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It is true thou wilt not Be Able to guide every one Whom thou
lovest; but All4h Guides those whom He will and He Knows
best those Who receive guidance. (Qur’an?28: 56)
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ABSTRACT

This thesis analyses data provided by face to face interviews with a sample of
British converts to Islam to find out how and why they came to convert, and what
were the repercussions of their conversions. The work is placed in the context of
the predominantly post-Christian British society in which they had spent the
greater part of their lives and the existence of a sizeable community of British
Muslims.

Influential studies of the psychology and sociology of religious conversion are
reviewed and applied to the data. These tend to leave a series of loose ends and
fail to pin down the causes or reasons for the conversions. The encounter and
reaction with a proselytising group, a key finding in many previous studies, is
found to be lacking in the evidence of the current sample of converts. A need is
found to broaden the analytic approach. A holistic academic framework is found
that both enables the researcher to analyse the conversions as a process through
time and allows for further fields of study to be incorporated in the analysis. Thus
the stage model for analysing the conversion process proposed by Lewis Rambo
(1993) is employed, with a minor modification. Rambo’s stage model permits the
researcher to include in the study the insights into the human predicament offered
by classical Islam. Literature based on and including the Qur’an and sunnah is
reviewed. This provides a way of linking together some of the factors previous
researchers have considered significant in the conversion process.

The degree of interaction with Muslims prior to conversion varied enormously. In
all cases there had been some contact but it is not found possible to state that such
contact was necessary for the conversions to take place. The Islamic concept of
hidayah is proposed as a unifying concept that can account for the disparate
factors and apparently random coincidences identified as having been factors in
the conversion processes. The Islamic concepts of tawheed and fitrah also
contribute to a unifying view of the conversion phenomena. It is found that the
common factor in the ‘interaction’ and ‘commitment’ stages of conversion is not
immersion in a group of people, but interaction with a book, the Qur’an. This
proves to be the pivotal element in all the conversions in this study.

The post-conversion experiences of the converts as they became members of the
Muslim ummah are found to be broadly similar in that they had been unprepared
for the differences between their view of Islam, based mainly on the original texts,
and that of the mainly South Asian Muslim community which included a history
of cultural accretions.. The success of their socialisation with the South Asian
Muslim community varied a little from person to person, language and culture
being the main stumbling blocks, but major differences were found that related to
the gender and ethnicity of the converts. Their relationships within the non-
Muslim community continued with some modifications. Little evidence is found
that social problems, linguistic and cultural barriers, or what the future might
hold, had, or would, deflect the converts from their faith. This may be because
they all came to Islam through the Qur’an. It is therefore suggested that research
into the psychological effect the Qur’an has on its readers would shed further light
on the phenomenon of conversion to Islam.
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A Glossary of Arabic Terms

Notes on the Transliteration of Arabic Words in this Thesis

The number of English speaking Muslims is increasing, as is the non-Muslim
English speakers’ familiarity with and use of Arabic words and expressions. We
are presented, therefore, with a fluid situation where some Arabic words have
become common in written and spoken English and others have not. The attempt
has been made to reflect that some Arabic words remain purely Arabic, some are
in the process of being adopted into the English language, and some are already
part of that language. This may result in some inconsistency in transliteration or
spelling, but is intended to reflect accurately aspects of cultural and linguistic
transition at the time of writing. Variations in the spelling of Arabic words that
derive from usage in other languages, e.g. Urdu, have been avoided.

1. Arabic words that have not yet entered the English language are givena

simple and consistent transliteration that relates to the Arabic spelling and

pronunciation. They are italicised in the body of this work.

2. The spelling of Arabic words already part of the English language, has not yet
become standardised, but for the more familiar words, there is a strong
movement towards standardisation. This is especially the case in literature
written by educated Muslims who know Arabic and have English mother

tongue. This is taken into account in the spelling presented in this work.

3. The spelling of a few Arabic words frequently used in conversation by
English speaking Muslims, is becoming ‘anglicised’, in order to prevent
mispronunciation or confusion with similar sounding English words. Such
spellings are gaining increasing acceptance in the process of becoming part of
the English language. The anglicised spelling reflects the lack of diacritical

marks in written English. Examples are tawheed, deen and hadeeth.
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4, Other words, such as fatwa and halal, now have an accepted English spelling

owing to common familiarity.

5. The name Muhammad remains problematic. The standardised spelling is now
Muhammad, but many people who were given this name prior to
standardisation, continue to spell their names in a variety of ways, e.g.
Mohammed and Mohamed. In this work, therefore, the Prophet Muhammad’s
name (PBUH) is written in the standardised spelling, while authors and
converts who are named after the Prophet are referred to by the spelling they

or their respective families have chosen.

6. Throughout the work the word Qur’an is spelt this way, as this is now
generally accepted as the standard spelling by English speaking Muslims.

7. Arabic words in common English usage that would have an initial capital in
English, have been given a capital, asthey have already become part of the
English language. These include Allah, Qur’an, Makkah, Ramadhan and Hajj.
For the sake of consistency, the word Umra, the lesser pilgrimage related to
Hajj, is treated in the same way as Hajj, although it is at present less well

known in English.



Allah

an-nafs al-lawwamah
an-nafs al-mutma’innah

aql
da’wah

deen

du’a

fatwa

figh
fitrah
hadeeth
Hayjj

halal
hidayah
hijab

hijrah

ibadat

ithsan

iradah

literally ‘The God’; Allah is the proper name of
God in Arabic

the reproachful self
the tranquil self

intellect, reason, faculty of rational and intuitive
perception

literally ‘invitation’ to Islam

way of life; the religion that Allah has ordained
for humanity, including faith, ethics, law and
devotions

supplication to Allah that can be made at any time

specific legal ruling or opinion; it can be a mere
reminder of a prescription explicitly stated by the
sources, or a scholar’s elaboration on the basis of
a non-explicit text, or made in the case of a
specific situation for which there is no scriptural
source

Islamic law and jurisprudence; the science of the
application of the shari’ah

the natural, primal condition of human beings, in
harmony with nature and their Creator

reported and authenticated traditions about what
the Prophet said, did or approved

the annual pilgrimage to Makkah that is one of the
five pillars of Islam

permitted, lawful in the shari’ah
the guidance of God

literally, a partition that separates two things; a
curtain; in modern times it is used to describe a
form of women’s dress. In this work, it refers to a
Muslim women’s headscarf that hides the hair, but
reveals the face

literally ‘emigration’; the Prophet Muhammad’s
emigration from Makkah to Madinah (622 CE) is
known as the hijrah. It marks the beginning of the
Islamic state and the Islamic calendar (1AH)

worship, in the form of living every aspect of
one’s life in obedience to Allah

righteousness. This refers to utter devotion to and
mindfulness of Allah in all of a person’s thoughts
and actions

will, free will, volition



ijtihad

iman

Islam
jum’a
khalifa
Muslim

nafs
PBUH

qalb
gibla

Qur’an

khutba
Ramadhan
ruh
sadagah

sahih

salat

literally ‘effort’, it has become a technical term
meaning the effort exercised by a jurist to extract a
law or a ruling from non-explicit scriptural

sources or to formulate a specific legal opinion in
the absence of texts of reference

literally ‘faith’, it is the affirmation, conviction or
certainty that Allah is the one and only God and
Muhammad (PBUH) is His final prophet, that the
angels, the revealed books, the prophets and the
Last Day are all true, and that everything, both
good and bad, is by the decree of Allah

submission and surrender to the will of Allah;
from a root denoting peace

congregational prayer on Friday just after midday;
also means Friday

a successor; one continuing the institution of
governance of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)

a proper designation of the person who submits to
Allah and adheres to Islam

self, soul, psyche

blessings and peace be upon him. In the Qur’an
Muslims are enjoined to send blessings to the
prophets. Therefore after each mention of the
name of the Prophet Muhammad there is a
blessing that is regarded as compulsory

heart, the seat of intelligence and intelligent
feeling

the direction Muslims face during salat, which is
towards Makkah

literally ‘Recitation’; the final revelation from
God to human beings, given to the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) in Arabic

the formal sermon delivered by the imam at
Friday jum’a

the month of fasting; the ninth month in the
Islamic calendar

the spirit or soul, innate in every human being and
linked to God

voluntary charity that can be given at any time to
anyone

authentic, meeting specific authentication criteria

formal worship and supplication performed five
times daily



shahadah

shari’ah

shirk

sunnah

surah

tagqwa

tawheed

ulama

ummah

Umra

zakat

xi

the statement of witness and belief that ‘there is
none worthy of worship except God and that
Muhammad is the Messenger of God’

literally ‘the road’, the legal modality of a people,
based on the revelation of their prophet; in the
case of Muslims, it is based on the Qur’an and
sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)

association of other beings with Allah; the
opposite of tawheed

the practice of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
and the first four of his successors (khalifs)

a section in the Qur’an similar to a chapter

Allah consciousness, love and fear of Allah, piety,
carefulness

‘oneness’, the oneness of Allah; the science of
knowing Allah’s oneness (the opposite of shirk)

literally, ‘the ones who know’; scholars in a broad
sense, who may be specialized in one particular
branch of Islamic science. Today it can mean
those who graduated from university with a degree
in a field related to Islamic sciences

community of faith, spiritual community, uniting
all Muslim people throughout the world

the lesser pilgrimage to Makkah that can take
place at any time of the year

compulsory charity collected once a year and
intended for the needy in the Muslim community,
comprising 2.5 % of one’s disposable income



Chapter I
Introduction

1.1 Background Information

When I first arrived in this country in 1993, I believed that everyone in the
country had the same religion, i.e. Christianity, because all the religious buildings
I saw were churches. It was only when I started to meet different people whilst
taking my children to school that I learnt, much to my surprise, that religion did

not play an important role in the lives of many people in this country.

During my studies for a MA in Applied Linguistics, I taught Arabic as a foreign
language at Leeds University and met several young people who had converted to
the religion of Islam. A close relationship had developed with my students, and I
spent quite some time discussing with them their reasons for becoming Muslims
and why they had become so totally and positively involved in their new religion.
It was amazed to find people in the UK who had converted to the religion that I
had been brought up with, and who practised all that it requires, including the five
daily prayers, covering the head and other disciplines. One reason for my surprise
was that when I was growing up in the Middle East we tended to look to the West
for role models, listening to their music and seeing their way of life as having a
freedom that we did not have. I grew up with a religion that defined my whole
way of life, as well as my culture. Coming to England and seeing the English way
of life as a much freer society, created an interestin me. It made me ask why
these people, who were converting to Islam, were rejecting the freedom that I
believed people here had and enjoyed. This is the main reason why I chose the
topic of conversion to Islam and find it so interesting. I asked myself why

someone who appears to have so much materially should want to turn to Islam,
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which offers few material rewards, replacing them instead with spiritual
compensations. Because the picture that the media in the UK was painting of
Islam tended to be very negative and show little of what it has to offer, again the
question of why people should choose to convert arose in my mind. When I heard
about the ‘Community Religions Project’ in the Department of Theology and
Religious Studies at the University of Leeds, this encouraged me to do my Ph.D.

in this subject that I found so fascinating.

The research has been conducted against a background of conflicting
presentations of Islam in the Western media. In general news items have
continued their tendency to be negative and since 11 September 2001 this has
been exacerbated. Prior to this, there had been an increasing level of interest
within the media regarding the religion of Islam. A series about Islam and The
Muslims that was generally sympathetic and informative was broadcast on BBC 2
TV during the summer of 2001. One programme in the series was a documentary
called ‘Islamophobia’ that went on air on 18 August 2001. I had been approached
to help find people who might like to appear on this programme, and subsequently
I did so. The documentary covered the issue of prejudice towards Muslims living
in the British Isles. I was also contacted by Channel 4 on 12 September 2001,
when researchers requested that I assist them with a programme they had been
planning for some time on conversion to Islam. They also contacted me on 8
January 2002 and confirmed that interest in the subject was growing. The
Channel 4 TV series ‘Muslims in Britain’ was broadcast in Spring 2002 and was
in general sympathetic and informative. However, after 11 September 2001,

people’s perceptions of the world had changed and, despite series like the ones
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mentioned above on BBC2 and Channel 4, in general, a much more negative
picture of Islam and Muslims was now portrayed both in the news media and in
programmes that were made as a result of the events of 11 September 2001.
Despite this, people working at the Grand Mosque in Leeds told me that the small
but steady flow of new converts coming to the mosque was continuing. Indeed in
the weeks following September 11 they had noticed a small increase in the
number of converts. They said that mosques in other cities in the UK had
reported a similar situation. This demonstrates to me that the decision to convert
to Islam is such a deep personal decision that it will not be affected by factors

such as the attacks on New York and Washington and the subsequent bad

publicity that Islam has received'.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

‘Understanding the Stages of Conversion to Islam: The Voices of British
Converts’ is an interview study based on evidence provided by a sample of British
converts to Islam. The data is provided by 37 interviews, 20 of males and 17 of
females. The ethnicity, social backgrounds and age of the interviewees were quite
varied, although they were all born and grew up in the UK and had spent most, if
not all, of their lives in the UK. Twenty four were white, including English, Irish
and Scots, ten were Afro-Caribbean, two were Asian and one was Chinese. The

basic questions asked in the thesis are: Why did those interviewed become

'In the Guardian newspaper on Monday, 24 June 2002, Brian Whitaker referred to a report from

Saudi Arabia that had ‘cheerfully announced’ a few days previously that 942 foreigners had
converted to Islam during the past year, 709 of them after 11 September 2001.
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Muslims? What were their backgrounds? What were the processes leading to their
conversion to Islam? What are the factors that make conversion viable for people?
How far are existing conversion theories applicable to such a variety of British
converts to Islam? Can any explanation for the conversions to Islam be found,
that can account for all, or a majority, of the cases analysed? And beyond the
conversion process, how did the converts interact within the established Muslim

community in terms of acceptance, guidance and support?.

Religious conversion is a complex phenomenon and comprises many diverse
experiences. It may be an experience of increased devotion within the same
religious structure. On the other hand, as in the conversions analysed in the
present study, it may be either a shift from no religious commitment to a devout
religious life, or a change from one religion to another. Conversion experience
may come about in different circumstances, in different ways, and with different
outcomes. It may occur in many types of people, for example, the introspective,
soul-searching type, who finds greater value in spiritual beliefs than in
materialistic values, or, on the other hand, in somebody who had previously led a

hedonistic life-style and apparently ignored spirituality.

Since the turn of the last century social scientists and religionists have adopted
different perspectives when explaining the nature of the conversion experience.
Social scientists have proposed a range of social and psychological forces at work,
while believers have emphasised the nature of the human-divine encounter.
There is also the issue of how the above-mentioned themes merge with each other
or contribute to an explanation of the conversion phenomena. Therefore, the

whole lifespan of the converts becomes relevant, including childhood,
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adolescence, experiences in adulthood, as well as the conversion process itself

and its immediate or long term results.

The choice of the word process over event is deliberate. It follows the findings of
previous researchers, notably Lofland and Skonovd (1981) and Rambo (1993),
and results from my personal observation in this work that none of the
conversions studied occurred overnight, or in a flash of inspiration, but were a
gradual process. However, the idea of a sudden conversion to Islam is not
rejected. It was also discovered that most of the converts had had little if any
substantial contact with Muslims or the Muslim community prior to conversion.
However, nearly all of them recalled having had at least a brief encounter with an
individual Muslim at some time prior to their commitment to Islam, but such
encounters had not necessarily been regarded as of any special significance and
had varied greatly, in intensity and proximity to the key conversion processes. It
became clear that ‘missionary zeal’ on the part of established Muslims had not
been a common factor in the conversions. There was in fact no evidence or
awareness of organised or pro-active missionary work or recruitment, although
some previous researchers on conversion, for example Lofland and Stark (1965),
Lofland and Skonovd (1981), Ownby (1990) and K&se (in regard to conversion to
Islam through Sufism) (1996), had identified interaction with a proselytising

group, or at least a warmly welcoming group, as having played a key role.

While I was conducting the interviews it became apparent that the literature
review would need to be in three parts. A review of Western literature on
conversion would be insufficient on its own. This has caused the literature review

to be longer than originally intended. The first part is material about the
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established Muslim community in UK providing a necessary context for analysing
the data especially in Chapter VII ‘Being a Muslim’. Second is the review of
Western literature on religious conversion. In particular, the work of Lewis
Rambo (1987, 1993) and Ali Kose (1996) is discussed. Finally there is a review
of the Islamic literature, crucial for an understanding of the data, that covers

relevant issues not found in the Western material.

The meaning of the word ‘conversion’ has many facets. In the Judeo-Christian
Scriptures, the Hebrew and Greek words that are generally equated with
conversion, are words that literally mean fo turn or return. According to Rambo
(1993: 3) this is the central meaning of conversion . Likewise, in this work, the
precise meaning of conversion is to turn from a previously held religion, way of
life or belief system to a new religion, way of life or belief system. It also means
a simple change from the absence of a faith system to a faith commitment, or from
religious affiliation to one faith system to another. It also means a transformation
of world view, from concern or distress about evil or illusion in some things
connected with this world, to seeing all creation as a manifestation of God’s

power, regardless of the awareness of evil and illusions.

The data collected for this study indicated that no single discipline was adequate
to tackle the subject of conversion to Islam. Therefore an approach involving
several disciplines was considered appropriate and necessary. It would have been
hazardous to undertake a survey of the subject without applying an interconnected
model that might define patterns and reveal relationships among the various

materials and research already available. Lewis Rambo’s stage model (1993) for



Chapter I 7
Introduction

analysing religious conversion provided this and has proved of theoretical

importance in the present work.

Contextually, the work of Ali Kose has proved important. His study, Conversion
to Islam: A Study of Native British Converts (1996) and the present research are
connected, in that they are both concerned with the phenomenon of conversion to

Islam in Britain, as opposed to other belief systems, or other places.

1.3 Research Objectives

The major objective of this thesis is to record the conversion experiences of a
sample of British converts to Islam, to find out how and why these conversions
took place. It aims to bring greater coherence and clarity to the understanding of
conversion to Islam by linking psychological and sociological research on
conversion with relevant perspectives provided by Islamic scholarship. The
inclusion of Islamic scholarship, should make it possible to take the understanding

of conversion to Islam a stage further than the pioneering work of Ali Kdse.

It examines questions such as, what has motivated these people? What is the
nature and extent of their transformation? What are the processes that are
powerful enough to encourage it? Are there long-term predispositions? It attempts
to describe these transformations, processes and possible predispositions, and go
beyond the conversion process itself to discover if people who adopt Islam and
join the community of Muslims find what they expected to find in terms of

acceptance, guidance and support. These are the main objectives of this thesis.

This study is necessarily limited to a particular sample of converts which may not

be representative of all converts to Islam. Therefore caution should be exercised
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when generalizing from the present findings. However, I hope that readers of this

thesis will gain an insight into the experience of those converts to Islam who were

interviewed.

As the number of converts grows, there is an increasing sense of urgency to pin
down the meaning of conversion to Islam. Specialized studies such as this one
should assist in this. The goal of this work is to explore and establish some
interconnections among the complex, multifaceted experience and phenomenon
that is conversion to Islam. Most studies of conversion to date have been too
narrow in orientation, employing theories that tended to be too restrictive (Rambo,
1993: 4). Making use of scholarly perspectives from a number of disciplines,
including western psychology and sociology, together with the aspects of
psychology found in Islamic scholarship, it is intended to define and clarify the

factors involved in religious conversion in general and conversion to Islam in

particular,

As a result of my research, I have learnt that although Ali Kése and I dealt with
the same topic, he approached it from a more psychological viewpoint, using
western psychological and sociological theories, so that he was able to find factors
relevant to conversion to Islam, but was unable to pin down the reasons for these
conversions in such a way as to be able to produce a theory. I, on the other hand,
adopted a wider frame of reference made possible by using Rambo’s stage model
for study of conversion to broaden the range of perspectives brought to bear on
the topic. It has therefore been found that the journey to Islam was less dependent
on traumatic experiences and personal crises than has been suggested by

researchers such as Ullman (1989). This has freed me to explore the possibility of
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the conversions in this study being a positive and natural aspect of the subject’s
development. I found that events prompting the decision to convert varied from
subject to subject. They tended to include intellectual elements and to be less
driven by emotional factors than has been traditionally thought. Throughout my
research I have tried to put aside my own preconceptions and explore what exactly

led these people to arrive at their decision to convert, and what has motivated

them through this period of their lives.

1.4 Important Aspects of this Study

The holistic approach to analysis of conversion provided by Lewis Rambo’s stage
model seemed to have the potential for a meaningful analysis of the data on
conversion to Islam in this study. He, however, had not used this method for
conversion to Islam. Nevertheless, since other ‘western’ approaches were too
limited and Islamic literature does not expand on the topic, the stage model was

employed, albeit with certain modifications dictated by the data.

The Islamic concept of fitrah is introduced in this study. It may be that from the
point of view of traditional Islamic scholarship there is little mystery in
‘conversion’ to Islam. This would be because of the concept of fitrah, which in
fact bears relevance to some of the perceptions of the converts in this study. It has
therefore been incorporated in the analysis. The concept of fitrah, derived from
the verb meaning ‘to originate’, holds that human beings are naturally inclined to
Islam — that to be in a condition of Islam is the human’s natural state of being.
There is also some element of free choice in deciding one’s deen (way of life),

and this adds a second dimension to the concept of fitrah. Neither the Qur’an nor
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the sunnah’ refer to new Muslims as such. There is no separate category of

‘convert’ in Islam. Once a person utters the shahadah, that person is as much a

Muslim as people who were raised as Muslims. Muslims are differentiated only

by their degree of tagwa: piety, or love and fear of Allah.

The use of Lewis Rambo’s stage model is the result of an attempt to bridge the
existing gap in the literature . It enables the reader to follow a pattern starting with
the context of the subjects’ lives, and including stages identified by the following

terms: crisis, quest, encounter, interaction, commitment and consequences.

The new element in research on conversion to Islam that I discovered in this
work was the strong link between the person’s decision to become a Muslim and
the Qur’an. Some light is thrown on the persuasive skill within the literary
structure of the Qur’an, and the psychological power of its techniques that can
command attention, influence people and change minds and lives. As far as I am
concerned none of the studies dealing with conversion to Islam has examined the
role of the Qur’an in conversion to Islam. This study will attempt to prepare a

theoretical background that may serve as a foundation for future work in this area.

The psychology literature on conversion consists of studies of individual case-
histories and samples usually taken for convenience. Random community
samples, or random selection methods within selective groups have sometimes

been used . The sample of converts in the present study, likewise, cannot be taken

2 The life example of the Prophet Muhammad (PRUH).
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to be representative of all converts to Islam. Therefore, conclusions and
comparisons made throughout this thesis must be moderated by the fact that the

studies are mostly based on samples that are not comparable or representative.

1.5 Organisation of the Thesis

The thesis is organized in the following manner. Chapters I to VIII comprise the

body of the work. They are preceded by the abstract, contents list and glossary.

The appendices and bibliography appear after Chapter VIII.

Chapter I is an introduction to the thesis and provides relevant general background
information to the study. I present the problem addressed, the resulting research
objectives of the present work and summarises some important aspects of the

study. Finally, it presents the way in which the thesis is organised.

Chapter II describes the Muslim community resident and settled in the UK,
dwelling mainly on the communities that emanated from the Indian sub-continent,
notably from Pakistan and Bangladesh. Aspects of the particularities and
experiences of these communities are relevant to the pre- and post-conversion

experiences of the converts in the sample.

Chapter III is a literature review which gives a survey of currently available
research into religious conversion in general and conversion to Islam in particular.
The conversions in this study contain features scarcely noted in previous research,
therefore the review also includes a selection of other relevant literature written
from the classic Muslim perspective, considered necessary to throw new light on

the phenomenon of conversion to Islam. Extracts from the Qur’an and hadeeth

are also discussed.
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The methodology of the study is set out in Chapter IV. The selection of primary
as well as secondary data collection methods are explained. A general discussion
of fieldwork strategy, selection of samples and the progressive development of the
semi-structured interviews is provided. The proposed data analysis procedure is

also discussed in this chapter.

In the light of previous research and other literature mentioned above, Chapters V,
VI and VII discuss the conversions to Islam of the converts interviewed for this
study, through an analysis of the data they provided. The data is presented mainly

as direct quotations from the oral interviews, sometimes by reference, and also in

table form.

Having adopted the framework for analysis of conversion to Islam recommended
by Lewis Rambo (1993) the experiences of the interviewees are analyzed
according to seven postulated stages in the conversion process. Diagrams show

that these stages are inter-related, rather than simply sequential.

Chapter V, ‘Beginning the Process’, concentrates on the first three stages of
conversion as suggested in Rambo’s framework, namely, Stage 1: Context, Stage
2: Crisis, Stage 3: Quest, and examines the backgrounds of the related responses

and motivations of the converts.

The circumstances, events and experiences leading to and including conversion ,
as well as conversion motifs, are examined in Chapter VI, ‘Becoming a Muslim’.

This involves the next three stages: Encounter, Stage 4; Interaction, Stage 5; and

Commitment, Stage 6.
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Chapter VII, ‘Being a Muslim’ deals with Stage 7 of the Rambo framework. It
looks at the post-conversion period to examine the changes the converts went
through regarding beliefs, practices and socialization, including their present

relationship with their families, the Muslim community and the wider society.

Chapter VIII presents conclusions drawn from the findings of the present study

and makes some recommendations for future research.
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2.1 Introduction

Britain has a sizeable established Muslim community that is highly visible in the
larger towns and cities, while many smaller towns also have communities of
Muslims. This is especially true of England, where the converts to Islam in this
study lived at the time of their conversions. An overview of the most numerous
groups within the British Muslim community is presented in this chapter because
it is part of the context in which the conversions in the present study took place. It
is important when considering the extent to which the established Muslim
community influenced the conversions and the experiences of the converts when
they became part of the Muslim ummah, interms of acceptance, guidance and

support.

2.2 The Muslim Population of Britain

The period of history that is immediately relevant to the Muslim situation in the
UK today, starts with the mass immigration from Commonwealth countries in
response to the post-war economic boom. This wave of immigration began in the
1950s and peaked in the 1960s and early 70s. A high proportion of the
immigrants were Muslims. Many of these settled here, to be joined later by their
wives and families. Today three or four generations of Muslims descended from,
or related to, these settlers comprise a large proportion of the British Muslim
population. Geographically, these communities are not spread uniformly across
Britain. In the 1950s and 1960s the major cities received considerable numbers of

the South Asian Muslim immigrants as did the cotton and wool towns of
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Lancashire and Yorkshire. Apart from greater London, these areas continue to
have the highest concentrations of settled British Muslim communities originating
from the Indian sub-continent (Nielsen, 1992: 42-43). South Asians account for
75% of the total British Muslim population. This population also includes
Muslims from the Arab world, as well as Malaysia, Iran, Turkey, Cyprus and East
and West Africa (Lewis, 1994:14). A minority of the settled community came as
political refugees from a variety of countries, or as professional people, practising
medicine, law or politics. There are also the small but growing numbers of
converts among the Afro-Caribbean and indigenous white people and as will be

seen in this study, a few from other groups.

It is difficult to determine exactly how many Muslims there are in Britain today,
as, until 2001, the population census did not have a category to distinguish people
by religion'. The most recent statistical analysis of all the data, which reviews
previous estimates, concludes that the Muslim population of Britain in 2002 is
approximately 1.8 million (Guardian, Monday 17 June 2002). By 1994,

Pakistanis comprised the largest proportion of Muslims in Britain (Gilliat 1994:5).

Ethnic identity became an important issue for minority Muslim groups, despite the
sense of common unity and fellowship arising from membership of the Muslim
ummah (Geaves 1994: 62). The vast majority of the settled community in Britain

have held to their Islamic culture and have been active in forming institutions in

! The 2001 census has a question about religion. This may eventually reveal an approximation to
the true numbers.
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this country. Migration led to a life under non-Muslim rule and thus the Muslims
found themselves ruled by a government whose laws were not designed to
accommodate Muslim customs and practice. Muslims have therefore taken a
number of steps towards establishing themselves in Britain, by building up their
own community organisations and institutions. This has included negotiating
with the authorities for greater recognition of their public needs (McLoughlin,
2000: 6-7). The presence of Muslims with a variety of languages, cultures and
ideas has initiated a diversity of organisations within those communities. The
Muslim community in Britain continues to face many dilemmas and challenges

and responds to them in a variety of ways.

2.3 The Muslim Community: A Minority in Britain

As Gilliat (1994: 7) points out, in the minority situation, boundaries are important
mechanisms for communal preservation. This applies whether the community
shares the same faith or not. It applies to groups whose members may identify
with each other through shared language or shared place of origin. A faith
community finding itself in a minority situation may rely on secondary
dimensions of its faith system in order to defend the group’s identity. Attention
may focus more on the instruments and symbols perceived to maintain identity

and security than on issues of primary religious importance (Askari: 1991: 6).

Between 1950 and 1960 one could say that Muslim communities had already
appeared but were not necessarily permanent. During the 1970s and 1980s, the
Muslims came increasingly to believe that their future lay in Britain and as a

result began to see the need of protecting their identity within the public arena.



Chapter II 17
British Muslim Community

Today they are very much part of the society, despite their defensive tendencies.

(Ramadan, 1999: 120).

According to Geaves (1994: 87) religious symbols, especially in the South Asian
communities, are transmitted through the cultural traditions of the old country to
the children. As a result they are often structured around a handful of families,
who have all migrated from the same small group of neighbouring villages and
this is particularly true of the Pakistanis and Bangladeshis. This characteristic of
the settled Muslim communities in Britain has resulted in a diverse range of ethnic
concerns and has kept the communities relatively closed. The migrants, their
descendants and other family members, do not have to go outside their
community boundaries to satisfy everyday needs or for marriage. This South
Asian culture, which is strong, creates questions concerning the true form of
Islam. There is widespread belief in an Islamic lifestyle but many Muslims are
now seeking to define their faith in terms of the universals of the religion rather
than local ethnic culture and this links up with the concept of the world-wide
ummah. Muslims from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh cannot help but be aware
of tensions between their joint membership of an ethnic culture and of the
universal ummah.. This is why increasing numbers, especially of the younger
Muslims in Britain, are seeking for an Islamic identity over and above ethnic

differences.

The Muslim community in Britain today faces problems relating to determining

its identity and establishing itself as a community. Among them religious, racial,
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and educational problems as well as unemployment and lack of leadership can be

highlighted and are frequently discussed within the community (K&se, 1996: 8).

As has been stated earlier, traditionally the lives of South Asian Muslims have
tended to revolve around the customs and beliefs inherited from localised
extended-family groupings, originating from small areas. Despite great success
early on, it has become increasingly difficult to pass on the values and traditions
of those villages of origin to the next generation who were born and educated in
Britain. Although various factors involved in living in a non-Muslim society can
contribute to fragmentation, a common unity and fellowship arising from
membership of the Muslim ummah underlies the diversity of ethnic groupings,
however defensive they may be against each other as well as against the wider
society. The status given to the Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
remains powerful, binding Muslims together in a common faith, forming the basis
of this unity. The children’s attendance at Qur’an recitation classes helps to
perpetuate this devotion, but there is an important question as to what proportion
of the major Muslim community are aware of the contents of the Qur’an since the
meaning of the Arabic is not taught (Kints: 2001: 33). The widespread custom of
arranging marriages between young Muslims resident in Britain with partners
from the place of origin contributes to the strong sense of ethnicity and
perpetuates traditional Muslim practice and a sense of regional identity. This
strong identity has enabled the individual groups to cope with the difficult
experience of living as a minority in Britain, despite losing the support of laws in
the country of origin, some of which are specifically designed to accommodate

the Muslim way of life. Social traditional norms and values are maintained in
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everyday life, in a close-knit community (Geaves, 1994:62-63), despite the non-

Muslim influences of the surrounding society.

Among the South Asian community there is a triple identity, first as Muslims with
their origins in a distant homeland such as Pakistan, second as British citizens and
third as members of the universal ummah. There remains a strong identification
with the original state and local community of origin that helps to perpetuate the
defensive boundaries despite continued and increasing participation in the

economic, business, professional and bureaucratic life of the country in which

they live.

The Muslims in Britain speak a variety of tongues, both national and regional, to
which they adhere. Even within the Pakistani community several mother tongues
are spoken®. This helps to maintain the values and norms of the locality of origin.
The process is reinforced at the mosque where preaching and teaching is usually
done in the local dialect of the country of origin, though this is supplemented by
some Arabic phrases. The transmission of local languages to a generation born
and educated in Britain continues but is becoming problematic. Those born in the
UK over recent years are more likely to be fluent and literate in English than in

their mother tongue. There are growing indications that these British-born

? Including regional variations of Punjabi, Urdu (the national language, mother tongue in only a
few homes), Hinko and Pushto. (Kints, 2001: 34).
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Muslims may eventually insist on English becoming the language in which

Islamic beliefs and practice are taught and communicated (Geaves, 1994: 105).

2.4 Some Perceptions of Class and Prestige

In Britain the wider society tends to perceive ‘a Muslim’ as working class, as the
economic position and location of dwellings of many Muslims in Britain has
apparently changed little in the thirty or forty years since their grandparents or
great grandparents immigrated here. Despite this, the move of the family from a
peasant lifestyle in a developing country to Britain has, in the main, resulted in
better education for the children and a higher standard of living. According to
Kints (2001: 36-40) the majority is still concentrated in the semi-skilled and un-
skilled sectors of manufacturing and service industries. However, an increasing
number of young Muslims now go on to further education, including university.
Muslims born in Britain, but of South Asian origin, are becoming more numerous
in the professions, for instance, in teaching, law, medicine, business and

journalism.

The original economic migrants tended to be male and to work in mills, factories
and so on, sending money back home. Even today, money continues to be
remitted.  As the families arrived, small businesses were set up and they continue
today. Typically they include groceries, halal butchers, clothing and fabric shops,
taxi firms and, especially amongst the Bangladeshi community, restaurants and
take-aways. In ‘Asian’ areas entire streets of such businesses now exist. Some of
these businesses have now become chains, indicating the greater wealth of the

families concerned. The various migrant groups, including the Muslims, are
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gathered together in relatively small areas of particular towns and cities (Geaves,

1994: 70),

Within the ‘Asian’ Muslim community class position can be derived from several
sources. Community leaders are given considerable prestige based on the status
of their family in the country of origin, education, economic resources and
success, Islamic scholarship, membership of mosque committees and the length of
time the family has been in Britain. The mosque has become the highest focus of
communal interest, because it is not only perceived to be the centre of religious
worship and learning, but also the source of status and prestige within the
community. The committees running the mosques are usually controlled by
businessmen and the professional middle-class, where such candidates for

membership are available (Werbner, 1991: 9).

During the third week of June, 2002, a conference took place in London on ‘The
West and The Muslim World: Cooperation or Confrontation’. This was organised
by the Islamic Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (IESCO, the
Islamic countries’ equivalent of Unesco) and the Muslim Council of Britain

(MCB). In a speech at the conference, Mike O’Brien, a minister at the Foreign

Office, said,

The UK has nearly two million Muslim citizens. It has [Muslim]
members of parliament, members of the House of Lords, writers,
sportsmen, diplomats, policemen, soldiers’.

3 Brian Whitaker in the Guardian newspaper, 24 June 2002.
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Although within the traditional Muslim communities, perceptions of prestige and
status continue to centre around the mosques, the appearance of British Muslims,
mainly of South Asian origin, in prominent positions like those mentioned above,
may contribute towards a changing perception of prestige within that community
and a greater sense of engagement with the majority society. It may, in time, also
cause the majority non-Muslim community to have changing perceptions of South

Asian Muslims.

2.5 The Role of Mosques ‘1960s to 2002’

The increase in the number of mosques is linked to the immigration process. In
the last four or five decades, while Britain had been witnessing the establishment
of Muslim immigrants as settled communities, the arrival of the wives and
families brought about a dramatic increase in religious practice and a new
awareness of religious life. This is reflected in the increased number of mosques
(Geaves, 1994:63). The mosques tend to function not only as places of worship.
Most of them have a local character and some have a number of activities. They
serve as centres to maintain and reinforce shared memories, values and goals
located in the place of origin. It is while embodying a strong localised ethnic
ambience that for the Muslims, especially those from the subcontinent, many
mosques in Britain have become a ‘symbolic representation of the land of Islam’
(Joly, 1995: 75). There are more than 1000 mosques, most being small, some
large and purpose-built, and many are located in terraced houses. The first
mosque in Britain was the one founded in Woking in 1889 and it was an early

centre for Islamic activity in Britain (Lewis, 1994: 12).
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In Britain the mosques have often been an instrument of sectarianism® and a
forum for the power politics of the country of origin. Most of the mosques have
not responded positively to the challenge of modernity or come to terms with the

society in which their Muslim community now lives.

There are two pressing issues that the mosques have ignored: the provision of
facilities, services and activities for women and for the young people (Kdse, 1996:
9). This has resulted in their difficulty in attracting young people and a disregard
of women’s public participation in religious activities. Very few mosques have
made special provision for the attendance of women for prayers or other general
functions. The young people have also been ignored as the mosques rarely put on
any social or sporting activities, nor do they address the many problems
challenging young people in contemporary society. The mosque has become the
symbolic centre for religious-cultural awareness yet very often the imam himself
continues to be appointed from the place of origin and to preach in the local
language of the original country, being unable to speak English. The imam in
general has come to represent an ethnic identity and his religious function is seen
as a confirmation of the perceived bond between Islam, home-grown politics and
culture. Very often the community leaders, who make up the mosque committees

employing the imam, find that it is in their financial interest to promote traditional

*Since 11 September 2001, there has been considerable coverage in UK newspapers and TV news

programmes, stating that some UK mosques have promoted terrorism, been linked to terrorists, or
harboured terrorists. This issue had not arisen in 2000 when the interviews for this study were
conducted. The sects referred to by Kése were such as the Deobandis, Tablighi Jama’at and the
‘Barelwis’ originating in the Indian subcontinent, together with some political parties, mainly in
Pakistan.
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values (Raza, 1991: 39). Thus, they continue to employ imams who will not, and
cannot, relate to or initiate a dialogue with the indigenous culture. In addition to
their role as focus for the community and as prayer leader, they serve to defend
ethnicity, as distinct from the universal message of Islam. Nevertheless, there is
an emphasis on Islamic revival. Cultural assimilation is deplored as a corruption
of the faith and inner wrangling and arguments regarding community politics,

steadily undermine the Muslim community in Britain.

2.6 The Younger Generations

A serious split in attitude between generations is becoming endemic, and has been
commented on for some time. Today, parents, one of whom may have grown up
in Pakistan or Bangladesh, find it increasingly difficult to understand or control
their children who were brought up and educated in Britain. The children can find
it equally difficult fully to appreciate the beliefs and lifestyle of their parents. For
the older generations who find themselves struggling to maintain their
ethnic/religious identity as a minority group, their Islam is not so much based on
the study of the Qur’an and hadeeth, as on the rituals, family traditions and culture
that had been practised in their country of origin. It has been realised that
increasing numbers of young Muslims in Britain reject the idea of full
assimilation into the west’s culture but, at the same time, they reject the ethnicity
of their parents (Anwar, 1980: 112). This emerging trend that Anwar recorded
has continued steadily to develop. There are also signs that the later generations
are developing a religious awareness that by-passes regional considerations and

moves towards an Islamic identity that is based on the universals of the faith. It
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has become clear to increasing numbers, that it is not enough to be ‘bom a
Muslim’ and that religion has to be more than an accident of birth; that it has to be
founded on knowledge and experience. This is a developing trend in the way
British-born and educated Muslim children question their parents’ outlook

(Geaves, 1994: 89).

In a conversation between the author and a group of young Asian Muslim students
in the University of Leeds (20.10.2000), the Asian Muslims argued that
throughout the years there has been a change in the family structure, and that the
younger generation have begun to be able to make more choices in their lives than
previously. Although many continue to accept the system of arranged marriages,
both Muslim boys and girls are demanding the right to refuse their parents’ choice
(which is a right in Islam) and many would ideally marry a partner born in Britain,
rather than someone brought over from the country of origin. Many young
Muslims claim that assimilation into the indigenous white culture, or the British
way of life, is hard to do. Thus, it can be seen that the situation is not a straight
choice between assimilation and being isolated. Younger South Asian Muslims
are beginning to see that greater integration, while maintaining an ethnic and
Islamic identity as not only desirable but also possible. Embracing Islam as a
religious experience, rather than a cultural heritage, is providing increasing
numbers of young Muslims from Muslim families with an alternative to the
pressure to assimilate into British culture. On the other hand, to take on fully the
cultural norms of either the indigenous culture or the minority ethnic culture does

not appeal to them.
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2.7 Reactions and Responses to Modernity

The issues facing the Muslim ummah in Britain are not unique. Similar issues of
identity involving ethnicity and the practice and understanding of Islam affect all
Muslims, especially in the daily lives of those dwelling as minorities in the west.
Tariq Ramadan, under the auspices of the Islamic Foundation, Markfield,
Leicester, tackled the issue on a Europe-wide scale in 7o Be a European Muslim

(1999).

Many contemporary social scientists comment on the secularisation of western
society. They argue that any hold that religion might continue to have over
individuals will be transformed into forms of privatised belief, where religious
belief becomes only a matter of individual conscience. Secularisation is a part of
a ‘globalisation’ process in which there is increasing homogeneity with respect to
modes of production and patterns of social relationships (Robertson, 1989: 69).
The Islamic teaching is based on faith in the Oneness of God, and on the five
pillars of Islam, and it has to be applied. Thus, a Muslim’s life is bound by faith,
and must be directed and controlled by rules that allow people to live together in
peace. It is often assumed that, as modernisation sweeps across the world,
traditional religion will lose its grip on culture. So there is clearly a question as to
how a religion like Islam, which is based on conscience and justice and a revealed
code of behaviour, can come to terms with an ethos which puts aside the past and

exalts in (individualistic) diversity (Ahmed, 1992: 6).

Tarig Ramadan is representative of forward looking thinkers within the Muslim

ummah, who recognise the problems and propose ways forward. He presents a
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strong case for engaging with ‘modernism’, seen as an ideology emanating from
western society, rather than turning one’s back on it. Owing to the perceived clash
of religious values with the ideology of modernism, Muslims as residents and
citizens, albeit as a minority, see the need to provide themselves with all the
means that will enable them to protect their identity. There is a vital need for
Muslims in Britain and elsewhere, to deal with their environment and develop a
dialectical relationship with it that will enable them to give and to receive from
others (Ramadan, 1999: 214). However, it is clear that the concept of ummah is
increasingly being recognised as of central importance in Islamic ideology and
that it can be used as a challenge to the overridingly secular view of the world. It
is as yet unclear whether it can in the future be envisaged as a powerful base from
which to give and receive in a peaceful manner. It should be noted that in this
study, discussion of Muslims’ rejection of the overridingly secular aspects of
western society, is not meant to ignore the critique of secularism made by

Christian and other concerned groups.

2.8 Muslim Organisations in Britain

Ever since the 1960s, most Muslim institutions and organisations have tended to
be local in nature and to serve a specific ethnic group within the Muslim
community. In the early years, a number of small local Muslim advisory groups,
whose major concern was to provide expertise regarding the immigration laws,
significantly strengthened ties to extended families that originated in small local
groups, mainly in Pakistan and Bangladesh (Shaw, 1988:22). Throughout the

1970s and 1980s the number and diversity of services offered increased, each
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service representing small sub-groups within the community. In contrast to this,
any attempts to create an umbrella organisation to represent the Muslim
community on a national level were relatively unsuccessful (Werbner, 1987: 131).
In 1986, it was estimated that there were over 4,000 Muslim organisations, mostly
concerned with local welfare, education in the form of Islamic schools, da’'wah

(mission) and other matters (Geaves, 1994: 66).

The tensions between the universal and the particular have created difficulties in
moves towards establishing the kind of national organisation based on the
universals of Islam that would be recognised and supported by all the Muslims in
the country. The values and traditions which many Muslims of immigrant

backgrounds still hold dear stand in the way.

There are some influential organisations that are known nationally, concerned
with humanitarian aid, education, and da’wah (mission). Others are large and
popular but only because they are a reflection of political parties and movements
in the country of origin (Raza, 1991: 49). Some of the most well-known
institutions are: The Islamic Foundation near Leicester, the Islamic Presentation
Centre in Birmingham, and the Islamic Cultural Centre also known as Regents

Park Mosque or the Central Mosque, in London.

The UK Islamic Mission is da 'wah oriented and disseminates pamphlets and other
literature in English. It was established in August 1962, on the initiative of a

small group of Muslims who felt the need for a British based organisation, which
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would convey the true spirit of Islam to the Western world®. There is, however, an
emphasis on teaching ‘true Islam’ within the Muslim community. The UK Islamic
Mission has twenty one branches, each located in a town or city with a sizeable
South Asian Muslim population®. They have a lively interactive website
addressing local and international social, political and doctrinal issues, with

sections especially for women and for young people’.

The Islamic Foundation was set up in 1966 by Muslims from the Indian
subcontinent. Since then its activities have increased in scope and variety. It
publishes Islamic literature in English on a range of subjects. It has expanded its
academic programme and is now affiliated to the University of Portsmouth. It
conducts conferences on its own site and offers residential study programmes
including courses in Arabic. In the early 1990s it set up a New Muslims Project
with the intention of providing support and contact for converts and which
publishes a newsletter. It also organises Umra® and Hajj pilgrimages for new
Muslims and recently has begun to offer summer holidays for Muslim families in

Wales. It is one of the few organisations that actively engages with non-Muslim

society and also has a programme for converts (Kints, 4 July 2002)°,

The Islamic Presentation Centre in Birmingham is a da 'wah centre, established in

5 http: //www.ukim.org/about.asp

6 http://www.mcb.org.uk

" hitp://www.ukim.org/about.asp

8 The lesser pilgrimage to Makkah performed at any time of the year.

? Verbal information at a meeting in Leeds with M. Kints of IPCI, Birmingham.
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1984, inspired by the work of Ahmed Deedat who engaged with the non-Muslim
society through talks, debates, literature and video films. The Islamic Presentation
Centre in Birmingham was originally a branch of the Islamic Propagation Centre
International established by Ahmed Deedat in South Africa, but broke these ties in
1997, although contact with the ailing Sheikh Deedat continues. During the
Rushdie affair'®, Ahmed Deedat made a nationwide speaking tour on the issue
(Weller 1996: 46). This tour made a contribution to the Rushdie affair by both
highlighting and defusing the situation among rank and file members of the
Muslim community. It also raised the profile and reach of the Birmingham
centre, by a strategic placing of leaflets on seats at the talks, offering free Islamic
literature and copies of the Qur’an with English translation for £5.00. The Islamic
Presentation Centre now has a mailing list in the tens of thousands and an
associated retail outlet offering an extensive range of Islamic literature, video and
audiotapes, mainly in English. It continues to supply information to Muslims and
non-Muslims and to offer counselling services and contacts for converts to Islam.
IPCI Birmingham received many invitations to establish branches in other cities,
but instead offered encouragement, advice and materials for da ‘'wah outlets set up
independently in several cities. Although there is no evidence, it is highly likely

that most converts to Islam have come across Islamic Presentation Centre

191988 saw the publication of The Satanic Verses, a novel by Salman Rushdie, a British writer
born in India in 1947. The novel was regarded as blasphemous by many Muslims, provoking
riots abroad and disorder in Britain. The Rushdie Affair persuaded many British Muslims not
only to attempt to find means for preventing the publication of blasphemous material in the
future but also to enable the Muslim voice to be heard within the UK corridors of power on
other issues.
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materials, copies of them, or materials from da ‘wah outlets inspired by the centre,
as they are disseminated throughout the country, especially, but not solely, among

the Muslim communities (Kints, 4 July 2002)'".

The Tablighi Jama’at and Ahli Al Hadith are international da ’'wah movements
operating within different Muslim communities across the UK. They are

concerned with reforming the belief and practice of existing Muslims rather than

addressing non-Muslims.

Attempts have been made to establish institutions that can represent the interests
of all the Muslims living in Britain at a national level. The Muslim Parliament,
whose prime mover was Dr. Kalim Siddiqui, was first convened in 1990.
Amongst its intentions were: to provide Muslims in Britain with a body that could
speak on their behalf, to protect Muslim interests, and to have them taken into
account in the legislation and social policy of the country. It is now virtually
defunct'? and was never recognised by ordinary Muslims as either representing or
uniting them. On 25 May 1996, a meeting was held in Bradford to set up another
national body to represent Muslims’ interests in the corridors of power. This was
the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB). Representatives of national, regional and
local Muslim organisations in Britain adopted a constitution and standing orders
for the MCB. After the formal launch, ‘all national, regional and local Muslim

organisations including mosques, specialist bodies and institutions, youth and

"' Kints of IPCI at meeting in Leeds.
12 Faisal Bodi, Muslims are a multitude, not a lone voice, Guardian, 22 October 2001.
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women’s organisations were invited to form The Muslim Council of Britain'?.

The MCB website gives a list of the organisations affiliated to the MCB in April
2002. There are twenty five ‘national affiliates’, seven ‘regional affiliates’ and
356 ‘local/specialist bodies’. It was noticed that some of these national and local
organisations to some extent duplicate each other. The website also shows that
twenty seven electronic newsletters are available and provides a diagram showing
how representatives of different bodies can serve as delegates in the general
assembly, the central working committee, specialist committees and so on. Like
the Muslim Parliament there is no evidence of a mechanism for elections to any of

these bodies, which, according to the website, are composed of delegates and

nominees.

One of the South Asian Muslim journalists is Faisal Bodi of the Guardian
newspaper. On 22 October 2001 he wrote an article under the headline, ‘Muslims
are a multitude, not a lone voice’. He speaks about an anomaly that has arisen in

Britain as a result of the events of September 11:

[This anomaly] has been the catapulting of a hitherto little-
known organisation, the Muslim Council of Britain, into the role
of official community spokesman. Barely a news bulletin passes
these days without reference to the MCB'’s take on the latest
developments, giving the impression, as did the Muslim
Parliament during the Rushdie affair, that it alone speaks for
British Muslims. For those of us who eat, drink and sleep
Muslim affairs, nothing could be further from the truth. It is not
Jjust that the MCB is unelected, as was the now defunct Muslim
Parliament: most minority communities have no form of elected
representation. Rather, it is the way the media are allowing one

13 http://www.mcb.org.uk
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organisation to monopolise the debate, drowning out other
voices eager to contribute.

If Faisal Bodi’s opinion represents that of most Muslims in Britain, then it seems
that they still do not have a national organisation that represents their views or
interests. It should be pointed out, that as far as the converts to Islam in this study
are concerned, the Muslim Council of Britain was little known before September
11 and most of them had already been Muslims for some time before 1996-7

when it was set up. Therefore it cannot be identified as part of the context in

which their conversions took place.

There are now many Islamic sites on the internet, some of which are especially
designed for converts'®. A few humanitarian charities are recognised nationally
by the Muslim community of which Muslim Aid, Islamic Relief and Interpal have
the highest profile. These depend on voluntary contributions and send aid to
needy Muslims and those hit by war and natural disaster in many different
countries. Such organisations as the Muslim Women’s Association and The
Muslim Educational Trust must be mentioned, although their activities do not
touch the lives of most Muslims in Britain. The latter type of organisation

specialises in publishing books and papers about Islam and Muslims in Britain

(Kose, 1996: 8-9).

' http://www.Conversion.org/
http://www.Islamic-
http://www.islamic-foundation.org.uk/mihe/aboutmihe.html
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Most of the organisations (that have attempted to represent or serve Muslims
nationally) have failed to grasp the dynamics of western society or to gain the
broad support of the Muslim community, because of the diversity of the Muslim
community and because they could not develop a structure relevant to generations
of Muslims born in Britain (Kd&se, 1996:10). Kdse goes on to conclude that the
Muslims of Britain are a religious and cultural entity, but are not yet an organised

community. This would appear to remain true today.

2.9 Native British Muslims in Contemporary Society

In 1992 the number of British converts to Islam was estimated at between 3000
and 5000 (Nielsen, 1992: 43). Their numbers have been increasing since then
but there are no statistics available to distinguish whether these estimates include
the children of converts, who have themselves embraced Islam, or whether these
numbers include British converts and/or their families who immigrated from the
Caribbean or other places or were born in the UK. On 11 March 2002 a Channel 4
TV programme was shown entitled ‘Mum, I’'m a Muslim’. It focused on the daily
lives of three British women converts to Islam, one of which was placed in the
context of the ongoing international news relating to the aftermath of the events of
11 September 2001. At the start of the programme it was stated that Islam was the
fastest growing religion in the country, with converts numbering more than 5000.
Any accurate number would be difficult to obtain as being a Muslim does not

require that one should register with any office that could provide statistics.

According to McHugh (1990: 36) most converts came to know Islam through

personal contact and this plays a great role in their conversion. Many women get
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involved with Muslims and they turn to Islam through marriage. Other research,
like the present study, shows that women can become Muslims without marriage

being involved and that personal contact does not necessarily play a great role in

conversion.

2.9.1 Convert Organisations

From time to time, converts decide to start their own organisations to extend their
practice of Islam even though they believe that there should be no exclusive
groupings in Islam. Many converts are dynamic and liberal in their understanding
of the role of Islam in Britain (Raza, 1991: 90-98). Since none of the existing
organisations at the time took an interest in their needs and problems, in 1974
some converts in London, decided to set up the ‘Association for British Muslims’.
The objectives of the association are to represent the interests of all Muslim
converts and to project a better understanding of Islam in Britain. The association
has received a lot of criticism, not least from other converts, on the basis that there

is no racial grouping in Islam and so they should not split off (Owen, 1991: 14).

Some high profile converts like Imam Siraj Wahhaj and Sheikh HamzaYusuf
from the United States, are gaining an increasing audience in Britain, amongst the
younger South Asian Muslims and the converts themselves, through conferences
and taped talks available from many da 'wah outlets. Some British converts, the
most famous example of whom is Yusuf Islam (former pop singer Cat Stevens),
are very actively engaged in helping both the converts and the established Muslim
community. Yusuf Islam opened the Islamia Primary School and Comprehensive

School for girls, which has an Islamic curriculum fully integrated with the state
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national curriculum (Al-Thaqafiah, 2000: 35). He has also started singing again,
but within the Islamic context, and has made recordings and produced a book of
prayers of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and tapes telling the Prophet’s life

story". After the Rushdie affair a group of Muslims, including converts, thought

that they must have political power and that they needed a political party in
Britain to represent Muslims interests. In 1989 they established ‘The Islamic
Party of Britain’. The president was Daud Pidcock, an English convert, and the
executive body of the party was composed mainly of converts. They believed that
it would be years before the party could have a solid impact on British politics by
receiving votes from the Muslim community (Evans, 1989: 11). This has proved

to be the case. They continue to publish a newsletter but it is difficult to assess

how influential the views expressed may be.

To conclude, some converts seem to be taking the lead on occasions in
organisational matters and a few British and American converts have a high
profile that is proving increasingly influential, especially amongst the younger
Muslims. In general, however, the Muslim ‘leaders’ and ‘spokespersons’
acknowledged with varying degrees of enthusiasm by the Muslims themselves,
but recognised by the government, official agencies and the media, are from the
South Asian Muslim community. The immigrant Muslims brought in their
religious leaders as well as community leaders. This tradition has continued and

led them, since the mass immigration of the 1950s and 1960s, to consult less with

1% Audio cassette and booklet pack: The life of the last Prophet, narrated and produced by Yusuf
Islam. Mountain of Light Productions, London 1995 and 1998.
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converts over matters of concern to the Muslim community than they did earlier
in the twentieth century, when immigrant Muslims were few in number.

(Murghani, 1987: 46).

2.10 The Da’wah Approach in Britain

2.10.1 Da’wah by Example

Muslims believe in the continuity of the Message of Islam in terms of giving
da’wah (invitation). Traditional Muslim communities in Britain have given a high
priority to many movements for improving the practice of Islam within the
established community, e.g. Tablighi Jama’at. There is a tendency to believe that
for effective da 'wah, they must preserve and reform their identity and that this can
be achieved through a good example of morality set by individuals and families

(Faruqi, 1986: 7-18). The Qur’an explains the way of giving da 'wah,

oot g alyy 0) ol @ @B30r g Bandt Ao g A0SI-G &y o J) g0V D
(125:0a) € cossglle odof gm dhows o o 8

Invite (all) to the way of thy Lord with wisdom and beautiful
preaching; and argue with them in ways that are best and most
gracious. For thy Lord knoweth best, who have strayed from
His Path, and who receive guidance. (Qur’an 16-125)

2.10.2 Active Da’wah to non-Muslims

Some Muslims prefer to work within a group which usually belongs to a specific
organisation, perhaps disseminating leaflets, pamphlets, books, video and
audiotapes. There is no national missionary institution in Britain to arrange
missionary work to non-Muslims and much da'wah relies on books and

magazines, some of which discuss Muslim-Christian relations, to bridge the gap

- LEEDS UNIVERSITY LIBRARY
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between the two faiths. An increasing number of publications, however, have
recognised that Britain is now a post-Christian society so the focus is moving
away from the Muslim/Christian debate to address materialism and scientific'®,
social and political'” issues. Additionally, there are other activities such as
lectures, seminars and conferences which are sometimes organised in mosques but
most usually by Islamic Societies based in higher education institutions. These
have been an effective way of gathering people together and giving them da 'wah

(Raza, 1991: 99-102).

2.10.3 Responsive Da’wah to non-Muslims

Many Muslims feel that they should not force Islam on anybody and this is in
accordance with the Qur’anic injunction, ¢ Let there be no compulsion in religion’
(Surah 2:256). Most will only discuss Islam with a non-Muslim when asked a
question. The Muslim may choose a one-to-one approach where he/she will have
the full responsibility of giving the information, however it is universally accepted
by Muslims, that God has not given power to the human being to convert
anybody. This was even true for the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) who could not
convert his uncle whom he loved dearly (Ibn Hisham, 1996). One characteristic
of responsive da’wah is that if Muslims by chance engage in conversation with
non-Muslims, they may prefer to point out common grounds that Islam shares

with other religions rather than claiming that Islam is superior to others. A

'® For instance the books of Harun Yahya, to be found in an increasing number of da’wah outlets

and advertised on the internet, http: // www.harunyahya.org
7 For instance the Muslim magazine ‘Q News’.
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significant number of Muslims in Britain, in fact, appear to regard the life-style

itself as the major vehicle for conveying the message of Islam to non-Muslims.

2.11 Problems with Da’wah

Murad (1996: 99) argued that those Muslims who give priority to missionary
work are inadequate in developing a programme. He said that one of the most
important issues and the central concern of the Islamic missionary is the way of
giving the information to the other. In his view it was clear that propagators need
to be capable people and fully acquainted with the modern techniques of
propagation, and that they should be able to suggest reasonable explanations and
solutions for the problems [of daily life]. Above all, he believed that they should
have a solid background in Islamic law (Murad, 1986:7-16). While the need for
excellence in da’wah cannot be denied, the attitude that only the experts can give
da’'wah has been found among the South Asian community and it would be

interesting to find out how common views like those of Murad are and how far

they have decreased da 'wah activity to non-Muslims in Britain.

The development of methodologies for missionary work has not been a priority in
Britain. One of the many reasons for this is that Muslims lose their sense of
priority in the way they present their faith and also in how they present themselves
as a minority within British society (Ramadan, 1999: 10). Additionally, they tend
to be ignorant of the basic values of the host society and have failed to develop a
language for da’wah, or to develop a suitable strategy for communication with

indigenous British people (Raza 1991: 100-104).



Chapter 11 40
British Muslim Community

It may be worth commenting that Raza, Ramadan and Murad seem to have
ignored the fact that indigenous British Muslims and other British Muslims with
English as a mother tongue, such as the Caribbeans, are likely to be familiar with
the basic values of the host society. It is reasonable to suggest that they are able to
communicate quite successfully with indigenous British non-Muslims. Weller
(1996: 292) mentions the distinction between ‘common’ and ‘particular’ cultures.
As the younger South Asian Muslims increasingly engage with the host
community while readjusting, but not losing, their ethnic and Islamic identities,
and numbers of the host community continue to become Muslims, greater
awareness of what the Muslims and non-Muslims have in common may develop.

This may enable an improved dialogue with more ‘give and take’ between the

two communities,
2.12 Summary

The imams of the mosques, other community leaders, organisations and the
intellectuals of the Muslim communities in Britain have failed to provide them
with an appropriate Islamic framework to fit their situation as minoritiesina
predominantly non-Muslim western culture. The defensive boundaries
established to preserve the sense of identity, beliefs and customs of the places of
origin remain in place. Younger members of the South Asian Muslim community
who were also born here, are making efforts to come to terms with their presence
in Britain by reassessing their concept of Islam as well as the extent to which they
can engage with the host society. This could bring about a productive dialogue.

Nevertheless, it is these defensive barriers and boundaries, together with an
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unfamiliarity with the two cultures shown by established Muslims and converts
alike, that will be seen later in this work, to have affected the conversion
experiences of the converts in the present sample. The prevailing view of the
established Muslim community that nobody can make another person into a
Muslim and that presenting a good example is the best form of da ‘'wah, is also
seen to be reflected in the converts’ pre-conversion perceptions and experiences.
The South Asians’ strong identification of ethnicity and traditional culture with
Islam, also affected their relationship with the converts, as will be seen in Chapter

VIL
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3.1 Introduction

In this chapter I shall review theoretical material dealing with aspects of spiritual
change in people’s lives, and the ways in which the dynamics of change and
continuity are reconciled. I shall therefore examine traditional and modern
definitions of conversion, undertake a review of contemporary conversion studies
through the work of selected researchers, and consider some of the key themes,
models and metaphors they employ. In a critical examination, the concept of
‘conversion’ will be rejected as a distinct and special category of religious
transformation. To understand the process of conversion to Islam, I shall adopt
instead a more inclusive working definition of the authentic and modern Islamic
view which is to examine Islam as worship, and the concept of human nature or
fitrah, which will encompass the totality of religious change and self-

actualisation over the course of an individual’s entire life.

3.2 Definitions of Conversion

The most straightforward and popular understanding of conversion is a change of
religious identity and allegiance from one religion/belief (or sect) to another, or

from a non-religious to a religious life.

A change in affiliation from one religion to another, or the
transition from non-involvement to belief in a religion. It also
designates a change involving a transformation and re-
orientation affecting every aspect of a person’s life, which can
occur suddenly or gradually. (Goring, 1992: 118)

The word ‘conversion’ suggests a process of inner personal change, but in

traditional religious contexts such transformations are seen as wholly directed by
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the divine. The strategy of divine conversion is usually a calling or invitation to

which the individual may or may not respond or submit:

As there is one blood in the veins of all nations, and one breath
in all nostrils, so there is one Divine Spirit brooding over a
striving within all souls. God has made all men with a capacity
of conversion, with possibilities of response to the highest call.
(Strachan, 1911: 104)

Traditional definitions of conversion, similar to Strachan’s above, emphasised
‘returning home’ to a state of relatedness to a God who is the initiator of the
processes involved.  Modern Christian theology is inclined towards a more
inclusive understanding, which acknowledges the social and psychological
aspects. Conversion entails a radical re-adjustment of thoughts and actions and an
entire personal transformation of the social structures in society (Walter, 1987:

234).

3.2.1 Traditional Conversion in Christianity
In his study of early Christianity and the Roman Empire, Nock (1933) offers a
definition of conversion in terms of orientation, in which individuals are clearly

active and self-aware of the processes of change involved:
By conversion we mean the re-orientation of the soul of an
individual, his deliberate turning from indifference or from an
earlier form of piety to another; a turning which implies a

consciousness that a great change is involved and that the old
was wrong and the new is right. (Nock 1933:7)

During the famous and dramatic conversion experience of Augustine in the
garden in Milan, it was stated by Augustine’s own account that the 'hand of God'

was 'clearly present'. During his life and conversion, there were both passive and
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active elements involved in the process of his transformation. His own work and

efforts took him to a crucial and critical point where:

His quest ran its way to an intellectual conviction, and this
conviction gradually acquired an emotional strength sufficient
to bring him to decisive action. (Nock, 1933: 266)

Augustine's comments on his own conversion reveal a belief that both human free

will and the will of God were involved:

Augustine had arrived at a decision, following an insight gained
Jrom Paul, that although conversion is indeed a matter of human
will the fact and the time of conversion are purely matters of the
grace of God. (McGuckin, 1986: 322)

3.3 Conversion: Theoretical Perspectives

There has been a great deal of research done over the past three decades,
especially in the USA, into the accepted nature of religion and the patterns of
recruitment and conversion. This work increases after the emergence of many
New Religious Movements (NRMs). Many members of a broad range of
academic disciplines have shown interest in this subject including anthropologists,
historians, psychologists, sociologists, theologians and those working in the field
of psychotherapy. Here follows a review of the work of selected researchers in

the field: John Lofland; Lewis Rambo; James Richardson; and Chana Ullman.

3.3.1 John Lofland
The researchers, John Lofland et al, were among the first to put forward a model
of conversion which took into account their studies into the millenarian cult which

was then known as 'Divine Precepts' (DP). They suggested a working definition
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of conversion which was intended to clarify the meaning of the term conversion

that had been used inconsistently by Christian religious writers:

All men and all human groups have ultimate values, a world-
view, or a perspective furnishing them with a more or less
orderly and comprehensible picture of the world. When a
person gives up one such perspective or ordered view of the
world for another we refer to this process as conversion.
(Lofland and Stark, 1965: 862)

In this relatively early account, the language used identifies the convert as an

'active agent' who gives up one perspective for a different one without external
g g p persp

intervention.

3.3.1.1 Conversion Motifs

Another approach to the varieties of conversion process is delineated by Lofland
and Skonovd (Lofland and Skonovd, 1981: 373-385). They argue that their
theory, as applied to conversion to the DP cult, could just as easily refer to other
conversions. They postulate that for conversion to take place there are six motifs.
The first is intellectual, when a person seeks for knowledge about religious or
spiritual issues via books, lectures, or other media, which do not involve social
contact. Others can see conversion as mystical, which is always by sudden
conversion, and can involve visions, voices or other experiences. The third motif
is experimental conversion. This comes with religious freedom and a multiplicity
of cultures, where there are many groups to encourage this mode by welcoming
the person or the group and let them try the theology. The fourth motif is the
affectional and was first identified by Lofland and Stark in ‘Becoming a world-
saver’ (1965: 862-875). It is an experience with a person being loved and looked

after by a group and its leaders. The fifth motif is Revivalism. Lofland and
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Skonovd (1981) wrote that this type of conversion involves conformity to induce
behaviour. For instance, revival meetings feature emotionally powerful music and
preaching (Ownby, 1990: 144-164). The sixth conversion motif is the coercive.
Lofland and Skonovd (1981, 373-385) believe that this type of conversion is rare,
because it is a kind of brainwashing and involves very high pressure on a person
so that he/she cannot resist the group’s ideology and life-style. The person will be
under fear and physical and psychological terror so that the coercive group can

have great control over the individual’s life

Clearly, Lofland and Skonovd’s motifs are important because they explain the
different experiences, themes and goals of different types of conversion. The
intellectual and mystical motifs can be applied to the lone convert or a convert
who does not encounter a proselytising group. The experimental, affectional,
revivalism and coercive motifs on the other hand, depend on group dynamics and

proselytising.

This group of researchers also made a distinction between two styles of conditions
or factors, the first being the specific conditions leading to the particular
individual’s eventual conversion. It was noticed that a group of potential converts
go on to pass through a series of stages, and at each stage a small number of the
group would give up and the rest would continue with the conversion. The
researchers also made a distinction between ‘verbal converts’ and other members
of the group who were regarded as ‘total converts’, both of whom were sincere
and committed, but the ‘total’ convert displayed additional commitment through

active involvement in the religion. They noticed that the difference between
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‘verbal’ and ‘total’ converts involved the inclusion of a final or additional stage in

the conversion process.

Lofland and Skonovd (1981) united to develop work that would give a concept of
‘conversion motifs’ that derived from the observation that conversion testimonies
did not conform to a single category. They said that the power of reasoning,
(mystical, and experimental), revivalism and the use of force were among the
experiences reported by converts. Another very important point that was put
forward was the fact that conversion itself is not a single phenomenon. The
talents and experiences of the converts themselves were seen to be the best way to
characterise the actual process of conversion, as opposed to the nature or theology

of the group that they convert to.

3.3.2 Lewis R Rambo

For decades Lewis Rambo has researched in psychology and sociology to better
understand the nature of conversion. He has also conducted numerous interviews
with people who have converted to other religions. From his research and the
experience of his own sect allegiance in the ‘Church of Christ’, Rambo suggests

that authentic conversion is as follows:

I see ‘genuine’ conversion as a total transformation of the
person by the power of God. While this transformation occurs
through the mediation of social, cultural, personal and religious
forces, I believe that conversion needs to be radical, striking to
the root of the human predicament. (Rambo, 1993: 2)

The contribution of Lewis Rambo to this field of research has been to try to use all

the literature available on this topic, especially that from the last three decades,
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and put it all together into one volume and design a single model for analysis that
allows for different disciplines to be employed at different stages of a conversion

process. It is important to note that Rambo stated that he had not had any

conversion experience himself.

The non-judgmental and unbiased nature of Rambo’s work, and the fact that he
puts aside his own religious perspectives, make his work a very useful tool when
studying the topic of conversion'. The model that he puts forward is intended to
be descriptive, while at the same time he warns that conversion studies ‘are
always made from values-orientation’. His suggestion is that scholars must take
into account the individual circumstances and personal criteria of the
individual/group being studied, i.e. taking into account their personal biases, and
that therefore no work can be solely descriptive. Rambo seems to follow this
principle and gave an account of his own religious background and scholarly
career before he went on to respond to the question of what conversion meant to
him (Machalek, 1994: 142). His model puts forward the concept of there being
three ‘dimensions’ of conversion (tradition, transformation and transcendence),
which he bases on the fields of study and broad approaches that are typical of
each ‘dimension’. It can be shown that people like anthropologists, historians and
sociologists tend to view conversion within the changing social and cultural

context of ‘tradition’. With emphasis on their own field of study psychologists

1 " .
For a critical review of Rambo’s work, see Machalek Review of Lewis R. Rambo, Understanding
Religious Conversion 1994,
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and psychoanalysts focus on the inner processes of personal transformation, while
theologians and religious studies scholars are more concerned with
‘transcendence’ (Rambo, 1987: 73-4). To analyse conversions according to only
one or two fields of study cannot encompass the three dimensions of conversion
that Rambo postulates. His stage model, however, allows for conversion to be
analysed using the insights of different fields of study when looking at different
stages of the conversion process. The perspectives of one discipline do not
prevent employing the perspectives of another. Thus, as Rambo says, (1993:16),
instead of the conclusions of the blind men describing an elephant, we may have

the effect of an electric light being switched on so that we can see the whole

picturez.

The measure of conversion, within Rambo’s theory, is that its consequences,
which relate to ‘inner spirituality’, may only be apparent indirectly through
changes in observable behaviour or the convert’s own subjective reports. The
different ways in which converts put across their conversion experiences is a
factor that makes the categorising of different conversion experiences a difficult
task. It is these different conversion experiences that define whether the
conversion itself is an event or process, which has secure and permanent
outcomes, or whether it is a part of a greater and continuing process of growth and

transformation. Rambo himself states that:

2 The Blind Men and The Elephant is a traditional Indian folk tale. Each blind man examined with
his hands part of an elephant. Each made the assumption that the part he had analysed was the
entire animal. Thus all their definitions of an elephant were incomplete, contradictory and
misleading
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I'would argue that people who convert and remain the same are
not really on a spiritual path of transformation. Change is
persistent and important and continuous, and most religious
traditions expect and foster change by providing ideology and
techniques for the ongoing development and readiness of their
members. (Rambo, 1993: 163)

Although his model is intended to be applied flexibly, there remains within it the
assumption that conversion is essentially a series of stages. It could imply a
serial change from religion to religion as the individual progresses on their
spiritual path of transformation. This is especially possible in the West where
the following conditions prevail: freedom of conscience is enshrined in or
permitted by léw; literature and other information on a wide range of different
belief systems is available; and the relative wealth of the inhabitants of these
states provides sufficient leisure to allow them to investigate and come into

contact with differing belief systems.

3.3.2.1 Application of the Stage Model

Rambo’s stage model will be used later in this thesis in conjunction with the data
analysis. It presents conversion as a process of change over time. A stage may be
seen as a particular element or period during that process of change, and each
stage has a cluster of themes, patterns, and processes to give deeper understanding

of the person to whom the conversion might have happened (Rambo, 1993: 16-

17).

The model can be applied to a deepening awareness or formal progress from one
stage to another within a specific belief system or to entering a new belief system.

It states that an individual must pass through these stages in order to get from one
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spiritual location to another one, that has a whole new range of different
perspectives and possibilities. While there are some individuals who may fit this
model, there is no real evidence that it can be applied to every possible conversion
scenario. However, Rambo does state that a new paradigm is needed for the
experience of religious change in the modern world and his stage model has the

potential to provide new and more holistic analyses of the conversion process,

including that to Islam, the topic of this study.

3.3.2.2 Type of Conversion

Lewis Rambo (1993: 12-13) raises the case of how far someone has to go socially
and culturally in order to be considered a convert. He argues that one way to
better understand the nature of conversion is by describing various types and
characteristics of conversion. These types® are as follows: Defection, when
someone rejects his/her religious tradition or its beliefs. This change does not
involve acceptance of a new religion. It is only a dynamic of loss of faith or the
leaving of a group and constitutes an important form of change. Intensification is
the commitment to a faith, and the new commitment becomes a central focus in
the person’s or the group’s life. Affiliation is the movement of an individual or a
group from no or minimal religious commitment to full involvement with an
institution or community of faith. Institutional transition is the change of a group

or individual from one community to another within a major tradition, for

3 For more reading on types of conversion see, Bailey Gillespie in The Dynamics of Religious
Conversion 1991.
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example from Baptist to Presbyterian within Christianity. Finally Tradition
transition is when a group or individual changes from one major religious
tradition to another. It is usually a complex process, and such movement has
occurred throughout history, for example, Christianity and Islam have initiated

and benefitted from substantial tradition transition.

3.3.3 James T Richardson
Richardson’s article, The Active vs. Passive Convert (1985: 163-179) explores the
issue of contrasting references to the idea of the ‘passive’ and “active’ conversion

in the modern context:

Converts to a new religion are active human beings seeking
meaning and appropriate life-styles. Rational decisions are
being made through which self-affirmation is occurring. They
are involved in an active searching that quite often includes
serious negotiations with a group concerning required beliefs
and behaviours. (Richardson, 1985: 107-8)

Conversion to new religious movements (NRMs) is seldom a once-in-a-lifetime
event. It is better characterised as a series of affiliations and disaffiliations which
comprise a ‘conversion career’. Many young people are taking advantage of the
many opportunities in our pluralistic society, trying out serial alternatives in life-
styles and beliefs (Richardson, 1985: 108). Richardson observes that modern
Western religious thought often involves the construction of personalised
religious identities from a mixture of sources and traditions. Individuals continue
to confuse attempts to define conversion in terms of membership of one particular
belief group, by claiming a sense of uninterrupted connection with this modern

mixture of beliefs.
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It also challenges the concept of ‘alignment’ and calls for a model which focuses
mostly on the individual and the processes that they undergo, and then to a lesser
degree on the relationship between the individual and the new-found tradition or
group. In this situation, where an individual may have a belief in a mixture of
several belief systems, the spiritual journey becomes a powerful device for the

characterisation of modern religious lives (Richardson, 1985b: 104-121).

Sometimes this journey will be relatively straightforward and the ultimate goal
will be clear, and at other times it will be uncertain. Progress can sometimes be
made, and at other times the individual might find themselves getting lost and
going around in circles, or even backwards. However, whatever the specific
nature of the journey that an individual makes, there will always be a sense of
continuing the mission for a sense of ‘ultimate meaning’ (Richardson, 1989: 211-

238).

3.3.4 Chana Ullman

Ullman (1982: 189-192, and 1988: 312-322) studied forty converts from various
groups, ten converts to Orthodox Judaism, ten Roman Catholic converts, ten Hare
Krishnas, ten Bahais, and a group of thirty people who served asa matched
control group. Ullman’s research compared and contrasted factors such as the
amount of trauma or family conflict in the converts’ lives during childhood and
adolescence and their degree of interest in religious groups. Ullman found that
converts characterised their childhood as troubled more often than non-converts.
They reported specific disturbing or traumatic events, experiencing early parental

divorce or death, or witnessing a parent’s attempt at suicide, violent fights, or
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recurrent mental breakdowns of parents. Although Ullman initially theorised that
the major motivation for conversion was the need for cognitive meaning, she
found, in fact, that the major issues motivating the forty converts were emotional,
involving problematic relationships with their father, unhappy childhood, and a

past history of disrupted, distorted personal relationships (Ullman, 1989: 11-16).

3.4 General Understanding

We have now reviewed some general theories, issues and debates concerning the
nature and study of conversion as it relates to modern western religious lives.
There are alternative traditional models in the lives of historical Christian figures
including, for example, the concept of conversion as the culmination of an active

spiritual quest.

The traditional western meaning of ‘conversion’ itself provides an insight into a
fundamental reference not to ‘change’, but to ‘returning’. A more modern
definition meaning of ‘conversion’ is ‘an act or an instance of converting or the
process of being converted, especially in belief or religion’®. This meaning

clearly refers to ‘change’ rather than ‘return’.

Lofland and Skonovd’s motifs and Rambo’s model are relevant to the present
study because they can be used to analyse the widely different experiences,
themes and goals of different types of conversion. My understanding of

conversion is as a wide category of transformation in which the convert is at times

* Concise Oxford Dictionary, Ninth Edition.
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both active subject and passive object of a range of processes of change. This is
not a specific category of changes or religious experiences in its own right, but
incorporates an array of transforming experiences, which will be unique to the
individual. The respondents in this study are ‘converts’ in this wider sense, and I
employ the concept, regardless of whether they identify themselves or others view

them within the narrower sense.

To understand the nature of conversion to Islam itself it is necessary to review the
literature on conversion to Islam in contemporary western studies and in the work
of classically educated Islamic scholars.

3.5 Reviewing Western literature on Conversion to
Islam

There is a small but growing body of work on the Islamic communities in
America and Europe and specifically in Britain (Hussain, 1999: 221). One thinks
of edited collections such as, in the United States, Richard Bulliet Islam.: The
View from the Edge (1994) or Barbara Daly Metcalf (Ed) Making Muslim Space
in North America and Europe (1996), and Gilles Kepel, Allah in the West: Islamic
Movements in America and Europe (1997). In Britain, Philip Lewis, Islamic
Britain (1994), Danielle Joly, Britannia’s Crescent: Making a Place for Muslims
in British Society (1995), or The Runnymede Trust, Islamophobia: Its Features
and Dangers (1997). But the topic of conversion to Islam has been very little
explored and Muslim literature itself is singularly poor in such records compared
to the importance of conversion accounts in the literature of the Christian Church.

Two prominent studies of conversion to Islam are: in America, Larry Poston,
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Islamic Da’wah in the West: Muslim Missionary Activity and the Dynamics of
Conversion to Islam (1992), and in Britain, Ali Kose, Conversion to Islam: A

Study of Native British Converts (1996).

Although interest in the subject of conversion to Islam has grown in recent years,
few studies of conversion to Islam emphasise individuals. Some of these studies
are informed by sociological or psychological categories, but most focus on
Islamisation, in other words, the creation of social, cultural, religious, and political
environments in which individuals, families, communities, and societies flourish
as Islamic (Rambo, 1999: 268). Two of the most detailed ‘western’ works on
conversion to Islam are The Road to Mecca by Muhammad Asad (1954,
republished in 1998), and Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period by Richard
Bulliet (1983). But neither of these authors offers a theory for conversion to
Islam. Despite their obvious differences both works can be categorised as
embodying the western tradition of the ‘conversion narrative’. Recent studies of a
social scientific, especially sociological, orientation have cast doubt on the
usefulness of conversion accounts for informing us of the actual process involved
in a conversion experience (Hermansen, 1999: 57). The theory may be proposed
that since Muslims do not emphasise supernatural phenomena in connection with
conversion (as does Christianity), historians of Islam considered the experience of
conversion to be normative and therefore not necessary to report (Poston, 1992:

158).

Into this sparse literature, Ali Kose’s research (1996) has introduced something

new. He critically examines the usefulness of psychological and sociological
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theories of conversion and thus makes an important contribution to the existing
literature on this topic. Therefore, it is necessary to look at Kose’s work in some

detail.

3.5.1 Ali Kose’s Work on Conversion to Islam

The major objective of Kose’s work was ‘to record the conversion experiences of
70 native British converts to Islam and provide, to a certain extent, the reasons
underlying them’. He endeavoured to understand the psychological and
sociological roots of their conversion experience. His interviews took place in
1990-91 (Kose, 1996:2). Despite his thorough analysis, Kdse was unable to find a
reason for conversion that was common to all his sample of converts, either in his
final analysis (189-194), or in the converts’ own assessment of ‘the most

motivating factor’ in their conversion (109)°.

Among the Muslims that Kose interviewed, 23 (32.8%) became involved with
Islamic organisations during their conversion process. None of the rest of his
sample converted as a direct result of missionary activity or da’'wah. In order to
structure his research, Ali Kose studied various areas in the life of the converts
that he interviewed. These areas included the religion of upbringing, religious
affiliation before conversion, socio-demographic factors and emotional and

cognitive concerns. He identified certain elements in the experiences of his

5 Brotherhood, community and friendliness (10%), Witnessing life of a Muslim and attraction to
the culture(10%), Religious doctrines and teachings (27%), Moral ethical standards, social
matters and political ideology (27%), Spiritual, mystical aspect, or inexplicable religious
experience (26%).
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sample that appeared to relate to their subsequent conversions, confirming some
findings of previous research on the psychology and sociology of conversion.
Conversion to Islam: A Study of Native British Converts by Ali Kose is a seminal
work and in its subject matter very close to the present study. It seemed that a
series of factors or elements had been identified, but no reason for the
conversions. The aim of the current study was to find not only how some British
people come to embrace Islam, but also a reason for this. Some of the researchers
mentioned earlier had identified interaction with a proselytising group as a key
factor, but Ali K6se had not found this to be common to all his sample, nor was it
common to the current sample. Nevertheless K6se’s findings were valuable and

relevant.

In their reviews, researchers, while commending his work, made certain
criticisms. Hussain (1999: 221-223), pointed out that when Kose described the
backgrounds of his subjects, their childhood experiences, adolescence and
conversion, he sought to situate the experiences of his subjects within the
literature on psychology of religious conversion, but that many of the sources and
theories he used were outdated. He said that the work was not fully situated
within the literature on conversion to Islam. When describing the post-conversion
experiences there was a focus on the maintenance of their new Islamic identities.
Hussain felt that K6se should have raised the point that ‘Converting to Islam does
not necessarily mean excluding being English or British’. Hussain identified this

phenomenon of a British Islam as a subject worthy of much more study.
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Zebiri (1997: 566-567) found Ko6se’s knowledge of the previous literature on
conversion theory to be good, but that the framework of the theory used was often
too complex in view of the sample being studied, and the fact that none of the old
literature is empirically based. Zebiri felt that this was why the author found they

only provided limited support for his theory.

Nauta (1998: 185-186) commented that although this study was about conversion
to Islam, the attractiveness of Islam was not reported in detail and that the
substantive appeal of Islam was only mentioned in caricature. For most of the
converts, the clear and explicit values as exposed in constant practice seemed to
form the main reason for conversion from a fragmented, ambiguous,
individualistic existence to a haven of order, compassion, and community. No

disappointment in the new faith was ever mentioned.

McLoughlin (1998: 401) noted that K&se did not give any answers to the question
he was exploring in his work. He also pointed out that if the current small
numbers of native British embracing Islam cannot be explained by the activities of
da’wah organisations, then there remained the question of how such conversions

are to be understood.

As regards the present thesis, Kose’s work is valuable because he presents a
detailed picture of conversion to Islam and it is a ground-breaking study in that
the conversions took place in Britain. His work appears to prove that western
psychology and sociology alone are inadequate for analysing or explaining the
phenomenon of conversion to Islam. This paved the way for this writer to employ

aspects of Islamic psychology to explain a phenomenon that she too found could
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not be adequately analysed or explained using western disciplines alone. Within
the western approach Koése’s work was constricted by the limitations of the two
disciplines he worked within. I too recognised the problem of limiting the
approach to one or two western disciplines and it was for this reason that I
employed the holistic stage model of Lewis Rambo that enabled a far broader and
more humanistic analysis. With the narrower approach of western psychology and
sociology Kdse tended to find that his convert sample had experienced personal
psychological and social problems that were significant factors in the conversions,
whereas in the current sample a range of other factors seemed more significant. In
the current thesis, the broader perspective of Rambo’s framework, together with
the perspective of Islamic psychology, has made possible a more encompassing
and balanced analysis that can, in a new and perhaps more satisfactory way

account for how the conversions came about.

It is now time to look at Islamic literature on the subject, to give a deeper

understanding of the nature of conversion to Islam.

3.6 Islamic literature on Conversion to Islam

In reviewing literature that has been produced by today’s classically educated
Islamic scholars that might relate to conversion to Islam, it has been found that
most of the writers are mainly concerned with describing Islam from a perspective
that presupposes prior knowledge of Islam on the part of a reader. The writer is
often attempting to address issues of detail that arise in such a context and which
bear little relevance to the conversion process. Other authors are attempting to

recommend Islam in a somewhat rhapsodic tone, without first relating their work
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to the basics of the religion e.g. Al-Tantawi (1994). Since none of the classical or
modern Islamic literature has yielded a theory of conversion to Islam as such,
works relating to psychology from the Islamic perspective have been reviewed.
This will assist in the analysis of the conversion process as experienced and
reported by the sample of converts to Islam in the present study. The selected
material ranges from early sources such as the Qur’an, hadeeth, classic historians,
classic and modern scholars of Islam, to the western educated psychologists,

Rashid Skinner and Yasien Mohamed.

The pivot of the Islamic faith is the principle of tawheed and literature on this will
be referred to first, especially as the converts in the current sample presented it as

an important element in their conversion process.

3.6.1 Tawheed: the Pivot of Islam

Islam is based on the belief in one God (fawheed) and one humanity. As Nasr
(1981:9-10) states, the unitary perspective of Islam is rooted in the metaphysical
principle of tawheed in which all aspects of life are within the power of Allah.
According to Qutb (1979:3918), tawheed is an expression of the unique
perception of Islam, that faith in Allah as Lord of the Universe and Lord of all
Dominions is an affair of the heart: a concept which one imibibes in the core of
oneself. To the Muslims Allah is Creator and Sustainer of the universe, Who is
similar to nothing and nothing is comparable to Him. Islam rejects characterising
God in any human form or depicting Him as favouring certain individuals or

nations on the basis of wealth, power or race. He created human beings as equals.



Chapter 111 62
Literature Review

They may distinguish themselves and obtain His favour through virtue and piety

alone.

3.6.2 The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)

Prophet Muhammad is a well-attested historical figure, responsible for the
original recitation and promulgation of The Holy Qur’an, on which Islam is based.
As a prophet, it was his mission to invite people to Islam, and so it has been
considered suitable to quote here a hadeeth (saying) of the Prophet Muhammad
(pbuh), to be found in the sahih hadeeth collection of Imam Al-Bukhari (died 256
AH / 870 CE). We will present a simple explanation of this definition of Islam,

with a few additional details added from named sources.

3.6.3 The Definition of Islam According to Prophet Muhammad

This well-known and sahih hadeeth, was narrated by Abu Huraira (Sahih al-
Bukhari, 1996: 6.300). It sums up what Islam is about. Iman may be described as
the essentials of personal faith. Islam as defined by the prophet (PBUH) links
personal faith to the socio/religious practices that bind the Muslim ummah

together. Ihsan describes the extent of a truly devout Muslim’s commitment to

Allah.

One day while Allah's Apostle was sitting with the people, a man
came to him walking and said, "O Allah's Apostle, what is belief
(iman)?”

The Prophet said, “Iman is to believe in Allah, His Angels, His
Books, His Apostles, and the meeting with Him, and to believe in
the Resurrection.” The man asked; "O Allah's Apostle, what is
Islam?”

The Prophet replied, "Islam is to worship Allah and not worship
anything besides Him, to offer prayers perfectly, to pay the
(compulsory) charity, (i.e. zakat), and to fast the month of
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Ramadhan.” The man again asked, "O Allah's Apostle, what is
ihsan? (i.e. perfection or benevolence)?”

The Prophet said, “Ihsan is to worship Allah as if you see Him,
and if you do not achieve this state of devotion, then (take it for
granted that) Allah sees you.” The man further asked, "O
Allah's Apostle, when will the Hour (Day of Judgement) be
established?”

The Prophet replied, “The one who is asked about it does not
know more than the questioner does.”

Thus, Islam is based on the recognition of the unity of God (tawheed) and the
unity of humanity (as promulgated in The Qur’an and the sunnah (example) of the
Prophet Muhammad). The practice of Islam is based on ‘The Five Pillars’. The
first of the Five Pillars is sincere adherence to the concept of and devotion to One
God, ‘tawheed’. This incorporates obedience to the Prophet Muhammad who
brought the message of tawheed through the Qur’an. The other four pillars viz.
formal worship, formal charity, the Ramadhan fast and Hajj are called ¢ The
Duties’ — ibadat (Al- Tantawi, 1994:25).

3.6.4 The Meaning of sharia

The sharia or ‘essential principles of behaviour’ is contained in the books
revealed by God. In a given society a new book updates the preceding book.
The Holy Qu’ran is the last of these books and is hence for the whole of
humanity. From the Islamic point of view, all the books and scriptures that
preceded it became either altered or were lost and forgotten. The Holy Qur’an has
remained intact and safe from distortion and loss. The final prophet is
Muhammad, an Arab of the Qureish tribe descended from Abraham’s son Ismail.

(Al-Ashger, 2001,14-20).
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3.6.5 Entry to Islam: Declaration of Faith (shahadah)

In order to submit to Allah and be accepted in the fold of Islam, one must declare
one’s faith in God as Lord and to accept the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) as the
final prophet and messenger of God. The two statements of submission to Allah
are enshrined in the double declaration of faith, ‘I bear witness that there is no
God except Allah and I bear witness that Muhammad is the prophet of Allah’.
The moment when a person sincerely pronounces this statement of faith in front
of witnesses marks the formal entry into the community of Muslims, and the
intention to perform all the duties enjoined by the Qur’an and Prophet

Muhammad’s ‘sunnah’ or example (Rashid, 1996: 27).

It is usual but not obligatory for people to take on an overtly ‘Islamic’ name on
becoming Muslim. This practice dates back to the time of the Prophet who would
change people’s names if they clearly reflected unacceptable pre-Islamic beliefs

or practices (Dutton, 1999: 156).

3.7 Conversion as ‘Submission’ in the Qur’an

There is no word in Arabic for ‘conversion’, but there is the idea of ‘becoming a
Muslim’, for which the verb aslama (literally, ‘to submit’) is used. It is from this
verb that the word ‘Muslim’ is derived. Grammatically it is the active participle
meaning ‘one who submits, a submitter’ (Ibn Abbad [died 385 AH /992 CE],
1994: 332). So ‘Islam’, which is the verbal noun—equivalent to the gerund in
English, means ‘submission’. Thus, it could be said that to understand conversion
to Islam, one need go no further than understanding the name ‘Islam’ itself. Since

the word Islam is, grammatically speaking, a verbal noun, it has a distinct verbal
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force behind it. Thus ‘Islam’ is not simply the name of a religion in the way that,
for example, Christianity, Buddhism and Hinduism are, but actually denotes an
action— in this case predominantly of the heart, although also of the limbs — that
should be the hallmark of the religion, namely, ‘submission’. It is in this way
that the word Islam and its associated forms are used in the Qur’an. Beyond this
‘verbal’ or active quality of the word Islam, the first point to note about the
Qur’anic usage of the term is that the act of submission is associated with all the
prophets and not just the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). Notably, Abraham is
associated with submission / Islam on many occasions. He was ordered by God to
‘submit’:
(1315,50) € bl @ codal JU il 4y 8 S 5)

Behold! his Lord said to him: submit (the will to me):” He said. “I submit
(my will) to the Lord and Cherisher of the Universe. (Qur’an, 2:131)

The Qur’an says (22: 78):

2l oSl dla 7 a all @S o g oSzt g2 037 G i1 1 paair )
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And strive in His cause as ye ought to strive, (with sincerity and
under discipline). He has chosen you, and has imposed no
difficulties on you in religion; it is the religion of your father
Abraham. It is He who has named you Muslims, both before
and in this (Revelation); that the Messenger may be a witness
for you, and ye be establish regular Prayer, give zakat and hold
fast to Allah! He is your Protector-the best to protect and the
Best to help!. (Qur’an, 22:78)

These references make clear that ‘becoming a Muslim’ is not simply the

acceptance of any one particular Prophet’s practice. Rather, the word represents
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that worship of and obedience to the Divine that is exemplified in the lives of all
of the prophets, including Noah, through Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad

(PBUH). Thus Islam is, to use the Qur’anic idiom, that one submits oneself:

(112:550) €Opj2 o ¥y e Do ¥y 4y s il b ot g2y B agry ol 0 1)
Nay,-whoever submits His whole selfto Allah and is a doer of

good, he will get his reward with his Lord. On such shall be no
fear, nor shall they grieve. (Qur’an, 2: 112)

Thus to take on Islam, to ‘become a Muslim’, is in essence to take on the ancient,
Abrahamic way of worship, albeit given the specific detailed requirements
reflected in the outward practice of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) (Dutton,

1999: 151-152).

In describing submission to Allah, Murad (1996: 119-120) said that the believer is
always anxious in case God should punish him, here or in the hereafter. He

therefore surrenders himself to Him and serves Him with great humility.

3.7.1 Islam and Violence
The claim has often been made that Islam was spread by force, but in the Muslim
sources it is forbidden for someone to force another to become a Muslim,;
ozl 4 by o 30y lally i pod (ol o L3 0 (5 B il 01 S1F )
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Let there be no compulsion in religion. Truth stands out clear
from Error: whoever rejects Tagut and believes in Allah hath

grasped the most trustworthy hand-hold, that never breaks. And
Allah heareth and knoweth all things. (Qur’an, 2:256)

Before the Emigration (hijra) (622 CE) of the Prophet from Makkah to Madinah,

people became Muslim through strong individual conviction of the truth of the
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Prophet’s message (PBUH) despite the ensuing problems in terms of rejection and
persecution by the rest of society. This peaceful forbearance and witness
previously in their midst contributed to almost the entire population of Makkah
accepting Islam at the time of the peaceful ‘Conquest’ of Makkah in the year AH
8/630CE when the Prophet entered the city at the head of a large armed force.
There is no record of any ‘forced’ conversion — indeed, there was practically no
blood spilt during the whole enterprise (Ibn Hisham [died 218 AH /833 CE],

1996: 46-49).

Nevertheless, it is clear that there was considerable military activity associated
with the spread of Islam. The people of the conquered territories were not forced
to become Muslims at the time of the Prophet (PBUH), nor in the time of the

rightly-guided caliphs immediately after him.

The majority of the inhabitants of the ‘heartland’ areas - Syria, Iraq and Egypt,
outside Arabia - did not become Muslim until many decades, even centuries, after
the conquests. It was not until the fourth century AH (11™ century CE) that over
80 per cent of the people had become Muslim in Iran, and the same seems to
apply to other areas. There are in fact sizeable Christian and Jewish minorities
both within the Arabian peninsula, and in Syria, Egypt, Iraq and Iran, even to this

day (Bulliet, 1983: 31).

The early process of Islamisation was circumspect. The kinds of institutions and
social infrastructure were such that they might eventually lead to the gradual
conversion of the people, in their own time. The expansion of the Muslim

community was not only motivated by religious conviction, but also by a 