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Editorial

MATHIJS PELKMANS

Market expansion and technological innovations have
aided (or forced) the global movement of ideas, peo-
ple, and commodities. But the directions, contents, and
consequences of these movements continue to defy
simplistic categorizations: they broaden horizons and
have synergetic qualities, while also producing frictions
and reinforcing attempts to fortify boundaries. Desire
and disillusion, hope and fear are propelled side by side
in a globally interconnected world. Connectedness
also produces disconnectedness, as illustrated by the
pictures on the back cover. Driven by hopes of a bet-
ter life and enticed by images of the modern, migrants
risk everything to reach desired destinations in Europe,
only to find themselves stuck in refugee camps on the
Canary Islands, waiting to be “returned” to square one.
Their faces show exhaustion and despair, reflecting
their encounter with an entrenched Europe as much
as the arduous journey. What, then, does global con-
nectedness mean for the less fortunate, what paths do
people, ideas, and goods follow, and what forces try to
curtail these flows? By looking at the mechanisms that
govern connectedness we highlight its unevenness
and unforeseen consequences.

Demonstrating that you are “connected” is often cru-
cial for establishing authority, even among groups that
are usually portrayed as local or “traditional"The female
marabouts in Dakar described by Gemmeke (p. 36)
boost their authority not only by demonstrating links
to the divine, but also by stressing their credentials
of international travel and a clientele which extends
beyond national boundaries. As Howell (p. 22) shows,
urban Sufi groups in Indonesia de-emphasize links with
the past, instead using the language of “modern-style
general education” to attract middle and upper class
Indonesian cosmopolitans. While this desire to con-
nect to the modern can be detected in many cases, the
models to which people aspire are no longer singularly
located in “the West.” Muslim businessmen in India look
to the cities of the Arab Gulf for models of a “Muslim
modernity” (Osella and Osella, p. 8). In post-Soviet Kyr-
gyzstan, following a 70-year separation from the rest
of the Muslim world, residents are rediscovering Islam
through the Orientalized images of Moroccan Muslims
featured in Brazilian soap operas. Ironically, these im-
ages enable Kyrgyzstani watchers to overcome Soviet
stereotypes and conceive of a modern Islam (McBrien,
p. 16). Such perceptual shifts regarding the locus of the
modern may reflect the waning desirability of Europe,
certainly for Muslims.

The title of Arjun Appadurai’s recent book Fear of
Small Numbers (2006) poignantly captures this trend.
He links the new xenophobic sentiments in Europe to
“the anxiety of incompleteness” (p. 8), a fear produced
by the effects of global transformations yet projected
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onto minority groups. European fears concerning Mus-
lims—fear that migrants will flood the continent even
though their labour is direly needed (Albahari, p. 30);
fear that an increased Muslim presence will undermine
freedom of expression (Caeiro and Frank, p. 26); and re-
cent Dutch fears that dual citizenship breeds disloyalty
to the nation—show the way connectedness breeds
obsessions with purity and homogeneity. Remarkably,
these anxieties are based on the behaviour of small,
and often low-key, groups of people, as Moors shows in
her analysis of the “burka” debate in the Netherlands (p.
5). This suggests that these fears are equally propelled
by the looming threat of an uncontrollable flux as they
are informed by a lack of concrete interaction with “oth-
erness.” Focusing on the UK, Tarlo shows that the media
spectacle surrounding a face-veil controversy actually
conceals the variety of opinions of British Muslims on
veiling, thereby fostering the idea of British—Muslim
incompatibleness and bolstering politicians’ argu-
ments on anti-immigration policies. Fear of difference,
particularly of religious difference, is clearly mocked in
the title “The Islamists are Coming!” (Noor and Zdller, p.
15). Despite the cynical title, the authors optimistically
conclude that more face-to-face contact would lessen
the misunderstandings and miscommunications that
feed these anxieties. By reflecting on the desires and
worries that promote, discourage, and channel move-
ment, the articles in this issue contribute to the ongo-
ing discussion of how Muslim societies and communi-
ties continue to shape themselves in an increasingly
interconnected world.
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