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These diagrams simplify the notions 
attributed to the 6 main aims and high 
imperatives of Islam. All religious 
obligations stem from them and fulfill 
their wisdom.

There is no point for example in focusing 
on the issue of the veil while women 
safety in the urban space is undermined 
and they are subject to harassment or 
even rape. And if a female baby is born 
and not granted the same opportunities 
in education, health and social respect 
then the aim of human dignity is not 
respected.

This requires that the aims of Islam 
be operationalised and re-defined in 
new terms that suit the modern context 
we live within as Muslim societies. 
And as we are the Umma bearing 
responsibility towards humanity we 
need to spread these notions and feel 
morally responsible for improving the 
quality and meaning of life within our 
boundaries and world wide.

This means that the struggle of Muslim 
women for equity and presence is very 
much linked with a struggle against 
the malaises of capitalism and global 
hegemony.

In an age where some nations feel 
free to consume goods as well as 
places and humans, humanity at large 
is threatened. Many Muslim nations 
suffer even more than others, and 
women pay the heaviest price and bear 
the heaviest burden.

At a certain point family was glorified 

in the Islamic discourse as the heaven 
in a heartless world. This is definitely 
true, yet the family itself is subject to 
penetration and manipulation by the 
market and the state, hence its members 
have to struggle for its safety and 
security, and this necessitates a struggle 
in the public space, civil engagement 
and global solidarity .

Muslim women have no choice but to 
run their struggle on different fronts, 
and manage the struggle in different 
capacities.

The struggle against traditions and 
cultures that hinder women from living 
as dignified and active human beings 
and full citizens has to be paralleled 
with awareness that seeking help from 
a modern authoritarian political regime 
has a heavy price. They should also be 
aware of the fact that the public sphere 
they are obliged to participate in as 
citizens is colonized  by the market and 
that its spaces have many contradicting 
faces.

The duty of reformation of Islam is 
matched by the duty of resistance to 
the capitalist hegemony and the re-
establishment of the democratic model 
of Madina in a different urban context. 
The re-mergence of Islam is bound 
by the shift of the model of Islam we 
want to re-establish from the Polis 
to the Metropolis, and this requires a 
conceptual and methodological Ijtihad 
within Islam in the filed of sociology, 
politics and economics beyond the 
dominant capitalist consumerist model. 
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Women’s issues are embedded in that 
context and cannot be solved separately 
or independently.

And if women in the early history of 
Islam contributed to the establishment 
of the Islamic model on all levels and 
even fought for it, it is their right and 
their duty to do that today. This is their 
Jihad, but not a Gender Jihad rooted 
in a feminist perspective, but a Tajdid 
Jihad rooted in a renewed vision of an 
Islamic future.

Operationalizing Islamic goals 
within modern spheres: Positioning 
the reform vision in its temporality.

While so much can be said about 
“Modernity at Large” and the hegemony 
it exercises, there is no doubt that there 
is a temporal necessity as well as 
obligation to place the six imperatives 
or high aims of Islam on the map of our 
age, without giving up on a struggle to 
change the relations of power towards 
a more just world. There is a need for 
modernity to be decoded and for the 
role of the theory of Maqasid - Aims 
of Islam in humanizing the anti-human 
potential in modernity to be fostered. 
Maqasid should be seen as developing 
and accumulating and unfolding in 
history , present and future.

Six dimensions in our age form the 
context within which these six aims 
should be positioned in order to change 
reality towards the highest virtue which 
is Justice  (Adl).

These 6 domains or spheres are 9,10,11:

1. The virtual.

In an age of science and technology 
we are witnessing the rise of the 
network society. The emergence of 
global agents and the parallel rise of 
a global civil society was facilitated 
by communications technology, in 
particular the Internet. Yet many 
questions can be raised across 
disciplines regarding the dialectic 
relationship between global civil 
society, women, reform, religion and 
the cyberspace.

Beyond information and 
communication, the cyberspace is a 
realm of virtual realities. It introduces a 
notion of time and space that is relatively 
new.  While virtual reality fosters the 
individuality of the Internet user, global 
agency promotes the logic of globality, 
the search for a universal common 
good and the sense of ‘being for’ 
peace, equality, and justice and against   
war, savage capitalism, violence, and 
so forth. The cyberspace as a space of 
flows, a placeless place where there 
is timeless time. Interdisciplinary 
research that explores the ontological 
and sociological implications of these 
developments could help build a new 
theory of the Virtual as much as it 
can help us develop global alliances 
occupied with women equity issues 
but realizing and asserting that in many 
situations imbalances and injustice 
are a reflection of deeper structural  
inequalities on the global level . 

Virtuality should not obscure the 
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need for activism. Place in the global 
public sphere has diverse historical 
genealogies. The virtual, the real and 
the historical are interwoven and 
dialectic. In this context a multicultural 
conception of global civil society defies 
the claim of the ‘end of history’. Only 
by realizing that women are different 
as much as they can share experiences 
and struggle together for global justice 
and peace that we can decide freely and 
with democratic consensus where the 
divergence takes place and where the 
convergence is inevitable. 

Virtuality, which is usually conceived 
as being instant and of the present, does 
not nullify the historical.  

2. The visual .

A new dimension of the social scene in 
the modern age we live in -locally and 
globally- is the rise of the ‘spectacle’. 
Visual messages and signals, 
pictures and images are increasingly 
becoming icons. They constitute the 
new vocabulary of the global age, 
transcending the barriers of language 
and culture. 

On the Internet the visual is the instant 
medium of communication. In the 
broadcast and print media film and 
photographs signal the global shifts, 
reflect the scale of disasters and 
convey people’s suffering, as well as 
their aspirations. Social movements 
are often triggered by an image that 
can catalyze action and social change 
– often more effectively than dutiful 
NGO campaigns .

Muslim women suffer from the image 
and the imaginary of who they are 
home and abroad. Reducing women 
to stereotypical images is the key of 
conflict. Cognitive impressions are, 
increasingly dependant on visual 
factors.

The media play a powerful role, not 
only as vehicles for disseminating 
images but as arbiters of how they 
should be perceived. The media can 
create a spectacle out of an image or 
trivialize its significance. When the 
mainstream media distort the ‘image’ 
of Muslim women as social agents, 
activists often seek to assert their 
‘presence’ by creating alternative 
platforms or seeking different avenues. 
Cyberspace offers a major public 
platform and access to a significant 
targeted audience, yet more has to be 
done on the ground and struggles have 
to continue to change power relations 
in reality.

In this context the woman’s body 
becomes a contested space and a 
central platform for visual signs and 
signals.  The physical appearance as 
well as body language becomes  a 
powerful medium of communication. 
The problem here is the potential of 
focusing on the spectacle rather than 
the action, which creates a false sense 
of achievement but does not change 
the structural relations that lead to 
injustice. 

This preoccupation with the visual 
also risks strengthening the modernist 
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centrality of physicality (place and 
body) at the expense of reason and 
intellect (developing theories and 
polishing discourses). This aspect 
of modernity has been neglected by 
critics, who often assume modernity 
is about reason only. It ignores the 
inevitable shift to physicality if reason 
is defined solely in terms of secularity 
and temporality, and any transcendental 
or historical dimensions are rejected. 

3. The vocal 

Societies manage differences and 
diversity by different tools , mainly 
language and conversations. These 
discussions do not aim necessarily to 
reach a consensus but to accommodate 
diversity in a soft and flexible manner. 
Coming from different cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds, women 
as agents engage in a process of 
‘negotiation’ to reach agreement and 
debate mutual concerns. In this context 
‘translation’ and ‘interpretation’ in the 
deep sense are inevitable, yet so little 
has been done to improve that level of 
communication.

One can raise many questions, such as 
how language is used and how it can be 
manipulated. If different actors  resort 
to the ‘secular’ language of- let us 
say- CEDAW, how far does that affect 
the power of opponents to express 
themselves in their respective native 
languages and discourses, and to what 
extent does that inhibit their ability to 
challenge globalism and to genuinely 
represent an alternative model or 

conceptual framework via democratic 
non-violent means. 

My concern is that the lack of 
democracy and the limitations activists 
face in the dominant authoritarian 
mood in many Muslim countries is a 
major obstacle facing the reform of the 
vision of women equity. Hence women 
need to be engaged citizens to make the 
democratic transformation possible so 
that the wider cultural changes would 
help their lives change. The voice of 
women has to be heard in deciding 
change in their societies (12, 13).

4. The virtuous

Virtues, values and morality are central 
to mainstream debates on women in 
the social domain.  Deciding what is 
essential, and how privacy and individual 
freedom can be guaranteed while social 
texture is protected and enriched in an 
age of rising individualism is at the 
heart of women’s issues. 

Noteworthy is to stress that the nation 
state was not only a political apparatus 
but, it was argued, a moral agent as 
well, moral accountability shifting 
from the individual and community to 
the state, with its legal framework and 
educational institutions. Rationality 
was gradually superseding morality; 
the result was a morality without ethics, 
subject to interpretations of narrow or 
elitist interest.

While the time factor is usually the 
urgent one to solve problems that seem 
immoral like honor killing or domestic 
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violence , driving NGOs to aspire the 
change of laws and the launching of 
programs, namely run the struggle on 
the level of ‘the politics of everyday 
life’, we should always consider time in 
terms of the longue durée too. Societal 
backlash, sometimes by women 
themselves, can waste achievements 
and gains, and relations should be 
changed but without losing the very 
social capital that would protect them 
outside the realm of the legal. Day to 
day politics is basically social rather 
than only legal or political.
The modernist condition of globality 
is characterized by multiple and 
overlapping moralities. Causes that try 
to bridge different cultural values and 
synthesize moralities into a humanist 
layer that is shared by all (yet retains 
distinct value systems) usually acquire 
moral legitimacy. Whatever the cause, 
there  are always ethical underpinnings. 
Muslim societies have webs of 
normative meaning. Mobilization 
takes place around values, identity 
and culture, and the investment of this 
‘moral capital’ to bring about change.
We should identify the spaces where the 
different codes can meet to investigate 
the moral questions raised by global 
concerns. How are civic virtues within 
the global public sphere formed and 
‘transformed’ through direct contact 
and negotiated public interests? And 
then how are they synthesized and 
advocated on the basis of moral and 
ethical values?  In its resistance to 
capitalism, war, abuse of natural 

resources, and its keen attempts to 
end violence against women, bring 
criminals of war to justice, and advocate 
corporate transparency, we can see how 
Muslim women draw on a rich moral 
discourse that is more relevant to the 
masses than ideological rhetoric. We 
should not undermine that.
The problematic relation between 
the individual and the collective (the 
private and the public) has ultimately 
moral implications as well. How can the 
absolute be advocated yet the relative 
and individual choice respected, 
protected and cherished 12,13 

5. The violent
Our age is an age of rising violence. 
The modernist secular promise that the 
privatization of religion would guarantee 
women freedom and equality was not 
fulfilled, and women were not happy 
either to see the returning religiosity 
in many examples attempt to make use 
of their cause to assert traditional non-
Islamic notions.
The blunt violence of some militant 
groups against women was met with  
resistance , sometimes applied to the 
Islamic frame of reference itself. This 
should not be the concern only of 
women’s movements but also a matter 
for socio-political comparative research 
that would contribute to the shift to a 
civil Islam that advocates social peace 
and active citizenship. 

6. The visionary 
Compared with  the social movements of 
the 1960s, there is now a more idealistic 
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aspiration, a more public-oriented 
discourse, and a more universal and 
culturally sensitive awareness. Women 
who seek justice and dignity have a 
vision, a vision that is not merely  a 
manifestation of a gender approach but 
embodies a vision and a  world-view as 
well. They feel more than ever capable 
of reshaping the structure and content of 
social relations.  
Through networks, mobilization, fair 
trade campaigns, alternative media and 
grassroots sustainable development 
projects, women can create spaces 
where sustainable development comes 
close to realisation. Although this is 
only on a small scale, the potential for 
the networks to grow and really make a 
difference in the long run is huge.  Here, 
active women, professionals, social 
movements and civil circles can integrate 
the needs and demands of women so that 
women can not only be empowered, but 
also contribute to the redefinition of what 
power is and how it should be exercised 
on all levels.

Conclusions

The overlap between these domains on 
the national and international level can 
be enriching, but it can also be hindering. 

While women need to be open to global 
concerns and agendas, they also have 
to develop their own local interests and 
decide their priorities 14,15.

A final remark is that women are not one 
entity, they can have different views and 
conflicting interests. Muslim women can 
also have different experiences in terms 
of culture and society (16). Democracy 
should be seen as the guarantee to giving 
the disempowered women a voice and a 
promise of a better life. 

In many countries the authoritarian 
regimes gave co-opted women  figures 
to help give the state a legacy it lacks 
through minor legal changes that are 
launched with major propaganda. This is 
a pretext and a façade to avoid making 
serious concessions to the democratic 
forces asking for a large scale long run 
change on all levels. Women can become 
in such a context agents of stagnation and 
despotism. This is what I label as “the 
feminization of authoritarianism” 17.

Hence it is important to stress at the 
end that unless women’s struggle 
for dignity is rooted in a progressive 
democratic vision of Islam, we risk 
loosing our compass.
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Lifting The Veil: 
Converts And Conversion 

Susan Carland

The story of my conversion to Islam is not overly thrilling. There was no wave that washed me to shore 
and saved my life after a heartfelt plea to an unknown God, like there was with Yusuf Islam aka Cat 
Stevens. There was no bolt of lightning, no booming voice. Instead, there was just years of questioning, 
soul-searching and investigation as a teenager that led me to embrace Islam at 19. And contrary to 
popular belief, I did not become Muslim for a man. 
To my knowledge, there are no other Muslims in my family tree; my family first came to Australia 
hundreds of years ago as convicts with the early British fleets.  I was raised in a relaxed Christian 
household and I went to church Sunday school regularly up to the age of 12, at which point I was 
allowed to choose whether I continued to attend or not. At 13, I was excited at the prospect of sleeping 
in on Sundays and watching music videos, and so gave away attending church with my parents. I still 
adamantly believed in God, but found the church I attended somewhat dull.  Even so, throughout high 
school, I was acutely aware of my belief in God. I remember feeling that this separated me from my 
classmates, most of whom proudly declared themselves to be atheist, without really knowing what this 
meant. For them, it was just another cool way to shun authority. 
I started to attend a local charismatic church in an attempt to find God in a more funky, youth-friendly 
environment. The people there were lovely, sincere, welcoming people, but my questioning just 
increased. Did I believe what I did because I honestly thought it was true, or just because it was what 
I had been raised to believe? I started to wonder about other religions, however, Islam was the last 
religion I was interested in. In fact, up until the age of 17, the only thing I knew, or thought I knew 
about Islam was the film ‘Not Without My Daughter’, a movie about an American woman married 
to an Iranian man who shows his true colors by turning into a crazy misogynist once they return to 
his homeland. I believed Islam to be a barbaric, sexist, violent religion that worshipped some strange 
pagan god, and was not interested in it in the slightest.  I remember seeing a Muslim woman wearing a 
headscarf walking down the street, a smile on her face as she happily swung her shopping bags. “The 
poor thing”, I thought. “Her cruel husband must make her dress like that. How awful!”
It was around this time, when I was 17, that I decided to take a break from the church. It was not so 
much that I was turning my back on Christianity, it was that I felt I needed to sort out what I believed 
for myself- I needed to find out what I felt was an objective truth, and not one tied up in feelings for my 
family and the wonderful friends I had made in church. All I knew was that I believed in God, whole-
heartedly and desperately, and wanted to be with Him, where ever He was. Maybe God was in every 
religion, maybe He was in none. I wanted to seek Him out for myself, as He seemed elusive and close 
at the same time. I made it my New Year’s Resolution to investigate other religions.
Susan Carland
Lecturer in the school of political and Social Inquiry at Mohash University- Australia, where she specializes in gender 
studies and sociology, and also a researcher for the Centre for Muslim Minorities and Islam Policy Studies at Monash 
University. Susan is currently completing her PhD, researching leadership challenges facing Western Muslim women.
In 2004 she was awarded “Australian Muslim of the Year”. 
Susan is a state-coordinator for the Train the Trainers Course in Dawah and Dialogue. She is married with 2 children.
E-mail: crooked_rib@hotmail.com 
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Despite my adamant disinterest in 
Islam, I seemed to keep stumbling upon 
it. I would turn on the television in the 
middle of the night in a fit of insomnia 
and find myself watching a program 
on Muslims. I would turn the page of 
a magazine and come across an article 
on Islam. Some of the depictions were 
positive, stimulating and uplifting, 
others just reinforced what I had already 
heard, with a bit more negativity thrown 
in for good measure. 

But my interest had been aroused. 
By now I was in university, and felt 
a greater freedom to really think 
about things for myself, and not be as 
concerned with what my peers thought, 
like I did in high school. I felt the sense 
of intellectual liberation that I needed 
to properly investigate such a weighty 
matter. I started going to Muslim 
internet chat rooms and nervously 
asked questions. Through this, I was 
put in contact with some of the Muslim 
women who were studying at my 
university who patiently answered my 
questions and let me tag along. By this 
stage I was reading whatever I could 
get my hands on about Islam. When 
I was supposed to be studying for my 
end of year university exams, I instead 
read my way through Riyad al-Salihin. 
In spite of myself, I was hooked. 

And I found that contrary to what I 
thought I knew about Islam, when I let 
the religion speak for itself through its 
traditions, scholars and holy text, as 
opposed to taking the words of tabloid 

journalists or appallingly behaving 
Muslims, I found a faith that was 
peaceful, egalitarian, socially just, 
and with a beautiful balance of the 
spiritual and the intellectual. In fact, 
Islam seemed to emphasise that an 
intellectual pursuit of God was a valid 
path of the devoted. Naturally, as a 
Western woman, the matter of women’s 
place in Islam was of great importance 
to me. After all, Muslim women are 
often viewed with suspicion, hostility, 
pity and down-right contempt in the 
West- was I ready to take that on? And 
what about the hijab? Was that really 
something I even wanted to wear? On 
and on I read. I also started speaking 
to more and more Muslim women, 
especially converts about these issues, 
as I figured that, moreso than books, 
they were the ones who could best 
tell me about the lived experiences of 
Muslim women and how they grappled 
with these significant issues.  

The more I learned about Islam, that 
more I realised how much it appealed 
to me on so many levels. But I was 
frightened. I knew my family would 
not be happy if I became a Muslim, 
especially my mother, and I did not 
relish the reactions of my friends.  I 
was also scared because I wondered 
if it were really true. What if it was 
not, and becoming Muslim would 
displease God? These may sound like 
insignificant issues now, but at the 
time, it was agonizing. All I wanted to 
do was the right thing, but how could I 
be sure of what that was? I felt caught 

Lifting The Veil
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in a painful and lonely place. And yet, 
with each passing day, I realised more 
and more that I believed in Islam, 
however fear of others had me in a 
spiritual paralysis. 

Eventually it reached the stage that 
I knew I was living my life for what 
others thought, and this was something 
I could not do anymore. I felt I had 
reached a place where all my most 
pressing questions had been answered 
and that whatever had not yet been 
sorted was not of the faith-shaking 
variety. There was no one moment of 
truth, where everything just snapped 
into place. Instead, it was more of a 
truth slowly uncoiling before me, and 
a realisation gently unfolding inside 
me. In many ways, it felt like my 
whole life had been leading up until 
that point, and looking back over the 
past 19 years, I saw many markers that 
had been prodding me in this direction 
without me even being aware of it. 

 I believed Islam to be true and I wanted 
to be a Muslim. I felt like a hypocrite 
and could not stand it anymore. I knew 
that I was really ready to take such a 
big leap of faith when I realised that 
even if my family kicked me out of 
home, my friends all dumped me, and 
I lost my job for wearing the hijab, I 
still wanted to convert. It was then that 
I knew I truly believed, as I knew I was 
prepared to lose everything to become 
Muslim. This is not meant to sound 
self aggrandizing; it is simply meant to 
illustrate that this was the point I had to 

reach within myself before I knew for 
sure I was doing the right thing. 

And so at 19 I became Muslim. I said 
my shahada over the phone to a convert 
friend, still unaware of even how to 
perform the salat properly. My mother 
cried when I told her, and things were 
extremely tense in our house for quite 
some time after that. I eventually had 
to move out of home, but I am happy to 
say that over time, things have healed 
beautifully between me and my family, 
and especially my mother, who now 
buys me headscarves as presents and 
sends me gifts for Eid. 

I thought at the time that making 
the decision to convert was the hard 
part, and that once I became Muslim, 
everything would be smooth sailing. 
However, I realise now that the process 
of converting was simply the first step in 
a long journey of joys and frustrations, 
elation and tears. I can honestly say 
that I do not regret becoming Muslim 
at all, but there have been times when 
I have lamented my membership in the 
Muslim community. While I can truly 
say that the most inspiring, admirable 
people I have ever met are some of the 
Muslims in my local community and 
that many of the Muslims I have met 
have been kind, wonderful people, the 
very embodiment of what a true Muslim 
should be, I must also say that, at times, 
I have found the Muslim community 
reaction towards converts to also be 
judgemental, scathing, self-serving 
and far from the welcoming, nurturing 

Lifting The Veil
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community I had been promised. I say 
this not as a general sort of complaint, 
but more as one coming from a convert 
aware of the ramifications that this 
can have, and as one that has heard 
similar reports echoed again and again 
from other Western converts of their 
experiences within the community. 
A number of Western convert writers 
have written extensively on this very 
topic, such as Dr Jeffrey Lang and J. 
Lynn Jones. And while my presentation 
will focus mainly on the experiences of 
Western converts, anecdotal evidence 
suggests that at least some of this 
reality is also experienced by converts 
who live in predominantly Muslim 
countries as well. 

Please allow me to reiterate once again 
that this is not intended to be a big, 
pointless whine, nor is it meant to be an 
attack on the ummah at large as utterly 
useless, maybe even damaging, when 
it comes to the treatment of converts. 
I believe the vast majority, if not all 
Muslims genuinely like and want to 
help converts but are either unsure of 
what to do, or are unaware that what 
they are doing maybe causing problems 
for the convert. Nor am I saying that 
all converts, Western or otherwise, 
will experience the issues I am about 
to discuss. Instead, I am addressing 
this because the lack of support and 
negative experiences many converts 
report experiencing in both the West and 
traditionally Muslim countries can and 
has led to very sad outcomes, including 
converts completely withdrawing from 

the community, and even leaving Islam 
all together. As Jeffrey Lang says in his 
book “Losing my religion”, “At least 
half of the American converts I have 
known ultimately apostatized and the 
greater part of those that have not, keep 
away from the community today.” 

It is also important to address this 
issue because converts to Islam have 
the potential to be an amazing asset 
to the ummah, as they have an insight 
into both the Muslim and non-Muslim 
spheres. The impact this insight has on 
dawah cannot be underestimated. And 
when I refer to dawah, I am not merely 
talking about teaching others about 
Islam in the hope that they themselves 
convert. Indeed, in Australia, I believe 
the most important form of dawah 
we can be doing at the moment is 
simply showing the wider Australian 
community that Muslim men are not 
all terrorists and that Muslim women 
are not all oppressed slaves. That is, we 
simply need to show the non-Muslim 
Australian community our humanity. 
This form of dawah, the humanising, 
bridge-building dawah, is far more 
critical in countries like Australia, and 
I would argue other Western countries, 
at this stage than  any other approach. 
People are not particularly receptive to 
your message of one God if they truly 
believe you want to kill them and their 
children. Converts also have a unique 
understanding of the real issues and 
concerns non-Muslims often have about 
Islam as they are often the very same 
concerns they themselves had before 
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they became Muslim. They know the 
symbolism certain things can have to 
non-Muslims, especially if they are 
from the same cultural group that born 
Muslims are sometimes completely 
unaware of.

So what is the problem? Why are many 
converts reporting such difficulties 
within the Muslim community? It is 
unlikely that all these people leave 
Islam because they were never really 
convinced about it in the first place. For 
the majority of converts, the decision 
to embrace Islam is a very profound 
one that they take incredibly seriously 
and at great personal expense to their 
relationships with family, friends and 
colleagues. And for many converts, it 
is also not a snap decision to become 
Muslim, but instead something that 
they have given serious thought to 
for quite some time. Yes, we all know 
about the brother or sister who read a 
verse of Qu’ran recited and embraced 
Islam on the spot, Sayidduna Umar, 
RA, being a prime example, but more 
often than not, it is a choice that is made 
after much deliberation. Thus, it is 
unlikely that these converts are leaving 
Islam again simply because they had 
not properly thought about the decision 
before doing so.

And considering how genuinely 
enthusiastic and happy for the convert 
most born Muslims seem to be when 
they see them take their shahada, it 
also seems somewhat baffling that 
these same converts would later report 

feelings of isolation and even exclusion 
from the Muslim community. And yet 
they do. 

But before we look more closely at 
some of the challenges facing converts 
to Islam today and why this seems to 
be the case, let us have a look at the 
snapshot of the typical Western convert 
to Islam as categorized by Lang. This 
is by no means a definitive list, nor 
will every convert exhibit all of these 
traits. Remember that converts come 
from myriad different educational 
levels, ethnicities, religions, traditions 
and socioeconomic backgrounds. 
They adopt Islam for a multiplicity of 
reasons from belief in the One God, 
to gaining a sense of spirituality, to 
be part of a community and so on, 
so it is impossible to completely 
generalize these characteristics to all 
converts, or the issues they face about 
conversion. However, I believe Lang’s 
categorization to be a reasonable 
attempt at classifying the many readily 
identifiable traits Western converts 
exhibit. About converts, Lang says:
“They are relatively young, between 
the ages of twenty five and forty. 
Idealistic. Self-sacrificing. non-
conformist. Periodically reclusive. 
Prefers the company of society’s 
disenfranchised. non-materialistic to 
ascetic in nature. An activist. Liberal 
to radical politically. College educated. 
Capable of sudden drastic changes 
in viewpoints. Very curious. Highly 
opinionated. Stubborn. Argumentative. 
Confident. Contemplative. Tends 
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towards rationalism as opposed to 
spiritualism in religion. Critical 
of others. Loyal to overzealous in 
commitments.” 

The problem is that some of these traits 
can work against an individual upon 
entering the Muslim community. For 
example, the perceived rampant sexism 
amongst Muslims is often in conflict 
with their liberal Western outlook, 
especially as many female (and some 
male) converts were feminists before 
converting. Also, the very questioning 
nature that brought these converts 
to Islam in the first place is often 
discouraged if not blatantly chastised 
once they become Muslim, as they 
are now seen as challenging practices 
and beliefs that many Muslims hold as 
divinely ordained.

Whilst there are numerous issues 
raised by converts as to the problems 
and disappointments they have faced 
within the community since becoming 
Muslim, there appear to be recurring 
themes that are raised again and again, 
both anecdotally and in published 
works. I have grouped these recurrent 
themes under the main headings of 
Unreasonable Pressures, Lack of 
Adequate Support, and Perception of 
Converts.

Unreasonable pressures
There seems to be a real problem 
within our community of insisting that 
converts turn into overnight sahaba . It 
is for this reason that myself, many of 

my convert friends, and converts who 
have written about this topic will often 
give examples of the last words of their 
shahada barely leaving their lips when 
they are bombarded with rules from 
the nearby Muslims that they must 
now adhere to. Never mind that the 
sister does not know how to pray, she 
is told she must get rid of all her old 
clothing, because it is too Western and 
thus unIslamic, and put on the hijab 
immediately. Or better yet, the niqab. 
Do not worry that our new brother 
Mike has only been Muslim for three 
minutes. He’s already been told he has 
to throw out all his music and get rid of 
his dog or he is committing a big sin. 
Other common instantaneous orders 
include: 

Telling●	  them they must leave 
their ‘haram’ job immediately. 
Such orders can be given even 
when the convert has no other 
source of income, they are a 
single parent, the ‘haramness’ 
of their job is questionable 
anyway, and when they are 
not being offered any practical 
alternatives. A similar approach 
is often taken with the new 
converts hobbies and past 
times, including photography, 
painting, dancing, and playing 
instruments- even classical 
ones. 
Telling●	  them to cut ties with 
their ‘kaffir’ families and 
preferably move out, because 
their families have wine with 
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their dinner, for example. 
Also, they need to cut ties with 
their non-Muslim friends.
If●	  they are already married, 
especially if they are a woman, 
that they must divorce their 
spouse immediately
If●	  they are a male, that they 
need to be circumcised. 
Pushing●	  them, especially 
convert women, into getting 
married as soon as possible. 

And the list goes on. Such demands 
are not only unreasonable, they are 
dangerous. We often expect brand new 
converts to start behaving in ways that 
we may have taken years to be able 
to do, or perhaps do not even manage 
ourselves. We push them to do (or 
not do) things that scholars have been 
disagreeing about for centuries, and 
thus make things unnecessarily hard for 
them. By expecting too much of them, 
too soon, the beauty of the religion 
that attracted them can very quickly 
become a terrible burden that is simply 
too much to be endured. By failing to 
recognise the enormity of what they 
are going through, and appropriately 
prioritising what is reasonable for 
them to achieve, we are causing them 
to drown in a sea of non-obligatory or 
non-urgent matters. After their shahada, 
prayer is the first thing they should be 
worrying about. Not their nail polish or 
the  pictures on their walls.

We also often unreasonably expect 
them to give up their culture and take 

on Arab, Subcontinental, Malay or a 
host of other cultures in the mistaken 
belief that this is somehow more 
‘Islamic’ than the original culture of the 
convert. Thus, brother Richard is told 
he must change his name to Riyadh and 
sister Sarah is told she should be now 
wearing shalwar kameez. 

Perception of converts
As a community, we seem to have 
a somewhat schizophrenic attitude 
towards converts. 
On the one hand, we like them because 
they make us feel good about ourselves 
and our faith. We love converts 
because in many respects they help 
us buttress our own iman and affirm 
our own belief. After centuries of 
Western domination in political, social 
and economic spheres the fact that a 
Westerner leaves his or her religion for 
ours verifies for many of us the ‘Truth’ 
of Islam. Western converts help boost 
our moral and as such are often seen as 
‘trophies’ for many of us. 

And yet on the other hand, they are 
often made to feel that they are never 
‘full’ Muslims, that no matter how long 
they have been Muslim, they are still 
somehow inferior to born Muslims, 
in practice or knowledge. I know of a 
sister who has been Muslim for more 
than twenty years. She has travelled 
the world giving lectures on Islam and 
written numerous important texts on 
the topic, and is extremely well known. 
And yet even today, she is still stopped 
by born Muslims and asked if she is 
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aware that Islam is based on 5 pillars! 
This is not uncommon. I have been 
asked to recite verses from the Qu’ran 
to prove I was really Muslim, as the 
people I was with could not believe 
that I really knew enough to pray. 
This was after I had been a practicing 
Muslim for years. Such encounters are 
degrading and condescending. How 
would anyone here feel if I asked them 
to recite some Qu’ran for me to prove 
their Muslim-ness, or if I informed 
them that Islam was based on 5 pillars 
because I assumed that they simply 
could not be aware of this. Obviously, 
it would be quite insulting. And yet 
converts as a group report being overly 
corrected, even on matters that do not 
require correction, by born Muslims 
over every little detail, no matter how 
long they have been Muslim, no matter 
what their level of knowledge, and 
irrespective of the level of knowledge 
or practice of the born Muslim insistent 
on ‘educating’ them. As one convert 
asked me, “When do I stop being seen 
as the convert, and start being seen as 
a Muslim?”
The other predominant perception 
we seem to have towards converts in 
the West is highly unflattering, and 
that is that all Westerners have loose 
morals and led lives of debauchery and 
impropriety before embracing Islam. 
Aside from being quite offensive, it is 
also simply untrue. While, yes, there 
may have been some converts who 
led a rather rock-star existence before 
taking shahada, many of them already 
had a strong moral compass which 

governed their behavior pre-Islam 
and in fact facilitated their embracing 
of the religion in the first place. Such 
an assumption can then also lead to 
negative judgments about why they 
converted in the first place. I know of 
a convert woman in Australia who, 
upon entering the mosque for the first 
time to take her shahada, was bluntly 
interrogated by one of the sisters there, 
“So, which of our brothers are you 
doing this to marry, then?”. When you 
consider what so many converts have 
gone through to embrace Islam, such 
a crude suspicion is understandably 
extremely offensive and hurtful. 

Lack of adequate support
Lastly, there seems to be a real lack of 
adequate support in place for converts 
to Islam. One of the biggest concerns 
for converts is the reaction of their 
family and friends , and it is sadly 
common that they face the very real 
threat of having to move out of home 
upon telling their family about their 
new faith. They often also fear how 
they may be treated at work, especially 
women who wear the hijab. It seems to 
be quite common to respond to converts 
very real fears about such matters by 
telling them they just need to have iman 
and that they need to choose between 
Allah and their current situation. 
Such comments, while no doubt well 
meaning, are entirely unhelpful if that is 
all that is offered and gives the convert 
little more than a case of guilt to take 
away with them. Offering practical 
help, as well as validating the concerns 
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that the converts have, and offering 
alternatives, is very important. Often, 
all that is needed is a sympathetic ear.
Not only do we not really have many 
formal structures in place to help them 
should they find themselves on the 
street, but we also do not have adequate 
emotional support in place. Converts 
often tell of how excited everyone 
was when they first took their shahada 
at the mosque, but how quickly those 
same people disappeared in the weeks 
and months following their conversion. 
Often, they said, this was the time when 
they most needed assistance.
Often, converts’ complaints of 
unpleasant treatment by the Muslim 
community happens at the one place 
where they hoped they would be 
welcomed and accepted- the mosque. 
This is not a scenario unique to the 
Western convert experience. A good 
friend of mine is Chinese Malay; his 
father is a convert to Islam. When his 
father went to the main mosque here 
in Malaysia and told the people there 
that he wanted to come in and take 
his shahada, they refused to even let 
him in the door and told him he had to 
leave. Convert writers such as J Lynn 
Jones have spent quite a bit of time 
covering the often unfriendly, even 
non-existent reception that converts 
often receive at the mosque, especially 
women. Convert women report being 
shouted out, criticised, and worse, 
simply ignored  by both other women 
and men, the first time they nervously 
entered the mosque. Often they report 
leaving in tears. 

The ramifications of mosque 
inclusiveness is paramount, as Jones 
says,
“Not only are an unknown number 
of new and potentially new Muslims 
(of which the majority are women) 
turned off Islam because of the chilly 
or non-existent reception they receive 
at the mosque, but, in not providing a 
place of welcome or inclusion, these 
women are routinely denied of the 
only place in a non-Muslim society 
where they can get any support and 
sense of belonging. When you consider 
the fact, in the majority of cases, 
convert women are the first souls out 
of literally thousands of ancestors to 
embrace Islam, this is injustice and 
short-sightedness in the extreme. The 
simple fact is, the mosque is often the 
only island of safety and belonging a 
woman can find. If she is unmarried 
and isolated, where else can she feel 
a sense of community and support in 
the difficult path she has chosen? And 
if she is married and a mother, where 
else can she take her children to show 
them they are a part of something big 
and vibrant, that Islam and a devotion 
to God is not just something practiced 
in isolation, but among thousands of 
others just like them?”
I believe we needed to be looking 
at conversion as an act of hijra, 
or migration for the faith. Indeed, 
converts are making hijra from being 
lost to guidance, from jahilliya to 
hidaya. And this is a profound process.  
So what is the best way to help them 
with this process? I believe the answer 
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can be found in the sunnah. For the first 
category of unreasonable expectations 
of converts, we can look to how Allah 
revealed Islam.  Allah  in His divine 
wisdom did not send the whole religion 
down on one day. Instead the complete 
message of Islam was reveled gradually 
over a period of 23 years. The Prophet 
taught almost nothing but tawhid for 13 
years.  Alcohol was not banned all at 
once, but over three stages and several 
years. So why do we expect new 
Muslims to be fully practising Muslims 
as soon as they convert? As a rahma, 
Allah did not expect the companions 
of the Prophet SAW, who were the best 
of generations, to change everything 
overnight, so why such mercy should 
not be extended to converts today? 
We have to ask ourselves if a new 
Muslim is struggling with their five 
daily prayers, should we really be 
emphasising him or her to use a miswak 
instead of a toothbrush? Or telling 
someone to eat with their hands instead 
of using a fork?
It is also baffling that we expect a 
cultural conversion to go hand-in-
hand with the new Muslim’s religious 
conversion when we have a clear 
example to the contrary in the Prophet 
Muhammad  . Bilal the Ethopian 
and Salman the Persian kept their 
pre-Islamic names with the blessing 
of the Prophet  . The only record 
we have of him ordering a convert to 
change their name was when it meant 
something blatantly unislamic, such as 
Abdul Messih.
Telling a convert they must change 

their name really hits at the heart of 
their identity and self. Also think of 
the ramifications of this convert then 
telling their parents, who are likely 
to be struggling with their child’s 
decision to convert that the name they 
thoughtfully picked out for the birth 
of their child has been replaced. Of 
course, there are converts who actively 
wish to take on a new name upon their 
conversion, and see it as symbolic of 
the new start in their life, however there 
is a big difference between someone 
doing this through self-determination 
and someone being made to feel that 
they must. 
There is also no religious imperative for 
a man to now start wearing Pakistani 
clothing, or only eat Arab food, or for 
a woman to dress like a Syrian or have 
a wedding that goes for 5 days. Again, 
if this is something the convert wants 
to do, by all means, carry on. But when 
they are being mistakenly told that 
doing so is somehow ‘Islamic’, and 
that their old culture is ‘unislamic’ is 
where the problem lays, and also lead 
to a feeling of being in a cultural no 
man’s land, where they no longer feel 
they can be part of their old culture, and 
yet their new culture seems foreign. 

In terms of our perceptions of converts 
as perpetually ignorant or forever of 
a less enlightened level of Islam than 
their born Muslim brothers and sisters, 
let us remember the best of generations, 
the companions of the Prophet. The 
vast majority of these people were all 
converts, and contained such spiritual 
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giants as Abu Bakr as Siddiq,  , 
Umar ibn al Khattab  and Khadija, 

 .
So, what can we do, practically?
•	 Show that there are more than one 

way of doing something and that 
is okay. There are differences of 
opinion in Islam and often there are 
two or even more ways of doing 
things and both maybe correct

•	 Offer support programs or mentoring 
programs with other Muslim 
converts on how to deal with family 
and social issues

•	 Avoid emphasising unnecessary 
practices too early on, such as 
marriage or even hijab. Putting too 
much pressure on converts can lead 
them to give up and leave Islam all 
together. Remember, it is better to 
be a weakly practicing Muslim with 
the intention to take on more in the 
future than no Muslim at all.

•	 Offer them a staged and supportive 
system to lead them carefully from 
one stage to the next in the adoption 
of new practices and understanding

•	 Constant reassurance and friendship 
to help mitigate against the often 
antagonistic friends and family they 
have to leave behind in the process. 
This should include practical 
assistance in these areas, too. For 
example, in Sydney, an organisation 
has been started that even provides 
free temporary accommodation for 
converts no longer able to live at 
home. They achieved this through 
fund-raising and actually managed to 

purchase a house just for this purpose. 
When the house is not being used for 
emergency accommodation, it acts 
as a drop-in centre for converts and 
people interested in Islam to come 
and receive advice, assistance and 
friendship. 

•	 Spiritual discussions – as this is often 
the most important part of their new 
life – a genuine and sensible spiritual 
faith to inspire and assist them

•	 Acceptance and recognition of their 
own culture and background

•	 Programs for born Muslims on 
how to deal with converts and new 
Muslims. Most Muslims genuinely 
like and want to help converts but 
are either unsure of what to do, or 
are unaware that what they are doing 
maybe causing problems for the 
convert. 

•	 Have induction programs for new 
Muslims on how to negotiate the 
Muslim community

Converts are crucial to the development 
of an indigenous Islam that is conducive 
to the Western context. They have 
cultural capital of the societies in which 
they live, access to a broad network of 
family and friends and the ability to 
bring the message to people that would 
not have normally mixed or come into 
contact with Muslims. 
Not only do they offer important dawah 
potential, but they are our brothers and 
sisters in Islam, and for that reason 
alone deserve our support, assistance 
and respect.
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