could become a new,
unique identity, for example, among those who kept both a Christian and a
Muslim name but could also be ‘neither/nor’.

A third category is ‘practising beyond’ or ‘doing as’, when someone par-
ticipates in or employs elements from another religious tradition, for example,
seeking blessings from its experts or visiting its sanctuaries for healing. Such
engagement with a secondary religion often has specific purposes and consti-
tutes a form of ‘strategic religious participation’.”” An additional concept is that
of ‘erasing boundaries’ or ‘being the same™ — for example, secular efforts to
subordinate divisive religious identities to reinforce national unity. Other rel-
evant terms are ‘multi-ritualism’, ‘ambiguous identities’, or ‘dual affiliations’,
being affiliated with or participating in more than one religious tradition. These
overlap with concepts such as hybridity, syncretism and brzcolage — referring
to cultural creativity and negotiation by reassembling pre-existing religious
elements in a manner that reflects social constraints.”" All these concepts and

perspectives are needed to analyse the MNM phenomenon.

“Things Are Very Complicated’: Stories from the Muslim—Christian
Borderland

The next parts, which will explore some of these cases, are by no means exhaus-
tive or representative but give a glimpse into a phenomenon that challenges
clear-cut religious and ethnic categories.” The informants share an Albanian
and Muslim heritage and are all influenced by both Islam and Christianity,

7 Maurus Reinkowski, ‘Hidden Believers, Hidden Apostates: The Phenomenon of Crypto-
Jews and Crypto-Christians in the Middle East’, in Converting Cultures: Religion, Ideology
and Transformations of Modernity, edited by D. G. Kratz (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 409-10.

' Clayer, ‘Religious Pluralism in the Balkans’, 104-5.

Y Hedges, Understanding Religion, 469.

% Clayer, ‘Religious Pluralism in the Balkans’, 108-9.

*! Véronique Altglas, “Bricolage”: Reclaiming a Conceptual Tool’, Culture and Religion 15,
no. 4 (2014): 474-75.

** Such as Muslim/non-Muslim, Muslim/Christian, Islam/Christianity, Albanian/Greek.
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with various and often conflicting constructions of both, from the level of
family secrets and village traditions to nationalist ideologies and world news.
Across the board, they blur and transcend the boundary between Islam
and Christianity, between Greek and Albanian, between Muslim and non-
Muslim. Labels aside, the informants are all a part of broader religious devel-

opments that intricately involve Muslims, non-Muslims and Islam.

‘It Doesn’t Matter Anymore’

A thirty-year-old south Albanian man with a Muslim background in main-
land Greece exemplifies this complexity well. In his town, the predominant
population are Arvanitas — Greek-Orthodox who speak an Albanian dialect.
Context is important: the Muslim subset of this Albanophonic population
was largely expelled or killed at the end of the Second World War.”

Two decades ago, when relocating to Greece, his father gave him a Greek
name. His uncle also changed his name, for the second time, from the Turkish
name he had previously adopted when he moved to Turkey. By age ten, the
informant had been baptised and since then used his Orthodox name exclu-
sively, asserting that his original Albanian name ‘doesn’t matter anymore’. He
was also reluctant to speak Albanian, claiming he has nearly lost his ability. As
his girlfriend is an ethnic Greek, from Albania, he anticipated that their chil-
dren would ‘become Greeks’.

His current religious affiliation was Christianity:

I’'m Christian because I know what Christianity is. I was ten when I was bap-
tised. I go to church, so do my parents, because we believe in something. We’ve
never been to a mosque, never practised. My grandparents, too — no rituals.

They believe in God, it’s the same.

Elaborating, he said that he was ‘not a religious person, but I believe in God.
All religions are the same. [...]. All religions are the same [...] I believe in
something better than now’. To him, and apparently his grandparents, too,
believing in God was not the same as being religious and, thus, did not require

religious practice.

» Lambros Baltsiotis, “The Muslim Chams of Northwestern Greece’, Enropean Journal of
Turkish Studies 12 (2011): [n. p.].
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In Greece, conversely, the family assumed a Christian identity through
ritual participation and baptism. However, nothing indicated that their beliefs
had changed, but rather resonated with Christianity, in principle detached
from practice, as ‘all religions are the same’ anyway. These perspectives, from
Albania, seem to facilitate the migrants’ Christianisation. At the same time,
it is a narrative of discontinuity, where the rupture of traditions and nominal
changes are considered a part of life. His family’s minimal engagement with
Islam in Albania was likely due to the prohibition, or possibly communist con-
victions. In any case, they did not pass on Islam in any practical sense.

If we approach religion as a ‘chain of memory’ that connects individuals to
a broader community across time,”* one may conclude that the Islamic chain
had been broken - and related to the process of ethno-national disaffiliation.
Without any practices or knowledge that the informant associated with Islam
or living as a ‘Muslim’, Islam had lost its meaning and function in his life. This
disconnection process had begun with his grandparents and was culminating
with the informant or his future children, the last links in the Islamic chain
of memory, but probably new links in the Greek-Orthodox chain. The infor-
mant thus exemplifies a dual shift: away from a Muslim and Albanian identity,

towards a Greek and Christian, possibly non-religious and non-Muslim one.

‘I Like It in Church and in the Mosque’

The informant was a waitress in her early twenties, in the same town, who
migrated from north-central Albania with her family at the age of ten. Unlike
many others, she kept her Albanian name because it ‘works for the Greeks’ —
probably because it does not sound particularly ‘Albanian’ or ‘Muslim’, but
generically European.”

Like most of the other informants, the young woman had ‘no problems’
with religious differences and explained her position in a relaxed, down-to-
earth manner: ‘I like it in church and in the mosque, every sacred place’. Her
interpretation was that ‘the Islamic faith is like that, the Christian like that,

** Daniele Hervieu-Léger, La Religion pour mémoire (Paris: Cerf, 2000), 125.
» The material indicates that the Greeks’ alleged problems with pronouncing certain migrant
names — for instance, Ilir, Bajram, or Sali — have less to do with actual phonetic differences and

more than with the fact that they come across as Albanian and/or Muslim, Turkish, or Arabic.
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Muslims have those traditions and Christians have those’. Asked whether
someone can be both Muslim and Christian simultaneously, she promptly
responded: ‘Sure, why not? I am a Muslim myself because I was born a
Muslim, and Christian since I came here. I like it [Christianity] more’.

Echoing another informant in his twenties who asserted that Islam was
‘no fun for young people’, this young woman considered Greek culture and
Christianity more ‘liberal’. Albania, by contrast, was ‘more traditional’, and
she would not be allowed to ‘have a boyfriend’. In this, she probably associated
Christianity with contemporary Greek culture and society, where the church
has largely lost its grip.

For this informant, like many others, religious distinctions were primar-
ily cultural and social, and she often juxtaposed ‘Christianity’ and ‘Albanian’,
the latter associated with conservatism, constraints and traditional Muslim
village life. Being a socially emancipated young woman in Greece thus made
her, according to this binary, somehow ‘less’ Muslim.

‘I Can’t Say I’'m a Muslim’

Another informant, a shop assistant in her early twenties who mainly grew
up in Greece, had a distinctively Albanian name and was proud of her heri-
tage. She had never had problems with Greeks, she said, and attributed this
to her family being an ‘exemplary’ immigrant family with an excellent reputa-
tion. She defined herself as Christian, but ‘not baptised, [it’s] not necessary. If
you believe in God, it’s the same, why get baptised’. When asked if the Greeks

nevertheless considered her Christian, she replied:

Yes, when I go to church. [...] My son is not baptised. I don’t know. Il tell
him about God [. . .] He’ll find out what he believes in later [. . .] God has said,
in the book [the Bible], that you don’t have to be baptised. It is sufficient to

believe. We accept everyone.

Her family history was a typical example of the connection between migration

and religious change:
Our whole extended family is Muslim, but I came here when I was very young

and went to a school for Christ, [and studied] with the Christian book. [. . .]
I go to church for all holidays, for Easter etc. We celebrate all that, like the
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Orthodox. I can’t say 'm a Muslim. My grandmother is a devout Muslim, but
[...] my parents [have been] Christians since we came here, [and celebrate]
Christmas, Easter, all of it. But we don’t celebrate Bajram [Ramadan], because

that’s Muslim. [. . .] We’re not baptised, none of us, as a family, we just believe.

As non-baptised believers and practitioners, three generations of her family
were simultaneously insiders and outsiders to Christianity, but also to Islam.
Depending on these criteria, they belonged to both religions, or none. In any
case, they no longer wanted to be identified as Muslims.

The following account, which now included a fourth generation, her
Muslim grandmother in Albania, gives a glimpse into the religious dynamics
in this family, across generations, and between her parents, whom she said
approved of her being a Christian.

Yes, they believe in God and Jesus. My mother believes more than my father,
goes to church, lights candles. In Albania, we have a church called the Church
of Lag, and that is a very good church. Miracles take place there. [. . .] Also, my

grandmother, who is a Muslim, believes a lot in that church.

Stories such as this demonstrate the contextual and individual differences
in Muslim/Christian/non-Muslim boundary management and the way in
which it is shaped by their perceptions of how others, here family members,
understand and practise it.

The Muslim grandmother’s ritual use of Christian resources constitutes
an example of ‘practising beyond’. In this account, the grandmother repre-
sents the family’s religious past, Muslim traditions and Islam in Albania —
positive memories associated with Christian elements. Her grandmother’s
multi-ritualism seemed to serve as a model of and for pragmatism and
boundary-crossings, by emphasising the continuity between the old and the
new religion and legitimising her own Christian orientation. Indeed, she
found religious boundaries paradoxical and frustratedly exclaimed: “Why are
there different religions; there is only one God!?’ To her, ‘it must be people
who have made them’. Implicitly, ‘all religions are the same’.

After relocating to Greece, the family adopted Christianity — both as a per-
sonal belief system and as a collective, social practice to facilitate integration.

Yet, the question arises: What initially prompted their religious conversion,
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and why have none of them undergone baptism? The family background from
north Albania — where religious boundaries and Muslim identities tend to be
more rigid when compared to the south — invites speculation about whether
any family member might have reservations about baptism, possibly the
father. Her account hinted at that: he did not believe as strongly as his wife and
appeared less enthusiastic about the church and its rituals. In that sense, her
father could be seen as less ‘non-Muslim’ than her mother. Patriarchal Alba-
nian traditions could also have played a role, in case the family’s decision not
to receive baptism was the father’s decision.” Both atheist and Islamic convic-
tions on his part could explain his hypothetical reservations against going “all
in’ as Christians. If Islamic ideas were involved, he may have found outward
Christian practice acceptable, but not baptism — that is, the formal mark of
conversion, which could be interpreted as a more apostatic act than informal,
practical engagement with Christianity. Moreover, the memory of the cher-
ished grandmother’s ‘practising beyond” could shed light on why the infor-
mant’s mother ‘liked church alot’, or why her father accepted this.

None of the informant’s family members seemed to have considered the
religious change dramatic or forced, and the data do not warrant the conclusion
that the family had ceased identifying as Muslims in all aspects. The religious
content that she recalled (‘Jesus and God’) are both Islamic and Christian fig-
ures. That the family did not practise Islam in any open or discernible way is
no indication. Her parents never did, or could, even before they converted, and
non-practice does not equal ‘non-Muslim’; among Albanians, non-practice is
Muslim mainstream.”” Another hypothesis is that this assimilated ‘exemplary’
immigrant family had a kind of crypto-Muslim identity and refrained from
doing anything that Greeks might define as ‘Muslim’ or consider ‘imperfectly’
Christian. A related interpretation is that they, as a resistance strategy, masked
Islam under the guise of Christianity.” In any case, the Muslim/non-Muslim

boundary was rather blurred.

* Traditionally, the children’s religious identity follows the paternal side. In mixed marriages,
usually Christian women who are married to Muslim men can keep their religion, but not
pass it on to their children.

¥ Cecilie Endresen, ‘Symbolic Nation Building Completed?’, 216.

*% Michelle Voss Roberts, ‘Religious Belonging and the Multiple,’ Jonrnal of Feminist Studies in
Religion 26, no. 1(2010): 45.
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‘Muslim and Orthodox’

Another individual who challenged conventional religious dichotomies was a
businessman from south Albania, who had been commuting between Albania
and Greece for work since the early 1990s. At the age of eighteen, he moved to
Greece alone and underwent baptism, adopting a new Greek-Orthodox name,
which he currently used. He was also married to an Orthodox woman.

Discussing his Christian affiliations, he stressed: ‘T was baptised because I
wanted to. I wanted to. [. . .] Some of the others [Albanian Muslims] did not do
it because they wanted to, but I wanted to’. When in Albania or in Thessaloniki,
Greece, he frequented Sufi tekkes whenever possible. Otherwise, he attended
church in Greece, and a mosque when he was in Athens. His life story was one
of multiple religious belongings and entanglements, which appeared to be some-
thing of a family tradition:

My mother’s grandfather was an imam, and my father’s grandfather was
a priest [...]. Mum’s grandfather converted to Christianity, and Dad’s
[grandfather] converted to Islam. The one who was a priest became a Muslim,
and the imam became a Christian. We have been Christian; my last name is the
name of a [Christian] Saint [NNJ]. Things are very complicated in Albania. My
cousin on my father’s side is a [Bektashi] dervish. [. . .] Things are very compli-

cated in Albania. We don’t know what we are.

Asked whether he considered himself Orthodox or Muslim, he replied ‘half-
half’, tongue-in-cheek, before he explained in a more serious tone: ‘But I did
not change my religion’. Nothing suggested that he thought becoming a
Christian made him a ‘non-Muslim’ or meant leaving Islam, or that he though
religion and identity were a matter of fractions or percentages. Rather, he
confirmed that he was ‘being both’ Muslim and Orthodox, and that he would

tick both boxes in a census.

‘Only One God’

The relative dissociation from Islam and Muslimness that migrants undergo
in Greece also sets them apart from their Albanian past and makes them more
similar to the Greeks. As such, Islam plays a significant role in shaping the
informants’ identities and narratives, whether they are considered Muslims
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or non-Muslims.” Some particular Islamic concepts are conspicuous in their
absence: negative terms used to define something as sinful or ‘un-Islamic’,
such as kafir (unbeliever, or disbeliever), bid‘ah (innovation), shirk (idolatry
or polytheism), or riddah (apostasy, abandoning Islam). One possible reason is
that none of my informants seemed even vaguely interested in ‘reviving’ Islam,
not even on the internet, and have not been influenced by purist perspectives.
And in Albania, Islamic leaders have focused on Islam’s survival rather than
policing religious boundaries or correcting practices.™

Whatever the reason, none of the informants seemed to have any ‘Islamic’
reservations or fear of being judged by other Muslims. There was no real indi-
cation that they considered conversion apostatic or sinful. In fact, they did
not even seem to consider it abandoning Islam, because they deeply believed
that ‘God is one’. If anything, Islam had left them, faded out or stayed behind
in Albania and was now unavailable in Greece. Moreover, none of them
criticised ‘Islam’ per se or its religious content. Within the context of Greek-
Albanian differences and migratory experiences, the differences between Islam
and Christianity become more accentuated, related to distinctions in the social
world. However, to the informants, these are not ultimately ‘real’ but related
to material aspects and historical happenstance.

Conversely, when the topic was God, personal beliefs and higher truths,
there was a marked inclination to emphasise Islamic-Christian sameness and
erase the religious boundary. Most of the informants had acquired some reli-
gious knowledge at home during or right after communism, including the
prevailing notion that Christians and Muslims have ‘the same God’,” which
shaped their notion that religious distinctions were ephemeral before they
migrated. Later, this broadly ‘monotheistic’ character was sufficiently vague
and universalist to be adaptable within the Greek-Orthodox context. Such fac-
tors probably facilitate the religious transition and could also be apologetic

strategies to legitimise conversion. In any case, the idea remains the same: if

* Petersen and Ackfeldt, “The Case for Studying Non-Muslim Islams’, 241.

% Cecilie Endresen, ‘Faith, Fatherland or Both? Accommodationist and Neo-Fundamentalist
Islamic Discourses in Albania’, in The Revival of Islam in the Balkans, edited by Arolda
Elbasani and Olivier Roy (London; New York: Palgrave, 2015), 222-41.

*' Clayer, ‘Religious Pluralism in the Balkans’, 109.
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the religions are ‘the same’, becoming a Christian does not mean leaving Islam.
Typically, my informants discussed religion in a casual, sometimes ironic tone.
However, when they invoked the unity of God, their demeanour changed:
their voices deepened, they were leaning forward, and with a solemn counte-
nance they asserted: “Zoti éshté njé’ — ‘God is one’.

This might imply a tacit familiarity with Islamic dogma, as ‘God is one’ can
be considered a distilled essence of Islamic theology, like a truncated version of
the Islamic shabada.” The informants all seemed to deem this expression the
most pivotal religious truth, and their non-verbal cues and palpable urgency
appeared to re-enact a guarded transmission of critical yet perilous informa-
tion. Even migrants with a limited Albanian and religious vocabulary could
articulate this expression clearly and with confidence. This suggests that the
phrase was learned early in life, probably in Albania, where state surveillance
in many cases even penetrated the household, and where Muslim grandpar-
ents, for example, might have secretly passed on an abridged form of Islamic
doctrine. Uttering the phrase thus points to an imagistic form of religion, a
kind of religious knowledge transmitted with an emotional intensity ingrained
in memory thereby gaining profound significance, possibly infusing meaning
into other religious systems acquired later in life.

The concept also appeared to be a cornerstone in their religious identi-
ties, as it symbolically integrates Christian and Islamic elements by creating
a theological sameness. Furthermore, it rationalises their syncretic beliefs and
pragmatic religious behaviour, such as opting for baptism. In other words,
‘God is one’, a subjective reason for becoming Christian, is arguably informed
by Islamic doctrine. However, the informants did not identify ‘God is one’
as Islamic, and most of them considered themselves primarily Christian. The
expression could also be a version of having ‘the same God’, which has roots in
nineteenth-century Albanian nationalism.”

From that perspective, it might be labelled a non-Muslim religious expres-

sion, but not ‘non-Muslim Islam’, if ‘non-Muslim Islam’ were defined as

** The formula only includes the first half of the shabada and is phrased slightly differently.
Instead of the regular ‘there is no God but Allah’ (‘Nuk ka Zot tjeter perveg Allahu’), ‘God is
one’ makes the Islamic reference less conspicuous.

3 Nathalie Clayer, ‘Religious Pluralism in the Balkans’, 109.
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‘Islam without the worship of Allah’.** However, if we consider ‘God is one’
as a reminiscence of Islam from an etic perspective, one may argue that it is a
‘non-Muslim’ interpretation of Islam, reinterpreted as Christianity, but with

the worship of Allah.

A New Religion? Bricolage, Blurring and Boundary-crossing

The practice of baptism and name change is ambivalent, serving as a method
for more rapid integration for newcomers, but it also signals that assimilation
is required. However, the interviewees do not frame baptism as coercive or
discriminatory, or as forced apostasy, but rather as a welcoming gesture, an
affirmative experience and a hallmark of their migrant ‘success-story’. They
consistently claim agency in the process — not unlike other marginalised
groups that often emphasise the ‘choice’ in their situations, notwithstanding
systemic constraints and prejudices.

At the same time, the migrants downplay the importance of the religious
boundaries that they negotiate. To become Christian — through baptism, by
feeling Christian, or by identifying as it — is seen as a ‘pin code’ to Greek society
and as access to religious resources, which Islam and Albania did not provide
anyway. Christianity is depicted as something that fills a void and allows them
to practise their faith in the first place. In this perspective, conversion is no fun-
damental change, but more like a Greek translation or a system update, which
does not automatically make them ‘non-Muslim’ or de-install Islam.

The data show us the contours of an idiosyncratic and syncretic form
of religion which has no name and is unique to a particular social segment:
immigrants from Albania with a Muslim background who are becoming
Christian in Greece. This ‘MNM’ religion can be characterised as a particular
post-Ottoman, post-communist, Greek-Albanian Balkan product. It can also
be defined as a ‘metatradition in its own right’” — an unorganised form of
religion, open to ambiguity, creativity and contradictions. It has no defined
congregation, formal structures, or authority.

Other features include the dissociation between worship and institution,

and the lack of clearly defined teachings and rituals. The idea is that one may

** Petersen and Ackfeldt, “The Case for Studying Non-Muslim Islam’, 242-43.
% Voss Roberts, ‘Religious Belonging and the Multiple’, 31-32.
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practise it if it is convenient, possible and safe, and in multiple ways. Church
or mosque: God is one, and all religions are the same. Pragmatism and protec-
tion are the guiding principles, and what matters is to protect human life and
personal relationship with God. That may require ad hoc solutions, nominal
changes and ‘crypto’-strategies. Religious labels are not essential; religious con-
viction is a private matter, unaffected by circumstances.

This meta-tradition can also be defined as a form of lived Christianity
which incorporates certain Islamic elements and goes beyond that of the
Greek-Orthodox church but is primarily considered ‘Christian’ in the local
community. As such, it probably qualifies as ‘non-Muslim’ — even though
its participants usually have a Muslim background and are former, or partial,
insiders to Islam.

As mentioned, the MNM religion rests on their conviction that ‘God is
one’. However, they do not define this as an Islamic concept (tawhid), and
it shapes their beliefs and practices in ways that few would classify ‘Islamic’.
Nonetheless, also this is part of the broader Islamic development, probably the
last stage of certain Albanian-Muslim beliefs and practices which traditionally
were defined as Islamic, but which underwent profound changes and almost
vanished during communism.

An alternative analytical perspective is to consider the MNM religion a
partial preservation of the original Albanian-Islamic tradition, replanted and
reconstructed in a Greek-Orthodox context by migrants, where it has resur-
faced as ‘Christian’. Significantly, none of the informants set it apart from
their original religion, Islam. And in private, quite a few probably still con-
sider it ‘Islam’.

Categories, Identities and Functions

The religious complexity presented in the case-studies reflects the adaptabil-
ity and integration strategies of Albanian migrants in Greece, and the general
‘christening’ processes reflect a desire to assimilate into Greek society, which
favours Christian over Muslim identities. As Ifigeneia Kokkali has noted,

migrants from Albania tend to blend in and become ‘invisible’ in Greece.™

* Ifigeneia Kokkali, ‘Absence of a “Community” and Spatial Invisibility: Migrants from Albania
in Greece and the Case of Thessaloniki’, in The Ethnically Diverse City, edited by F. Eckardt
and J. Eade (Berlin: Berliner Wissenschafts-Verlag, 2011), 108-11.
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Muslim Albanians lack distinct Albanian religious infrastructures and com-
munal practices. Rather than forming distinct migrant communities based
on religious identity, they participate in Greek-Orthodox practices to facili-
tate social integration and avoid adding religious to ethnic stigma. In any case,
many of them consider the Christian-Islamic distinction of a practicality.
Mosques or Muslim schools are not available, and most of the migrants never
had access to such institutions in Albania.

While the informants’ individual bricolages apparently align with personal
choice and self-realisation, they are far from arbitrary but shaped by social norms
and cultural hierarchies.” Collectively, the migrants are in the process of mov-
ing ‘away’ from Islam and Muslim self-identification, towards Christianity and
a non-Muslim affiliation — not the other way. By de-emphasising their Islamic
affiliations, they also become ‘invisible’ as Muslims. In contemporary Greece and
in the post-Ottoman Balkans dominated by Christian nationalists or Commu-
nists, being a ‘Muslim’ has, broadly speaking, not been an advantage. During the
many brutal assimilation campaigns in modern times, the distinction between
Muslim and non-Muslim in extreme cases was a matter of life or death.

The religious complexities discussed in this chapter are in innumerable
ways related to Islam, Muslims and non-Muslims — not only as historical phe-
nomena, bureaucratic categories, collective nouns and social facts, but also as
religious terms, subjective definitions, ideological constructions and cultural
imaginaries. In the study of Islam and Muslims in complex plural societies, a
pertinent question is therefore what categories such as Muslim/non-Muslim
do in different contexts, as well as the role of Islam in this.

The dual and syncretic character of the MNM, an example of religious
identity formation in multi-religious environments, has noteworthy histori-
cal parallels in the region. Collective identities such as ‘Muslim’ usually went
beyond religious affiliation. In south Albania, they historically depended on
factors such as language, class, vocation and the situation.*®

The act of changing one’s name and religious identity, a destigmatisation
strategy among migrants in other contexts,” was practised in the medieval period,

%7 Altglas, “Bricolage”: Reclaiming a Conceptual Tool’, 486-88.

* Clayer, Aux origines du nationalisme albanais, 21-41.

*” Moa Bursell, ‘Name Change and Destigmatization among Middle Eastern Immigrants in
Sweden’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 35, no. 3 (2012): 471-87.
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when Christianisation was key for social integration for Muslim migrants in
Byzantium - a way of becoming ‘Greek’. This led to rapid Christianisation,
Islamic-Christian syncretism, or secret adherence to Islam post-baptism.*” On
the late Ottoman Balkans, conversely, Islam held the highest social prestige, and
‘being Christian was rather shameful’." For Albanian Catholics, becoming a
Muslim meant upward social mobility and integration into the Albanian Mus-
lim community. Being a Muslim or not was decisive in questions such as military
conscription, career opportunities, marriage and taxes. However, as the migrants
also demonstrate, in systems where religious identities have real social functions
and implications, people often explore ‘the borderland’ between them.*

The demise of the Ottoman Empire and the advent of nationalism had
a profound impact on Islam and Muslims in the European possessions, and
various categorisations were politically salient. In 1878, Albanian Muslims,
once the empire’s ‘pillar of Islam in Europe’, called for the unification of
Albanian-populated territories to safeguard Muslim interests against expand-
ing Christian nations. This transformed into a nationalist movement for both
Muslim and Christian Albanians and involved the renegotiation of categories
and boundaries in intellectual and religious circles. In Istanbul, Muslim intel-
lectuals swayed by Islamic modernist ideas gradually dissociated the identities
of ‘Albanian’ and ‘Muslim/Islam’ to legitimise the existence of a Muslim—
Christian nation in Europe. Subsequent narratives depicted the nation as
inherently secular and tolerant, portrayed Islam as superficial among Alba-
nians, labelled conversions to Islam as insincere, minimised religious dispari-
ties and characterised Albanian religious practices as notably syncretic.43

The MNM migrants are influenced by such ideas, originating in Muslim
Albanian attempts to carve out a role for Muslims in Europe and to legitimise
their existence in situations where they do not set the rules. The migrants are

“ Rustam Shukurov, “The Crypto-Muslims of Anatolia’, in Archacology, Anthropology and
Heritage in the Balkans and Anatolia: The Life and Times of F. W. Hasluck, 18781920,
edited by David Shankland (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2010), 135-58.

! Clayer, ‘Religious Pluralism in the Balkans’, 103.

2 Ragnhild Johnsrud Zorgati, Pluralism in the Middle Ages: Hybrid Identities, Conversion, and
Mixed Marriages in Medieval Iberia (New York: Routledge, 2011).

“ Oliver J. Schmitt, Religion und Kultur im Albanischsprachigen Siidosteuropa (Frankfurt am
Main: Peter Lang, 2010), 7-12.
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probably acutely aware of the often tragic experiences of Muslim communities
since the nineteenth century, as Christian-dominated states have gone to great
lengths to homogenise the nation, often at the expense of Muslim groups,
including by way of forced assimilation, expulsion and massacres.

This has also happened in Greece. During the Greek War of Indepen-
dence (1821-29), many Muslims were killed or expelled, and the Balkan Wars
(1912-13) further intensified anti-Muslim sentiments. The forced population
exchange between Greece and Turkey (1923) forced half a million Muslims to
emigrate, based on religious identity. During and after the Second World War,
the Cham Albanians in northwestern Greece faced expulsion, property con-
fiscation and violence.** Twentieth-century forced assimilation of Muslims in
Greece has also included changing Muslim names to Christian or secular ones.
Many of my informants resided in these Greek regions, where the Muslim past
has been erased. That many migrants develop some crypto-Muslim tendencies
is probably a form of precaution.

During the twentieth century, Islam, Muslims and religious boundaries
continued to be redefined in new contexts, such as in Muslim-majority Albania
— especially by Muslims and Christians in favour of secularising reforms in dif-
ferent periods. Since the declaration of independence in 1912/13, the diverse
group of Islam-shaping Muslims in Albania included King Zog, Kemalists,
prominent shaykhs and ‘ulama, and later Marxist-Leninists and atheists.

Islam’s development in Albania is shaped by both Muslims and non-
Muslims, including its relative destruction, epitomised by the communist dic-
tator Enver Hoxha (1944-85), who practically banned Islam, de-Islamised the
country and nearly terminated its six-century-long Islamic history. Born and
raised in a Muslim family in Ottoman Albania, in a region where Islam played a
significant role, Hoxha can be considered both an insider and outsider to Islam.
His aggressive anti-religious campaigns demolished more of the Islamic than
Christian heritage but did not target Muslims in particular. His public per-
sona and policies were strongly atheistic, and he probably ceased to identify as
Muslim before he came to power but maintained his Muslim surname (‘imam’)
despite banning religious names, thereby keeping a nominal Muslim connec-
tion. His diaries reveal a more nuanced view of Islam, such as admiration for

* Baltsiotis, “The Muslim Chams of Northwestern Greece’.
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its anti-imperialist and revolutionary potential.” Muslim or not, Hoxha had a
tremendous impact on Islam and Muslims.

During the twentieth century, many Balkan Muslims became atheists or
ceased practising Islam without shedding their Muslim identity. The term
‘Muslim’ evolved and sometimes expanded, particularly in socialist Yugoslavia,
where it became an ethnic category in the 1961 census and a distinct nation-
ality by 1971. During the 1992-95 Bosnian War, such ethnic Muslims were
targeted by non-Muslim ultra-nationalists, fuelled by anti-Islamic conspiracy
theories. The genocide of Bosnian Muslims significantly affected Islam and
Muslims in the region, and so did the ethnic cleansing of the predominantly
Muslim Albanian population in Kosovo in the late 1990s, highlighting the
need to study both Muslim and non-Muslim constructions of Islam.

The MNM manoeuvring mirrors the tendency to ‘de-Islamise’ the nation’s
public profile in international settings where the Great Powers, ‘the West’,
or ‘Europe’ have set the rules and where the future is at stake. Such ‘strategic
religious participation’ in the religion of ‘Europe’,46 to legitimise recognition
and integration by overcoming stereotypes, often hinges on the construction
of Albanians as less ‘Islamic’ and ‘Muslim’.*” A prominent example of this is
Albania’s Prime Minister Edi Rama, who in connection with the papal visit
in 2013 recast himself as more Catholic and syncretistic, and less Muslim, and

who continues to propagate the following image abroad:

Albania is not a Muslim country, but rather a European country with both
Muslims and Christians who celebrate Ramadan and Christmas all together. It
is a unique and wonderful case of co-existence that would be of great value to

Europe.*

“ Enver Hoxha, Reflections on the Middle East, 1958-1983 (Tirana: 8 Néntori Publishing
House, 1984).

“ Edi Rama, ‘Don’t Turn Your Back on Us, Albania PM Tells EU’, Renters, interview by
Thomas Escritt and Andreas Rinke, 25 April 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSK-
BN1HW1KO.

7 Nathalie Clayer, ‘Adapting Islam to Europe: The Albanian Example’, in Islam und Mustime
in (Siidost)Europa im Kontext von Transformation und EU-Erweiterung, edited by Christian
Voss and Jordanka Telbizova-Sack (Munich: Otto Sagner, 2011), 53-69.

“ Edi Rama, ‘Interview of Prime Minister Rama in RFD’, 12 June 2014, https://www.kryeministria.

al/en/newsroom/intervista-e-kryeministrit-edi-rama-ne-rfi/
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Rama’s statements represent a form of crypto-Islam, which includes highlighting
his and Albania’s Christian credentials and de-emphasising the Islamic/Muslim
factor. He is not the first — and his manoeuvres in Brussels are by and large the
same as those of the migrants in Greece, shaped by many of the same ideological
processes that contribute to detaching Albanians from Islam.

In many ways, the migrants’ shift from Islam began in Albania, influenced
by normative nationalist constructions of religion and political prohibitions,
which eroded Islam’s practical, material and institutional aspects, breaking tra-
ditions even within families. Consequently, younger generations have a faint
memory of Islam and religion overall. Younger migrants arriving in Greece are
more likely to identify as Christian, and parents often do not pass on a Muslim
identity to their children. Therefore, the intermediate religious form, the MNM
meta-tradition, is likely to disappear with the first immigrant generation.

Since the informants neither find nor seek Islamic institutions in Greece,
leaving Albania in this context means leaving the ‘Muslim community’.
However, their becoming Christian is not portrayed as deconversion in
which the old religion is replaced, but rather as a required rebranding and
reformatting of the religion that they already had, albeit under another name
and within a non-Muslim framework. As such, Christianisation is not con-
ceptualised as apostasy, but as an opportunity that is positive for the religion
that they already have, or once had. The rationale seems to be that the Greek
Orthodox conditions remove some of the restraints associated with ‘Islam’
and rural, communist Albania, yet protect it by enabling worship in the first
place and preserving its core.

Islam, viewed from a non-religious, scholarly perspective, is a cultural
product that exists only within specific historical contexts and through human
expression, communication and interaction. Inherently contextual and rela-
tional, it is shaped by cultural encounters and interreligious dynamics. This is
evident in the intricate processes of demarcating ‘Islam’ and ‘Muslims’ since
the time of Muhammad, underscoring that Islam, like other religions, does not
exist in a pure, unaltered form.

In the new MNM borderlands produced by migration, traditional reli-
gious differences acquire new meanings and functions that shape Islam’s
future development in the region. Symbolic boundaries are reformulated and
renegotiated, and alternative, synthetic identities are allowed to take shape.
The informants and the stories they tell are part of this ongoing process, which
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on the group level represents a drift away from Islam and Muslimness. In this
process, religious boundaries become more blurred. Migrants engaging with
Christianity can be seen as ‘going towards’ it, being somewhere mid-way in the
assimilation process, maintaining ties to both their original and new religion,
a ‘being both’ stance: not explicitly leaving Islam while integrating Christian
elements into their beliefs and practices. Some are best described as Muslims
practising beyond the institutional confines of ‘Islam’. This results in dual,
ambiguous, or multiple religious identities and practices.

The Christianisation process that is unfolding can be seen as a response
to the constraints imposed by Greek society, resulting in a form of crypto-
Muslim identity and syncretism as a ‘survival strategy for the disenfranchised’.”’
By challenging ethnic and religious hierarchies, the migrants undermine the
dichotomies that support them by portraying them as transient, irrelevant,
or fabricated. This symbolic resistance diminishes the stigmatising power of
labels such as ‘Albanian’ and ‘Muslim’ in their lives.

Viewing the informants’ MNM identities as part of evolving religious
dynamics among those from Islamic backgrounds is more accurate than sim-
ply labelling them as non-Muslims due to their Christian leanings. Such a
narrow categorisation conceals Islamic influences on the migrants’ religious
trajectories, which are reshaping the Balkan religious landscape, and ignores
the migrants’ agency in their religious evolution, reducing a multi-faceted phe-
nomenon to mere discrimination and Islamophobia.

The cultural hierarchisation of Christian over Muslim and Greek over Alba-
nian is an important factor in religious change among the migrants, which
gradually leads them towards Christianity and away from Islam and Muslim
identification. In the process, the migrants are ‘being both’, ‘neither-nor’, ‘prac-
tising beyond’, or ‘doing as”.”’ The blurring and erasing of boundaries in this
intermediary stage also includes that between ‘Muslim’ and ‘non-Muslim’. A
notable aspect is the use of what is probably an Islamic concept in this context —
the unity of God - to justify converting to Christianity. The gradual detachment
from Islam is thus in intricate ways facilitated by aspects of Islamic monotheism

and universalism.

“ Voss Roberts, ‘Religious Belonging and the Multiple’, 45.
* Clayer, ‘Adapting Islam to Europe’.
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EPILOGUE: HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT
A TERM IS BORN

AARON W. HUGHES

n January of 2007, the mayor and the municipal council of Hérouxville,
Ia small town in rural Québec, made international headlines when they
approved a local charter — /e code de vie — that would ostensibly govern the
behaviour and practices of all immigrants to the town. It effectively banned
barbaric religious practices that included, among other things, stoning women
and/or burning them alive in the town square. Where the council had heard
of such practices or why they believed them to occur either in Canada or
elsewhere is rather murky; they were nevertheless insistent that such practices
be deemed inappropriate or unsuitable for anyone currently living in or choos-
ing to live in their town at some point in the future. That the town had abso-
lutely no immigrant population — with all its roughly 1,300 inhabitants being
white, francophone and nominally Catholic — did not deter the drafters of the
charter. The impending ecological crisis, so they reasoned, might well cause a
massive influx of immigrants in the coming years. They thus sought to prepare
themselves proactively for a potentially uncertain future living with alterity in
their midst.

‘If we do nothing’, André Drouin, now-deceased Hérouxville town council-
lor and main drafter of the charter, remarked at a town hall meeting convened

to discuss issues of minorities and religious accommodation, ‘in a few years we
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might have some [immigrants] here’." Invoking the long-festering place of fran-
cophone Québec’s relationship with a largely anglophone Canada, Councillor
Drouin went so far as to argue that either the Canadian Charter of Rights and
Freedoms — the country’s constitutional bill of rights® — should be amended to
make it impossible for religious minorities to seek religious accommodations, or
the province should, once again, rethink its relationship to the rest of Canada
(in 1993, Québecers voted by the narrowest of margins in a provincial referen-
dum to remain within Canada). Clearly, more was bubbling beneath the sur-
face than the imagined presence of absent immigrants in rural Québec.

The fears of Hérouxville’s residents were by no means confined to their
small town, however. Their sentiments were echoed throughout other rural
parts of Québec in a set of hearings and town hall meetings associated with
the Québec Consultation Commission on Accommodation Practices Related
to Cultural Differences, known colloquially as the Bouchard-Taylor Commis-
sion, chaired by sociologist Gérard Bouchard and philosopher Charles Taylor.
Québec established the Commission on 8 February 2007, with the express
desire to examine questions related to reasonable accommodation when it
came to cultural and/or religious differences in the province.’

In a subsequent blog post meant to deflect criticism, if not actual ridicule,
political and business leaders of the town commented that they were simply
upholding Hérouxville’s traditions and its Christian values. They added that
they meant no offence, which often means more such offence is coming, and
reasoned by analogy that ‘for us to change our ways and traditions to accom-
modate others who wish to live here is like asking our country’s respected
founding First Nation’s Culture to incorporate Dutch traditions and wear

wooden shoes and erect Windmills in their communities’.*

Tu Thanh Ha, ‘Quebec Town Defends Conduct Code for minorities’, Globe and Mail, 25
October 2007.

The Charter’s sec. 2(a) states everyone has ‘freedom of conscience and religion’. See Aaron W.

N

Hughes, The Charter: A Biography (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, forthcoming).

©

Their final report may be found in Gérard Bouchard and Charles Taylor, Buzlding the Future:
A Time for Reconciliation. Report of the Québec Commission de Consultations sur les Pratiques
dAccommodement Relides aux Différences Culturelles (Government of Québec, 2008), available
at hteps://numerique.banq.qc.ca/patrimoine/details/52327/1565995.

‘Herouxville Lifestyle’, Herouxville Quebec (blog), 25 March 2007, http://herouxville-quebec.
blogspot.com/2007/03/herouxville-lifestyle.html
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When pushed by both federal and provincial leaders on the issue of ston-
ing and burning women, however, the town backtracked, saying they were less
worried about public stoning, which was clearly a violation of the law, than
they were about female genital mutilation, something that could happen in
private. This shift of focus — from public to private, from external to internal
— is a theme that we have seen numerous times in this volume, as the bodies of
‘immigrants’, a term that in the modern West has become synonymous with
‘Muslims’, frequently become the site of public debate about values, so-called
heritage and the very nature of citizenship.’

Eight years later, in 2015, and now jumping from the provincial to the
national arena, Canadian Prime Minster Stephen Harper decided to make an
anti-Western symbol of Zunera Ishaq. The latter was a then-permanent resident
from Pakistan who, rather bravely, had decided to challenge the Conservative
government’s 2011 nigab ban during citizenship ceremonies.® The Harper gov-
ernment had decided to issue this ban because it feared that Muslim women
would suddenly and en masse become citizens, without proof that they had
recited the oath of citizenship. In the words of Jason Kenney, then Minister
of Citizenship and Immigration, Citizenship judges ‘told me last month that
it’s a fairly common problem. Every week, in every region of the country, we’re
dealing with situations where applicants arrive with a veil on’. Kenny went on
to add that ‘[t]his is really a matter of pure principle, which is at the very heart
of our identity and our values with respect to openness and equality’.

> It is certainly worth noting that in 2017 Hérouxville repudiated its code and now welcomes
immigrants. See Norimitsu Onishi, ‘How a Town Famous for Xenophobia Fell in Love with
Immigrants’, New York Times, 17 December 2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/17/
world/canada/quebec-immigrants-xenophobia.html. But my point is not that Multiculturalism
works with time, and that the residents of Hérouxville would eventually open their community
to badly needed young immigrants. On the contrary, my point is that Hérouxville charters and
Muslims bans will inevitably reappear, albeit in different guises, in the future. It is thus crucial
to understand the dynamics of such cases with an eye towards what powers them and, perhaps
even more importantly, to uncover and examine the issues that contribute to the need to propose
them in the first place. That they are not going anywhere may be witnessed more recently in
Quebec’s Bill 21, also known as the Act Respecting the Laicity of the State, which was passed in
2019 and which limits the wearing of religious symbols to give or receive public services. Albeit
clearly unconstitutional, a recent survey revealed that most Quebecers are in favour of it.

¢ For background, see Matt Sheedy, Owning the Secular: Religions Symbols, Culture Wars, and
Western Fragility (London: Routledge, 2021).
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Speaking in the House of Commons in March 2015, in an election year no

less (or perhaps better, not surprisingly), Harper said:

We don’tallow people to [. . .] cover their faces during citizenship ceremonies.
And why would Canadians, contrary to our own values, embrace a practice
at that time that is not transparent, that is not open and, frankly, is rooted in
a culture that is anti-women. Mr Speaker, that is unacceptable to Canadians,

unacceptable to Canadian women . . .

Here, Harper drew on well-worn and increasingly familiar civilisational rheto-
ric regarding the limits or boundaries of what constitutes Canadian and, by
association, “Western’ identity and its concomitant values. He proceeded to
tell his audience what Islam was and how it undermined, if not subverted,
Canadian values. In this sense, Harper seemed to consciously use the fre-
quently politicised notion of ‘Judeo-Christian’ secularism, something that
often includes appeals to gender equality. This is despite his party’s rather
questionable record on such issues (his party, for example, had closed regional
offices of Status of Women Canada throughout the country). Islam, as he
understood it and as he sought to define it publicly, was anti-Western and not
compatible with the West’s values.

These two examples show that the creation of ‘non-Muslim Islam’ is nei-
ther solely a European phenomenon nor that it is something that should be the
sole concern of Scandinavian scholars. If anything, these two above examples
from the context of Canada clearly reveal that the phenomenon is ubiquitous,
thereby further underscoring the impetus behind the present volume to name
and begin the process of giving the category ‘non-Muslim Islam’ definition
through an interlocking set of case-studies. My goal in this final chapter is to
provide some historical and, to a lesser extent, comparative depth. This will
allow us to tease out further some of the problems, possibilities and nuances of
what it means to study ‘non-Muslim Islam” moving forward.

I wish to accomplish three things here. First, and most importantly, to
remind us that non-Muslims have been thinking about and trying to define
Islam for their own purposes since the seventh century CE, even if scholarship
has not named it as such. Second, while ‘non-Muslim Islam’, as the contribu-
tors to this volume have shown in detail, exists across the political spectrum, we

must acknowledge that it is also an academic phenomenon. The line between
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political and academic portrayals of Islam by non-Muslims, I submit, is a porous
one that needs to be carefully delineated and negotiated. Third and finally, since
our world is so interconnected, we must also be cognizant of the fact that the
discourses associated with ‘non-Muslim Islam’ can be and frequently are picked
up and subsequently recycled in Muslim-majority countries.

The concept, as we have witnessed in this volume, is much more complex
than it first appears, and what follows works on the assumption that we need

to map this complexity with considerable care and attention to detail.

Expanding the Curriculum

‘Islam’ is an equivocal term that means many different things to many differ-
ent people. Both Muslims and non-Muslims claim to know what it is and, just
as importantly, what it is not. The semantic range that this five-letter word
carries in its wake can signal everything from ‘peace’ to ‘war’ to pretty much
everything in between. The issue, then, is less about ‘will the real Islam stand
up’ and more to do with trying to ascertain the moods and motivations of
those who offer the definition or interpretation in question and subsequently
establishing for what reason or set of reasons they do so. Interpretation fre-
quently masquerades as description in the humanities, as does eisegesis for
exegesis, which only exacerbates the problem. ‘Islam is .. .” is, thus, rarely a
value-neutral or objective statement, but one grounded in a set of highly
ideological and often civilisational reifications. This tends to result in a rather
unhealthy confusion between truths and truth-claims.

Despite such general definitional ambiguity, however, when it comes to schol-
arly productions there is an overwhelming tendency to narrow this rather large
range of interpretations into what are generally perceived to be more meaningful
and useful treatises and discourses and then to draw a sharp line to those imag-
ined as less meaningful or even hostile. The world of scholarship on Islam, while
often historicising earlier non-Muslim criticism of the religion (for instance, that
of the seventh-century John of Damascus), tends to eschew modern criticisms
(for example, that of Daniel Pipes), relegating the latter to the realm of Islamo-
phobia and related terms. Such narrowing, however, neither exhausts all possible
senses of the term ‘Islam’, nor does it even adequately reflect realpolitik. Instead,
it is mere convention. Nothing more, nothing less. Anders Ackfeldt and Jesper

Petersen have here sought to overturn this convention and, in its place, opened
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up the study of Islam to include all possible productions regardless of source. It
is a bold and important initiative, to be sure, but one that is not without its prob-
lems, especially for those academics — and there are quite a few — who confuse
the two types of study.

Before I examine the necessity of this project in more detail, it might be
worthwhile to think a little about the academic status quo when it comes to
the study of Islam. If we (as a collective) were to try to define the way in which
‘Islam’ is treated in the Western Academy, we (again, as a collective) tend to
invoke terms and narratives that are primarily positive. “The messenger may
have left the human world’, to use the words of Tariq Ramadan, former pro-
fessor at St Antony’s College in Oxford, ‘but he has taught us never to forget
Him, the Supreme Refuge, the Witness, the Most Near’.” Or, in the words of
someone like Indiana University’s Asma Afsaruddin, at the time of Muham-
mad, there existed a ‘message of social justice and gender egalitarianism that
he would have inculcated in the young community of believers’.* While such
conceptions might well strike us as too theological, too normative, or too
monolithic, we can easily situate them academically, even if to chafe at and/or
critique them.

Indeed, so persuasive is this dominant academic narrative that one trans-
gresses it at one’s own peril. Despite the assertion of the minority rejectionist
camp (that is, those who ‘reject’ the sources as eyewitnesses and thus historical
accounts), to cite Afsaruddin again, it ‘has based its contrarian position on
its own rather tendentious reading of the sources and unsubstantiated spec-
ulations’.” Or, in the words of Walid Saleh, ‘[r]evisionism in Islamic Studies
has finally become a farce’." In his critique of my own work, to use one final
example, Devin J. Stewart has written that, given the difficulties he has with
my critical religion approach, ‘Columbia University Press [which published

7 Tariq Ramadan, In the Footsteps of the Prophet: Lessons from the Life of Mubammad
(New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 216.

¥ Asma Afsaruddin, The First Muslims: History and Memory (Oxford: OneWorld, 2008), 18.

? Afsaruddin, The First Muslims, xx. For a critique of her position, see Chase F. Robinson,
“The Ideological Uses of Early Islamic History’, Past and Present 203 (2009): 205-28.

' Walid Saleh, ‘Review of Mubammad is Not the Father of Any of Your Men by David S. Powers’,
Journal of Comparative Islamic Studies 6, no. 1-2 (2010): 241.
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my Muslim Identities] seems to have done little to edit or review the work or
guarantee its quality’.11 Relatedly, he faults the work for its ‘focus on method
rather than substance’."

There would seem to be, in other words, rather intractable ideas not
only about what Islam is but, just as importantly, how to study it ‘properly’.
Those criticised in the previous paragraph tend to be accused of transgression
on account of their cynicism or their desire to filter Islam through ‘foreign’
categories. Into this rather politicised and overly ideological environment,
Anders Ackfeldt and Jesper Petersen have sought to introduce both nuance and
range. Taking the adage that scholarship should roam free and not be fenced
in by received tradition, they opt to shift our terms of reference in the study of
Islam to include non-Muslim traditions of interpreting Islam, something that
necessarily means contextualising and understanding what motivates non-
Muslim Islamic authorities to say what they do in their constructions of Islam.
As they phrase it in their 2022 article, ‘to privilege Muslim Islam is to overlook
the importance of Islam to non-Muslims who may need it to produce their
own identity and a meaningful existence’."’

That their initial soundings took place in the journal Method and Theory in
the Stucdly of Religion (MTSR) is surely telling and necessarily puts them at risk
of the charge, to use again Stewart’s words above, of ‘focus[ing] on method
rather than substance’. But this, it seems to me, is precisely the point: to apply
a set of critical questions sharpened in other contexts to the study of Islam. It
is a classic move in the study of religions, to be sure, but one that might strike
scholars of Islam trained in other fields and/or disciplines as problematic, if not
outright wrong. In the aftermath of events such as 9/11, for example, some
might argue that Islamophobic or other discourses hostile to Islam should be
banished from academic public squares. Ackfeldt and Petersen have actively

resisted this temptation, however, and for good reason. Taking a leaf from the

" Devin J. Stewart, ‘A Modest Proposal for Islamic Studies’, in Identity, Politics and the Study
of Islam: Current Dilemmas in the Study of Religions, edited by Matt Sheedy (Sheffield:
Equinox, 2018), 185.

' Stewart, ‘A Modest Proposal for Islamic Studies’, 186.

" Jesper Petersen and Anders Ackfeldt, “The Case for Studying non-Muslim Islams’, Method
and Theory in the Stucly of Religion 35 (2023): 249.
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book of Bruce Lincoln’s “Theses on Method’, we might say that they begin

with the premise offered in his thesis number eight:

Those who sustain this idealized image of culture do so, inter alia, by mistak-
ing the dominant fraction (sex, age group, class, and/or caste) of a given group
for the group or ‘culture’ itself. At the same time, they mistake the ideological
positions favored and propagated by the dominant fraction for those of the
group as a whole (e. g., when texts authored by Brahmins define ‘Hinduism’,
or when the statements of male elders constitute ‘Nuer religion’). Scholarly
misrecognitions of this sort replicate the misrecognitions and misrepresenta-

tions of those the scholars privilege as their informants.'

Here, Lincoln seeks to overturn the axiom in the study of religion that one
ought only to study ‘the good’ (ignoring ‘the bad” or ‘the ugly’) and the related
assumption — so common, even in academic circles — that religion is a force for
real and positive change in the world.” When translated into an Islamic studies
register, this usually means that we, as a guild, are encouraged to study the writ-
ings (for example, kalam, falsafa, figh, tasawwuf), practices (for instance, bajj,
ziyara), or beliefs (for example, tawhid, iman) of Muslims, but rarely the writ-
ings, beliefs or acts that contradict, criticise or polemicise against these. Hence,
while the field may well regard a treatise by the twelfth-century al-Ghazali as
halal, a treatise by al-Qaeda or ISIS is considered haram in academic circles.

Related to the latter, Ackfeldt and Petersen have encouraged us not to
forget all those writings of non-Muslims (and non-academics) who claim
expertise on Islam. These tend to be politicians, public intellectuals and other
talking heads (such as Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Robert Spencer, the late Theo van
Gogh, Daniel Pipes — to name only a few of an ever-expanding list). These
non-Muslims have presented themselves to the public as de facto authorities
on Islam, telling their audiences, in no uncertain terms, what Islam is and
what it is not, what Muslims believe and what they do not.

The contributors to this volume are all in agreement with the assessment

that there is much at stake in studying these discourses, including both those

' Bruce Lincoln, “Theses on Method’, Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 8, no. 3
(1996): 226.

' See, for example, Bruce Lincoln, Holy Terrors: Thinking About Religion After September 11,
2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).
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who produce and those who consume them. A non-Muslim politician telling
us what she thinks real, authentic, or veritable Islam is or a non-Muslim public
intellectual telling us what they think it is not, after all, has tremendous reper-
cussions on Muslims (and non-Muslims). Within this context, we should also
remember that this public rhetoric surrounding Islam is the only discourse
that most non-Muslims will hear in their lifetimes. Such discourses frequently
have as large an audience as theological treatises produced by Muslims in the
Middle East and almost always a much larger audience than academics writing
in the context of the modern university. We ignore such discourses at our peril.
For this reason, Ackfeldt and Petersen have argued that we need to study them.
They certainly make a strong case for this inclusion, as indeed all the contribu-
tors to the present volume do. Before I examine this in more detail, however,

allow me to add some historical depth to the category.

Historical Depth: Expanding Methodological Considerations

Constructions of Islam by non-Muslim Islamic authorities (whether self-
styled or recognised publicly) are certainly not a modern phenomenon. Once
we realise this, the depth and breadth of the category ‘non-Muslim Islam’
expands considerably. Within this larger context, the case could quite eas-
ily be made that non-Muslims have been thinking about Islam and Muslims
ever since Islam and Muslims first came onto the scene of world history in the
seventh century CE. For example, the above-mentioned John of Damascus’s
(ca 675-749) Heresies in Epitome: How They Began and Whence They Drew
Their Origin has made many claims, including that Arabs were originally
followers of Aphrodite before they followed Muhammad, whom he labels
‘a false prophet’, an individual who ‘insinuated himself into the good graces
of the people by a show of seeming piety’.’* With such utterances, a genre
is born, although one that is not fully named until now. Once named, of

' John of Damascus’s Fount of Knowledge, part 11: Heresies in Epitome: How They Began and
Whence They Drew Their Origin. Online at http://orthodoxinfo.com/general/stjohn_islam.
aspx. For relevant secondary literature, see Daniel J. Sahas, Jobn of Damascus on Islam: The
‘Heresy of the Ishmacelites’ (Leiden: Brill, 1972). For larger context, see Robert G. Hoyland,
Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian
Writings on Early Islam (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1997); Stephen Shoemaker, 4 Prophet
Has Appeared: The Rise of Islam through Christian and Jewish Eyes (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2021).
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course, we can then develop tools to study it, but such tools must certainly be
aware of this earlier body of literature. When we examine these much earlier
texts, moreover, we encounter yet another feature of non-Muslim Islam that
Ackfeldt and Petersen have isolated — namely, that non-Muslims have been
using literary or fictional Muslims to think less about actual Muslims than
about themselves for just as long. In The Secrets of Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai, a
mid-eighth-century apocalyptic text, for example, we read the following:

Because of their oppression of Israel, the Holy One, blessed be He, sends
Ishmaelites against them, who make war against them in order to save Israel
from their hands. Then a crazy man possessed by a spirit arises and speaks lies
about the Holy One, blessed be He, and he conquers the land, and there is

enmity between them and the sons of Esau."”

Here, the anonymous authors of this text use Muhammad as the catalyst to
think about themselves, to explain their own oppression and to hope that the
rise of Islam will usher in some sort of apocalyptic redemption, once again, for
themselves. In yet another text, The History of the Patriarchs of Alexandria,
written in the 710s,"* we read of Muhammad in the following terms:

There arose a man from the Arabs, from the southern regions, from Mecca
and its vicinity, named Muhammad. And he restored the worshippers of
idols to knowledge of the one God, so that they said that Muhammad is his
messenger. And his nation was circumcised in the flesh, not in the law, and
they prayed toward the south, orientating themselves toward a place they call
the Kaba. And he took possession of Damascus and Syria, and he crossed the
Jordan and dammed it up. And the Lord abandoned the army of the Romans

before him, because of their corrupt faith and the excommunication that

' Bernard Lewis, ‘An Apocalyptic Vision of Islamic History’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental
and African Studies 13 (1950): 313.

' Although the text, a major historical work in the Coptic Orthodox Church, was first com-
piled in Late Antiquity, it has been continually revised and updated over the centuries.
Originally written in Coptic, the text was translated into Arabic in the tenth century. See
David W. Johnson, ‘Further Remarks on the Arabic History of the Patriarchs of Alexandria’,
Oriens Christianus 61 (1977): 103-116.
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was brought against them and because of the Council of Chalcedon by the

ancient fathers.”

The text, the product of the Monophysite Coptic Church, here speaks of how
Muhammad received divine favour on account of the piety of his actions, which
included leading the Arabs to monotheism. If anything, the text reserves its ani-
mus for the Council of Chalcedon (451 cE), which was responsible for issuing
the doctrine that Christ had two natures (God and human), thus refuting the
Monophysite doctrine that Jesus possessed solely a divine nature. This resulted
— according to its authors — in the divine favour being removed from Byzan-
tine Christianity. Clearly, the authors of this text are less interested in whether
Muhammad’s teachings are correct, one of the hallmarks of non-Muslim Islam,
as they are in showing where the larger Christian community has gone astray.
It is, thus, important to read this text for what it is: a non-Muslim commen-
tary on Islam that is generated by a set of internal concerns and produced for a
non-Muslim readership that is decidedly not interested in Muslims, let alone in
appealing to or trying to convince a Muslim reading audience.

This is certainly not the place to get into the details, let alone the contents,
of such texts; however, I mention them in the present context to demonstrate
that, while the category ‘non-Muslim Islam’ may well be new, there is nothing
new about the idea of non-Muslim Islam. This is significant for at least two
reasons. The first is that the concept, if not the term, is omnipresent in Islamic
history; and the second is that non-Muslims have been constructing an Islam
for their own ends since the beginning of the latter tradition. The novelty of
Ackfeldt and Petersen’s volume is that they name it and, in so doing, make the
case for expanding the empirical scope of Islamic studies to provide a context
to understand these productions of non-Muslim Islam.

The question, then, becomes the following: how do we study this thing
called ‘non-Muslim Islam’? It is one thing to name it as a historical phenom-
enon, yet something altogether different to develop a set of methodologies to

study it. To engage in the latter, we must surely include the development of a

" Quoted in Stephen J. Shoemaker, The Death of a Prophet: The End of Mubammad’s Life and
the Beginnings of Islam (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 39-40.
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set of interdisciplinary tools that engage historical, ethnographic and, perhaps
most importantly, literary (including rhetorical and discourse analysis) methods.
In many ways, then, we employ the same terms of reference and methodolo-
gies that we use to study Islam and Islamic discourses. One of the main dif-
ferences, however, is that we must be attuned to the often-political usage to
which these non-Muslim Islamic texts are put.20 They are, thus, very differ-
ent from medieval or early modern textual productions. The way in which we
study, say, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion — perhaps the ‘non-Jewish Jew-
ish’ text par excellence (to expand Ackfeldt and Petersen’s concept to another
religious tradition) — must be different from how we study, say, the Mishnah
or the Babylonian Talmud, two works produced by Jews and for primarily
Jewish consumption. If anything, contemporary non-Muslims expounding
on what Islam is (or is not) in both the political and legal spheres have the dis-
tinct advantage of allowing us to sharpen our methodological tools by forcing
us to ask basic questions — questions that we rarely ask of what the field con-
siders to be more ‘religious’ or ‘authentic’ texts — such as: Who speaks here?
To whom? And, for what purpose?

The study of non-Muslim Islamic texts sensitises us to issues of theory
and method, perhaps in ways that the study of Muslim texts does not. Within
this context, contemporary non-Muslim Islamic texts — perhaps unlike their
premodern heirs — have a very broad readership, one constantly expanding
given larger political and demographic contexts, and one made possible by
social media. This attunement to text and audience is significant because it
reminds us that we cannot study texts in isolation. While there is a more gen-
eral tendency to study Islamic texts and discourses using the generic method of
description, we must study non-Muslim Islamic texts not only for what they
say but just as importantly for their political consequences and effects. This,
of course, means that we must use methods other than simply description.
The category of ‘non-Muslim Islam’, thus, forces us to be aware, if we are not
already, that texts are never straightforward in the sense that they simply mean
what they say or exist in some sort of epistemic vacuum without broader con-

sequences. All texts — religious ones, in particular — are documents saturated

* T am, of course, well aware of and certainly agree with the idea that we all live in a political
world, and that everything is potentially ‘political’, but I trust that the reader will understand

the point I am trying to make here.
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with ideology, and they must be understood accordingly. Too many in Islamic
studies, as in the larger field of religious studies more generally, forget this at
their own peril. To invoke Bruce Lincoln’s fourth thesis on method:

The same destabilizing and irreverent questions one might ask of any speech act
ought be posed of religious discourse. The first of these is “Who speaks here?’,
i.e., what person, group, or institution is responsible for a text, whatever its
putative or apparent author. Beyond that, “T'o what audience? In what imme-
diate and broader context? Through what system of mediations? With what
interests?” And further, ‘Of what would the speaker(s) persuade the audience?
What are the consequences if this project of persuasion should happen to suc-

ceed? Who wins what, and how much? Who, conversely, loses?™!

Ackfeldt and Petersen have not only reminded us of such ‘prosaic’ questions,
but they have also actively forced us to confront them. This confrontation is,
for me, the methodological rub of this volume and the concept more gener-
ally. While both the contents and tenor of non-Muslim Islamic texts and non-
Muslim Islamic authorities may well be different, often significantly so, from
Islamic or Muslim ones, they nonetheless share the desire to persuade and con-
vince their audiences that they offer zbe correct and most authentic version of
the tradition. Ideally (though I am not optimistic), the study of non-Muslim
Islamic texts should force the field to ask similar questions about what the field
considers to be Islamic texts.

Non-Muslim Islam vs Orientalism, Islamicate and Other Terms

If we are to employ the term ‘non-Muslim Islam’, however, then the term - or,
perhaps better, we as purveyors of the term —must be able both to account for
early (even ancient) usage with the result that our analysis must build upon
such earlier usage. To say that modern texts are like older ones is surely not
enough. While there are certainly similarities, we must acknowledge that the
former has a significantly greater impact on Muslims (as citizens, as migrants
and as refugees) living in non-Muslim countries. Questions that need to be
addressed, for example, include: What do earlier texts have in common with

more contemporary ones? Has the rhetoric changed, given the changes in the

2 Lincoln, “Theses on Method’, 226.
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media used, or does it remain the same with the latter simply recycling the
tropes and language of the former? And, perhaps most importantly, how do
premodern, modern and contemporary contexts differ from one another?
Attention to such temporal differences, thus, provides us with both depth and
breadth to the category.

As several chapters in this volume have shown to great effect, non-Mus-
lim Islamic texts are very rarely about Islam, but what their authors imagine
Islam to be (again, this is not unlike their Islamic counterparts). In the current
moment, we witness definitions of ‘Danish-ness’, ‘Canadian-ness’, or ‘British-
ness’, for example, often made by right-wing politicians, which involve using
Islam and Muslims as a foil. Yet, the populism and role of social media in the
contemporary world means that — unlike, say, the premodern world — such
articulations now have a major impact on public knowledge about Islam and,
by extension, play a massive role in the political sphere.

If the previous section has examined premodern texts, into this mix we
could certainly add the scholarly tradition of Orientalism. Non-Muslim
Orientalists, after all, have also been thinking with and defining Islam and
Muslims, primarily for non-Muslim consumption, since at least as early as
the seventeenth century with the publication, in 1698, of the Latin Qur’an
by Ludovico Marracci (1612-1700). To this, one could add the subsequent
work of those such as Antoine Isaac Silvestre de Sacy (1758-1838) and the
foundation of the Ecole spéciale des langues orientales in Paris in 1795. How
do such individuals, texts and institutions relate to non-Muslim Islam?

They are certainly similar, in the sense that Orientalists imagined them-
selves, and are imaged by others, as authorities on Islam. Orientalists also con-
structed Islam based on what they perceived to be the superiority of their
own Western perspectives. The targets of their scholarly productions were
non-Muslim, and some (although others might say all) of these productions
were utilised for political ends (for instance, colonialism). There are, however,
many important differences. Whereas contemporary non-Muslim authorities
on Islam often have no training in Islam or the relevant languages necessary
to study the tradition, Orientalists were often masters of both. How, then,
do their literary productions differ from one another? Whereas Oriental-
ist treatises could be used for political purposes, non-Muslim Islamic ones

almost always are. As was the case with premodern and modern versions of
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non-Muslim Islam, then, we must account for such differences. Ascertaining
difference, and here I follow the late J. Z. Smith, is often more significant
from an analytical perspective than simply focusing on a set of superficial
similarities.”

Within this context, it is probably worth differentiating between ‘non-
Muslim Islam’, including in its broad historical sweep, and cognate terms or
categories such as ‘Islamicate’ or what Shahab Ahmed has recently tried to
recalibrate as the ‘Balkans-to-Bengal complex’. Ahmed has used the latter cat-
egory to refer to the regions of Islam stretching between present-day Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia, down and across Afghanistan, North
India to the Bay of Bengal. This vast area, he has argued, produced a set of ideas
and values (often Sufi-inspired), often expressed in poetry written in both
Persian and Turkish, that played a commanding role in a set of interconnec-
tions, exchanges and articulations.” He has described this rather technically

(and jargony) in the following terms:

The Balkans-to-Bengal complex constitutes what we might usefully con-
ceive of as a post-formative stage and condition in the history of societies
of Muslims — a stage at which earlier foundational elements are brought
together in a capacious and productive historical synthesis that, in turn,
provides a maniplex yet stable ingrediential base for further striking forth in

a dynamic variety of trajectories of being Muslim.”

* See, for example, J. Z. Smith, ‘In Comparison a Magic Dwells’, in /magining Religion: From
Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 23—44.

* “Islamicate’ is a term that Marshall G. S. Hodgson has coined, which he has related to his
concept of Islamdom. The latter refers to the society in which Muslims and their faith are
recognised as prevalent and socially dominant, in one sense or another — a society in which, of
course, non-Muslims have always formed an integral, if subordinate, element. See his Venture
of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1974), vol. 1, 58-59. In this context, he has written that the adjective Islamicate’ refers
‘not directly to the religion, Islam, itself, but to the social and cultural complex historically
associated with Islam and the Muslims, both among Muslims themselves and even when
found among non-Muslims’.

Shahab Ahmed, What Is Islam? The Importance of Being Islamic (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2015), 72-76.

» Ahmed, What Is Islam?, 75.

2:

i
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The texts produced in such environments — whether we call them ‘Islamicate’
or forged under a ‘Balkans-to-Bengal complex’ is immaterial for present pur-
poses — could be and indeed were written by both Muslims and non-Muslims.
This is especially the case for Jewish thinkers (for example, Saadya Gaon,
Moses Maimonides, Abraham ibn Ezra, Judah Halevi) writing in places such as
al-Andalus (so-called Muslim Spain).*® Such thinkers, while religiously Jewish,
articulated Judaism in Arabic, using Arabic terms and categories, and, most
importantly, in an Arabic (and thus Arabo-Muslim) epistemic space.” Such
texts, however, are often less about Islam — and rarely about offering assump-
tions or definitions of Islam (which non-Muslim Islamic authorities most
certainly do) — than in articulating Judaism in an Arabo-Islamic key. Thus,
Saadya Gaon’s tenth-century Kitab al-amanat w'al-itigadat or Maimonides’
twelfth-century Dalalat al-ha’irin are both quantifiably and qualitatively dif-
ferent from the texts mentioned above, such as John of Damascus’s Heresies in
Epitome: How They Began and Whence They Drew Their Origin or the anony-
mous Secrets of Rabbi Shimon bar Yobai. However, whereas all of the last four
texts emerge from an environment that tended to put equal weight on belief
and practice, much of the texts and discourses that Ackfeldt and Petersen have
had in mind emerged from a largely (Western) Protestant milieu — frequently

recoded as ‘secular’ — that focuses primarily on belief.

Scholarship

One issue that remains to be resolved when it comes to non-Muslim Islam is
the role of contemporary scholarship. While I have touched on Orientalism
and its role in the production of non-Muslim Islam, it might also be worth-
while to consider both contemporary scholarly production and dissemination.

When non-Muslim scholars write about the tradition, presumably we become

* Here is not the place to list a full bibliography (which may be found in my own study in the
following note). Two classic studies worth mentioning, however, are Shlomo Dov Goitein,
Jews and Arabs: Their Contact through the Ages, 3d rev. ed. (New York: Schocken, 1955); and
Shlomo Pines, ‘Shi‘ite Terms and Conceptions in Judah Halevi’s Kuzars’, Jernsalem Studies
in Arabic and Islam 2 (1980): 165-251.

% See, for example, Aaron W. Hughes, Shared Identities: Medieval and Modern Imaginings of
Judeo-Islam (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).
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non-Muslim authorities on Islam producing non-Muslim Islamic discourses,
even if we do so for ‘non-political’ reasons or in ‘non-political’ venues.”

All of us, after all, ultimately bring into focus an amorphous concept to
which we refer as ‘Islam’, through a series of methodological acts. These acts
are not value-neutral, although we tend to present them as such, but based on
choice.” While we frequently assume such acts to be natural, in other words,
they are anything but. Acknowledgement of this artificiality — the fact that
there can never be a pure or authentic Islam, only constructions — is perhaps
what zdeally sets academic discourses apart from what we witness in non-
scholarly productions and disseminations of non-Muslim Islam.* Yet, given
the fact that many (both Muslim and non-Muslim) scholars of Islam are not
this self-reflective might cast some doubt on this differentiation.

But, and I think this is a key point, by drawing attention to all these types
of productions, being aware of what powers them, as well as ultimately under-
standing the differences between them, is crucial to the study of Islam more
generally. In examining non-Muslim Islam we are, in many ways, holding a
mirror up to ourselves and the work we do. And this, to me, is also key. We
as scholars should be aware of the artificiality of our acts, whereas all too fre-
quently demagogues who create political and politicised treatments of Islam
rarely are. These demagogues think that what they are doing is creating an
‘authentic’ Islam — and, of course, those who read their work are looking for
such an ‘authentic’ presentation. Reflection upon such differences provides us
with a reminder, if one is in fact needed, that theory and method should func-
tion as an important constituent in the study of Islam.

Another basic, and indeed related, notion that needs to be teased out is

who and what counts as a ‘non-Islamic authority’. Can a Muslim produce it?

% However, again, I understand many might be tempted to say that even a ‘non-political’
venue is by definition ‘political’.

*> See Aaron W. Hughes, “There is No Data for Islam: Testing the Utility of a Category’, in
What Is Islamic Studies? European and North American Approaches to a Contested Field,
edited by Leif Stenberg and Philip Wood (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2022),
32-42.

3 See Aaron W. Hughes, “Islam and ...”: Thinking about Islam Through the Act of
Comparison’, in New Methodological Perspectives in Islamic Studies, edited by Abbas Aghdassi
and Aaron W. Hughes (Leiden: Brill, 2023), 10-16.

For review purposes only; not for distribution or sale



282 | AARON W. HUGHES

Presumably, if we include scholarly discourses written for other scholars (both
Muslim and non-Muslim), then presumably they can. Tariq Ramadan’s and
Asma Afsarrudin’s work, after all, provide us with essentialised readings of the
tradition; they are written primarily for non-Muslim audiences and dissemi-
nated through decidedly Western presses (no less a prestigious university press
that Oxford University Press in the case of Ramadan). How do we classify
them? Are the treatises of non-Muslim Islam written by Muslim authorities?
Or, as would seem more likely, are they works of Muslim Islamic theology
(albeit published by secular presses that tend to publish works of non-Muslim
Islam)? The line, in other words, is not always clear — and it is firming up this
line that becomes an important scholarly desideratum, as Ackfeldt and Petersen
have demonstrated. Moreover, staying with this tenor a little longer, if a
Muslim writes an op-ed in a Western newspaper, either defending, apolo-
gising for, or attacking Islam, then such a narrative would also presumably
count, given the (non-Muslim) audience and medium involved, as a piece of
non-Muslim Islam. In theory, then, a Muslim could create and write about
‘non-Muslim Islam’, just as non-Muslims can write apologies that sound
remarkably like what Muslim theologians do. When a politician in the Islamic
world, to use one more example, writes about Islam’s compatibility, or lack
thereof, with democracy, does that count as an Islamic discourse or a non-
Muslim one?

While these may well seem like simple points, reflection on them will help us
further reflect on the nature of non-Muslim Islamic discourses. Consideration
of these and related issues will allow us to hone further our methodologies when
it comes to non-Muslim Islam. This will be just as important as engaging in the
type of case-studies presented here, all of which offer important and detailed
‘thick descriptions’ of non-Muslim Islam. Such case-studies and further theo-
retical and methodological reflection on non-Muslim Islam will ideally open up

Islamic studies in useful and productive ways.

Moving Forward

This volume has done a wonderful job of naming a topic that has remained
hidden in plain sight. An important desideratum, one I have tried to begin to
articulate here, is how we proceed now that we have isolated a category and a set

of discourses that goes by the name ‘non-Muslim Islam’. Such methodological
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reflections, I have suggested, ought to involve the realisation, appreciation
and incorporation of the historical record to support and show similarities
and differences to contemporary usage. Historians of all periods have studied
Muslim constructions of non-Muslims and Christian constructions of
Muslims, to say nothing of Muslim constructions of Jews and Zoroastrians —
and into this mix we must also surely include the heresiographical treatment
of various sects within Islam.” So many of these premodern constructions of
Muslims (or indeed others) are also relevant to our modern concerns, as they
were not simply literary productions, but frequently had real-world political
and legal implications.

Since there is, to invoke Qoheleth, ‘nothing new under the sun’, we must
also begin the process of connecting the study of ‘non-Muslim Islam’ to other
bodies of literature — including their theoretical and methodological articula-
tion, in addition to technical terms and narratives — that deal with one group
constructing another group. The latter includes not only Muslim heresiology
and polemics in, say, the medieval period, but also all those Orientalist and
postcolonial studies that deal with the politics of construction, both on those
doing the construction and those being constructed.

If we assume that non-Muslim discourses on Islam are largely the product
of non-Muslims writing from the contexts of non-Muslim countries where
Muslims exist as a minority, then we must also acknowledge these different
contexts and not simply assume that they are all the same. Here, and this
returns me to the specifics of the Canadian example with which I opened this
chapter, we would do well to remember that every country, Islamic or non-
Islamic, has its own internal dynamics, each based on a unique set of political,
social and legal configurations. As we move forward, then, we perhaps need
to move from talking about a generic ‘non-Muslim Islam’ to non-Muslim
Islamic discourses in Canada, Denmark, France and so on. How ‘non-
Muslim Islam’ is imagined, produced and disseminated in Sweden, for example,
is radically different from the way in which it is done in, say, Canada or Great

Britain. The latter two countries, after all, are more heterogeneous than the

*' For example, Ibn Hazm, Kitab al-fisal fi'l-milal wa'l-abwa* wa’l-nibal, S vols (Beirut: Dar
al-ma‘rifa, 1975); al-Shahrastani, K724 al-milal wa’l-nihal (Beirut: Dar al-ma‘rifa, 1993).
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former. Canada, for example, has an official policy of Multiculturalism* and a
constitutional bill of rights, the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, that deter-
mines what non-Muslims can say about Islam in the public sphere.” French
(and Swiss) laws of laicité, to use another example, create a much different
political and ideological dynamic than the multiculturalism found in, say,
England. It would thus seem to be the case — as is done with this volume — that
case-studies are the way to go. Only with the latter can we begin to arrive at an

understanding of the concept writ large.

Conclusions

Non-Muslim Islam is a concept that is both novel and ancient, historic and
literary at the same time. Non-Muslims have, after all, been writing about,
thinking with and generally constructing Islam in their own images since the
beginnings of that religion in the seventh century. To think about Islam, as
so many of the chapters here demonstrate, is a convenient way to think about
oneself. But what is new here is the world in which we live. It is a world that
— especially in the West — is Islamophobic. Itis a post-9/11, post-7/7 and post-
Paris bombings world, one wherein 2// Muslims have been painted with the
same brush. The colours with which this brush paints are increasingly nation-
alist, xenophobic and racist. While not all Muslims are migrants or refugees,
non-Muslim discourses present them as such. And while many Muslims in
the West are doctors, lawyers and business leaders, again many non-Muslim
Islamic authorities work on the assumption that they are all asylum-seekers
whose nefarious intent is to establish ‘sharia law’ in the West.

The study of non-Muslim Islam, thus, helps us further to calibrate Islam in
the modern world. While this study must certainly draw on earlier premodern
studies of similar non-Muslim constructions of Islam, the difference is that,
in the contemporary period, these issues are taking place in real time and with
the ease that social media affords. This does not mean that the past is not rel-
evant. Far from it. What it does mean is that there will be certain similarities,

methodologically and theoretically, from which we must draw, but that social

 See, for example, Aaron W. Hughes, 10 Days That Shaped Modern Canada (Edmonton:
University of Alberta Press, 2022), 67-88.
* See Hughes, The Charter (forthcoming).
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media, right-wing demagoguery and left-wing correctives all mean that there
is a certain urgency in the study of non-Muslim Islamic constructions that is
more than just historical.

In the final analysis, then, the concept of non-Muslim Islam has, as the
chapters in this volume have clearly shown, significant consequences for
Islamic studies. I appreciate how this volume has been able to name something
that I have been working on for the past twenty-five years but did not realise.
The topic of non-Muslim Islam, thus, names and gives form to something we
all do, but perhaps do not realise that we do. It is now up to us to give it greater
theoretical and methodological articulation, while also engaging in case-studies
to bring it into clearer focus.
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