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In 2002 a group of senior journalists on the Danish daily newspaper
Politiken published a collection of essays under the title ‘Islam in
Denmark: reflections on a third way’.1 In their foreword they described
the two positions between which they were positing a third way.

In one trench are the xenophobes who say ‘no thank you to everything’
regarding Muslims. They oppose the multicultural society, even though it is
already reality. They are against further immigration, even though that is a
condition for the continuing financing of the welfare state. They are sceptical
about the immigrants’ religion, customs, dress, etc., even though these are
things which belong to the private sphere. The xenophobes prevail in large
sections of the political parties and were especially visible in the general elec-
tion campaign last autumn.
In the other trench are the so-called progressives who say ‘yes please’ to

everything as regards Islamic culture. They see Muslims as inherently an
enrichment of Danish culture. Any attempt to take a critical stand towards
fundamentalist and reactionary tendencies in Muslim culture is automatically
labelled racism and xenophobia.

Both stances are deeply problematical.2

The following year another collections of essays appeared, this
time edited by a group of young Danish Muslims of immigrant
heritage, interestingly including an introduction by yet another Politiken

Acknowledgment: this paper has been developed from one presented at the University of
Wisconsin Madison in a conference on Islam in Europe held in March 2004.
1 Adam Holm, Michael Jarlner and Per M. Jespersen (eds.), Islam i Danmark: tanker on en
tredje vej, Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 2002.

2 Ibid. pp. 7–8 (my translation; emphases in the original). The election campaign referred
to in this quotation is the Danish general election in November 2001, which was
characterised by a major debate about asylum seekers in response to the 11 September
attacks in the US and led to a new, sharply right-wing coalition government.
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journali st, Anders Jerich ow. 3 In what m ight be conside red a response to
the above, the editors in their conc lusion stat e:

To dare to state that Islam is also a Danish religion, and thus distance oneself
from the Middle East’s monopoly on holiness, requires . . . that Muslims
understand themselves as full citizens of the society in which they live . . . It
particularly requires that Muslims in Denmark (and the rest of the West) become
active participants in developing a feeling of ‘being at home’ in their societies and
challenge the bi-polar perception of a world where Christianity and secularism are
a western preserve and Islam an eastern, regardless of the fact that Islam and
secularism by nature are universal and transnational.4

To many, such stat ement s might se em unco ntrover sial. They cer -
tainly would not caus e m uch in the way of raised eye brows in Brit ain
outside sma ll extremist circles, wh ether among Musli ms or on the
politic al right. Howe ver, they do represent middle -ground views whic h
are far from being shared across Europe , wheth er among Musli ms or
among the non- Muslim maj ority.

A term wh ich has come into increas ing use in recent yea rs in this
context is that of ‘Euro-I slam’. Apart from its que stionable aesthe tic
charac ter, it is a te rm whic h, lik e so many short-h and terms, is in dange r
of disguisin g as m uch as it reve als. Pro fessor Bassam Tibi claims to have
been among the first to use it, but he uses it in a very particul ar sense.
In his cont ribution to a serie s of rou nd-table discu ssions h eld in Paris
in 1992– 3 under the title Islams d’Eu rope: inté gration ou insert ion
commu nautaire ?, Tibi call ed for ‘an Islam integr ated into E uropean
societie s’. 5 He as serts that this int egration is no t a one-w ay pro cess: ‘the
two parties must share in this an d, as the third rel igious comm unity of
Europe , ‘‘Euro-Is lam’’ must acc ommod ate and assi milate the socio -
cultu ral evolut ion which Europe has accomp lished. ’ He then emphas ises
three aspe cts of this :

1. Toleranc e ‘but not in the Mus lim sense’, rathe r in the br oader
Europe an se nse.

2. Pluralism , by which he means that Musli ms must abandon the
Qur’anic sense of superi ority (v iz. Qur’a n 3:110).

3. Secularism , namely the sepa ration bet ween rel igion and state.

3 Mona Sheikh, Fatih Alev, Babar Baig and Norman Malik (eds.), Islam i bevaegelse,
Copenhagen: Akademisk, 2003.

4 Ibid. p. 256 (my translation).
5 Bassam Tibi, ‘Les conditions d’un ‘‘euro-islam’’ ’, in Robert Bistolfi and Franç ois
Zabbal (eds.), Islams d’Europe: inté gration ou insertion communautaire?, Paris: L’Aube,
1995, pp. 230–4 (my translation).
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Accord ing to Tibi , it is the dut y of the Euro pean polit ical structure s
(nationa l governm ents and the Euro pean Unio n) acti vely to enco urage
the ‘d evelopme nt of a libera l Islam an d to defend its own [the
Europe an] identity’. Mo re recentl y Tibi took up this discu ssion again,
clarifying that by secu larism he means laı̈cité an d reite rating his point s
regarding tolera nce an d the aban donme nt of a sense of superi ority. He
takes the argume nt furth er, attac king the views of some that Muslim s
should be gra nted some form of pro tected status akin to tha t of the
dhimmi , as well as the ‘mu lticultura lists’, arg uing that the result of both
policy direc tions woul d be gh ettoisation. 6 His par ticular targe t here is
the Ge rman ori entalist Tilm an Nage l who vent ured this idea in a 1998
lecture, 7 but Tibi confu ses Nage l’s referenc e to ‘protected minorities ’
(d himmis ) with the status of ‘enemy alien’ ( musta’min ). Nagel has no t
been alo ne in sugg esting a dhi mma -type solut ion; it has also been used
by some Mus lims to den ote the kind of status the y could see for
themselve s. 8

The re are severa l proble ms with this appro ach, but I will briefly point
to two particul ar ones . Despi te the asserti on that both sid es need to
move, the re is pr ecious littl e discu ssion of how Europe is supp osed to
move, ot her than by encouragi ng chang e in the right direction by
Muslim s. More pro blema tical are the assum ption s being mad e abou t
Europe impl ied in the direction wh ich Mus lims are expec ted to follow.
On the on e hand, dem ands are being mad e of Musli ms to m eet
Europe an stand ards which E uropean s the mselves have often not met.
The expectati on of religiou s toleranc e is one wh ich is blind to the
continu ing nation al and ethnic intoler ance whic h rema ins endemic in
Europe an cultu re and continu es to find expres sion in nation al legis lation
and policie s. The impl ication tha t the E uropean religi ous scen e is one
which acknowl edges the equ ality of este em of all rel igions in the public
space is also open to question, especial ly in coun tries where some
churches hold privileg ed posit ions in relation to the state and the tax-
payer. This last point then take s one directly int o Tibi ’s call for an
Islamic laı̈cis m. The term is commonl y used to deno te not only the
very strict separatio n of chu rch and state establishe d in the French law
of 1905 but also the more ideologica l French vi ew that the citizen’ s

6 Bassam Tibi, ‘Muslim migrants in Europe: between Euro-Islam and ghettoization’, in
Nezar AlSayyad and Manuel Castells (eds.), Muslim Europe or Euro-Islam: politics, culture
and civilization in the age of globalization, Lanham: Lexington, 2002, pp. 31–52.

7 Reported in the Frankfurt Allgemeiner Zeitung, 10 June 1998, referred to by Tibi, p. 38
and note 27.

8 I heard such views being expressed at the Islamic Foundation in Leicester in the 1980s,
although it is a view no one there would espouse today.
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relationship to the state is based exclusively on the individual’s
citoyenneté – the state does not relate to citizens as communities, espe-
cially not as religious communities. But if we take the term to mean
simply the separation of religion and state, not only are Muslims being
asked to be more European than the Europeans, but other Europeans
are being asked to become like the French!9

Here is the crux of the issue at hand. There is more than one way of
being a European when it comes to cultural and religious practice
and identity. There are therefore necessarily more ways than one for
Muslims to become European. In raising the banner of ‘Euro-Islam’, its
proponents stand accused of painting with a very broad brush indeed –
in both the ‘Euro’ and the ‘Islam’ parts of the expression. It is this form
of the concept which becomes restrictive. Too quickly and easily it shifts
subtly from being a description of the complicated process of integration
which Muslims of immigrant origin are passing through, to becoming
a prescription which implies a dichotomy between ‘good’ and ‘bad’
Muslims, a dichotomy which is particularly dangerous at a time when
Islam in the public space is too facilely viewed from the perspective of
public security.10 Ironically, while this approach appeals to a need for
differentiation within Islam, in this case cultural and ethnic differ-
entiation as between, for example, Arab and African Islam – so why not
a Euro-Islam? – it merely concludes in establishing smaller but equally
monolithic blocks, such as ‘Europe’.

The point has already been made that Europe is not one, especially
not when it comes to matters of religion, whether in the public or the
private sphere. There are certainly those who, in the overall context of
the so-called European project, have sought to apply the Treaty of
Rome’s ‘ever closer union’ also to these spheres, but here surely is a
sphere where the principle of subsidiarity applies. Let me illustrate with
some examples, first of all in Denmark where we started. This is a small
country of only five million inhabitants, which until the Second World
War had been a country of emigration. Denmark is also in many ways the
archetypal nation-state as that creature was developed in the national–
romantic movement of the nineteenth century. It had one language, one
religion (Lutheranism), one sense of ethnic – national belonging, a core
territory which had existed as one political entity for a thousand years (at
least in the myths of collective memory and national historical narrative

9 This is a view which Tibi expounds at greater length in chapter 12 of his Im Schatten
Allahs: der Islam und die Menschenrechte, Munich: Piper, 1994, pp. 298–315.

10 This is the concern, for example, behind a collection of articles on Islamismus published
in 2003 by the German Ministry of the Interior in its series ‘Texte zur inneren
Sicherheit’.
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of the school te xtbooks ), and an unbrok en line of m onarchs thro ughout
that perio d. It h as had its glo ry da ys, but they are long since gone leaving
only residu al echo es in popular tourist sites. It had no t b een untouche d
by the outside world, so there were sma ll Bap tist, Metho dist, Cath olic,
Jewish and other congrega tions. But to be Dani sh meant , essentia lly, to
be Lutheran, someth ing which was r egularly r eiterate d in the public
celebrati on of rites of pas sage, especial ly as confirm ation classes were
integrat ed int o the annual cyc le of the public -school year. The Luthera n
church is literal ly a departme nt of stat e, with its own cabinet minist er, its
civil service regula tions, and prie sts as governme nt emplo yees. The
church was the offici al regist rar of births, marria ges an d deat hs. Whe re
other countri es have birt h certi ficates, Dane s have baptism certific ates.
But thin gs have chang ed. St arting in the late 1960s the country

experience d the immig ration from ou tside Euro pe wh ich had alread y
become common in the previ ous two decade s in m any othe r par ts of the
region. While there were so me sma ller religi ous groups among these
immigran ts, the major ity were of Mus lim backg rou nd. Unlike some of
the othe r coun tries the immig ration into Denma rk was very mixed in its
ethnic origins. Turk s, North African s and Pakistani s were late r fol lowed
by Iraq is, Ir anians, Palest inians, L ebanese, Somali s an d Bosnian s, giving
a curren t total of over 150,000 or abou t 3% of the total pop ulation. 11

Gradual ly, the que stion marks wh ich had tradi tionally been placed
against the Danishn ess of Cath olics or Baptists were trans ferred to the
newcom ers. As elsewhere , differe nt par ts of Danish societ y respo nded in
different ways and at different speeds. Wit hin the limitati ons se t by
official structure s and regu lations, scho ols were surp risingl y fast to
adapt. This was aide d by a tradition al ease of access to public fund ing
for parent- led ‘free schools’ institut ed in the nineteent h century to cater
for the various revival m ovements whic h were app earing within the
Lutheran fold. The facilit y had been used late r by a number of free-
thinking an d humani st move ments, move ments attracte d to alternativ e
approache s to educat ion, includin g Marx ist gro ups. After the Mus lim
immigrat ion start ed, Denma rk was among the p ioneers in the opening
of Muslim scho ols. 12 On the othe r hand, the stat e church an d the
ministry of the int erior were slow to adjust to the chang ing sit uation. It
took some years before it was m ade possi ble for birth or naming certi-
ficates to be issued by a civil au thority , rather than the L utheran parish

11 Brigitte Maré chal, Stefano Allievi et al., Muslim in the enlarged Europe: religion and
society, Leiden: Brill, 2003, p. xxiv.

12 The government’s Humanities Research Council funded a project on Muslim schools
in the mid-1980s: Asta Olesen (ed.), Islam og undervisning I Danmark, Århus: Århus
Universitetsforlag, 1987.
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priest whose function this had traditionally been. There was a struggle
before the state would allow the registration of names not to be found on
an official list of approved Danish first names. And by the 1980s the
status of ‘recognised religious community’, laid down in the Constitution,
was regarded as being redundant in the face of Muslim claims for such
a status.13

Such resistance could not last, for a number of reasons. The sheer
pressure of numbers was one dimension, especially in the three main
cities where Muslims were concentrated: Copenhagen, Aarhus and
Odense. More important probably was a combination of the growth of a
new Danish-born and educated generation of Muslims – they have been
called ‘new-Danes’ – more than capable of holding their own in the
public debate and in the workplace, and the strengthening of a con-
sciousness of traditions of democracy and equality of rights in the
context of a very lively, and sometimes quite rough, public debate about
Danishness and its ability to change and be more inclusive. This debate
came to a head around the turn of the millennium with some politicians
and public figures peddling scare stories about floods of asylum seekers,
often termed ‘illegal’, and the electoral success in November 2001 of
a coalition of right-wing parties entering government with the parlia-
mentary support of the extreme right Danish People’s Party. At the
same time, the clergy and lay leaders of the state church had realised
that they had to review the role of the church, after the similar state
churches of Norway and Sweden had been disestablished. So just when
the political lead has fallen into the hands of nationalist politicians,
significant sectors of society – certain local governments, such as the
second city of Aarhus, leading bishops and literary personalities – have
engaged more actively in working with younger Muslim leaders and
intellectuals towards a multicultural and cooperative approach to inte-
gration, a process in which both sides adapt.

I have paid possibly too much attention to a country of little sig-
nificance to most. But it is an interesting case for our purposes precisely
because it started almost as the model European nation-state. It was
inevitable that there should be some kind of Kulturkampf in response to
the settlement of significant new communities, a process in which a
defence of the national identity potentially put the nation at odds with
its equally strong democratic and cooperative identity.

13 For further information about Denmark, see Jørgen Baek Simonsen, ‘Globalization in
reverse and the challenge of integration: Muslims in Denmark’, in Y.Y. Haddad (ed.),
Muslims in the West: from sojourners to citizens, New York: Oxford University Press, 2002,
pp. 121–130, and the index references to Denmark in B. Maréchal, S. Allievi et al.
(eds.), Muslims in the enlarged Europe.
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Let me then pay a little more attention to some better-known countries.
It was in the United Kingdom in 1967 that an attempt was made by the
political leadership to set a framework for the response to immigration
and settlement. The then Labour Home Secretary, Roy Jenkins, sought to
define the process of integration not as a process of levelling leading to
uniformity but one which aimed at ‘cultural diversity, coupled with equal
opportunity, in an atmosphere of mutual tolerance.’14 While much
remains to be done to achieve this goal – and each of the concepts used by
Roy Jenkins can be and has been problematised by academics – it still
stands out as one of the most positive statements by any British politician
in this field. In many ways, some of them often not admitted, this kind
of view remains the benchmark of UK policy across the various sectors.
(It is, of course, also an expression of the kind of ‘communitarianism’
which is often contrasted as a British model against the ‘French model’ of
the citoyenneté of the individual under the law.) Despite the endless
ideological debates of the 1970s and 80s around overarching concepts of
race and racism understood within class analyses of society, public policy,
as Kepel correctly records,15 has always tended to find its way back to
something like the Jenkins model.
Wha t has changed is the terms of refere nce of cultu ral ident ities. As

the idealise d soli darity of ‘bl ack Britain’ cam e under increasin g strain,
especial ly in the wake of urba n street clashe s in 1981 and 1985, so
religiou s ident ities b egan to play a more acti ve role. Various factors
contribu ted to this. One is likel y to have been the gra dual withdra wal of
public funding from vol untary org anisatio ns ins tigated by the Tha tcher
governme nt. I have argued elsewhere that this opene d the field for those
organis ations whic h had quietl y gr own up withi n the commun ities
themselve s, oft en h ardly no ticed by those gro ups whose exi stence was
predica ted on publ ic fund ing. Such ‘hidden’ organis ations were often
the mosque and other religi ous assoc iation s. 16 There were a number of
high-pr ofile local polit ical inciden ts, in wh ich the city of Bradfo rd fea-
tured promine ntly, includin g the Rushdie affair .17 The Ru shdie affair
itself, quite apart from whateve r else it m ay have been, was a symptom
of the impa ct wh ich the gen eration of the childr en of the immig rants was

14 Quoted by Kenan Malik, ‘The trouble with multiculturalism’ in Spiked-politics,
18 December 2001, on http://www.spiked-online.com/Articles/00000002D35E.htm,
accessed 27 May 2005.

15 See Gilles Kepel, A l’ouest d’Allah, Paris: Seuil, 1994, pp. 322–5.
16 Jorgen S. Nielsen, ‘Islam, musulmani e governo britannico locale e centrale: fluidità

strutturale’, in J. Waardenburg et al., I musulmani nella società europea, Turin:
Fondazione Giovanni Agnelli, 1994, pp. 143–56.

17 See Philip Lewis, Islamic Britain: religion, politics and identity among British Muslims,
London: I. B. Tauris, 1994.
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beginning to have. In the 1981 Census, the group of children aged 6–15
in households headed by someone of Pakistani or Bangladeshi ethnic
origin was markedly more numerous than any of the older ten-year age
categories.18 Through the protests against Rushdie they, for the first time,
brought into the public sphere their own perspectives of how they see
themselves and their communities. This new process of self-identification
is more complex and variable than had been assumed to be the case
previously, whether among the governing authorities or among the
holders of power in the immigrant generation.19

But there is also an other dimens ion of the Brit ish envi ronment whic h
must play a role. In m any ways Britain did not share the mainlan d
Europe an experi ence of the cons tructio n of the nation -state. ‘Engli sh-
ness’, howev er it plays out, p reserves a conscio us memory of at least
some of the compo nent parts whic h went into its constru ction. This is
most obviou s in the marriage of An glo-Saxon an d Norman wh ich is a
theme in the pop ular tales of Robi n Hood and wh ich Sir Wa lter Scott
roman ticised in some of his novels in, among othe rs, the figure of King
Richard I. ‘Britishn ess’, in its turn , is a cons cious congl omerate of the
variou s so-cal led nation s of the British Isles , eve n though its relations hip
to the com ponent nations, above all the E nglish, remains complex and
mob ile. Whil e religi on did play a role in the form ation of some of the
nation s of Brit ain, es pecially in the centu ries-lon g strife over the place of
Roman Catholic ism in the body politic, there was never the founda -
tional identific ation of on e stat e with one religion which was cons tituted
elsewh ere in the se ttlement of Westph alia in 1648. 20 In fact, on ly the
followin g year the exe cution of King Charles I in the Cromw ellian
revolu tion sign ified the categ orical rejecti on of such a settl ement.
Britain, and above all E ngland, became mult ireligious . Inde ed, Crom -
well welco med Jew s back to the coun try some fiv e centu ries after they
had been expell ed by Edw ard I. Altho ugh Roy Jenkins did not primari ly
have the religi ous dimens ion of culture in mind when he made his 1967
stateme nt, 21 it is certainly an arg ument wort h consideri ng that his

18 Office of Population Censuses and Surveys, Census 1981: Country of Birth, Great
Britain London: HMSO, 1983.

19 This is discussed significantly in Gerd Baumann’s Contesting cultures: discourses of identity
in multi-ethnic London, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996.

20 Adrian Hastings argues that the religious dimension of, in particular, English
nationalism should be traced rather further back, well into the medieval period, and
its origins are almost quintessentially Christian; see his The construction of nationhood:
ethnicity, religion and nationalism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.

21 In fact, he expressed some doubts about his own principle when reflecting on the
Rushdie affair over two decades later.
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concept of ‘multicultural integration’ flows much more easily out of this
historical background than it does from the background of the post-
Westphalian princely state.
Can one undertake similar exercises with reference to other European

countries? Undoubtedly, although I will not attempt to do so in such
detail here. But it may be worth just drawing attention to the examples
of Austria and Spain, both countries where Islamic community struc-
tures have been afforded legal recognition within an existing system of
recognised religion status.22 Austria still has an extant memory of being
at the centre of a multiethnic and multireligious empire: recognition of
Islam in 1979 was legally a re-enactment of an earlier recognition which
had taken place in 1912 within the terms of the 1867 Constitution of the
Habsburg dual monarchy. The recognition of Islam in Spain in 1992
was not only a consequence of post-Franco moves to making the newly
democratic state neutral. It was also part of a conscious attempt to
reorientate Spanish national identity towards a more inclusive view of its
past and thence towards a more integrated place in the Mediterranean
region; the year of the recognition was not a coincidence, being the
500th anniversary of the fall of Granada and the end of Muslim rule in
the Iberian Peninsula.
However, there is another side to this discussion, namely the Muslim

one. While I take the view that the histories, policies and legal structures
of the various European countries impose varying constraints on the
way Muslim communities and individuals orient themselves, this in no
way means that Muslims have their choices dictated by these structures.
In fact, without going into details, it is fascinating to observe the many
different ways in which Muslims are constructing their sense of self
and community, their relations to the wider society both locally and
nationally, and imagining the directions they want to mark out for the
future. They range from positions close to full assimilation, with religion
and personal piety becoming limited to the private space (a position
apparently close to what Bassam Tibi sees as desirable), through various
forms of collective visibility and public participation, to various forms
of the assertive and even aggressive public separation characteristic of
certain radical extremist movements, at the edge shading over into a

22 The question of relations between the state and Islam is covered in Silvio Ferrari, ‘The
legal dimension’, in Brigitte Maréchal, Stefano Allievi et al., Muslims in the enlarged
Europe: religion and society, Leiden: Brill, 2003, pp. 219–54. For Spain, see further
J. Mantecón Sancho, ‘L’Islam en Espagne’, in R. Potz and W.Wieshaider (eds.), Islam
and the European Union, Leuven: Peeters, 2004, pp. 105–42. For Austria, see
M. Schmied and W. Wieshaider, ‘Islam and the European Union: the Austrian way’,
in ibid., pp. 199–217.
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willingn ess to use vio lence. Some years ago, I sugg ested a typo logy to
capture this vari ed spectrum:

1. One result of socia l marginal isation is a gro wth in youth activ ity on
the marg ins of the law. In the last few yea rs, Asian youth gangs, some
mobilisi ng Islami c symbo ls, have appeare d in certain dis tricts of the
main cities. One might call this the random retaliati on option.

2. A large propo rtion of youn g peopl e, es pecial ly in city district s with
major concentrations of Muslims, are finding security in a process of
quiet retrenchment within the family and clan networks of the com-
munity. The price of this support is loyalty to the collective norms of
the community in question. This option is one of collective isolation.

3. A not insignifica nt numbe r of young peopl e have been succes sful at
school and have gon e into furth er and higher educatio n. The y are
taking an activ e par t in the wide r ec onomy but are keepi ng this
strictly se parate from their hom e and commun ity lives, an option
which might be called limi ted participat ion.

4. Many youn g peopl e have, since the Ru shdie affair, beco me increas-
ingly invo lved in organ ising Musli m activ ities. A maj ority of such
organis ations are campa igning at local and nation al le vel for soci al
and pol itical spac e. Interna lly littl e attent ion is being paid to the
adaptati on of ways of life to the surrou ndings. This coul d be termed
the hig h profil e separa tion option.

5. A smaller b ut growing tendenc y is for groups of youn g Mus lims to
seek simult aneously to develop new cultural ways of being Muslim
while at the sa me time attempti ng to find ways of cons tructiv e par -
ticipation in the wider society : a high profil e inte gration option?

6. Finally there is a sma ll minori ty wh o have adop ted a progra mme, at
least in propa ganda if very seldom in impl ement ation, of radic al
Islamist polit ical acti on. This is the option of agg ressive actio n. 23

While m ost publ ic attent ion is directed to how these variou s trends
relate to the publ ic sphere and how they expr ess the mselves in the
context of the various polit ical events of recen t years, less is bei ng paid to
the internal deb ates ta king place. Here there is a range of p hilosophic al
and theolo gical discussio ns, which in m any ways remind one of the
debates which ran ged among Islami c the ologians in the formative per-
iods of the ei ghth–el eventh centurie s. In the pro cess of trying to explore
what it m eans to be an authent ically practising Muslim believ er in a

23 J. S. Nielsen, ‘Muslims in Europe: history revisited or a way forward?’, Islam and
Christian-Muslim relations, 8, 1997, 135–43.
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contemp orary Euro pean enviro nment, youn g Mus lims are agai n having
to work out principle s of faith, app roache s to te xtual herme neutics , the
nature and function of Sharı̀a, the role of religi ous authori ty for the
believer an d the commun ity, and their place in the uni versal commun ity
of belie vers, the umma h. This debate is b ut a small par t of a globa l
Islamic debate, one in wh ich Europe an – and Nort h America n – Mus lim
experience s potenti ally have som ething signifi cant to cont ribute .24 The
debate is wide and thoro ugh and compri ses not just the conservati ve or
‘fundame ntalist’ voices wh ich grab the headl ines but significant ‘liberal’
and ‘mode rate’ ones (mo st of whom woul d reject such lab elling). 25

But tha t intern al deb ate regularly comes under enormo us pressu re
from outside . The two -dimens ional worl dview s enco uraged particul arly
from Wa shington in the after math of the attac ks of 11 Septe mber 2001
(‘if you are not with us, you are agai nst us’) have made differe ntiated
discussio ns withi n the Muslim worl d extremel y diffi cult. The growing
number of voi ces seeki ng to develo p Islami c ide as of democra cy and
human rights – precis ely the ‘liberals ’ and the ‘moderate s’ just referre d
to – have been forced onto the defensive . I have persona lly heard some
of them bemoa n that it is now m uch more difficu lt to discuss democracy
in open forum without being accused of surrend ering to a US agend a.
A similar tone started eme rging from the UK gove rnment within a few
weeks of the Londo n bom bs of 7 Ju ly 2005. It was quite cl ear, an d was
confirm ed by leading polit icians to be so, that the alleged bom bers, who
attacked the Lon don transpo rt syst em that day and those who carri ed
out the faile d bombing s two weeks later, neither r epresented nor had the
support of the vas t majority of the Mus lim com munity – in fact the
identities of som e of them were pro vided to the police by family and
commun ity members . Despi te this, pressu re was very soon put on the
Muslim community as a whole to re-emphasise their commitment to
being British in ways which implied that their opposition to some aspects
of government policy, in particular UK involvement in the war in Iraq,
was potentially tantamount to treason. The effect in both instances has
been to reinforce traditional Western views of a monolithic, threatening

24 This potential contribution of Western Muslim experience is the theme of Tariq
Ramadan’s Western Muslims and the future of Islam, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004.

25 S e e , f or e x am pl e , on E gy pt i an t hi n ke r s, Ra ym on d W. B ak e r , I s l am w it ho u t fe ar : E g yp t
an d th e n ew I s la mi s ts , Cambri dg e, MA : Ha rva rd Un iv ersit y P ress, 2003; on
government, Gudrun Krämer Gottes Staat als Republik, Baden-Baden: Nomos,
1999 ; an d o n r e li gi o us mi no r it y r i gh t s, J . S. N ie l s e n, ‘C o nt e mp or ar y d is c u s s io ns on
religious minorities in Islam’, in Islam and Christian–Muslim Relations, vol. 14, no. 3,
pp. 325–35.
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Islam, and perversely to weaken the traditional internal pluralism of
Islamic thinking.

This take s us back to where I started . If the concept of ‘Eu ro-Islam’
can be prevent ed from fal ling into the kin d of restrict ed na rrow and
prescr iptive role, wh ich threa tens in some quarters, and an open and
plural conc eption of Euro pean Islam can gain the upper hand, then
there are more oppor tunities tha n res trictions. This opens opp ortunities
for both Islam and for Europe . Tariq Ram adan advocate s

a new and constructive posture which relies on a fine comprehension of Islam’s
priorities, a clear vision of what is absolute, definitively fixed and what is subject
to change and adaptation and, finally, an appropriate understanding of the
Western environment. The objective being to shape a European-Islamic identity
out of the crisis. Before disputing the secondary aspects of Islamic legislation, it
is thus imperative to protect the five elements constituting maqasid [objectives
of ] ash-Sharià : namely, Religion, life, intellect, lineage and property. 26

I am aware that Tariq Ramadan is, in some circles, a controversial
figure – for reasons which I personally think have mostly to do with wilful
misunderstanding of what he is trying to achieve and ignorance of the
tradition out of which he comes.27 But he is just the most well-known of a
growing number of Muslim intellectuals in Europe who are seizing the
opportunity of an open society to engage in the kind of profound
rethinking of Islam which the encounter with modernity provokes.28 For
Europe, the situation we are currently living through provides an
opportunity to escape from the sterile and too often destructive dimen-
sions of the nationalist heritage. The response from the extreme right in,
for example, Austria’s local and regional elections and in the French
regional and presidential elections, seems to indicate that they feel
themselves under threat from such a development.

But the opportunity s tretches further. Ke vin Robins has used the
te rm ‘interrupted identiti es’ to encapsu late the processe s which ta ke
place when a culture i s c hallenged to reinvigorate itself through the
encounter with another culture. ‘Hist ory i s created out of cultures i n
rela tion and interaction: interrupting identities’, s ays Robins.29 Nezar

26 Tariq Ramadan, To be a European Muslim, Markfield: The Islamic Foundation, 1999,
p. 101.

27 For more detail see my discussion in ‘New centres and peripheries in European Islam?’,
in B. A. Roberson (ed.), Shaping the current Islamic reformation, London: Cass, 2003,
pp. 64–81.

28 In a discussion with young Islamist intellectuals in Jordan in 1995, I was asked by one
what they might be able to learn from that much broader encounter with modernity
which young Muslims in Europe were experiencing.

29 Kevin Robins, ‘Interrupting identities’, in Stuart Hall and P. du Gay (eds.), Questions of
cultural identity, London: Sage, 1996, p. 82.
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AlS ayyad and colleagues take t his f ur ther in the context of disc ussing
urban spaces, arguing that t hese ‘b orde rl an ds ’ o r ‘thi rd p la ces ’ where
cultures and traditi ons meet are no longer the ignored zo nes of
tension and mingling b etween, for example, colonise r and c olonised.30

Rel ati ng t hi s e xpl ici tl y to the p os it ion of M us lims in E u r ope, he
proposes

that borderlands are no longer fragments anchored between two fixed and well-
defined places, and that sites of the in-between, such as the Third place, no
longer simply occupy the margins of the periphery. I now believe that the most
hybrid of places have moved firmly to the centre of the core . . . Muslim Europe
may be the new but quintessential borderland. 31

Give n the rathe r Dani sh atmo sphere to the begi nning of this paper,
I will conclu de with a stat ement from the Dani sh writer Vilhelm
Grønbec h (187 3–194 8), wh o died long before the developm ents dis-
cussed here too k place. It is quoted at the beginning of their conclu sion
by the fou r youn g Dani sh Mus lims ci ted earli er:

It is probably something which is repeated everywhere, that the most fertile
cultures come into existence where peoples meet. It is not the pure, unmixed
populations which dominate history, but precisely those populations, where
different peoples, different cultures and ideas have fused. 32
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