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Abstract

This thesis expands understanding of millennial Muslim converts within the context of post-
9/11 Britain. Three currents of discussion constitute the practical and theoretical
considerations that form the basis of this study. First, in examining the experience of
religious transformation within the lives of converts, the concept of conversion is explored
from a variety of angles. Second, the thesis investigates the identity formation of convert
Muslims within a contextual backdrop wherein they have become the subject of controversy
and social scientific inquiry. Third, the study uncovers the impact of their conversions and

identity formations upon their educational experiences.

In the years following 9/11, some scholars have made the unsettling inference that there
now exists within contemporary Britain a disdain for religious identity. However, there has
been little sustained reflection upon the effects of this on the convert Muslim demographic,
particularly within educational discourse. This thesis disrupts that trend by reflecting upon
the experiences of fifteen millennial-born convert Muslims whose conversions occurred
within the context of secondary and post-secondary education in Britain. By highlighting the
unique insights available through my own positionality as a convert Muslim, | assert the
place of converts within the wider discourse on Muslims in education; not reductively, as the
subjects of psychological and phenomenological fascination, but as an experientially distinct,
yet constitutive, part of the whole religious group. In doing this, | present arguments for the
enfranchisement of convert Muslims’ voices in readings of convert identity and in research

within and about Muslim populations.

My methodology is oriented towards ethnography; a methodology based on prolonged
observation and reporting, to produce analytical and explanatory accounts of the
participants. The desire to look backwards at the conversion experiences of my participants,
and forwards to the implications of those experiences, angles my approach towards
narrative inquiry also. To encapsulate and describe this grouping of methods, | have used the
term ‘narrative ethnography’. Based upon a thematic analysis of my narrative-ethnographic
data, three interrelated findings emerge from the study, which contribute to existing

scholarship in the fields of education, the sociology of religion and conversion theorising.



The first contribution relates to the lived religiosity of convert Muslims and how this
manifests, because of their conversion experiences, within their social, educational and
digital environments. The second contribution relates to the distinct identity configurations
of millennial convert Muslims, which, | posit, are characterised by forms of resistance,
scriptural literalism and unique behavioural nuances. The third contribution relates to
converts’ educational experiences. In this regard, the study identifies educational spaces as

the site of marginality, struggle and tension for the converts.

In making original contributions to theoretical discussions about conversion, postsecular

thinking and digital methodologies, the study rests at the interface between the sociology of

religion and education, informing the development of pastoral services for Muslims in
education, and may be brought to bear on formulating educational material and practices

which adequately reflect the diverse forms of religious adherence in modern Britain.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 My Story

As a sixteen-year-old black male, having been born in London and raised in a predominantly
white town in the county of Essex, | had long become accustomed to the experience of
standing out. During my early schooling, | was the only black child in my school year and one
of only a handful of non-white students in the school. However, in 2003, at the end of my
secondary schooling, when my father made the decision to move the family to a small
village in the Lincolnshire countryside, | faced the prospect of spending my Further

Education (FE) years as perhaps the only black student in my sixth form.

While this vignette of my early educational experience might appear to be leading to a
description of my encounters with racial discrimination, it is not. For | was a popular child,
friendly with most social circles, frequently performing in school drama productions, as well
as belonging to several school sports teams. My earliest memories of truly feeling different

came much later.

Unavoidably, however, a sharpened awareness of less overt manifestations of racism have
caused me to apperceive subtle interactions during my schooling. For example, the
seemingly innocuous tendency for some teachers to remark on how ‘articulate’ or ‘well-
spoken’ | was, despite me having quite the same cockney accent and limited vocabulary as
every other child | knew, now cause me to wonder if this reflected an unintentional
microaggression (Torino, et al., 2018); a latent suggestion of surprise that the son of two
Nigerian immigrants could communicate in the way that | did. And while, at times, my
inclusion in such things as my sixth form’s ‘Oxbridge’ mentoring scheme and Youth Speaks
competition team feels, in retrospect, like a form of tokenism, | ultimately consider the
colour of my skin to have been largely unremarkable during my schooling. It is this fact that
serves to highlight the impact of the form of discrimination | was to later experience within

England’s education system.



For, a mere two years after my move to Lincolnshire, less than three months after the 7t of

July bombings in London, at the age of eighteen, | became a Muslim.

At the time | knew almost nothing about the cultural impact of the 9/11 attacks and the
ongoing ‘war on terror’. Yet, the ensuing policy milieu was to feature prominently in my life
moving forward. Indeed, it was my conversion to Islam that was to introduce me to more
overt and complex displays of discrimination. Three weeks after my conversion to Islam, |
began my undergraduate degree in Politics at a public research university in the south-east
of England. It was during this period of my life that | became acquainted with many of the
contemporary national and international perceptions surrounding my newfound religion.
Where any racism | had experienced as a result of my skin colour had been what Coates
(2011) refers to as ‘insidious; or concealed’ racism (p. 1), the discrimination | began to
experience due to my chosen religion was overt and had ‘passed the dinner-table test’
(Allen, 2013; Batty, 2011). Where there had previously been no obvious hostility in the
attitudes of my friends due to the colour of my skin, after my conversion there was a clear
shift in the behaviours of those | had grown up with, their parents and within my other
socialisations. My experiences indicated that, while my peers did not view my race as
culturally divisive, my chosen religion was a reason for reproach. For example, where my
penchant for eating traditional Nigerian food had never been a subject of interest to those
around me, after my conversion, my dietary requirement for halal food became a discussion
of socio-political significance. | recall a particularly heated debate in a Contemporary
Political Theory seminar in which one of my classmates delivered an impassioned indictment
of ‘the brutality of halal slaughter techniques’. Similarly, my sartorial choices, on the
occasions in which | chose to wear a thobe (long, flowing Middle Eastern garment) or prayer
hat, frequently drew comment and criticism in supermarkets and town centres in Lincoln
and Essex. All of this was compounded with a growing Islamophobic undertone that | had

started to notice in the media and in the implementation of public policy initiatives.

It was during my second year of undergraduate studies that these policies had a more
personal impact on my educational experience. | was permitted, for one week, the honour
of conducting the khutbah (Friday sermon) for my Islamic Society (ISoc). Shortly after the

sermon, however, | was approached by a prominent committee member of the university’s



ISoc. He proceeded to warn me to be careful with the tone and language of my sermons,
informing me that he had credible reason to believe that | —and a few other members of
the ISoc — were being monitored for signs of extremism. When | asked why we were being
watched, and by whom, | was informed that somebody within the University was concerned
with radicalisation within the ISoc. In later discussions with members of the Society, it was
suggested that converts had been known to carry out terror attacks and join
‘fundamentalist’ organisations around the world, and that my occasional choice to wear
Islamic clothing on campus meant that | was suspected of fundamentalism. While it remains
unclear whether or not | was in fact being monitored during my time at university (credible
reports on this topic would suggest it was possible. See Dodd, 2006), my international
travels shortly after graduating were frequently disrupted by the security services. | was
stopped at airports, questioned by security authorities during my trips, and often
interrogated about the activities of fellow Muslim friends and associates. | would later learn
that this was an experience shared by other converts. One participant, Umm Musa,
illustrated this by showing me a series of information cards, depicted in Figure 1. She
explained that she and her husband were routinely stopped during travel and that they had
taken to carrying information cards, designed and distributed by a Muslim human rights
advocacy group, which offered advice about how to avoid escalation and wrongful

accusations when approached by the security services.
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Figure 1: Information Cards — Source [author]



My own experiences with the ever-expanding counter-terrorism agenda and my
aforementioned encounters with Islamophobia coincided with my immersion into the wider
Muslim population in Britain beyond university. While | had expected that these interactions
within the wider Muslim communities in the UK and amongst heritage Muslims,* in
mosques and Islamic organisations, would result in an absence of marginality, it introduced
me to another form of marginality; one which forms an important theme to be explored
within this thesis: The distinct experiential disjuncture between convert Muslims and
heritage Muslims. This disjuncture, for me, first came to light in the form of an invitation |
received to engage in tablighi jama’at, a transnational Islamic missionary movement which
is focused upon exhorting fellow Muslims to return to the correct practice of their religion
(Noor, 2012). As part of this invitation, | was encouraged to wear traditional South-East
Asian clothing and engage in a number of cultural practices common to some South-East
Asian Muslims. While the professed aims of the organisation sat well with me, falling in line
with the theological edict to proselytise (Hadith 253), the seeming endeavour to target only
heritage Muslims appeared, to my mind, to fall short of the Islamic duty of dawah (calling all
to the way of Islam) (Qur'an 16:125). In limiting its call to those of Muslim heritage, |
perceived the organisation’s activities to be more in line with the Islamic concept of
enjoining good and forbidding evil (Qur’an 3:104). Additionally, the requirement to wear
South-East Asian clothing and engage in other cultural practices without a clear scriptural
basis brought into stark relief a potential dissonance between cultural and religious
practices amongst Muslims. Continued interaction within the Muslim community drew my
attention to the ethno-cultural diversity amongst Muslims, both in Britain and
internationally. This awareness left me with a sense that the discrimination and marginality |
had experienced since converting stemmed, in part, from a misguided belief in a Muslim
homogeneity that did not exist. By my third year in university, the various differences in
practices and cultural norms amongst my fellow Muslims had become quite discernible to
me. However, given the shared primary religious sources of the Qur’an and Sunnabh, it would
be an overstatement to suggest that there was not a theological commonality between

myself, a convert, and most other British Sunni Muslims, or that we did not share many of

1 This is a commonly used descriptor for Muslims who are born to Muslim families. The origins of the term are unclear and
a number of alternative terms are used interchangeably within the literature, including ‘born-Muslims’ and ‘life-long
Muslims’.



the same experiences and concerns with discrimination and securitisation in the wake of
9/11. Nonetheless, my interactions with other Muslim converts revealed a much deeper

commonality in our shared experiences.

1.2 Development into a Research Study

The profound commonality | perceive as existing between British convert Muslims has led to
my interest in researching this particular demographic and exploring the ways in which they
form their identities. In particular, | have been interested in exploring the educational
experiences of those who undergo the particular type of religious development that is
commonly referred to as conversion. The circumstances of my own conversion and the
socio-political context within which that occurred have explicitly influenced my career, my
later educational choices and the choices | have made for my children. It is now, through the
lens of a researcher, that | wish to better understand the relationality between conversion,
identity formation and educational experience, both within my own life, and in the lives of
other millennial-born converts. In that sense, therefore, this study acts as both an appraisal
of the conversion experience, and as a contribution to the body of literature exploring

convert Muslims in contemporary British education.

While the events of 9/11, 7/7 and the ‘war on terror’ have affected all segments and
multiple generations of the Muslim community, both in Britain and internationally, it is the
millennial2 generation of Muslims (to which | belong) that hold my interest in this regard. It
is this generation of Muslims who experienced, during their secondary, further and/or
higher education, the introduction and early implementations of the policy initiatives that
proceeded ‘the war on terror’ (Busher and Jerome, 2020; Thrall and Goepner, 2015: 1). As |
will go on to discuss, the experiences of Muslims within this context have inspired complex
examinations of identity, belonging and religion within the field of education (Panjwani &
Moulin-Stozek, 2017; Sahin, 2013; 2018), in some instances leading to more culturally
coherent forms of pedagogy (Ahmed, 2012; Gilliat-Ray, 2020; Scott-Baumann & Cheruvallil-

Contractor, 2017). Convert Muslims, however, have been largely under researched within

2 Born between 1981 and 1996



this literature. This study, then, offers a much needed and original contribution to
understanding the educational experiences of convert Muslims and how those experiences
are impacted by conversion and subsequent identity configuration. A specific focus upon
convert Muslims of this generation offers a potentially novel perspective. Their engagement
within education as both non-Muslims and as Muslims provides an informative picture
about the ways in which islamoprejudice manifests in the lives of smaller minorities within
the wider Muslim population. The aforementioned foci combine to delimit the participants
of this study to those British, millennial-born Muslim converts who have embraced Islam
during their secondary, further or higher education schooling. It also makes relevant the
conversion processes of my participants, as well as their social and educational experiences

following conversion.

Three currents of discussion emerge to constitute the practical and theoretical
considerations that form the basis of this thesis. First, in seeking to understand the
homogenising experience of religious transformation within my participants’ lives, the
theoretical concept of conversion is explored from a variety of angles. Second, the study
investigates the identity formation of convert Muslims in general and within the contextual
backdrop | have described in this chapter. Third, | uncover the impact of their conversions
and subsequent identity formations on their educational experiences. These currents of

discussion are reflected in the research questions (RQs) that guide the current study:

1.3 Research Questions

1. What were the experiences of a self-selected group of millennial Muslim converts
(born between 1981 and 1996) during their secondary and post-secondary education

in the UK (post-9/11).

2. How might a fine-grained exploration of the conversion narratives and identities of

Muslim converts inform the educational needs of the UK’s convert?

3. What, if any, implications arise from these recounted experiences?



1.4 OQutline of the Thesis

The remainder of this thesis will be structured as follows:

Chapter 2 examines the three main bodies of literature which are relevant to this thesis:
conversion studies, identity configuration and educational experience. The chapter begins
with a brief reflection on the way in which | managed my search for literature. It then moves
on to exploring various definitions of conversion, including Islamic conceptualisations,
before settling upon an understanding of conversion that | will carry forward throughout the
remainder of the thesis. | move on to discuss understandings of conversion patterns within
the literature, offering critique of existing conversion motifs and limitations in prevailing
explanations for conversion to Islam. In section two of the chapter, | turn to an examination
of how converts configure their identities within contemporary Western contexts. | discuss
the relevance of Islamophobia, racialisation, Orientalism? and other forms of negativisation
which colour the lived experiences of British convert Muslims. This leads to the final section
of the chapter in which | focus upon the literature related to the educational experiences of
convert Muslims. Highlighting first the dearth of literature in this space, | posit a way in
which to locate convert Muslims in relation to heritage Muslims within the wider discourse. |
trace the historical context of the Muslim population’s interaction with the education system
of the UK, including how policies such as Prevent and Fundamental British Values (FBV) have
taken shape and come into operation. In the absence of extensive literature on the
educational experiences of converts, | offer nascent insights into the ways these policies

have impacted the experiences of converts specifically.

Chapter 3 attends to the development of my methodology and the theoretical
considerations that emerged from the literature review to influence the philosophical and
methodological orientation of the thesis. Having identified, what | perceive to be, the over-

enfranchisement of secular Western readings of conversion in chapter 2, | establish a

3 The term is used here to refer to ‘a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made
between "the Orient" and... "the Occident." (Said, 1978: 3), by which, from a historical perspective, the British and French
(although not exclusively) cultural and imperial enterprise dominated, restructured and had authority over peoples of the
Orient. Orientalism casts the culture, language, religion and identity of Europeans as superior in comparison with non-
Europeans, most notably the peoples of the Middle East. (Said, 1978).



justification for centring a faith-based, Islamic epistemological stance in seeking to
understand convert experiences. Furthermore, with the literature review indicating the
presence of Islamophobia and Orientalism in constructing reductive conceptualisations of
Islamic conversion in modern Britain, this chapter asserts the importance of a critical stance
in challenging those conceptualisations. | also advocate for the value of ‘insider’ research in
formulating new understandings of the convert experience. This chapter culminates with a
detailed consideration of how | shall bring together narrative and ethnographic research
tools to allow me to ‘hear and see’ the narratives and experiences of my participants in

novel ways.

Chapter 4 continues my discussion of methodology as | outline the rationale underpinning
my research design choices and the practical application of my chosen dialectical
methodology. This chapter engages with the complexities of combining ethnographic
immersion with narrative inquiry and the ethical considerations that are embedded in that
endeavour, particularly as it relates to positionality and reflexivity. | lay out my process of

participant recruitment, the sites of the research and the ways in which data are analysed.

Chapters 5-7 present the findings of my research. Chapter 5 describes the lived-religious
cognition of my participants and the patterns of conversion present within their narratives. |
report on the behavioural and experiential commonalities amongst my participants.
Crucially, the chapter begins to develop an understanding of my participants’ identities as
closely tied to their religious cognition. Chapter 6 shifts focus to the identity configuration of
the participants and their social experiences during the period of their conversion and
schooling. Bringing Chapter 6’s findings into conversation with Chapter 5’s, a clear picture of
the converts’ specific form of lived religiosity takes shape. Chapter 7 presents findings that
relate more exclusively to the educational experiences of my participants. With the data
indicating that some British millennial-born Muslim converts experience education as the
site of tension and struggle, particularly within the post-9/11 context, this chapter acts as a
springboard for a more sustained consideration of the relationship between my data, the

literature and my research questions.



Chapter 8 brings my findings to bear on the research questions that have guided this thesis. |
divide this chapter into three sections, each of which address a single research question.
Here | discuss the meaning of my findings and how they relate to the three bodies of
literature explored in Chapter 2. | end the chapter with a description of the academic,

theoretical and practical implications that arise from my study.

Chapter 9 summarises the purpose of the research and reflects upon the approach taken to
achieve that purpose. In doing this, the chapter draws out the conclusions reached within
the study and reaffirms the connections between the three strands of my study: conversion,
identity and educational experience. The synthesis of these three strands, wherein lies some
of the novelty of this research, represents a significant contribution to knowledge. Finally,
this chapter scrutinises the limitations of the project and forwards suggestions for future

research.



Chapter 2: Conversion, ldentity and Educational Experience

2.1 Research Management Reflections

To conduct my initial search of literature, | utilised the University of Worcester’s Library
Search functionality. This in-house system utilises a federated search engine called Summon
which sits atop a large body of resources that include the university’s library catalogue, e-
book collection, publisher subscriptions and research databases (see section one of
Appendix 10 for a comprehensive list of databases included and excluded from this search
functionality). My literature search strategy involved a four-step process outlined in
Appendix 10: (1) Identifying the RQ, (2) identify the main themes within the RQ, (3) selecting
keywords and terms related to the themes and (4) developing search strings. It is to be
noted that this process began with the RQs that were developed during the early stages of
my project. Each of these RQs evolved throughout the project and were informed by my
iterative search for literature. As the thesis developed from the initial proposal and literature
review stages, | began to refine my searches by applying relevant filters using the library’s
‘advanced search’ capabilities. This enabled me to add disciplinary focus to the search
results, specifying, for example, ‘education’, ‘sociology & social history’ and ‘religion’. This
also enabled me to single-out literature from specific periods of time. For example, |
included or excluded literature from the pre/post-9/11 eras, according to the topic of

research within my ongoing writing.

The four-step search method (see Appendix 10) yielded the following themes: Millennial
Muslims/Muslim converts/Muslims in UK education/Muslim education experience/Muslim
identity/educational needs of Muslims/religious conversion/conversion to Islam/Education
policy/UK Muslims. Using my own knowledge of the research topics, employing various
synonyms and considering the various ways in which the themes | had identified may be
expressed, | selected keywords and terms related to each of those themes. These keywords
and terms were as follows: Millennial Muslims/Young British Muslims/social
media/Religiosity/Conversion/Religious Conversion/Conversion to Islam/Muslim
converts/Female conversion/Male Conversion/religious change/converts in

Media/Prevent/Fundamental British Values/History of Muslims Britain/British Muslim

10



education/British Islam/Muslim identity UK/Racialisation/Muslim education needs/Muslim
converts/Convert Muslim identity/Multiculturalism/British multiculturalism/Multicultural

education/Prevent/Securitisation policy UK/British Muslims/Islam in the UK.

Based upon these key terms, and after undertaking training in Boolean searching with my
university’s subject specialist academic liaison librarian, | constructed a series of search
strings through trial and error. These search strings consisted of various sentences, phrases
and combinations of words that utilised Boolean operators, phrase searching and proximity
searching (see section two of Appendix 10 for examples). The results of these searches were
used in various ways. At times, | would read the abstracts or full papers of results or utilise
the resource in my bibliography. At other times | would perform a cursory appraisal of the
results, selecting subjects, keywords and authors for consideration. While several of my
references were found using the search strings detailed in Appendix 10, | also relied
extensively upon backward citation searching (reference mining) to delve more deeply into
the specifics of topics and authors | was exploring. | did not choose to undertake a
systematic review, as it is defined by Grant and Booth (2009), in which | would have
developed a tabular summary of, for example, every search string, data mining trails, the
number of search results found and the references selected from each search. While | did
not deem this type of recording and systemisation of my literature search necessary for the
management of my study, throughout the duration of the study | have come more acutely
aware of the added value such recordkeeping would have added to this field of study. The
growing academic interest in religious conversion and the uptake of religiosity in modern
secular societies means that the systematic recording, appraisal and synthesis of research
literature around this subject may have been used to enhance future research. This
limitation in the management of my literature search means that the information presented
in Appendix 10 does not represent an exhaustive list of the search strings and databases |

used during the construction of this thesis.

2.2 Section One: Conversion
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2.2.1 Introduction

A detailed reflection upon my own religious conversion experience and the implications of
that experience in shaping my identity has remained an area of personal and academic
significance to me for a number of years. The subject of conversion has long been one of
academic interest also, spawning a variety of theories and academic outputs in the fields of
psychology (James, 1902/2015; Starbuck, 1897a; 1897b), sociology (Lofland & Stark, 1965),
theology (Rambo, 1993) and comparative religion (Underwood, 1925). James (2015) spoke
of conversion in terms of a ‘self-surrender’ constituting ‘the vital turning-point of the
religious life’ (p. 296). Starbuck (1911) wrote of conversion as ‘The act of yielding... giving
one’s self over to the new life, making it the centre of a new personality, and living, from
within, the truth of it’ (p. 116-7). For the purposes of understanding the impact of
conversion upon the identity configurations and educational experiences of convert
millennial Muslims, it is important to understand the phenomenon of conversion from an
array of angles and elucidate those factors which distinguish convert Muslim experiences
from, for example, heritage Muslims who display high degrees of ‘social fluency’ in both
British and Islamic cultures. In other words, what distinguishes the convert from other
Muslims in my exploration of identity and educational experiences amongst Muslims in
contemporary Britain? What motivations do converts have in converting? What insight can
distinctive patterns of conversion offer into the identity formation of this group and what

implications arise therefrom?

Such questions demand consideration of the phenomenon of conversion, not only in the
Islamic context specifically, but in terms of religious conversion more generally. To approach
this, | will begin by defining conversion. | will draw upon the works of Starbuck (18973;
1897b), James (2015), Underwood, (1925), Lofland & Skonovd (1981) and Rambo (1993;
1999), as well as Barker & Currie (1985), Gillespie (1991), Kése (1999) and Kose and
Lowenthal (2000) in examining patterns of socio-psychological experience and identity
formation found amongst religious converts. This will be followed by discussion of the
phenomenon of conversion to Islam more specifically, framed within discussions about
secularisation and the contemporary tensions that exist between Islam and Muslims and

wider British society.
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2.2.2 Definitions of Conversion

The theories and definitions surrounding religious conversion are myriad, with conceptions
of how to correctly define this particular type of religious development differing across
religious doctrines and between academic fields. Broadly speaking, a consensus appears to
have formed from within the seminal academic works on the topic, with almost all
conversion theorists referring to a process of gradual or sudden change in moral character, in
which one or more obtain a spiritual or religious insight previously unattained (Barker &
Currie, 1985: 305; Gillespie, 1991: 67). For example, Starbuck (1897a), in defining the
journey ‘to spiritual insight and activity’ as ‘the whole series of manifestations just
preceding, accompanying and immediately following the apparently sudden change of
character involved’ (p. 268), appears to limit conversion to sudden changes. This definition
neglects those religious conversions which are gradual in nature. James (1902/2015) refines
this understanding, describing conversion as ‘the process, gradual or sudden, by which a self
hitherto divided, and consciously wrong inferior and unhappy, becomes unified and
consciously right superior and happy, in consequence of its firmer hold upon religious
realities’ (p. 270). Proceeding with an acceptance of James’s more encompassing definition
of conversion, drawing upon the works of various conversion theorists and supplementing
this with his own studies in comparative religion and psychology, Underwood (1925) goes on
to define conversion as ‘a reaction taking the form of a psychological surrender to an ideal,
and issuing in moral development’ (p. 258). However, in choosing to enliven their definitions
with examples drawn mostly from Christian literature, each of the above works present
Christian religious tradition and conceptions of religion and divinity as normative in defining
conversion. This resonates with Knibbe and Kupari’s (2020) contemporary assertion of ‘the
Protestant bias often embedded in conventional academic definitions of religion’ (p. 156).
While Underwood'’s definition attempts to remedy this limitation, invoking historical
accounts of conversion in various religious traditions in an effort to demonstrate the
compatibility of his definition with both Christian and non-Christian religious conversion
narratives (p. 258-9), his bias is also evident. The preface to his work notes, ‘I have tried in

the last chapter to present the case for the supremacy of Christian conversion...” (p. 6).
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With the subjects of my own research being Muslim converts, and in recognising the
Christian normative presented by many of the classical texts on religious conversion theory, |
turn now to the Islamic conceptualisation of conversion, central to which is the concept of
Al-fitrah (humankind’s innate, natural state of being) and the belief that all people are born
in submission to Allah, therefore in the state of Islam. For those raised as Muslims, the
reaffirmation of one’s deen (religion/way of life), through understanding and willing
submission to the practices of the religion (Adnan 1997: 5), is considered as remaining upon
Al-sirat al-mustageem (the straight path); remaining Muslim. In the case of one raised in a
religion other than Islam, this process of understanding and willing submission to the
practices of Islam, is considered to be a conversion or ‘reversion’ to a state of Islam
(submission). The individual who enters into Islam from an upbringing other than it is thus
often referred to as a ‘revert’. While neither of the primary sources of Islamic doctrine (The
Qur’an and the Sunnah) use the term ‘convert’ or ‘revert’ — instead referring, variously, to
Arabic equivalations of ‘accepting of Islam’ and ‘submitted’ — Islamic scholars writing in the
English language, as well as conversion theorists discussing the Islamic concept of religious
conversion, commonly refer to Muslim converts as ‘reverts’. Indeed, my own experience and
some studies in the field point towards this term being preferred by some who have

accepted Islam (Al-Qwidi, 2002; Suleiman, 2016 : 91).

Despite the difference in nomenclature and the use of the term ‘revert’ to capture the
Islamic notion of one’s return to the Islamic way of life (Deen Al-Islam), the process of
religious development described by the term ‘revert’ is similar to those described as
‘conversion’ in previously mentioned definitions. In all cases, a process of moral, religious,
spiritual change is implied, with the Islamic doctrine putting in place no limitation or
standard regarding the gradualness or suddenness of the conversion. However, just as the
Islamic position may not find the term ‘conversion’ sufficient in capturing the central
element of Al-Fitrah in the transcendental change from one religion to the state of Al-Islam
(submission), other religious doctrines will undoubtedly find the Islamic concept of a return
to an innate state of submission to Allah unreflective of conceptualisations of conversion in
their own religion. In conceding that the notion of ‘reversion’ does not accurately
encompass all of the vast number of experiences that might reasonably be categorised as

religious conversion in the literature, it will suffice to employ the term conversion and a
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definition which recognises the scope and limitations of my study’s exploration of convert
Muslim experiences and identity, and which is closely aligned to other scholarly definitions
of conversion. For the purposes of this study, therefore, when referring to conversion, | will
assume the following definition: the processes in which an individual(s) accepts and
surrenders to the faith and doctrines of a religion or spiritual creed other than the tenets of

their previous way of life.

2.2.3 Conversion Motifs

Having discussed key delineations of the term ‘conversion’ and settled upon a definition that
is appropriate for my own discussion of the topic, | now turn my attention to an exploration
of conversion patterns and an assessment of the varying motivations, narratives and
experiences which distinguish one type of conversion from another. | will begin with a look
at Lofland and Skonovd’s (1981) conversion motifs. Their conversion motifs framework
(1981) offers six categories in describing patterns of those converting to a religion. While
little work has been undertaken to investigate the contemporary validity of these motifs or
design a method for assessing their applicability to religious converts in the contemporary
British cultural climate (it is to be noted that Kose & Loewenthal’s (2000) work deals with
Islamic conversion in a pre-9/11 Britain), the motifs provide helpful descriptors in
categorising a wide range of conversion processes. For the purposes of discussing the
conversion histories of the Muslim converts in this study and the ways in which those
narratives contribute to forming their identities and educational experiences, | will present a
brief outline of Lofland and Skonovd’s (1981) conversion motifs, followed by a critique of the

same.

2.2.3.1 Intellectual Conversion

The intellectual conversion motif is epitomised by minimal or no social pressure to convert
and is considered, according to Lofland and Skonovd at least, to be relatively uncommon (p.
376) (an assessment that | will examine in the forthcoming critique of the framework). The
motif describes individual, intellectual investigation and conversion through reading,

studying and attending lectures, sometimes in a sans-social manner. Conversion can take
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place, according to this motif, in isolation of devotees to the religion. Important features of
this motif include the convert being affectively awakened and having a degree of belief in
the religion prior to active ritual participation. This manner of conversion, Lofland and
Skonovd theorise, is on the rise in the West due to what they refer to as ‘disembodied
modes of religious communication’ (literature, movies, television, video, etc) and the ease

with which people can now privately elect to seek out truth (p. 376-7).

2.2.3.2 Mystical Conversion

The mystical conversion motif is one which is preceded by powerful affective and/or
ineffable experience. In contrast to the intellectual conversion, it is often ‘wrought upon’ and
not ‘by’ the convert. It is further characterised as leading to a feeling of submission,
preceded by social estrangement (a prototypical example being the conversion of Paul on
the road to Damascus in the Christian tradition). It is noted that this type of conversion is,
perhaps, the best known and most heavily focused upon type of conversion (a point that
requires problematisation from a critical standpoint and will be dealt with in section 2.2.4.3).
Features of this motif included little in the way of social pressure, a brief experience of a
critical conversion period (the resulting stress may extend for weeks or days), followed by

belief, then ritual participation in the religion.

2.2.3.3 Experimental Conversion

The experimental motif is most accurately characterised as ‘participation before conversion’.
With such a conversion experience, reconfiguration of religious identity, behaviour and
ideology can be tentative, slow and pragmatic, with the convert being led by curiosity to ‘try’
the religion before making any significant changes. Religious conviction develops later.
Features of this type of conversion include little social pressure to the convert, prolonged
conversion periods and is usually not accompanied by intense emotional arousal. This motif

shares many of the characteristics of non-religious socialisation processes.
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2.2.3.4 Affectional Conversion

The affectional motif describes the conversion experience in which personal attachment and
strong feelings towards a person or persons practicing the religion plays an important role in
the conversion. This motif is widely documented and, arguably, overemphasised (Rambo,
1999; Spoliar & van den Brandt, 2020); something | will discuss in further detail shortly (see
2.2.4.4). A degree of social pressure (in the guise of support and attraction) is a feature of
this motif, as well as a degree of affective arousal, with faith developing after ritual

participation.

2.2.3.5 Revivalist Conversion

The conversion motif met with the most cynicism and widely considered to be debunked,
according to some studies (Altheide & Johnson, 1977; Lang & Lang, 1960), revivalist
conversion patterns describe a process in which the convert is first affectively enthralled in a
group setting, with the subsequent contagion and/or social pressure leading that person to
experience intense emotional arousal in the form of joy, fear or guilt, resulting in a

conversion experience.

The cynicism surrounding this motif may be the result of a combination of factors, ranging
from studies of revivalist pastors and their organisations in which this type of conversion was
deemed to have been staged (Altheide & Johnson, 1977; Lang & Lang, 1960), to a growing
rationalism and secularism within the study of conversion; something that may animate a

tendency to reject the types of intense emotional or spiritual arousal described by this motif.

2.2.3.6 Coercive Conversion

Coercive conversion refers to the conversion experienced by one who, through compulsion
(in the form of emotional stress and/or physical threat), accepts the ideological system of a
religion. Such a conversion is characterised by high social-psychological pressure and defined
as requiring an inordinate amount of time and financial resources to achieve sincere

ideological conversion. This type of conversion has often been referred to as a process of
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‘brainwashing’; one in which the person comes to believe in the religion through systemised,

psychological coercion.

2.2.4 Critique of the Motifs

In sharpening my awareness and comprehension of the phenomenon of conversion through
the richly descriptive motifs offered by Lofland and Skonovd (1981), there is a temptation to
consider these categories as exhaustive and neatly discrete. The ability to categorise Muslim
converts comfortably and accurately into one or more of the aforementioned motifs would
provide diagnostic clarity and render my analysis of the complex mass of observational and
narrative data produced by this study wieldier. However, the spirit in which these motifs
were written — acknowledging the potential intersections between the features in each
motif and the myriad experiences detailed by religious converts throughout histories,
religions and cultures, and accepting of the varying prevalence of particular conversion
motifs according to time and location (p. 379, 383) — means that further critical
problematisation is needed in applying this framework to Muslim conversion patterns in
contemporary Britain. What follows, therefore, is a critique of Lofland and Skonovd’s
conversion motifs, with reference to what is gleaned from the literature about conversion to

Islam in the post-9/11 British context.

2.2.4.1 Secular Normativity in Conversion Theory

The first critique | will discuss, relates not to the descriptions of the conversion motifs
themselves, but to the claim made by the authors, who assert that intellectual conversion is
relatively uncommon. It is my view that this assumption reflects a wider tendency to
undermine the religious perspective as unintellectual and biased (Stark, 2003), in contrast to
the secular viewpoint which is perceived to be rationalist and objective (McCutcheon, 2003).
This unhelpful binary, upheld by secularism’s hegemony in the Western academy (Rambo,
1999: 261), infers that the involvement of intellectualism in religious conversion is, in a
sense, incongruent. My own experience, and the experiences present in works related to

Muslim converts do not concur (Brice, 2011; Kose & Loewenthal, 2000; Spoliar & van den
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Brandt, 2020; van Nieuwkerk, 2006a, 2006b). This serves to reaffirm the limitations of such

secularist outlooks and the need to interrogate their prevalence in the literature.

2.2.4.2 Globalisation and the Rise of Disembodied Religiosity

Relatedly, Lofland and Skonovd go on to assert that intellectual conversion motifs are on the
rise in Western society, suggesting that the increase in ‘disembodied’ religious
communication, in the form of literature, videos and media, may account for the ease with
which people can now elect to seek out information, truth and religious enlightenment in a
sans-social manner. Given the fact that these motifs predate the internet, one might infer
that the proliferation of the internet, social media, digital advancements and globalisation,
since the writing of Lofland and Skonovd’s work, will broaden the prevalence of
‘disembodied’ religiosity; an inference supported by numerous studies (Brouwer et al., 1996;
Metcalf, 1994; Poewe, 1994). This fact, along with my aforementioned critique, indicates a
need to revaluate the prevalence, description and application of the intellectual motif.
Furthermore, the social context of religious freedoms (Drinan, 2004; Trispiotis, 2019; Yousif,
2000) may play a significant role in understanding the sense of liberty a modern British
person might feel in electing to seek out religious enlightenment and follow their chosen
religion without fear of opprobrium. Put simply, contemporary freedoms may play a
significant role in the experiences of converts and the processes of conversion. For example,
my own Western, liberal upbringing and the legal, social and intellectual freedoms | have
enjoyed growing up, which have provided fertile ground in which to explore religion and

philosophy, are important to consider, as is the role of the internet in conversion pattern.

2.2.4.3 Christian Normative

My next point relates closely to my critique of the tendency to presume a Western
viewpoint in discussing conversion within academia (Hefner, 1993; Kaplan, 1995; van der
Veer, 1996). It is to be noted that Lofland and Skonovd go on to assert that the mystical
conversion motif is the most well-known type of conversion. While much of the classical
literature in the field may support this assertion (Clark 1929; James, 2015; Starbuck, 1897a;

1897b), a critical eye might quickly deduce the reasons for this renown. With this motif
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being the one that most closely describes the biblical conversion of St. Paul on the road to
Damascus (NRSVUE, 2022: Acts 9:1-31), the earliest Western scholars of religious conversion
appeared to focus heavily upon this pattern (Clark 1929; James, 1902; Starbuck, 1897a;
1897b). Its prominence in the literature, therefore, reveals a Christian-Western normative
view of the phenomenon of conversion; a view which might disenfranchise the intellectual
and spiritual interpretations of other religious voices. Taking account of the need to
problematise such limitations within academia, the pervasiveness of the mystical conversion

typology, while fascinating, requires review.

2.2.4.4 The Misogynist’s Motif

Lofland and Skonovd (1981: 380) allude to possible reasons for the general overemphasis of
the affectional motif within religious conversion literature. However, particularly amongst
women (Loewenthal, 1988) and notably within the Islamic context (Ahmed, 2010;
Hermansen, 2006; van Nieuwkerk, 2006b), the heavy focus upon the affectional conversion
motif requires specific interrogation. The assumption of an affectional conversion narrative
amongst Muslim women has contributed to well-documented essentialisations of Muslim
women (Shomer, 2015; van Nieuwkerk, 2006b). These essentialisations presuppose that a
woman would not, in the modern world, and of her own volition, choose to convert to a
religion that is perceived to be limiting of her freedom, without the powerfully motivating
factors of either coercion or emotional reasoning (Rambo, 1999: 261; Spoliar & van den
Brandt, 2021). Such an outlook and its prevalence in describing patterns of conversion
amongst Muslim women, | would argue, is a form of misogyny, representing a dismissal of a
female’s capacity to rationalise. | would further argue that such an outlook, in contributing
to essentialisations about Islamic identity, is misleading in its failure to accurately describe
the true, lived experiences of Muslim converts (Pedziwiatr, 2017; van Nieuwkerk, 2006a;
Winchester, 2015). The literature implies that the underlying assumptions upholding the
affectional conversion motif must be challenged (Cady & Fessenden, 2013; Rambo, 1999:

261).
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2.2.4.5 ‘Degrees of Social Pressure’

A point of further note, when considering the breadth and application of Lofland and
Skonovd’s motifs, is the concept of ‘major variations’, which distinguish each motif in the
framework. As illustrated in Figure 2, the variations in ‘degrees of social pressure” when
converting range from ‘low or none’ to ‘high’ degrees of social pressure to convert. However,
given the context of stigmatisation and Islamophobia present within the post-9/11 British
context, which | have touched upon in my introduction, and will elucidate further in section
3 of this chapter, a gap in this model seems evident: Namely, the inability of the model to
account for degrees of social pressure not to convert to Islam. The model fails to capture the
effects of varying degrees of social (political, economic and personal) disincentive in the

conversion process.

Conversion Motifs
Intellectual Mystical Experimental | Affectional Revivalist Coercive

Degree of Low or none | none or low medium high high
Social little
Pressure
Temporal medium short long long short long

.é Duration

ps

-g Level of medium high low medium high high

= Affective
Arousal
Affect illumination | awe, love, curiosity affection love (& fear) | fear (& love)
Content fear
Belief- belief- belief- participation- | participation- | participation- | participation-
Participation | participation | participation | belief belief belief belief
Sequence

Figure 2: Lofland & Skonovd's Conversion Motifs - Adapted from (Lofland & Skonovd, 1981)
2.2.5 Limitations of Conversion Frameworks

The brief critique offered above indicates that this single framework’s attempt to encompass
the multitude of social, psychological and theological influences operative in a person’s

decision to convert to a religion is imperfect. It is here, therefore, that | turn my attention to

21



other theories in contemplating patterns and motivations for conversion in the
contemporary British context with which my study is concerned. Little work has been done
on theoretical models of conversion to Islam in the west (notable exceptions include Al-
Qwidi, 2002; Kose, 1996; Roald, 2012). Many of the earlier (pre-9/11) works on the topic
were concerned with dawah (proselytising) (e.g. Poston, 1992), historical perspectives (e.g.
Bulliet, 1983) and attitudes and identity (e.g. Adnan, 1999). Given the contemporary geo-
political standing of Islam, later works on the topic of conversion to Islam in the West have
tended to focus upon issues such as gender (e.g. Ramahi & Suleiman, 2017), terrorism (e.g.
Flower, 2013), growth and demography (Brice, 2011), media portrayals (e.g. Sealy, 2017),
identity (e.g. Sealy, 2019; 2021c; Younis & Hassan, 2017), racialisation and Islamophobia
(e.g. Moosavi, 2015a), or some amalgamation of the above (e.g. Bunzl, 2005; Jawad, 2013;
Sealy, 2021b; Spoliar & van den Brandt, 2020; van Nieuwkerk, 2006a). While theoretical
models of conversion to Islam in the West have not been left entirely unaddressed within
the literature, the sparce work in this area (e.g. Al-Qwidi, 2002; Kése, 1996; Roald, 2012)
embodies a limited conceptualisation of conversion, based mainly upon psychological and

sociological theory. What follows is a review of the literature in this regard.

2.2.6 Conversion to Islam in the West

To preface this review, and in advocating for a broader theoretical approach to conversion to
Islam in Western contexts, | draw attention first to the critically astute observation
forwarded by Rambo (1999), who, drawing upon the human sciences to provide theoretical
resources for those studying conversion to Islam in western Europe, notes that, almost
without exception, conversion theory, underpinned by scientific psychology, is built upon the
works of people of American and Western European racial and cultural heritage, who may
reflect an understanding of selfhood, family life and norms that are dissimilar to other
cultures (p.263). It can be inferred, therefore, that such theories may be ill-equipped to
describe conversion patterns related to Islam. Buckser and Glazier’s (2003), anthropological
anthology on the topic of conversion is illustrative of this point. Despite its detailed attempt
to consider conversion in both Western and non-Western terms and across a range of

religions, the multiple ethnographic case studies presented in the book lack any thoughtful
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treatment of conversion to Islam (Howell, 2006: 685). Recognising this, in the afterword to

the anthology, Rambo notes,

Research on conversion should include more serious studies of Islamic conversion.
Especially since September 11, 2001, it is imperative that Islam be better understood
and recognized as a force exerting a powerful political, cultural, and religious
influence around the world... In the study of Islamic conversion, care must be taken to
see the phenomenon with new eyes. Christian-based categories must be set aside, at
least temporarily, so that the nature and scope of conversion to Islam can be
examined without preconception or bias. (in Buckser & Glazier, 2003: 197)

Such an observation cautions me to be open to other subjectivities when understanding
conversion to Islam; to search for a satisfactory explanation for the spiritual yearnings,
experiences and enlightenments that motivate conversion to Islam specifically, in a social
environment that is arguably hostile to it. Conversely, the complexity of the phenomenon of
religious conversion cautions me to remain open to, and not discounting of, socio-
psychological explanations for conversion. As such, below | examine theories related to the

influence of secularisation upon conversion patterns amongst British Muslim converts.

2.2.7 Secularisation

Of particular interest when examining patterns of conversion to Islam in modern Britain is
the apparent paradox of this phenomenon in the face of the large body of literature in the
field of ‘secularisation theory’ which predicted a continued and inexorable secularisation of
Western civilisation as a corollary of the Enlightenment endeavour, industrialization and
developments in science and technology (Berger, 1969: 133; Martin, 1967: 100; Wilson,
1976: 85). Indeed, while it can hardly be denied that institutionalised religion as a whole has
suffered under the secularisation of modernity (Berger, 1996), studies have demonstrated
that conversion to Islam in Western Europe has thrived (Jawad, 2013; Kése, 1996; 1999); a
phenomenon that raises relevant questions for this study: Has secularisation and modernity
effected conversion patterns for Muslims in 21 century Britain? Have factors extrinsic to

Islam been the cause of conversion to the religion?
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An important contribution to the literature in this regard is the work of Kose (1996; 1999),
whose in-depth study of seventy British converts to Islam reveals that the social conditions
created by institutionalised religion’s apparent inability to adapt to secularisation, may be
relevant in addressing these questions. In his 1999 article, Kése draws upon interviews from
British Muslim converts and, supporting his argument with statistics related to the decline in
church attendance and scholarly opinions about the ‘less institutionalized nature of Islam’
(p. 302), reveals a social situation in which Muslim converts describe a process of
detachment and rejection of the over-secularisation of society prior to conversion. Kose’s
work references converts’ disenchantment with what they perceived to be Christian
churches’ tendencies to compromise to the impositions of modernity, giving way to
contradictions between religious doctrine and the practices of the church and its devotees.
The study demonstrates that by the time the participants had reached their late twenties
(much older than what Starbuck (1897b: 79) suggests as the ordinary age for conversion)
many of them had undergone a cognitive restructuring in which they concluded that
converting to Islam fulfilled their desire to find the confluence between religious principles

and practices which they had perceived to be absent in their previous religious affiliations.

In addition to converts’ perceptions of a steadily decreasing influence of religion upon wider
society, Kose’s study reported that participants exhibited discontentment with
secularisation’s influence in their personal lives, resulting in a professed demand for spiritual
guidance and meaning. This description is particularly evocative of socio-psychological
explanations in conversion theory, which point towards individuals requiring direction in
their lives through the structure and meaning systems that religion provides (Jung, 2001;

Luckmann, 1967; Spilka et al., 2003).

The conversion narratives presented by Kdse are reminiscent of James’s (1902/2015)
definition of conversion: ‘the process, gradual or sudden, by which a self hitherto divided,
and consciously wrong, inferior, and unhappy becomes unified and consciously right,
superior, and happy because of its firmer hold upon religious realities’ (p. 270). However,
while the theories used to explain these conversion accounts go some way towards
describing the extrinsic social factors that may lead to conversion, they do not adequately

explain why, for many, Islam in particular provides an attractive choice in the fulfilment of
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the ‘existential vacuum’ (Frankl, 1988) left in a ‘post-Christian’ Western culture (Gilbert,

1980; Vahanian, 1967).

2.2.8 Why Islam

It is theorised that one of the reasons for which converts seek refuge from secularisation
within the Islamic way of life may be what Wallis and Bruce (1986) describe as a search for
more ‘traditional faith’ (p. 49); a response to feelings of psychological disillusionment that
they have associated with society and the predominant religion of that society (Kése, 1999)
(Christianity, in the case of British converts). Kdse's study reasons that converts to Islam, due
to their social interaction and cultural exchange with Muslims from outside of Britain, will
gain new, interesting and practical insights into living a meaningfully religious life from those
who come from societies in which religion remains a fundamental and more overtly present
part of daily life. This description of a desire for the centrality of religion brings to mind
James’s (1902[2015]) notion of conversion; ‘to say that a man (sic) is “converted” means, in
these terms, that religious ideas, previously peripheral in his consciousness, now take a
central place, and that religious aims form the habitual centre of his (sic) energy’ (p. 280).
Taking his point further, Kdse pulls from his study’s conversion narratives to suggest an
underlying mistrust of modernity which is remedied, in the minds of some converts, by

Islam.

The notion that cultural exchange plays a role in explaining the phenomenon of conversion
to Islam is intriguing, as is the view that some conversions are corollaries of a mistrust of
modernity. Coupled with data related to the declining attendance at churches, reported
perceptions of the weakening of Christian practice and the void left by twentieth-century
patterns of modernization, Kése’s work offers into the sparce literature on theoretical
models of conversion to Islam some important concepts. However, questions remain. What
motivates those converts to Islam who convert in what Lofland and Skonovd (1981: 376)
describe as a ‘sans-social’ manner, with little to no interaction with Muslims? How can the
study account for those who report and display being undisturbed by modernity and the
trappings of secular life? How do explanations of disenfranchisement with Christianity

explain the conversions of previously non-religious, or non-Christian people? With Kdse’s
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article reaching the conclusion that conversion to Islam in Britain is the result of cognitive
dynamics within society and the need for converts to associate with a community that is
‘less willing to restrict religion to the level of individual consciousness’ (p. 310), his work
goes some way towards describing extrinsic social factors that may lead to conversion.
However, Kose’s work draws criticism for failing to answer the central questions with which
the study was concerned (McLoughlin, 1998). Most notably, why are people converting to
Islam specifically? It is also criticised for situating itself within outdated psychological theory
to address religious conversion (Hussain, 1999), further exhibiting the inadequacy of
Western psychological and sociological theory alone in explaining the phenomenon of
conversion to Islam in contemporary Western settings. These criticisms lead me to look
beyond the explanations offered by Kose’s study, towards theories which address, more

directly, conversion to Islam in Western settings.

2.2.9 Counterculture

Paradoxically, the current geo-political climate surrounding Islam may provide answers as to
what motivates some to embrace the religion in Western settings. One particular theme that
emerges from the literature on Muslim converts (Chaudary, 2020), and which may provide
further insight into why Islam becomes an attractive choice for some, at least within a
hostile context, is the notion of counterculture. The term, coined by Roszak (1969), may be
defined as ‘significant social criticism’ of, and acting against, the ‘politics, education, the arts
[and] social relations (love, courtship, family, community)’ of the dominant culture of the

time (p.1).

Shanneik’s (2011) study detailing the experiences of Irish female converts to Islam in the
1980s introduces the view that many converts are attracted to that which runs ‘counter to
what is dominant in their society’ (p. 506). Exploring the conversion narratives of twenty-one
Irish women, Shanneik describes an attraction, within her convert participants, to various
models of counterculture, even prior to their conversions to Islam, implying that this
attraction and the desire to ‘break with their former lives’ (p. 508) resulted in attachment to
any number of alternative scenes, one of which, she theorises, happened to be Salafi Islam.

According to Shanneik, the convert participants simply regarded Islam ‘as another form of
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counter-culture which... acts as an identity to express difference’ (p. 514). What appears
most questionable in the interpretation offered by Shanneik, for the conversion narratives
within her study, is the seemingly imposed assumption that their conversion and practices in
Islam were merely an articulation of either their affiliation with Catholicism or with
alternative lives they had been interested in before conversion. Strikingly, the paper uses
what might reasonably be considered pejorative language to describe converts’ religious
practices and self-identification with Salafism. For example, Shanneik refers to literalist
interpretations of Islamic doctrinal texts as ‘blind acceptance’ (p. 514) and designates
converts’ reliance on Islamic scholarship as ‘unquestionably follow[ing]’ Salafi authorities (p.

513). lllustrative of her outlook is this statement:

The former Catholic habitus of Irish converts was still present in the women’s
engagement with the alternative scene and continues to be present in their
understanding of Salafism. In the period of their affiliation with the alternative scene,
the women were strict followers of their male companions, copying unquestionably
their way of life. Having deserted their home community and having experienced
disorientation and instability, they followed male authority figures who initiated them
at first to the counter-culture and later to Islam. The mentoring role of senior male
figures in the construction of alternative identities suggests a continuation of the
Catholic habitus in its patriarchal form, questioning the extent to which the converts’
experimentation of identities really expressed a break from their Catholic past. (p.
514)

Here, rather than drawing faithfully from the converts’ own interpretations of their
conversion, the author posits that their conversions represent ‘a continuation of the Catholic
habitus in its patriarchal form’, bringing into question whether their conversions ‘really
expressed a break from their Catholic past’ (p. 514). Such an outlook, in which the
authenticity and motivation of the Muslims’ conversion is questioned and their ability to
self-represent is dismissed in favour of a ‘more credible’ interpretation from a Western,
academic perspective, is reminiscent of the imperialist Orientalism described by Said in his
seminal work Orientalism (1978) and his later work Orientalism Reconsidered (1985: 95-7), in

which he states, with an air of sardonicism,

references to Islam'’s incapacity for self-representation, self-understanding, self-
consciousness...is perhaps the most familiar of Orientalism's themes - since the
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Orientals cannot represent themselves, they must therefore be represented by others
who know more about Islam than Islam knows about itself.

Despite my criticisms of the study’s approach and its apparent susceptibility to Orientalist
thinking, its concern with counterculture as a theme in understanding conversion to Islam
cannot be so quickly dismissed. For, the themes of resistance and counterculture features in
other work within the field (Chaudary, 2020; Flower, 2013; McGinty, 2007). Gebauer and de
Araujo’s (2016) paper, for example, suggests that Islam, for many black converts, is seen as a
contribution to the transnational counterculture directed against racism and other forms of
marginalisation within post-colonial societies. Citing the role and influence of modern
luminaries such as Malcom X within the counterculture and anticolonialism movement in
black communities, the authors theorise that the convert Muslim participants of their study
were motivated by ‘critical engagement with the history of Christianity and its interrelations
with European colonialism and racial subordination’ (p. 31) in their decision to convert. This
provides an interesting theoretical resource for considering the motivations of black
converts in other contexts. Standing in contrast to Shanneik’s paper, the centrality of
counterculture in Gebauer and de Araujo’s work does appear to stem from the self-
representations of the converts within the case studies (as opposed to the imposed
interpretations of the author). The converts themselves, in Gebauer and de Araujo’s study,
express the view that Islam is devoid of the colonialism and racial subjugation present in
European Christianity’s historical legacy and point to the adoption of Islam as a fulfilment of
self-empowerment and liberation from European colonialism’s past and present racial
impositions in a more authentic way than could be achieved through adherence to
Christianity. In this sense, Islam is adopted as an indicator of resistance, a countercultural

reaction to historical racism.

This study’s construction of a ‘Muslim blackness’ (p.31) that stands in opposition to the
perceived ‘whiteness’ of ‘European colonialist Christianity’; its insistence upon a racialised
explanation for an ostensibly religious phenomenon, appears to reinforce a contentious

conflation of religion and ‘race’,* which stand in contrast to efforts against the

4 Race is a contested term which some have argued is a social construct shaped and defined by social groups as a means of
defining taxonomies of ethnic, national or geographical standing. This is in contrast to the view that race refers to the
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essentialisation and racialisation of Islam. Importantly, | believe that the study seeks to
inorganically situate religious conversion within the fields of post-colonialism and cultural
blackness (much in the same way Kose’s study seeks to situate conversion within the fields
of psychology and sociology), resulting in an acute emphasis upon political motivations in
conversion and, consequently, a reductionism in relation to the religious and spiritual factors

that motivate conversion.

2.2.10 Limitations of Secularisation, Sociopsychology and Counterculture as Explanations

The presentation of counterculture as a framework for understanding conversion to Islam
may be summarised as ‘conversion as a form of social critique and resistance’, or the result
of a disorientation with social norms and a previous way of life. In all of these senses, the
‘counterculture argument’ becomes almost indistinguishable from the arguments relating
conversion to a dissatisfaction with secularisation or the apparent weakening of Christian
values in society. Both arguments (counterculture and secularisation), in rationalising the
phenomenon of conversion to Islam, fall back upon explanations centred on factors extrinsic
to the religion; factors that push people away from their respective conventional social or
religious structure. In so doing, these theories fail to give thoughtful treatment to more

theologically based ‘pull factors’ which may be intrinsic to Islam.

While these explanations fall in line with the largely secular disciplines that have produced
the studies in question (Rambo, 1999), they arguably fail to faithfully capture the factors that
are often cited by converts themselves (Ahmed, 2010; Al-Qwidi, 2002; Sealy, 2021;
Suleiman, 2013; van Nieuwkerk, 2006c). Reflection upon the literary landscape in this area
leads me to consider that this failure is perhaps a consequence of what Rambo (1999)
observed to be the domination of people of American and Western European racial and
cultural heritage within the field of conversion theory, which results in the application of
particular, narrow, Western ‘perception[s] of personality, motivation, self, mental health

norms, etc., [which differ] to the entire world’ (p.263). As | have intimated, the failure to

existence of measurable, biologically inherited genes. In this instance | am placing the word in inverted commas to
highlight the contested nature of the word. Having acknowledged this contestation, | will not continue to place the word in
inverted commas.
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recognise and appreciate the religious motivations of Muslim converts might also be a
broader reflection of a residual Orientalism that endures in Western academia (Scott-

Baumann et al., 2020).

Whatever the reasons for these limitations may be, while the theories reviewed above do
demonstrate that counterculture and secularisation might be considered important factors
in describing conversion motifs, the inability of socio-psychological theories like these to
adequately encompass my own conversion narrative and the narratives of converts in
numerous other studies (Al-Qwidi, 2002; Brice, 2011; Jawad, 2013; K&se, 1996; van
Nieuwkerk, 2006a) leads me to argue that, far from offering a faithful account of what
converts themselves have reported to be the motivations behind their conversion, trends in
conversion theory, at least as they relate to the context of my research, are presumptive of a
secular, socio-psychological reasoning. They may be considered, therefore, dismissive of the
intrinsic attraction of Islam, as described by converts in some of the abovementioned
studies. They seem focused, instead, upon rationalising the phenomenon within a secular

paradigm. This point is alluded to by Rambo (1999), who states,

Theories of conversion often tell us more about the one making the attribution than
the person or group that has converted. Generally, the theory is an attempt by a
scholar to make sense out of something otherwise inexplicable to his/her worldview...
Given the secular orientation of most academics (at least in the United States, the
United Kingdom, and most of northern Europe), it is no wonder that conversion is a
perplexing phenomenon to them... Sociologists emphasize social factors when
explaining conversion. Psychologists credit the inner workings of the psyche as the
greatest influence... anthropologists posit cultural forces as the only plausible
explanation of conversion. (p. 261).

In seeking to avoid this limitation and in taking consideration of a more critical, nuanced
approach in exploring converts narratives, | will engage cautiously with socio-psychological
conversion theories’ assumptions as | turn my attention to the growing body of literature
related to British converts’ identity. In discussing the phenomenon of conversion to Islam in
a post 9/11 Britain, it would be remiss of me not to address the socio-political landscape
within which Islam finds itself. Issues of marginalisation, racialisation and Islamophobia,
historical hostilities between the Western world and the Islamic world, and the associations

between Islam and terrorism appear to provide major disincentives to convert to Islam. With
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the possible exception of the counterculture argument, these ostensible disincentives and
their potential implications for conversion patterns and convert identity formation are
largely unexplored in the current literature dealing with conversion to Islam (Buckser and
Glazier, 2003: 197), further emphasising the need to develop our understanding of
conversion patterns within the contemporary Western context. To address this, it is prudent
to look beyond theory, towards the lived experiences of converts within the context | have
just described. For this | will move on to a review of selected literature exploring converts’

lived experiences in Western settings.

2.3 Section Two: Lived Experience and Identity Configuration

2.3.1 Introduction

Academic interest in the growth of Islamic conversion in the West has inspired a growing
number of studies exploring contemporary British Muslim converts’ lived experiences. This
nascent evolution within the academic landscape may be, in part, due to the events of 9/11
and the broader geopolitical interest that was born of the attacks. | posit that it may also
reflect the growing number of converts within Western society and concerns about the
broader resurgence of religion in ostensibly secular societies in late modernity. What is
apparent from this growing body of literature is the centrality of experiences with forms of
discrimination and Islamophobia. Moosavi’s (2015a) study indicates that this occurs due to
converts’ positioning along a cultural fault line between Islamic identity and British identity,
which ensures ‘intimate and regular contact with non-Muslims’, exposing them to more
candid expressions of disdain for their Muslim identity and revealing subtle forms of
Islamophobia (p. 41). To explore the validity of this claim and to delve into the experiences
of British converts, it is helpful to begin with a definition of Islamophobia which can be used

to demarcate the manifestations of this particular form of discrimination.

2.3.2 Islamophobia Defined

While Islamophobia’s growth in Western society has been the subject of much study in
recent years (Allen, 2010; Esposito & Kalin, 2011; Githens-Mazer & Lambert, 2010; Larsson,
2005; Poynting and Mason, 2007; Sayyid and Vakil, 2011; Scott-Baumann et al., 2020;
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Sheridan, 2006), the development of a unified definition for the word remains elusive.
Broadly speaking, ‘Islamophobia is rooted in racism and is a type of racism that targets
expressions of Muslimness or perceived Muslimness.” (APPG, 2018: 50). This definition of
Islamophobia, in using the word ‘racism’, brings into question the role of race in exploring
how converts (who are racially diverse) experience discrimination upon becoming Muslim.
Scholars such as Franks (2000), Kése (1996) and Moosavi (2015a) have pointed towards a
phenomenon in which white converts, for example, are racially recategorized, with their
experiences of Islamophobia even negating access to white privilege through a process of
‘re-racialisation’ (Moosavi, 2015a). This assertion is both interesting and particularly relevant
in discussing notions of identity amongst convert Muslims in the British context, given the

large number of converts who are white (Brice, 2011).

2.3.3  White Converts

Any exploration of converts to Islam cannot be limited to a particular race, given the fact
that people of all backgrounds convert to Islam (Gilliat-Ray and Timol, 2020; Vroon-Najem,
2014). However, starting with an exploration of what has been written about the
experiences of white converts may be useful in revealing some of the subtleties of
Islamophobia that distinguish it from other forms of discrimination and expose the symbiotic

relationship between racialisation and Islamophobia.

What emerges from the literature in this area is the notion that white converts in England
often undergo a process of ‘crossing the borders of whiteness’ (Franks, 2000) to become
ingratiated into the Muslim community, something Kése (1996) describes as being
‘Pakistanised’ (p. 135) — an allusion, it can be surmised, to the majority of British Muslims
being of South-East Asian origin. For Moosavi (2015a), this perception is often expressed by
the friends and family of converts, as well as by the public more generally. For others
(Franks, 2000: 923—4; McDonald, 2005: 142; Ozyiirek, 2009: 94; van Nieuwkerk, 2006a: 1),
this view is reflective of media and public sentiment across Britain and other parts of Europe
which re-racialise white Muslim converts and casts them as ‘race-traitors’ (Alyedreessy,
2016; Franks, 2000) who give their allegiance to the race of the enemy (Ozyiirek, 2009).

While such barbed language may seem strongly worded, empirical research has pointed
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towards this type of ‘cultural fundamentalism’ (Stolcke, 1995) being in operation throughout
Europe following 9/11 (Franks, 2000; McDonald, 2005; Ozyiirek, 2015; Spoliar & Brandt,
2020; Suleiman, 2016: 1, 49, 78; van Nieuwkerk, 2004). Mamdani (2004) goes as far as to
suggest that this form of racism, which conflates Islam with non-whiteness, has been
transformative of the way in which European and Islamic identity is conceived of in the body
politic today. This can be evidenced in the widely reported (Badran, 2006; Franks, 2000;
Jensen, 2008; Kose, 1996; Moosavi, 2015a; van Nieuwkerk, 2006b) experiences of white
convert Muslims being considered foreigners, enduring racial slurs such as ‘White Pakis’
(Suleiman 2013: 37), calls to return home and physical and verbal assaults that imply a kind
of racism without race (Rex, 1973). This points to a nexus of exclusionary ideologies which

link racialisation and Islamophobia to newer forms of cultural purism.

The ‘re-racialisation” of white people based upon their financial, cultural, religious, national
or social standing, is by no means a novel phenomenon (Garner, 2007; 2010; Nayak, 2004;
Sullivan, 2006; Tyler, 2008; Wray, 2006). However, the re-racialisation of white Muslim
converts in Britain is relevant to this study and has important implications for interrogating
some of the discursive constructs that have emerged within the media (Sealy, 2017), in
academia (Scott-Baumann et al., 2020) and within the policy initiatives that have developed
in the wake of 9/11 (Rikabi, 2013), which are viewed by some to be predicated on a

conflation of ethnicity, race, culture and religion (Lander, 2019).

2.3.4 Polish Converts in Britain as a Lens

Offering a glimpse into the experiences of white non-British Muslim converts within the
British context, Pedziwiatr’s (2017) article on the identity configurations of Polish converts to
Islam in Great Britain is a useful resource in exploring the ways in which conversion may lead
to the adoption of new traditions and, potentially, distance from non-Muslim culture and
family. While it is to be noted that the study does not deal directly with British converts, who
are the subject of my own study, many of the experiences of British-based Polish converts
reported in the study mirror the experiences of white British-born converts reported in
other studies. This may shed light, therefore, on the types of racialisation experienced by

Muslim converts as a whole.
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Drawing on data from the 2011 census and fieldwork conducted amongst Polish convert
Muslims in the UK, the paper argues that Polish converts are ‘twice stigmatised and
racialised’ (p. 226) both within their host country of Britain and within their country of
origin. The study found that Poles who converted to Islam went through a process of
estrangement from their previous non-Muslim culture and relatives, resulting from the
increasingly mainstream Islamophobia that is widespread in Poland (CBOS, 2015). However,
the study also found that the majority of Polish converts engaged in the construction of
identities that incorporated their Polish socio-cultural heritage with their new Islamic
identity, something Pedziwiatr suggests follows a broader pattern of social remittance s in
which religious values, beliefs and practices are being deterritorialized and spread to
converts across the world. Along with this deterritorialization of Islamic practices and beliefs,
Gawlewicz and Narkowicz (2015) point out that a similar social remittance occurs with
regards to Islamophobic attitudes, resulting in a similar mistrust of Islam found in other parts
of Europe. While the small sample size of Pedziwiatr’s research (12 in-depth interviews,
augmented with participant observation) means that the findings may not be easily
generalisable, the study offers insight into the ways in which converts experience
discrimination fuelled by cultural purism and notions of race-treachery, similar to those
described in other studies related to British white converts (Alyedreessy, 2016; Franks, 2000;
Spoliar & Brandt, 2021). Furthermore, the study suggests that converts negotiate these
experiences of discrimination through the configuration of a kind of hybrid identity that
infuses Islamic values into their previous cultural heritage. Elements of this type of

configuration are corroborated by my own findings in this thesis (see 5.8.3).

2.3.5 Female Converts

Another paper which offers insight into converts’ experiences of racialisation, and which
employs a similar methodological approach as Pedziwiatr’s study, is Ramahi and Suleiman’s
(2017) article. This paper gives the perspectives of female converts to Islam in Britain (16

semi-structured interviews combined with participant observation). What is unique about

5 This term is used to refer to Levitt’s (1998; 2001) notion of migrants exporting ideas, behaviours and belief back to their
sending countries. Her work noted four forms of social remittance: norms, practices, identities and social capital.
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this study and relevant to my own exploration of convert identity configurations is the
incorporation of data gathered from the non-Muslim family members of converts. Not only
does the combination of conversion narratives and accounts of non-Muslim family members
paint a vivid image of alterity amongst converts, which can develop even within the intimacy
of the family unit, it also reveals manifestations of Orientalism that infuse the type of
Islamophobia experienced by converts. For example, the study found that amongst family
members of converts was a belief that women in Islam were second class citizens and that
they had converted, not of their own volition, as they themselves had suggested, but at the
behest of their husbands or partners. This notion, which is mirrored in other studies
(Moosavi, 2011: 263-4), is symptomatic of Orientalist notions of the status of women in
Islam and reflects orientalist thinking, which discounts the ability of Muslims to self-

represent and self-determine (Said, 1985: 97).

The sartorial choice of the hijab expectedly became a central theme in Ramahi and
Suleiman’s study also, with convert participants speaking positively about the decision to
wear it and the impact it has had on their lives, mirroring the findings of other studies
(Brenner 1996; Tarlo, 2007; van Nieuwkerk 2008; Werbner, 2012; Zebiri 2008). In spite of
this, the study showed a sharp disconnect between the converts’ perceptions of the hijab
and the perceptions of their non-Muslim intimates who perceived the covering to be
‘ridiculous’, ‘silly’, ‘'unnatural’ and a cause for women to ‘stand out’ ‘in this country... [where]
a lot of people feel animosity towards Muslims’ (p. 25-6). A further theme that emerges
from the study is the association of Islam with wanton bloodshed and violence, an
assumption harkening back to the crusades (Gilliat-Ray, 2010: 6). Ramahi and Suleiman
report that the topics of extremism, terrorism or ‘Islamic’ violence were frequently raised by
non-Muslim respondents, often in ‘completely unrelated contexts’ (p. 26). The authors
theorise that the attitudes expressed by the non-Muslim family members of the converts,
regarding both the hijab and the association of Islamic religiosity with violence, are received
notions from the media and, again, symptomatic of an Orientalism that resides within media
discourse related to Islam. There may also be evidence to suggest that this outlook now
manifests in public attitudes (Ipsos Mori, 2018). It is to these perceptions, then, that my
attention now turns in seeking to identify one of the potential sources of discrimination

against Muslim converts.
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2.3.6 Converts and the Media

There now exists a substantial amount of literature highlighting the negative portrayal of
Muslims and Islam in the media (Said, 1997; Sealy, 2017; Spoliar & van den Brandt, 2021).
With suggestions that much of the media discourse regarding Islam is saturated with
Orientalist thinking (Alyedreessy, 2016; Ramahi & Suleiman, 2017; Scott-Baumann et al.,
2020; Skenderovic & Spati, 2019), Edward Said’s seminal work Orientalism (1978) and the
concepts discussed therein are relevant to the proceeding discussion. However, with the
ethno-cultural background of converts unable to easily fit within traditional notions of the
Orient, it is a subtler manifestation of Orientalism that seems to be in operation within the
media’s casting of convert Muslims in Britain today. An important contribution to the
literature in this regard is the body of work from Thomas Sealy. His work on British converts
offers into the sparce literature in this space empirical knowledge on the representation of
British converts in the media in Britain as well as a powerful examination of alterity within

multicultural Britain.

In his 2017 article, Making the “Other” from “Us”: The Representation of British Converts to
Islam in Mainstream British Newspapers, Sealy (2017) argues that the British media’s
portrayal of Islam falls within the epistemological legacy of Orientalism. Playing the role of
the principal source of cultural knowledge in Britain, the British mainstream media, he
posits, provides its audience with the interpretive framework through which most non-
Muslims in the UK come to know Islam, thus playing a central role in the dissemination of
misrepresentations and misconceptions regarding the religion. To support this idea, he
presents as evidence the significant number of studies (Baker et al., 2013; Moore et al.,
2008; Knott et al., 2013; Richardson, 2004) that illustrate the consistent negative portrayal of
Muslims in the media and the reoccurrence of themes such as terrorism, violence, gender

inequality and cultural threat within that discourse.

To assess the role of the media in representing this emergent segment of the broader
Muslim community, Sealy offers the results of a discourse analysis in which 191 newspaper
articles between 2008 and 2015 were sampled (p. 198). The findings of his study

corroborate Brice’s (2011) report, undertaken at Swansea University on behalf of Faith
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Matters, in which 62% of newspaper stories between 2001 and 2011 linked convert Muslims
to terrorism, rising to 78% when the topics of fundamentalism, extremism, violence and
criminality were factored in. Furthermore, Sealy’s analysis reveals a clear focus on the words
‘terror’, ‘terrorism’ and ‘terrorist’ when reporting on convert Muslims (p. 198). If we are to
accept McCombs’ (2004) view that the media wields enormous influence over the general
public, policy and cultural discourse, this analysis has potentially massive implications for the

ways in which converts are perceived.

Delving further into the ways in which the notion of conversion to Islam is presented as a
cultural threat, Sealy’s article establishes the ways in which newspaper texts are structured
to imply a causal relationship between conversion and negative occurrences reported in
stories (p. 199, 201, 204). In one striking example, a lead paragraph reads ‘In 2001, there
were an estimated 60,000 Muslim converts in Britain. Since then, the country has seen the
spread of violent Islamist extremism and terror plots, including the July 7 bombings.’ (p.
204). In another example, the Sunday Express titles an article ‘The Convert to Terror’,
suggesting not a conversion to a religion, but instead a conversion to a criminal offense or
ideological position (p. 199). Further compounding these ideas is the presence of stories
which contrast converts’ Christian relatives or past Christian-British behaviour as ‘God-
fearing’, ‘well mannered’, ‘normal’ and ‘integrated into national life’ with their newfound
religious beliefs, presented as ‘militant’ or ‘radicalised’, mirroring orientalist (Said, 1978)
tropes which contrast the ‘civilised’ (p. 39) Occident with the ‘barbaric’ (p. 172) Orient. A
further method of othering converts is in the exclusive focus upon them, even in stories and
events in which there are multiple actors (Sealy, 2017: 200). Sealy notes that lead pictures,
headlines and article space was almost always taken up by the converts in stories related to
terrorism, or criminality (p. 199). While the reasons for this may require further examination
(with some level of distortion commonplace in commercial newspapers for various reasons),
what may be apparent is the role the media plays in constructing and maintaining discourses

regarding convert Muslims.

Sealy’s study falls short in making explicit those dimensions of othering that separate
Muslim convert discrimination from the more general Islamophobia. While his work

contrasts the 36% of stories linking the broader Muslim community to terrorism with the
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62% of stories linking converts, Sealy’s conclusions move to reassociate what | will refer to as
‘convert-specific discrimination” with broader Islamophobic tropes in the post-9/11 context,
including terrorism and cultural incompatibility. | suggest that given the points raised within
the article and the academic work referenced therein, as well as the plethora of studies
demonstrating the reoccurrence of convert-specific discrimination, that a more focused
treatment of the novelty of convert-specific Islamophobia is warranted. Much as
Islamophobia may be seen to fit within the broader category of Orientalism or racial
discrimination, a classification for what the literature intimates is a more evolved model of
convert-specific discrimination, which can be seen to fit within the broader category of
Islamophobia, is perhaps needed. The absence of such a categorisation appears to me to be

a lacuna in current literature.

2.3.7 Female Converts in the Media

Situated within the literature concerning portrayals of Muslim converts is the smaller body
of work concerned specifically with the framing of female converts in the media. While a
review of this literature reveals that media portrayals of convert Muslim women often
contain many of the same discursive narratives as that of convert men, these portrayals are,
in some cases, interlaced with more gendered, culturalised narratives in the case of female
converts to Islam (Ramahi & Suleiman, 2017; Sealy, 2017; van Nieuwkerk, 2006c). Scholars
differ in their theories as to why these discourses on the topic of female conversion prevail,
but what is evident from the body of work in this area is that there is a strong fascination,
amongst journalists and in the media with female conversion to Islam in the West (Soutar,
2010). This fascination is explained by some as representative of a tendency, which | have
discussed previously in this thesis, to envisage Islam as an oppressive religion that
subjugates women and is thus conceived of as incongruous with the ‘emancipatory’ Western
culture from which the women are converting (Spoliar and van den Brandt, 2021). And while
this outlook has been disputed within contemporary literature (Cady and Fessenden, 2013)
and the Orientalist assumptions upholding it have been repeatedly challenged (McGinty,
2007; Suleiman, 2013; Spoliar and van den Brandt, 2020), there is evidence that such views

endure in modern media portrayals of Muslim convert women.
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Spoliar and van dan Brandt’s (2021) work engages with the existing literature surrounding
conversion to Islam amongst Western women. It is unique in that it focuses upon media
representations of female converts within television documentaries. Through a detailed
analysis of two documentaries (one of which is set in Britain) which follow female converts
to Islam in Western liberal contexts, the paper offers insight into the framing of convert
women across Europe, drawing parallels between the portrayals of Muslim women within
the Swiss, British, German, and Dutch media landscapes. Through an approach which
includes detailed transcriptions of documentaries, discourse analysis and close analysis of
less explicit forms of communication such as presupposition, indirect speech and both

scripted and unscripted interaction, several themes arise from the study.

Most notable within the documentaries analysed is the tendency to portray conversion to
Islam as negative, incongruent with Western civilisation and inevitably leading to bad
consequences for both the convert and society. This tendency is consistent with the findings
of other studies concerned with the broader Muslim community (for example, West & Lloyd,
2017). What Spoliar and van dan Brandt’s analysis offers into the literature is an exploration
of the ways in which these narratives are constructed about female converts through the
medium of visual media. For example, in the case of France (where at least 15 visual media
reportages examining female converts to Islam have been produced) (p. 4), the issue of the
nigab (veil) is often framed as culturally incompatible and documentaries tend to focus upon
themes such as radicalisation and Muslim women lacking freedom, as opposed to the more
intimate, individual narratives of converts themselves. This focus is, according to the study,
frequently achieved through the acerbic titling of documentaries: Voile Interdit (Forbidden
Veil), Voile sur la Republique (The Veiled Republic) and Identite’s Voile’es (Veiled Identities).
In the German context, the authors note a similar construction of a binary between national
culture and Islamic culture and between German women and Muslim women presented
within documentaries. To exemplify this point, they offer the short reportage entitled The
Role of Women in Islam, in which the incendiary question ‘Is man woman'’s superior?’ is
posed. Further examining French, Swiss, and Dutch documentaries and reportages, Spoliar
and Brandt identify overtly gendered portrayals of Muslim convert women in
documentaries, with undertones of what might be consider cultural fundamentalism

(Stolcke, 1995). However, in the British context, the construction of gendered, negative
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portrayals of Muslim convert women takes on subtler forms in documentaries and
reportages. To exemplify this, the authors discuss the documentary Making Me a Muslim
(MMM). Here, the narrator and presenter of the documentary is ostensibly an ‘insider’, a
British born Muslim woman (Shanna Bukhari). However, with the documentary focused
almost exclusively upon white, veiled/hijabed, overtly practising Muslim converts, the
model, entertainer, non-hijabed and professedly not ‘regularly practicing’ Shanna Bukhari
does not appear representative of the subjects of the documentary. Spoliar and van dan
Brandt suggest that Shanna may even be fulfilling a discursive role as an ostensible ‘insider’,
able to legitimately criticise Islamic practices (see O’Gorman, 2018). Spoliar and Brandt
demonstrate this by, among other things (p. 7-8), noting Bukhari’s shock and disgust upon
learning that one of the converts is in a polygynous marriage, about which she states, it is

‘just not right’ (p. 6).

Pointing to the opening of the British documentary, in which the narrator questions, ‘You’re
a young, British female. You can wear what you want, you can have a crazy night out... why
are you choosing to leave all this fun and excitement?’, accompanied by the visual of a white
woman appraising her reflection in the mirror as she puts on a hijab, Spoliar and Brandt
posit that this documentary constructs a dissonance between the British woman, who ‘can
wear what [she] wants’, and the convert, who, the narration and visuals suggest, must
transform. Furthermore, an overemphasis on the ‘affectional motif’ (Lofland and Skonovd,
1981) seems to emerge from the documentary, with Spoliar and Brandt suggesting that
MMM'’s focus upon the topic of finding a Muslim to marry in the case of one convert
resulted in the reductive treatment of the religious element of her conversion. This reductive
treatment of the religious dimension of Islamic conversion, in favour of more secular or even
sexualised readings of female conversion has been noted by other scholars concerned with
the representation of Muslim women (Bracke, 2011; Sealy, 2017; 2019; van Nieuwkerk,
2006c¢). Such reductionism in the Islamic conversion of the Muslim woman intersects with
other gendered, tropes that situate female Muslim converts as either vulnerable, gullible,
irrational or dangerous (Saeed, 2016; Sealy, 2017) and further suggests an inability for
Muslim women to self-represent their own conversion experiences accurately. In the
documentary, MMM, Spoliar and Brandt suggest that Bukhari’s views and ‘insider’

positioning are used as a framework with which to present the female converts as ‘too

40



religious’. At one stage in the documentary, for example, Bukhari, in defence of her own
practices and sartorial choices, asserts ‘Yes, I’'m a Muslim, but we live in such a Western
society’. Through incisive analysis of the use of the word ‘but’, the study illustrates how a
dichotomy between Islam and the West is established, with Bukhari tacitly suggesting a need
to adapt Islamic practice to Western conceptualisations of gender equality. Conversely, as
the paper highlights, many of the women in the documentaries discuss being liberated from
Western notions of gender equality and intellectual freedom, corresponding with the
findings of a score of scholars in the field who reframe women’s conversion to Islam as an
emancipatory act of resistance against the Western model of gender equality (Jouili, 2011:
48; Kent, 2014: 310; Mahmood, 2005; McGinty, 2007: 474; Zebiri, 2008). This contradiction
between the views expressed by the women themselves and the ways in which they are
represented within the documentaries further highlights the discord between the self-

perceptions of converts and how they are perceived by others.

Gendered narratives are reflected further in the British documentary MMM with the
presentation of disharmonious family relations as a corollary of women converting to Islam,
something the authors note as absent in documentaries and reportages related to convert
men. Spoliar and Brandt’s work demonstrates that the representation of convert Muslim
women within British documentaries, as well as those in the wider European context,
reaffirms gendered narratives and the media preoccupation with the female convert as a
cultural anomaly. This is achieved through the emphasis of prevailing themes such as female

familial relationships, marriage, seduction, sexuality and sartorial choices.

The presentation of the female converts as being in dissonance with the Western conception
of an empowered, free, female citizen typifies the Orientalist view of Islam as repressive,
culturally alien and dangerous. The result of this, suggest some scholars, is the stifling of
reasoned debate (Saeed, 2016: 65), the dismissal of the female Muslim’s ability to self-
represent (Ramahi & Suleiman, 2017) and a difficulty in hearing the voices of female
converts within the discourse (Jouili, 2011: 62). Given my critical sensibilities and research
intent, hearing the unstifled voices of female Muslim converts and exploring their narratives

and experiences within education presents itself as a relevant area of enquiry for this study.
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2.3.8 From Orientalism to Islamophobia to a New Type of ‘Phobia’?

What emerges from the body of work examined thus far is the crystallisation of a discrete
brand of Islamophobia which Muslim converts are uniquely faced with. Far from occupying
the role of cultural bridge-builders, able to fill in, through their transformative experiences,
the gulf between Muslim and non-Muslim culture, as has been suggested (Jawad, 2012),
much of the literature suggests that converts are perceived as traitors by many within their
heritage cultures (Ozyiirek, 2009), othered by friends and family (Ramahi & Suleiman, 2017)
and subject to an emergent strain of discrimination that permeates British culture and
appears to have been absorbed into the dominant Orientalist paradigm (Kerboua, 2016).
However, the relatively new growth of large numbers of converts to Islam in the West (Brice,
2011), and the formation of newer forms of racism (Ozyiirek, 2009), points to the
development of a newer phenomenon which lies within the established Orientalist
paradigm, but which is distinct; a kind of neo-orientalism which is deterritorialised (Kerboua,
2016) and casts those from within the Occident who adopt the religion or culture of the
Orient as doubly suspicious and inferior. It is against this backdrop that converts must
negotiate their religious development and identity formation. In the next section of this
chapter, | will explore the ways in which identity configurations amongst converts take place,

further shedding light upon their lived experiences.

2.3.9 Convert Identity Configuration

What is evident from the literature on the subject of religious conversion generally
(Carrothers, 2004; Gillespie, 1991; Rambo, 1999), and conversion to Islam specifically (Afshar
2008; Sartawi and Sammut 2012; Zebiri 2008), is the significance of accounts of identity
configuration and reconfiguration that people embracing a new religion experience. In
deploying the term ‘identity configuration’ here, | am addressing the theoretical construct
adopted by some psychologists who speak of the natural psychological state wherein one
endeavours to configure ‘mulitiple’ (Markus & Wurf, 1987), often conflicting or contradictory
(Gergen, 1991) selves into a coherent singular identity. This process, by which an individual
constructs a unified, coherent, singular identity, according to Erikson (1968, 1975), is the

result of a psychological requirement on the part of the individual and society. A deeper
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discussion of the complexity of identity theory falls beyond the scope of this thesis, however,
what follows is an attempt to review the ways in which literature in the field of Muslim

convert identity has sought to explicate identity configurations amongst converts.

The growing body of work on Muslim converts in the West has revealed that the issue of
identity configuration is a crucial problematic in understanding the lived experiences of
Muslim converts in modern Britain (Afshar 2008; Jensen, 2008; Sartawi and Sammut 2012;
Sealy, 2021c; Zebiri 2008). Central to this issue, it seems, is the sharp discord that exists
between the ways in which converts perceive and experience their identities and the ways in
which others, both within the Muslim community and without, perceive convert identity
(McGinty, 2006). Perhaps symptomatic of the ascension of secularism (Davie, 2015: 64) and
suspicion of religious devotion in modern Britain (Cheeseman and Khanum, 2009: 47), or
perhaps due to the role Islam has come to play in the modern British imaginary, the Muslim
convert can be perceived with perhaps more suspicion than general Muslims (Brice, 2011).
Furthermore, their identities are questioned and examined in ways uniquely experienced by

them; met with dismissal or disdain by some, and excessive scrutiny by others.

One study that | believe exemplifies the sharp discord between convert Muslim perceptions
of their own identities and theorisations about those identities is Oestergaard’s (2009) study,
which explores the role rituals and bodily practices play in the socialisation and negotiation
of convert Muslim identity. Beginning with the assumption that conversion usually involves a
renegotiation of identity, Oestergaard (2009) highlights the fact that converts frequently self-
identify as practising Muslims. She theorises that this ‘functions as a strategic means for
converts to position themselves in relation to the non-Muslim majority and... to other
Muslims’ (p. 2). She further asserts that converts’ practice-oriented embodiment of Islam,
and their adoption of rituals and rules is ‘a strategy for converts to prove themselves as
"real" Muslims in an environment where they are met with suspicion and hostility’ (p.1).
This interpretation of converts’ ritual practice (ibadah) as socially functional is made more
explicit when Oestergaard states, ‘The argument here is that formal Islamic rituals such as
prayer and fasting appeal to converts not just for theological reasons...”. The study goes on to

liken converts’ ritualisation and embodiment of Islamic practices to a ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu,
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1990a), which Oestergaard states ‘is not a fixed entity but is expressed in strategies and

improvisations in given situations’ (p. 4).

The paper’s theorisation appears to mirror the types of secular rationales prominent within
theorisations about conversion motives; some of which | have detailed earlier. Key to these
types of interpretations is the use of secular paradigms and sociological theory to rationalise
what is ostensibly a theological, faith-based phenomenon. The problematic nature of this
interpretation is brought into sharp relief when considering the principles of niyyah
(intention) and ikhlaas (sincerity) as prerequisites for the acceptance of any act of worship
within Islamic theology (see IslamQ&aA, n.da for various Islamic texts in that regard). By
reducing converts’ ibaadaat (acts of worship) to functional social strategies, the study
dismisses the sincerity, correctness of intention and thus the acceptability of the acts, in
Islamic theological terms; implying that these acts are not directed solely towards the
submission of Allah. Further to this, the normative Sunni-Islamic principles of ritual are rule-
based (according to the sunnah) and conscious (with explicit niyyah of worshipping Allah)
(IslamQ&A, n.db). This appears incongruous with Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, which
describes social habits and dispositions which are explicitly not rule-based or determinable
(Bourdieu, 1990c) and are primarily unconscious. Indeed, Oestergaard concedes that her
own application of habitus to converts’ practice of Islamic ritual requires ‘a reconsideration
of the notion of habitus...” (p. 3). | posit that Oestergaard’s attempt to apply the concept of
habitus to converts’ Islamic ritual acts of worship serves, once more, to dismiss the

theological perspectives of converts.

Winchester (2008) offers a similar critique of reductive conceptualisations of religious ritual
and embodied practices. While Winchester’s own work draws upon Bourdieu’s notion of
habitus to describe the embodied religious rituals and practices of convert Muslims, his
application of the term ‘differs from popular philosophical and social-scientific
understandings of the linkages between such practices and moral personhood’ (p. 1755).
Rather than, as in Oestergaard’s (2009) theorisation, converts utilising ritual and practice
derivatively as a means with which to ‘prove themselves as "real" Muslims’ (p. 1) and
‘position themselves in relation to the non-Muslim majority and... to other Muslims’ (p. 2),

Winchester avoids this somewhat limited reading of Islamic practice. He details the need not
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to import all of Bourdieu’s theoretical assumptions about habitus to understand the
relationship between religious practice and moral selfhood. Namely, Winchester rejects one
of Bourdieu’s central assumptions, which is that social actors use their moral character ‘as
forms of capital to accrue power and distinction in the social world’ (p. 1759). It is this very
assumption which, | argue, animates Oestergaard’s centring of Islamic worship as a primarily
social tool and brings it into contradiction with the Islamic concept of ikhlaas. Winchester’s
quite different and less reductive application of habitus, as something dialectically co-
constitutive in the development of ‘flexible’ dispositions over time, is instructive of the ways
in which the concept of habitus may remain helpful in providing discursive, conceptual
access to converts’ practices and worship within social scientific terms. The retention of

habitus in this sense will become important for my analysis in chapter 5.

Research on the nature of Muslim convert identity has traditionally been undertaken to
focus upon the notion of change in identity (Al-Qwidi 2002; Kose 1996; Neumueller, 2012).
For example, Ozyiirek (2015), providing a transnational perspective on Muslim convert
identity, describes the cultural barriers and conflicts that occur during the process of
religious change. Winchester (2008) characterises Muslim converts as creating ‘new moral
selves through the regular utilization of embodied religious practice. (p. 1754). Younes and
Hassan (2017) speak of conversion ‘disrupting basic notions of national identity and
citizenship’ (p. 31). While Younes and Hassan’s work is unique in its focus upon Muslims who
experienced difficulties in relating to their national identities before conversion to Islam, the
study, nevertheless, is concerned with how conversion changes their configuration of
conflicting identities. This is evident in the conclusions of the study which note that
participants’ identity configurations ‘all converge ultimately towards the supremacy of the

Muslim identity post-conversion’ (p. 31), representing ‘a theological transformation’ (p. 38).

Given the etymology of the word conversion (the Latin term convertere means ‘to turn’,
‘change direction’, ‘shift’ or ‘reverse’), it is perhaps little wonder that the notion of change
features so prominently in discussions of convert identity configuration. However, not only
does an uninterrogated focus upon change belie the complexity of socio-cultural and
psychological realities in identity formation (Crenshaw, 1989; Macionis and Gerber, 2011), it

also belies the numerous convert narratives which speak of a negotiation between dynamics
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of change and continuity in post-conversion life (Al-Qwidi, 2002; Alyedreessy, 2016; Sealy,
2021c). In recognition of this, what has arisen in recent years is literature on Muslim convert
identities which takes a more nuanced approach in foregrounding the notion of continuity
within convert identity configuration (Alyedreessy, 2016; McGinty, 2006; Sealy, 2019). An
important contribution to this literature is the work of McGinty (2006), who seeks to
problematise conversion, from a phenomenological perspective, as a psychocultural issue
rather than a religious one and who tackles the notion of change in conversion theory with
the notion of continuity, pointing to the significance of converts’ attempts to incorporate
and reconcile their newfound religion with their ‘previous’ identity formations; a
configuration of identity which centres on continuity rather than change. While the book,
and its focus upon continuity, is a welcome addition to the literature on conversion, dealing
with Muslim converts specifically, and within a post-9/11 context, its emphasis on the
cognitive, cultural and anthropological aspects of conversion means that it falls, once again,
within the realm of Western, secular explanations of the phenomenon of Muslim
conversion, lacking due consideration of Islamic theological explanations. Remedying this
outlook and attempting to deal more directly with the concept of religiosity, while also
factoring in change and continuity in Muslim convert identity configuration, Sealy’s (2021c)
paper on Muslim convert identity argues for the need to understand convert identity
configuration from the perspective of the convert and avoid the dismissal of the religious
aspect of their identities in order to achieve a richer understanding. This point correlates

with the views of Al-Qwidi (2002), Suleiman (2013) and Zebiri (2008).

Sealy’s work offers a detailed account of the ways in which the religious aspects of convert
identity configuration have traditionally been ‘explained away’ as cognitive coping strategies
or diminished in other ways (p. 24-5). Informed by these findings, my own study explored
the presence or absence of religiosity in convert identity configuration. | have sought to
continue in the vein of McGinty (2006) and others in giving detailed treatment to aspects of
change and continuity in convert identity, not as a dichotomy but as a confluence. However,
importantly, | will continue in the legacy of Sealy in seeking to avoid reductionism with
regards to religiosity in my exploration of convert identity. My approach, therefore, will act
as an affront to the neo-Orientalism and over-secularistic approaches to Islamic conversion

that | have addressed. In doing this, my study has the potential to introduce something new

46



into the field of conversion studies which, as Rambo (in Buckser & Glazier, 2003) notes, is ‘in
flux’ and ‘approaching a state of paradigm exhaustion’ (p. 195); a statement that appears to
recognise and reaffirm the need for existing studies to account for conversion in

contemporary contexts.

2.3.10 Recap

In the first section of this chapter, | offered a review of selected literature within the field of
conversion studies, providing a definition of conversion and exploring models of conversion
patterns presented in both classical and more contemporary literature in the field. What
came to light was a sustained focus upon sociological and psychological theory in explaining
conversion; something that scholars have suggested does not offer an adequate analytical
model with which to understand the complexity of conversion to Islam in the modern
Western context. This observation has led me to suggest a need to develop more nuanced
ways with which to taxonomise conversion narratives, possibly by drawing upon and
adapting models such as Lofland and Skonovd’s conversion motifs (1981). This is discussed in
greater detail in chapters 8 and 9. | have argued that such developments would help to
address current gaps in understanding converts by focusing, not upon the ‘push factors’ of
socio-cultural dissatisfaction, secularisation and attraction to counterculture, but upon the
‘pull factors’ of Islamic theology, spirituality and religiosity that have frequently been
reported within convert narratives as being central to conversion to Islam, but which have

remained under-researched and under-theorised.

The second section of this review has addressed the topic of Muslim converts’ lived
experiences with racialisation, re-racialisation, Islamophobia and newer forms of Orientalism
and Islamophobia that manifest in popular culture and media portrayals of Muslim converts.
These lived experiences, more recent literature has revealed, play an important role in the
ways in which converts configure their identities. As this chapter has shown, identity
configuration emerges from the literature on convert Muslims as something of a central
problematic. With the theme of change in identity receiving more frequent attention in the
literature, the theme of continuity has traditionally been neglected. However, a shift in focus

has seen several studies that have paid attention to both themes. Nonetheless, other salient
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matters in the study of Muslim convert experience remain under-explored. It is Sealy’s
(2019) distinct take on Keenan’s (2003) incitement to bring a ‘theological ear’ (p. 20) to
understanding seemingly sociological matters that injects something novel into the current
literary space on Muslim convert identity configurations, a point | have mentioned
elsewhere (Adebolajo, 2022b). His focus upon the concept of religiosity brings into stark
relief the neglect that spirituality has endured within contemporary conversion studies in
academia. Taking account of the importance of religious identity and theological empathy in
discussing the educational experiences of Muslim converts, in the following section | will
review literature on the topic of convert Muslims in education and their place in the wider

discourse on Muslims in education.

2.4 Section Three: Converts in Education

2.4.1 Introduction

There is a striking dearth of literature concerning convert Muslims’ interaction with the
education system (Panjwani, 2017: 603). As | have already touched upon, the convert
population cannot be easily defined in ethno-cultural terms, making them a problematic
population to contain within a discourse that has a tendency to read religiously demarcated
groups as essentially ethnic or cultural. In this regard, Mitchell (2006) states, ‘It is perhaps a
Western bias to assume that religiously demarcated groups are in essence ethnic’ (p. 1136).
Alternatively, this dearth of literature may be the result of what Scott-Baumann et al (2020)
define as the dominance of ‘secularity’ within education (p. 27 & 92) and the secularists
perspective that there is no place for religion in public policy discourse (Beaumont and
Baker, 2011). This may be especially true when the identity marker of religion is prised apart
from the rhetoric of ethno-racial inclusion. Much of what has been written about British
Muslims has tended to, even if inadvertently, focus upon the British-Asian Muslim
demographic, with some commentators concluding that much of the literature has little to
do with religion (Modood, 2013). Given the cultural and experiential disjuncture between

converts and heritage Muslims, it may appear challenging, conceptually, to place converts

6 The term ‘secularist’ is used here to allude to Habermas’ (2008) distinction between ‘secular’ as referring to the
ideologically agnostic stance towards the validity of another’s theological claims, and ‘secularist’ as referring to the
polemical stance against religious doctrine and publicly articulated religion.
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within this discourse on British Muslims in education. A central question, then, in my
consideration of the educational experiences of converts as a particular section of the
Muslim community, is this: How are convert Muslims located in relation to discussions on

heritage Muslim educational experiences?

2.4.2 Locating Converts

There has been a pattern within the literature to position converts as something of a bridge
between Muslim communities and non-Muslim communities (Jawad, 2013; Suleiman, 2013;
2016), or as possessing hybrid or plural identities (Franks, 2000: 922; Zebiri, 2008: 252).
Other literature has described a tendency to racialise and ‘re-racialize’ converts (Moosavi,
2015a; van Nieuwkerk, 2004: 235-236), thus locating them within the ethno-racial discourse

about the Muslim educational experience.

While these somewhat disjointed conceptualisations of converts’ positionality within the
discourse may be relevant in understanding the ‘cultural versatility of converts’ and their
potential to provide important ‘bridging capital’ (Gilliat-Ray and Timol, 2020: 8), these
understandings of convert Muslims in relation to heritage Muslims do not encompass the
many forms of relationality expressed by and about , for example, Asian and Black converts
who may already locate themselves in minority ethno-cultural groupings. For example, some
black and Asian converts describe appearing indistinguishable from heritage Muslims and
going undetected within the community (Al-Qwidi, 2002; Reddie, 2009; Suleiman, 2013: 4),
others report feeling dismissed and unaccepted (Rogozen-Soltar, 2012). Others describe
feeling over-aggrandized or tokenised (Suleiman, 2013: 73). Sealy’s (2022) theorisations
about the relationality between convert Muslims and the broader Muslim community
attempts to address these varying degrees of distance and nearness by locating them as
‘strangers’ — as conceptualised by Simmel (1950). This notion of belonging positions converts
as both near and distant from the heritage Muslim community. They do not conform, nor
seek conformity with those things which distance the convert from the heritage Muslim
community. They therefore do not assimilate into, but contribute to, the Muslim community
(Sealy, 2022: 6-7). The distance described in this theorisation, then, is a positive, rather than

negative relational position to the wider group, allowing the ‘stranger’ to problematise
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norms and cultural accretions. While elsewhere | have criticised Sealy’s application of
Simmel’s conceptual frameworks to the experiences of converts (Adebolajo, 2022b: 2), in
this instance | consider Sealy’s application of Simmel’s ‘stranger’ to be reflective of the
findings of those studies on Muslim converts that uncover a sense of non-conformity
amongst converts with regard to the cultural practices of some heritage Muslims (e.g. Al-

Qwidi, 2002; Neumueller, 2012; Ozyiirek, 2015).

| would argue, however, that in Sealy’s treatment of the relationality of converts to the
broader Muslim population within this paper, he does not offer sustained reflection on the
sense of heightened marginality converts share with heritage Muslims as a result of the
post-9/11 socio-political landscape. As | will go on to describe, this shared marginality often
transcends notions of race and culture and relates to theological, doctrinal and political
aspects of Islam. Given the generational focus of my study and the plethora of literature
detailing the effects of the post-9/11 period on the educational experiences of the wider
Muslim community in Britain and beyond, it appears particularly germane to explore that

commonality here.

Some have argued that post-9/11 educational policy has targeted convert Muslims in much
the same ways as other groups within the British Muslim community (Moosavi, 2015a;
Muslim Council of Britain, 2016; Rikabi, 2013). This supports my assertion that the
educational experiences of converts may relate, in this way at least, to the experiences of
heritage Muslims. Given my commitment not to insinuate a theological distinction between
convert and heritage Muslims within the shari‘ah (Islamic law), | am cautious of presenting
too sharp a sociological disjuncture between diversities within the Muslim community as a
whole. Indeed, this caution is reinforced by a desire to move beyond nationally, racially,
ethnically or culturally grounded understandings of Islam, towards an understanding in
which the homogenising consideration is religion. In short, | propose a capacious
understanding of the Muslim educational experience that, while recognising the diversity
within the Muslim community and the varied experiences this diversity may spawn, begins
by locating converts within the broader discourse on the Muslim population’s interaction
with the education system. | proceed, therefore, by placing this discussion into historical

perspective.
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2.4.3  Muslims in Education: Historical Perspective

The problematisation of the Muslim population’s interaction with the education system of
the UK can be traced back to shortly after World War Il, when, as a result of severe labour
shortages, workers from the Indian subcontinent were invited to Britain to work (Shaw,
1988; Hansen, 1999). While education represented an early point of contact between the
bourgeoning Muslim community and the state and marked an important element in the
modern history of UK/Muslim relations, the literature examining Muslims’ religious (as
opposed to racial or cultural) identity as a discrete group in the state education framework
was severely limited until the 1980s (Ansari, 2002; Modood, 1994; 2004; Modood et al.,
1997). That decade represented a paradigmatic shift away from assimilationist and integra-
tionist theory (Race, 2005: 7) towards a multiculturalism that was, ostensibly, empathetic
towards religious subjecthood. It is during this period that attempts to deal with the
religious identity of Muslims began to formulate and essentialist understandings of religion
began to be challenged more frequently within academic literature. For example, the Swann
Report (1985), although criticised by some (Duncan, 1987; Dwyer & Meyer, 1995; Verma,
1989) as continuing to deal ‘with Muslims in terms of cultural and ethnic group, rather than
in terms of religious principles and priorities’ (Nielsen, 2004: 58), is broadly considered to be
instrumental in recognising the importance of providing minorities a stake in education and
the wider political landscape within a multicultural society (Malik, 2015). It falls beyond the
scope of my thesis to offer a detailed delineation of the various forms of multiculturalist
theory. However, the rise of multiculturalism in Britain, defined by Parker-Jenkins (1995: 17)
as ‘creating tolerance for minority children, dispelling ignorance and reducing prejudice to
create a harmonious society’, spurred more nuanced debates on the nature of social justice
and gave rise to more critical explorations of identity. While it would be reductive to suggest
that continued debate surrounding the ‘Muslim problematic’ did not persist (e.g., Muslim
faith schools, rising secularism, Islamophobia in schools, etc.) (Parker-Jenkins, 1995; Parker-
Jenkins et al., 2005; Runnymede Trust, 1997, 2008), this more acute consideration of Muslim
identity dominated public debate on policy for decades (Khan, 2000; Modood, 2010;
Nielsen, 1986; Peach, 1990; Vertovec, 1993). However, following the 2001 riots across
England, which were characterised as the result of the socio-cultural segregation of Asian

and Muslim youth (Home Office, 2001), the attacks of 9/11 and the resultant ‘war on terror’,
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and culminating in the 7/7 bombings, policy and public opinion underwent a seismic shift

(Revell, 2012).

No longer was ‘the Muslim integration problem’ viewed purely through the lens of spatial
segregation (Miah, 2015). The issue had become one of cultural segregation, with the
presiding call one of combating extremism in the Muslim community and integrating young,
Asian men into mainstream British society (Finney & Simpson, 2009). It was suggested that
previous policies had facilitated segregation, led to cultural alienation, and acted as a
conduit for radicalisation (Taylor, 2009). The government recognised that one of the key
areas in which policy might seek to redress this problem was in the schooling and education
of Muslims, leading to the formation of educational policies designed to combat the growing
problem (HM Government, 2015; Lander 2019). Addressing the slew of policies that

emerged during that period, Revell (2012) writes:

The scope and range of government intervention in education in relation to
extremism and its links to Islam constitutes a coherent and systematic framework
that effectively criminalises aspects of theology, education, cultural practices and
community that are associated with Islam. (p. 82 & 83)

With the regulatory gaze of educational policy extending to matters of Islamic theology,

the post-9/11 policy milieu was judged by some as a “new assimilationism” (Back et al.,
2002: 452) and a disassembling of previously well-established relationships between Muslim
communities and local government authorities (Marshall, 2010). Furthermore, scholars in
the fields of sociology (Modood, 2004, 2010; Parekh, 2008; Sealy, 2021a), religion (Davie,
2015) and education (Panjwani & Moulin-Stozek, 2017) intimate that the form of
multiculturalism which emerged from this period appeared to harbour a theoretically rooted
mistrust of religious qua religious identity, preferring to elide Muslims’ religious and ethno-
cultural identity. This has had the result of positioning discretely religious identity as
culturally ‘other” within the social imaginary (Levey & Modood, 2009; Modood, 2013). It is
against this contextual backdrop that contemporary Muslim converts, who, some literature
suggests, tend to display discretely religious identities (Panjwani, 2017: 602; Sealy, 2021a;

Younis and Hassan, 2017: 31-8), emerge as subjects of sociological inquiry.
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While contemporary literature has gone some way in detailing the implications of the
aforementioned socio-political climate (Imtiaz, 2011; Lewis, 2007; Modood 2010) and policy
imperatives (Miah, 2017) upon the wider British Muslim community, particularly within the
context of education (Scott-Baumann et al., 2020), a broad-brush approach to understanding
the diversities within this minority has resulted in the aforementioned dearth of literature
exploring the experiences of Muslim converts within this realm. While there remains no
exact count of the number of Muslim converts in the UK (Pedziwiatr, 2017; Sealy, 2019), it is
clear that there is a sizeable and growing population within the evolving Muslim
demographic (Brice, 2011; Jawad, 2013; Sealy, 2021a); one that requires a degree of
sustained academic reflection. Acknowledging that, the sections to follow will engage with
some of the key literature relevant in extending our understanding of converts’ educational

experiences.

2.4.4 Post 9/11 Context

As | have intimated throughout this thesis, the socio-political context of 9/11, and my own
experiences within this context, have been the central inspiration for selecting the millennial
generation as the subjects of my study. In this regard, there are two dimensions of this
context which will be examined here: the theoretical and the practical. The first dimension
relates to the philosophies underpinning the post 9/11 socio-political context within which
the subjects of my study found themselves. The second dimension concerns the educational

practices and policies which these philosophies have engendered.

2.4.4.1 The Theoretical Dimension: Multiculturalism

| have already touched upon the scholarly view that some exponents of multiculturalist
philosophies have treated religious identity with a degree of suspicion (see section 2.3.9 and
Cheeseman and Khanum, 2009; Meer, 2010: 200; Uberoi and Modood, 2015). At the same
time as giving thoughtful treatment to difference and diversity in areas of race, ethnicity,
culture and gender, and the implications of neglecting these identity markers, some
exponents of multiculturalist inclusion have reproduced dominant negative discourses

relating to Islamic practices (Kymlicka, 2015). Parekh (2008), for instance, implies that
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scriptural literalism is non-amenable to rational investigation and criticism (p. 130- 151). Roy
(2010), in a later example, has argued that converts’ resistance to cultural accretion in
religious practice represents an Islamic Salafism that is fundamentalist and problematic for
integration. In both examples, the authors appear to pathologise literalist, deculturised
interpretations of Islam as irrational and/or problematic. Importantly, theoretical
perspectives like these have had profound implications for the formation and application of

educational policy (Kymlicka, 2015; Scott-Baumann and Tomlinson, 2016).

In her thesis exploring Islamic dialogic pedagogy as a vehicle for developing Muslim
children’s personhood, autonomy and identity in a pluralist society, Farah Ahmed (2017)
summarises her own experiences as an educator within the post-9/11 educational
landscape. In the thesis she details the then Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove’s
attempts to bring Muslims ‘into the secular-liberal fold’ (p. 4) by differentiating between
‘Islamism’, as representing a political ideology, and Islam, as representing the religion (Gove
2006). Gove’s ideological position, she argues, led to direct government interventions within
Islamic schools in the form of ‘specially commissioned inspection[s]’ (Ahmed, 2017: 4).
During one such intervention, Ahmed reports, young children were ‘left in tears’ after
interrogation by OFSTED inspectors containing Islamophobic undertones (p.4). Similarly, the
well documented ‘Trojan Horse affair’ in Birmingham (Miah, 2017) led to a succession of
OFSTED inspections that have received widespread criticism (Arthur, 2015; Baxter, 2014;
Donaghy, 2014). These cases seemingly demonstrate some of the ways in which the

pathologising of Islam can lead to marginalising experiences within the realm of education.

Beyond these individual cases, however, two major government policy initiatives — Prevent
and Fundamental British Values (FBV) — have been credited with exemplifying the post-9/11
theoretically rooted mistrust of Muslim subjectivity within education (Lander, 2019; Qureshi,
2015; Zempi and Tripli, 2022). Before moving on to discuss these policies in relation to
converts’ educational experiences, it is pertinent to gain an overview of the government’s
public responses to the perceived threats of ‘Islamism’ and their justification for the
aforementioned policies. In this regard, former Home Office Minister John Denham
forwarded the idea that the broader Muslim community protected terrorists, stating, ‘few

terrorist movements have lasted long enough without a supportive community’ (Denham,
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2009); a point which was later reinforced by Hazel Blears, former Communities Minister, and
oft-sited architect of the Prevent initiative. She notes, ‘It’s the stay-at-home mum, the taxi
driver, the neighbour, the dinner lady... the student — all of those whose decisions and
actions contribute towards making an environment in which extremism can flourish or
falter’ (Blears, 2009: 6). This construction of a cohesive network of Muslims incubating
terrorists, Shain (2013) argues, was used to justify ‘a pre-emptive... coercive and punitive
state approach towards young people [that] implicates education professionals in the
surveillance and containment of ‘problem’ ethnic minority students.’ (p. 75). | argue,
however, that Shain’s interpretation must go further. In suggesting that the problem relates
to ‘ethnic minority students’ only, she overlooks the experiences of convert Muslims (many
of whom are from the ethnic majority) who have also found themselves stigmatised by the

policies under discussion. To illustrate this point, | now turn my attention to the Prevent

policy.

2.4.4.2 Practical Dimension 1: Prevent

Broadly speaking, Prevent is a government strategy aimed at halting the spread of
extremism in the UK. Established in 2006, with a wide remit that included supporting
communities in the ‘development and promotion of shared values’ (Revell, 2012, p. 79), the
policy was initiated through an array of toolkits directed at educational institutions
(including schools, colleges and universities). Early criticisms of the policy argued that, not
only did it fail in preventing violent extremism that existed outside of the Muslim
community, but it also contributed to the stigmatisation of Islamic theological beliefs and
alienated Muslim communities (Kundnani, 2009; Liberty, 2010; Revell, 2012: 82 & 83). It is
perhaps unsurprising then, that the strategy was revised in 2011 (Home Office, 2011).
Nonetheless, in spite of previous criticisms and the documented rise of far-right extremism
across Britain and Europe (see Busher, 2015; Dodd, 2009; Howie, 2009; Stokes, 2008),
Prevent, in its revised form, continued to target areas of the country with higher Muslim
populations (Shain, 2013: 75). Although converts’ specific interaction with the policy has not
received attention in the literature, some insights can be gleaned from a review of the policy

itself, its underpinnings and its auxiliaries.
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| turn first to the methodology for identifying signs of radicalisation espoused by the
Department of Education and the Home Office’s Educate Against Hate (2023b) website (an
auxiliary to the Prevent Strategy), designed ‘to provide practical advice, support and
resources to protect children from extremism and radicalisation’. Under the section entitled
‘What are the warning signs of radicalisation’, the website lists ‘Converting to a new religion’
as a one of the ‘behaviours... intended as a guide to help you identify possible
radicalisation...” (2023a). This overt reference to conversion as a ‘sign of radicalisation’ was
tacitly confirmed to be referencing conversion to Islam exclusively by former Secretary of
State for Education and Minister for Women and Equalities, Nicky Morgan (Channel 4 News,
2016). This type of government sanctioned association between conversion and
radicalisation is further evidenced in the 2011 review of Prevent which states, ‘people who
convert may initially be less well-informed about their faith, they may be vulnerable to
overtures from radicalisers who seek to impress a distorted version of theology upon them’
(Home Office, 2011: 87). This raises important questions about the implications of such
understandings, and the effects of this upon the educational experiences of those who
convert to Islam during the operational timeframe of these policy initiatives. Moreover, the
presentation of converts as vulnerable, ill-informed and impressionable adds weight to my
assertion that a convert-specific form of Islamoprejudice (Imhoff and Recker, 2012) may be
in operation in Britain, seemingly permeating education policy and requiring further

investigation.

2.4.4.3 Practical Dimension 2: Fundamental British Value

Discourse surrounding the promotion of British values within education policy can be traced
back to as early as 1998 (Crick Report, 1998; Jerome and Clemitshaw, 2012). However, it is
the introduction of Fundamental British Values into the new Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 2012)
which ushered in a ‘hardened’ notion of Britishness that has raised questions about the
delimitation of educational spaces within which Islamic identity can be expressed in the UK
(Lander, 2019: 1). By formalising the requirement for all teachers in England and Wales to
avoid undermining, and actively promote the ‘fundamental British values’ of ‘democracy;

the rule of law; individual liberty; and mutual respect for and tolerance of those with
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different faiths and beliefs and for those without faith’ (DfE, 2012, 2014), the 2012 policy
standardises and validates a form of national consensus that some scholars argue can be
exploited by politicians and other nefarious actors as a powerful exclusionary tool (Lander,
2019; Revell and Bryan, 2018). Furthermore, according to Hoque (2015: 23), it constructs a
narrative in which Islamic values are seen to be ‘incompatible’ with British values. Lander
(2019) is particularly critical of the way in which the policy’s close association with the
Prevent Strategy broadens the disciplinary gaze of FBV to include a requirement for schools
to attempt to prevent alleged non-violent forms of extremism. The capacious language of
‘non-violent forms of extremism’ (HMG, 2021)