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Debates on Islam in Euroee

Transnational Islam

Sixteen years ago the publication of
Gerholm and Lithman'’s collection of es-
says The New Islamic Presence in Western
Europe? was an important first attempt
to try to understand the so-called “pres-
ence” of Muslims on the continent.
Since then, the literature has expanded
exponentially with detailed mono-
graphs and overviews now available
for many countries and for Europe as a
whole. This increasing academic atten-
tion reflects the changing nature of the
Muslim population and its significance for societies which in varying de-
grees see themselves as “multicultural” There are now some 10-15 mil-
lion Muslims in Western Europe, and compared with the 1980s they are
more widespread (e.g. in Italy and Spain) and come from a wider range
of societies of origin (Africa, the Middle East, South and Central Asia, the
Balkans), than even 16 years ago, and as well as migrants they include
many refugees. The Muslim presence is not only wider, but deeper. In
many places, the early circulatory migration of Muslim men from former
colonies to the metropole has given way to the settlement of families
and the coming of age of second and third generations, with enormous
implications during periods of economic change and uncertainty and in
a post-9/11 world.

Though many Muslims are now long-term migrants and refugees
and/or have been born and raised in the countries of immigration, the
relationship with societies of origin has not diminished, on the con-
trary, and this is one way transnationalism enters. The significance of
transnationalism or what is now understood as the transnational char-
acter of Islam and of migrant populations who espouse it, was not fully
apparent or appreciated 16 years ago, and remains under-researched
despite studies which have placed Islam in the context of globalization.
Transnationalism is not, however, a single phenomenon. There are dif-
ferent ways of living transnationally; transnational Islam takes numer-
ous forms.

West African Muslims from Senegal or Mali for example, often prac-
tice Islam within the context of transnational labour migration circuits.
Although residing in France or Italy, their lives are firmly “anchored” in
West Africa. Their presence in Europe is temporary and they associate
Islam with “home.” Others, Turks in Germany, Pakistanis or Iranians in
Britain, North Africans in France, are more firmly rooted in their coun-
try of residence, but pursue bi-national or pluri-national agendas. That
is, they operate in two or more nation-state systems, engaging, albeit
in different ways, with the culture, society, economy, politics, and not
least, religion of each. Nonetheless, there may be considerable diver-
sity both within and between such populations in the extent to which
they do so. Iranian Sufis in Britain, for example, have relatively little to
do with other Muslims or with addressing British institutions, but are
heavily concerned with the situation in Iran and with the internation-
ally distributed Iranian exile community. Pakistani Muslims are often
fully engaged with British institutions through mosques, British politi-
cal parties, participation in local government etc.

Another way in which Muslims may operate transnationally is through
the idea of the ummah, the global Islamic“imagined” community many
Muslims, as well as analysts, frequently invoke. Although the ummah
remains abstract and de-territorialized, case studies from many parts
of Europe show how watershed events (debates about the hijab on the
one hand, wars in Afghanistan or Iraq on the other) lead to a height-
ened sense of a transnational community. At the same time, national,
ethnic, doctrinal or sectarian differences within the Muslim population
continue to be important. Against the wishful thinking of Islamists (and
the exuberance of students of cultural studies and cosmopolitan intel-

Islam is undeniably transnational, yet Muslims
may experience transnationalism differently
depending on their countries of origin and
residence and mode of settlement. This article
indicates some of the various ways in which
Islam and transnationalism intersect and
suggests how transnationalism impinges
on contemporary debates about how to live
as a Muslim in Western Europe and on the
emergence of a “European Islam” or “European-
Muslim” identity.’

lectuals) transnational has not meant
post-national.

The importance of the ummah for
Muslims in Europe is that it constitutes
a transnational public sphere, a network
of relations and institutions encompass-
ing but extending beyond Europe to in-
clude scholars and authorities through-
out the Muslim world. This transnational
Muslim public sphere intersects with
other public spheres in Europe, and this
has implications for the way in which
the important question of what it means to be a Muslim in Europe is
being addressed.

European nation states have been defined by both religious (Judeo-
Christian) traditions and secular (liberal-democratic) ideals which often
make it seem difficult if not impossible to accommodate Islam. Con-
sequently, the question whether and if so how,
one might live as a Muslim in Europe is widely de-
bated by both Muslims and non-Muslims. There
is no definitive answer. Various routes are being
explored, some more quietist, some more secular,
some more clamorous, some more negotiatory.
Contemporary discussions of “European Islam”
illustrate some of these responses. Whether con-
cerned with the construction of “European-Mus-
lim”as a (hyphenated) personal or collective iden-
tity, or with “European Islam” as a set of Islamic
ideas, institutions, and practices specific to the
European context, these discussions are key sites
for understanding the intersection of Islam, tran-
snationalism, and the public sphere in Europe.
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