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Questioning ‘Muslim Identity’ in London
Last year I brought a class of undergraduate sociology students to a mosque in London as part of a course I teach entitled, ‘Religion and Identity’. After taking off our shoes and donning scarves out of respect, the female students and I were hosted upstairs by a woman, wearing a Niqab, to the small section of the mosque reserved for women. As a class, our goal was to learn about the history and evolution of one of the largest mosques built in the UK, and to enquire about the contemporary role it plays for Muslims and non-Muslims in London. My students were from all over the world, including Romania, Bulgaria, Poland, Turkey, Nigeria, Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Iran, Thailand, the United States, and Germany. Prior to class, several of my Eastern European students, who described themselves as ‘religiously unmusical’, said how much they were looking forward to this particular visit. At last, one commented, they could get to the bottom of Islam and finally understand what Muslims are all about. 

Once seated in the women’s section, our young host took off her face veil, welcomed us to the mosque and proceeded to give us an introduction to Islam and the wider Muslim community. She spoke articulately and with great certainty about how true justice and peace in this world are achievable, only if Islamic law is fully and rigidly put into practice. Society, she noted, has become corrupted and degenerate, and there is a great need to go back to the sources of Islam to repair the damage. She went on to say that the majority of Muslims in the world are misguided; particularly Shi’as and Sufis, whose doctrines and practices are not really Islamic at all. She held conservative views of the family, gender roles and issues of sexuality. The way she identified with Islam was uncompromising and singular. As the Eastern European students were fastidiously taking notes - not wanting to miss out on a word – I observed the other students, particularly those from Muslim backgrounds, becoming visibly frustrated and glancing at each other in disbelief. 

Our host, promulgating a contemporary form of Salafism,
 was respectfully bombarded with questions. ‘How can you define who is a true Muslim and who is not?’; ‘Who has given you the power to judge others beliefs, religious or otherwise?’; ‘Your interpretation of Islamic law obviously stands above state laws. Are you embedded in any society?’; ‘Do you consider yourself a British citizen?’; Why do you wear a Niqab when it’s not allowed to be worn in Mecca? Unwaveringly, she answered the questions and continued to promote a conservative programme of purifying Islam from cultural influences, stressing the need for self reform and the re-Islamisation of the Ummah. 
The Eastern European students, who were tired of the host’s moral superiority and perplexed by the questions and answers, diverted the rest of the questions to their cohorts from Muslim backgrounds. The conversation that followed brought to life the heterogeneity of Muslim identities and practices. A few of the students identified themselves as Muslims, but felt the spirit and values of the faith matter more than the rules and the rituals. Some pointed out that Muslim traditions are unconsciously interwoven into their daily practices and provide the framework for ceremonies such as weddings and funerals, while others described their distaste for organised religions and said that religion is a private matter. A student from Iranian background (born and raised in London) said she and her family were estranged from her Shi’a background and felt that it has been manipulated and tainted by the Islamic government in Iran. Interestingly, several said they have been thinking more about their religious traditions and practices, and lack thereof, after leaving their home environment and gaining exposure to other cultures and religious practices.

This led to a more general discussion on the sources of power that shape religious identity and the ways in which these influence and are influenced by other markers of identity, including gender, class, nation, ethnicity and personal subjectivities. It became clear that our host and the students from Muslim backgrounds had some elements in common, such as diet and holidays, but they did not share specific patterns of behaviour and identified with different social and ethnic groupings. Whereas our host felt that the students wrongly gave priority to worldly matters over religious values, the students spoke about the different ways they reconciled and negotiated their sense of self with various identity positions, and how it was more or less challenging depending on where they were and who they were with.  

The experience at the mosque demonstrates some of the problems with mutually exclusive notions of identity that consider certain identities as fixed and singular. Although insightful, demonstrating the heterogeneity of Muslim belief and practices across and between cultures, the discussion led the students to much harder questions on the appropriation and reappropriation of identity formation. How do we approach and conceptualise the diversity of Muslims identities? What are the processes that shape cultural production? What happens when personal identity has been made insecure by change occurring within the social forms they had known? How do these trends affect personal development and or the way in which groups find and express their identities? 

Key to understanding identity formation is exploring the intersecting processes which foreground the conditions that shape cultural production, and the inevitability of hybridised identities. In other words, attempting to understand the ways in which social groups, at various historical conjunctures, contend and compete with material changes and overlapping themes such as: urbanisation; migration; colonial encounters; and local/global integration (and stratification) of networks of capital, communication and cultural contact. What is fascinating is to examine the ways in which groupings shuffle and reshuffle their multiple identity positions in order to achieve coherence in light of these prevailing socio-economic circumstances. 

It’s not easy to approach, however, as the range of sources that identities are derived from, such as nationality, ethnicity, social class, community, gender, and religion, are huge and vague topics to penetrate. This becomes even more challenging when trying to tap into the nuances of hybridisation. Drawing on a distinction made by Mikhail Bakhtin, between ‘intentional’ and ‘organic’ hybridisation of languages, the anthropologist Pnina Werbner points out that cultural identities may be grasped as ‘porous, constantly changing  and borrowing, while nevertheless being able to retain at any particular historical moment the capacity to shock through deliberate conflations and subversions of sanctified orderings’.
 Whereas ‘intentional’ cultural hybridisation is more reflexive and potentially used to resist and transgress normative orders and power hierarchies (e.g. the Muslim identity promoted by the host at the mosque), ‘organic’ hybridity conceptualises the inevitable, and often unconscious processes of cultural exchange and transformations (e.g. the process explained by the students from Muslim backgrounds, who have unknowingly married multiple identities). My research has aimed to build on such approaches that provide a more inclusive and nuanced investigation of identity formation and negotiation.
 Taking a bottom up approach has allowed me to interrogate the complexities of the practices and cultural formations, revealing how local identities are forged and empowered in relation to social forces across and between national boundaries that are reconfigured across time and place.
  
Working out ways of being Iranian Shi’a Muslim’s in London
I became particularly interested in issues surrounding religion, nation and migration when I started my research in 1995 on Iranians who left Iran during and after the 1979 revolution. I found that the particular circumstances that Iranians came across in British society and the ongoing relations with networks that stretch across the wider Iranian diaspora must be analysed in light of the changing socio-economic and political backdrop in Iran. Although I did not plan on concentrating on religious identity at the onset, it became clear during my first set of interviews that Iranians from different socio-economic backgrounds were grappling with questions surrounding their cultural traditions and practices. Similar to the discussion carried out by the students at the mosque, conversations pivoted around the many different interpretations of Islam, including the brand of Islam being purported and implemented in Iran by the Islamic government and the ensuing debates on the position of Muslims in Britain at the time. Iranians, both practicing and non-practicing Muslims, articulated that their religion/culture was being misrepresented both by the regime in Iran and number of Muslim leaders (mainly from South Asian backgrounds) who were effective in shaping the popular, political and academic discourses on Muslims in Britain. 

During this period there was also an increasing awareness of the need for facilities and figures of authority to cater to Iranian customs and religious traditions such as wedding ceremonies, significant dates on the Shi’a Muslim calendar, funeral arrangements and so on. These circumstances created a discursive space for Iranians to discuss and debate the meaning and authenticity of Islam and the status and practices of Muslims living in Britain and beyond. In addition to the media and cultural arenas discussed above, emerging viewpoints were produced, expressed and embodied in a number of Iranian religious spaces, such as woman-only religious gatherings, Sufi orders, religious charity groups, and mosques. I also examined Iranian Christian Churches which consist of former Muslims who are now Born Again Christians. The fragmentation and diversification of Iranian Muslim religious gatherings and the various outlooks generated by the corresponding leaders reveals the complexity of the constructional process in which individuals engage as they confront the tensions between different definitions of belonging and differentiation. 

Focusing on such specific practices demonstrated how some Iranians come together to think through, and question, different interpretations and practices of their traditions. Women’s gatherings, for instance, became a local domain for some women to talk about the diverse positions developing in different social scenes in London and Iran. Looking at Sufi orders and the Iranians Christian church also showed how local experience also becomes intertwined with the preservation of traditions that are often constructed to characterise a return to a legitimate, great, pure, and authentic Iranian past – spaces of convergence for some Iranians to transcend negative stereotypes of Muslims and Iranian. They were places to rebuild the foundations needed for customs and cultural forms and increasingly to help manage their international families, who live in and between London, Tehran and beyond.  
Although I focused on religious practices - work, education, the arts, poetry, comedy, charities and civil society groups are all mediums through which Iranians have endeavoured to strike a hybridised balance of their Iranian, British and other identity positions. Overall I have found that preserving aspects of Iranian culture and adaptation to British society are both processes at work. 

What was established in my research, and what the students from Eastern Europe learned that day at the mosque, is that religious identity can not be treated as a singular and isolated cultural phenomenon. Understanding both individuals and groups who have found coherence in multitudes of identities, and those who construct and prioritise an identity that transcends the very notion of cultural embeddedness, will not only help give us an idea of who we are, but how we relate to others and to the world we live.
� For a summary of the Salafi view, see ‘An Introduction to the Salafi Da’wah’, on <http://www.qss.org/articles/salafi/text.html>


� Werbner, p. 2001. ‘The Limits of Cultural Hybridity: On Ritual Monsters, Poetic License and Contested Postcolonial Purifications’, Journal of Royal Anthropology Institute, NS vol. 7:133-152.


� See writers such as Gilroy, P., Hall, S., and Bhabba, H., who rightly challenge essentialism and set out to de-couple ethnicity from culture, nation, race and nature. By invoking concepts such as ‘hybridity’, ‘new ethnicities’ and the ‘third space’ such approaches strive to blur the boundaries between insiders and outsiders and promote a new vision of justice which gives primacy to difference, local knowledge and heterogeneity. Please note that I believe that the efficacy of these concepts depends on how they are measured and guided by research. There is also a danger in the politics of identity of assuming that by fusing ‘two’ identities, such as ‘British Muslims’ will necessarily destabilise existing hierarchies. This could inadvertently prevent other alliances from forming which could improve the conditions of marginalised groups. Another problem with this type of approach is that it seems to focus mostly on the movements of intellectuals, artists, and political activists and assumes that everyone else in the margins is able to (and wants to) celebrate the fusion of old and new identities.     


� For more discussion on this approach see writers such as Zubaida, S. and Asad, T. 





