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Abstract :

This paper reviews the main trends in the anthropological scholarship of Islam in Europe by
examining how this body of work through the lens of what I call a ‘double epistemological
impasse’. The first one refers to the historical marking of Islam as Europe’s ‘other’, the second
one concerns anthropology’s vexed relationship with religions traditions in general, and Islam
in particular, in their ontological claim-making. Through the organisation of the literature into
three key figures (the Muslim as migrant, as Islamist and ethical subject), this paper will try to
unearth the way in which this double impasse has impacted upon and informed anthropological
scholarship on Islam in Europe.
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“iln’y a, dans la pratique d’une religion dominée, et dominée au point de n’étre plus qu’un critére
d’identification sociale, rien qui puisse échapper a la régle des réinterprétations
et des surdéterminations™ '

Abdelmalek Sayad (2014 [1987]: 147)

In December 2018, the Dutch public broadcasting service NPO aired the show Moslims zoals
wij, a Dutch remake of the British show Muslim like us launched in 2016. Seven Dutch and
one Belgian Muslim were featured spending ten days together in a house in Roermond, a city
in the South-East of the Netherlands. The candidates had been selected according to their
ethnicity, gender, sexuality and distinct views on Islam. The selected participants ranged from
the newly converted native Dutch, orthodox Somali preacher, pious and veiled Indonesian, to
the non-practicing Afghan, sexy yet religiously conservative Moroccan fashion vlogger and
lesbian Turk-Indonesian. Yet in difference to what the title suggests, the show did much more
than simply represent Muslims in a way that reassured the Dutch audience that “they” weren’t
that different from “us”. During those ten days, several facets of the participants’ religious
identity and practice were explored as viewers witnessed the struggle all candidates underwent
in reconciling their — at times very — contrasting views on Islam and the sentiment of belonging
to the same community of faith. This struggle, furthermore, culminated when the pious Fitria
admitted to the non-practicing Hazjir that, and on the basis of the conduct she had witnessed
in the last five days, she could not consider him a Muslim. The harsh judgement of the
otherwise very kind and warm Fitria resulted in the withdrawal of Hazjir from the group, which

triggered an internal discussion on the appropriateness of her words and the right to judge

! “There is, in the practice of a dominated religion, and dominated to the extent of being nothing more than a
marker of social identification, nothing that can escape the rule of re-interpretation and overdetermination”



someone else’s conduct. The Dutch TV Show Muslim like us was overwhelmingly positively
received, as commentators praised the diversity and authenticity of each character.> The
framing and reception of the show, however, also revealed a series of tensions that will be of
interest for our purpose. The first one revolves around the necessity to deconstruct the binary
representations of Muslims as “other” — i.e. Muslims (are) like “us”, while at the same time
acknowledging the distinctiveness of their lived and religious experiences. The second one is
to highlight the internal tensions and contradictions that traverse this community, while also
recognizing a certain coherence — as is exemplified in the show through the recitation, by all
participants, of the Sirat al-Fatiha (the Opening) at the start of each episode. I take these
tensions as a starting point for this review, for [ want to suggest that anthropological scholarship
on Islam in Europe is equally informed by a similar set of tensions which revolve around the
desire to account for the ethical subjectivity of Muslims, while at the same time downplaying
it.

Two central aims inform this review. The first one is to offer an overview of the current
trends in anthropological scholarship on Islam in Europe, with a particular focus on the
literature on North-Western Europe. The attentive reader will note that countries such as
France, the Netherlands, the UK, Belgium and Germany are overrepresented in this review.
Southern-European countries, on the other hand, only cursorily appear, and Eastern-Europe is
absent. This limited focus is partially the result of the authors’ own bias and focus on North-
Western Europe, but it also reflects the dominant weight of these countries in the current
debates on Islam in Europe, which translate in an overrepresentation in the scholarship. A
second purpose is more theoretical, and it is to offer a critical reflection on state of

(anthropological) knowledge production on Islam in Europe and how the latter is marked by

2 A critical, though sympathetic, review of the show can, for instance, be found in the largely read blog of
anthropologist Martijn de Koning. URL: http://religionresearch.org/closer/2018/12/24/moslimzoalswij-een-
slotbespreking-spiegel/ (accessed 19 March 2019)




what I will describe as a double epistemological impasse. The term impasse, originally a French
word, is generally used to refer to a situation of “deadlock” (Merriam-Webster), or “a situation
in which progress is impossible, especially because the people involved cannot agree”
(Cambridge Dictionary). By invoking the image of an impasse, I want to allude to a structural
condition that informs the condition of knowledge production on Islam in Europe and which is
tied with the historical representation of Islam as Europe’s “other” on the one hand, and the
discomfort of social sciences (including anthropology) with the ontological claim-making of
monotheistic religious traditions. One of the explicit aims of this review is to unearth the way
in which this double impasse structures anthropological scholarship. After briefly sketching
the historical and theoretical contours of this argument, the reviewed literature will be
tentatively organised around three “key figures” (Salazar 2017): the migrant, the Islamist, and

the Muslim as ethical subject.’

Islam in Europe: two epistemological impasses

Whereas the first Muslims arrived in the Iberian Peninsula less than a century after the first
revelations of the message to the Prophet Muhammad in Mecca in the 7" century (Goody
2004), Muslim’s 20" century presence in Europe is often marked as a ‘new’ development (see
for instance Kepel 1987). Estimated at 25,8 Million, Muslims represent one of the fastest
growing religious community in the continent,* a reality which has resulted in a succession of
debates on the (Judeo-)Christian character of Europe (Nathan & Toploski 2016), secularism

(Habermas 2008), gender and sexuality (Scott 2007) or, more recently, security and

* In a special issue on the subject, the anthropologist Noel Salazar draws on Raymond William’s work to define
key figures as essentially contested concept yet which fulfill a function in “binding words in certain activities
and their interpretation; they are significant, indicative words in certain forms of thought. Certain uses bound
together certain ways of seeing culture and society” (Williams quoted in Salazar, 2017: 7).

4 Estimations for 2016 by the Pew Research Centre (2017: 4). These estimations include the 28 EU nations and
Norway and Switzerland. Several authors have however also warned for the conceptual difficulties one encounters
in estimating properly the number of Muslims as they are based primarily on people’s country of origin and say
less about one’s actual confessional orientation (see for instance Brown 2000).



counterterrorism (Khosrokhavar 2016, Truong 2018). As noted by several scholars, these
societal tensions show that the so-called “Muslim Question” (Norton 2013) operates, today, as
one of main cultural fault lines around which the idea of Europe becomes debated and re-
imagined (Asad 2003). One of the recurrent elements in these debates is indeed the idea that
Europe and Islam represent discrete, or even opposing, entities that have come together in an
unprecedented way.

This idea of Islam, as Europe’s ‘other’ has, however, not always been straightforward.
In their historical review on the relationship between Europe and Islam, the French historians
Henry Laurens, Gilles Veinstein and John Tolan (2009) remind us that the Muslim has not
always existed as a discrete subject, not more than the European. In the French and English
language the term Muslim only emerges around the 16™ century, that of Islam in 1697 in French
and in 1818 in English — almost eight-hundred years after the first appearance of Muslims on
European land (Laurens et. al. 2009: 9).> Muslims were not targeted as a uniform whole, but
the assignations used were much more complex (‘Turk’, ‘Arab’, ‘More’, ‘Mohammedan’,
‘Saracen’). The Crusades, for instance, where not only a moment of strong political adversity,
but they also lead to “an interpenetration of the populations through trade and proximity”
(Goody 2004: 33). This, at once, highlights the polyform, contradictory and complex
relationships the different European political entities, monarchies and empires entertained with
the Muslim world (Aydin 2017). The idea of Islam and Europe, as distinct cultural and geo-
political tropes, will however become more explicit throughout the modern period. This is as
much the result of large transformations internal to the continent (Reformism, the expulsion of
Muslims and Jews from Spain and the French Revolution) as of the French and British imperial

expansions into the New World and the Orient, which incited a clearer demarcation of the “true

51t is important to stress that the history sketched by Laurens, Veinstein and Tolan (2009) largely follows a North-
Western European track, a different genealogy needs to be sketched for the case of the Iberian Peninsula where
Islam has been a constitutive factor between the 7" and 15" century. For a different genealogy that also accounts
for the Iberian (Arabs), Balkan (Ottomans) and Northern-European (Mongols) track see Goody (2004: 12).



religion” —i.e. Christianity (Masuzawa 2015, Said 1978, Matar 1999). An ostensible discourse
of polarity will gradually overshadow the interconnections and exchanges that have historically
marked the relationship between Europe and Islam (Coller 2011, Aydin 2017), as the idea of
Europe will gain a more explicit identity and weight around notions of modernity, progress and
rationality (Laurens et al. 2009).

This period, however, also coincides with a new relationship of “closeness” (Said 1978:
4) towards Islam, as Muslims become gradually incorporated as colonial subjects into the
various European colonies. Two distinct views will simultaneously inform the administrative
practices towards Muslim populations (Davidson 2012, Sbai 2018). The first one draws on the
idea that Islam is a totality that is fundamentally distinct and inassimilable to the Enlightenment
values and that Muslims cannot be separated from their religious practice, something the
historian Naomi Davidson describes as “embodied Islam”, and which she sees to be
materialised in the French colonies through the code de !’indigénat, which also produced clear
racial demarcations and hierarchies between Muslims and Jews (Davidson 2012: 15, 27). A
clear example can be found in the work of the renown French philologist, Ernest Renan, who
will recall the relationship to Islam in highly antagonistic terms in his inaugural lecture of 1862
at the College de France, one of the country’s highest seats of knowledge (see also Said 1978,
Masuzawa 2015):

“L’Islam est la plus compléte négation de I’Europe, I’islam est le fanatisme...; I’islam

est le dédain de la science, la suppression de la société civile; c’est I’épouvantable

simplicité de la pensée sémitique, rétrécissant le cerveau humain, le fermant a toute

I’idée délicate, a tout sentiment fin, a toute recherche rationnelle, pour le mettre en face



d’une éternelle tautologie: Dieu est Dieu™ (Renan cited in Laurens et al. 2009: 332-
222)

This first view is complemented by a second one, which rather stresses the need for reform
and the possibility of assimilation of Muslims into European enlightenment. This second
perspective will convey the idea that a modernised elite can be formed through education, and
incorporated into the newly established colonial structures. This view will also give nascence
to the well-known demarcation between “bad Muslims” (the Pan-Islamist purists) and “good
Muslims” (Muslims as redeemable subjects). Such a position can be found, for instance, in the
work of Dutch Orientalist and advisor to the Dutch crown in Indonesia, Christian Snouck
Hurgonje, who argued for the necessity to selectively co-opt an educated elite whilst at the
same time waging war against Pan-Islamic purists (Kennedy & Valenta 2008, Fadil, de Koning
& Raggazi 2019). In the French context, Catholic figures such as Robert Montagne played an
important role in the establishment of administrative structures like the French Haut Comité
Meditterranean (HCM) or the Centre des Hautes Etudes de [’administration Musulmane
(CHEAM), that were seen as a counterweight to the pan-Islamic tendencies (Sbai 2018: 210-
212). - Several studies have extensively documented the postcolonial continuations of these
governmental logics in today’s relationship to Islam in (and outside) Europe (Maussen, Bader
& Moors 2012, Mamdani 2004).” This continuation is, however, also premised on a knowledge
production on this religious community. One of the outstanding questions is, therefore, to

understand how this historical gaze on the (benign and/or malicious) nature of Islam has

6 “Islam is the most complete negation of Europe, Islam means fanaticism.. Islam is the disavowal of science,
the oppression of the civil society, it’s the terrible simplicity of the Semitic mind, which reduces the human
brain and closes it off from any subtle idea, any delicate feeling, any rational inquiry, to end up with an
indefinite tautology: God is God” (my translation - NF)

7 In their edited volume on Muslim communities in Western-Europe during the interbellum, the historians Grétz
and Ryad (2014) note, however, that most European countries dealt “benevolently” with the first Islamic
organizations, as they saw these Muslim minorities primarily as representatives of their country of origin (2014:
26).



fundamentally structured contemporary scholarship on Islam in Europe, which brings me to
the two epistemological impasses which are at the heart of this review.

As arelative late-comer to the anthropological discipline, the study of Islam was for long
assigned to philologist (McLoughlin 2007, Varisco 2005, Masuzawa 2015). Anthropologists
considered Islam to be “too familiar”, or too “un-contentious and relatively unchanging” to be
worthy of any interest (Lindholm cited in McLoughlin 2007: 281). Yet as Islam gradually
grew into becoming a social-scientific preoccupation, the overpowering presence of the
Orientalist gaze, which traps Muslims into a realm of Otherness, became an important point of
contention (El-Zein 1977). Weary of these risks, several ethnographers have therefore
privileged a perspective that highlights the “ordinariness” of Muslims (Gilsenan 1982). This
first difficulty is, however, also entangled with a second one, and which concerns
anthropology’s vexed relationship with the study of monotheistic religious traditions (in
particular Christianity and Islam). Several authors have highlighted anthropology’s uneasiness
— or what Fenella Cannell has termed a “disciplinary nervousness” (2006: 3) — with regard to
religious experiences (Willerslev & Suhr 2018), in particular when it concerns Christianity.
Albeit adopting very distinct views on this question, Robbins (2003) and Marshall (2014) have
argued that this discomfort is a reflection of anthropology’s own normative (i.c. secular)
commitments, for Christianity’s epistemological claims are seen to stand in competition with
the discipline’s efforts to define ‘the real’.

The combination of these two problems results in a particular series of complications — or
as I will prefer to call them: impasses — when it comes to the study of Islam in Europe: how
does one write about the constitutive capacities of Islam without reproducing an Orientalist
narrative? I define Islam here, building on the work of Talal Asad, as a discursive tradition
which he defines as a heterogeneous set of “discourses that seek to instruct practitioners

regarding the correct form and purpose of a given practice that, precisely because it is



established, has a history” (Asad, 1986: 14). At the heart of Asad’s conceptualisation is an
attention for the constitutive modalities of these discourses in everyday life: a tradition is not
simply a “set of symbols”, but equally entails a practical dimension which instructs
practitioners to act and reason in a particular way (Mahmood, 2005: 115). Asad’s
conceptualisation, furthermore, leaves room for a complex understanding of how this occurs,
as his model also considers heterogeneity, conflict and disagreement to be inherent to any
tradition (1986: 16). Documenting the constitutive power of the Islamic tradition in the
European space is, however, not an innocent enterprise. In the current context, where
interminable debates succeed each other on Islam’s compatibility with the European laws and
state, it becomes difficult to document the possibly larger ‘ambitions’ of the adherents of this
tradition (such as converting people), in part because of the researchers’ own (secular)
discomforts, but also because it risks validating dystopian views around the ‘Islamisation of
Europe’. To the extent that Islam in Europe can be represented, it is often as a
compartmentalised religious system (Asad 1993) which inhabits a space of subalternity.® Few
anthropologists have reflected on this problem and its effects on scholarship, and when it comes
up, it is mostly treated as a methodological question.” One of the central aims of this review is,
therefore, to examine how these two impasses, the Orientalist demarcation of Muslims as

‘other’ and the difficulty of representing Islam as a complex discursive tradition, have

8 In using the Gramscian concept of subaltern, I draw on Gayarti Spivak’s (1988) well-known essay who deploys
this term to theorize a condition of non-representability, or unspeakability, of (female) colonial subjects in India.
Whereas Spivak’s work is set as a critique of the epistemic violence she sees at work in the dominant
historiographic and philosophical representation of colonial subjects in India, a similar critique can also be made
regarding secularism. Reflecting on this question, Saba Mahmood suggests that the epistemic power of secularism
lies not so much in the erasure of religious experiences, than in the clear conditioning of the type of “religious
claims (that) can be authorized and validated” (Mahmood 2016: 206). Drawing on these two lines of thought, I
want to suggest that the dominant hostility towards Islam in the European public space plays an important role in
regulating the type of claims Muslims can make and in compartementalizing Islam into a system of symbolic
representations.

 Well-known is the expectation, on behalf of pious interlocutors, that researchers would convert (either to Islam
in case of non-Muslims, or into ‘proper’ Islamic conduct in the case of Muslim ethnographers). For an example
of a discussion of this tension, see Bendixsen 2013 (in particular chapter 2).



fundamentally shaped scholarship on Islam in Europe with a particular focus on its effects upon

anthropological studies.

Islam, migration and the problem of integration

One of the first figures to inform the studies on Islam in Europe, is that of the migrant, in
reference to the tens of thousands of workers from North-Africa into France, Belgium or the
Netherlands and Turks into Germany who moved into the continent after the second world-war
due to the shortage of workers in the coalmine and car industry (Martens 1973, Ath-Messaoud
& Gillette 1976). Largely represented as masculine (for a critique see Pedraza 1991) and
“uprooted” (Silverstein 2005: 372), this figure of the migrant is characterised by what the
French-Algerian sociologist Abdelmalek Sayad (1999) describes as a “double absence” (Sayad
1999: 20). In his seminal study on Algerian migrants in France, the French-Algerian sociologist
uses this formulation to designate the erasure of the multifaceted dimensions of the lives of
immigrants in France, and whose existence is primarily grasped in scientific literature in terms
of “absence”: absence from the home-country, absence from the country of residence. The
migrants are, in this early phase, chiefly seen as workers, whose antinomic presence in Europe
is characterised by what Sayad describes as an “indefinite temporariness” (provisoire durable)
(Sayad 1999: 93, see also Nail 2015: 15, Mandel 2008). A few early studies will, however, pay
attention to the importance of religion in the lives of these workers (Hames 1979, Kastoryano
1987). This will, however, mostly occur in the context of a broader interest in religious
adjustments made at the factory or residencies, the so-called “foyers” (Diop 1988), and several
studies will also draw on an understanding of Islam as epiphenomenal to the migrants’ working
conditions (Barou 1985: 208, Withol de Wenden 1985: 222). A notable exception, however, is
the anthropological study of Riva Kastoryano, which is one of the early attempts to account for

the importance of Islam in the cultural identity of Turkish workers (Kastoryano 1987: 837).
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Anthropologists, in particular, have played an important role in yielding a holistic view
on the lives of (Muslim) migrants, by including elements of culture and religion. In the British
context, the work of Pnina Werbner’s The Migration Process (2002 [1990]) represents a
significant intervention due to her critique of the overall passive and dissmpowering view on
migrants’ lives in existing scholarship, and the detailed account she offers of the central role
of kinship structures and ethnic networks in the creation of a transnational Pakistani
entrepreneurial community. An important element in her study is the importance given to
women in this process, who had, until then, remained largely invisible (notable exceptions are
Andezian 1983). As for Islam, the latter will be primarily apprehended as a social structure
that enables the community’s self-constitution through collective rites such as praying, fasting,
ritual slaughtering or the repatriation of the bodies of the deceased to the home country
(Werbner 1990, see also Hameés 1979: 97). This structuralist-functionalist lens will be
extremely influential in this early stage and several studies will also attend to the central role
of the religious structures in the (social and geographical) mobility of Muslims as well as their
integration in the new, migratory, context. We can find it in the studies examining the role of
Tariga or Sufi networks in the migratory context (Lacomba 2000, Bava 2003, Rytter 2013), or
the large body of works on mosques. Initially apprehended as what Pierre Nora (1984) calls
“lieux de mémoire”, topoi that allow for a nostalgic cultivation of the ties with the homeland
(Dassetto & Bastenier 1984), this view will be gradually complicate by later studies that will
document the central importance of these “Muslim spaces” (Metcalf 1996) in the adaptation to
the European context, and the complex reconfigurations that occur in terms of ethnicity,
generation or gender (Sunier 1996, Lewis 1994, Nielsen 1992, Kanmaz 2009, Boender 2007,
Eade 1996, Kuppinger 2015, McLoughlin 2005, Verkaaik 2012).

A finaly body of work linked with the figure of the migrant concerns his offspring, the

so-called ‘second-generation’. This term has been critiqued by several analysts for putting

11



European born youth in a perpetual zone of non-belonging (Guenif Soulimas 2000: 42-43,
Silverstein 2005, Sayad 1999), and for reproducing a “Manichean view” (Guénif Souilamas
2000: 44) that considers this generation as being stuck between two opposing cultures. Islam,
in particular, will be treated as an important site to study this conflict between ‘tradition” and
‘modernity’. Several early studies will argue that the youth’s conservation of Islam, which is
largely understood as a coercive tradition, is to be understood as an expression of an
“intergenerational loyalty” (Gonzalez-Quijono 1988: 71 & 74, Lacoste-Djuardin 1992: 69).
This secularist view, which assumes the gradual dissipation of religion as generations come to
adapt to the European context, will, however, be challenged by a subsequent body of work that
will emphasize this continued presence of Islam among the youth by also documenting it’s
individualised re-appropriation through a demarcation between °‘culture’ and ‘religion’
(Jacobsen 2011, de Koning 2008). Such a view is also informed by a theoretical shift into more
complex views on identity and ethnicity, wherein multiple forms of attachments are treated as
a hallmark of postmodernity (Hall 1987). Islam becomes, within this new theoretical
conjuncture, understood as a “new ethnicity”” which facilitates an accrued involvement into the
European social space (Sunier 1996, Vertovec & Rogers 1998). This perspective will,
furthermore, pave the way for an account of the transnational components this Islamic reality
(Mandaville 2001), by also highlighting its integrative dimensions (Amiraux 2001). Yet the
question of integration will remain an overarching concern to the extent that demonstrating
Islam’s ‘adaptability’ into the European political space will remain an important theme within
this body of work. This concern with integration is, furthermore, also strongly interwoven with

a second key concern, i.e. that of secularism.

Islamism, secularism and the ‘good’ Muslim
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The second key figure to appear throughout the literature is that of the fundamentalist, or the
Islamist (Sayyid 1997). Like the migrant, the figure of the Islamist is marked as ‘other’. Yet
his condition of otherness lies less in the disruption of a “national order of things” (Malkki
1993), than in the destabilization and unsettling of a secular order of things (Asad 2003,
Harding 1991). The Islamist exists as a “haunting” figure (Derrida 1994), whose imagined
ability to overturn the secular ontology (i.e. to Islamize the social world) acts as a continuous
source of societal, political and scholarly tension. The year 1989, which signals the end of the
cold-war and the world-wide emergence of political Islam as a new global threat (Mamdani
2004), represents an important turning point as it announces a series of important “events”
(Meinert and Kapferer, 2015): the Rushdie affair and the first headscarf affair (affaire du
foulard).'® Whereas the images of hundreds of angry Muslims demonstrating in the heart of
London against Salman Rushdie’s The Devil Verses triggered a liberal outcry on Muslims’
non-adherence to the European core values (Modood 1990, Asad 1993, Lewis 1994), what
started as a banal dispute between a head of school and three teenagers in the Parisian suburb
who refused to take off their veil, generated a nationwide controversy that would persist for
more than two decades and expand well beyond the French borders (Lorcerie 2005, Bowen
2008, Scott 2007, Fernando 2014). The moral panic around what would come to be known as
a ‘religious revival’ will have important and lasting effects: that of resuscitating a familiar
colonial figure — the Islamist — into European debates on Islam in Europe (Laurens 1993,
Silverstein 2004). The influential work of the French political scientist Gilles Kepel (1991
[1987], 1994), who first worked on Islamist movements in Egypt, played an important role in
linking the Islamic revival observed among French youth with the proselytizing efforts (da 'wa)

of Islamists. His argument, that their socio-economic precariousness and identity struggles are

10 For a critique on 1989 as turning point, see Hajjat & Mohammed (2013), who consider the workers’ strikes in
the early eighties as a more significant moment. Another important event is, for the Belgian context, the
demonstrations against the American invasion in Benghazi in 1986 (Dassetto & Bastenier 1987).
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instrumentalized for the creation of communitarian spaces (communautarisme) that contradict
the French Republican model of integration (1991: 381-384), will be highly influential. The
term communautarisme is specific to the francophone debate and reflects a Republican fantasy
which imagines the citizen as an individual, stripped from any social or cultural weight, with
an unmediated bond with the Republican State and is therefore hostile to community-based
initiatives that are seen to stand in the way of this ‘Holy Communion’ (Scott 2007, Bowen
2006, Fernando 2014).

The dramatic undertone underpinning his work has, however, been challenged by a
large body work that will show that these new “Islamic political spaces” (Salvatore 2004: 1014)
in many ways reconfigure and enable new forms of citizenship (Khosrokhavar 1997, Modood
et. al. 2006, Amiraux & Jonker 2006, Sunier 1996, Maréchal 2008, Arigita 2006). In
documenting these new conjunctions between citizenship and Islam, several ethnographies
have, however, have also sought to unearth the effects of this “hyper visibility” (Jeldoft 2013)
on Muslims’ their everyday lives (Bendixsen 2013: 144, Jouli 2015: 76, Kayicki 2018, de
Koning 2016, Rogozen-Soltar 2014), and critically map the sexual dimensions of these
continuous “interpellations” (Bracke 2011), which particularly target Muslim women (Selby
2012, Johansen & Spielhaus 2012). Largely inspired by the recent turn in the anthropology of
secularism (Asad 2003, Mahmood 2016), this critical shift has also enabled an important
analytical move away from a focus on the ethical and political lives of Muslims, to a more
sustained attention onto how the presence of Muslims in Europe triggers a series of
contradictions that are internal to dominant models of citizenship (Fernando 2014), such as in
the discussions around the (face)veil (Moors 2009, Fadil 2015), the Danish Cartoon Riots
(Hervik 2011, Henkel 2010, Kublitz 2010) or unregistered Islamic marriages (Moors, de

Koning & Vroom-Najem 2018, Bowen 2016).
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Critically challenging reigning representations of Muslims as “abject” figures (Ewing
2008, Bunzl 2007, Ozyurek 2014) has, however, become particularly daunting since the
departure of approximatively five thousand European Muslims to Syria between 2012 and 2015
and the succession of terrorists attacks in the continent since 2015. Anthropologists have
traditionally tended to stay away from questions of security and terrorism in order to focus on
the overwhelming majority of law-abiding ‘good Muslims’. These recent events have,
however, compelled several to address these issues, in particular as they have come to deeply
reshape the terms of the European scholarly debate, such as in the current discussions on
radicalization (Khosrokhavar 2016). A first line of studies has sought to historically trace and
critically unpack the discourses and practices of deradicalization (Kundnani 2014, Fadil, de
Koning & Ragazzi 2019). In doing so, these studies have attended to the general transformation
of Muslims into suspicious subjects (Schiffauer 2008, Birt 2008), as well as its effects upon
their everyday lives (Hussain 2013, Qureishi & Zeitlyn 2012, de Koning 2019). A few recent
anthropological studies have, furthermore, sought to complicate the dominant representations
of abject figures such as neo-orthodox Muslims or foreign fighters by analyzing their posture
as a form of social critique (Suhr 2015, Alloul 2019), or by offering a complex take on the
participation of European Muslims in the Caliphate (Navest, de Koning & Moors 2016). Yet
the capacity to sidestep the overwhelming security lens remains limited, as shown in the
aftermaths of the publication of the study of Navest, de Koning & Moors (2016). Set as an
explorative online ethnographic project on marriages of female Dutch Muslim migrants
(muhajirat) who left to Syria after 2012, the research was controversially picked up by the
national press and one of the researchers was accused of being sympathetic to the jihad. A large
debate ensued in the Dutch parliament, and a reflective audit was set up by the University of
Amsterdam on issues of transparency and deontology (for a further discussion see Moors

2019). Whereas anthropologists may hold a troubled relationship with the dominant nationalist,
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secularist — or in this case: securitizing — gaze, this latter example shows that circumventing it

comes with its own share of risks.

Between moral ambivalence and the Islamic tradition

A last figure that informs the anthropological literature on Islam in Europe, is that of the
Muslim as ethical subject. Deeply entangled into the various power structures and racializing
mechanisms sketched in the previous sections, it is virtually impossible to treat Muslims simply
as moral subjects (Mahmood 2005, Fassin 2015). Yet anthropologists of Islam in Europe, in
particular, have played an important role in trying to uncover these internal dynamics, also
largely inspired by the Talal Asad’s influential suggestion to treat Islam as a discursive tradition
(Amir-Moazami & Salvatore 2003, McLoughlin 2007).

A first important consequence has been the gradual move away from a national
perspective on the public sphere, for a more transnationally situated view on Islam as a “global
public space of normative reference and debate” (Bowen 2006: 880). As noted by Bowen
(2006), the idea of the Umma entails a “sense of world-wide community” (2006: 822), through
the continued physical movement and interconnections across national and linguistic borders
in a quest for knowledge (see also Grewal 2014), or in an attempt to fulfil one’s religious duties
(such as hajj). This results in a plural and hybrid understanding of the public sphere (Gole
2013), wherein Islamic modes of reasoning are seen to co-exist in conjunction with others, and
wherein a renewed sense of citizenship becomes articulated through what Armando Salvatore
describes as “a notion of intercultural civility” (Salvatore, 2004: 1029, see also Jouili 2015:
196-197, Peter 2006). A subsequent consequence, is the understanding of the Islamic tradition
as a distinct repertoire, which is subjected to national attempts at regulation (i.e. the creation
of a ‘French’, ‘Belgian’ or ‘German’ Islam), yet also continues to exist independently from

these interventions (Bowen 2008). This perspective has also produced richly textured
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ethnographies on the role of knowledge in the self-fashioning process (Groeninck 2017,
Jacobsen 2011, Bendixsen 2013), and the construction and reconfiguration of religious
authorities and the shari’a in the West (Wesselhoeft 2010, Caeiro 2011, Bowen 2016).
Secondly, this tradition-based approach has also paved the way for an understanding of
the self that distinctively demarcates itself from the previously mentioned focus on
individualisation (see section three), and which is premised on a liberal self-understanding.
Largely inspired by Saba Mahmood’s (2015) influential work, studies have documented the
perpetual process of remodelling one’s behavioural disposition (jihad-an-nafs) in line with the
Islamic tradition, through the pursue of virtues such as patience (sabr), the reliance on God
(tawakkul), or obedience (‘ibada). In many cases, these studies have also sought to show how
these agential modes rely on a conception of the self that goes beyond the binary of
subordination and resistance (Fernando 2014: 161, Jacobsen 2011). This focus on ethical self-
cultivation has, furthermore, been complemented by studies that have attended to the
“intersubjective and relational” dimensions of this ethical agency (Jouili 2015: 19, Kayikci
2018) as well as its esoteric and ‘invisible’ dimensions through the co-constitutive presence of
figures such as Jinns, Angels or God (Suhr 2019, Groeninck 2017), something Mikkel Rytter
has also called the “technology of the Other” (Rytter 2016). A few studies have also looked at
this ethical self-making through the prism of affect, like in the case of Sunni converts into
Shi’ism (Lechkar 2012), the shari’a councils (Billaud 2013) or Muslims who move away from
Islam(ic) orthodoxy (Fadil 2009 & 2011). This focus on Muslim ethical self-making has,
finally, produced a body of work which has attended to the ways in which Islamic modes of
subjection are entangled with other power structures like secularism, liberalism and capitalism.
Tarlo and Moors (2013) have, for instance, looked at how the values of modesty are upheld in
the Islamic fashion industry which is regulated by a commercialised view on beauty and

fashion (see also Unal & Moors 2012), while Jouili (2014) and El Asri (2014) have sought to
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understand how European Muslims artists and performers face a number of challenges within
an industry that is largely structured around to the logic of entertainment. All these different
studies show that the commitment to a pious lifestyle is neither straightforward nor complete,
but steeped with what several have described as “moral ambivalences” (Clarke 2018, Beekers
& Kloos 2018).

These latter insights are, in several cases, however, also sided by a strong critique on
the constitutive weight given to the Islamic tradition, and the focus on Muslim ethical agency.
Several scholars have critically challenged this tradition-based approach, suggesting that it
disregards the “multiple moral registers” that inform Muslims’ ethical agency (Liberatore
2016, Schielke & Debevec 2012), and produces an overemphasis on (Islamic) difference
(Dessing & Jeldoft 2013, Gélard 2017, Bangstad 2009). While these critiques are laudable in
their attempts to avoid a reductionist account of the agency of Muslims, they equally echo the
earlier sketched discomforts regarding the constitutive weight of religious, i.c. Islamic,
traditions. Downplaying the constitutive weight of the Islamic tradition becomes, in these

cases, a way to keep Muslims ‘relatable’ or ‘ordinary’ (see Fadil & Fernando 2015).

Writing beyond the ‘Muslims-are(n’t)-like-us’ paradigm

Tell them you know brown boys who cry

about the sides of Asad’s, Amir’s and Hassan’s they don’t know the complex inner worlds of
Summaiyah’s and Ayesha’s

tell them comedies, as well as tragedies

how full of /ife we are

how full of /ove

Suhaiymah Manzoor-Khan (2017)

In her poignant poem “This is not a Humanizing Poem”, Suhaiymah Manzoor-Khan
compellingly describes a central, and disempowering, expectation that British Muslims like

her face in performing their art: offering an insight into the ‘ordinariness’ of their lives as a
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way to dissipate the fears that surround their presence in Britain. Yet she refuses to oblige:
“Because if you need me to prove my humanity I’'m not the one that’s not human”. A double
gesture informs Manzoor-Khan’s refusal: a refusal of the emotional labor of making her
audience feel comfortable about her presence (which at once confirms the unsettling work of
slam-poetry and hip-hop), and a refusal of the very script that conditions this ‘humanity’ that
she is expected to prove. In his review essay for this journal, Paul Silverstein also notes how
Muslims in Europe have today come to occupy a “racialized slot” (2014: 899). Paraphrasing
Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s concept of the Savage slot, he uses this term to account for the dual
process of marking Muslims as society’s abject, and anthropology’s exotic other (2014: 365).!!

In this review I have tried to show how this racialized gaze has informed
anthropological scholarship on Islam in Europe. I have done so by documenting how the
discipline has consistently attempted at ‘speaking back’ to the way in which Muslims are turned
into abject figures, by restoring their voices, or by disentangling the various (nationalist and
secular) modes of governance through which this figure of the abject is produced. I have,
however, also argued that this need to ‘speak back’ at these racialized mechanisms produces
its own epistemological entrapments, or as I have called them: impasses, and which revolve
around the necessity to demonstrate the adaptability of Islamic forms of mobilization with
dominant models of secularism and the difficulty to account for the constitutive weight of the
Islamic tradition. Tentatively organized around three key figures, the ‘migrant’, the ‘Islamist’
and the ‘ethical subject’, the different sections of this review have sought to unfold how this
double epistemological impasse plays out throughout a concern with integration, secularism

and moral ambivalence.

! One needs to stress that anthropology too contains works that account for Muslims as abject figures, like in
the work of Ernest Gellner (1992) or Unni Wikan (2001).
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My argument is premised on the claim that scholars of Islam in Europe ought to
examine whether and how Islam is being (re)established as an autonomous tradition in a post-
Christian Europe. Claiming that the Islamic tradition is autonomous doesn’t mean that it does
so in a uniform way, nor that it is marked by ‘difference’. The autonomy of the tradition lies
not so much in its alterity (or sameness), but rather in what John Bowen (2006) has described
as the distinct “felicity conditions” (2006: 80) in his study on shari’a councils in Britain, and
which allow for a particular mode of reasoning to take effect. Addressing the autonomy of the
Islamic tradition therefore implies writing beyond the “us” vs. “them” paradigm by examining
the complex constitution of this tradition as a “counter-public” (Hirschkind 2001). This counter
public remains, so far, largely invisible to the European eye, except through “polemics” (Gole
2013). Documenting its complex articulations of the Islamic tradition the different parts of the
continent, thereby counterbalancing the Western-European bias by including Eastern and
Southern Europe more fully, will be an important challenge for the years to come. Doing so,
will not only strengthen the quality of the existing scholarship, but it will also importantly

contribute to redefining what Europe is.
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