
 

 

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE

This article was downloaded by:
On: 2 January 2010
Access details: Access Details: Free Access
Publisher Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954 Registered office: Mortimer House, 37-
41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK

Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs
Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713433220

Islamic identity formation among young Muslims: the case of Denmark,
Sweden and the United States
Garbi Schmidt

To cite this Article Schmidt, Garbi(2004) 'Islamic identity formation among young Muslims: the case of Denmark, Sweden
and the United States', Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 24: 1, 31 — 45
To link to this Article: DOI: 10.1080/1360200042000212223
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1360200042000212223

Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf

This article may be used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Any substantial or
systematic reproduction, re-distribution, re-selling, loan or sub-licensing, systematic supply or
distribution in any form to anyone is expressly forbidden.

The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation that the contents
will be complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae and drug doses
should be independently verified with primary sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss,
actions, claims, proceedings, demand or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly
or indirectly in connection with or arising out of the use of this material.

http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713433220
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1360200042000212223
http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf


Journal of Muslim Affairs, Vol. 24, No. 1, April 2004

Islamic Identity Formation among Young Muslims:
The Case of Denmark, Sweden and the United States

GARBI SCHMIDT

Abstract

This paper aims to explore aspects of transnational identity formation among young Muslims
in three Western countries, Denmark, Sweden and the United States. The thesis is that, on the
one hand, such transnational identity formations are indeed taking place, and, on the other,
they are continuously effected by aspects of the local and the contextual, and in particular by
the conditions and legislation of the host nation-state. The process of transnational identity
formation is described according to four overall conditions and themes: (1) visibility and
aesthetics; (2) choice; (3) transnationalism; and (4) social ethics. These themes play
significant roles on an overall transnational level, but are continuously ‘localized’, formulated
and lived according to the context in which Muslims actually live. In the concluding section,
the article discusses the implications of the dynamic field of transnational/national Muslim
identity formations for the definition of a Muslim diaspora, and raises the question of whether
we can at all talk about religious diasporas, and how we may do so on the basis of myth and
politicized identities.

Introduction1

I cannot be a white Anglo Protestant, but I have to be something. Everyone
has an identity. People keep asking: ‘what are you?’ ‘What do you believe?’
‘Why does Islam oppress women?’ ‘Why do you marry four wives?’ ‘Why does
your religion teach violence?’ Suddenly, you begin to realize that you do not
know what a Muslim is and you begin to search yourself. (Yvonne Y.
Haddad2)

Approximately one month after the 11 September 2001 terrorist attack, I attended a
lecture at the University of Georgetown in Washington, DC. That evening, the local
Muslim Students’ Association had invited the campus community to explore the
subject ‘Islam—the source of universal peace’.3 What stands clearest to me from the
meeting is the imagery of the woman sitting in front of me. Not because she was
dressed ‘traditionally’ wearing the hijab, thereby testifying that she was a practicing
Muslim woman. Rather, I remember her because her hijab took the form of the
American flag, the Stars and Stripes, emphasized by the shining blue garment that she
wore under it. This woman sent the signal of being Muslim and American at the same
time. Perhaps it could be argued that her statement of identification was a defensive act,
fighting the processes of exclusion that increased in the wake of the terrorist attacks.
But it could also be argued that her choice was the result of a conscious evaluation of
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32 Garbi Schmidt

identity, a token of an Islamic identity integrated and woven into the fabric of American
life and public space.

This article focuses on the formation of Muslim, Western identity—or rather,
identities—on the basis of four overall aspects. One is visibility. Muslims are frequently
visible in Western countries because of their practices that are unfamiliar to the majority
population. What implications does this visibility—and perhaps to be more precise,
aesthetics—have to the formation of Islamic identities within these contexts? A second
aspect covered here is that of individual choice. Why do (young) Muslims stress Islamic
practices as consciously and rationally chosen and not simply as aspects of their (ethnic)
heritage and their tradition? A third aspect is transnationalism. In what ways do
supra-national connections and discourses (ideally) shared by Muslims in different
Western countries become both means and motives for certain formations of identity?
Finally, the article focuses on the issue of social ethics. Why do concepts of human
rights and gender equity, and practices such as social and political activism, become the
primary arenas in which Islamic identities in Western countries are formed and
exercised?

I present and discuss the implications of these four aspects within one age group of
Muslims. I have chosen to focus on young well-educated Muslims of immigrant
background between 15 and 30 years of age, either born or raised in the West. My
choice is not based on the assumption that the study of other age groups or social
classes is irrelevant or less important. But as many studies made in both the United
States and Europe indicate,4 this is a group that shows strong signs of a re-formation
of Islamic identities as well as an intensive and conscious public exposure to Islam and
Islamic activism.

Although much of the following description and analysis can be testified as relevant
in several Western contexts, my description focuses on three Western nations: Den-
mark, Sweden and the United States. These are the locations where I have conducted
my own research for the present project.5 Furthermore, this particular focus is relevant
because it illustrates how each nation-state creates particular conditions for Muslims.
This may be due to the nation’s legislation on immigrants, its stand on religion (for
example, the separation of church and state), as well as its dominant ideas about what
elements are constitutive for citizenship and a national ‘soul’. My focus is transatlantic
and therefore includes examples and perspectives from both the United States and the
two European countries across the Atlantic. Much research has already been done on
the power centers of Europe—Great Britain, France and Germany; less focus has been
placed on the implications of Islamic identity formations in the ‘periphery’ of Europe,
in this case the Scandinavian countries Denmark and Sweden. In a transnational
perspective such a focus is interesting because it may facilitate an understanding of
‘strong’ trails of communication and networking vs. the ‘weak’ ones. As English has
become the lingua franca of the world today (including that of many Muslims),6 and is
equally the dominant language on the Internet, defining centers of contemporary
Islamic discourses may appear in localities (nations) or contexts where this language is
spoken. The question is what ‘effect’ such centers have, and how noticeable and
powerful they are within more remote locations of the world.

Claiming Visibility

Let us, briefly, return to the scenario that I presented in my introduction: the woman
radiating a religious and a national identity at one and the same time. The beauty
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Islamic Identity Formation 33

(or to some, the horror) of her performance was exactly this striking combination of
symbols linked to her appearance; a linkage that seemed difficult to separate. The
symbols were easily recognizable and easily translatable. Her garment bridged imagined
cultural contradictions in a way that was difficult to contest. If one arguably essential
element of her attire was removed (the Stars and Stripes as the hijab), the integrity of
her identity would disintegrate.

The practice of Islam in Western contexts is in many ways a visible and thereby a
public affair. Sometimes visibility is wanted and consciously chosen; sometimes it is
simply there, caused by difference. Very often the aspects of the chosen and the
consequential are blurred. When a Muslim woman chooses to don the hijab she knows
that her garment sends a strong signal. She visibly interprets faith and religious identity
in her personal way, and transmits the signal to Muslims and non-Muslims alike. But
in spite of her awareness of how she is seen in the eyes of the human other, her main
argument will be that her aspiration is to please Allah.7 In that sense visibility both
matters and does not matter. As a material artifact with a symbolic value the hijab can
do little else than add to the symbolic—visible—capital of the human body, even when
the intention is to mark the condition of ‘what is hidden in the human heart’.

The relation between merely being visible and becoming a ‘public affair’ is central.
We are all visible by our very existence. The question is what transforms us into
something public, what places us in the center of public debate. Muslims in the West
are undoubtedly visible due to aspects of aesthetics and body politics, for example when
practicing Muslim women dress differently than the majority, and when Muslim
communities establish houses of prayers with an ‘authentic’ Islamic architecture.8 But
Muslims are equally publicly visible because of the challenge they represent to the
self-perception of Western liberal democracies and the ideas of a secular and essential
national identity, representing an alternative to that approach.

An example may enlighten this discussion. In the wake of 11 September 2001, the
Danish Prime Minister arranged a meeting with some immigrant organizations, de-
manding that the participants pledge allegiance to the Danish Constitution and assure
him that they would ‘let their women marry who they want, respect the ideals of
democracy and not put the Qur’an’ above the Constitution’.9 The wording is both
striking and peculiar. To prove themselves to be trustworthy citizens Muslims were
demanded to ‘let their women marry who they want’. Why is it that exactly this demand
is made, considering that the terrorist attacks did not have anything obvious to do with
the relation between men and women, or to traditional marriage customs among
Muslims? A transformation of the implication of aggression takes place here. Whereas
the hijacked airplanes tore down towers, ripped buildings apart in smoke and fire, the
deeply felt threat that arranged marriages represented in the Prime Minister’s talk were
the symbolic borders that the presence of Muslims potentially could break down. The
public visibility of Muslim women together with the fear of a traditional marriage
practice potentially allowed something considered ‘private’—religion—to conquer an
inappropriate amount of power within public spaces. Such acts were not innocent on
the symbolic level, but were comparable to terrorist aggression, mainly because of the
destabilizing effect they posed to the secular self-conception of Danish democracy.

In all societies—to take the words of Talal Asad—’the so-called private domain is
continuously structured and restructured by political, economic and legal practices that
supposedly belong to the public domain’.10 The problem arises when aspects con-
sidered private are put forth as having a normatively based right to play a role within
the public sphere. This leads to the Prime Minister’s second demand that Muslims
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34 Garbi Schmidt

should ‘respect the ideals of democracy’. Here, Muslims are considered possibly
disloyal to such ideals. First, because many Muslims claim that religion (considered
private by the secular nation-state) has a role to play within public life. Second, possible
disloyalty is a product of the widely circulated idea among Muslims that a normative
understanding of religion ideally must have an equal or higher status than governing
secular principles: both God and the Constitution must be taken into consideration.
Although Muslims among themselves argue whether democracy is an Islamic principle
or not, an often stated argument is that religion (Islam) cannot become subordinate to
the secular ideas of Western democracies. Neither should Islamic principles be second-
ary to secular legislation. This leads to the Prime Minister’s last argument that Muslims
should ‘not put the Qur’an above the Constitution’. Religion is here (arguably) forced
on retreat, back into private seclusion. The porous wall between church (or mosque)
and state is kept,11 and it is considered disloyal, an implicit testimony of lacking
integration and true citizenry, to try to break it down.

The above example shows us how the Danish Prime Minister in one of history’s
shaky movements tried to fight back the public claims of religion (stated, aggressively,
within the global field a few days earlier) within a national context. What was a subtle
(probably unintended but nonetheless there) element of his statement was that he, by
demanding the visiting Muslims to abide to the Constitution and that more than the
Qur’an, told them to abide by a national identity that is still fundamentally Christian.
The fourth paragraph of the Danish Constitution states that the Evangelical Lutheran
Church is the country’s state church. The existence of the paragraph creates a linkage
between belonging to a particular religious community and Danish-ness, which makes
the inclusion of Muslims and other religious congregations living in that country
complicated, in spite of the Constitution’s granting of religious freedom.

The example from the Danish context shows us the triangular dilemma between
church, state and national identities that Western democracies have to face in one form
or another. In this process Muslims have become highly visible actors or symbols of the
corroding character or malaise of national souls. No matter what, Muslims have to
perceive themselves, their religion and their social activities and identities, within these
circumstances. In this process they carve out segregated spaces of safety and at the same
time relate to the wider context in which they live. They ‘claim America‘12 and ‘claim
Europe’, which actually can be seen as ‘contributory to the process of integration’.13

Muslims may (and do) equally transcend borders according to ideas and activism that
emphasizes societal participation, creating what we may call a transnational Islamic
discourse.

Choice and Knowledge

Young Muslims frequently argued that their religious identity is a consequence of
individual choice. The woman in the classroom that I referred to above was undoubt-
edly well aware of the signals that she sent to others. Her garment was chosen
carefully for the occasion. The woman wanted to be seen both as an individual and as
a symbol. The aspect of individual choice has become a central theme among Muslims
in Western countries as well as among their non-Muslim co-citizens. This despite that
choices are frequently (and admittedly) affected by their own predetermining condi-
tions. For example, during my fieldwork most of my young informants stressed that
Islam was a part of their family heritage. Others stated that their religious practices were
a result of a stigmatizing feeling of difference. For a black Somali woman in Sweden
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Islamic Identity Formation 35

to wear the hijab, for instance, was considered not-difficult because no matter what she
did she was considered a stranger.14 But in spite of my informants’ diverse social and
ethnic backgrounds they described the aspect of choice as central when truthfully
stating a Muslim identity. As one young Somali woman told me:

I started to practice Islam at home with my family, and so it was something
that I had exposure to from a very young age. But in terms of practicing it, it
is a conscious choice. Because you can be Muslim by name, and you can be
Muslim by birth, and you can be Muslim from what your parents tell you that
you are. But in terms of being a true believer, that is something that you have
to consciously choose. And I believe that I consciously chose that [Islam] on
my own, otherwise I could go through life with a title but not have anything
behind it to back it up.15

Undoubtedly, the aspect of choice is affected by a contemporary Western discourse,
where the processes of human life are significantly individualized. We do not choose
our parents, but to the extent that our resources allow us, we choose our career on the
labor market, and the woman or man that we marry. We invest in and choose certain
styles of consumption, convinced that we fabricate and state our individuality, our true
selves, through them.16 To state oneself by reference to aspects of tradition and
collective lifestyles is mostly considered archaic, repressive and even undemocratic. The
ideal is global and social mobility and transformation, whether we are dealing with
cosmopolitan virtue or the construction of the human self. The ability to choose is
considered both a human right and an aspect of high social status on local and global
scenes.

In such a context young Muslims must choose and equally stress the significance
of their choice. When they state that their practice of Islam is not forced on them
by parents and kin, but based on the personal conviction that this religion prescribes
guidelines for the most attractive lifestyle, they minimize the risk of critique. Many
of them describe intensive periods of studying and pondering before the final decision
is made. Islam is presented as a rational choice, not made according to a
sudden impulse or due to a life crisis. Hereby, the choice of Islam puts the claims to
further significance: the individual was aware of multiple alternatives but still chose
Islam.17

By stressing the aspect of choice young Muslims claim personal autonomy and
deep conviction based on intellectual scrutiny. This is not to say that they present
their ‘reversion’18 story as unaffected by other actors. Frequently, non-Muslim sur-
roundings are referred to as having initiated the youngsters’ study of Islam. Young
Muslims relate that their studies began when they realized that they were in need of a
firm knowledge of their religion. This need is frequently described as based on a search
for defensive arguments and means by which to gain the acceptance of both Muslims
and non-Muslims. As a young man who fled to Sweden from Central Asia during his
teens told me:

When I came to Sweden I was not particularly religious at first. But when you
end up in a foreign country people start asking, ‘who are you? Are you a
Christian or a Muslim?’ And when you answer that ‘I am Muslim’, and they
ask, ‘well, so what does a Muslim then do?’ your answer is that Muslims do
so and so, they pray, they do not eat pork and do not drink alcohol. Then they
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36 Garbi Schmidt

tell you ‘so you are not a Muslim then?’ ‘Why not?’ [you ask]. ‘Because you
do not do all these things’ [they tell you]. Then you start questioning how
much of you is actually Muslim. When people pose more and more questions
you cannot simply refer to tradition. You must know what you are talking
about.19

Whenever young Muslims claim their religious identity in a Western context, the proof
of a profound knowledge of Islam is described as crucial. Not merely among those who
do not share their religious convictions, but equally among those who do. Young
Muslims gain knowledge about Islam through reading of books, and equally through
downloads from the Internet and membership of Internet based discussion groups.20

Most of these groups are based within one locality or one linguistic area. In the North
American context electronic mailing lists are frequently established by local MSA
chapters.21 In countries as Denmark and Sweden email lists stress a regional affiliation
by inviting Swedish or Danish Cyber Muslims to participate,22 although people based
in surrounding countries such as Germany and Norway are also found among the
members. Although members of both lists predominantly use the language of the nation
in which they are based, texts and news written in English are often forwarded as a basis
for discussion, claims to authority, and plain provocation. People either download such
texts from Internet sites or receive them from lists in other parts of the Western world
(primarily Britain and the United States) that they are members of. Such exchanges of
material show that the Internet can be an effective tool (besides traveling, mobile
phones) in the establishment of a transnational Islamic discourse—a ‘re-imagined
umma[h]’23: an ideal that young Western Muslims have stated from the mid 1990s and
onward.24 Not only in the sense that Muslims share and discuss similar experiences of,
for example, life in Western countries, but also because material from Internet based
discussions are frequently used outside the Net, and thus spread to an even larger
audience. In young Muslims’ study groups it is not uncommon to see the speaker bring
texts downloaded from Internet and use them as either handouts or as a starting point
for what he or she has to say.25

Young Muslims’ use of the Internet tells us about new strategies for knowledge
formation, new roads to authority, and new ways of establishing and maintaining
Islamic networks (not erasing older forms of networks based on direct meetings or
‘paper’ communication,26 but adding new dimensions to them). As frequently stated in
research literature on Muslims in the West the establishment of Islamic authority poses
an essential challenge for these communities, not at least among the young.27 It is often
difficult for imams imported from, for example, Turkey, Lebanon or Pakistan to gain
the same kind of appreciation from the generation of Muslims born or raised in the
West as they receive from the parental generation. Most of the young Muslims that I
interviewed during my fieldwork found that the relationship between the message of the
imams and that of their own generation’s interpretation of Islam was awkward. They
criticized the imams for lacking knowledge of the country in which they had settled. It
was and is obvious that the young Muslims considered an autonomous interpretation
and adaptation of Islam to their own lives important. As one young woman, herself
deeply involved in a Muslim youth group in Denmark, told me: the members of the
group only discussed religious questions with the imam of the local mosque when they
could not come up with an answer themselves.28 One way that young Muslims often
find the answers they seek is to participate in discussion groups (halaqas), another way
is to use the Internet.
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Islamic Identity Formation 37

Positions of Authenticity

The ways that young Muslims stress their autonomous choice of religion and religious
often put them in a complicated position vis-à-vis their parents. Although most of my
informants stated that Islam was a part of their upbringing and an integrated part of
family life, they just as frequently stated that the Islam that they pursue is a-cultural,
pure and progressive; Islam as it truly was and is supposed to be. Parents, on the other
hand, were described as practicing an Islam infected by cultural misconceptions and
thus stagnated, archaic and ‘dead’.29 As one young Muslim woman of Lebanese descent
living in Los Angeles expressed it:

I think that a lot of our parents come to the United States with an Islam that
is very ritualistic. I am not trying to bash on anybody’s iman (faith) or belief
or anything. But I think that when Islam is something that is passed down
from generation to generation to generation, and it is something that you have
grown up into as a cultural ideal, there is a lot of things you don’t question.
You just do them because it is the appropriate thing to do in that country.
Because your mom is doing it and because your dad is doing it. But when the
same ideas are brought to the United States and people around us are
questioning them, I think that we do a little more research on what is actually
Islam and what is actually, for example, from Pakistani culture … I think that
we abandon a lot of things that our parents take for granted …30

Young Muslims argue that the migration process itself had added to the ‘purification’
of Islam. As Muslims originating from other parts of the world get to know each other,
they see what they all have in common. Islam, it is argued, is a means to transcend
ethnicity, geography, social class and even time itself. Divine in origin, it can adapt to
all human contexts and is accordingly eternally modern. As one young man in Sweden
told me:

The traditional form of [ethnic] identity can never fulfill your needs as an
individual, because tradition is something limited, it is something you have
from your homeland, something that can be discussed, changed, something
that must change. It is something with a significant meaning within specific
localities, places that you come from. But religion is something that cannot be
changed. If you believe in the completeness of God … Islam is the final
message that came, perfect in its form. [And] Islam allows comparison,
discussion, and can be adapted to development and progress. I think that
Churchill once said that a perfect ideology is an ideology that can be adapted
to development and to the future … We as Muslims see Islam as the perfect
ideology that works and is adaptable to all times.31

Islam in its pure, normative form is seen as unchangeable. However, the constant
nature of the divine message does not contradict adaptability, development or dis-
cussion. In the same way as the sahaba (companions of the Prophet) of the first Muslim
community in Medina, according to Islamic traditions, discussed and questioned their
faith, so is it the duty of Muslims to do so today. Islam as a mythical landscape can be
found, (re)stated and prosper in every human context, at the same time as it has the
capacity to transcend them all, including the interpretation of my informants.

Modernity and transcendence are key concepts within this discourse. Young Mus-
lims believe to present an authentic Islam that is perfectly adaptable to and perfectly
fulfilling the ideals of Western democracies. They argue that human rights (not least,
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38 Garbi Schmidt

those of women), ecology, and democracy itself were parts of Islam from the very
beginning. According to these young Muslims, there exists no contradiction between
the religious ideals of the Islam that they advocate and the non-Muslim societies they
live in.

Islam is used to transcend aspects of identity that otherwise could be problematic. It
is possible, through Islam, to identify (although critically) with the cultural heritage of
one’s parents. It is possible to identify oneself (equally critically) with the context in
which one lives. As stated by my Danish informants, you can be both a Pakistani
Muslim and a Danish Muslim, and feel at home in both contexts if you follow Islam
in its authentic form. Islam to these youngsters is a primary device of identification
through which they further their mobility among people who share their faith as well as
those who do not. That is, at least, the ideal. Besides the ideal comes the issue of
competence—that young Muslims know and may improvise from, in the words of
Steven Vertovec and Alisdair Rogers, ‘a number of (in some ways discrete, in some
ways overlapping) cultural and linguistic systems’.32

What young Muslims often leave out in their claims to modernity and fulfillment of
the prominent ideals of Western democracies are the contributions of the parental
generation. Rather do they describe the versions of Islam that parents practice as
archaic, static and cultural. I would argue that the critique of parental practices of Islam
is not a mere pragmatic reflection of difference, but is also strategic. First, because
young Muslims as other teenagers or young adults have a need to position themselves
strongly vis-à-vis parents in order to define their independent aspirations and expecta-
tions for life. Second, because parents become a defining other within a context where
Islam and Muslims are constantly under attack. By non-Muslim surroundings Islam is
frequently argued contradictory to the very ideals that young Muslims claim this
religion to fulfill so perfectly: democracy, human rights, gender equality (equity),
science and reason. Here, parents and the countries from which they come become a
counter argument in which it is claimed that they (parents) practice Islam in ways
blurred with culture and thus imperfect, whereas we, the young, have returned to the
essence of Islam, which fulfills the ideals that ‘we’ share with you. In that sense, the
parents are sacrificed in the process of integration.33

This is a question that needs much more attention. In various fields of the social
sciences dealing with immigrants and Muslims in the West, there is an eager tendency
to focus on the young. This is mainly because of their enthusiasm, their activism and
their visibility; and perhaps because of their eagerness to prove that Islamic and
Western ideals are not contradictory; and because the activities of the young are prime
examples of Muslim social integration in Western contexts. What frequently (and
unfortunately) is left out of focus is the more silent and less visible reformation that
takes place within the parental generations. We need more scholarly attention to the
dynamic and not necessarily dichotomous relations between young and old and equally
more attention to a deconstruction of the arguments of the young.

The Ethics of the Islamic West

A young Muslim woman in Stockholm elaborates:

If I am walking down a stairway it frequently happens that I see an old lady
struggling to walk down with crutches. I think that people in Sweden are very
self-centered: they are all on their way to the train, on their way to the
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Islamic Identity Formation 39

job—nobody is on their way to help this little lady who cannot walk down the
stairway on her own. I think that it is my duty as a Muslim to show that this
human being needs help. I think that it is these small things—it does not have
to be something big—that shows who you are … I try to do my best as a
Muslim in this society, I help this little grandmother down the stairs. Perhaps
she does not like Muslims, I don’t know, but that is not my concern. I simply
help her … I should not think about whether she is Muslim or Swedish or
whatever. It is my duty to help those who need help, Muslims as well as
non-Muslims.34

Another young Muslim explains:

Islam is the way to peace. Equality and harmony is important. You should
fight social inequalities and not live to further your own interests, but take
responsibility for your fellow human beings.35

Another factor of Islamic identity formation among young Muslims in Western coun-
tries is their formulation of genuine Islamic practice. Observance of rituals such as
praying and fasting are still considered central by most, but what appears equally or
even more important is that of behaving morally and ethically correct. This is particu-
larly the case among those who are upwardly mobile.36 The trend can be explained in
at least three ways. First of all, the blooming of an Islamic ethics in the West can be
seen as the result of the daily restraints of life in the West, as stated by the Danish
researcher Karen-Lise Johansen.37 It can, for example, be difficult to find a place to
pray, and equally to find the time to do so in a society where prayer is not incorporated
in the rhythm of the day. Second, an Islamic ethics can be seen as a way for Muslims
to stress aspects of loyalty, identical values, and citizenry within a non-Muslim nation-
state. And third, there is the impact of ‘old’ transactional reformist Islamic movements,
such as the Jama’at-i Islami and the Ikhwan al-Muslimun, besides the impulses that the
young receive from the Internet.

The youngsters themselves seldom stress the impact of ‘old’ transnational move-
ments/traditional networks on current processes of Islamic identity formation in the
West. One explanation may be that reference to these movements is not needed as a
means to authorize one’s statement. Rather, what is of importance is to present oneself
as independently thinking on the basis of a firm knowledge of Islam’s history, jurispru-
dence and sacred texts, while not submitting oneself to historical precedence. It is
crucial to show the adaptability of Islam and of Islamic interpretations to the life of
modern Western societies, and less important to show the inspiration coming from
parts of the ‘old’ Muslim world.

However, the inspiration is definitely there. When the Muslim Students’ Association
of the United States and Canada (the MSA) was founded it had strong and direct ties
to the Jama’at-i Islami and the Ikhwan al-Muslimun.38 In Sweden the same movements
and important ideologues representing them (Sayyid Qutb, Muhammad Qutb, Abu
A’la al-Mawdudi, Hasan al-Banna, Muhammad al-Ghazzali) have influenced the coun-
try’s main Islamic journal: Salaam.39 This is, however, a field that needs much more
attention and much more elaboration, not least in a European and American compar-
ative context.

The ethical imperative that the Islamic movement in the West identifies has two
major implications. One is practical: involvement in social activism on various levels,
ranging from ‘helping old ladies down the stairs’ to political activism within well-estab-
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lished parties. The second implication is ideological, and deals with formulations of a
perceived genuine and non-cultural Islam.

As I have shown, young Muslim in Western countries claim that the Islam that they
practice is in absolute accordance with the same ethical ideals that Western liberal
democracies appraise. Arguments are frequently made with references to the Qur’an,
not least the following three surahs: 2:256,40 9:112,41 and 49:13.42 The ideas that ‘there
is no compulsion in religion’, that Muslims must ‘enjoin what is good and forbid what
is evil’, and that mankind is created to know each other and that Allah’s favors are on
the ones who are most honorable—not those who represent a certain nation or
ethnicity—are frequently presented as parts of lectures for Muslims and non-Muslims
alike. Equally, they are central elements in ongoing internal discussions among Mus-
lims and in the practical, daily life ideals that these communities attempt to pursue.
Qur’anic quotations and practice according to these may also be used as a critique of
Western countries and policies: Islam, the argument goes, promotes equality among
nations, respect for diversity, helping the poor. These are ideals that Western nations
claim on ideological level, but do not actually practice. Not because the intention is not
there, but because divine guidelines are not there to lead the weak human soul. These
guidelines, the young claim, can be found in Islam.

Practical, organized results of this ethics are seen in various contexts. In Chicago we
find IMAN (the Inner City Muslim Network), a communal project that offers after
school training to Muslim and non-Muslim children in one of the more deprived
neighborhoods on the Southside of the city.43 In Los Angeles the MSA has initiated
projects such as the University Muslim Medical Association Clinic (UMMA), located
on the Southside of the city, offering free medical care for the poor.44 In the Scandina-
vian countries the efforts are less organized around social initiatives, which may be due
to the Scandinavian welfare model. In Denmark, for example, initiatives are more
frequently made within the political sphere, both because young Muslims have proven
quite successful in gaining positions within certain political parties (although just as
frequently being targeted by the media and parts of the political establishment for doing
so), and also due to the fact that Islam and the integration of Muslims is heavily
discussed within political life.45 The same discussion, although more calm, can be seen
in Sweden.46 Political life is the forum where Muslims have to start, if they want to
change things. Increasingly, young Muslims have the tools and social position to do so:
they are raised in the West, they speak and write one or more of the Western languages
fluently, and they are frequently trained within Western universities or schools of higher
learning.

What is created in this process is not least a definition of an ideal Islamic citizen in
Western liberal democracies and the modern world as such. The ideal citizen helps and
respects his and her fellow citizens in the encounter of daily life. The ideal citizen
respects and maneuvers within the core values of powerful discourses of today:
democracy, modernity, and human equality. The ideal citizen is engaged in the
constituting activities of the country in which he or she lives: activism benefiting those
in need and political activism furthering a common good are positive values. The ideal
citizen is considerate both on a broader social and on an individual level: he is
academically and socially ambitious and visible, but not cynical. This ethos is both a
basis for Muslim activism in the West and a provocation to some groups of non-Muslim
co-citizens. It is thus not surprising that much of the debate on Muslims taking place
in, for example, Denmark deals exactly with the question of whether they can or cannot
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fulfill the role as ideal and loyal citizens. If the answer is positive, old essentialist ideas
of a national identity as based on ethnic and religious homogeneity must resign.

We should, however, not forget that to some groups of (young) Muslims ideal
citizenry is not realized by integration within Western societies but rather segregation
from them. One example is the Hizb al-Tahrir, a movement that has gained followers
within both the United States and Scandinavia. The Hizb advocates against Muslim
participation in any level of the secular political process and against secular democracy
as such. Islam is considered a God given ideology, and a social system that must be
implemented without any incorporation of elements from man made systems. The Hizb
is considered both provocative and dangerous by some Western administrations. In
Germany the party was banned in January 2003 for spreading anti-Semitic propa-
ganda.47 In Denmark a ban of the movement is under state juridical consideration, but
a final decision has yet to be made. In the United States, officials have expressed that
the Hizb causes ‘grave concern’ to the government, but no official actions against the
movement have been made so far.48

The Diaspora Spaces of Muslims in the West

Although some researchers contest that we may talk of religious diasporas,49 the present
article points to the existence of such a ‘place of the non-place’, as Pnina Werbner
recently formulated it, among Muslims.50 The idea(l) of the ummah, whether imagined
or upheld by the speed of Internet communication and travel, is not a materialized
homeland that one may look up on a map. Rather, we are dealing with a mythological
homeland that is both nowhere and everywhere, hereby offering membership across
national borders. On this imaginary level ethnicity and geography does not matter.
What matters is religious identity, or rather the thematic framework for identity
formation that this transnational space offers, beside the internal solidarity of diaspora
members. This is not to say that the process is egalitarian and that power centers of
discourse formation are not created, mainly due to the linguistic dominance of English
language and the political order of today. But regardless of such centers the notion of
a common ‘homeland’ is commonly shared, irrespective of time and locality.

However the materialization of identity formation, practice is always localized.
Comparison between Muslims in different national contexts shows us their commonal-
ities but also their differences. At the same time as Muslims relate to a discourse of the
borderless, they equally face the conditions and challenges of the local. To quote
Werbner again: ‘In existing beyond the nation-state with its fixed boundaries and
clearly defined categories of inclusion and exclusion … diasporas as scattered, uncon-
tained and uncontainable minorities have historically been the target of racialised and
xenophobic nationalist imaginings’.51 It is not the least a result of their diasporic status
that Muslims become publicly visible, and on basis hereof that responses are created,
focusing extensively on the aspect of identity. In that sense diasporas are spaces of
identification and identity: dynamic structures of belonging that on one hand are ‘out
there’, but are simultaneously deeply personalized.

Conclusion

In this article I have introduced what I find to be central aspects of the Muslim youth
identity formation in three Western countries. What appears from the description is a
map of transnational discursive identity formations; of themes circulated and develop-
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ing within what we may call the diaspora spaces of Muslims in the West. The article
points to the existence, paradoxes and challenges of transnational Muslim identity
formation in the West (Europe and the United States), finally pointing to the
significance of the legislative framework of nation-states (for example, constitutions)
and the ongoing (complicated) construction of national identities as aspects that
Muslims must constantly relate to and which affects the (localized) practice of (bound-
less) Islam. Such adaptations to the conditions of the present are not least fundamental
due to the politicized status of Muslims in Western secular nation-states. This has both
to do with the complicated re-entering of religion on the public square that these
communities bring with them, and with their status as diasporas. Hereby the article also
underlines importance of an increased focus on comparative research between various
Muslim minority communities in these regions and beyond. Such approaches allow us
to point both to the specificities and commonalities of such communities, to structures
of power and networks between them, and to whether or not the nation-state affects
their outreach and content. Just as intriguingly, comparative approaches allow us to
plunge deeper into what the Muslim diaspora is all about, on both imaginary and
practical levels.
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