Public debates about Islam in Europe

Why and How ‘ Immigrants’ became ‘Muslims’

Premise: conceptualising otherness

The 20th century could be defined from the point of view of Western thought the ‘age of the Other’. The entire history of contemporary philosophy, from phenomenology to existentialism, right up to Ricoeur and Lévinas, is actually a reflection and a continual re-conceptualisation of and about the ‘Other’, and the identity-alterity polarity. Psychology, from Freud onwards, has made us familiar with the idea of the ‘other’ as a mirror of the self, making us see the other’s gaze as a constituent element of our own identity — without which we cannot exist, or find it difficult to define ourselves. 

And all modern anthropology, as opposed to “missionary” ethnology (which supported conquest and colonisation with the idea of “the white man’s burden”), is based precisely on the recognition of the other as such, on the acceptance of the other’s identity and on an appreciation of the other’s diversity, leading us to search for it and also to safeguard it: recognising that the loss of cultural diversity, far from being a victory of “progress”, is in itself negative.

Sociology has gone through a significant curve of development. It was tempted from its beginnings and right up to the great functionalist syntheses by the urge to catch all of society in a single coherent model — an approach that might be called conceptually authoritarian and that had the effect of emphasizing tendencies towards increasing uniformity. Soon, however, it found itself having to measure up with the figure of the ‘other’: above all the deviant, the individual who deviates from norm and normality, the outsider. This caused many of the great classical sociologists — in particular Simmel, Sombart, Schütz, and then Park (who had followed Simmel’s courses and who influenced the Chicago school with his personality), Elias, and others), has continued to persuade many contemporary sociologists, to study precisely the figures who actually threw the idea of uniformity and homogeneity into its greatest crisis, and thereby implicitly questioned the very idea of the system as in itself unitary, uniformizing and stable. The ‘figures of alterity’ that have had a major significance to social theorizing and have been properly conceptualised have been above all ‘internal’ foreigners, the members of various types of minorities within society: historically the Jews, then members of ethnic and religious minorities, and successively also minority figures defined otherwise: think today of certain interpretations of sexual minorities, for example, the ‘cosmopolitan type’, and finally immigrants. 

We could stop here: the ideal type of the other, the most recent, the most studied, for a long period has in fact been that special type of foreigner that is the immigrant — seen usually as a worker and often in Anglo-Saxon sociology (much less in the Continental one) through the lens of race relations. 

For many years the analysis in migrant studies (which is quite rightly contested) has passed through various kinds of reductionism. Initially immigrants were seen only as homo œconomicus, reduced to a labour force, interacting with the ‘host’ society through the economic consequences of their presence (effects on GNP or unemployment rates, the Welfare state, etc.). Successively research broadened out to include the other consequences of being ‘main d’oeuvre’: the arrival of men, with all the complexity of their needs, their expectancies, their social and religious practices, their appurtenances. And then, later, the discovery of the gender dimension of immigration: not only men, but women, families, and with them children, the “discovery” of the second generations, and their problematic specificities. Following on this, the dimensions of mixité: conjugal, but also more generically cultural, with which the concepts of hybridisation, métissage, creolization, made their way into the field of study, proposing and opposing a different analytical point of view, more attentive to the dynamics of change than to those of cultural continuity. 

Why are religious categories so salient today in the study of migrations?

The Other, the locus of difference: the deviant, the foreigner (internal or external), the immigrant; and today the Muslim. A path that has unravelled in the course of the decades and which in particular has transformed one category into the other, through a semantic shift and a selective perception of not little importance, which corresponds only in part to real changes. 

If in fact right from the years of the post-War reconstruction and the economic boom it was the category of the immigrant that prevailed, from the 1970s on, and in a more decisive manner afterwards (with many differences according to the country and the respective migratory situation), the Muslim has become increasingly visible, due to a variety of reasons. 

In central-northern Europe the turning point came in the 1970s when, following on the oil crisis and the consequent economic crisis, immigrants as well as ‘host’ societies began to realise that they would have to consider their presence in Europe as no longer transitory, but definitive (Nielsen 1992, Dassetto 1996). In Southern European countries the situation was different. Italy, Spain and others became countries of immigration only in the 1970s after having had for centuries a tradition of emigration. For them the change was even more dramatic and more rapid. They too passed through the stage of sole ethnicisation of immigration (perceived on the basis of the countries or areas of provenance). But the stage of Islamisation of immigration, to use a deliberately strong expression, came more quickly, and already with the first generations, even before any need for a second generation towards which they would feel the need to transmit their cultural and religious capital.

Why has the situation changed? 

There are internal reasons connected with the world of migrations we have already seen. Then there are reasons connected with the emergence of Islam as a disruptive element, also on the symbolic plane: as a global geo-political actor (from the local crises connected with Islam (Afghanistan, Algeria, Bosnia, Palestine, Chechnya and many others) up to transnational Islamic terrorism and the impact of the terrorist attacks upon the Twin Towers, and then, still in the West, the attacks upon Madrid and elsewhere); as an instrument and interpretative category (from Lewis and Huntington onwards, in a very widespread literature, above all in its more popular versions); as a social and political actor of ever greater importance also in the countries of origin of the European immigrants. 

But there are also long-term reasons, internal to the European West, which not only have to do with Islam but more in general with tendencies of religions as a whole.

The last thirty years in particular have led to a radical transformation of the religious ‘field’ in various European countries, which have become more and more plural religiously. These changes took place in a period during which the presence of religion in the public sphere was, in contrast to earlier periods in the recent history of Europe, experiencing a resurgence (Casanova, 1994) — for reasons connected as much with processes of globalisation and their cultural consequences as with the effect of media visibility that only had in part the same origins. 

It appears that in public discussion Islam has taken on a crucial role among other religions precisely because it represents, or at least is perceived to represent, the most extreme case of traditional religion, resisting to be exclusively relegated to the private sphere. The debate on Islam, with the historical and symbolic overload it carries with it, reassumes and in a certain sense takes the place of a discussion about the ‘pluralisation’ that has taken place and continues at an increasing pace, but that is not at all understood and even less digested, metabolised, by the social body. 

How and when immigrants became Muslims 

In the last thirty years, as we have seen, a new element of reflection and a new analytical point of view have burst on to the scene, privileging reflection of a cultural and especially of a religious nature. Immigrants are increasingly seen as Muslims, rather than as workers, students, parents, children, etc. In other words, society tends to define them by their (pre-supposed) identities rather than by their social roles. Thereby the category of diversity, but also those of otherness if not extraneousness and even (as a consequence that is sometimes theorised) incompatibility are being re-introduced in situations where they were from other points of view such categories had lost sense. Think for instance of the second generation, no longer are immigrants and who in fact are less and less ‘other’, less and less different – but who, when “Islamised”, may well become ‘other’ again, different and even extraneous.

This is a debate that was born outside academia and social research: in debates that are invading the public space, in politics, in the media, in certain religious considerations, in popular essays. But elements from the public debate have entered sociological praxis and analysis as well. This was at first perhaps as a reaction to the virtual absence of attention to the cultural and religious element in migration studies, both in the socio-economic and in the race relations approach. The next incursion was as a path of research: it may be said of much research on European Islam that at a certain point not only the sociological debate began to enter but also that of the wider public, a sign of an already mature interest. Lastly, social research has not been immune to the more deleterious aspects of contemporary debate, which infused it with subtle but potent forms of xenophobia.

The literature that sees the Muslim as different, the ‘other’, at times the enemy (mostly extra-sociological, it must be said, even if there are exceptions) is spreading, together with the research that just makes Islam its subject of research and its fieldwork. Lately however, at least at the level of the wider public, the first seems to be getting the better of the second. 

One of the paradoxes of this situation is that today, when we find ourselves in a not-simple moment of transition between an Islam in Europe and an Islam of Europe (with signs already of the construction of a European Islam), it seems that the situation of the Islamic presence could be synthesized with this slogan: substantial integration, conflictual perception. Substantial integration – no different for Muslims in its positive and negative aspects than for other immigrants, with their successes and failures that we cannot attribute to religious factors – is what we see in the workplace, in school, in many districts. Perception of conflict is what the cultural (and sub-cultural) debate reveals, in one part of the media, in the political world, but also in parts of the cultural and religious establishment.

On the one hand we have the relative ‘normality’ of immigration, on the other the exceptional nature of how it is perceived (which is not found in similar forms and modes with other immigrations, even if they are not less “other” that the Islamic one in respect to European history).

Naturally, in this process of demonising Islam, a more general process of social construction of fear plays a crucial role, which is part of that more general transformation of our society into a “risk society” (Beck, 1992). A fear whose general meaning is now a “long-term tendency” of the contemporary West, from which many draw advantage, and whose specific anti-Islamic aspect is also creating advances in political and intellectual positions, and included concrete economic profits (think of the media, or anti-Islamic libels: a literary genre that is selling very well, much better than any dialogue about civilisation or religion).

Reactive identities

In this phase, in which the interpretative paradigms (also those of common discourses, not only scientific) are still weak and little attested, identity conflicts and reactive identities are emerging: that is, identities that are such only in opposition to someone else. We find them today in Europe among the very many people who on the political and intellectual plane have been rediscovering their Christian roots ever since the Muslims have been present, and in opposition to them, perhaps through controversies over religious symbols, as is the case in Italy of those over the crucifix and in France the hijiab (and it is symptomatic of this identity reactivity that these positions are often found again, even more vociferous, among declared atheists  – think of the Oriana Fallaci case, or Michel Houellebecq – than among believers). But we find reactive identities also among Muslims who have rediscovered their roots, manifesting them through customs that many of them had broken with since their arrival in Europe (ranging from attending the mosque to the insistence on the hijab itself and as far as self-segregation in ghetto-communities). The same use of self-definition, on the part of Muslim immigrants or immigrants’ children as well as of the autochthonous population in terms of “community” is part of this process: as if they were really so, as if there were only one, as if all the members of the supposed community actually belonged to it, or adhered to it, or recognised themselves as part of it. A good example of reactive identities is presented by the conflicts over Islamic symbols in Europe (see Maréchal, Allievi, Dassetto and Nielsen, 2003).

Workshop Topic and Interests

Starting from a thematic discussed in an earlier Mediterranean meeting workshop (The Production of Islamic Knowledge in Western Europe, 2003), we should like to analyse how it has happened that the discussion on the presence of immigrants has progressively shifted towards identification by religious allegiance, especially for those of Muslim cultural background. In this respect, we want to study the role of the different actors in the host countries (intellectuals, media, politicians, established churches, etc.) as well as Muslim actors themselves (the religiously committed as well as the indifferent) in shaping this presently dominant interpretative frame.

There has been a considerable amount of research on Muslims as immigrants in Europe, and on the institutionalization of Islam in Europe. More recently there has been an increasing interest in the religious beliefs and practices of Muslims in Europe and on then question of the emergence (or lack thereof) of specifically European forms of Muslim religious practice. A number of broad research orientations can be distinguished in the sociological study of Islam and Muslims in Europe. One current of research has been comparative, either in the sense of making comparisons between processes and institutions in different European countries or between immigrants of different national backgrounds. Another frequent approach has been to study the presence of Muslim populations in one particular local environment, or in a specific country. A third kind of research includes the study of a specific ethnic or national group, in some cases with part of the research conducted in the countries of origin. Only rarely has a synthesis of the different processes at work been attempted, on a more general level, by specialists who have attempted to describe different implications of the presence of Islam in Europe. In very rare cases, the synthesis has been the outcome of a collaborative research project (Maréchal, Allievi, Dassetto and Nielsen, 2003). 

In any case, most of the relevant research to date has focused on the Muslims themselves, in many cases also analysing their interrelation with European societies. Integration has routinely been studied as a process that immigrants undergo (or reject) rather than as one of social change in society at large. Very little research has focused on the other side of the processes of integration. The same can be said about the politics and policies about Islam in Europe, and the impressive quantity of social work related to its presence. 

In this workshop, we wish to focus on the under-studied topic of the responses of the ‘autochthonous’ populations to the Muslim presence and more specifically on the debates in which the non-autochthonous are increasingly framed as Muslims and are ascribed certain beliefs and attitudes claimed to be inherent in Islam. We feel that we urgently need to understand the ongoing processes of polarisation and framing of minorities (as well as the various responses of those minorities). The sense of urgency derives from concern about a possible upsurge of xenophobia but is also one of sociological understanding. 

Specifically, we wish to invite papers on cases of conflict and clashes, public debates, and public opinion concerning Muslims and Islam in individual countries. Specific foci of interest can be, for instance: 

— (autochthonous) intellectuals and Islam, 

— the churches and Islam, 

— other religious minorities and Islam, 

— the political parties and Islam, 

— the media and journalists and Islam, 

· Muslims (intellectuals, converts, social actors) and their use of Islam in the public space.

As we have done with in the occasion of our previous workshop direction at the Mediterranean Meeting (Van Bruinessen and Allievi, forthcoming), we intend to publish a book on the subject, if the quality of the papers will allow that.

Stefano Allievi and Martin Van Bruinessen
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