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Abstract 

This dissertation explores the phenomenon of “religious doubt”, which has 

emerged in recent years as a pervasive concern in American Muslim communities and 

discourses. The dissertation takes a two-pronged approach: an analysis of American 

Muslim public discourses, and an ethnographic analysis of Muslims in Boston.  Firstly, I 

analyze how the growing sense of a “crisis of faith”—and a framing of people’s 

ambivalence, uncertainty, and doctrinal dissent as a problem of “doubt”—can be traced 

to the convergence of American secularity and Muslim discursive constructions of 

“faith”. Secondly, through the narratives, reflections, and exchanges of my ethnographic 

interlocutors, I examine how faith and doubt are experienced and navigated by 

individuals. Through my attention to lived experience, I argue that there is a far more 

ambiguous relationship than has been generally assumed between two distinct senses or 

dimensions of “faith”: on the one hand, people’s mental conviction in authoritative 

doctrines; and on the other hand, a more general sense of religious commitment, as a 

moral-devotional relationship and aspiration. Standard assumptions about religion 

typically operate with a deeply intellectualist and reified model of religion that 

presumes a thoroughly heteronomous subject. Such models assume a linear movement 

in religious subjects, from mental conviction in the foundational claims of a religion, to 

assent in the myriad doctrines and precepts presumably demanded by the religion, to a 
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commitment to live faithfully in accordance with these doctrines and precepts. What my 

ethnography ultimately highlights, however, is that people live out their sense of faith in 

a far more complex and messy fashion, such that their moral and devotional 

commitments to Islam do not so neatly line up with doctrinal affirmation in the way 

these linear models of religion assume. Finally, I argue that what is central to people’s 

navigation of faith is personal experience and experiential knowledge, which serve as 

the inescapable prism through which conviction, judgment, knowledge, and 

commitment are shaped.
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1. Introduction 

I sat with my wife Saadia and our friends Amin and Nureena for a late brunch at 

The Friendly Toast, a very busy and “hip” diner in Cambridge, a few blocks away from 

the world-renowned MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology). Surrounded (and at 

times distracted) by the restaurant’s somewhat “funky” and “vintage” art pieces (such 

as blown up images of 1950’s advertisements), our conversation took on a slightly more 

serious tenor than that of the décor and vibe around us. Speaking over the loud buzz of 

restaurant activity, our conversation carried us organically from concerns about privacy 

in the digital age, to the challenges of activism and social change, the seeming 

impossibility of achieving justice, the tension between abstract theology and concrete 

religious practice, and the relation of Islamic ethics to broader secular norms and values  

This last subject led us—perhaps inevitably—to a discussion of gendered norms 

in Muslim traditions and communities. As the discussion began to unfold, I quickly 

sensed the direction things were going and pulled out a pen and stray sheet of paper 

from my backpack. I asked shyly if they would mind if I jotted down some notes about 

our exchange. They waved my question away, more engrossed in the conversation at 

hand than the oddities and anxieties of my ethnographic practice.  

Responding to troubling concerns over sexist or patriarchal aspects of tradition 

that had been brought up, Amin explained that he thought that the Muslim scholars of 

the past did the best they could in their time. Nureena cut him off. “I don’t think so.” 
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Amin was somewhat taken aback. He didn’t know Nureena too well, so I wondered if 

the fact that she covered her hair in conventional ḥijāb gave him different expectations of 

her attitude towards such issues. “You don’t think they did the best they could to 

understand these things, in their own context?”   

“No, I don’t,” she responded flatly with a wry smile, exuding her characteristic 

aura of confidence and authority. “They were clearly biased. They were men, and they 

interpreted things in ways that were beneficial to men.” She went on to give her 

assessment of communal discourse around such issues: “We’re just not honest with 

ourselves—we try to get around the issues, rather than just calling it for what it is. We 

should just say it’s wrong.”  

Nureena went on to explain how she just generally does not go to mosques these 

days because of issues like these. Since moving from Pakistan to the US for work a 

decade earlier, she had tried to attend local mosques intermittently, but generally found 

the spaces inhospitable. She said she had actually walked out of Friday sermons and 

community lectures on a couple occasions. “It’s painful and humiliating as a woman to 

have to put up with all this stuff,” she asserted. “And on top of that, the khuṭbas 

[sermons] are really bad.” Saadia joined in at this point, agreeing with her in particular 

about the sermons. “These days I feel like khuṭbas are supposed to be a test of my ṣabr 

[patience]!” she laughed. She often poignantly expressed her disillusionment and 

frustrations with the community’s religious discourse and practices in exchanges like 
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this, particularly in light of her preoccupation with her own scholarly investigation into 

the gendered assumptions in Islamic legal discourse.   

Curious to hear more about their thoughts on the subject, Amin asked at this 

point what they saw as the problem with Friday sermons. “I’ve been asked again 

recently, after a long time, to deliver khuṭbas,” he explained, “but I want to try and make 

it more interesting and beneficial.” In the midst of explaining some of her 

dissatisfactions, Saadia mentioned the frustration she felt with the fact that “there are 

only men’s voices up there,” echoing some of Nureena’s earlier comments about women 

having no place in the mosque. “It’s like God only wants men’s voices to be heard from 

the pulpit,” Saadia asserted. Amin’s facial and bodily reaction spoke volumes. With a 

sheepish smile and raised eyebrows, he shrugged his shoulders and put his hands up. “I 

don’t know what to say about that!” he exclaimed in his characteristically soft-spoken 

way, coupled with a perplexed laugh. 

The conversation didn’t immediately focus on female access to the pulpit, as 

Nureena and Saadia went on to talk about how the sermons they did find inspiring 

tended to utilize the power of personal narratives and experiences, rather than limiting 

themselves to authoritative scriptural and scholarly discourses. A few minutes later, 

however, the conversation came back to the issue of female-led sermons and prayers, 

when Amin asked about the basis for the position permitting women to lead men in 

prayers. Saadia (who, as I mentioned, is herself a scholar of Islamic law) briefly 
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explained both the widely discussed ḥadīth (prophetic report) on the topic, as well as the 

position of some early prominent jurists.1 Amin found it hard to believe that this was the 

case, as it was contrary to everything he had been told about the issue.  

Nureena jumped in at this point, reiterating her earlier point, provocatively 

arguing that there were things “left out from the Sunnah [prophetic example]” because 

it was “men who were teaching and passing down tradition.” This claim struck a nerve 

in Amin. Though he maintained his characteristically mild composure, his response 

displayed more exasperation than was typical. “So why stay Muslim, then, if that’s the 

case? I don’t get it. Didn’t Allah say that He’s going to preserve this dīn [religion]?” 

Amin asked. Nureena didn’t answer his question, but instead continued to challenge his 

claims about tradition. After a minute of back-and-forth exchange along these lines, 

Nureena ended up turning Amin’s question around on him, essentially posing the same 

challenge to him of why he would see himself as Muslim. He responded defensively:  

Look, like I've explained it before, it’s complicated. It’s a matter of belief for me, 

not rationality. I’ve looked around and explored things, and decided that this is 

the best and most perfect path for me. And this is the interpretation of the 

religion that I’m coming with. And then it’s a leap of faith. I’ve leaped to Allah 

and the Prophet and the Quran. 

 

                                                      

1 Elawa and Silvers, “‘I am one of the people,’” discuss both the ḥadīth on the female companion Umm 

Waraqah as well as the position of al-Ṭabarī and other early jurists. For an analysis of this particular ḥadīth, 

see Brown, Misquoting Muhammad. Saadia sent the latter reference to Amin in a follow-up email after the 

conversation, per his request.   
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Speaking more about this particular “interpretation of the religion that I’m coming 

with,” he insisted that there must be certain things that are simply set in stone and can’t 

change: “As an individual, a lay person, I can’t make such a big break with tradition.”  

 At this point, I began to interject to try and clarify that this need not be a matter 

of non-specialist individuals making such determinations on their own. “You can’t 

maybe, but scholars and experts can,” I started to say, but Nureena also jumped in at the 

same time, stating the opposite. “Yes, you can!” she said forcefully: 

You can! We’ve crippled ourselves by thinking that we can’t ever depart 

from 1,400 years of tradition. We can never separate ourselves from what 

scholars have said in the past. There’s only one thing that’s absolute in the 

religion: lā ‘ilāha illā Allah Muḥammadan rasūl Allah.2 Everything else is up for 

debate. 

  

“I don't know about that,” Amin responded simply.  

As the discussion tapered off, Amin expressed a desire that things remain 

“simple”, focusing on basic spiritual practice and devotion, without too much 

convoluted intellectual controversies. Saadia responded by explaining how many 

women she has come across who feel that they are losing their connection with Allah, 

that they can’t have faith, because they are made to feel inferior by dominant religious 

discourse. Amin was visibly moved by Saadia’s comments, responding soberly that this 

was “deeply saddening” and that “we have to do better as a community.” Later that 

                                                      

2 The foundational declaration of faith in Islam, meaning “there is no deity but Allah and Muhammad is the 

messenger of Allah.” 
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day, I checked in with him to make sure he had not felt cornered by the three of us. He 

responded: “I wasn’t uncomfortable. I just felt funny about always defending the 

orthodox perspective, and feeling not good enough for it personally—I’m a work in 

progress and my imān [faith] is something very fragile right now.” 

* * * 

I begin my dissertation with this exchange not because it is remarkable in any 

special way, but precisely because of how representative it is of many conversations 

with friends and interlocutors during the two years of ethnographic fieldwork that I 

conducted in the Boston area.  

 Most centrally for the purposes of my dissertation, the foregoing exchange 

highlights what is generally referred to as the pervasive phenomenon of “religious 

doubt” in American religion. The contestations over tradition and correct doctrine that 

we see in this conversation exemplify the kind of ongoing debates and conflicts in 

American Muslim communal discourse. Such debates are closely associated with a 

widespread sense that religious doubt is leading to a “crisis of faith.” Amin and 

Nureena represent two poles of this perceived problem, as they highlight different 

dimensions of what is meant by religious doubt: while Amin clearly expresses feelings 

of uncertainty and ambivalence in various ways, Nureena, on the other hand, is seen as 

questioning “orthodox” understandings of Islam and thus doubting the essential tenets 

of the religion. 
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This dissertation analyzes such experiences and discussions of doubt, 

uncertainty, ambivalence, and questioning, about both the particularities of Islamic 

doctrine as well as “belief in Islam” as such. As the four of us in the anecdote that I have 

described above illustrate, many American Muslims today fundamentally experience a 

firm sense of faith-commitment alongside consistent questioning and doubts, critique 

and dissent from authoritative discourses and communal norms, and assertion of their 

own individual understandings and intuitions. How is this complex terrain of doubt, 

conviction, and commitment experienced and navigated by individuals? What are the 

conditions and considerations through which people grapple with these conflicts and 

ambivalences? And what does this tell us about the very nature of “faith” or “belief”, 

particularly in the context of Islam as a minority religion in a secular 21st century United 

States? 

My dissertation thus makes several fundamental contributions. These stem from 

two basic theoretical aims of my project. The first aim is to offer a theoretical account of 

“secularity” at the micro-level of individual people’s experiences: that is, what is it like 

for individuals to hold religious commitments within the socio-cultural conditions that 

we can describe as secular? Or alternatively, how does an understanding of this socio-

economic condition help us better understand people’s experiences and discourses of 

doubt? My second theoretical aim, therefore, is to offer an account of the nature of 

religious “faith” among Muslims, particularly as it is manifested under the conditions of 
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21st century American religion. Through this two-pronged theoretical exploration, I also 

offer a complex picture of a cluster of crucial concerns, pressures, and debates within 

American Muslim communities, such as: the imperative of justifying religious doctrines 

and traditions, the nature of religious authority and interpretation, and the boundaries 

and nature of religious tradition.  

1.1 Overview: Doubt in American Islam 

It is widely presumed that the secular condition of modern society produces a 

fundamental attitude and experience of skepticism, doubt, and uncertainty towards 

religious beliefs. Although the more simplistic expectations of secularization (in which 

modernization inevitably leads to the decline of religion) are now largely dismissed as 

erroneous,3 there remains a prevalent sense in which secularity produces a fundamental 

transformation or challenge to the experience of belief. That is, secularization is seen as 

undermining confidence and certainty in religious conviction and faith. According to 

influential accounts such as that of Peter Berger, Wilfred Cantwell-Smith, and Charles 

Taylor, belief in the secular condition is experienced as an uncertain option, a choice or 

decision that each individual must constantly reaffirm in the face of competing claims.4 

Religious doubt is thus understood to be the dominant default stance of the modern 

secular condition. 

                                                      

3 For a brief overview of this “decline of religion thesis” and scholarly critiques and revisions, see Casanova, 

Public Religions, 25-35. 
4 Berger, Sacred Canopy; Berger, Heretical Imperative, 16-17 and 33; Cantwell-Smith, Believing: History of a 

Concept; Taylor, A Secular Age. 
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In the contemporary United States, an ever-increasing rise of religious 

disaffiliation over the past few decades is generally perceived as the clearest evidence of 

such pervasive religious doubt. According to recent studies, about one in five Americans 

now mark “none” when asked about their religious affiliation. This is even more 

pronounced amongst the younger generation of Americans: among adults under thirty, 

one in three identify as unaffiliated.5 Thus even if religion is not destined for extinction 

as classical secularization narratives have assumed, the “monopoly” of “organized 

religion” nonetheless does seem to have been significantly undermined in certain ways.6 

And this trend of religious disaffiliation is generally understood to be fundamentally 

linked to the rise of doubt, skepticism, and disbelief. I thus begin in Chapter Two with a 

historical and theoretical mapping of how I understand the condition of “secularity”, 

and its relation to these concerns with doubt and belief.  

Given such trends and pervasive discourse about skepticism and doubt in the 

American public, it is no surprise that discussion of a “crisis of faith” has likewise 

become pervasive in American Muslim communities and discourses. As American 

Muslim communities are part and parcel of the fabric of American religion, the popular 

notion of a secular challenge to religious belief is increasingly common in Muslim 

communal discourse. As I trace in Chapter Three, this concern with doubt has emerged 

                                                      

5 Taylor, and Pew Research Center, The Next America, 127. 
6 Casanova, “The Religious Situation,” 260. See also Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion. 
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in recent years as an important preoccupation in much American Muslim preaching.7 As 

my own personal experiences, interpersonal exchanges, and scholarly engagement with 

the discourse around doubt have developed over the past several years (while this 

project was being conceived), the public discourse in American Muslim communities 

has likewise expanded exponentially. As I have tried to express in the anecdote above, 

Saadia and I have a personal history with these issues, and these, in turn, inform our 

approach and concerns. Our familiarity with the dilemmas and challenges—through 

personal experience, interpersonal exchanges, as well as public discourse—makes us 

sensitive to how discussions about Islamic doctrine and tradition impact people’s sense 

of faith and conviction. 

 That said, both the anecdotal vignette narrated above, as well as my analysis that 

follows in Chapter Three suggest that what the “crisis of faith” or problem of “religious 

                                                      

7 One relatively recent and illustrative example of such discourse is the advertising framing for a course 

taught by the AlMaghrib Institute, titled: “No Doubt: God, Religion and Politics in the Modern World.” The 

messaging begins with a question highlighted in prominent font: “CAN’T HELP BUT THINK YOU ARE 

LOSING YOUR RELIGION?” It then goes on to pronounce:  

“We are living in an unprecedented era of pressure and confusion leading to even balanced middle-ground 

Muslims having doubts in nearly every aspect of their religion – from its theology to its politics to its rulings 

to its values […]. 

Western Muslims live in a 'liberal', 'secular', 'humanistic' society. Modern trends such as feminism, and calls 

to respect sexually alternative lifestyles, are now the norm. Can Islam change to adapt to some of these new 

trends? Or must we oppose any and all change? Where is the line where the religion has been watered 

down too much and we start to lose our faith as a result? […] 

This is not random marketing talk but rather a sample of actual real questions that we receive from many 

Muslims who are struggling, and the numbers are far more than we imagined. People feel embarrassed to 

ask formally about doubts which touch the core of their personal faith and belief in Allah. 

But from now, there will be no more embarrassment. No more ignoring the elephant in the room. We’ve lost 

way too many people along the journey as they capitulate to the pressure and doubts.” 

http://almaghrib.org/seminars/islamic-theology/no-doubt#.WUQ4V2grLIU  

http://almaghrib.org/seminars/islamic-theology/no-doubt#.WUQ4V2grLIU
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doubt” actually refers to can be rather ambiguous. At times, the concern seems to be the 

threat of “leaving Islam” entirely – abandoning belief, practice, and identity altogether. 

At other times, the concern is with a lack of intellectual certainty about foundational 

claims about the “truth of Islam”—was Muhammad really the Prophet of God? Is the 

Qur’an really the word of God? At other times, the notion of “doubt” seems to be more a 

matter of questioning or challenging specific doctrines in religious tradition or scripture 

that are seen as essential to the religion and thus indisputable. Or it might be a matter of 

being generally detached from, and disillusioned with religious practice and/or 

community. 

 The anecdote that I began with subtly highlights each of these different senses of 

religious doubt. Amin’s pressing question to Nureena expresses an awareness of the 

possibility of “leaving” Islam in the face of cognitive dissonance: if Islam as we know it 

does not authentically represent God’s true guidance, then why “stay Muslim” at all? 

And his own response to that question—relying on the notion of a “leap of faith”—as 

well as his comments about the fragility of his īmān, further allude to his past 

experiences with uncertainty about the foundational truths of Islam, despite his firm 

commitment and conviction on another level. On the other hand, Nureena’s 

disenchantment with religious communities and authorities seems to exemplify what 

many have in mind when referring to the phenomenon of religious doubt. This is 

coupled with her willingness to question anything in religious tradition aside from the 
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basic declaration of faith, in contrast to Amin’s insistence that there must be basic 

elements of doctrine and practice that are set in stone and cannot change. 

 Beyond merely highlighting some of these different manifestations of doubt, the 

exchange also underscores the ambiguous (and politicized) nature of claims about 

doubt. In this conversation, who really represents the problem of “religious doubt”? The 

way doubt is conceived in most popular discussions by the American public and within 

Muslim communal contexts, Nureena (along with Saadia) would generally be taken to 

be the person exhibiting religious doubt in this situation. Given that she challenges the 

“orthodox perspective” (as Amin puts it) and questions the presumed “essentials” of 

faith, it would seem that she exemplifies the growing “crisis of faith” among American 

Muslims. From another angle, however, it is important to note that Nureena does not 

express any uncertainty or ambivalence about her own positions. Instead, she is actually 

quite confident and secure in her dissent from authoritative communal discourse and in 

her convictions about what God and Islam truly demand. Such complexities reflect what 

the philosopher of science Michael Polanyi has argued about the equivalence of doubt 

and belief. Polyani asserts that talk of doubt very often “merely implies an attempt to 

deny the belief” in question, and affirm another in its stead.8  Doubt in this sense is thus 

about moral-intellectual dissent from that which is presumed to be the normative (or 

“orthodox”) center. 

                                                      

8 Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 273. 
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 This “contradictory doubt” (as Polanyi puts it) is distinct from the kind of doubt 

that Amin displays in this conversation. Although he is invested in “defending the 

orthodox perspective,” Amin expresses significant ambivalence, uncertainty, and 

tension at various moments in the conversation. While he is committed to a certain 

authoritative discourse on Islam, he is also sensitive to and thus struggles to negotiate 

the ethical concerns that challenge such discourse. He also alludes to his very self-aware 

decision to make a “leap of faith” in the face of rational uncertainty (a narrative I discuss 

in depth in Chapters Four and Five). Amin thus represents a different sense of “doubt” 

than Nureena, one that centers the experience of ambivalence, ambiguity, tension, and 

uncertainty. Thus while doubt is increasingly a central preoccupation in American 

Muslim religious discourse, conversations such as described in my account above 

highlight the ambiguities and stakes involved in identifying “doubt” and seeing it as a 

“crisis”. The exchange also helps us begin to see the ambiguities inherent in the notion 

of belief or faith (as I discuss in more depth later in this chapter). 

The conversation also highlights the centrality of contestations over religious 

tradition, authenticity, and authority in such discourses about doubt. The disagreements 

between the four of us revolved around a set of related concerns: How fixed or 

malleable are Islamic doctrines? How far can we depart from the determinations of 

“tradition”? Who has interpretive authority in determining what “Islam says”? How 

much authority should be granted to the autonomous judgments of individuals? What is 
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one required to accept by “believing in Islam”? Much of the discourse around religious 

doubt emerges from such concerns over authenticity and authority.  

More specifically, this conversation illustrates the way in which debates over 

gendered norms are arguably the most pressing and hotly disputed in contestations over 

tradition. It is precisely on such issues that the most sensitive conversations about doubt, 

ambivalence, and uncertainty often emerge. Concerns about gender thus play a very 

central role in the public discourses I trace, as well as in my ethnographic interactions 

with communities and individuals in Boston. As Juliane Hammer points out, “gender 

has become part of ‘mainstream’ discourses among Muslims worldwide rather than the 

concern of a few privileged or activist women. Debates about authority, authenticity, 

and tradition cannot meaningfully take place any longer without taking gender issues 

into account.”9 

The conversation focuses in particular on the debate over female-led prayer, 

which in recent years has become one of a handful of issues that defines and divides the 

American Muslim public into opposing “camps”. The stance one takes on this specific 

issue has, in many ways, come to stand in for where one falls among the competing 

hermeneutical and normative paradigms in American Muslim communities. As the title 

of Hammer’s book aptly suggests, the 2005 Friday prayer led by Amina Wadud was 

much “more than a prayer”. Hammer states: 

                                                      

9 Hammer, American Muslim Women, 11.  
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On March 18, 2005, Amina Wadud, professor of Islamic studies, gave the 

Friday sermon to a mixed-gender congregation and subsequently led the 

same congregation in Friday prayer in New York City. While it was not the 

first time a Muslim woman led men and women in prayer, it was a highly 

publicized and highly debated act of religious, political, and symbolic 

significance. The 2005 prayer, itself part of a larger trajectory of events, 

debates, and developments, focused and changed existing intra-Muslim 

discussions and reflections on issues ranging from women’s interpretation of 

the Qurʾan, leadership, mosque space, and religious authority to gender 

activism and media representations.10 

 

Over a decade later, the significance of this incident has not died down, as it continues to 

reflect deeply divergent approaches to Islamic legal tradition, communal authority and 

leadership, gender norms, and social justice concerns more broadly. This was clearly 

illustrated quite recently in a “viral” social media controversy, following a Facebook 

post by popular preacher Yasmin Mogahed critiquing Wadud’s prayer. This generated a 

contentious round of renewed attention to the issues surrounding the religious 

permissibility of the prayer (such as whether Islam and feminism are compatible).11 

Issues such as this are reflective of the highly contested and fragmented nature of 

religious normativity in American Muslim public discourse (particularly in the age of 

social media). The complex religious normativity, in turn, reflects the competing claims 

and constructions of “organized religion” in the broader American public sphere. What 

does it mean to believe or have faith in a particular religion? Is it up to individuals to 

define their own understanding of religion, or must their understanding be defined by 

                                                      

10 Ibid., 1. 
11 Mogahed, “On March 18, 2005”. 



 

16 

authority and tradition?  Should religions evolve and adapt to contemporary norms and 

values, or are religious traditions something that remain stable in the face of otherwise 

constant cultural fluctuations? These concerns with authority, interpretation, tradition, 

and doctrine are taken up in detail in Chapter Six.  

My dissertation takes the religious terrain of competing normativities, and claims 

to authenticity, as a given (drawing on the foundational work of other scholars12), and 

analyzes how individual Muslims navigate this terrain and respond to the doubts, 

uncertainties, and ambivalences that arise in the face of an array of conflicting 

discourses. That is, I analyze how individuals experience and make sense of faith and 

belief in the face of tensions with authoritative discourses. My dissertation thus also 

takes people’s ambivalences and doubts as a point of departure to be further analyzed, 

rather than as a conclusion to be illustrated. For instance, in her important book, Engaged 

Surrender: African American Women and Islam, Carolyn Rouse sought to demonstrate that 

“for people following religious doctrine there is room for questioning and ambivalence.” 

She showed how the women in her study struggled to “resolve the dissonance between 

common sense and religious ideology” thereby challenging communal understandings 

of Qur’an and Islam.13 My work does not seek to demonstrate such a finding (which 

                                                      

12 Hammer, American Muslim Women; Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country; GhaneaBassiri, History of Islam in 

America. 
13 Rouse, 214-15. 
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Rouse found to be “surprising”), but rather takes this basic observation as the premise 

and starting point from which I depart. 

Thus, while the condition of secular doubt in contemporary American religion is 

central to the investigation of this dissertation, my focus is different from most 

explorations of the topic. By far the greater part of the conversation about secular doubt 

focuses on the rise of the “nones”, the religiously unaffiliated who reject “organized 

religion” entirely, or on those who profess skepticism towards the supernatural, and 

similar perspectives and predilections. My project is different insofar as it presents a 

story of those who do have a faith-commitment to Islam as a form of life, but navigate 

this commitment in the presence of uncertainty, ambivalence, and tension. Rather than 

examine the experiences of those whose doubts have led them to abandon their faith-

commitment, my project analyzes doubt among “believers” as an entry way into 

theoretically exploring the nature of “faith” or “belief”.  

As I have come to understand it, within the secular condition, individuals are 

made increasingly aware of “religion” as a distinct, reified system that each person must 

deliberately choose to affirm. Belonging or adhering to a religion in this context must be 

a self-conscious personal decision, judgment, or commitment, as opposed to being 

experienced as simply a given of the social order, group social existence, tradition, or 

heritage that one lives out organically. As I explain in detail in Chapter Two, this 

heightened self-awareness of one’s engagement with religion can be understood as a 
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result of the binary differentiation between “secular” and “religious” domains of life. 

This dissertation thus examines how this discursive construction and experiential 

condition of religion in the context of American secularity plays out within American 

Muslim communities, both at the level of public communal discourses as well as in 

individual experiences. 

My analysis is based on two years of ethnographic research in Boston, 

Massachusetts. In addition to broad interactions with a variety of individuals and 

groups in different Muslim communal spaces in Boston, my ethnography primarily 

traces conversations with a handful of close interlocutors and conversation-partners, 

whose experiences and reflections provide a deeper insight into the lived dynamics and 

implications of broad trends in American religion and Islam. Interwoven with these fine-

grained ethnographic narratives is a sustained analysis of public discourses advanced by 

Muslim preachers and public intellectuals.14 

Through this two-pronged analysis, my dissertation attempts to provide a 

corrective to overly intellectualist conceptions of faith. On the one hand, I demonstrate 

the pervasive influence of secularist and revivalist expectations that faith must be a clear 

and deliberate individual decision to cognitively affirm religious truth-claims. On the 

other hand, I illustrate the ways in which people’s faith-commitments defy such 

                                                      

14 See the sections below for an in-depth discussion on the specifics of my ethnographic method, fieldwork 

sites, conversation-partners, etc.  
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cognitivist assumptions. I show how people are inevitably bound to their cumulative life 

experiences in ways that they cannot always consciously account for, or rationalize. The 

role of personal experience is thus central to this story. In order for experiential 

knowledge to be compelling generally, one must be immersed or absorbed in that 

experience; the secular condition, however, makes people increasingly aware of their 

commitments and judgments in relation to religion, thus creating distance from that 

immediate experiential certainty acquired through absorption. People are therefore 

made increasingly aware of their reliance on their own personal experiential judgment, 

which presumably stands in tension with authoritative discourses and standards of 

rationality external to the self. This tension between personal judgment and external 

authority has thus become a defining feature of American Muslim debates and 

discussions about religious truth. The emergent discourse on a “crisis of faith” and the 

problem of “doubt” in large part stands in for this tension and conflict between 

autonomy and authority.  

1.2 Methodology  

 While this dissertation is primarily an ethnographic study of American Muslims 

in the Boston area, it is perhaps more useful to frame the project as a conversational play 

of voices15 between several sets of discourses. That is, in attempting to explore the nature 

of conviction and uncertainty, faith and doubt, in the context of contemporary American 

                                                      

15 I am indebted to my advisor Leela Prasad for this phrase.  
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Islam, I put the following sets of voices in a back-and-forth exchange with one another: 

1) Centered in the conversation are the experiences, narratives, and reflections of my 

ethnographic interlocutors in Boston, both those I engaged with as part of broad 

communal interactions, as well as the dozen or so specific conversation partners with 

whom I had extensive in-depth dialogue; 2) beyond these personal ethnographic 

encounters, my study also closely engages the public discourses of community 

preachers and intellectuals, both local to Boston as well as in the broader national 

discourse; 3) I also put these two levels – ethnographic exchange and public discourse – 

in conversation with my own personal process of exploration and reflection on these 

questions; 4) the foregoing are, in turn, tied to my engagement with the two worlds of 

academic theorizing on these questions: “Western academia” and the “Islamic 

tradition”. I unpack these different levels in the subsections that follow. 

 In structuring my ethnography in this way, as a “play of voices”, I am influenced 

in part by Michael Jackson’s notion of “radical empiricism.” Jackson coins this term as a 

way of challenging “traditional empiricism,” which, in its attempt to offer a “systematic 

explanation of others”, “draws a definite boundary between observer and observed, 

between method and object.”16 By contrast, “radical empiricism denies the validity” of 

such stark boundaries, highlighting instead the “interaction of observer and observed.”17 

                                                      

16 Michael Jackson, Paths Toward a Clearing, 14, 3.  
17 Ibid., 3 
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He thus calls for a “turn to actively debating and exchanging points of view with our 

informants . . . placing our ideas on a par with theirs, testing them not against 

predetermined standards of rationality but against the immediate exigencies of life.” 

This involves, as Merleau-Ponty described it, an “incessant testing of the self through the 

other person.”18 Jackson thus characterizes ethnography in the following way:   

Ethnography remains vital, not because ethnographic methods guarantee certain 

knowledge of others but because ethnographic fieldwork brings us into direct 

dialogue with others, affording us opportunities to explore knowledge not as 

something that grasps inherent and hidden truths but as an intersubjective 

process of sharing experience, comparing notes, exchanging ideas, and finding 

common ground. In this process our social gumption and social skills, as much 

as our scientific methodology, become measures of the limits and value of our 

understanding.19 

 

It is this recognition of the intersubjective nature of ethnographic work20 that informs my 

methodological approach in this study, as I try to avoid the pretenses of an objective 

“birds-eye” explanatory view of the phenomena at hand, and instead engage in a multi-

layered dialogue between various normative discourses, narratives, and personal 

reflections.  

1.2.1 Setting the scene: Fieldwork in Boston 

 I arrived in Boston in the summer of 2014, a city with a rich history of Islam, and 

a vibrant and diverse Muslim communal life. The largest and most prominent hub of 

                                                      

18 Ibid., 14 
19 Michael Jackson, “Phenomenology, Radical Empiricism”, 8. 
20 This focus on “intersubjectivity” is an important theme in much literature. Rabinow states, for example: 

“Fieldwork, then, is a process of intersubjective construction of liminal modes of communication.” Fieldwork 

in Morocco, 155. 
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Muslim communal life in the city was the Islamic Society of Boston Cultural Center 

(generally referred to as the ISBCC). Located in the heart of the historic Roxbury 

neighborhood, this was the easiest site through which to orient myself among Boston’s 

Muslims, and was thus my entry point into the Muslim communities in the city.  

The ISBCC was, in fact, the first Muslim organization in Boston that I had heard 

of before arriving in the city, in large measure because of its national prominence. The 

center is a vast and multifaceted “mega-mosque”—the largest mosque in New 

England—that was opened in 2009, after more than a decade of efforts and a multi-

million dollar campaign. In many ways, the ISBCC arguably represents the most 

dominant vision of mainstream Sunni “American Islam”. Run by the Boston chapter of 

the Muslim American Society (MAS), the center perceives itself to be a pioneering 

institution in the development of an American Islam that is both “rooted in the Islamic 

tradition” and “committed to American ideals.” In fact, among the “five pillars” of the 

center’s vision, the fifth is: “national model for Islamic cultural center.”21 This self-

perception was highlighted, for instance, in the announcements made after the weekly 

sermon and prayer one Friday afternoon. The center’s executive director took the 

microphone to encourage the congregation to contribute financially to the center’s 

continued growth. Mentioning the prominent national reputation of the mosque, he 

                                                      

21 “Our Mission.” ISBCC, Islamic Society of Boston Cultural Center, accessed March 2014. 

http://isbcc.org/isbcc-vision-mission/.  

http://isbcc.org/isbcc-vision-mission/
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shared some reflections on the mosque of the Prophet in Medinah, including the way in 

which he established that mosque upon arriving in the city, and how it was from there 

that Islam spread throughout Arabia. “I wonder,” he continued, “if this masjid can be 

like that masjid, for this country.” 

Thus it was from this center that I began the first phase of my ethnographic 

fieldwork: broad “participant-observation” with a variety of individuals and groups. I 

connected with these individuals and groups through a gradual process of “snow-ball 

sampling” beginning at the ISBCC and expanding outwards to many other spaces in the 

Boston area. Given its size, prominence, and resources, the center functions in many 

ways more as a hub than as a tight-knit congregation. It attracts a wide array of people, 

Figure 1: Islamic Society of Boston Cultural Center 

This picture was taken from the Roxbury Crossing train station, with the ISBCC in the 

background, and a mural of the mosque on one of the pillars of the train station. The 

architecture of the mosque represents the attempt at establishing an “American 

Islam”, as it combines the classic red-brick style of New England architecture with the 

“traditional” minaret and dome. Photo credit: Zaid Adhami, July 2015 
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who attend for varying purposes without necessarily coming together as a cohesive 

community. Consequently, although the MAS-run center itself attempts to advance a 

particular revivalist vision of Islam, those in attendance represent a much more diverse 

spectrum of religious orientation, practice, and commitment. Furthermore, those who 

attend the programming and events hosted by the ISBCC are often also deeply involved 

in other mosques, organizations, communities, discussion groups, friend-circles, and so 

on. My interaction with people at the center therefore also allowed me to expand 

outwards to a wide array of institutions, organizations, informal groups, and meeting 

spaces with differing orientations and demographics than that of ISBCC. This process 

allowed me to interact with individuals in multiple environments, as well as to meet 

other individuals and groups that I would not have met at the ISBCC. In this way I 

reached a wide array of voices and personas that were all loosely interconnected into a 

diffuse Boston Muslim network.  

While quite diverse as I have mentioned, the different spaces comprising this 

diffuse Muslim network that I was a part of generally function within the broad 

parameters of a generic “American Islam” that is presumed to be neutral, both 

ideologically as well as ethnically/racially. While appearing neutral, this overarching 

identity of “American Muslim” is, in fact, rooted in a particular history of institutions 

and norms established by Sunni revivalists of predominantly Arab and South-Asian 

immigrant background. These spaces and organizations have often evolved beyond 



 

25 

these specific demographic or ideological orientations, and they typically do not identify 

as Sunni, immigrant, Arab, South-Asian, and so on. The labels of “American Islam” or 

“American Muslim” function in this context to establish a default, overarching, umbrella 

identity that is not openly aligned with a particular group (thus such groups can often 

claim to be “just Muslim”), while nonetheless being informed by that particular history. 

Despite what might be termed as a vaguely immigrant-established Sunni revivalist 

ethos, however, the individuals who constitute such spaces are often quite diverse, such 

that many non-Sunnis and individuals from diverse backgrounds participate regularly 

in these organizations or even have leadership positions at times. In other words, while 

these spaces cannot be easily identified as “Sunni” or “immigrant”, at the same time, we 

must recognize the historical dominance of Sunni Arab and South-Asian groups in 

establishing the institutional infrastructure and vision of an “American Islam”.22 

Although ethnically, racially, religiously, and ideologically diverse as just 

discussed, my interactions with individuals in these spaces were more narrowly 

centered on a broadly middle-class demographic of “young professionals,” students, 

and others mostly in their twenties, thirties, and early forties. In addition to this being a 

function of gravitating towards the demographic that I myself fit into, it was also a 

function of the broader cultural ethos of Boston, and the institutional concerns and 

                                                      

22 Regarding the dominant influence of Arab and South-Asian immigrants, see Sherman Jackson’s notion of 

the hegemony of what he terms “Immigrant Islam” Islam and the Blackamerican. For an analysis of this 

dynamic see GhaneaBassiri, History of Islam in America; Grewal, Foreign Country; Karim, “To be Black, 

Female and Muslim”; and Abdul Khabeer, Muslim Cool. 
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vision of the “American Islam” project. The city of Boston boasts a remarkably vast 

system of higher education and research, technological development, a booming finance 

sector, and other institutions and industries, making the demographic of young 

professionals and students rather prominent. This is reflected in Muslim community 

organizations, activities, and events in the area, as Muslim student organizations 

actively organize public events on the numerous campuses in the city, “young 

professionals” groups organize a variety of activities, and much of the programming in 

mosques is run by and caters to this demographic. The ISBCC, in particular, sees itself as 

uniquely serving “the youth” broadly conceived, identifying the same as one of the key 

demographic groups it seeks to serve (along with converts and women). The center 

could be seen as mostly serving two large demographic groups: relatively recent 

immigrant families (mostly Arab and Somali, many of whom are refugees) in the 

surrounding neighborhoods, and a more geographically dispersed body of “young 

people” (students and young professionals). The focus on youth and younger Muslims 

is an important area of concern in national communal discourses and visions for an 

authentic “American Islam,” as communities seek to address a sense of widespread 

estrangement from the mosque-establishment by younger Muslims. These discourses 

and concerns are largely tied to debates around authentic “Americanness” and 
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“culture”.23 The concerns and discourses of younger American Muslims are thus a 

crucial part of debates around what constitutes an authentic “American Islam”.  

My broad-based interactions with people in these different spaces involved the 

following types of activities: attending weekly classes and lectures held at the mosque; 

attending Friday prayers and “hanging out” with community members in the ISBCC 

café; participating in a regular “young professionals” study-circle at the mosque; 

participating in different discussion groups and events organized by other groups and 

organizations throughout the area; attending social activities and events organized at 

the mosque or by the Boston Muslim Young Professionals group; participating in service 

activities and programs (such as food drives or fundraisers) held by the mosque and 

service organizations; attending iftars (meals to break the fast during Ramadan) at 

mosques, college campuses, and people’s homes; and, of course, spending time casually 

socializing with individuals whom I had met in all these settings or through online 

groups and listservs. 

The first phase of my ethnography—which lasted as an active effort for over a 

year—involved regular participation and interaction in a variety of communal contexts, 

allowing me to acquire a general sense of familiarity with the dynamics of different 

communities, groups, and spaces in the area. Although I did not have the opportunity to 

                                                      

23 See the documentary film UnMosqued released in 2014, which sought to address community conversations 

about disillusionment with mosques. It focuses mostly on the dissatisfactions of young people, women, and 

converts, and is largely framed as a generational and cultural divide, between older immigrants and 

younger “American-born” Muslims. Eid, UnMosqued. 
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participate in many groups or spaces, I often gained at least a basic awareness of what 

was happening within these spaces and communities, by hearing from others who were 

more familiar with the same. Furthermore, by attending carefully to the religious 

discourse in these spaces, including attending talks and group discussions, as well as 

having casual conversations with individuals and small groups, I also began to acquire a 

better sense of the competing or parallel religious discourses and concerns animating 

these spaces. While keeping the guiding questions and concerns of my study in mind, 

these broad interactions and conversations with a wide array of people began to 

highlight some preliminary questions, insights, patterns, and distinctions that informed 

my analysis moving forward. 

1.2.2 Ethnographic Engagement with Individuals 

 A broad participation in communal spaces in Boston resulted in giving me a 

deep sense of familiarity and also of sensitivity to general communal dynamics. More 

importantly, however, the process laid the groundwork for the second and more crucial 

phase of my ethnography: an in-depth dialogue with a handful of interlocutors, over an 

extended period of time. The bulk of my dissertation revolves around the narratives and 

reflections of these dozen or so key conversation-partners. Through an analysis of our 

exchanges over the one to two years of dialogue with these individuals, I am able to 

unpack key themes and dynamics surrounding their experiences of faith and conviction, 

certainty and doubt, commitment and dissent.  
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By focusing on these individual experiences, narratives, and reflections, we are 

able to see the way in which people navigate the lived implications of various normative 

discourses. The analysis highlights how individuals are formed by multiple discourses 

in tension with one another (rather than simply being formed by a particular discourse), 

as well as the limits of these discourses in fully forming people’s subjectivities. This 

particular focus reflects a growing body of anthropological scholarship on Islam and 

Muslims, which emphasizes contradiction, tension, and ambivalence in moral 

subjecthood and subjectivity.24 These authors illustrate that “it is only by looking at 

culture at the level of individual lives that ‘cracks of resistance’ to dominant ideologies 

are revealed.”25 

Simon Gregory has eloquently articulated this methodological agenda in his 

critical engagement with the work of Saba Mahmood. Starting from the basic 

observation that “ideology and experience often clash” with regards to people’s 

engagement with Islamic practice,26 he goes on to argue: 

                                                      

24 See, for instance, Simon Gregory’s work on Indonesia, Caged in on the Outside; Shireen Hafez’s work on 

Egypt, Islam of Her Own; and Samuli Schielke’s work also on Egypt,  “Ramadan, Ambivalence, 

Fragmentation.” 
25 Flueckiger, Amma’s Healing Room, 24. It should be noted, however, that my interest here is not necessarily 

with “resistance” to hegemonic or authoritative discourse, but simply in the inability of such discourses to 

fully capture or determine lived experience. Katherine Ewing similarly argues that, “discourses constitute 

subject positions, but the experiencing subject is a non-unitary agent (perhaps better described as a bundle 

of agencies) who – in part through the experience of competing ideologies and alternative discourses – 

operates with a potential for critical distance from any discourse or subject position.” She thus sees 

individual subjectivity as “stand[ing] at a nexus of discourses.” Arguing Sainthood, 5. 
26 Gregory, “Prayer, Subjectivity,” 268. 



 

30 

Understanding the coherence of these discourses is a necessary step toward 

understanding Islamic subjectivity, allowing us to see how discourses clash and 

compete politically and ideologically. However this is not a final step. It does not 

yet tell us what subjective force a discourse commands or the tensions that arise 

when it is embodied or applied. Conflicting discourses do not necessarily create 

alternate subjectivities and alternate selves that circulate separately within 

Islamic communities but may become intertwined in the active processes of 

management that mark selfhood. Selves, subjectivities and the politics that flow 

from them may be constituted through efforts to grapple with irresolvable 

tensions. This is the difference between analyzing 'subject positions' and 

analyzing 'the formation of subjectivities, complex structures of thought, feeling, 

reflection, and the like that make social beings always more than the occupants 

of particular positions and the holders of particular identities.27 

 

In light of this, he says, it is crucial that ethnographers look through a “double lens” by 

"examining individual experience as well as the social and cultural structures in which it 

is embedded.”28 It in this vein that I focus my attention on the experiences, narratives, 

and reflections of my interlocutors as they grapple with the complex discursive terrains 

and lived realities in which they are embedded. 

1.2.2.1 Who are my interlocutors?  

My interlocutors were people I happened to meet and befriend in a variety of 

contexts: events and classes at the mosque, time spent simply socializing at the mosque 

café after Friday prayers, community-wide iftars at mosques and college campuses, 

informal discussion circles, and even email listservs. These individuals were 

approximately evenly split between men and women, and include recent college 

                                                      

27 Ibid., 269-270. 
28 Ibid., 269.  
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graduates just starting their careers, or continuing their studies, as well as older 

professionals in their thirties and early forties; individuals who were married with 

children, and those who were single; people of African-American, South Asian, East and 

West African, Arab and North African, as well as White-American and White-European 

backgrounds; those who had immigrated to the US as adults for schooling or work, 

those raised in the US by immigrant parents, those who have converted to Islam, as well 

as those whose parents had converted.  

With regards to religion, what brought these people together, for my purposes, 

was that these individuals could all be described to some degree as “wanting to be 

committed,” as Samuli Schielke puts it.29 This of course did not always (or even mostly) 

manifest itself as the rigorous pursuit of moral perfection and religious activism that 

Schielke describes of his Salafi revivalist informants. My friends and interlocutors 

nonetheless all exhibited serious concerns with “Islam”, “religion,” and “faith” in their 

lives. They all attempted in various ways to commit themselves to religious practice, 

acquire a personal understanding of Islam, and develop their relationship with God. It 

was important for all of these individuals to make sense of Islam and reflect on what it 

meant in their lives. And given the context in which I met them, within “religious” 

spaces, they were all concerned in various ways with having a sense of religious 

community and engaging in community discourses. They were not, however, all 

                                                      

29 Schielke, Egypt in the Future Tense.  
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mosque-going individuals who were comfortable with “mainstream” communal and 

institutional spaces; rather, they included both the “unmosqued” as well as the 

“mosqued”. They thus represented a relatively wide spectrum of religious orientations, 

as each of them could be identified with some of the various ideological labels used in 

both communal and academic discourse: Salafi, Neo-traditionalist, Revivalist/Islamist, 

Reformist, Modernist, Progressive, and so on. It must be noted that none of these labels 

is fully adequate or sufficiently captures the complexity of these individuals’ religious 

orientations; but each of these individuals did nonetheless exhibit important tendencies 

associated with some of these labels. Regardless of the ideological diversity among 

them, all of my interlocutors were at the same time concerned about such issues. This 

group of individuals thus raises very specific kinds of issues and questions, as it 

represents only one subset of experiences in the community. The insights gained thus 

cannot claim to be comprehensive or fully representative of the phenomena in question, 

since my ethnography does not include many other subsets of individuals. 

It is also important to note that those who became my friends and conversation-

partners were also inevitably people who were predisposed to more lengthy reflection 

and conversation with others. In order for people’s experiences to be something that I 

could engage with, they had to be the kind of people who would be able and willing to 

talk about things at length, both at the level of concrete experiences as well as in terms of 

a more abstract reflection. Of course not everybody could serve as an extended 



 

33 

conversation-partner in that way. I might interact with some people as part of a broader 

group dynamics, or befriend them in certain capacities, but I did not develop a level of 

intimate relationship or have an in-depth dialogue with them.  This is one important 

dimension of how my own subjectivity has been inseparably part of the research 

process, as the outcome of my ethnographic encounters were dependent on who I was 

personally drawn to and able to develop meaningful relationships with. This dimension 

also highlights, once again, the specific subset of people who are represented here; the 

propensity towards dialogue and reflection is certainly reflective of specific personality-

types, which presumably influences their relation to conviction, certainty, uncertainty, 

and doubt in important ways. 

1.4.2.2 How did I go about talking to people?  

In attempting to gain insight into these issues through conversation with others 

about their experiences, I generally avoided relying on structured interviews and formal 

conversations. It is widely recognized that the formality and contrived nature of such 

interview situations heavily conditions the dynamics of such conversations and 

constrains the ability of the researcher to fully understand their interview subjects. Paul 

Rabinow highlights, for instance, the tendency of individuals to present very “neat” 

official or authoritative discourses when explicitly asked to reflect on things.30 Or in 

specifically discussing the challenges of studying belief and doubt, Mathijs Pelkmans 

                                                      

30 Rabinow, Fieldwork in Morocco, 129-130.  
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states: “when we ask people to give opinions we push them to make conclusions (at 

least provisional ones).”31 Informed by such considerations, rather than directly asking 

people about their understanding or experience of belief, my methodological approach 

was much more indirect, informal, and gradual. My ethnographic method amounted to 

fostering long-term relationships with these individuals, through which conversations 

arose organically about the tensions, ambivalences, conflicts, struggles, concerns, and 

anxieties that they faced. As Pelkmans states:  

Because of their long-term and intensive engagement with the people they study, 

anthropologists are particularly well placed to explore how people deal with the 

absence of absolute truths and how they make choices between alternatives. 

Rather than restricting research to interviews settings, to stylized observations, 

or to one-off questionnaires, the contributors to this volume followed people in 

their everyday lives and witnessed how they changed their opinions, how they 

tried to make sense of what appeared meaningless and how they came to terms 

with not being certain.32 

 

There were a number of occasions where I did arrange more intentional interviews with 

people whose perspective I sought (given their role in the community or their 

commentary on certain issues that I had heard) but had not found the opportunity to get 

to know in depth. Generally, however, interviews were not my method of choice in this 

project.   

That is not to say that this form of long-term informal interaction and 

relationship had no influence on the nature of our dialogue, that I was somehow able to 

                                                      

31 Mathijs Pelkmans, “Outline for an Ethnography of Doubt,” 32.  
32 Ibid., 16. 
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objectively capture people’s experiences in their “natural state” without interference on 

my end. This is obviously not the case. As I mentioned earlier, I understand 

ethnography as a process of intersubjective dialogue, which necessarily entails that the 

research process is inextricably linked to my own subjective contributions to these 

conversations and relationships. And inevitably I often prompted and prodded 

individuals when the opportunity presented itself, asking for their perspective or 

clarification on issues that had arisen. Specifically in relation to belief and doubt, 

Pelkmans emphasizes how “one problem of studying doubt is that it is likely to 

disappear with articulation. This is because we tend to register ideas only in so far as 

they are externalized.”33 While it is true that prompting people to talk about their 

perspectives can push them to resolve ambiguities and ambivalences they may feel, the 

opposite can also be the case: by pushing people to articulate their understanding of 

things, such promptings can also give rise to doubts and uncertainties that were not 

consciously recognized before. My interventions and contributions thus influenced our 

dialogues in varying directions, rather than consistently influencing things in one way 

or another. Throughout this dissertation, I try to make my own role in these 

conversations clear in the way that I narrate my ethnography. Nonetheless, despite my 

personal role in the dynamics of conversation, the long-term nature of our relationships 

and friendships – and, consequently, my understanding of them as people – did allow 

                                                      

33 Ibid., 16. 
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me to better situate and contextualize my conversations with them and the perspectives 

they shared with me. This thus allows for a more holistic picture to emerge, rather than 

one very particular telling of their experiences (catered to the assumed expectations of a 

single interview). 

There is the further dimension of how individuals related to me as a researcher. 

Typically, upon introducing myself or getting to know people in these communities, I 

would tell them about my research in general terms. This could at times go mostly 

unnoticed, or produce a brief moment of amused discomfort (“Oh, so you’re here to 

study us?”), or it could elicit some interested questions about the specifics of the project, 

or even immediately lead to extended conversations. Most people I knew in Boston thus 

had a general sense that I was in Boston conducting research on American Muslims, 

while some had more of a specific sense of the topic of my research.  

Either way, however, my interactions with people during the first phase of 

fieldwork tended to remain at the level of casual mundane interaction and friendship, 

with my presence being seen as that of just another member of the community. Except in 

situations where it was more appropriate, I tended to avoid note-taking while spending 

time with people, as doing so contributed to a sense of unnaturalness in our 

relationships. I attribute this challenge primarily to the dilemmas of doing ethnography 

as an “insider” to the community. As someone who has grown up and spent my life as a 

part of communities just like these, these “field sites” felt entirely natural and mundane, 



 

37 

both for myself and for those I was interacting with. Even if they knew that I was here 

for research, there was also a more default mode of interaction based on a shared sense 

of community. As my ethnography unfolded, it became very clear to me that the 

practice of regular note-taking while spending time with people would introduce an 

element of foreignness and unnaturalness to our interactions, inhibiting the organic 

process and spontaneous flow of getting to know people and developing relationships 

with them. (This process was distinct from my experience several years earlier while 

doing research in a Los Angeles mosque affiliated with the African American 

community of Warith Deen Muhammad. While I certainly shared a general sense of 

Muslim belonging with that community, my “outsider-ness” to the community 

nonetheless made my presence as a “researcher” more intelligible to both the 

community and myself.) I thus decided that such note-taking (not to mention recording) 

was an unnecessary step, and relied instead in most situations on writing detailed field-

notes from memory as soon as I had a chance to do so. 

As I got to know certain individuals more closely and sensed that their detailed 

perspectives and experiences would contribute important insight to my explorations, I 

asked them if they would be willing to be key participants in my dissertation project. At 

this point, I explained the nature of my project in more detail, particularly how I 

understood the purpose and nature of ethnography. Moving forward in this second 

phase of the project, we continued to spend time together as before, while at times more 
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specifically addressing experiences or reflections that were relevant to my project, or 

themes that were emerging for me in my research. Often I would follow up with 

individuals regarding a conversation we had previously had, or a comment they had 

made, and I would ask if we could discuss these in more depth. I also began at this point 

to organize a number of “focus group” discussions, where I would bring a number of 

conversation-partners together to discuss a topic of shared interest.  

At this stage, many interactions and conversations continued to be casual and 

spontaneous, still lacking the formal aid of field-notes and recording. At times, however, 

with conversations that were intended to specifically address my research concerns or 

that seemed particularly relevant, I would ask if I could write notes as we spoke or 

record the conversation. In most circumstances, people continued to find the recorder in 

particular to be uncomfortable and unnatural (presumably for a variety of reasons), as 

even the most enthusiastic participants in my project wavered between not minding it at 

times and finding it obtrusive at other times. There were therefore times in which I 

jotted down notes while talking with people, and other times in which I recorded 

conversations, but that did not tend to be the norm. My field-notes continued to rely in 

large part on my own memory, reconstructing dialogues and interactions through key 

phrases that stuck out as placeholders that helped me trace important moments in the 

flow of conversations. I would quote those phrases, while paraphrasing other parts of 

the conversations in my own words. This meant that much of the dialogue captured in 
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my field-notes was inevitably filtered through my own conceptual language, rather than 

fully reflecting the precise usages of language by my conversation-partners. I 

nonetheless hope that my intimate familiarity and friendships with these individuals – 

and their ways of thinking and processing life – can partially balance out this loss of 

precision. Furthermore, when it came time to formally writing out these ethnographic 

narratives, I typically asked my interlocutors for their feedback and thoughts on my 

writing and analysis, to try and ensure that my own conceptual lenses and memory 

were not distorting their reflections and perspectives. While some interlocutors read 

drafts of the material and shared their thoughts, this was not the case with as many as I 

had hoped would provide feedback, no doubt because of how busy most of my 

conversation-partners were with the exigencies of life. Nonetheless, I often discussed my 

analyses with them and sought their reflections on what I was writing.  

1.2.3 Engaging Public Religious Discourse 

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, my project also involved closely 

following American Muslim public discourses and putting them in conversation with 

the narratives of my ethnographic interlocutors. This meant attending the local religious 

discourses in Boston, including public lectures, classes, and other events. More 

significant, though, was the broader national network of preachers and public 

intellectuals within which the Boston communities are situated. It is important to 

recognize that local discourses, practices, and institutions are part of much broader 
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communal networks. In this vein, Zareena Grewal insightfully cautions against the 

tendency by scholars to:  

overterritorialize Muslim American communities, relying far too heavily on 

demographic variables when dividing Muslim Americans into separate 

communities, perhaps as a practical concession to their incredible diversity. The 

isolation of Muslim Americans by nationality, ethnicity, and race creates the 

illusion of discrete ‘villages’ (Arabs in Dearborn, Iranians in Los Angeles, South 

Asians in Chicago, Senegalese in Harlem). This ‘village effect’ obscures the fluid 

and overlapping qualities of Muslim American communities.34  

 

In contrast to this territorial approach, Grewal emphasizes the significance of the 

broader field of discourse that connects American Muslims across geographic and 

demographic divides. She characterizes this diffuse network of institutions and 

discourse as the “US mosque community,” which she describes in the following way: 

“My use of the term US mosque community is not territorial but shorthand for Muslim 

American counterpublics that are engaged in common religious debates.”35 There are 

clear discursive links between different groups and regions, constituted by the shared 

debates they engage in, which largely define the parameters of discourse and practice in 

local settings. To analyze religious debates and doctrinal concerns at the individual or 

communal level, without situating them within the broader networks of which they are 

a part, would thus be to miss crucial pieces of the picture.  

                                                      

34 Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country, 50. 
35 Ibid., 83 
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In addition to this general point about the significance of this broader 

“counterpublic” of religious discourse and debate, it is also helpful to highlight just how 

interconnected these national discourses are with the local Boston networks of which I 

was a part. There are no national figures that I bring into my analysis that are more than 

two degrees of separation removed from the Boston community. Any public figure I 

discuss in the dissertation is in some way connected to the local people and institutions 

with which I interacted. They might for instance be figures who spoke at the ISBCC, or 

other local mosques and student organizations, during my time in Boston. If they, 

themselves, are not local guest speakers, they are affiliated with those who are (as part 

of the same institutes or organizations). Or, there are public figures whom my 

ethnographic interlocutors either know personally or have talked to me about (as figures 

they have listened to or read about). These public figures and preachers thus do not 

operate in their own independent platforms, cut off from local contexts like Boston; 

rather the discursive universe of the local context is largely constituted through such 

figures.  

To give a better sense of this interconnected national network of religious 

discourse, let me begin with the greater Dallas area.  In recent years, Dallas has emerged 

as home to a rich and vibrant scene of Islamic institutions and religious discourse, and 

thus serves as a national hub for American Muslim religious learning. With prominent 

figures like Nouman Ali Khan, Abdul Nasir Jangda, Omar Suleiman, and Abdul 
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Rahman Murphy, there is plethora of learned voices preaching to the public through the 

myriad organizations and institutes that they have founded and/or work with. This 

network of scholar-preachers is particularly influential given their savvy use of social 

media, as they have developed an unparalleled presence in the virtual world, through 

extensive and highly professional online courses, YouTube series, podcast series, 

Facebook pages, Twitter posts, and other social media platforms.36  

During my time with the Muslim communities and organizations in Boston, I 

observed quite a strong connection to this Dallas network. The ISBCC in particular 

regularly invites scholar-preachers from this network for guest lectures and programs. 

All of the abovementioned figures have spoken at the ISBCC or other local sites, and 

many of my interlocutors virtually follow (or are students of) one or more of these 

preachers. These figures are, in turn, connected to other national institutions and 

networks with slightly different ideological orientations, such as the AlMaghrib 

Institute, the Madinah Institute, or SeekersHub. Many scholar-preachers from these 

                                                      

36 This Dallas network in many ways represents the contemporary manifestation of the Islamist/revivalist 

strain of American Islamic discourse that is identified in the literature as establishing national umbrella 

organizations from the 1960’s onwards, such as MSA/ISNA, ICNA, and others (see GhaneaBassiri, A History 

of Islam in America, and Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country). This religious orientation has now merged, 

however, with the imagination of “tradition” and classical religious scholarship that Grewal identifies as a 

post-90’s phenomenon, so that it is a more scholar- and tradition-centered discourse, while maintaining its 

reformist and revivalist strain. (This is in contrast to more strict “traditionalists”, such as those at 

SeekersHub, who take the historical maddhab system very seriously, insisting on classical theology, law, and 

sufism.) The other difference in these networks from the earlier revivalists is that they also have been 

thoroughly “Americanized” in their discourse and institutional makeup, are much more second-generation-

run, and their concerns are much more grounded in America than the diasporic consciousness Grewal 

identifies in Islam is a Foreign Country. They are also very much 21st century discourses and institutions, in 

that they thrive and exist primarily in the virtual world, as mentioned above—through websites, social 

media, YouTube videos, and the like.  
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other organizations have also been regular speakers at the ISBCC and the Boston area. 

The link between any prominent religious educational institute and the ISBCC is thus 

not hard to trace.  

These figures and their particular institutions are also further interconnected in 

that they belong to and participate in the programming of larger national umbrella 

organizations, such as ISNA, ICNA, and MAS. As I mentioned earlier, for instance, the 

ISBCC is run by MAS (the Muslim American Society), a grassroots revival organization 

with local chapters throughout the country. I could even easily connect my own 

communal networks from my upbringing in Southern California to this Boston network, 

given this MAS connection. Upon meeting a prominent leader in the ISBCC community, 

for instance, he immediately knew one of my key religious teachers from my 

adolescence, through their mutual work with MAS. It is in this sense that I claim that 

any national public figure is likely no further than two degrees of separation from the 

people and institutions of Boston.  

A different kind of network of public discourses is that of the less 

institutionalized, “non-mainstream” or “unmosqued” spaces, such as the online forum 

called the “Mipsterz”. Standing for “Muslim hipsters,” this is a virtual community that 

emerged in 2013, founded by a handful of friends aiming to create an open, diverse, and 

non-hierarchal forum of discussion and dialogue for young American Muslims. Many of 

those who have participated in the online community have expressed feelings of 
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disenchantment from “mainstream” organizations and mosques, and that they are thus 

looking for a space of genuine belonging and community. Within a couple of years of 

being formed, the email listserv attracted thousands of members and has become a vast 

and vibrant forum of discussion and debate. In addition to having online discussions, 

some members also organized occasional “meetups” in major cities for various social 

and educational purposes. I was introduced to the Mipsterz listserv by individuals I 

knew in Boston, who also happened to be friends with a number of the founding 

members of the group. There were, in fact, many active members of the group who lived 

in the area, and it was through this network that I met several friends and conversation-

partners.  

The discussions that took place on this online forum very often invoked and 

engaged with the religious discourse of American Muslim leaders and public figures, 

such as some of the abovementioned scholar-preachers. More frequently, they would 

engage Muslim academic  figures, such as Amina Wadud and Jonathan Brown, or 

popular writers and spokespeople such as Haroon Moghul or Wajahat Ali. Articles and 

videos by these figures were frequently shared and discussed. Some individuals in the 

group have organized occasional “book clubs” (both virtual and in-person) to discuss 

books of interest, such as the widely acclaimed Study Quran37, or Amina Wadud’s Inside 

                                                      

37 Nasr et al., Study Quran. 
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the Gender Jihad38. These public figures, and the shared public discourse they contributed 

to, were thus an important part of such virtual networks and online forums as well.  

In addition to tracing these various levels of public discourse, my dissertation 

also puts this material in conversation with historical textual discourses. These texts are 

seen in these communal discourses as forming the authoritative “Islamic tradition,” and 

are thus invoked extensively in debating correct practice and doctrine. This has been 

particularly the case during the past two decades or so, following the widespread shift 

to viewing “traditional scholarship” as the ultimate arbiter of Islamic authenticity.39 

Many of my interlocutors actively engaged in conversations about these texts. One of 

my interlocutors, for instance, spoke frequently about how, growing up in Pakistan, she 

had never heard of the 11th century scholar “Imam al-Ghazali”. Upon moving to the 

United States, however, the religious discourse she encountered (both locally and 

online) invoked him endlessly as a preeminent authority. This piqued her interest and 

led her to examine who this figure was, but in coming across his derogatory views on 

women, she decided he could not be uncritically accepted as an unquestionable 

authority. The example that I refer to illustrates both the pervasive reach of the 

discourses invoking such historical figures and texts, as well as the contested nature of 

such invocations of “tradition”.  

                                                      

38 Wadud, Inside Gender Jihad. 
39 See Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country. 
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I interweave an analysis of these historical textual discourses throughout the 

dissertation to fulfill two purposes. The first is a more descriptive or genealogical level 

of analysis, tracing the ways in which contemporary figures draw on these past 

discourses to authorize their vision and understanding of Islam. Such an analytical 

trajectory allows me both to unpack the conceptual logics of their views by tracing 

discursive influences, as well as to illustrate ways in which they creatively retool texts to 

address the needs and concerns relevant to their own context. The second level of 

analysis that I pursue in relation to the textual tradition is more constructive and critical. 

I take these texts as theoretical conversation-partners to put in conversation with the 

other “voices” in the dissertation. These texts can often serve as useful theoretical 

interlocutors, alongside the theoretical and philosophical material I engage from the 

Western academic context. In so doing, I agree with Leela Prasad’s call for a more 

expansive notion of “theory”:  

I take more seriously than perhaps intended by ‘new ethnography’ that reflexive 

ethnography is an attempt to engage with theorizations occurring in varied and 

particularized contexts of human life, theorizations that, at the minimum, go 

beyond the academe and beyond Euro-American notions of what might count as 

theory.40 

 

1.2.4 The academic study of Islam and my ethnographic positionality 

One inescapable facet of my interaction with almost everybody I have met in the 

process of my fieldwork is my position as a Muslim formally studying Islam in the 

                                                      

40 Leela Prasad, Poetics, 14.  
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American academy. The presence of people like myself is increasingly a reality in 

American Muslim communities, where there are competing authoritative voices on 

Islam. Whereas Grewal mentions that one would be hard pressed to find many mosque 

communities that do not have some member(s) who has traveled abroad to “the Muslim 

world” to study the “classical” Islamic sciences,41 similarly, and increasingly, these 

communities also frequently have members who have journeyed into the American 

academy to study Islam and Muslims. In recent decades, the nature of the study of Islam 

in the American academy has shifted significantly, as more and more Muslims have 

entered the academy for the purpose of studying Islam / Muslim communities and 

societies.  

The entry of Muslims into the academy is often motivated by a normative 

agenda of addressing various needs, demands, and problems in the community. This 

growing body of individuals has thus entered the deeply divided and contested arena of 

Islamic authority and knowledge-dissemination. Addressing the ongoing “breaking of 

the monopoly” of “traditional religious authority” in the modern world, Juliane 

Hammer notes that this process has “created new spaces to claim authority for those 

previously not represented in circles of authority, especially women.”42 Contemporary 

American Muslim academics thus represent a different kind of expertise and cater to 

                                                      

41Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country.  
42 Hammer, American Muslim Women, 103. 
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different kinds of audiences than those who are seen as “traditionally trained.” From 

scholars like Tariq Ramadan, Amina Wadud, Jonathan Brown, Sherman Jackson, Kecia 

Ali, and others, English-language academic scholarship on Islam has become an 

important part of Muslim communal discourses. With the increasing entry of Muslims 

into the American academy studying Islam, they are a part of the American Muslim 

public discourse on Islam, and they introduce a different set of discourses into 

conversations and contestations over Islam. These changes are amplified by the vibrant 

online world of social media, as the works and perspectives of Muslim academics are 

continually shared and debated. The influence of the academic study of Islam is not just 

related to prominent intellectuals such as those mentioned above, but is the case at the 

local level as well, since many communities have members who are engaged in the 

academic study of Islam. This is uniquely the case in the greater Boston area, given the 

vast number of college and universities with Islamic Studies and Religious Studies 

programs.  

While for most people such circumstances may seem to be simply a natural part 

of the landscape of Islamic knowledge, the presence of Muslim intellectuals trained in 

the Western academy has increasingly become part of the contentious debates over 

Islamic authority and authenticity. Overall, these developments have produced deeply 

conflicting reactions. On the one hand, a body of intellectuals, trained in the western 

academy, is often looked upon with deep suspicion by those who see themselves as 
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having been trained in more “traditional” knowledge paradigms. These voices argue 

that the western academy is deeply dissonant with authentic Islamic pedagogy, both 

epistemologically and morally/spiritually. They thus fear that its influence will distort 

Muslims’ relationship with authentic Islamic teachings. Many of the popular preachers 

mentioned above for instance, as well as many local figures in Boston, have frequently 

expressed such suspicions and critiques of the academic study of Islam.  

On the other hand, for many other American Muslims (such as many in the 

Mipsterz listserv for instance, or many of my interlocutors in Boston), the intellectuals 

and scholars trained in the Western academy are deemed a much more reliable or 

relatable source of knowledge. Such a position may be due to the perceived rigor of the 

Western academy and corresponding lack of rigor of traditional Muslim educational 

institutions; the perceived ability of such scholars to take a critical distance from 

tradition and thus articulate understandings of Islam that depart from so-called 

traditional perspectives that these individuals find inadequate or repellent; and, at 

times, it may simply be a matter of intellectual style and language, as western 

academically trained intellectuals of Islamic Studies are deemed able to present Islam in 

an intellectual language that is accessible and relevant to an American college-educated 

lay audience.  

There are also Muslim academics who increasingly identify with what is seen as 

a more “traditional” approach to Islam, and who typically combine “traditional studies” 
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with Western academic study. Most prominent among such scholars for instance is Yasir 

Qadhi, or Jonathan Brown. These individuals are also important figures in American 

Muslim communities, and thus represent an authoritative discourse on Islam even in 

more “conservative” communities.  

Academic discourses on Islam have thus become deeply ingrained in American 

Muslim discourses on Islam, and Muslim academics are part of the landscape of Islamic 

intellectuals speaking on behalf of Islam. One can thus find groups of young American 

Muslims frequently exploring academic literature on Islam that they expect to find 

illuminating. As mentioned earlier, groups of people in the Mipsterz listserv have 

organized virtual and in-person book clubs to discuss books like Qur’an and Women and 

Inside the Gender Jihad, by Amina Wadud, Misquoting Muhammad, by Jonathan Brown, 

The Study Quran, by Nasr et al., or even the enormous and academically dense tome of 

the late Shahab Ahmed: What is Islam? We also find Muslim academics frequently being 

invited by local communities to give talks, teach classes, and lead study circles.  

It is in the context of this fraught landscape of Islamic knowledge and authority 

that I engaged in these communities as a Muslim academic studying Islam. The context 

was especially relevant in Boston, where there are a plethora of Muslims studying Islam 

who are deeply involved in the different communities in the area and contribute to 

discourse on Islam in very direct ways. Not everybody in these communities is attuned 

to these issues or interested in this politics of knowledge, of course; but for those who 
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are, my presence immediately signified something to them. This was only amplified by 

my wife also being an academic in Islamic Studies, and even more so by the politically 

charged nature of her research (on Islamic law and gender). Her frequent presence with 

me in these communities made it such that our critical engagement with the “Islamic 

tradition” was hard to miss, as was clear from the opening vignette of this Introduction. 

In many casual encounters and conversations, we would often receive curious questions 

about issues that concern people, or would get into more argumentative exchanges with 

others. People would often seek us out for our perspective on matters, engage in critical 

yet respectful dialogue, or on rare occasions eschew conversation with us.  

Keeping this context in mind, the intersubjective nature of my research cannot be 

over-emphasized. My role in these communities was anything but that of a neutral or 

objective observer, functioning as a proverbial “fly on the wall.” Rather, I was always 

inevitably an active participant in conversations, and my role as an academic studying 

Islam gave my participation a prominence that I could not avoid. This will be evident in 

the ethnographic stories I share throughout the dissertation, as I unpack the way in 

which conversations arose as part of a dialogical exchange with interlocutors, friends, 

and acquaintances. 

My position within the Anthropology of Islam also significantly informed my 

engagement with these communities, and generated one of the central dilemmas and 

anxieties of my ethnographic research. Anthropology has historically tended to be a 
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disciplinary paradigm that is politically oriented towards representing and making 

legible an alien people to an “outsider” audience. Rather than this representational 

endeavor, my aim in this ethnography was very different; as an “insider” to the 

community, I was not trying to learn about the practices and discourses of the 

community, but was instead trying to think through certain shared experiences, 

dilemmas, and questions by putting others’ experiences and reflections in conversation 

with my own. I nonetheless had to operate within this disciplinary and methodological 

paradigm that demands a certain objectifying and representational impulse. This tension 

led to a consistent dilemma and anxiety in how to explain the nature of my research to 

my interlocutors, as this objectifying representational impulse of ethnography was in 

tension with my actual aims and normative commitments in conducting this project. I 

tended to feel that my interlocutors perceived ethnography in a similar representational 

vein, and thus felt that my research would be uncomfortable and unintelligible to them.  

*** 

 A final brief vignette allows me to further highlight some of the tensions 

concerning the academic study of Islam. This also then allows me to situate my own 

positionality as an ethnographer and the normative stakes involved for me in pursuing 

this project. 

As I exited the main entrance of the ISBCC after a young professionals study 

circle, I chatted with two new acquaintances I had met at the circle. We were walking 
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over to the Northeastern University campus for one of their bi-weekly iftars during 

Ramadan. Abdullah asked me about my work, and I told him I was pursuing a Ph.D. in 

Religious Studies. This made him curious. ”I've met a bunch of people who are doing 

that, getting their degrees in religious studies. . . What is that about? Like, how does it 

work?" he asked. I suspected where this was going, but started with the basics, 

explaining the difference between Duke’s Divinity School and Department of Religious 

Studies. As I tried to explain how the Religious Studies Department takes a more 

“secular” approach to the study of different traditions that one can specialize in, he 

interjected: "But how does that work? Like if it’s a secular approach, how do you know 

that they’re teaching you the true understanding of that religion?”  

I smiled and paused, having anticipated the conversation going in this direction, 

but not expecting it to come so immediately. This was by no means the first time I had 

been posed with such questions by people of faith—from family members to friends and 

strangers—who find a “secular” approach to studying Islam unintelligible. I began 

again, trying to explain that a scholar of Christianity for instance does not typically try to 

proclaim the correct understanding of Christianity, but rather provides a historical or 

anthropological perspective to understand how different Christians have understood 

and practiced the tradition. She does not necessarily have to be a Christian to be able to 

provide that analysis. “I know,” Abdullah responded, “but that’s what I don’t get. They 

can’t really understand it, can they?” I went on to say that this approach requires taking 
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some amount of distance from the object of study, as it entails examining what other 

people say, think, or experience. The scholar herself may not know what an experience 

is like, but can understand what others say about it. He agreed, adding: “Right, so they 

can’t understand the experience. Like, they won’t be able to know what salah actually 

feels like for example.” At this point, I went on to reflect: “The challenge and interesting 

thing is that now there are a lot of us who study Islam in this way, but who are in fact 

Muslims, who do belong to this tradition. But the expectation is that we have to talk 

about and present things from a distanced outsider perspective, as if you are not a 

believer.” 

This brief exchange brings to the fore the tensions between “insider-ness” and 

“outsider-ness” in the study of religion. As I mentioned to Abdullah, I find myself in a 

position between being a Muslim “insider”—both in the sense of my personal subjective 

commitments, as well as my social belonging in these communities—and my role within 

the American academy (with its supposedly “non-confessional” or “secular” study of 

Islam). There are a number of interconnected dilemmas and ambiguities here. To begin, 

I myself have a conflicted relationship with this disciplinary ideal of non-

confessionalism or theological neutrality. To a certain degree, I am deeply committed to 

the importance of this methodological approach, as I think that acquiring “critical 

distance” from one’s own commitments and convictions is crucial to having a proper 

understanding of a given religious tradition. It can also (potentially) allow for a shared 
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conversation and understanding of a tradition between scholars and even the broader 

public, despite presumed fundamental divergences in each person’s own theological 

pre-commitments. At the same time, however, I recognize that such secular scholarship 

can never actually in fact be “neutral”, and that we can never fully escape our normative 

commitments, as the very framework of our inquiries is necessarily embedded within 

certain normative presuppositions. Furthermore, our work will always remain 

motivated by and have implications for certain normative projects and agendas. Thus I 

recognize that despite adopting this seemingly “outsider” paradigm of the secular study 

of Islam, I cannot in fact escape my own theological and communal concerns, questions, 

and commitments that animate my scholarship.  

The more important thing for me here, though, is that this liminal position 

between insider-ness and outsider-ness is not just simply a function of following the 

conventions and expectations of my academic discipline. It is rather part of my own 

personal journey within Islam that informs how I approach these issues. The “outsider” 

stance I adopt is not one of methodologically eliminating or transcending my own 

subjectivity and personal understandings (although the ability to shift between different 

perspectives than our own is certainly an important part of our disciplinary training).43 

Rather, my claim is that my own subjective investment in the questions of this 

dissertation is one that is positioned ambivalently between insider-ness and outsider-

                                                      

43 See Taves, “Detachment and Engagement in the Study of ‘Lived Experience.’” 
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ness, and one that is informed by both my personal history with Islam as well as by my 

academic training. As Kirin Narayan has insightfully argued, our role as ethnographers 

cannot be reduced to being either “insiders” or “outsiders”. Rather, we all exhibit 

“multiplex subjectivities,” with “certain facets of self that join us up with the people we 

study [and] other facets that emphasize our difference.” There is no singular or all-

encompassing axis of identity that would determine our status as either insiders or 

outsiders.44  

I grew up in a religiously and culturally conservative Syrian family in Southern 

California, to learned parents with a deep commitment to Islamic knowledge and 

practice. My background was in many ways definitive of my sense of self, as religious 

learning and practice, and community belonging and activism governed my life as an 

adolescent and young adult. As I increasingly engaged various critical inquiries into 

claims about the truth of Islam—from the inquisitive questions of kids I taught at a 

youth group, to the critical work of Jeffrey Lang45, a high school teacher and mentor 

introducing me to “New Atheist” critiques of religion and Islam46, and the beginnings of 

academically studying philosophy and religion as an undergraduate—I became fixated 

on the search for confident conviction and rational certainty as a foundation for my faith 

commitment. Through the many different phases of this journey, my intellectual 

                                                      

44 Narayan, “How Native,” 676-680. 
45 Lang, Losing My Religion. See Chapter Three for an analysis of his work. 
46 Harris, End of Faith. 
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engagement with Islam has transformed in fundamental ways, as the clear answers and 

confident certainty that I sought (and which communal discourse promised) 

continuously eluded me. The communal and scholarly discourses I was exposed to 

regarding the foundational frameworks of faith no longer held up to scrutiny for me. At 

the same time, this process also stimulated a deep academic interest in philosophical 

theories of knowledge, which highlighted different possibilities of thinking about 

knowledge, conviction, and faith. Thus, by the time I began pursuing this inquiry as an 

academic project, what it meant to “believe” was no longer simply a given of my 

experience that I could take at face value, without thinking: what does it actually mean 

to believe or have faith? 

It is in light of this personal trajectory that I say that my positionality as a 

researcher into the question of belief and doubt is in the liminal space between “insider” 

and “outsider”. This process has made me much more inclined towards taking a critical 

distance (an “outsider’s” stance, one might say) from authoritative communal discourses 

and expectations of what faith means and requires. As Narayan says about so-called 

“insider” or “native” ethnographers: “Even if one can blend into a particular social 

group without the quest of fieldwork, the very nature of researching what to others is 

taken-for-granted reality creates an uneasy distance.”47 At the same time, this narrative 

also highlights the extent to which this dissertation is part and parcel of a personal 

                                                      

47 Narayan, “How Native,” 682. 
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history. I can in no way pretend that this a dispassionate study of some phenomenon 

that lies neatly beyond me, one that I am simply documenting and describing 

objectively. While I do believe I am able to explore the themes of this dissertation in a 

highly reflexive manner that engages in an "outsider" perspective in certain respects, 

such reflexivity is, in fact, only possible because that "outsider perspective" is part of my 

"insider" story.  

This journey—and the links involved between my personal and communal 

background, my personal dispositions and experiences, and my academic training—also 

shapes the fundamental theoretical aim of this project: to theorize the act of “believing” 

or “faith” in a way that recognizes the multiple levels of ambiguities and tensions in the 

phenomenon, accounting for the complexities of my own and others’ experiences, as 

well as the intellectual frameworks that inform my understanding of the world. The 

project is in many ways an attempt at applying critical reassessments of traditional 

epistemology to the world of lived experience, thus confronting and grappling with my 

own and others’ rationalist or intellectualist tendencies. Academically, I have been 

formed and transformed by the vast body of theoretical and philosophical literature (in 

both Western academia as well as Islamic religious literature) that questions the 

centrality of the intellect, the limits of rational justification, as well as the utility, efficacy, 
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and universality of “reason”.48 It is, however, much easier to hold on to those critiques of 

rationalism in abstraction, than to apply them to the world of lived experience. It is easy 

for academics to question rationalist and individualist epistemologies in theory, while 

continuing to assess the concrete experiences of people through those paradigms. For 

these frameworks often have a deeper hold on us than philosophical critique can simply 

undo, and they often resonate with our experience of the world in ways that cannot 

simply be ignored. Furthermore, my own experience with doubt and belief—and my 

own propensities and inclinations—have been deeply influenced by such intellectualist 

paradigms. So this dissertation asks how we can understand Muslims’ real-world 

experiences and concerns with belief, certainty, and doubt, in light of these rich bodies 

of literature. When Muslims themselves speak persistently about belief through such 

cognitivist, intellectualist, rationalist paradigms, how can we understand and assess 

those experiences? What insights would a “post-critical” epistemological assessment of 

American Muslims’ concerns with belief and faith offer us? 

                                                      

48 I have been influenced by the following fields: the ongoing attempts at solving the dilemmas of 

foundationalist epistemology in Anglo-American analytic philosophy; critiques of such approaches within 

continental philosophy (from Heidegger and Wittgenstein to Foucault and Derrida); feminist philosophers 

of knowledge like Linda Alcoff; philosophers of science and science studies (from early figures like Thomas 

Kuhn and Michael Polanyi, to more recent figures such as Bruno Latour and Barbara Herrnstein Smith); 

“post-secular” Christian philosophers (such as Alisdair Macintyre and James K.A. Smith); and medieval 

Muslim theologians in various disciplines (including al-Ghazali, al-Razi, Ibn `Arabi, and Ibn Taymiyyah), as 

well as modern Muslim thinkers such as Sayyid Qutb and Muhammad Iqbal. 
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1.3 Chapter Outline 

My dissertation begins in Chapter Two by contextualizing these concerns with 

belief and doubt, by providing a narrative account and conceptual mapping of 

secularity. I present a picture of the conditions of religious belief in contemporary 

American life. I argue that the condition of secularity should be understood as a 

situation in which there is heightened reflexivity and self-awareness of one’s 

engagement with beliefs or practices identified as “religious”. This condition of self-

consciousness about “religious belief” emerges through the discursive construction of 

the category of “religion” as part of the binary differentiation between the secular and 

the religious. I also go on to illustrate the important intersection and convergence of 

secularity with Islamic revivalism.  This then brings me to an in-depth analysis of the 

concept of “belief,” exploring in particular the multivalent and ambiguous nature of the 

term, the conflicted implications of how it is used, and critiques of its utility and 

relevance. Through this analysis, I delineate the dimensions of belief that my project 

seeks to unpack and theorize. I conclude the chapter by providing a conceptual map of 

the different dimensions of īmān (faith/belief) as historically conceptualized by Muslim 

theological discourses. I use this theologically-derived conceptual map to set up some 

basic terminology and conceptual tools through which to begin analyzing the experience 

of “belief”. The ethnographic chapters of the dissertation then build on the conceptual 

map by asking to what extent these theological theorizations can adequately account for 
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the complexity of people’s experiences. I thus use the ethnography to interrogate the 

limits of such theoretical frameworks. 

Chapter Three introduces the subject of the dissertation from another angle, by 

tracing and analyzing the emergence of a widespread American Muslim discourse about 

the “crisis of faith” facing the community. After highlighting some of the specific causes 

of the crisis that communal discourses identify, I attempt to uncover the more basic 

conditions underlying a growing sense of a problem of doubt. I begin by analyzing the 

ever-expanding fragmentation and proliferation of who speaks for Islam, and the 

consequent communal sense of interminable disagreement and loss of a shared 

framework. I then argue that this all plays out within a dual set of discursive conditions: 

a secular construction of religion as an especially self-conscious, belief-centered, 

individual decision; and a Muslim theological construal of this individual faith-

commitment that demands certainty of conviction in authoritative doctrine. Within this 

context, doctrinal conflicts, ambivalence, confusion, and dissent are framed and 

experienced as a crisis of losing faith. 

 Chapter Four addresses the construction of faith as a matter of cognitive 

conviction that demands intellectual certainty. Within the context of secularity and 

Islamic revivalism, rational justification of one’s faith-commitment becomes a 

particularly sensitive concern. Highlighting the comments and narratives of a number of 

people who emphasize this imperative of rational justification, I illustrate that there is a 
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tension in seeking such justification, between seeking “objective” rational standards by 

which to justify one’s conviction, versus more experiential justifications that function 

within particular presuppositional frameworks. I argue that the search for objective 

rational justification—and, by extension, treating faith as intellectual conviction in 

propositions that must be rationally demonstrated to be true—often leaves people with a 

sense of “crisis”, because such rational grounds cannot be validated by standards held 

outside of the faith community. This thus makes the notion of a “leap of faith”—and 

consequently one’s experiential confirmation of these truths—very important for many 

people. I highlight the experiences and narratives of a number of interlocutors who rely 

on personal experience to confirm their faith. These stories also illustrate how such 

experiential confirmation requires an ability to be absorbed in a devotional mindset. 

Chapter Five takes this point about absorption in devotional practice as a point 

of departure, through which I reconsider the notion that faith is most essentially a 

matter of intellectual conviction in particular propositions. Instead, I consider the 

centrality of moral and devotional commitment. By focusing on a number of 

interlocutors’ experiences with religious ambivalence and uncertainty, I question the 

notion of humans as essentially “thinking beings” who engage with their world 

primarily on the basis of intellectual convictions. Rather, our moral and devotional 

commitments to particular forms of life are in many ways experientially prior to our 

mental convictions.  In so arguing, I also illustrate the tension in this centrality of 
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experiential commitment: while for some this often manifests as a conscious decision to 

“absorb” oneself in devotional practice, it can also often be the result of an indwelt 

“given” of one’s life experience. Through two concluding vignettes of interlocutors 

confronting the limits of self-intelligibility and justification, I also raise the possibility 

that one can hold a faith commitment despite lacking any clear sense of cognitive 

conviction. 

 While Chapter Five’s analysis points to the importance of trusting personal life 

experience in affirming one’s faith-commitment in the face of ambivalence and doubt, 

such experiential knowledge is also often the fundamental source of people’s doubts and 

ambivalences. Chapter Six focuses on the story of one interlocutor’s struggles with 

prayer and his reflections on moral-religious responsibility, which highlights the 

centrality of experiential knowledge in people’s judgments and commitments. The 

chapter thus deals with the fundamental tension in American Muslim discourse, 

between trusting one’s own personal experience and trusting external authoritative 

discourse. Despite the dichotomy presumed in popular discourse, I illustrate how in 

reality these two poles are not so dichotomously pitted against each another. Even 

submission to authoritative discourse is inescapably grounded in cumulative personal 

experiential knowledge. And a sense of autonomous trust of one’s own experience is 

implicitly bound by the authoritative discourses that form and inform the self.  
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Finally, in the Conclusion, I offer some final reflections on how we should 

approach the concept of “secularity”—both the limits of its formative power on people’s 

subjective experience, and more importantly, its internally fragmented nature.  
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2. Secularity and the Problem of Belief 

When I began to pursue my inquiry into the theme of religious doubt and 

uncertainty, I very quickly realized that I would have to confront dominant 

secularization narratives. Different versions of this meta-narrative explain the growing 

prevalence of religious doubt as part of the general “decline” of religion. Such accounts 

function with some basic assumptions about religion being particularly susceptible to 

doubt in the modern world due to the supposedly inherent features of religion. It is 

held, for instance, that the truths of religion are inherently in tension with reason and 

rational inquiry, making religion inevitably prone to doubt and disbelief in a highly 

scientific society. As well, it is held that religious belief can only be maintained through 

collective conformity and social confirmation, making religion inevitably prone to doubt 

and disbelief in a religiously pluralistic society. I found such assumptions to be deeply 

ahistorical as well as empirically and conceptually dubious. As a consequence of these 

gaps and limitations, these standard secularization narratives had missed the mark.  

At the same time, however, I did not want to completely move away from a 

conceptual framework that accounts for religious doubt by centering on a notion of the 

secular. More generalized narratives that present doubt and uncertainty as a basic 

condition of modern or postmodern life, for instance, seemed not to recognize the ways 

in which we do, indeed, have our taken-for-granted certainties and hegemonies, nor 

how religion, in particular, is perceived and experienced as exceptionally subject to 
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doubt. There seemed to me to be something that the notion of secularization points to 

that is worth holding on to, something important to capture about the very particular 

conditions undergirding religion in our cultural and historical context. While 

dissatisfied with how such secularization narratives tend to be framed, I endeavored to 

understand how the growing phenomenon and discourse of religious doubt could be 

analyzed through the prism of secularization, while avoiding the impulse of seeing 

religion as inherently anything in particular.   

In trying to conceptualize secularization as a deeper-level “background” or 

condition of religious life, my thinking has been significantly shaped by Charles Taylor’s 

immensely influential book, A Secular Age. Taylor begins the work by famously 

distinguishing between three types of secularity: the institutional privatization of 

religion (Secularity 1), the general decline of religious belief and practice (Secularity 2), 

and the conditions1 of individual religious experience or belief (Secularity 3). While the 

first political dimension (Secularity 1) is not my direct concern here, the second 

dimension (Secularity 2) has been severely discredited in recent decades, as the 

straightforward notion of religion progressively disappearing in the face of 

modernization has been amply demonstrated to be erroneous.2 It is thus Taylor’s third 

dimension (Secularity 3) that is my concern here. Regarding this third dimension, 

                                                      

1 Italics added.  
2 For a brief overview of the “decline of religion thesis” and scholarly critiques and revisions, see Casanova, 

Public Religions, 25-35. 
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Taylor’s fundamental observation about the conditions of belief is that even “believers” 

experience their own belief reflexively as one option among many others. It is this 

fundamental state of heightened self-awareness about one’s religious faith as a 

“choice”—and the resultant condition of uncertainty that it can produce—that is the 

defining feature of secularity that I am concerned with for the purposes of this project. I 

also follow Taylor in utilizing the term “secularity” rather than the more common term 

“secularization”, insofar as the latter seems to implicitly suggest a linear and 

dichotomized process of religion being overtaken by the secular. I take secularity instead 

to suggest a social and discursive condition (which of course has its own historical 

trajectories), rather than a linearly unfolding process. The notion of secularity as a 

condition also seems to be less suggestive of a dichotomous or mutually exclusive 

relation between religion and the secular, as secularity instead becomes conceived of as 

the particular social conditions within which religion exists and functions today.  

I begin this chapter by presenting a narrative that seeks to account for and better 

understand the nature of this secular condition. However, rather than following Taylor’s 

own narrative—which is structured around the dichotomy between “transcendence” 

and “immanence”—I synthesize a number of other accounts that are more relevant to 

the manifestations of doubt and belief that I explore in this dissertation. Taylor’s chief 

contribution is to have described and accounted for the rise of the “immanent frame” in 

the modern West— that is, the ways in which the cosmic, social, and moral orders 
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become understood and experienced as purely immanent (i.e. this-worldly) secular 

orders functioning “as if god does not exist”. Thus the fundamental defining element of 

secular doubt in this narrative is the possibility of denying the very idea of the 

“supernatural/transcendent/divine,” due to the unprecedented possibility of “self-

sufficient / exclusive humanism” as a widely available option for seeking “fullness”.3  

Drawing on Taylor’s narrative, Tanya Luhrmann puts it this way: “Christians in late-

twentieth century and early-twenty-first-century America … live in a world in which it 

is entirely possible to take for granted that talk of the supernatural is bunk. That is what 

is modern … Doubt of the idea of the supernatural itself hovers as a plausible reality.”4 

 While this is certainly valuable and illuminative in its own right, my focus here 

is not on the idea of transcendence, divinity, or the supernatural. My narrative instead 

focuses on the emergence and increasing solidification and internalization of “religion” 

as a hegemonic category with a very particular ideological construction. This emphasis 

not only reflects my own disciplinary training and theoretical toolkit, but also emerges 

in conversation with my ethnographic research. I find that the majority of the 

conversations I have engaged in, or observed among American Muslims have nothing, 

or very little to do with the existence of God or the supernatural (although for some that 

is certainly the case). Rather, such doubts more often revolve around what it means to 

                                                      

3 Taylor, A Secular Age. 
4 Luhrmann, When God Talks Back, 319. 
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“believe in” their particular religious tradition. Among the people I interacted with in 

Boston, for instance, many expend considerable efforts trying to define the essence of 

“religion” or “real Islam” as a means of dealing with doubt.5 Very few conversations are 

centered on the existence of the supernatural as such, even in an environment as 

dominated by higher education and scientific exploration as Boston-Cambridge. Thus 

the framing of doubt and uncertainty in these discussions does not seem to revolve 

around the possibility of rejecting transcendence as such, but rather in questioning why 

one should “believe in” Islam (or any “religion”), and what it means to do so. While 

there are certainly many deeply insightful elements of Taylor’s account that I draw on, 

my departure from his account is primarily a matter of emphasis. While the central 

narrative arc of his analysis does not focus on the historical development of “religion” as 

a cultural, political, and epistemic category, I believe that tracing this ideological 

formation is crucial to properly understanding the condition of secularity as I 

understand it. 

In addition to focusing on the category of “religion”, the line of analysis that I 

pursue also highlights the centrality of “belief” as a category and concern in the context 

of secularity. Therefore, after providing a conceptual and historical account of this 

                                                      

5 See Tayob, Religion in Modern Islamic Discourse, on the development of such intellectual strategies among 

modernist Muslim thinkers.  
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secular construction of “religion,” I offer an in-depth analysis of how I approach the 

concept of “belief”.  

2.1 What is “secularity”? 

Before tracing the historical formation of religion in the context of secularity, let 

me provide a concrete picture of the “conditions of belief” and some practical 

consequences of the secular condition that I am concerned with tracing. Within this 

secular condition, to engage in practices, ideas, or commitments that are identified as 

“religious” brings with it a heightened, reflexive, self-awareness of the need to justify 

such behavior and commitments (to oneself and others), to a much greater degree than 

with those dimensions of life that are identified as “secular”. To engage with religion in 

the context of secularity, an individual is constantly confronted (both internally and 

externally) with questions such as: “Why do I do this? Do I actually believe this is true? 

How do I know this is correct? Why do I not adopt some other religious option, or, in 

fact, abandon religion altogether? Why should I even make such a “leap of faith,” rather 

than simply stick to what is objectively known? Or why not adopt another lifestyle or 

worldview that is more personally fulfilling, or one that more authentically reflects my 

inner sentiments and convictions?” Religion, in such a context, is thus an especially self-

conscious, individually-affirmed decision, judgment, or commitment. 

This heightened self-awareness of one’s engagement with religion can be 

understood as a result of the binary differentiation between the “secular” and 
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“religious” domains of life, which emerged as a central organizing construct of the 

modern West. In order to understand this, we must appreciate the way in which the 

categories of “religion” and “secular” have been constructed through the course of 

modern Euro-American history. 

Many historians and theorists have highlighted the way in which medieval 

European society was largely structured through the “all-encompassing” authority of 

the unified Roman Church. José Casanova discusses the way in which the entire social 

realm was tied together through the authority of the Church. It is not that these societies 

did not have any notion of the “secular”, which they did, having to do with those 

“profane” aspects of life that did not function directly through the institutions of the 

Church. Nonetheless, this “secular” domain continued to function in relation to and 

under the overarching umbrella of the Church, which “mediate[d] sacramentally” 

between the entire “this-worldly” realm and “the other world” (heaven).6 Within this 

medieval Christian social structure, then, “it was the religious realm which appeared to 

be the all-encompassing reality within which the secular realm found its proper place.”7 

Talal Asad similarly notes that, “several times before the Reformation, the boundary 

                                                      

6 Casanova, Public Religions, 12-15.  
7 Ibid., 15. We can perhaps better conceptualize this social structure with the help of Taylor’s discussion of 

the “Durkheimian” identification of religion with the polity. In the “ancien regime” ideal type that precedes 

the development of “modern social imaginaries,” “society is still seen as organic, and one’s place in this 

organic whole is the essential definer of obligation and duty. The Church is that of the whole society, to 

which everyone must belong  . . . Societies organized by such a church are in this (loose) meaning 

‘Durkheimian,’ in the sense that church and social sacred are one.” A Secular Age, 442. 
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between the religious and the secular was redrawn, but always the formal authority of 

the Church remained preeminent.”8  

Casanova argues that the preeminent, all-encompassing (formal/theoretical) 

authority of the Church meant that the various functions of society were, to a great 

degree, closely linked together, forming an “undifferentiated whole” (aside from the 

abovementioned distinction between the religious and secular realms dictated by the 

Church). The closeness made it difficult to separate (at least conceptually, if not also 

functionally) these different dimensions from each other, along the lines we are prone to 

draw with our modern epistemic categories – politics, economy, science, religion, art, 

and so on. Casanova argues that it is precisely this lack of differentiation that shifts with 

modernity. He understands the “core” of secularization to consist in the “process of 

functional differentiation and emancipation of the secular spheres—primarily the state, 

the economy, and science—from the religious sphere and the concomitant 

differentiation and specialization of religion within its own newly found religious 

sphere.”9 This entails both a diminished role of the religious sphere, as well as a novel 

classification of “religion” as its own autonomous sphere:  

If before, it was the religious realm which appeared to be the all-encompassing 

reality within which the secular realm found its proper place, now the secular 

sphere will be the all-encompassing reality, to which the religious sphere will 

have to adapt . . . . 

                                                      

8 Asad, Genealogies, 39. 
9 Casanova, Public Religions, 19. 
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In the new spatial structure, therefore, the religious sphere became just another 

sphere, structured around its own autonomous internal axis but falling under the 

gravitational force of the two main axes [states and markets] . . . . Now for the 

first time, the religious sphere came fully into its own, specializing in ‘its own 

religious’ function and either dropping or losing many other ‘nonreligious’ 

functions.10 

 

Casanova attributes this process of differentiation to four central causes: “the 

Protestant Reformation; the formation of modern states; the growth of modern 

capitalism; and the early modern scientific revolution.”11 My focus in this account will 

primarily be on the first two strands, viewed specifically through the prism of the 

emergence of “religion” as a category. While interpreting Casanova’s claims about 

differentiation through this lens of the formation of discursive categories, I am 

sympathetic to Asad’s critique in his response to Casanova, namely that these were not 

simply the inevitable outcome of social-structural processes, but rather ideological 

distinctions and classifications.12 As Craig Calhoun states, “we should be clear that this 

pattern”—that is, the "compartmentalization of religion” that happens through the 

process of modern differentiation of spheres—“was ideological, not simply a natural 

evolution.”13  It is a particular ideological/discursive formation—in relation to broader 

material, demographic, and social-structural transformations (such as increasing 

literacy, the printing press, increasing connectivity and ease of transportation, etc.)—that 

                                                      

10 Ibid., 15, 21. 
11 Ibid., 23. 
12 Asad, Formations of the Secular, 181-201. 
13 Calhoun, “Time, World, Secularism,” 339. 
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gives rise to this differentiation. It is this discursive formation of “religion” as its own 

“sphere” that I will focus on below. 

Drawing on a rich body of scholarship that has emerged in the past three 

decades, Brent Nongbri has helpfully synthesized the literature into a clear narrative 

about the history of the category of religion. Nongbri highlights how “several broad 

developments took place simultaneously in early modern Europe”14 that gave rise to our 

particular way of conceiving of “religion” as “a kind of inner disposition and concern for 

salvation conceived in opposition to politics and other 'secular' areas of life”.15 The first 

of these broad developments was “the fragmentation of Christendom resulting from the 

various reform movements in the wake of Martin Luther.”16  

With the Protestant reform movements, came “the fragmentation of the unity 

and authority of the Roman church and the consequent wars of religion, which tore 

European principalities apart.”17 The breakup was significant on a number of related 

levels. Peter Harrison states: 

“Following the Reformation, the fragmentation of Christendom led to a change 

from an institutionally based understanding of exclusive salvation to a 

propositionally based understanding. Formerly it had been, 'no salvation outside 

the Church.' Now it had become, 'no salvation without the profession of the 'true 

religion'.' But which religion was the true religion? The proliferation of 

                                                      

14 Nongbri, Before Religion, 85. 
15 Ibid., 24. 
16 Ibid., 85. 
17 Asad, Genealogies, 40. 
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Protestant sects … had made the question exceedingly complex, for there were 

not simply two opposing Churches, but many."18 

  

Nongbri reflects on Harrison’s analysis and points out that there were two 

consequences: on the one hand, these polemics caused Christianity to be “distilled to a 

set of ideas, and salvation was achieved by internal, private, mental assent to this 

(single, correct, true) set of ideas."19 And, stemming from the former, on the other hand, 

the divisions between groups “contributed to the formation of distinct religions.”20 With 

Europe no longer having a singular Church defining the relation to salvation and the 

sacred, a process of abstraction began whereby different “religions” represented the true 

way of relating to God. This process of abstraction from “the Church” to a generic 

notion of “religion(s)” was of course further facilitated due to the increasing European 

interaction with various “others” around the world, through exploration, colonialism, 

and missionary work.21 Smith states that it was “the question of the plural religions (both 

Christian and non-Christian) that forced a new interest in the singular, generic religion."22 

It is hence in this period that “the earliest systematic attempts at producing a universal 

definition of religion were made," as Asad notes.23 A historical convergence of conflict, 

polemics, and discovery led European thinkers to begin a process of forming a 

                                                      

18 Harrison, Religion and the Religions, 63.  
19 Nonbgri, Before Religion, 91. 
20 Ibid., 92. 
21 Ibid., 85-6. 
22 Jonathan Z Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious,”182. 
23 Genealogies, 40.  
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conceptual category of “religion” abstracted from the doctrinal and institutional 

specificities of the Christian Church. As Wilfred Cantwell Smith puts it, the “evolution 

[of the concept “religion”] has included a long-range development that we may term a 

process of reification: mentally making religion into a thing, gradually coming to 

conceive it as an objective systematic entity.”24 

 In addition to this doctrinal fragmentation and subsequent process of abstraction 

or reification, this period also witnessed severe political turmoil and upheaval, with the 

so-called “Wars of Religion” and the “tumultuous beginnings of the modern system of 

nation-states.”25  The resultant political instability, and the response of prominent 

intellectuals such as Jean Bodin and John Locke, “shed[s] light upon another crucial 

dimension of the modern notion of religion that developed during this era—the idea 

that the focus of a religion is the salvation of an individual soul. Religion becomes a 

much more private affair.”26 In seeking to resolve the destruction of the confessional 

wars being waged by church and state actors, intellectuals such as Bodin came to the 

conclusion that, “when uniformity of religion is impossible to achieve, the best means 

for subjugating a people and maintaining a stable state is to allow distinct groups to live 

according to their own beliefs.”27  Nonbgri argues that the policy of toleration required 

“a highly personalized notion of religion that focused on the salvation of the individual 

                                                      

24 Smith, Meaning and End of Religion,51.  
25 Nonbgri, Before Religion, 97. 
26 Ibid., 9. 
27 Ibid., 100. 
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soul. It is here that the theoretical differentiation of something called 'religion' from the 

civic arena becomes quite clear."28  

It is with Locke, however, that this “individualized religious self” finds full 

expression. For Locke, "religion would ideally not be a part of the political world." He 

argues that political authorities cannot have authority over the soul, since they only can 

exert outward force, whereas "true and saving Religion consists in the inward 

persuasion of the Mind." We find in his Letter Concerning Toleration that Locke turns to 

redefining the notion of “church”, arguing that it is:  

"… a voluntary Society of Men, joining themselves together of their own accord, 

in order to the public worshipping of God, in such a manner as they judge 

acceptable to him, and effectual to the Salvation of their Souls…. No man by 

nature is bound unto any particular Church or Sect, but everyone joins himself 

voluntarily to that Society in which he believes he has found that Profession and 

Worship which is truly acceptable to God."29  

  

As Nongbri points out, Locke still assumes that there will be public dimensions 

and manifestations of one’s personal belief, unlike later secularist assumptions that 

prescribe the complete privatization of religion. Nonetheless, “the impetus to the 

formation of the church in the first place was to be an entirely private affair. The church 

was now a voluntary assembly of individuals who gather together for the sole purpose 

of obtaining salvation and are tolerated as long as they do not disturb the functions of 

                                                      

28 Ibid., 100-101. 
29 John Locke, “A Letter Concerning Toleration”, quoted in Nonbgri, Before Religion, 102. 
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the state.”30 Thus the essence of religious belonging and faith is constructed as being 

about one’s inner conscience and convictions, whereas ritual practice, community, and 

all other “external manifestations” of religion become simply derivative of that belief. 

Even if religion is not fully privatized in this scheme, autonomous individual belief is 

seen as the fundamental impetus and source of religion. As Asad states :  

With the triumphant rise of modern science, modern production, and the 

modern state, the churches would also be clear about the need to distinguish the 

religious from the secular, shifting, as they did so, the weight of religion more 

and more onto the moods and motivations of the individual believer. Discipline 

(intellectual and social) would, in this period, gradually abandon religious space, 

letting ‘belief,’ ‘conscience,’ and ‘sensibility’ take its place.31 

 

We can now better understand how the basic aim of this binary differentiation 

was to demarcate the “secular” as that which is taken to be the objective, neutral, and 

collectively agreed upon frameworks and institutions that all of society can/must 

participate in equally, and furthermore, to set it off from “religion”, the latter being that 

which is a personal, voluntary affair that individuals can opt into, based on internal 

conviction.32 This also allows us to see that these classifications (of that which is 

designated as religious, and that which is designated as secular) are deeply political, and 

                                                      

30 Ibid., 102. 
31 Genealogies, 39. 
32 For a provocative yet deeply illuminating illustration of this logic of the religion-secular binary, see Jason 

Josephson’s discussion of the “Shinto secular” in The Invention of Religion in Japan. He describes the ways in 

which imperial Shinto was legally and politically designated as “not-religion” but rather as the official 

scientific ideology of the Meiji State, to which all citizens must belong. On the other hand, shrine Shinto, 

Buddhism, Christianity, and other “confessions” were marked as “religions” in that they were voluntary 

confessions that individuals could opt into (and thus were deserving of the rights of religious freedom).  



 

79 

are a part of a secularist project of modern governance, rather than simply being natural, 

epistemic categories.  

While the basic logic of this construction (identifying the individual conscience 

as the essential locus of religion) was rooted in an early-modern European context, it 

became much more socially entrenched and institutionalized in the history of American 

religion, in particular. The advent of denominationalism in early American 

Protestantism, and the concomitant religious disestablishment at the state level, played 

an important role in this development. For instance, many scholars have pointed to the 

important role of radical, sectarian groups like the Baptists in demanding the formal 

separation of ecclesiastical authority and the state, as they sought the “purity of the 

select few” through authentic, religious choice, and conversion in the act of baptism, and 

thus opposed infant baptism in favor of adult baptism by choice.33 Authentic and true 

religion could not be imposed, but rather had to be freely and consciously chosen and 

embraced.34 The Evangelical revivals in early American history were the most dominant 

reflection of this religious orientation. As Hankins notes, one of the essential 

components of evangelicalism (indeed one that is virtually universal among all 

Evangelicals) is the centrality of experiencing personal conversion. One cannot simply 

                                                      

33 See: Gaustad and Schmidt, The Religious History of America; Albanese, America: Religions and Religion; 

Hatch, Democratization of American Christianity; Bellah, Robert Bellah Reader; Hankins, American Evangelicals. 
34 This religious impulse was, in fact, part of a much broader process and tradition of Reform that Taylor 

highlights, wherein Christian reformers sought to make Christianity authentically one’s own through a 

“more inward and intense personal devotion”, rather than as a social and collective affair. A Secular Age, 61-

89.  
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be born a Christian, rather one must experience either a moment, or a process of 

conversion in order to receive salvation.35 Within this framework, one’s faith must be 

authentic to the individual self, which, in turn, must experience personal conviction. 

Religion is nothing if not a matter of the private conscience’s commitment to religious 

truth. Consequently, the revivals of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were central 

in further consolidating the social logic of this construction of religion, in which 

collective and political belonging is a function of the political sphere, whereas the 

conviction and commitment of the individual conscience is the essential locus of the 

religious sphere.  

It is important to briefly note, however, that the link between religion and the 

polity/ national identity continues to live on (in less formal ways) through most of the 

history of the United States, as Christianity (and Protestantism in particular) is 

understood to be central to American national identity. As I will discuss in more detail 

in Chapter Three, national identity was constructed through what Kambiz 

GhaneaBassiri calls the “conflation of race, religion, and progress”—that is, Enlightened, 

White, Anglo Protestantism.36 This construction of religion and nationhood gets 

progressively undermined in the second half of the twentieth century, as a different 

conception of national belonging begins to take hold.37 Or as Casanova puts it, American 

                                                      

35 Hankins, American Evangelicals. 
36 GhaneaBassiri, A History of Islam in America, 98-99. 
37 Ibid., 228-235. 
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Protestantism went through three distinct stages of disestablishment from the public 

domain, the third taking place in the second half of the twentieth century.38 In this 

context,  a model of religious belonging that further centers voluntary choice and 

individual conscience/conviction, replaces collectivist notions that understand religious 

belonging through the prism of national/civilizational identity. These later shifts reflect a 

more developed stage of secularity that becomes increasingly dominant in the late 

twentieth, and early twenty-first centuries. As I contend in Chapter Three, I believe that 

these changes are important to consider in accounting for the relatively recent rise of the 

“nones” as well as the emergence of a widespread discourse on “religious doubt,” 

“losing religion,” and “crisis of faith,” both in American Islam specifically, as well as 

among the American public, more broadly. 

The central takeaway from this entire narrative, for my purposes here, is the 

following: within this secularist construction of religion, individuals are made 

increasingly aware of “religion” as a distinct, reified system that each person must 

deliberately choose to affirm. Belonging or adhering to a religion in this context must be 

a self-conscious personal decision, judgment, or commitment, as opposed to being 

experienced as simply a given of the social order, group social existence, tradition, or 

heritage that one lives out organically. Thus, Asad explains insightfully, responding to 

Geertz’ comparison between a “religious perspective” and “scientific perspective”:   

                                                      

38 Casanova, Public Religions, 135-164 
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The optional flavor conveyed by the term perspective is surely misleading when 

it is applied equally to science and to religion in modern society: religion is 

indeed now optional in a way that science is not. Scientific practices, techniques, 

knowledges permeate and create the very fibers of social life in ways religion no 

longer does. Thus religion today is a perspective or attitude, whereas science is 

not.39 

 

The self-consciousness of “religion” as a matter of perspective is captured 

particularly well by Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s careful study of the crucial shifts in the 

meaning of “belief”. He argues that, in medieval English, “to believe” primarily meant 

to hold dear, to prize, to love, to value highly, to give allegiance and loyalty to, and so 

on. The object of such an allegiance and love was, of course, presupposed as the truth, 

but the assumption did not need to be stated. In the modern period, the notion of belief 

slowly shifted to denote the sense of affirming that object of devotion as true, thus 

shifting the focus towards assessing the reality of that which was previously 

presupposed as true.  He eloquently summarizes this shift:  

Indeed one might perhaps sum up one aspect of the history of these matters over 

the past few centuries in the following way: The affirmation “I believe in God” 

used to mean: “Given the reality of God as a fact of the universe, I hereby pledge 

to Him my heart and soul. I committedly opt to live in loyalty to Him. I offer my 

life to be judged by Him, trusting His mercy.” Today the statement might be 

taken by some as meaning: “Given the uncertainty as to whether there is a God 

or not, as a fact of modern life, I announce that my opinion is ‘yes’. I judge God 

to be existent.”40 

 

                                                      

39 Genealogies, 49. 
40 Smith, Believing: An Historical Perspective, 44. 
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This dissertation examines how the discursive construction and experiential 

condition of religion in the context of American secularity plays out within American 

Muslim communities, both at the level of public communal discourses, as well as 

through individual experiences.  

In particular, the above analysis leads us to the centrality of “belief” in this 

discursive context. Such an understanding demands that we unpack much more 

thoroughly what is meant by this concept; and specifically, how I approach it for the 

purposes of this dissertation. Before doing so, however, we need to explore two specific 

dimensions pertaining to how this condition of heightened self-consciousness about 

one’s beliefs plays out, in particular, among Muslims.  

The first dimension is the recognition that a self-consciousness of belief is 

exaggerated for Muslims in the political climate of “Islamophobia”, which produces an 

endless hyper-scrutiny of Islam and Muslims as a unique “problem” that requires 

resolution. We will see throughout the dissertation how many of the religious concerns, 

dissonances, doubts, discomforts, and disillusionments Muslims confront arise due to 

the nature of the political climate in which Islamic traditions, texts, and doctrines have 

come under increasing scrutiny, such that they have become pervasive subjects of public 

discourse.   

The second dimension worth noting, in relation to Muslims’ experiences with 

this secular condition, comprises the intersection and convergence of secularity with 
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Islamic revivalism. This point, however, requires a more thorough unpacking and 

explanation. Therefore, before analyzing the concept of belief, in the following section I 

explore what I mean by a specific convergence that I term, “revivalist secularity”.  

2.1.1 The convergence of secularity and Islamic revivalism  

Various forms of modern Islamic revivalism have been foundational to the many 

visions, discourses, and projects that constitute “American Islam”.41 Indeed I submit that 

we cannot adequately understand the various manifestations of Islam in America today 

without a proper grasp of modern revivalist movements around the globe. I use 

“revivalism” as an umbrella term to refer to a wide variety of modern Muslim 

movements that have sought to “promot[e] a general Islamic influence on their 

societies,” by reviving and reaffirming authentic Islamic practice and belief among the 

Muslim masses.42 Revivalist groups have often also been referred to as “reformists” or 

“Islamists”, each with different yet overlapping connotations. Lapidus helpfully 

captures the basic thrust of these movements: 

The basic tenet of these movements is that the salvation of Islamic societies lies in 

a return by each and every individual to the morality taught in the Qur'an and 

the Sunna, the teachings of the Prophet …. They call for a stripping away of 

many of the traditional practices and beliefs of Muslims as a false historical 

accretion to the pure Islam. They call for a renewed commitment to Islam in the 

hearts and minds of individuals ….43 

 

                                                      

41 See GhaneaBassiri, History of Islam, 228-29, 263-75, 295-96. 
42 Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country, 48. 
43 Lapidus, “Islamic Revival and Modernity, 445. 
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My argument here is that there is a crucial synergy between the secular condition and 

the basic impulse of revivalism. That is, as already hinted at in Lapidus’ description, 

Islamic revivalism similarly creates a heightened degree of conscious awareness of the 

need for individuals to willfully and intentionally affirm their religious commitments 

and beliefs.  

Surface appearances would seem to indicate that secularity and Islamic 

revivalism are deeply in tension with one another. In the following chapter, for instance, 

I trace a shift in American Muslim conceptions of Islamic belonging, away from a 

collectivist ethos that links religious faith and civilizational belonging to the global 

umma, to a more individualized construction that relegates religion to a matter of 

personal conscience and conviction.  I argue that this shift to an individualized, 

secularist construction of religion is crucial in producing the sense that people are 

“losing their religion” due to doubts, since self-conscious conviction becomes a much 

more sensitive matter in this discursive context. The discussion would seem to suggest 

that it is the loss of a revivalist/Islamist sensibility (which seeks the establishment of an 

Islamic sociopolitical order) that explains the increasing sense of faith-crisis among 

American Muslims. The implication here would be that Islamic revivalism is antithetical 

to the secular condition. 

On the surface, such an implication would seem to be correct, to the extent that 

Islamic revivalist discourses in the communal contexts I engage in have firmly resisted 
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liberal secularism’s normative separation of religion from other spheres of life. As 

Casanova notes, the “privatization” of religion—namely, the exclusion of religion from 

public, political influence—is “mandated ideologically by liberal categories of 

thought.”44 Throughout the twentieth century, Islamic revivalist groups have been 

astutely aware of the hegemonic construal of “religion” as a private matter that should 

not impinge on politics, economics, and the public sphere, and have actively resisted by 

insisting that Islam is a “comprehensive system” that contains guidance and 

commandments about every aspect of life. An awareness of a Protestant and secular bias 

is the reason for the quite common refrain in revivalist literature and public discourse 

that “Islam is not a religion, it is a way of life.” 

Despite such an obvious resistance to liberal secularism’s relegation of religion to 

the private sphere, it would nonetheless be a mistake to assume that modern Islamic 

revivalism has been in fundamental tension or conflict with the condition of secularity.  

While there are, of course, ways in which revivalist discourses present alternative 

mappings of religion to dominant secularist constructions, I argue that there is 

nonetheless a close link and convergence between this secular condition and a 

fundamental impulse of Islamic revivalism. The link lies in a more subtle sense of how 

Islamic revivalism similarly demands of individuals a heightened degree of conscious 

awareness and reflexivity in affirming their religious commitments and beliefs.  

                                                      

44 Public Religions, 39. 
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As discussed above, I understand secularity to be a discursive condition wherein 

there is an exceedingly heightened level of self-awareness of “religion” as a discrete 

worldview or domain of life that individuals subscribe to, as opposed to it simply being 

inextricably embedded in the social order and largely taken for granted. Discourse on 

religion within the secular condition, therefore, assumes that religious belief or faith 

must be a consciously and continuously affirmed individual decision, judgment, and/or 

commitment. Similarly, within the context of Islamic revivalism, religious commitment 

is seen as something that should not merely be the product of belonging to a tradition or 

community. Revivalism produces an increased centrality of the individual conscience 

and conviction, as religion is constructed as something that one must deliberately “opt 

into”, as separable from, and contrasted to other “secular” forms of life. Much like 

Evangelical revivalism that was discussed earlier, Islamic revivalism demands a very 

conscious decision to actively commit oneself to faith. 

Humeira Iqtedar’s argument regarding the “objectification” of Islam through 

competing factions of Islamists expands our understanding of the demands of 

revivalism. Iqtedar summarizes her argument as follows: 

In the case of competition among religious groups in Pakistan, one effect has 

been an increased consciousness about the different ways of being Muslim. A 

comment repeated often, and by a great diversity of people, from committed 

atheists to modernists, pietists, and Islamists, was, “our parents did not have to 

think about religion. They could just take it as a given, and practice what those 

around them were practicing.” ….  There was a general understanding that at 

some unspecified point in the not so distant past, religious practice did not have 

to be thought through as it does now. Thus, one important implication of the 



 

88 

competition among Islamists is what Eickelman and Piscatori (1996, 36) call 

‘objectification.’ It is the process by which basic questions come to the fore in the 

consciousness of large numbers of believers: ‘What is my religion?’ ‘Why is it 

important to my life?’ and ‘How do my beliefs guide my conduct?’ My research 

shows that members of Islamist groups are constantly making comparisons with 

other Islamist groups and related ways of being. Given the multiple ways of 

being a good Muslim that are offered to them, there is an increased awareness of, 

and debate about, what religion means and how it should impact everyday 

practice.”45 

 

Iqtedar refers to the increased consciousness of competing claims to Islamic authenticity 

as a process of “objectification.” Through this process, more and more religious 

doctrines and teachings become objectified as constitutive parts of religion that must be 

discursively known and validated. In this context, therefore, there is increasingly less 

possibility of religion being taken for granted. 

In utilizing this notion of objectification, Iqtedar draws on the work of Eickelman 

and Piscatori, who highlight “the processes by which many aspects of social and 

political life become subject to conscious reflection, discussion, and debate.”46  Their 

discussion of objectification helps illuminate the synergy between revivalism and 

secularity (although they do not refer to the phenomenon using those terms). They begin 

the discussion with an anecdote about an Omani town in the 1970s where the residents 

“knew of course of other Muslim and non-Muslim traditions, but they were marginal to 

                                                      

45 Iqtidar, Secularizing Islamists, 126. 
46 Muslim Politics, 37. 
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their social and moral imagination.”47 They contrast this to later developments in which 

objectification begins to take root: 

In the same community several years later, a much more conscious sense of 

tradition had begun to emerge, inspired by the growing cohort of young Omanis 

who had received a secondary or postsecondary school education and who, with 

the increasing ease of transportation and the expansion of networks of youth met 

through schooling, military, and employment, began to question what it meant 

to be a Muslim.48  

 

As an example of this heightened consciousness, they quote a village schoolteacher who 

stated that “people here do not know Islam; they pray and sacrifice, but they do not 

know why.” They go on to comment on this statement, getting to the heart of what is 

meant by objectification: 

Before the 1970s, such a consciously critical statement would have been almost 

incomprehensible in most of the towns and villages of Oman. It would not have 

occurred to most people that their practice of the faith could be brought into 

question. By the late 1980s, however, such questioning had become common, and 

what we call ‘objectification’ had reached into all parts of the Muslim world. 

Objectification is the process by which basic questions come to the fore in the 

consciousness of large numbers of believers: ‘What is my religion?’ ‘Why is it 

important to my life?’ and ‘How do my beliefs guide my conduct?49 

 

Through these anecdotes and examples, Eickelman and Piscatori highlight the 

discursive condition that produces “heightened self-consciousness … [and] the 

systemization and explicitness of religious tradition.”50 Within this context, “religion has 

                                                      

47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid., 37-38. 
49 Ibid., 38. 
50 Ibid., 39. 
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become a self-contained system that its believers can describe, characterize, and 

distinguish from other belief systems.”51 This final point about distinguishing religion 

from other systems is crucial to my assertion, as it highlights both the secular 

construction of religion as a distinct sphere of life, as well as the revivalist aim of 

purifying Islam as a unique way of life that people must deliberately and genuinely 

commit to. Eickelman and Piscatori go on to show this connection to revivalist 

movements, stating:  

The objectification of Islam means that religious beliefs and practices are 

increasingly seen as systems (minhaj) to be distinguished from nonreligious ones. 

When activist thinkers such as Sayyid Qutb (1906-66) write of Islam as a minhaj, 

they imply more than ‘system’ or ‘program’, the translations commonly given. 

The term can also imply that something has been made open, manifest, and clear. 

For Qutb, as for other activists, it is not sufficient simply to ‘be’ Muslim and to 

follow Muslim practices. One must reflect upon Islam and articulate it.52 

 

In invoking the Egyptian intellectual Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), Eickelman and 

Piscatori highlight the importance of arguably one of the two most important “founding 

fathers” of modern Islamic revivalism in the twentieth century—alongside Abul ʻAla 

Maududi (d. 1979). This influence is particularly pronounced in the context of the 

United States, where the founders of national Islamic institutions and organizations 

were heavily influenced by the writings of these two figures.53 For both Maududi and 

Qutb, their most fundamental intervention—which was to emphasize the complete 

                                                      

51 Ibid., 38. 
52 Ibid., 42. 
53 See GhaneaBassiri, History of Islam, 263-75. 
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comprehensiveness of Islam as a unique system that governs all aspects of life—was 

premised on the absolute necessity and primacy of genuine individual conviction, 

understanding, and submission. In their aim of establishing an Islamic order in society, 

they highlighted the primacy of internal, personal faith and understanding, which then 

naturally and necessarily produces a commitment to fully obeying God in all his 

commandments.54 As Maududi said: “All those who surrender themselves to the will of 

God are welded into a community and that [is] how the 'Muslim Society' comes into 

being. Thus this is an ideological society ....This society is the result of deliberate choice and 

effort; it is the outcome of a 'contract' which takes place between human beings and their 

Creator.”55 While they completely reject religious privatization (in the sense of excluding 

religion from public political influence), their Islamist projects are nonetheless built 

upon and conceived of in a voluntarist and intellectualist paradigm that emphasizes the 

need for deliberate and self-conscious conviction on the part of individual believers, 

thus mirroring, and converging with the secular construction of religion. 

Following these explorations, I argue that revivalism and secularism are similar 

in that they are both ideological projects aimed at making “religion” more visible and 

clearly demarcated in society—the former to make it more influential, authentic, and 

                                                      

54 See Mawdudi, Towards Understanding Islam, 21-25, where he emphasizes the absolute centrality of personal 

conviction and understanding as the basis and foundation of obedience to God. See Qutb, Milestones, 42-62 

and 70, where he emphasizes the primacy of individual faith, first as the basis and foundation for 

establishing morality, and as an Islamic social order.  
55 Islamic Law and Constitution, 1986, 48-49, quoted in GhaneaBassiri, 253, emphasis mine. 
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purified, and the latter to restrict or regulate its influence in society. The impulse in both 

secularism and revivalism to clearly identify, reify, and objectify a “religion” has similar 

causes and implications. I explore and develop the implications of these convergences 

particularly in Chapters Four and Six. 

We can see the above-noted self-conscious voluntarism of “revivalist secularity” 

concretely illustrated in the way that “seeking knowledge” is conceptualized and 

experienced in revivalist networks. Jeanette Jouili has highlighted this very helpfully in 

her book on European Muslim women’s participation in the Islamic revival. Jouili 

highlights the narratives of young women who see themselves as seeking “real Islamic 

knowledge,” in contrast to the “traditional” religious upbringing they acquired from 

their parents. She notes how they “emphasized that their ‘deliberate’ and ‘conscious’ 

quest for Islamic knowledge” and marked a transition to truly “becoming Islamic” or 

“entering Islam,” in opposition to simply being “Muslim by tradition.”56 Jouili goes on to 

unpack the dichotomy in approaches to knowledge that these young women put 

forward: 

The distinction here was based on two different yet interrelated sets of 

assumptions. An Islam practiced implicitly, not rationalized, oral rather than 

scriptural, and lived in a more or less private manner within the family or the 

Islamic community was opposed to an Islam that was text-based, discursive, 

consciously reflected upon—and therefore 'understood'—and put into practice 

by adopting a comprehensive and visible Islamic lifestyle in all domains of life. 

Related to this distinction was a second assumption that opposed Islam as a 

                                                      

56 Jouili, Pious Practice, 28. 
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taken-for-granted family inheritance to an Islam reaffirmed as both identity and 

lifestyle through a conscious decision ….Even when they recognized Islam as an 

inherited identity and tradition, the women persistently articulated a desire to 

understand their faith through particular cognitive means in order to arrive at 

conviction. Such an understanding of religion—one not reduced to tacit pre-

discursive knowledge and practice but given an object-like quality through its 

inscription into language—is connected to specific assumptions about the self.  

The critique that these women put forward reflected the extent to which their 

understanding of religion and its exigencies was shaped by notions of the 

modern knowing subject.57 

 

The self-understanding of these young women reflects the moral imperative in Islamic 

revivalism of religious practice and commitment being grounded in deliberate decision-

making and self-conscious conviction, as articulated by Qutb and Maududi. Within this 

paradigm, religion must be approached reflexively, as an object of understanding by 

individual believers. The heightened awareness of “religion” in the secular condition 

thus converges with revivalism’s demand that religious commitment be based on 

genuine personal understanding and conviction. It consequently becomes increasingly 

difficult to relate to religion without such hyper-conscious reflexive awareness of one’s 

convictions. 

 I see similar patterns to what Jouili describes playing out in American Muslim 

communities, as every aspect of religious life is increasingly approached as an object of 

conscious reflection to be affirmed or debated, a doctrinal truth that must be known 

through a discursive process of acquiring knowledge. We find a similar ideology of 

                                                      

57 Ibid., 28-29. 
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religious knowledge as described by Jouili expressed by religious community leaders. 

For instance, for the first several months of his tenure as Senior Imam of ISBCC, Yasir 

Fahmy held a series of Friday sermons and evening lectures on the theme of religious 

knowledge. In one of these talks, while commenting on how one must be committed to 

performing the required acts of worship such as daily prayers, Fahmy emphasized that 

one must not simply perform these rituals based on what they learned from their 

parents, but rather must acquire “real knowledge” about how to properly perform them, 

from “qualified teachers.” Inherited practice or understanding is deemed insufficient in 

this paradigm, as one’s practice of Islam should be based on true discursive 

understanding of religious doctrine. One must be aware of why they do things the way 

they do, and the basis for doing so. To be able to discursively justify one’s religious 

practice is essential. Similar to that which Jouili highlights, this revivalist paradigm is a 

pervasive way of understanding genuine religious commitment.  

 The hyper-reflexivity and self-conscious voluntarism of revivalist secularity is 

also apparent among American Muslims in the pervasive personal narratives about 

truly finding and committing to Islam. Such narratives come in a number of forms. For 

instance, in a weekly class for recent converts at the ISBCC, the community leader 

facilitating the discussion commented that, “most of us in the community didn’t get a 

chance to choose to be Muslim” the way converts did. The second group leader jumped 

in, disagreeing with the comment. People might be raised Muslim, he commented, but 



 

95 

everyone has to make the choice at some point in their life to be Muslim. “Islam is not 

inherited,” he asserted. At this point, another community leader at the mosque jumped 

in, affirming this last point. She described to the group how, growing up in a small town 

in Lebanon, she “prayed because everyone prayed, and fasted because everyone fasted,” 

but it was not until she moved to the US that she had any “experience of spirituality.” “I 

converted when I came here,” she said, explaining how she made a conscious choice 

that, “yes, I am Muslim,” thus developing a personal relationship with God. “So I am a 

convert, and I love converts," she said. Such narratives of truly finding Islam after 

migrating are a common trope among immigrant Muslims in the United States, 

conditioned by the experience of becoming a religious minority within a secular public, 

as well as by the hegemonic influence of Islamic revivalism in American Muslim 

institutions. 

 Such narratives also take the form of Islamic “coming-of-age” stories that 

identify a point in people’s lives in which they questioned their religious beliefs and 

thereby gained true conviction and faith. For instance, when I briefly mentioned the 

nature of my research project to another community leader at the ISBCC, he told me that 

he, himself, had gone through a period of doubt and questioning about Islam before 

arriving at a firm conviction. In a narrative that closely mirrors that of Jouili’s 

interlocutors, he told me how he grew up in a family that was “not religious,” but he 

developed an emotionally powerful connection to God during high school, though he 
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did not “practice outwardly” very much. When he went to college, however, he was 

asked a “very legitimate” and transformative question by a fellow Muslim: “Why are 

you Muslim? You can’t just be Muslim because your parents were.” He told me how this 

question was deeply unsettling, causing him to suspend much of his devotional practice 

as he underwent a process of intense questioning and intellectual exploration.  He 

described his intellectual thought-process and explained how he worked through the 

different intellectual possibilities to eventually arrive at the truth. He thus emerged from 

this process of questioning with solid conviction in the truth of Islam, which then served 

as the foundation for his religious commitment throughout his life. Such narratives of 

questioning one’s religious upbringing upon reaching young adulthood, overcoming 

doubt, and thus finding true conviction, are very common in American Muslim 

communal discourse. These narratives are emblematic of the condition of revivalist 

secularity that demands of people a self-conscious and deliberate affirmation of religious 

commitment based on genuine conviction and faith. This validates one’s faith as 

authentic and legitimate, as contrasted to faith that is merely based on communal 

belonging or conformity to tradition and heritage. 

In addition to highlighting the increased self-consciousness of faith within 

revivalist secularity, narratives such as these also highlight the central importance and 

moral imperative of justifying one’s faith commitment in this context. Many preachers 

increasingly use the above narrative device (coming of age, questioning, and then 
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arriving at real conviction) as a way of justifying the reasonability and legitimacy of 

Islamic faith. For instance, the widely popular preacher Nouman Ali Khan (discussed at 

length in the following chapter) has often shared his own very similar trajectory of faith: 

growing up not very religiously observant, going through a period of skepticism and 

even disbelief about the truth of Islam, and then arriving at genuine conviction and 

understanding through a reasoned engagement with the Qur’an. This narrative is 

shared as part of a broader message emphasizing the need to intellectually justify one’s 

faith. In a widely disseminated lecture to a Muslim youth gathering, for instance, Khan 

critiques the widespread communal norm of condemning people for having doubts and 

questioning the religion. He then states the following about the Qur’an’s approach to 

this issue: 

The Qur’an says, hātū burhānakum in kuntum ṣādiqīn. The Qur’an is inviting 

people to ask questions, and bring their criticism. Which religion in the world 

says, ‘Please criticize’? No other religion other than Islam. ‘Please we invite you 

to question and criticize this book.’ .... I’m reading this and I’m thinking: How 

can this book do that? I thought this book was supposed to tell me, ‘Just believe, 

and if you don’t believe you will burn.’ But no, this book says, ‘Think for 

yourself. ‘Afalā ta`qilūn.’ No other religion tells you to think. Actually every other 

religion tells you, ‘Stop thinking and just believe. Stop thinking and just believe.’ 

And this book says, ‘You cannot stop thinking! You have to think, and if you 

think, only then will you believe!’ There's no other religion like that. So I realized 

at the age of 19 that I had been cheated by the Muslim ummah. I felt cheated.58 

 

                                                      

58 See the original segment of the lecture by Nouman Ali Khan posted here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcJ6uy9w4yw&t=300s. For an illustrated version of this talk with audio 

background, see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bpfJ40W8X88&t=523s.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcJ6uy9w4yw&t=300s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bpfJ40W8X88&t=523s
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In his frequent statements like this one, Khan stresses the notion that by critically 

reasoning and questioning, one will arrive at the truth of Islam. This is in fact an 

obligation on the believer: in order to arrive at true belief with certainty, one must apply 

their reason and come to this conclusion themselves. The particular emphasis on the 

need for justifying one’s faith commitment is the focus of Chapter Four.  

2.2 What is “belief”? And is it a useful category? 

 I arrived at the house-warming party completely drenched—I had gotten lost 

trying to find the apartment building, and then the rain came pouring. Eventually I 

found the place, and was greeted warmly (and sympathetically) by Hanan, who had 

invited a large gathering of friends to her new home. I only knew a handful of people in 

the large crowd (the vast majority of whom were also Muslim students and 

professionals in their twenties and thirties, and some in their forties), so I spent the 

greater part of the evening getting to know new friends.  

When I met Dina, we talked about our respective experiences, having both 

moved recently to Boston. When I told her I had moved for the purposes of my 

dissertation research on Islam in America, she inquired into the specifics of my project. I 

explained how, in light of widespread communal discussions and concerns about a crisis 

of religious doubt, I was trying to understand the experiences of individuals in relation 

to certainty and doubt in faith. This clearly piqued her interest. “That’s really interesting, 

I’ve actually been thinking about that a lot lately,” she said, with hints of both 
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enthusiasm and hesitation. She didn’t say more at the time, but when I returned to the 

issue later and asked her for her thoughts on the topic, she cautiously mentioned that 

she had recently been “struggling with the issue of having certainty in faith.” She then 

went on to reflect: “But the thing is, it seems like belief actually kind of requires doubt, 

you know? It’s something that by definition you can’t fully know for sure, but you still 

have to accept … so then how can you still have certainty about it?” 

 This was not an unusual exchange during the course of my ethnographic 

research. On numerous occasions, when I would tell people about my research, or if I 

had occasion to ask someone about their own experiences with faith and doubt, I would 

be met with similar responses such as that by Dina: something along the lines of belief 

necessarily involving some degree of uncertainty, that one must make a “leap of faith” 

to accept something that cannot be fully known. Often, this sentiment was expressed by 

people that I would not have expected to hold such a view. With Dina, I did not find it 

surprising, given her self-perception as someone “struggling” with faith—she went on 

after this initial comment to discuss her discomfort with some of the “darker, uglier” 

parts of Islamic tradition, citing in particular the pervasive concern with gendered 

rulings (such as unequal inheritance and the permission of husbands to physically 

discipline disobedient wives), as well as her dissatisfaction with standard apologetics on 

such issues. But other people who expressed this idea to me did not see themselves as 

struggling with faith or as being troubled by such concerns, and yet they nonetheless 
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articulated a similar conception of belief, as accepting that which cannot be known with 

complete certainty.  

Such exchanges highlight a number of things. To begin, the articulation of belief 

illustrates the central point about the secular “conditions of belief” discussed in the 

previous section: the construal of belief exemplifies a heightened awareness of religious 

commitment as “one option among many” that one must consciously affirm, with “non-

belief” as a distinct possibility. Wilfred Cantwell Smith has very astutely captured the 

way in which “belief” has come to be widely understood in a way that fits appropriately 

within this secular condition:  

Modern ‘believing’, we have suggested, is placed in relation to, contradistinction 

from, knowing. Let us consider this briefly, for everyday usage. For the man in 

the street, may we not say that knowledge involves two things: (a) certitude, and 

(b) correctness, in what one knows ….At this same level of casual yet prevalent 

usage … there is the common-sense notion of believing ….It differs from 

knowing in that it involves one or other of again two things, and perhaps both: 

(a) lack of certitude; (b) open neutrality as to the correctness or otherwise of what 

is believed …. 

 

In ordinary parlance then, “believing” is the concept by which we convey the fact 

that a view is held, ideationally, without a final decision as to its validity—

explicitly without that decision. Small wonder that believing in this sense has 

become the standard characterization for religious positions, in the modern 

world …. 

 

On the one hand, so far as inner conviction is concerned, this notion of believing 

may for some correlate smoothly with the lack of confidence that in our day 

characterizes a large, and growing, number of beliefs. They believe something, 

perhaps hesitantly, or perhaps deliberately, even to the point of being willing to 

stake their life upon it; yet in either case, they are not quite sure …. Or again, 

believers may recognize that however confident they themselves may feel, those 

to whom they speak may disagree. The word leaves open for others the position 
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that it describes: to say ‘I believe’ does not claim that others must concur. (It may 

invite; but, unlike ‘I know’, it does not foreclose. It is not universalizing or fully 

socializing.) Secondly, and in line with this last, there is the question, in addition 

to inner conviction, of external, objective validity, of some kind of recognizable 

factual correctness of the positions held. The very notion of believing makes 

room nicely, and indeed necessarily, for the wide variety of religious views with 

which moderns are inescapably familiar (as well as for the prevalence and 

forcefulness of a further modern view, that all or most religious beliefs are 

conceptually wrong). Both the believer and the non-believer have come to 

recognize that any position that they may or may not hold is one among many.59  

 

The prevalence with which I heard various expressions of this attitude during 

my fieldwork was striking, indicating the extent to which the secular construction and 

condition of religion has been internalized by American Muslim communities. It is 

particularly noteworthy given the resistance to this way of conceptualizing faith by 

many preachers and public intellectuals. Influenced by the critiques of an earlier 

generation of intellectuals (such as Isma`il al-Faruqi) who highlighted the ideological 

dangers of uncritically adopting English terminology,60 these figures warn against 

equating the fundamental concept of “īmān” with “faith” or “belief” (which is how the 

concept is almost always translated). In one of his classic and latest works, al-Faruqi 

states: “The Muslim should never call his īmān ‘belief’ or ‘faith’. When used in a general 

sense, these English words carry today within them an implication of untruth, of 

probability, of doubt and suspicion …. Obviously this is the exact opposite of the 

                                                      

59 Smith, Faith and Belief, 35-36. 
60 See Bilici’s discussion of Faruqi’s work on translation, calling attention to the ontology deeply embedded 

in the English language that conflicts with Islam. How Islam is Becoming an American religion, 77-80. 
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meaning of the term īmān.”61 Many preachers today make a very similar argument. A 

popular blogger, for instance, has argued that “translating īmān as ‘faith’ can lead to 

confusion.” After discussing the inherent uncertainty that the terms “belief” and “faith” 

imply in contemporary usage, he asserts:  

For comparison’s sake, we should know as Muslims that īmān is on a higher 

epistemic order than the quotidian facts of our lives or any other piece of worldly 

knowledge …. In English, ‘testifying,’ ‘bearing witness,’ ‘holding these truths to 

be self-evident,’ for example, are closer to the concept of īmān.62 

The instinctive reactions of my interlocutors and friends in Boston, and the 

critiques by public figures of this “secular” conception of faith, all highlight an essential 

dimension of my project: in seeking to analyze the phenomenon of religious doubt, we 

are led very naturally to an examination of what “belief” or “faith” entails, to begin 

with. For if doubt is seen as a posing a grave threat to one’s faith, this then raises the 

question of how to understand the very nature and requirements of faith/belief itself. 

The responses just discussed, however, already begin to demonstrate that these are 

deeply fraught and contested notions. Despite its apparently self-evident or intuitive 

nature, the notion of “believing” is inherently ambiguous. Furthermore, recent decades 

have given rise to a lively body of critical scholarship in Anthropology and Religious 

Studies, interrogating the utility and relevance of the concept. In the next discussion, I 

explore some aspects of these critiques and their applicability to my project. 

                                                      

61 Faruqi, Tawhid, 40. 
62 Haqiqatjou, “Translating Iman.” 
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One of the central aspects of the critiques put forward by the emerging literature 

has been the Eurocentric nature of dominant assumptions about religion and belief. We 

have already seen some of this concern with parochialism in the critiques of American 

Muslim figures like al-Faruqi, who question the secularist or post-Christian bias in 

understanding religious belief to be inherently uncertain. Academic critiques go beyond 

this particular concern, however. They argue that the very assumption that religion is 

most fundamentally a matter of internal belief in the truth of key propositions betrays 

Protestant-centric and secularist biases and concerns. Their perspective is closely tied to 

the construction of the category of “religion” discussed in the previous section. As Asad 

says in his critique of Geertz’s definition of religion:  

Geertz’s treatment of religious belief, which lies at the core of his conception of 

religion, is a modern, privatized Christian one because and to the extent that it 

emphasizes the priority of belief as a state of mind rather than as constituting 

activity in the world ….  

It is preeminently the Christian church that has occupied itself with identifying, 

cultivating, and testing belief as a verbalizable inner condition of true religion.63 

 

These theorists argue that the modern privileging of belief produces an overly 

disembodied and cognitivist conception of religion, since other traditions are more 

concerned with embodied practice than with cognitive assent to truth-claims.64 

                                                      

63 Geneologies, 47-48. 
64 See Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious,” and "I Am a Parrot (Red);" Asad, Genealogies, “Thinking About 

Religion”; Martin, “Genealogies of Religion, Twenty Years On”; Lopez, “Belief”; Bell, “The Chinese Believe 

in Spirits”; Morgan, “Introduction: The Matter of Belief”; Vasquez, More than Belief. 
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In considering how this important critique informs my own context of study, a 

basic point of departure is that these American Muslim communities widely take 

“belief” to be a very serious and important concern. The abovementioned theoretical 

critique may be more or less valid as a historical or genealogical analysis—although we 

would need to more carefully assess such arguments in the context of pre-modern 

Muslim discourses and traditions. Putting aside such genealogical concerns for the time 

being, however, we must recognize, as one anthropologist of religion recently noted, 

that “while it has been shown that many religious people are not interested in beliefs, 

many others, and not just Christians, do expend a great deal of effort on understanding, 

monitoring, debating, and cultivating particular forms of belief.”65  

This is certainly the case within many American Muslim communities, where 

“belief and faith,” “conviction and certainty,” “īmān, `aqidah [creedal beliefs], yaqin 

[certainty],” and other related concepts are very central to religious discourse. These 

terms are used interchangeably to discuss one’s basic conviction in the truth of Islam, 

the level of one’s piety or devotional relationship with God, as well as one’s knowledge 

of, and adherence to authentic doctrines and creeds.  

This last point, in particular, is important to highlight, as adherence to correct 

doctrine is a very sensitive matter in communal discourses and contestations (as 

mentioned earlier), and raises an important nuance to many academic discussions on the 

                                                      

65 Mair, "Cultures of Belief," 451. 
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subject of belief. For instance, many scholars interpret the theoretical and 

methodological agenda set by Talal Asad as emphasizing that the issue at stake in 

Muslim engagement with tradition is correct practice, rather than belief. What is often not 

acknowledged in such discussions is that “correct practice” is dependent on “beliefs” 

about what it is that constitutes correct practice. As Andrew March comments, in 

response to Asad and Saba Mahmood: 

When one refers to religion as involving belief, this should not be understood 

tendentiously as only a reference to “privatizable” belief about theological 

matters that neither break my leg nor pick my pocket (the nature of Christ, who 

exactly was God’s final Prophet), but also normative beliefs about action in the 

common social world.66 

It is worth noting, however, that Asad himself makes a similar point in his famous 1986 

article on the “Idea of an Anthropology of Islam.” Making an observation similar to that 

by March, Asad responds critically to the idea that correct practice is more important 

than correct belief: 

“It is therefore somewhat misleading to suggest, as some sociologists have done, 

that it is orthopraxy and not orthodoxy, ritual and not doctrine, that matters in 

Islam. It is misleading because such a contention ignores the centrality of the 

notion of ‘the correct model’ to which an instituted practice—including ritual—

ought to conform, a model conveyed in authoritative formulas, in Islamic 

traditions as in others.”67 

 

                                                      

66 March, “Speech and the Sacred,”14. Similarly, in response to Webb Keane’s statement that “many 

religious traditions have little interest in either individual belief or public statements of doctrine …. as long 

as practices themselves remain consistent. What is of recurring significance is the question, ‘What can or 

must we do?’” Simon and Carlisle assert, “We suggest that the commitment to the necessity of a practice is 

also a belief.” “Believing Selves,” 234, Fn. 4. 
67 Asad,“The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam,” 21. 
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This insight is made especially clear in the very common case of people 

emphasizing the need to believe the right thing about normative action, even if they do 

not practice it. For instance, as I spoke to my friend Mahmood about what kind of 

person he was looking for in a spouse, the conversation turned to religious orientation. 

Among a handful of other issues, he mentioned the head-scarf: “I mean, ideally she 

would wear hijab, but if not, that’s okay, as long as she at least believes that it’s 

required.” This is an extremely common refrain in many authoritative religious 

discourses, particularly with regard to ḥijāb but more broadly as well: it might be sinful 

to do such and such, but the action may be forgiven; what is much more serious is to 

deny the very prohibition or obligation of the action in question. Not only is belief in 

such doctrinal matters themselves seen as necessary (since they are presumed to be 

unquestionable), but also, rejecting such doctrines is seen as revealing a much more 

fundamental flaw in one’s basic belief in the foundations of Islam. By denying such 

doctrines, one is seen as undermining the basic theoretical foundations of Islamic norms. 

Thus we often find that contestation over what constitutes correct practice on a 

particular issue leads to more abstract theoretical debates about the authority of 

particular sources of knowledge and interpretive methodologies. This complexity 

highlights the fact that, even though it is indeed one’s belief about “correct practice” that 

is very often the concern in such religious discourse, there is also extensive concern with 

abstract, theoretical, creedal matters. 
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Throughout the course of my project, every month or so witnessed a “viral” hot-

button controversy in the American Muslim social-media networks that I followed 

(which I would inevitably end up discussing with my interlocutors in Boston). Very 

often, these controversies demonstrated the extent of such concerns with creedal belief 

and doctrinal authenticity. They also generally played out in the context of broader 

events and discourses in the national arena. By narrating a few prominent examples of 

these controversies and the contexts in which they played out, not only do we get a 

picture of the broader political climate during the course of my fieldwork (mostly from 

2014 to 2016), but also we are better able to understand the ways in which American 

Muslim communal discourses around belief and doctrine function in the context of such 

a political climate. After this detour into these public controversies and their 

implications for “belief,” I will return to more of the theoretical concerns with the 

concept.   

2.2.1 Belief in a highly politicized public sphere: 

Within a month of my arriving in Boston for fieldwork, in June of 2014, the news 

broke that ISIS (“The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria”) had declared itself the global 

Islamic caliphate, and its leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi the rightful caliph for Muslims 

around the world. Given the jarring media headlines, and the organization’s own 

extensive propaganda efforts, the ISIS phenomenon gave renewed life and urgency to 

long-standing public conversations around hot-button issues like Islamic governance, 
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jihad, and the treatment of religious minorities under Islamic law. In particular, 

however, it was the issue of slavery that produced the most fervent discussions. Since 

this had not been an issue of much socio-political relevance globally in the many 

decades before ISIS, the history of Islamic law’s treatment of slavery had largely 

remained a peripheral conversation in Muslim public discourses. It was, in fact, a 

widespread assumption in many circles that “Islam abolished slavery.” As a 

consequence of ISIS’s dramatic claims to be recovering authentic Islamic tradition and 

Shari`ah by reviving the institution of slavery (and particularly the sexual use of female 

slaves), the issue became one of the central points of discussion in public discussions 

around the Shari`ah and Islamic ethics and politics. The topic became a source of 

widespread doubts and discomforts. 

These conversations were brought much more centrally into national discourse 

by two prominent articles published in the Atlantic and the New York Times, respectively. 

The first article titled “What ISIS Really Wants,” was one of the earliest and most 

prominent explorations of the group’s religious ideology, arguing that ISIS has a clear 

religious agenda, centered on returning to authentic Prophetic practice and bringing 

about the apocalypse. Arguing that this ideology is “derive[d] from coherent and even 

learned interpretations of Islam,” Wood’s essay was generally summed up by his most 
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provocative statement: “The reality is that the Islamic State is Islamic. Very Islamic.”68 

Unsurprisingly, this produced a flurry of responses by Islamic Studies scholars, public 

intellectuals, and spokespersons. Most of these responses attempted to explain to a 

broad audience (both Muslim and non-Muslim) why Wood’s claims were misguided, 

and how Islamic law and the Sunnah in no way sanction the horrific practices carried 

out by ISIS.69  

Five months later, the New York Times dealt more specifically with ISIS’s practice 

of slavery. Titled “ISIS Enshrines a Theology of Rape,” an article described ISIS’s 

practice of sex-slavery with Yazidi women and girls. In addition to gruesome narratives 

of women being raped, the article highlighted the organization’s religious justifications 

for these practices.70 Once again, the piece produced an array of apologetics, which again 

attempted to explain the correct understanding of Islamic doctrine in relation to slavery 

and concubinage. These tended to either explain why slavery had not been completely 

abolished by Islamic law and why sexual use of female slaves had been permitted (while 

                                                      

68 Graeme Wood, the Atlantic, March 2015, https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/03/what-

isis-really-wants/384980/. 
69 The following are a few prominent examples: Haroon Moghul, “The Atlantic’s Big Islam Lie: What 

Muslims Really Believe about ISIS,” Salon, February 19, 2015, 5.37 p.m. EST, 

https://www.salon.com/2015/02/19/the_atlantics_big_islam_lie_what_muslims_really_believe_about_isis/; 

Kecia Ali, “ISIS and Authority,” Feminism and Religion, February 24, 2015, 

https://feminismandreligion.com/2015/02/24/isis-and-authority-by-kecia-ali/; Shadi Hamid, “ISIS's Rejection 

of Modernity is Hyper Modern,”Storify, February 18, 2015,  https://storify.com/AthertonKD/isis-s-rejection-

of-modernity-is-hyper-modern; Caner Dagli, “The Phony Islam of ISIS,” the Atlantic, February 27, 2015, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/02/what-muslims-really-want-isis-atlantic/386156/. 
70 Rukmini Callimachi, the New York Times, August 13, 2015, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/14/world/middleeast/isis-enshrines-a-theology-of-rape.html?_r=0. 
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nonetheless maintaining that slavery was no longer permissible in the modern world), 

or they argued that Islam did effectively abolish slavery for all practical intents and 

purposes.71 In addition to the countless public responses to these two articles, there were 

numerous personal conversations and social media exchanges, that I was a part of, 

among interlocutors and community members in Boston, as well as more formal 

discussion circles, all focusing on the questions raised by the articles, trying to make 

sense of what “Islam really says” about slavery in general and sex-slavery in particular. 

These discussions, and the social media controversy, came to a climax in 

February, 2017 around a lecture given by Islamic Studies Professor and popular Muslim 

scholar, Jonathan Brown, of Georgetown University. Complementing an article he had 

published with the Yaqeen Institute,72 Brown delivered a public lecture at the 

International Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT) where he questioned the coherence of 

modern assumptions about the concept of “slavery” (as the first part of an inquiry into 

the Shari`ah’s position on slavery). Through the course of his lecture, and during the 

question-and-answer session in particular, Brown made a number of controversial 

statements, challenging popular assumptions about what it means to own other human 

                                                      

71 See for instance, Haroon Moghul,”Why it (still) Makes Little Sense to Call ISIS Islamic,” Religion 

Despatches, USC Annenberg, August 24, 2015, http://religiondispatches.org/why-it-still-makes-little-sense-to-

call-isis-islamic/; Omar Suleiman, “Slavery: A Past and Present Tragedy,”Bayyinah Insistute, October 3, 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pR50Lw_16zo; Zaid Shakir, “ISIS, Sex Slaves and Islam—Reflections 

from Imam Zaid Shakir”, SeekersHub, August 14, 2015, http://seekershub.org/blog/2015/08/isis-sex-slaves-

imam-zaid-shakir/. 
72 Jonathan Brown,“Slavery and Islam: The Problem of Slavery,” Yaqeen, February 7, 2017, 

https://yaqeeninstitute.org/en/jonathan-brown/the-problem-of-slavery/ . 

http://religiondispatches.org/why-it-still-makes-little-sense-to-call-isis-islamic/
http://religiondispatches.org/why-it-still-makes-little-sense-to-call-isis-islamic/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pR50Lw_16zo
http://seekershub.org/blog/2015/08/isis-sex-slaves-imam-zaid-shakir/
http://seekershub.org/blog/2015/08/isis-sex-slaves-imam-zaid-shakir/
https://yaqeeninstitute.org/en/jonathan-brown/the-problem-of-slavery/
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beings, enjoy personal autonomy, and demand consent in sex. The next day, a popular 

blogger published an exposé of Brown’s talk titled, “Georgetown Professor Jonathan 

Brown Defends Slavery as Moral and Rape as Normal in Virginia Lecture.”73 This article 

and a video recording of the lecture immediately spread like wildfire through social 

media networks (both those internal to the Muslim community, as well as a number of 

right-wing networks that called on Georgetown to fire Brown from his professorship). 

Internal to Muslim communities, the controversy generated extensive and heated 

debates about both the nature of Brown’s comments in particular, and the issue of 

slavery in Islamic law, more generally.  

These were multilayered, communal discussions, but the crux of the debate came 

down to a theoretical question of what can, and should be believed about the moral 

status of slavery. On one end of the spectrum was the question: can one say or believe 

that slavery is “universally immoral” or “inherently evil” without thereby claiming that 

the Prophet condoned and engaged in immoral or evil behavior? A widely quoted 

statement of Brown’s during the question-and-answer session captures this sentiment: 

“The prophet of God (sallah Allahu `alayhi wasallam) had slaves. He had slaves. There’s no 

denying that. Are you more morally mature than the prophet of God? No, you’re not.” 

And on the other end of the spectrum was a different kind of question: can one question 

                                                      

73 Umar Lee, Student Voices, February 4, 2017, https://mystudentvoices.com/georgetown-professor-jonathan-

defends-defends-slavery-as-moral-and-rape-as-normal-in-virginia-3c0aac65dd41. 

https://mystudentvoices.com/georgetown-professor-jonathan-defends-defends-slavery-as-moral-and-rape-as-normal-in-virginia-3c0aac65dd41
https://mystudentvoices.com/georgetown-professor-jonathan-defends-defends-slavery-as-moral-and-rape-as-normal-in-virginia-3c0aac65dd41
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the assumption that slavery is inherently immoral (as Brown was doing) without 

thereby justifying or trivializing one the greatest forms of oppression that is taken for 

granted in our time? As one Muslim critic of Brown put it: “It is irresponsible to simply 

relativize the concepts of slavery, human autonomy, and consent to a point where they 

have no meaning.”74 

It is important to underscore the extent to which this discussion was theoretical. 

Not only is the institutionalizing of slavery in the United States in no way a possibility 

for any parties involved in such conversations, but also, even as a theoretical question 

about what should ideally be done in a context where Shari`ah is implemented, all 

parties to the debate were, in fact, in agreement. Neither Jonathan Brown nor any of his 

supporters actually argued that Muslim-majority countries or Islamic states should re-

institute slavery in today’s world. As a matter of fact, Brown, himself, expressed his own 

moral and visceral discomfort with the issue: “I feel the same way right? I’m American. 

My family owned slaves. Now, if someone, if I started thinking about slavery, you 

know, I start getting really nervous, and uncomfortable, and things like that.” Rather 

than being in any way a practical debate about how we should act, this was a theoretical 

question about what can, and should be said or believed about the moral status of 

slavery, as such. In turn, the question largely boiled down to more abstract issues, such 

                                                      

74 Sadaf Jaffer, “Trivializing Consent and Minimizing Slavery within American Academia,” AltMuslimah, 

February 27, 2017, http://www.altmuslimah.com/2017/02/trivializing-consent-minimizing-slavery-within-

american-academia/.  

http://www.altmuslimah.com/2017/02/trivializing-consent-minimizing-slavery-within-american-academia/
http://www.altmuslimah.com/2017/02/trivializing-consent-minimizing-slavery-within-american-academia/
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as the proper sources of moral knowledge, the authority of tradition, approaches to 

scriptural hermeneutics, and so on. 

The debate and controversy outlined above  illustrates the manner in which 

deeply contentious debates over doctrinal belief play out within the context of broader 

political events and discourses, particularly in the wake of ISIS and the ongoing “War on 

Terror,” making such hot-button issues especially pertinent and urgent topics of 

conversation. The political climate only became more tense in the context of the 2016 

Presidential Elections, which saw unprecedented levels of Islamophobic rhetoric 

(particularly from then-candidate Donald Trump), along with a resurgence of White 

Nationalist fervor throughout the country. During the same period of time, there were a 

number of high-profile terrorist attacks associated with ISIS, an occurrence that only 

exaggerated an already-tense political climate. There were a series of coordinated attacks 

in Paris, France in November 2015; there was a mass shooting in San Bernardino, 

California in December 2015; and another (far deadlier) mass shooting at a gay nightclub 

in Orlando, Florida in June 2016.  

It was this latter attack at the Pulse nightclub that generated yet another deeply 

fraught theological debate on social media. Given that the victims of the crime were 

attacked for being queer, along with revelations about the shooter’s own complicated 

sexual identity, this tragedy led to an unprecedented level of public conversation in 

Muslim communities about homosexuality (and sexuality, more broadly). In particular, 
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these conversations largely revolved around the psychological, social, moral, and 

theological concerns facing queer Muslims. While many facets of these discussions were 

concerned with more practical matters, much of the focus also inevitably turned to 

doctrinal matters, raising questions such as: What can or cannot be said about “Islam’s 

stance” on homosexuality? Is there any room for licit same-sex relationships in Islamic 

ethics and law? How could God create people with natural dispositions yet prohibit 

them from acting on them? The central point of contention in these debates thus 

grappled with the question of what the true understanding of Islamic sexual ethics is, 

and what one ought to believe about such matters. Similar to the case of slavery, such 

questions also led inevitably to broader, abstract debates about the proper approach to 

hermeneutics and authority.  

Other social media controversies were less directly inspired by similar, specific 

incidents, (though they certainly continued to be informed at some level by the broader 

Islamophobic climate of hyper-scrutiny around “the problem” of Islam and Muslims). 

One such case was the controversy surrounding the release of The Study Qur’an in 

November of 2015.75 This massive, decade-long project had been very successfully 

marketed for some time as offering an unprecedented resource in English to engage 

with the Qur’an, alongside its rich history of classical commentaries. (The book was at 

times framed as a response and solution to the problem of violent extremist 

                                                      

75 Nasr, et al., 2015.  
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interpretations of the Qur’an.) There was thus an unusual level of popular excitement its 

release. Within a number of social media groups that I participated in, for example, 

many people eagerly anticipated its launch and began to organize reading circles and 

virtual book clubs to learn from, and discuss the extensive commentaries included in the 

book. Despite a buildup of popular excitement (or rather, because of it), upon its release 

the book was immediately met with strident criticism from a handful of popular 

preachers and scholars, whose messages quickly spread on social media and became a 

site of heated debates for weeks. The central point of contention had to do with what 

was being referred to, (not entirely accurately), as “Perennialism” (due to the influence 

of Professor Seyyid Hossein Nasr as the lead editor of the project). What the label meant 

was the somewhat specific, theological question concerning the validity and salvific 

efficacy of other religious traditions besides Islam. The book’s critics held that the 

editors were trying to normalize their own “liberal” and “Perennialist” theology by 

deliberately misrepresenting the position of classical exegetes. They claimed that the 

book represented a dangerous distortion of true Islamic orthodoxy, misleading 

unsuspecting readers to disregard one of the essential and non-negotiable creedal tenets 

of the religion (that is, belief in Islam’s status as the exclusive path to God and 

salvation). 

Another important facet of the political climate to consider during this period—

alongside rising Islamophobia and White Nationalist mobilization—is the national 
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emergence of a new left-leaning activist consciousness, primarily inspired by the Black 

Lives Matter movement. Although the first national Black Lives Matter protests took 

place in 2013 (following the acquittal of Trayvon Martin’s killer, George Zimmerman), it 

was soon after I began my fieldwork in the summer of 2014 that national consciousness 

of the movement was truly consolidated and reached its peak. In July of 2014, Eric 

Garner was killed by police in New York City, and the next month Michael Brown was 

shot dead by police, in Ferguson, Missouri. After local and state police responded with 

brutal force to the massive protests that followed, the unrest in Ferguson became an 

iconic moment for the movement. Not surprisingly, the Black Lives Matter 

consciousness increasingly took hold within American Muslim communal discourse as 

well, particularly in the virtual realm of social media. This occurred alongside a number 

of other vociferous political disagreements among American Muslim leaders and 

activists,76 leading to the emergence of a growing contingent of “radical” left-leaning 

activists and public spokespersons. The “intersectional” ethos of the Black Lives Matter 

movement, in particular, set the tone for much of this discourse and political 

consciousness, as people increasingly made connections between all forms of 

oppression, exclusions, marginalization, and injustice. 

                                                      

76  Such as, participation in White House Iftars, the Obama administration’s Countering Violent Extremism 

program, and the Muslim Leadership Initiative (MLI) sponsored by the Shalom Hartman Institute in Israel. 
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In light of this growing intersectional progressive platform, these years also 

witnessed the simultaneous rise of a counter-discourse that sought to limit the influence 

of the progressive agenda on American Muslim understandings of Islam. Increasingly, 

Muslim preachers and public intellectuals critiqued what they (derisively) called 

“progressives” and “social justice warriors” for their lack of grounding in Islamic 

tradition, and their wholesale adoption of a “liberal, secular, and progressive” ideology. 

Like most of the contestations over doctrinal authenticity discussed thus far, these 

disputes most often centered on issues of gender and sexuality. These tensions were 

thus a microcosm of the broader “culture wars” playing out in the United States, but 

articulated through the language of “Islamic orthodoxy.” These tensions played out in a 

wide variety of cases. For instance, following a few critical comments about the racial 

politics of Black Lives Matter by the immensely popular preacher-scholar Hamza Yusuf, 

there was, once again, widespread heated debate on social media, between those who 

criticized Yusuf’s comments as dangerously racist,77 and those who defended him by 

adamantly insisting, “Shaykh Hamza Yusuf Is Not a Racist.”78 These debates, as before, 

did not remain at the level of concrete political discourse, but quickly veered into the 

doctrinal and theological as well.  

                                                      

77 See for instance: Struggling Hijabi, “Hamza Yusuf and the Dangers of Black Pathology,”tumblr, December 

25, 2016, 2. 26 p.m. EST, http://strugglinghijabi.tumblr.com/post/154946891650/hamza-yusuf-and-the-

dangers-of-black-pathology  
78 See for instance: Zaid Shakir, “Shaykh Hamza Yusuf is Not a Racist,” NID (New Islamic Directions), 

December 30, 2016, 

https://www.newislamicdirections.com/nid/articles/shaykh_hamza_yusuf_is_not_a_racist. 

http://strugglinghijabi.tumblr.com/post/154946891650/hamza-yusuf-and-the-dangers-of-black-pathology
http://strugglinghijabi.tumblr.com/post/154946891650/hamza-yusuf-and-the-dangers-of-black-pathology
https://www.newislamicdirections.com/nid/articles/shaykh_hamza_yusuf_is_not_a_racist
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The controversy became a site through which the abovementioned tensions over 

the proper Islamic orientation towards politics played out. One response to the 

criticisms of Yusuf, for instance, used the opportunity to critique the “metaphysical 

assumptions” being smuggled into Muslim communities through their alliance with the 

“political left, including the organized LGBT community [and] Black Lives Matter.” In 

providing an explanation of the intent and import of Yusuf’s comments, the author 

stated:  

In the case of the discourse of the left which many Muslims are embracing whole 

cloth, one runs the danger of being saturated by the reduction of human beings 

to their race, gender and class, and to a kind of mechanistic and deterministic 

mindset that treats individuals as pure products of their material conditions, and 

which judges right and wrong exclusively through the lens of those conditions.79 

 

Such debates and tensions between “leftist/progressive activism” and “traditional 

orthodoxy” has become a widespread topic of discussion in a number of forums, as 

many articles have been published for instance attempting to clarify the correct vision 

(and limits) of “social justice activism” in Islam, or the proper relation between “Islamic 

scholars” and “activists”.80  

                                                      

79 Caner Dagli, “Some Remarks on Hamza Yusuf, Racism, and Metaphysics,” 

https://www.facebook.com/notes/caner-k-dagli/some-remarks-on-hamza-yusuf-racism-and-

metaphysics/10100901342015182/   
80 See: https://agoodtree.net/2017/03/07/american-muslims-and-islam-drift-apart/ and 

http://muslimmatters.org/2017/03/20/on-social-justice-and-being-prophetic/podcast. On the topic of 

“scholars and activists”, see this podcast episode, Al Madina, Imanwire podcast 10, March 19, 2017, 

https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/īmānwire-podcast/id1130812669?mt=2&i=1000382830475;  Also see this 

article: Dawud Walid, “Having a Healthy Appreciation for Islamic Scholars,”Al Madina Institute, March 27, 

2017, http://almadinainstitute.org/blog/having-a-healthy-appreciation-for-islamic-scholars/. 

https://www.facebook.com/notes/caner-k-dagli/some-remarks-on-hamza-yusuf-racism-and-metaphysics/10100901342015182/
https://www.facebook.com/notes/caner-k-dagli/some-remarks-on-hamza-yusuf-racism-and-metaphysics/10100901342015182/
https://agoodtree.net/2017/03/07/american-muslims-and-islam-drift-apart/
http://muslimmatters.org/2017/03/20/on-social-justice-and-being-prophetic/podcast
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/imanwire-podcast/id1130812669?mt=2&i=1000382830475
http://almadinainstitute.org/blog/having-a-healthy-appreciation-for-islamic-scholars/
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 What these cases highlight are the deep connections between the broader socio-

political climate and these numerous contestations over correct doctrinal belief. Many 

observers of American Islam might assume that the highly charged political climate 

would diminish communal concern with such issues of doctrinal belief, orthodoxy, faith, 

and doubt, since the immediate practical concerns at hand are so deeply existential and 

have such severe concrete ramifications. Thus, one might expect that concern with 

proper belief in doctrinal and theological matters would decline in the face of 

presumably more serious and urgent political concerns. The cases above prove this 

assumption to be clearly mistaken, however. The reasons are that the varying modes of 

engaging these socio-political conditions are deeply intertwined with various moral and 

theological commitments and frameworks, thereby having important implications for 

doctrine and belief. Furthermore, in an age of hyper-scrutiny in which Muslims are 

increasingly called on to speak for the community and represent Islam, as well as an 

increasing sense of urgency and polarization with socio-political causes, there is an ever-

growing array of voices serving as spokespersons and representatives for Islam and the 

Muslim community. It is precisely these varied public responses to this political 

situation that are furthering deepening theological divisions within American Muslim 

communities, and making the demands of “what should be believed” more sensitive 

and urgent. 
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What I have attempted to show through the above discussion is the rather simple 

point that American Muslim religious discourse is very concerned with “belief”—not 

only in the sense of a concern with people having faith or conviction in Islam, as such 

(and thus the anxieties around a “crisis of faith” and people “losing their religion”), but 

also, in the sense of a commitment to correct practice and doctrine (and thus the 

contestations over what constitutes “true Islam”). I have endeavored to respond to the 

critiques of theorists who argue that other traditions and peoples are generally not as 

concerned with internal belief as modern Christians, and that a fixation on belief is a 

Protestant and (post-Christian) secular concern. My aim has been to provide a brief 

glimpse into American Muslim public discourse to demonstrate that such arguments are 

not particularly relevant in the context of American Muslim communities. These 

communities clearly expend considerable energy trying to delimit authentic doctrine 

that the community should uphold and individuals should assent to.  

In my exploration above, I have also attempted to show how concerns with belief 

and doctrine are tied to communal and societal politics. In this way, my discussion 

illustrates how communal life, political dynamics and concerns, social norms, embodied 

cultural-religious practices, and affective experience and emotions, are not separable 

from concerns with proper belief. My aim, therefore, is not to return to some earlier 

conception of religion and reassert the primacy of cognitive “beliefs” as the definitive or 

essential core of religion. Such attitudes have rightly been critiqued by a substantive 
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body of theorists. Summarizing the contributions of the critical scholarship, David 

Morgan critiques “the idea that a religion is what someone believes, which consists of a 

discrete subjective experience of assent to propositions concerning the origin of the 

cosmos, the nature of humanity, the existence of deities, or the purpose of life.” The 

problem with this is that it “reduces religion to a body of assertions demanding assent,” 

thereby devaluing the role of the embodied, material, sensory, and affective dimensions 

that constitute religious life.81 Rather than such a reductionist approach, one must, 

instead, understand people’s concerns with “belief” in the full context and complexity of 

their lived lives and the social/communal dynamics they are a part of; or as Vasquez 

says, we must understand beliefs and doctrines “as phenomena produced, performed, 

circulated, contested, sacralized, and consumed by embodied and emplaced 

individuals.”82 My analyses in Chapters Four, Five, and Six will illustrate this point, in 

depth. That said, it also remains crucial to recognize that these communities are deeply 

concerned with what is true and what individuals profess to believe. This dissertation 

attempts to understand how people navigate such normative demands of believing. 

                                                      

81 Morgan, “Introduction: The Matter of Belief,” 1-3. Manuel Vasquez likewise aims, “to overcome disabling 

dichotomies in religious studies that have privileged beliefs over rituals, the private over the public, text and 

symbol over practice, and mind and soul over the body .… It is not that doctrines and personal beliefs, texts, 

and symbols do not matter or carry their own material density. Rather, I have argued that we can only 

appreciate their full materiality if we contextualize and historicize them, if we approach them as phenomena 

produced, performed, circulated, contested, sacralized, and consumed by embodied and emplaced 

individuals.” More than Belief, 321. 
82 Vasquez, More than Belief, 321. 
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2.2.2 “Believing in Islam”: Conceptual ambiguities 

Going beyond the simple point that “belief” is a live concern in these 

communities, this body of theoretical literature also poses further insightful 

provocations regarding the ambiguities and coherence of the category of belief. What is 

even meant when we speak of “belief”? Although the concept is so culturally pervasive 

so as to have a seemingly self-evident meaning, even a little critical examination 

displays the many ambiguities and tensions inherent in the way the concept is used. 

This body of literature thus also raises much more fundamental questions about the very 

coherence or usefulness of “belief” as a category of analysis. 

One point that should be clear from the examples in the previous section is that I 

am not interested in invoking “belief” as a category of analysis in order to identify the 

content of people’s beliefs—neither collectively (e.g. “American Muslims believe that 

pre-marital sex is prohibited”) nor individually (e.g. “she believes angels exist”). Rather 

than describing the content of people’s internal convictions, my aim is to analyze how 

individuals try to navigate the normative demands and expectations of “having belief.” 

In so arguing, I build on the insights of the substantive scholarship (going back to 

Rodney Needham’s Belief, Language, and Experience), which has cautioned us against 

simply equating belief-statements with internal cognitive states.  

Catherine Bell helpfully articulates this insight. Bell highlights how one of the 

central ways in which the concept of belief is used is to identify what a particular group 
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of people believe (for example, “the Chinese believe in spirits”). The fundamental 

problem with such statements, she argues persuasively, is that the vague and categorical 

nature of such language functions to singularize a given culture or tradition’s position 

on an issue – or in fact even a single individual’s perspective. This thereby “ignores the 

great differences from one person to another, awareness of the possibility of other 

positions, the individualized inner juggling and tensions, as well as pragmatic non-

judgments and refusals to engage.”83 Such an approach problematically equates 

authoritative doctrines or “vague generalization[s]” with an individual’s internal 

cognitive convictions. This depiction of belief as overly static and coherent does not 

capture the complexity of how people relate to social discourse in very fragmented and 

ambivalent ways. There is thus a tension between belief as general claims that are 

publically affirmed, and belief as internal states of conviction. As Gregory Schopen says, 

“we need to learn to distinguish formal doctrine from belief.”84 Therefore, rather than 

assuming that communal doctrines simply express people’s internal beliefs, my aim in 

this project is to critically examine the complex relations between authoritative discourse 

and how people personally engage with such discourse and doctrine.85  

                                                      

83 Bell, ”The Chinese Believe,” 110. 
84 “Relic,” 266. 
85 In this regard, my work also contributes to a growing theme in the Anthropology of Islam that focuses on 

contradiction, tension, and ambivalence in moral subjecthood and subjectivity. This literature seeks to 

complicate the dominant trend in the field, exemplified by Saba Mahmood’s Politics of Piety. Mahmood has 

largely set the terms of debate in the field, providing the most dominant framework through which 

anthropologists of Islam have approached their material: namely, a concern with pious self-fashioning. This 

newer literature has advanced very important critiques of Mahmood’s work. See Simon Gregory’s work on 
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In further elucidating how I am approaching the notion of believing, another 

helpful distinction is one between the use of “belief” to describe people’s background 

cognitive frameworks (that, which at times, may be referred to as a “worldview” for 

instance), and “belief” as an act of conscious assent to some statement or proposition. 

Maurice Bloch effectively highlights this distinction in his essay that differentiates 

between “ordinary” and “counter-intuitive” belief. On the one hand, there are the 

implicit assumptions that inform people’s understanding of the world, but do not need 

to be “even discussed as an issue or rhetorically marked in any way as peculiar.”86 These 

are things that structure one’s conceptual frameworks but do not need to be explicitly 

articulated or affirmed. Reminiscent of Wittgenstein’s approach in his discussion of 

“certainty,”87 Bloch invokes the wetness of the rain as a paradigmatic example: “Normal 

people normally do not take the fact that rain can get one wet as a subject of thought or 

discourse.”88 He contrasts this with situations in which one marks off a statement with a 

clearly emphasized assertion of belief (“I believe”). This “exaggerated kind of ‘belief’ 

act” thus “seem[s] to require a special type of effort.”89 Rather than characterizing such 

deliberate belief-acts as “counter-intuitive”, however, I find Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s 

                                                      

 

Indonesia, Caged in on the Outside; Shireen Hafez’s work on Egypt, Islam of Her Own; Samuli Schielke’s Egypt 

in the Future Tense; and Jeanette Jouili’s work in Europe, Pious Practice. 
86 Bloch, “Religious Beliefs,” 140. 
87 Wittgenstein, On Certainty. 
88 Bloch, 137. 
89 Ibid.,136-137. 
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characterization to be more helpful. Smith distinguishes between “presuppositions,” on 

the one hand, and “overt ideas” that are “explicitly held,” on the other. Regarding the 

former, he says that historically those who existed within a given worldview or 

conceptual system tended to be “hardly conscious of believing anything. This is the way 

that they perceived the world.”90 Explicitly articulated beliefs, by contrast, are those 

things that are “no longer taken for granted” in this way. Smith describes the difference 

in the following ways:  

One way of putting this is to say that the presuppositions, which had been 

unconscious, were raised to the level of consciousness. Another metaphor would 

be horizontal rather than vertical: what had been background to one’s viewing of 

the world was objectivized, was moved around to the front and away from 

oneself to a distance and looked at as an object. Or again: what had formed the 

basis for the superstructure on which in each case our particular drama was 

mounted, was itself brought on stage for critical intellectual scrutiny.91  

 

In invoking this dichotomy as described by Bloch and Smith, I do not seek to 

enter into the complex anthropological and philosophical debates regarding the nature 

or existence of the implicit “belief systems” alluded to in the above. My aim in invoking 

this material is specifically to distinguish my own interest in the category of belief from 

such “implicit presuppositional beliefs.” That is, my concern is not with deciphering 

some content of people’s internal belief-systems or intellectual worldviews, but rather 

with the notion of “belief” as a conscious act of affirmation, assent, or commitment. The 

                                                      

90 Smith, Faith and Belief, 48. 
91 Ibid., 51. 
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communities I discuss in this dissertation are deeply concerned with belief in this sense. 

I am thus particularly concerned with people’s own reflexive awareness of “believing”; 

that is, how they navigate normative demands and expectations concerning belief—not 

only regarding the doctrinal content of what one should accept or reject, but also the 

kind of state of mind that “real belief” ought to entail. I am consequently interested in 

belief as a reflexive, internal state that people actively and anxiously try to reflect on, 

monitor, and cultivate. Through this focus, we can better appreciate the difficult tensions 

and ambiguities in understanding what it means to believe, and the significant 

implications that the moral demand of belief has in the lives of individuals and 

communities. I thus follow the lead of Simon and Carlisle, who argue: 

We begin with the insight that our subjects also work through the problems of 

belief, both culturally and psychologically. Through their practices, discourses, 

and meditations, our subjects find ways to believe particular truths amid many 

possible truths, determine what it means to believe, conceive of the relationships 

between belief and practice, and assess the significance of belief for 

understanding the nature and moral status of human beings. We look to our 

subjects’ work on the nature, formation, and significance of belief to lead our 

own investigations into it.92 

 

In focusing on this sense of belief as a self-reflexive practice, the question remains 

as to the nature of this conscious attempt at commitment or affirmation, and more 

specifically, what people conceptually have in mind when they speak of belief. The 

critical literature on the category here again provides important insights, as it points to 

                                                      

92 Carlisle and Simon, “Believing Selves,” 222. 
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the polysemy and internal fragmentation of the concept, as well as the challenges of 

translating the concept across languages, intellectual traditions, and historical contexts 

(given the very different assumptions embedded in analogous concepts of different 

traditions). As Jean Pouillon states in his 1982 essay, “this category may not be a single, 

unified one at all, even for us, or at the least that is a shattered category, whose 

fragmentation is, precisely, a singular cultural phenomenon.”93  

This early essay, titled “Remarks on the Verb ‘to believe,’” very concisely 

highlights these various linguistic and conceptual tensions and paradoxes inherent in 

the French concept of “believing” (which largely apply in the English concept as well). It 

has thus become a standard point of reference (along with Cantwell Smith) in the work 

of scholars like Asad. Without getting into the details of Pouillon’s multilayered 

linguistic analysis, one of the central takeaways of the essay is that this “single verb is 

able to express” two basic senses or dimensions that “appear radically opposed, or else 

completely unrelated.” The first is an epistemic sense of holding a statement or 

proposition to be true, and the second is a moral-ethical meaning that conveys a sense of 

trust in and/or loyalty to someone or something.94 

In attending to this multivalence and historical specificity of notions of belief, 

Jonathan Mair argues that ethnographers should “mak[e] an effort to describe with 

                                                      

93 Pouillon, “Remarks on the Verb,” 488. 
94 Ibid., 487. 
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precision historically specific modes or styles of belief, in relation to their specific contexts.”95 

Thus in considering American Muslim discourses and experiences of belief in particular, 

we have to understand the complex nexus of discursive constructions that inform their 

“modes or styles of belief.” American Muslim religious discourses use the words 

“belief” and “faith” interchangeably with Arabic Islamic terminology as well, such as 

“īmān” and “`aqīdah.” The usage produces a situation in which discourse about believing 

has a “heteroglossic” nature, in that multiple language ideologies and conceptual 

frameworks are simultaneously embedded in the concept.96 In this case, there are 

multiple levels of heteroglossia involved: first, the English terms themselves are already 

internally fragmented and multilayered (as just noted); secondly, the conceptual 

implications of the Arabic terminology are mixed in with the conceptual implications of 

the English terms; and thirdly, the Arabic concepts themselves also have multiple layers 

and tensions of meaning. 

In the case of Islam, a number of scholars have attempted to address these 

ambiguities and culturally specific conceptual implications of “belief” by turning their 

analysis to the concept of īmān and contrasting it to the English concepts. These scholars 

have rightly cautioned against simply assuming that īmān can be uncritically translated 

                                                      

95 Mair, “Cultures of Belief,” 450. Italics in original.  
96 Bakhtin’s notion of “heteroglossia” highlights the way in which a single expression often “actually 

contains mixed within it two utterances, two speech manners, two styles, two ‘languages’, two semantic and 

axiological belief systems.” Thus even in the case of a single statement, there may be a “multiplicity of socio-

ideological discourses, languages, and speech genres” at play and in tension with one another. 

See Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 304-05.  See also Holloway and Kneale, “Dialogism (After Bakhtin).”  
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as “belief” or “faith”.  In so doing, however, these scholars have generally presented 

īmān as a unified and singular concept that has clearer and quite distinct implications in 

comparison to “belief” or “faith”.97 My contention, however, is that the concept of īmān 

is a similarly polysemous, ambiguous, and contested term, as demonstrated historically 

by the vast body of literature in Muslim theological discourse debating the nature of 

īmān. It is important, therefore, to more carefully analyze the theorizations of īmān in 

Muslim discursive traditions. Such exploration not only allows us to understand the 

heteroglossic valences that inform people’s use of concepts, but also, provides us with a 

distinct set of theoretical insights into the complex phenomenon that we refer to as 

belief. Complementing analyses such as that of Pouillon above, attending to Muslim 

theorizations of īmān, allow us to appreciate a number of distinct dimensions and 

manifestations of “believing”.  

In what follows, therefore, I provide a conceptual map of these different 

dimensions of īmān as historically conceptualized by Muslim (largely Sunni) theological 

discourses. In so doing, I synthesize the various arguments and debates between 

different theological orientations and schools of thought, so as to provide my own 

theoretical model of the different poles and dimensions of “belief” that these discourses 

highlight. The question of what is meant by īmān has been rigorously theorized by these 

                                                      

97 See for instance Smith, Faith and Belief, and “Faith as Tasdiq”; Asad, Formations of the Secular; Martin, 

“Genealogies of Religion, Twenty Years On”; and Haj (influenced by both Smith and Asad) Reconfiguring 

Islamic Tradition.  
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different theological approaches, with each school emphasizing particular angles or 

aspects. It is worth noting that each approach, taken on its own, does not necessarily 

offer a particularly useful theoretical framework (which is what academic treatments of 

the subject tend to do as well); taken as a whole, however, these provide a helpful 

theoretical model that can serve as a useful point of departure to analyze the nature of 

“belief” as experienced and conceptualized by people. These debates are helpful not 

only in that they articulate normative requirements of īmān, but also, they are to a large 

extent based on a phenomenological analysis of the experience of īmān, (which allows 

for productive dialogue with the ethnographic approach). I use this theologically-

derived conceptual map to set up some basic terminology and conceptual tools through 

which to begin analyzing the experience of “belief”. The ethnographic chapters of the 

dissertation will then go beyond the conceptual, by asking to what extent these 

theological theorizations can adequately account for the complexity of people’s 

experiences. I thus use the ethnography to interrogate the limits of such theoretical 

frameworks. 
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2.2.3 Theorizing īmān 

Based on this set of discourses,98 we can 

identify three main levels or dimensions of īmān. 

These are: mental conviction about the truth of 

Islamic creedal foundations (īmān1); affirmation of 

the truth of these foundations (īmān2); and one’s 

moral-devotional response and commitment to 

these truths (īmān3). For our purposes here, I 

visually depict these dimensions of īmān as three concentric circles embedded within 

each other, with īmān1 as the inner circle and īmān3 as the outermost circle.  

This visualization represents the way in which theological discourses tended to 

imagine these different levels of faith to be on a spectrum of narrowness and inclusivity; 

that is, the outermost circle was generally assumed to require the inner circles as well, 

whereas the innermost circle was not understood to necessarily include the outer circles. 

Thus theologians who equated īmān with level 1 had the most narrowly-defined notion 

of faith (i.e. the smallest number of aspects that constitute īmān), whereas those who 

                                                      

98 I am speaking here mostly of the genre of kalām (primarily within Sunnī schools) as well as `aqīdah texts of 

the Ḥanbalī or ahl al-ḥadīth orientation. There is some gesture towards Sufī theoretical works on īmān as well. 

My discussion is based on the following secondary and primary sources: Smith, Faith and Belief and “Faith as 

Tasdiq”; Frank, “Knowledge and Taqlîd”; Izutsu, The Concept of Belief in Islamic Theology; Madelung, “Early 

Sunnī Doctrine concerning Faith”; Uslu, “Knowledge and Volition”; Al-Bājūrī, Jawharatil Tawḥīd; al-

Taftāzānī, Sharḥ Al-ʻAqāʾid Al-Nasafīyah; al-Taftāzānī, Sharḥ Al-Maqāṣid; Ibn Taymiyyah, Kitab Al-Iman; 

Kamāl bin abī Sharīf, Kitāb al-Musāmarah; “Kitāb al-`ilm” in al-Ghazāli, Ihyā' `Ulum al-Dīn; al-Ghazāli, Iljām 

al-ʻawām ʻan ʻilm al-Kalām. 

3) Moral-Devotional 

Response & Commitment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2) Affirmation 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1) Mental 

Conviction 

 

Figure 2: The three 

dimensions of īmān 



 

132 

equated īmān with level 3 had the most inclusive definition of faith (i.e. the greatest 

number of aspects that constitute faith). 

* * * 

To begin unpacking these layers, I address the primary distinction that most 

theological debates between Sunni groups focused on: namely, the difference between 

holding the foundations of Islam to be true, and one’s moral-devotional response and 

commitment to those truths. This distinction collapses the subtle differences between 

levels 1 and 2 (which shall be discussed below), and juxtaposes this to level 3. Thus a 

simplified diagram representing this primary distinction would look like the following: 

The inner circle in this diagram represents 

one’s internal acknowledgment of the truth of 

Islam, while the outer circle represents one’s lived 

or practical response to this acknowledgement. This 

latter dimension entails a moral commitment to 

adhering to the teachings of the religion, obeying 

God’s commands, and in general cultivating a 

personal orientation and dispositions in line with 

this religious truth. At this level, therefore, īmān is basically about one’s virtue and piety; 

it is how one lives out and experiences their commitment to God and their adherence to 
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Islam. In this sense, then, īmān is a constantly fluctuating and dynamic process, 

depending on one’s present level of pious observance and obedience to God. 

Sunni theologians’ debates primarily centered on whether īmān was restricted to 

the inner circle of 1 & 2 or if it also included level 3. In many ways, this was largely a 

semantic debate about conceptual definitions—the reality is that both groups held that 

affirming the truth of religious foundations was an essential and non-negotiable core of 

īmān, and both groups held that pious action and obedience in response to this 

affirmation of the truth was morally indispensable. They merely disagreed about what 

constitutes the very essence of īmān, and whether the practical component of level 3 was 

a secondary moral response to īmān, or was part of īmān itself. However, if we look 

beyond the theologians’ disagreement about the essential definition of īmān, this debate 

is illuminating insofar as it highlights an important distinction between two 

fundamental dimensions of īmān: on the one hand, there is the epistemic or 

propositional dimension that is concerned with one’s internal affirmation of 

fundamental truth-claims; and on the other hand, there is the more practical dimension 

of living out one’s religious commitment. While these theologians tended to imagine the 

relation between these dimensions in very specific ways, we can benefit from these 

conceptual distinctions while questioning if the assumed relations between them are, in 

fact, necessary or the only possible way of imagining the dynamics of faith. 
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In what follows, I will unpack in more depth the inner circle (levels 1 & 2) 

representing one’s internal acknowledgement of the truth, exploring what is meant by 

this internal affirmation and the distinctions between levels 1 and 2.  

* * * 

With the inner circles of level 1 and 2, what we have are two different aspects of 

“believing” in the truth of the religious foundations. The difference here is largely about 

one’s active and volitional engagement with these truth claims.  

The most basic level of faith is at the 

innermost circle (īmān1), where we have our mental 

judgments about the foundational truth-claims of 

Islam (e.g. “there is no deity but Allah and 

Muhammad is the messenger of Allah,” and the 

Qur’an is the “word of God”). At this level, the mind 

responds to the knowledge, information, and evidence that it has been presented with, 

and arrives at a non-voluntary reflex judgment about whether these foundational truth-

claims are true or not. This reflects what is most commonly meant in a non-religious 

context by our “beliefs,” that is, those things our mind holds to be true. At this level, our 

mind simply holds things to be true based on what we are convinced by, or what we 

have been socially conditioned to believe. At this level, there is no volition directly 
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involved in believing. In other words, by “conviction” what I have in mind is “being 

convinced that something is true.”  

While some theologians equated īmān with this first dimension (mental 

conviction) insofar as they defined īmān as knowledge, the more matured Sunni 

consensus held this level alone to be inadequate. The reason was that one’s mind might 

judge something to be true, and yet they may nonetheless reject these religious 

foundations (the prototypical example of this being those who rejected Muhammad 

during his life, as they presumably knew the truth but refused to accept it). Therefore, 

what is required for īmān is a conscious or willful decision to affirm the truth of Islam. 

This happens both internally (in the heart/mind) and verbally (on the tongue), but what 

was generally held to be of utmost significance was the internal dimension. This is what 

is referred to by theologians as “taṣdīq”, literally to believe that someone or something is 

truthful.99 They often described this as “internal speech” (kalam nafsi) that consciously 

accepts and affirms the truth of these foundations—it can thus be imagined as the inner 

voice of our mind that willingly states: “I affirm that this is true.” I thus find 

“affirmation” to be a more useful term in this regard than “belief”, since “belief” can 

imply simply passive mental conviction in the truth of a matter, whereas “affirmation” 

                                                      

99 There may be some confusion and ambiguity regarding the distinction between the two levels of īmān1 

and īmān2, since the former can faithfully be translated as “belief” in the sense of “I believe you are telling 

the truth.” Similarly in the Arabic, taṣdīq is ambiguous in that it can (as a logical term) stand in for the non-

voluntary reflex judgment referred to above under īmān1, or it can mean (as a more theological term) the 

more conscious decision to affirm something as true. It is this ambiguity that I think WC Smith does not 

adequately acknowledge in his important work, “Faith as Tasdiq.” 
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implies an active and willing acceptance of the truth-claim. Affirmation is also spoken of 

in terms of “submission” (idh`ān), in that one willingly accepts and submits to the 

authority of these foundations in their life. Thus we see that this level of īmān involves 

more than the pure epistemic dimension of īmān1. At the level of īmān2, there is a clear 

moral dimension of willingly accepting and internally submitting to the truth of these 

foundations, rather than merely judging them to be true at an intellectual level. Because 

taṣdīq was thus conceived of as volitional affirmation, the theologians who equated īmān 

with taṣdīq conceived of īmān as an all-or-nothing deal that does not increase or decrease. 

Either one accepted and acknowledged the truth of Muhammad’s prophethood or one 

did not.  

In a Christian or post-Christian/secular context, the level of īmān2-taṣdīq could 

possibly be understood in terms of “faith” as commonly understood in contemporary 

English usage—that is, the notion that one simply chooses to accept the truth of religious 

doctrine without full conviction, understanding, or knowledge. In other words, one 

could understand faith-as-affirmation in terms of a “leap of faith.” For these Muslim 

theological discourses, however, such a possibility was generally not accepted. Rather, 

affirmation of Islam (īmān2) was supposed to be grounded in full mental conviction. 

That is, īmān2 was assumed to require īmān1, and īmān1 was assumed to require 

complete certainty (yaqīn). This is demonstrated, for instance, by the frequent 

declarations made by theologians that by falling into doubt (shakk), believers risk falling 
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into disbelief (kufr). More directly relevant are the theologians’ debates over what level 

of conviction is demanded of believers. On the one hand, there are those who demanded 

that īmān be grounded in knowledge (ma`rifa or `ilm). This meant that not only was 

certainty required, but also, that one must have adequate reasons for their conviction— 

that is, that they knew why they believed and did not simply believe unthinkingly. (This 

corresponds with Anglo-analytic philosophy’s definition of knowledge as “justified true 

belief”.) Other theologians disagreed with this requirement, holding that such rational 

justifications were not necessary, but they nonetheless held that full certainty of 

conviction was required; they simply disagreed that one had to have reasons for their 

belief. Thus both camps agreed that certainty of conviction was required.  

Not only did the theologians base this demand for certainty on scriptural 

authority, but also, it seems that the theologians’ conception of human cognition made it 

hard to imagine people sincerely affirming these truth-claims without having firm 

mental conviction as a necessary foundation. There were important exceptions, of 

course, which seem to point to more dynamic and flexible possibilities of how faith 

commitment can be manifest. Some theologians held that one can willingly affirm these 

truths based on mere presumption, act in accordance with this affirmation (that is, obey 

God’s law in practice), and gradually increase in conviction and certainty through such 
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practice.100 Similarly, those inclined towards experiential knowledge (as understood 

within Sufi thought) held that devotional practice is precisely what yields real certainty. 

These positions seemingly contained the possibility that the experientially-acquired 

certainty does not require full intellectual conviction beforehand.  

These exceptions—and my ethnographic explorations— point us to the 

possibility that with a less rationalist model of human cognition, the distinction between 

īmān1 and īmān2 does theoretically raise the possibility of affirming the foundations of 

faith (īmān2) without necessarily having firm mental conviction in their truth (īmān1). 

This distinction parallels the possibility of sincerely engaging with the level of īmān3 

(faith-as-commitment) with an ambivalent relationship to īmān1 and īmān2, which the 

theologians again seemed to largely discount as a possibility. Given their conception of 

human cognition and their assessment of what is religiously required by God, they 

imagined these three dimensions of faith as levels, as represented by my visual diagram 

of concentric circles— the outer circles demanding the presence of the inner circles. If, 

however, we imagine these different dimensions less linearly and with a more complex 

relationship between them, alternative possibilities of faith emerge. This is a theme that I 

shall analyze in much greater depth through my ethnographic analysis in Chapters Four 

and Five.  

                                                      

100 See Ibn Taymiyyah, Kitab al Imān. 
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This theological model thus provides us with a general three-fold schema 

through which we can conceptualize people’s faith commitments: 1) the internal 

dimension of mental conviction, 2) the dimension of internal affirmation, and 3) the 

practical dimension of commitment.101 In the remainder of the dissertation, I utilize and 

further analyze such conceptual distinctions, rather than speaking vaguely of “belief” or 

“faith” (except when conveying the terminology of my interlocutors). At times, 

however, I do use the term “faith” or “faith-commitment” as a general shorthand or 

umbrella term for this host of subjective states, as I find it more adequately captures the 

ambivalent mix of moral and epistemological connotations than the term “belief” (which 

seems to have more of the epistemic connotations in contemporary usage). 

2.3 Conclusion 

The interlinked arguments and conceptual frameworks presented in this chapter 

all serve as a theoretical background for the remainder of the dissertation. I have shown 

how the secular condition of contemporary American religion produces a heightened 

awareness and concern for religious “belief” among individuals and communities. This 

heightened self-consciousness about belief is often even more pronounced in Muslim 

communities, given the demand in Islamic revivalism for individuals to very 

                                                      

101 In addition to these three dimensions referring to one’s general īmān in relation to God and Islam as such, 

it can also help illuminate the more specific doctrinal commitments and affirmations that are normatively 

demanded by virtue of affirming Islam. Thus with regards to the host of doctrines that are presumably 

necessary to affirm in order to “believe in Islam,” we can see the same three-fold scheme at play: being 

convinced about or understanding the doctrinal belief, affirming the doctrinal belief (regardless of 

understanding or being convinced), and practically fulfilling the requirements of that doctrine. 
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consciously and deliberately commit themselves to faith, the Islamophobic hyper-

scrutiny of Islam in the public sphere, and the severe contestations over Islamic 

authenticity in the Muslim public sphere. This context is crucial to understand the 

emergent Muslim discourse on doubt. I have also argued that “belief” and “faith” are 

not straightforward, singular, or coherent concepts with clear implications, but are 

rather deeply polysemous, ambiguous, and contested terms that seem to have myriad 

forms, dimensions, and articulations. Muslim concerns with belief and doubt are 

therefore deeply involved in navigating these ambiguities and multiple dimensions of 

faith commitment. With this theoretical background in mind, the following chapter 

introduces us to the proliferation of a widespread communal concern with doubt and 

the “crisis of faith.”
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3. “That’s a crisis of faith”: American Muslim preachers 
on the problem of doubt 

During my time in Boston, the Islamic Society of Boston Cultural Center (ISBCC) 

held a number of lectures addressing the problem of doubt in the American Muslim 

community. One of these lectures was given by Hassan Lachheb, a guest speaker for 

their weekly Friday-evening “ḥalaqa”1, who gave a talk titled, “From Questioning to 

Strengthening your Faith.” During the mosque’s search for a Senior Imam, Mohamed 

AbuTaleb (one of the finalist candidates for the position) gave three separate talks on the 

subject over the course of a weekend visit, with titles such as “The Doubtful Visit the 

Prophet.” And in one of his monthly visits to the ISBCC, during the year in which the 

mosque lacked an Imam, the Dallas-based preacher AbdulRahman Murphy gave a 

Friday sermon about the companions of the Prophet, in which he emphasized the need 

for certainty of conviction, and addressed the crisis of young people “leaving Islam in 

droves.” These talks were in addition to the many lectures and talks at the ISBCC about 

identifying and preserving correct orthodox knowledge, and distinguishing such 

knowledge from the many corrupting forces influencing Muslims’ faith. Even at this 

surface level in one community center, concern with doubt, questioning, corruption of 

doctrinal belief, and loss of faith were very common themes of communal discourse. The 

events and discourse prevalent at this one cultural center and within one community 

                                                      

1 A term used in Arab-based revivalist circles for a regular religious class or discussion circle.  
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reflects and represents a much broader trend in national religious discourse in American 

Muslim communities.  

Over the course of the last decade, American Muslim public discourse has 

increasingly identified “doubt” as a matter of urgent concern, speaking of a “crisis of 

faith” afflicting a growing number of Muslims. This chapter analyzes how the discourse 

and related concerns have been framed in recent years by popular preachers and 

community leaders. In part one of the chapter, I trace the emergence of this discourse 

over the last two decades. Although it was not a clearly articulated item of concern on 

the agenda of Muslim organizations and community leaders in earlier decades, the 

recent establishment of the Yaqeen Institute exemplifies a growing institutional concern 

with the problem. I then trace the ways in which these popular voices explain the causes 

and sources of the problem of “doubt” and a “crisis of faith.” After doing so, I provide 

my own account of two crucial shifts in underlying discursive conditions that help 

explain the emergence of this crisis: the first is the proliferation and fragmentation of 

public religious discourse, and the second is the shift away from earlier collectivist 

constructions of religion to a more secular, individualized construction. Part two of the 

chapter analyzes the inner logic of how this problem of doubt is conceptualized. In 

particular, I highlight the epistemic or intellectualist framing of faith that leads to deep 

ambivalence about the ability of faith to accommodate doubt.   
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Two themes emerge throughout this analysis as the central takeaway of the 

chapter. The first theme is the way in which the discourse on doubt intersects with 

communal concerns over doctrinal authenticity, and contestations over the nature of 

Islamic tradition. Different assessments and evaluations of the problem at hand (and 

solutions to it) highlight such competing approaches to Islamic doctrine and tradition. 

Are there readily available answers to people’s doubts and questions that simply need to 

be disseminated and accessed? Or, instead, are fundamental reconsiderations of Islamic 

tradition required in the face of contemporary challenges? Is the problem of doubt a 

matter of ignorance and insecurity in the face of external attacks on Islam? Or, is it rather 

a problem of internal understandings of Islam that need to be reformed? Is the solution 

to the problem of doubt to represent Islam to people in a way that makes sense to them 

with their contemporary cultural sensibilities? Or does the solution instead involve 

reaffirming an authentic orthodoxy, and persuading people of its truth and authority? 

These questions indicate the politics of religious knowledge and authority that are 

enmeshed in the communal discourses on doubt.  

The second theme that my analysis in this chapter highlights is the different 

ways in which religious belonging and faith are discursively constructed, based on 

different ideological configurations, and the implications of these constructions on how 

doubt is conceptualized and experienced. These different constructions and dimensions 
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of faith and religion continue to surface in different ways throughout the remainder of 

the dissertation as well, allowing me to explore these dynamics in more depth.  

3.1 The Emergence of a Crisis 

3.1.1 Institutionalizing the problem of doubt 

My story about faith and uncertainty among Boston Muslims begins not in 

Boston, nor at the beginning. It begins instead with the recent launching of a new online 

institute, founded and spearheaded by Omar Suleiman, one of the most prominent 

preachers in the Dallas-based network of religious learning mentioned in the 

Introduction. In an August 2016 Facebook post, Suleiman announced the establishment 

of a new “think tank” that he has founded: the Yaqeen Institute for Islamic Research. 

The post soon had over 250,000 views, over 6,500 “likes”, and just under 3,500 “shares”, 

as well as hundreds of people’s comments expressing their enthusiasm for the initiative. 

Yaqeen is the Arabic word for “certainty” and is used in religious discourse to denote a 

level of firmness in conviction that does not permit wavering or doubt. The name, itself, 

thus identifies the goal of the institute: to promote firm conviction and certainty about 

the truth of Islam in the hearts and minds of Muslims. In the promotional video that 

Suleiman shared, he explains the impetus behind the name, defining yaqeen as certainty 

and conviction, and stating that Allah “calls us to have this in our own hearts.” We are 

called, he tells us, to “generate yaqeen in our own hearts” and thus “move from doubt to 
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conviction.”2 These declarations reflect a dominant conception of faith that goes back to 

the formative years of Islam, closely linking faith (īmān) with the mental states of 

certainty and knowledge. 

The problem that the Yaqeen Institute seeks to redress is framed within the 

context of an Islamophobic media industry that frames Islam and Muslims as a problem. 

The promotional video begins with news footage after the 2016 terrorist attacks in Nice, 

France and Orlando, Florida. It then switches over to a scene from the talk-show of the 

famous liberal commentator Bill Maher where he states that the “Muslim world … has 

too much in common with ISIS,” and a CNN clip of the famous “New Atheist” author 

Sam Harris, stating that “Islam has been spread by the sword for over a thousand 

years.”  Omar Suleiman then enters the scene, speaking about the audience’s presumed 

familiarity with “the drill” that this footage evokes, in which Muslims must bear the 

“collective guilt” for violence committed by Muslims in the name of Islam. He identifies 

the problem as two-fold: not only do Muslims then have to deal with the discrimination 

this produces, but “you now are starting to doubt your own faith,” wondering about the 

texts that extremists and Islamophobes cite, and “trying to contextualize those texts.” 

Suleiman also frames the problem of doubting faith within the context of 

secularism and the liberal intelligentsia. He goes on to say that alternatively, the viewer 

                                                      

2 Sh. Omar Suleiman, “Intro to Yaqeen Institute for Islamic Research,” Published August 3, 2016. Viewed 

November 2, 2016. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Xu_NqB1Irc.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Xu_NqB1Irc
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might be attending university and taking their “first philosophy class” or “first science 

class,” and “suddenly you now have questions about what your religion has to say 

about scientism, new atheism, and things of that sort.” Or, one might be “watching a 

left-wing Islamophobe on TV,” he says, as the video has an image of Maher and Harris 

talking, “putting forth this idea that Islam and modern civilization are completely 

incompatible.”  

“We’re getting attacked from all sides,” Suleiman concludes. “And in many 

situations it renders a paralyzing doubt, and we’re no longer able to define ourselves 

and what our religion actually means, because we’re letting everyone else define it for 

us.” He speaks of the lack of availability of adequate material that can respond to such 

challenges to one’s faith, as a simple Google-search will yield extensive Islamophobic 

material in comparison to a “two-and-a-half-page da`wah pamphlet response that is 

completely insufficient to get you out of that new state of doubt that you are in.” 

Suleiman identifies these gaps as the key factors leading people to lose their faith. He 

informs the viewers that the Institute has just completed a “groundbreaking survey of 

Muslims around the country who have either left Islam, or are questioning their faith.”3 

While there are a number of emotional and social factors, “for many it’s an intellectual 

                                                      

3 As the discussion of the report below indicates, the survey he is referring to is not actually a survey of 

individuals who have left or are questioning Islam, but a series of interviews with community leaders, 

imams, chaplains, and youth directors. It thus captures perceptions regarding this phenomenon rather than 

capturing the experiences of those individuals themselves. The author of this report has indicated that an 

additional report will be published by the Yaqeen Institute surveying “mass level attitudes.”  
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crisis,” he claims, an inability to “find material that actually satisfies the concerns they 

now have as a result of being attacked from all these different sides.”  

The problem of intellectual doubt is thus presented as a result of not having 

access to proper knowledge, which would provide clarity and conviction, and eliminate 

confusion and uncertainty. The goal of the Institute is to “produce a sense of confidence 

in Muslims” by filling this crucial void. As the About Page states, the Institute aims to 

“raise the discourse in the Muslim community by making academic grade research 

material accessible to everyone.”4 Suleiman further reflects on this void and the 

proposed solution:  

We lack a sustainable, institutionalized effort that can empower da`wah-

carriers, that can empower imams, that can empower Muslims around the 

world to take ownership of their faith once again, to define the text in the 

light of orthodoxy, what Islam actually has to say about certain things, aside 

from the extremists on the left or the right …We have a chance to claim our 

own faith, we have a chance to actually claim our own texts, and provide 

context  to the things that are causing people trouble all over the world. [This 

is] not just for the sake of defending us or making Islam more acceptable to 

the outside, but actually helping Muslims understand their faith as well.5 

 

In response to this void, Suleiman’s Yaqeen Institute aims to bring together a “full 

team of academics and scholars” in order to produce “robust papers, journals, 

videos, surveys, and curriculum [sic] to deal with all of these attacks.” The team 

consists of both “some of the most prestigious academics” who have studied at “Ivy 

                                                      

4 “Our Approach,” Yaqeen Institute for Islamic Research, accessed November 2, 2016. 

https://www.yaqeeninstitute.org/our-approach/. Also see: https://yaqeeninstitute.org/en/homepage/  
5 Sh. Omar Suleiman, “Intro to Yaqeen Institute for Islamic Research.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Xu_NqB1Irc. 

https://www.yaqeeninstitute.org/our-approach/
https://yaqeeninstitute.org/en/homepage/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Xu_NqB1Irc
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League schools” such as Harvard, along with “traditional Islamic scholars and 

students.”  

One of the key members of the team, serving as a “research advisor,” is 

Shaykh Yasir Fahmy, the Senior Imam at the ISBCC during my time there. Fahmy 

has a Bachelors Degree in Islamic Studies from the renowned Al-Azhar University in 

Egypt. In another promotional video for the Institute, Fahmy expresses his support 

for the initiative, reiterating Suleiman’s presentation of the problem Yaqeen seeks to 

address, and the solution it proposes. He states that in addition to being a “deeply 

spiritual” and “theological” tradition, Islam has also always been “deeply 

intellectual”. Invoking the examples of the celebrated Islamic scholars al-Ghazali and 

Ibn Taymiyya, he says that “we have always been able to—as an umma—produce 

high-level, sophisticated thought and ideas to navigate the various challenges of our 

time” and the “the various philosophies and ‘isms’” of our age. He then goes on to 

state: “We at Yaqeen Institute want to revive that legacy of producing profoundly 

intellectual thought” that will help people “find answers and make sense of our 

world.” This kind of language, invoking contemporary intellectual challenges to 

faith, is a common refrain in Fahmy’s lectures and sermons at ISBCC. During my 

time in Boston, I often heard him speak about the need to be aware of and contest 

the various “isms” that confront Muslims today and compete for their loyalty. 

Similarly, at the latest ISNA (Islamic Society of North America) Convention in 
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September 2016, the largest annual gathering of Muslims in North America that has 

been held every year since 1963, Fahmy gave a lecture titled “The Impact of 

Challenges on Our Faith” in which he addressed the “risks” and “impact” on our 

faith posed by “unfettered rationalism, individualism borne of secularism, and the 

rise of social sciences.” These are challenges, he said, “that have come to put into 

question the viability of our religion. I know that many Muslims today … are 

beginning to doubt whether or not Islam has the answers to the challenges that we 

face.”6 

The Yaqeen Institute research team consists of 16 people, with nine research 

fellows and seven research directors and advisors—some of them more prominent 

voices in the public sphere (such as Jonathan Brown, Abdullah bin Hamid Ali, and 

Daniel Haqiqatjou), while others are students and scholars who do not have a high 

public profile. The Board of Advisors includes such prominent figures as Yaser 

Birjas, Tariq Ramadan, Hatem Bazian, Dalia Mogahed, and Dalia Fahmy. The 

organization started off as a large (and reportedly, very well-funded) effort, with a 

relatively extensive research team and, as mentioned, prominent figures on the 

advisory board. The following year, the institute met its fundraising campaign goal 

                                                      

6 Shaykh Yasir Fahmy, “The Impact of Challenges on our Faith,”ISNA (Islamic Society of North 

America),September, 2016, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EllPx1VlgD0&list=PLAqEgNeiPAEuDGNn7CUIwZj-

LYK5QIEw6&index=7. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EllPx1VlgD0&list=PLAqEgNeiPAEuDGNn7CUIwZj—LYK5QIEw6&index=7
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EllPx1VlgD0&list=PLAqEgNeiPAEuDGNn7CUIwZj—LYK5QIEw6&index=7
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of raising $275,000 during the month of Ramadan. All of these figures (and the 

Institute’s funders) are joining hands in identifying doubt as an important 

communal priority that must be addressed 

In launching the initiative, the Yaqeen Institute published an “inaugural report” 

aiming to validate the need for the institute by empirically ascertaining the scale and 

nature of the problem that they seek to address. Titled “Modern Pathways to Doubt in 

Islam,” the report “examines the reasons for Muslims in America losing their belief in 

Islam,” through “in-depth interviews with 31 leading scholars, imams, chaplains, and 

activists around the US.”7 Seen as the first part of a “systematic” multiple-phase project, 

this report seeks to ascertain the extent and frequency of doubt and disbelief in Islam, 

the central causes leading to this phenomenon, as well as possible remedies “to 

concretely address the threats to faith that American Muslims regularly encounter.”8  

Given the methodology of the study, what this actually provides us with is a 

further reflection of the perceptions of a number of religious leaders around the country 

and the ways they are conceptualizing this concern. The report begins with an analysis 

of the extent of this phenomenon based on the respondents’ experiences. After 

highlighting the spectrum of responses, the report provides an average of the 

                                                      

7 A significant number of those interviewed are either chaplains and imams in the Boston area, or are closely 

connected to the broader network of preachers that the Boston community is connected to as discussed 

above, including Fahmy and Suleiman, as well as Qadhi and Abutaleb who are discussed later in this 

chapter. 
8 “Modern Pathways to Doubt in Islam.”  Yaqeen Institute for Islamic Research, 

https://www.yaqeeninstitute.org/publications/modern-pathways-to-doubt-in-islam/.  

https://www.yaqeeninstitute.org/publications/modern-pathways-to-doubt-in-islam/
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respondents’ estimates of how often they interacted with “doubting individuals,” which 

was “one to three interactions per month.” The section moves on to conclude: “there was 

a strong sense throughout our interviews that this is far more than an isolated problem,” 

with some respondents referring to it as an “epidemic.” The author makes a qualified 

conclusion that these pervasive perceptions at the very least “warrant deeper 

investigation,” and that such figures likely “underestimate the true scale of this 

phenomenon.”9 Later on, the author states more assertively:  

The data collected from our in-depth interviews suggests that the 

problem of doubt in the American Muslim community is not simply one 

of magnitude (that is, one in which the problem is great, but altogether 

infrequent). Rather, it appears that our respondents encounter doubting 

individuals semi-regularly, on average, with a few experiencing these 

interactions so frequently that they describe them as “normal.”10 

 

It is worth noting that the launch of the Yaqeen Institute reflects a broad shift in Muslim 

public discourse that has begun to identify “doubt” as a problem worthy of serious 

concern, as countless popular preachers and community leaders have begun to address 

this as one of the community’s most urgent “crises”. 

We find popular leaders addressing this concern through a number of smaller 

educational initiatives, such as a YouTube video series produced by Nouman Ali Khan 

and Yasir Qadhi, two prominent preachers who have been at the forefront of debates on 

this issue in the past few years. Nouman Ali Khan is a former colleague of Omar 

                                                      

9 Ibid., 
10 Ibid., 
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Suleiman and the founder of the Bayyinah Institute in Dallas, and has, by far, one of the 

most extensive online followings of all American (and generally English-speaking) 

Muslim preachers.11 In addition to various lectures where he addressed this concern 

with a “crisis of faith” among young Muslims (some of which will be discussed in the 

sections below), Khan released a series of short videos on YouTube in 2015, titled “That’s 

Messed Up.” In each episode, Khan is seated with another young man in a cafe, 

engaging in a (staged) informal discussion about a hot-button issue with which people 

in the community are struggling. The goal, as he states in the promotional video to the 

series, is to “talk about our problems.” The episodes address (mostly gendered) concerns 

and misunderstandings about Islam, such as the religious obligation for women to cover 

their heads, the mistreatment of wives and abuse of authority by husbands, the 

supposed religious permission for husbands to hit their wives, forced marriages, 

abortion, and the balance between material extravagance and simplicity.  He attempts in 

the series to tackle sensitive topics that present challenges to Muslims’ understanding of 

Islam.  

Yasir Qadhi is also one of the more prominent American Muslim preachers, 

although he has a more scholarly and academic profile than Khan, having studied at the 

                                                      

11 It is an indication of his reach that his official Facebook page, at the time of writing this chapter, had just 

around two million followers, far more than any other American Muslim preacher that I have encountered. 

He and his organization are very media savvy, producing a constant stream of short, yet high-quality videos 

in which he mostly provides insights and commentary on the Qur’an. He also has extensive speaking 

engagements around the country and the world, and his talks at national conferences (such as the annual 

MAS-ICNA convention) are so popular that there is often not enough seating in the auditorium.  
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Islamic University of Madinah and received his Ph.D. in Religious Studies from Yale 

University. In addition to being a professor at Rhodes College, Qadhi is an instructor 

and the Dean of Academic Affairs at AlMaghrib Institute, an Islamic learning institute 

founded in Houston, Texas, which offers week-long or weekend seminars on a wide 

variety of topics in cities around the world. One of the newest courses offered by 

AlMaghrib (and taught by Qadhi) is titled “No Doubt: God, Religion, and Politics in the 

Modern World.” The promotional material for the weekend-intensive course begins 

with a large heading that reads: “Can’t help but think you are losing your religion?” It 

then goes on to identify the pressures on “mainstream” “balanced middle-ground 

Muslims” that lead them to have “doubts in nearly every aspect of their religion—from 

its theology to its politics to its rulings to its values.” These issues range from the 

existence of God, “Islam vs. ‘the other’”, to the various “isms” in our “liberal, secular, 

humanistic society” such as feminism.12 Accompanying this actual course (which has 

been taught so far in at least five cities), Qadhi and AlMaghrib produced a series of two 

to five-minute YouTube videos with the title “No Doubt”. In these videos, Qadhi speaks 

to the camera from his office and briefly addresses some of the topics that are tackled in 

the course. Some of the titles of these videos are: “How Do You Know God Exists?”; “If 

God Exists, Why is There Suffering in the World?”; “Evolution vs. Creation”; “Are 

                                                      

12 Yasir Qadhi, “No Doubt: God, Religion and Politics in the Modern World.” AlMaghrib 

Institute.http://almaghrib.org/seminars/islamic-theology/no-doubt#.WFA85rIrKUk 
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Muslims Required to Hate Non-Muslims?”; and “What Should be the Muslim Response 

to Gay Marriage”. In these videos, he lays forth the authoritative, “orthodox” Islamic 

position on these issues and some arguments for this position. 

Such initiatives and online material , seek to respond to particular questions 

that many Muslims struggle with, by providing authoritative and “authentic” 

answers based on what “the Qur’an says” and “Islam says” about those doctrinal 

issues. While religious discourse countering ideological challenges to Islam—

providing proofs and evidences of the truth of the religion and defending the 

religion from attacks (what we might term “apologetics”)—is a timeless endeavor, 

these efforts, in particular, are unique and historically specific in that they are 

framed in this context as responding to the doubts and loss of faith of Muslims 

themselves.   

Other initiatives take a slightly different approach, such as Mohamed 

AbuTaleb’s “Shattering Doubts” workshop and lectures. Abutaleb pursued his Ph.D. 

in Cambridge in Electrical Engineering for a number of years and has spoken about 

this topic numerous times at mosques and college campuses in the area. He now 

serves as the Imam at the Islamic Association of Raleigh in North Carolina and as an 

instructor for the OakTree Institute. Through the OakTree Institute and other 

organizations such as MAS (the Muslim American Society), AbuTaleb has, on 

multiple occasions, taught day-long seminars titled “Shattering Doubts”. Through 
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this program, he seeks to provide individuals with a framework through which to 

approach the constant “barrage of endless challenges and doubts that draw your 

faith into question.” His promotional material for the program states:  

Fighting these issues one at a time leads to failure, for they will always 

come faster than you can answer them. This course explores how to 

establish solid faith in a manner ready for contemporary challenges. 

Insha’Allah, you will tackle the roots of doubt, discover how to better 

know Allah, and establish a system for dealing with the endless stream of 

questions—without having to ignore them.13 

 

It is clear from the above that the focus of this program is generally not on providing 

answers to particular questions, but offering strategies, skills, and frameworks with 

regard to faith and questioning, which can ideally be applied to all of one’s questions. 

There are many other similar programs, lectures, publications, and videos that 

have been proliferating in the past several years. As the twenty-first century has 

progressed, a number of initiatives, leaders, and discourses have converged to make 

doubt a pervasive subject of discussion, a widespread “crisis of faith.” The small 

sampling above illustrates two common approaches towards addressing this problem: 

those who respond to particular doctrinal questions with authoritative answers to dispel 

doubts, and those who present general frameworks and strategies that can help 

individuals navigate their questions and doubts. Within these two approaches, there are, 

of course, a variety of stances that are taken. Beyond this there are also other approaches 

                                                      

13 This is the standard paragraph describing all of these events on promotional material on Facebook. See for 

instance: “Shattering Doubts: Finding Faith when the Mind Questions God with Dr. Mohamed Abutaleb, 

TX,” March 28-29, 2015. https://www.facebook.com/events/822274664498254  

https://www.facebook.com/events/822274664498254
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to the problem that do not focus primarily on providing an individual with tools and 

answers, but instead focus on the communal dimension of things, as we will see below.  

3.1.2 An earlier and neglected “Call for Help”  

This widespread public consensus on a grave “crisis of faith” is a rather recent 

phenomenon, as communal discourse was not fixated on this problem of doubt in a 

similar fashion before the past several years. It was a little over a decade ago, in the early 

2000’s, when this issue was forcefully brought to communal consciousness by the self-

taught American Muslim author, Jeffrey Lang.  

A mathematics professor and convert to Islam, Lang gained popularity as a 

Muslim author in the 1990s after he published two popular books with Amana 

Publications: the first in 1994 titled, Struggling to Surrender: Some Impressions of an 

American Convert to Islam (with the second revised edition published in 2000), and a 

second book published in 1997 titled, Even Angels Ask: A Journey to Islam in America. His 

personal narrative—as a highly educated White, American, Catholic-turned-atheist, who 

converted to Islam after powerful spiritual experiences and an extended personal 

engagement with the Qur’an—was deeply evocative for many American Muslims. This 

narrative, along with his willingness to offer unconventional and critical reflections on 

the state of American Muslim mosque communities and religious discourse, established 

him as a prominent if somewhat controversial figure during the 1990s and early 2000s.  
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In 2003, Lang published a third book with Amana Publications, titled, Losing My 

Religion: A Call for Help. The impetus for this book, he explains in the introduction, was 

that after publishing Even Angels Ask, he began receiving numerous emails from people 

who had read his book, most conveying “misgivings about Islam” and many 

“confess[ing] outright disbelief.” The ideas and approach he had conveyed in his first 

two books made him an appealing and unique figure to turn to with questions for those 

struggling to make sense of their religious beliefs and identities. He states that “many of 

the writers described themselves as having left the faith or being on the verge of doing 

so; many felt that their doubts already made them apostates.”14 This torrent of email 

correspondence prompted Lang to explore this phenomenon.  

Lang focused in particular on the extent of American Muslim alienation from the 

“Mosque establishment.” He elaborates on this problem by speculating on the 

percentages of American Muslims who are generally absent from mosques. He estimates 

that while four-fifths of American Muslims are raised in this country (whether 

second/third-generation immigrants, or converts or children of converts), very few are 

represented in mosques, which are dominated by immigrants. A vast majority of 

American Muslims is absent from the mosque, he concludes.15 He recognizes that most 

young people who are disconnected from Islam and the Muslim community are so 

                                                      

14 Lang, Losing My Religion, 12. 
15 Ibid., 321-22. 



 

158 

inclined because their “parents have no connection to the mosque,” and as a result, they 

have never developed “any real attachment to the religion.” The disconnection is in 

contrast to those who contacted him with questions, he says, who “still have enough 

attachment to Islam to fret about it” and are “struggling to hold onto their faith.” 

Although this group of interlocutors is “unrepresentative of the missing eighty percent,” 

nonetheless, he argues, these disconnected Muslims would most likely “experience 

similar problems if they too had greater contact with the Islamic community.”16 He goes 

on in the rest of the book to address various intellectual and theological challenges to 

faith that these email interlocutors have presented to him, as well as social dynamics in 

Muslim communities that lead to religious disillusionment.17 Lang highlights two 

fundamental facets of this “crisis” (which he sees as interconnected): alienation from the 

mosque establishment, and losing faith in Islam altogether. 

At the time, Lang felt that the absence of mosque-going Muslims was a problem 

that was being completely ignored and overlooked by American Muslim religious 

leaders. He states in the book: “While the overwhelming majority of Americans of 

Muslim descent have nothing to do with the mosque, there is hardly a ripple of concern 

within the Muslim religious establishment. The issue is sometimes hinted at in Muslim 

publications and at Islamic conferences, but the topic gets so little attention that one 

                                                      

16 Ibid., 326-7. 
17 With regard to this communal dimension, Lang focuses on four groups in particular: non-immigrant 

women, African-American converts, descendants of immigrants, and converts in general. 
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would think that Muslims in America either are unaware of a problem or else they 

simply don't care.”18 In talks he gave in the early to mid-2000s on the topic, Lang would 

speak of the negative reaction he received from leaders and communities when he 

would bring up the problem, stating that he would either receive criticism or cease to be 

invited to such spaces.19 In a phone interview that he gave me in 2016, reflecting back on 

the time he had spent trying to raise awareness of mosque absenteeism as an issue of 

concern, he spoke of how the communal reaction to his concerns—when he would speak 

at spaces such as ISNA or ICNA conferences—was “really bad” and that audiences 

would get “really upset,” “angry,” and “defensive.” Lang understood their reaction to 

stem in part from a discomfort with too much criticism of the community, as well as a 

reaction to his perceived (lack of) religious credentials and his unconventional or 

“liberal” ideas about Islam.20 After addressing a handful of audiences around the 

country for a few years regarding this issue, Lang seemingly vanished from the Muslim 

public sphere and no longer appeared as a speaker at Islamic conferences and 

educational events. He confirmed my observation of his absence from the public arena 

during our phone interview, informing me that he had been cut off from Muslim 

communities for some time, disillusioned with the reception his ideas had received. 

                                                      

18 Ibid., 10. 
19 See for instance his lecture, “Losing my Religion: A Cry for Help,” delivered at the University of Montreal 

on October 26, 2007. Published/uploaded by IslamAdra, March 3, 2008, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMANKaX8khw  
20 Jeffery Lang, phone interview with the author, November 3, 2016. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMANKaX8khw
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While Lang’s experiences and observations were mediated through his own 

personal perceptions, they nonetheless tell us something about the state of communal 

discourse at the time. His perception (regarding the communal unwillingness to hear 

this message or take this concern seriously) could be mistaken, as it could have been 

precisely voices like his that have contributed in the past decade or so to the communal 

shift in discourse I have discussed above; regardless, it remains the case that his voice 

was one of a very few who were engaged in identifying and framing the problem in this 

particular way. Given his deep connections at the time to mosque communities as well 

as to national organizations such as ISNA, his observations point to the absence of 

prominent public voices or platforms addressing the issue as a concern at the time. His 

experiences also speak to an ambivalent communal reaction to a discourse identifying 

religious doubt and alienation as a major concern. It would not be until a decade later 

that there would be any evidence of these issues being taken up as a major concern on 

the agenda of prominent Muslim religious leaders and institutions.  

3.1.3 “Pathways to Doubt”: What causes people to lose faith?  

Given the widespread emphasis on a crisis of faith, how do these various figures 

understand the sources and causes of the crisis? Jeffrey Lang observes that the “usual 

explanation” for people growing distant from Islam “is that the surrounding society 

tempts them from the religion. Peer pressure, the media’s demonization of Islam, the 

pull of pop culture, rabid consumerism, deep-rooted anti-Muslim prejudice, and the 



 

161 

exploitation and promotion of sex, combine to draw too many youth and converts 

away.” While he does not hold this to be an inaccurate explanation, he seeks instead to 

look “introspectively” at the role of the community in this matter.21 He argues that the 

most crucial factor is a “clash of radically dissimilar cultures,” between the culture of the 

“mosque establishment” and that of the American public, more broadly.22 He focuses 

throughout his book primarily on internal communal dynamics and religious discourse 

in Muslim communities and mosques that exacerbate this cultural clash and contribute 

to people’s disillusionment. Nonetheless, before dealing with these internal communal 

dynamics, he does begin his analysis of the causes giving rise to the widespread 

religious disillusionment, by highlighting some of the external pressures that Muslims in 

America face, similar to what we saw with Omar Suleiman’s promotional video for the 

Yaqeen Institute. He briefly points to negative public perceptions of Islam and the 

bigotry that Muslims inevitably face in the broader culture. He also mentions the 

pressures young Muslims, in particular, face due to societal norms (such as sex, dating, 

alcohol, and dress) that conflict with many religious precepts.23  

Many of the other public voices addressing this crisis similarly mention various 

external conditions and pressures on American Muslims that are giving rise to the 

problem. Of course the problem of Islamophobic public discourse (in which Islam and 

                                                      

21 Lang, Losing My Religion, 322-23. 
22 Ibid., 8-10. 
23 Ibid., 5-6. 
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Muslims are “forever on trial”24) is highlighted by almost all of these voices as one of the 

central causes of this crisis, as we have already seen. In addition, others identify various 

aspects of modern social conditions that further contribute to the problem. Some point to 

the way in which people are enticed by the glamor and desires of our materialist society 

and are thus pulled away from religion.25 Others, at times, allude to the alienation and 

isolation that people experience due to the individualism of modern society. Being cut 

off from community in this way can lead to loss of faith.26 The report published by the 

Yaqeen Institute that I referred to earlier in this chapter, briefly alludes to some 

additional factors along these lines. For instance, the author gestures to the “unmatched 

interconnectedness” in our age of social media, which parallels certain perspectives that 

see the hyper-availability of information on the web as a significant challenge to 

maintaining faith. The report also refers to trends in contemporary youth culture, more 

broadly, (the “millennial generation”), which is “exhibiting an aversion to organized 

                                                      

24 This phrase is taken from the title of a piece that the Yaqeen Institute recently published regarding Islam 

and the charge of violence: https://www.yaqeeninstitute.org/publications/forever-on-trial-islam-and-the-

charge-of-violence/  
25 For example, see this lecture by Hassan Lachheb presented at the ISBCC during my time at the mosque, 

where he briefly speaks about how most people do not have philosophical doubts about religion but rather 

lose their religion due to the materialism of society and their negative experiences with Islam. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8 
26 See this lecture, as an example, from early 2016 by Walead Mosaad at the Islamic Society of Greater 

Charlotte, titled “Confronting Doubts & Atheism: The Path To God.” https://youtu.be/WGAIdN52_kU 

https://www.yaqeeninstitute.org/publications/forever-on-trial-islam-and-the-charge-of-violence/
https://www.yaqeeninstitute.org/publications/forever-on-trial-islam-and-the-charge-of-violence/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8
https://youtu.be/WGAIdN52_kU
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religion,” and is increasingly “less observant” and more likely to identify as “religiously 

unaffiliated”.27  

The most heavily emphasized factor, however, is at the ideological or intellectual 

level. These voices all identify a conflict between the dominant worldview in America 

with its secular/liberal paradigm and values, and the Islamic worldview as a minority 

perspective in this context. When Muslims confront this difference—particularly 

through perspectives in the media or in college for instance that are hostile to Islam (as 

Suleiman’s promotional video observes) —Islamic beliefs and norms can then come 

under question. Muslims must attempt to understand and process why Islamic norms, 

values, and doctrines are seemingly out of touch with dominant values and modes of 

reasoning that are taken for granted. 

While there is a virtual consensus on the role of such ideological conflicts as an 

external constraint leading to doubt, there are differences about how the communal 

responsibility with regard to this doubt is conceptualized. At times the problem is 

presented as one of individuals, and of communal discourse being unwilling to 

“question the questions” that are directed at Islam, as Muslims should be able to critique 

the dominant cultural paradigm from which these questions emerge.28 Others frame the 

                                                      

27 “Modern Pathways to Doubt in Islam.”  Yaqeen Institute for Islamic Research, 

https://www.yaqeeninstitute.org/publications/modern-pathways-to-doubt-in-islam/.  
28 See the lecture by Yasir Qadhi at a youth conference as an example of this approach: 

https://youtu.be/QquxoKtTb9M.  

https://www.yaqeeninstitute.org/publications/modern-pathways-to-doubt-in-islam/
https://youtu.be/QquxoKtTb9M
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problem as a lack of exposure and access to authoritative knowledge, as we already saw 

with the framing of the Yaqeen Institute. In this approach, it is suggested that the 

community must do a better job reaching Muslims and providing them with accessible 

and compelling knowledge, while individuals must also make more of a concerted effort 

to be well-grounded in authentic knowledge and seek it from the right, authoritative 

sources.29 

Jeffrey Lang’s assessment of the ideological clash, adopts a different tone. The 

clash between the subculture of the mosque and the dominant American culture is 

exacerbated, he argues, because mosque communities have a tendency to “yield” to 

“conservatism” and “rigidity”. He asserts that the “discourse and mindset” of the 

mosque establishment emphasizes tradition and conformance, in contrast to the 

rationalism, individualism, and critical thinking that American-raised individuals are 

taught to celebrate in the broader culture.30  While this is a tension that all religions face, 

“in the case of Islam so much of Muslim tradition has been idealized that it leaves little 

room for reinterpretation and adaptation and hence much room for the creation of doubt 

                                                      

 

The views of the “Muslim Skeptic” blogger and social media commentator Daniel Haqiqatjou (who also 

serves as “Director of Religion and Scientism” at the Yaqeen Institute) almost entirely fall within a similar 

approach as well. https://muslimskeptic.com  
29 See the discussion in the section below regarding the efforts of Muhammad Abutaleb and SeekersHub that 

take this approach. See also a lecture by Mustafa Umar, a scholar-preacher in Southern California who is 

part of the network described above: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q06cpwkaD8E&feature=youtu.be 
30 Lang, Losing My Religion, 6-7. 

https://muslimskeptic.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q06cpwkaD8E&feature=youtu.be
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in the minds of Muslim youth.”31 The rigidity of the religious discourse also then leads 

many Muslims to have difficulty “see[ing] the relevance of Islam to their lives.”32 He 

argues that the “deep-seated feelings of alienation from the Mosque” leads many 

Muslims to raise questions about Islam as understood and practiced in these communal 

settings. The community must therefore foster “tolerance, free inquiry, and free 

expression” and listen to people’s “questions, problems, and reservations with regard to 

their religion and community.”33  

Lang thus identifies two interrelated dimensions of the problem, the first being 

social-communal and the second being intellectual-discursive. Regarding the former, he 

and many others identify communal dynamics that are seen as harsh, unwelcoming, and 

alienating. As for the latter, he and others argue that the community’s religious 

discourse and interpretation of Islam are often intellectually rigid as well as dissonant 

and irrelevant to people’s lives. 

This two-pronged assessment of the problem is mirrored in its overall structure 

by the Yaqeen Institute’s report on “pathways to doubt” (although it does not 

necessarily share the same critical tone). The key findings and basic argument of the 

report is that doubt in Islam emerges from three sources: “morality and social norms,” 

“philosophical and scientific concerns,” and “personal trauma.” The first points to the 

                                                      

31 Ibid., 8. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 272. 
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conflict between the “moral and ethical prescriptions” that Islam puts forward on the 

one hand, and the “normative expectations and values” in the “American cultural 

milieu” on the other hand. Regarding the second source of doubt (philosophical and 

scientific concerns), the report focuses primarily on evolution, while also alluding to 

general dissonances between religious and scientific/philosophical perspectives. This 

classification thus presents two sub-categories of doctrinal matters that are doubted due 

to intellectual/discursive/ideological challenges. The report then goes on to discuss what 

it terms “personal trauma”, referring to individuals’ lived experiences that generate or 

feed into religious doubt. A distinction is made in this regard between “acute”, 

“prolonged”, and “communal” dimensions of such trauma. The communal dimension 

intersects most with Lang’s perspective, as the report focuses on concerns such as 

judgementalism, racism, and sexism in Muslim communities and the ways in which 

these lead to religious disillusionment for many. The report states that such experiences 

of “personal trauma” were the most common “pathway to doubt” reported by the 

respondents of the study, given that this often intersects with the more intellectual 

concerns discussed above. These three sources of doubt that the report identifies (and 

some of the many particular cases in which they manifest themselves) are mapped out 

helpfully in the figure below, published alongside the report. 
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Figure 5: "Sources of Doubt" by Yaqeen Institute 
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Other preachers have addressed similar themes relating to the intersection of 

communal attitudes and religious discourse. In a number of talks, for instance, Nouman 

Ali Khan lays much of the blame and responsibility for the problem on the harsh and 

alienating religious attitudes and discourse of the community. In a lecture in which he 

identifies three common causes for people leaving Islam, he discusses the ways in which 

the community presents Islam and the Qur’an as exceedingly harsh, strict, and difficult; 

how Islam is presented in a way that is outdated and irrelevant to modern life; and how 

the community has created an intellectually stifling culture in which there is no 

reasoning offered for religious beliefs, and questions and doubts are not encouraged or 

tolerated.34 These three themes have been repeated in a number of different lectures in 

recent years, wherein he increasingly critiques the community for such attitudes that 

lead people to lose their faith.35  

I heard a similar emphasis at a Friday-night lecture at the ISBCC, in which guest 

speaker Hassan Lachheb spoke about the problem of widespread religious doubt and 

questioning. He highlighted two aspects of communal attitudes and discourse that 

generate or contribute to the problem of doubt: the first being the lack of a “relevant 

Islamic discourse” that can “speak to” young people and “move them”; the second 

                                                      

34 See a video of this lecture here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcJ6uy9w4yw.   
35 See for example https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M-Nosrgt-PM  in which Khan speaks of the harsh 

and impractical way in which Islam is taught; as well as https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fqm3SsE0ag 

and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Cm8PZa6qlY, where he discusses the need for spaces where 

people can ask their questions. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcJ6uy9w4yw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M-Nosrgt-PM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fqm3SsE0ag
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Cm8PZa6qlY
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being a communal “environment” that “shuns” and “shames” those who are vocal 

about their questions and doubts, and does not allow them to “come up with their 

doubts and issues” and does not “engage them” on these issues.36   

Much of this discourse (regarding the communal dynamics contributing to the 

problem of doubt) thus highlights the widespread disaffection and alienation of 

American Muslims from mosques. This is a phenomenon and concern that has been 

increasingly addressed since the early 2010s. In February 2013, a trailer for a 

documentary titled, UnMosqued made its way around social media, as part of an effort to 

both advertise for the forthcoming film and raise funds for its production.37 The trailer 

presented some snippets of the concerns and themes that would be highlighted in the 

documentary itself, which was released in mid-2014. These themes and concerns were: 

ethnic segregation and linguistic barriers in immigrant-run mosques; the inability to 

reach and be relevant to younger generations of American Muslims as well as converts; 

the ill-treatment and marginalization of women; and financial and administrative 

mismanagement. These reflect much of the same themes and problems that Lang had 

highlighted a decade before, one that other preachers now increasingly began to 

address. When I screened the film with a number of friends and interlocutors in the 

Boston area, many of them seemed unimpressed by the film, asserting that the 

                                                      

36 See a video recording of the lecture: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8 
37 Eid, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2d-ySfbhILQ  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2d-ySfbhILQ
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community had been talking about these issues for many years. The film was not saying 

anything new or remotely revolutionary, they insisted, despite all the “hype” and 

excitement that it was supposedly going to shed new and revelatory light on communal 

problems.38 

Nonetheless, the release of this documentary, and the social media conversations 

it generated, forcefully represented and amplified the growing perception of a problem 

of widespread alienation from mosques. This gave a name to a phenomenon that 

communities had increasingly begun talking about in local spaces, social media, and 

publications, and it solidified this discourse. Since the documentary’s production, the 

term “unmosqued” has stuck, and is regularly used by leaders and preachers around the 

country who are generally trying to bring attention to this problem and present 

solutions to get those disenfranchised Muslims to return to the mosque.  

One important way this problem has been talked about is through the need for 

“third spaces”, which the documentary briefly addresses as one of the possible solutions 

to the problems of the mosque. These are presented as spaces in-between the mosque 

and the secular public sphere-a religious communal space that is not constrained by the 

norms and expectations of the mosque. These have been perceived as spaces that can 

attract and meet the needs of those who otherwise feel disillusioned with, or are 

                                                      

38 It is important to note that this particular group of people who viewed the film with me was largely made 

up of those who might identify with the label “unmosqued” and had many grievances with mainstream 

Muslim communities and institutions. They thus have been perhaps more engaged in such critical 

conversations than other members of the community. 
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unwelcome in the Muslim community. These spaces generally appeal to younger 

populations of Muslims and converts, with programming ranging from spiritual 

services to community service and social outings.  

The most prominent and long-standing of such “third spaces” is the Ta’leef 

Collective, based in Chicago, IL and Fremont, CA. The organization was established in 

2009 by Usama Canon, seeking to provide a “safe and friendly environment” where 

people could come to “learn about Islam.”39 The About Page describes the ethos of the 

organization in the following way: “Our mantra, ‘Come as you are, to Islam as it is’ says 

it all. We don’t discriminate or judge and believe that dialogue, education and 

fellowship are integral to individual and collective growth.”40 This slogan captures the 

attitude of such organizations and their assessment of the problem that they seek to 

address: mosques are identified as spaces in which many people feel judged and 

unwelcome. The solution to alienation from the mosque, therefore, is to create spaces 

that make deliberate efforts to accept people as they are, without undue pressure to 

conform to certain communal standards and norms. 

At the same time, this motto also represents an approach that emphasizes the 

communal and interpersonal dimensions of the problem, while assuming the authority 

of a religious discourse that is not up for contestation. Those who seek out this 

                                                      

39 “About Ta’leef Collective.” http://taleefcollective.org/  
40 Ibid. 

http://taleefcollective.org/
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alternative space should come “to Islam as it is,” accepting that there is an authoritative 

orthodoxy that must be acknowledged, even if one does not necessarily live up to its 

standards. This was brought to my attention while talking to one of my conversation-

partners in Boston after Friday prayer at the ISBCC. Nebil mentioned that he had 

received a promotional email from Ta’leef with this slogan prominently highlighted. He 

expressed his reservations and frustration with this message, pointing out the 

assumption in the slogan that “our understanding of Islam can’t change, that the 

religion is simply the way it is” and cannot adapt to circumstances or accommodate the 

needs and realities of people.  

This tension and ambivalence resonated with my exchange with Jeffrey Lang. If 

community leaders and preachers did address the problem of doubt and loss of faith, 

Lang reflected, it would generally be an approach that simply tried to reinforce correct 

doctrine, seeing the problem as simply a lack of knowledge and understanding of “true 

Islam”. This approach assumed that certain people “had hold of the true understanding 

of Islam, and if everyone just accepted that, it would all be good.” He responded to this 

perception by saying that “I always felt that’s the wrong place to begin,” contrasting this 

approach to what he sees as his more critical or “liberalizing” approach. His goal, he 

reflected, was simply to say that, “we need to start thinking about this stuff critically” 

and reassess “what is essential to Islam and what isn’t.” He thus dedicates considerable 

space in Losing My Religion to addressing this point, arguing that American Muslims 
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must “continually reassess their traditions to distinguish those that are and are not 

fundamental to the religion. Those deemed non-essential …should be dispensed with … 

or at the very least … should not be presented as compulsory.”41 This reassessment must 

happen by critically evaluating Islamic scholarship of the past: 

Since no generation of scholars is immune from error, the obligation to critically 

review and reassess past results cannot be ignored. This is clearly the burden of 

true experts, while the rest of us rely on their effort and integrity, but when their 

conclusions grate against our reason or sense of right, causing us to feel that 

adherence to them compromises our commitment to truth and hence to God, 

then we are obliged to request them to prove their case. Humility and 

genuineness is requisite here, for when we cannot relate to their explanations we 

need to distinguish between weakness of argument on their part and inability to 

comprehend due to lack of knowledge, learning, or intellectual sophistication on 

our part. We also need to bear in mind that a weak argument by one scholar does 

not necessarily disprove his or her claim, as another might defend it better. I 

therefore view the search for truth as a continual and collective enterprise ….We 

need many more deeply committed researchers trained in modern methods of 

research and learned in the classical Islamic sciences, so that they can speak to 

generations of Western educated Muslims who are finding themselves alienated 

from the discourse of the mosque.42 
 

“That was not an approach that people were comfortable with though,” he reflected in 

our conversation on the phone. It is thus likely that this hermeneutical approach to 

tradition and religious truth contributed to (what Lang perceived as) the negative 

communal reception of his message, rather than it simply being about an unwillingness 

to address the uncomfortable reality of people questioning and leaving Islam. 

                                                      

41 Lang, Losing My Religion, 330. 
42 Ibid., 271-2. 
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The Ta’leef slogan highlights a tension in approaches to intellectual doubt: 

between those who emphasize the need to educate and convince people regarding true 

doctrine, in contrast to those who see religious discourse as malleable and open to 

reconsideration and adaptation. The Ta’leef Collective seems to largely function within 

the former end of the spectrum, seeking to connect with those who are disconnected 

from Islam and Muslim communities by creating a more comforting and welcoming 

environment, while teaching what is deemed to be “traditional Islam.” As Omar 

Suleiman states in the promotional video for Yaqeen that I referenced at the beginning, 

the issues that people are struggling with must be clarified “in the light of orthodoxy, 

what Islam actually has to say about certain things.”43 In a later video in which he 

announces a “Call for Papers” for researchers and scholars to submit papers to the 

Yaqeen Institute, Suleiman identifies three criteria by which such submissions would be 

assessed, one of which is that they must be “authentic Islamically.” He says: “Everything 

we publish goes through the experts of Islamic law to demonstrate that it’s going to fall 

within the permissible bounds of orthodoxy and consensus in our religion. So we want 

to make sure that everything is authentic from a shar`ī perspective.”44 

That does not mean that such approaches are not invested in intervening in 

religious discourse or that they assume that the nature of contemporary religious 

                                                      

43 Sh. Omar Suleiman,“Intro to Yaqeen Institute for Islamic Research,” Published August 3, 2016. Viewed 

November 2, 2016. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Xu_NqB1Irc.  
44 https://yaqeeninstitute.org/en/call-for-papers/ / 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Xu_NqB1Irc
https://yaqeeninstitute.org/en/call-for-papers/
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discourse has nothing to do with people’s religious disillusionment. Even those who 

expect Muslims to conform themselves to authoritative doctrine nonetheless present 

critiques of the community’s religious discourse and attitudes. For instance, Nouman Ali 

Khan regularly speaks about the need to wholeheartedly submit to God’s religion as it 

has been revealed, without “picking and choosing” or seeking to change Islam.45 But as 

we saw above, he nevertheless presents sharp critiques of the community’s harsh, 

irrelevant, and dogmatic religious discourse, and what he perceives to be erroneous 

religious interpretations, all of which drive people away from Islam. He thus calls for a 

shift in communal religious discourse that relates to people’s lives. There is a difference, 

however, between his call and a stance (such as Lang’s) that does not necessarily hold 

that there are already-established answers available for the questions people are 

struggling with. The latter approach is more comfortable with open-ended questioning 

and inquiry without the promise of definitively correct doctrines that everyone must 

accept. 

This difference in approaches is also exhibited in the Yaqeen report on 

“Pathways to Doubt,” as we can, at times, observe a tension among respondents in the 

study regarding the availability of definitive answers to people’s questions. The case-

study of evolution (which is identified as “by far” the “most commonly brought up” 

subject among the philosophical and scientific concerns people have) provides a good 

                                                      

45 See Chapter Six for a more in-depth discussion of this point. 
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illustration of the tension.  Towards one end of the spectrum is a “scholar who has 

thought deeply about this matter” and “spoke candidly about his struggle to come up 

with convincing responses” to the challenge of Darwinism and evolution. He is quoted 

in the report:  

I’m very frank in saying that the theory of evolution is one of the biggest 

problems we’ve ever had in our intellectual tradition…Many imams say 

it’s just a theory, not a fact—that’s ridiculous … .That’s not to say I have a 

solution to Darwinism. That’s one of the things I say in lectures: I don’t 

know, I really don’t know ….But the theory of evolution can be modified 

and it can be made to … fit within an Islamic worldview, and that’s the 

only way I can believe in it for the time being.  

 

While he does not go as far as stating that the “traditional” view on creation might need 

to be reconsidered and reinterpreted (as do other thinkers), this scholar is nonetheless 

clear even in his public lectures about there not being a clear-cut and established 

“Islamic” response to this dilemma. His approach stands in contrast to another imam at 

the other end of the spectrum who is quoted as stating very bluntly: “If [someone] has a 

doubt about evolution, you bring him to the shaykh and the shaykh clarifies it. Case 

closed.”46 This imam not only represents a certain dismissive attitude towards 

questioning (which is being critiqued by figures like Lang and Khan), but also assumes a 

definitive answer to this problem.  

The difference between these various approaches lies in how much of a bounded 

entity “Islam” is imagined to be. At one end of the spectrum is a view that understands 

                                                      

46 “Modern Pathways to Doubt in Islam.” 
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Islam to be constituted by an authentic, authoritative, and fixed body of doctrine. At the 

other end of the spectrum is a view that sees Islam not as a given, but a malleable and 

contestable tradition that needs to be continuously reconsidered in light of changing 

knowledge and socio-historical circumstances. This spectrum represents a deep divide 

in Muslim communities, as assumptions about fixity and fluidity of tradition frame 

much of the hotly contested debates over religious authenticity. We see, therefore, that 

responses to the problem of doubt are not hermeneutically, ideologically, or politically 

neutral, as they carry with them key assumptions about the nature of religion, tradition, 

authority, and knowledge-assumptions that can have serious implications in the lives of 

Muslims.47  

3.1.4 Who speaks for Islam? A fragmented Muslim public 

While these voices have offered various assessments of what causes individuals 

to experience doubt, they do not ask what leads the problem to be framed and 

experienced as one of doubt and loss of faith. A key assumption in my analysis here is 

that many of these factors that have been identified as causing religious disillusionment 

and doctrinal questioning are not entirely novel phenomena. Rather ,what has emerged 

is a new configuration and assemblage of socio-political conditions and discourses that 

produces a new pervasive and self-evident discourse on doubt. In earlier decades, for 

                                                      

47 Based on my observations, it is rare to find those on the latter end of the spectrum (who advocate for 

serious reconsiderations of Islamic tradition) addressing a sense of there being a crisis of faith or problem of 

doubt. It is most often those with perceived “traditional” agendas who highlight that there is a crisis and 

concern to be addressed. This is part of the politics surrounding this discourse. 
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instance, problems such as the ideological conflict between Islamic and mainstream 

American norms, or Muslims growing distant from Islam, would be framed more often 

in terms of “identity”. How does one cultivate and maintain a confident Islamic 

identity? The following two sections seek to contextualize these more recent public 

conversations about doubt within broader historical shifts in underlying discursive 

conditions. I continue, in this section, to focus on the proliferation of voices in an 

increasingly fragmented Muslim public sphere; in the following section I explore the 

increasing shift away from earlier collectivist constructions of religion, and the 

concomitant solidification of a secular-individualist construction.  

The difference discussed in the previous section of how the problem of doubt is 

framed— between seeing Islam as doctrinally fixed in many fundamental tenets, versus 

seeing Islam as a malleable tradition open to serious reinterpretation—brings to light the 

broader issue of Islamic authority and authenticity, and specifically who has the 

authority and opportunity to speak on behalf of Muslims. I contend that it is crucial to 

take into account the drastic shifts in this terrain of authority and authenticity over the 

past two to three decades, in order to properly understand the nature of this emergent 

discourse on doubt. 

A crucial point of departure in this regard is offered by Kambiz GhaneaBassiri’s 

account of the institutional development of American Islam since the mid-twentieth 

century. GhaneaBassiri argues that, despite the growing diversity of American Muslims 
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following the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, national umbrella organizations 

like the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA) have nonetheless functioned as “the 

public face of American Islam on national and international issues through assiduous 

institution building and activism.” The prominence of these groups meant that they 

owned public discourse on Islam to a large extent. “Given the aim of these organizations 

to bring American Muslims under a single national umbrella, they published 

newsletters, journals, and propaganda. They also held national conventions.” Through 

this influence, they advanced a very particular revivalist discourse on Islam, as those 

involved in establishing these organizations “were generally activists involved in the 

Islamic revival movements of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. This is not to suggest that they 

were obedient foot soldiers of these pan-Islamic organizations, such as the Muslim 

Brotherhood or the Jama`at-i- Islami; rather, they were inspired by their utopian 

interpretation of Islam.” He insists though that their dominance and influence should 

not be mistaken to mean that these groups were actually representative of the 

increasingly diverse American Muslim population; rather, they present “only a glimpse 

of a small, unrepresentative—though influential—segment of the larger American 

Muslim population.” Thus he concludes in this regard that these groups’ 

“homogenizing agendas should not obfuscate the broader history of Muslims in 

America and all of their differences.”48 Thus while the lived experiences and realities of 

                                                      

48 GhaneaBassiri, A History of Islam, 295-96. 
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American Muslim communities were in fact quite messy and varied, the public religious 

discourse of Muslims predominantly reflected the voices of a handful of national 

organizations that advanced a specific revivalist Islamic ideology.  

GhaneaBassiri notes that in the 1990’s and 2000’s, this homogeneity of public 

Islamic discourse began to be contested and give way to a proliferation of voices in the 

public sphere. He states: 

While the majority of American Muslims, at this time, did not associate with any 

Islamic institution and while those who did associate with Islamic associations 

usually did so through their local mosques, Islamist activists, because of the 

national institutions they helped found (e.g., ISNA and CAIR), became the face 

of American Islam to the larger non-Muslim society and the government. In the 

late 1990’s, some American Muslims objected to this reality in an effort to have 

the diversity of the American Muslim population better reflected in its national 

image …. In the aftermath of 9/11, more American Muslim intellectuals and 

activists sought to introduce their varying understandings of Islam to the 

American public square …. They have sought both to challenge the hegemony of 

more conservative national American Muslim organizations and to counter 

negative perceptions of Islam in American society.49 

 

GhaneaBassiri provides a number of important examples from this period of individuals 

and groups who sought to challenge to the discursive hegemony of these revivalist 

groups and who presented a different vision of Islam and Muslims. At the same time, 

the national organizations in question also themselves began to internally diversify. “To 

meet the challenge posed to their status as the representatives of American Islam, 

Islamist activists found themselves after 9/11 having to further widen their reach to 

                                                      

49 Ibid., 355. 
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embrace a more diverse constituency.”50 GhaneaBassiri makes clear that his was both an 

internal process of people opposing the vision of Islam put forth by these dominant 

authoritative voices, while also being intimately linked to the growing political climate 

of hyper-scrutiny of Islam and Muslims (what is generally referred to as Islamophobia) 

and the consequent pressure to represent themselves in the public sphere. “These 

historical changes occurred against the backdrop of growing mistrust of American 

Muslims and their values as well as a struggle to define America’s national identity in 

view of U.S. relations with Muslims, both within and outside of its borders, after the 

Cold War.”51 It is also worth noting that this period coincides with the rise of the 

internet, the influence of which cannot be underestimated in its capacity to provide a 

platform to an expansive array of voices who would never have the institutional base to 

have their voices heard, and thus also connect like-minded people and groups who 

would otherwise not have such an opportunity. This is, of course, only exaggerated in 

the age of social media.  

This period thus witnessed a dizzying proliferation of voices in the American 

Muslim public sphere, and therefore a deep fragmentation of public religious discourse. 

In sharp contrast to the earlier situation described by GhaneaBassiri, no network of 

figures and organizations could claim a monopoly on authoritative religious discourse 

                                                      

50 Ibid., 361. 
51 Ibid.,. 365. 
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any more. As Zareena Grewal highlights in her work, it is this fragmentation of 

authoritative discourse that is framed in the American Muslim “mosque community” as 

a “crisis”. While Grewal highlights the way in which this was framed in the 1990s and 

2000s as a crisis of authority in particular, the same discursive condition also gives rise to 

the discourse around a crisis of faith and doubt. The two are interrelated yet distinct ways 

of framing the problem.  

To begin with, the proliferation of voices— and the growing platform from 

which lay individuals could express themselves—has provided a newfound prominence 

and visibility to the voices of individuals who express doubts and discomforts and 

question authoritative doctrine. This is amplified in the Islamophobic context of hyper-

scrutiny of Islam in American public discourse, which draws attention to a vast body of 

doctrines, texts, and traditions that are deemed dangerous, illiberal, backwards, and 

therefore demands that Muslims explain and justify their faith in the face of such 

concerns. While there have long existed such polemics against Islam, the current 

situation starting with the past couple of decades, is novel in a couple ways. First it is a 

matter of scale: the hyper-scrutiny of Islam particularly after 9/11 makes this something 

that confronts many more individuals, and in a far more ubiquitous fashion. Secondly, 

while Muslim public discourse in previous decades had certainly acknowledged the 

presence of such polemical attacks by engaging in apologetics to defend Islam, the 

fragmentation of Muslim religious discourse has meant that it is not simply official 
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voices advancing apologetic refutations that have a platform, but also those individuals 

expressing their reservations, discomforts, confusions, and doubts. This situation is well-

illustrated by Jeffrey Lang’s work discussed above. Not only did Lang himself represent 

the ideological diversification of voices within these mainstream national networks and 

organizations (as he put forward an alternative to “mainstream” religious discourse); his 

book Losing My Religion also gave voice to otherwise hidden expressions of dissent, 

questioning, and doubt among lay individuals with no platform to articulate such 

concerns. In more recent years, such narratives have become more common on a variety 

of platforms in both the Muslim communal public sphere and the broader public sphere 

as well.52 Such voices in the Muslim public sphere have brought increased awareness to 

the reality of Muslims experiencing doubt and questioning their faith. 

The fragmentation of religious discourse can be seen as producing a “crisis of 

doubt” in other ways as well. On the one hand, the fragmentation produces a sense of 

interminable disagreement, as the criteria by which communities adjudicate religious 

discourse are no longer shared or taken for granted. As Grewal says in this regard, 

“crisis emerges out of the sense of incoherence, the loss of a common vocabulary” and 

framework.53 The concurrent loss of a shared framework and set of criteria can produce 

confusion and ambiguity, as many people are confronted with a sense of uncertainty 

                                                      

52 See for instance the chapters by Haroon Moghul and Adisa Banjoko, in Ali and Suratwala, eds., All-

American; as well as the chapters by Hebah Ahmed, Asma Uddin, Maytha Alhassen, and Elham Khatami, in 

Ebrahimji and Suratwala, eds., I Speak for Myself. 
53 Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country, 41. 
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about the correct understanding of Islam and how to navigate public religious discourse. 

Who and what are authoritative and authentic? Much of the response to the “problem of 

doubt” is therefore often an attempt at persuading audiences of the correct 

interpretation of Islam and the authentic representatives of authoritative guardians of 

true religion. Relatedly, much of the communal response to the situation of “doubt” is, 

in large part, a response to the growing prevalence of interpretive voices that are 

deemed to be inauthentic, unorthodox, or heretical, insofar as they question the 

authority of doctrines that are deemed essential to Islam. In contesting dominant 

communal discourses on Islam, and in attempting to respond to the public challenges 

and charges against Islam in the public sphere, many individuals and public figures 

advance interpretations of Islam that conflict with what is deemed to be authoritative 

and authentic. This doctrinal contestation is often understood as reflecting a dangerous 

climate of doubt and loss of faith, as people are deemed to be lacking in the proper 

conviction and understanding of foundational tenets and principles of Islamic belief, 

leading them therefore to question other essential doctrines as well. In light of this, one 

of the central preoccupations of this discourse on doubt is delineating the proper 

authorities that one should trust and “take their Islam from.” 

3.1.5 From collectivist to individualist construals of “religion” 

Another crucial discursive shift to account for in understanding the recent 

emergence of this phenomenon and how it is framed, is the move away from global and 
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collectivist conceptions of American Muslim identity and Islamic belonging, as part of 

the general shift in American religion to a more individualized construction of religion 

that decouples faith from civilizational and national belonging. It is my contention that 

recent decades have witnessed a gradual displacing of earlier models of religious and 

national belonging, making American Muslims conceptualize their collective belonging 

as primarily identified with the nation and thereby relegating religion to a matter of 

personal conscience and conviction.   

We can begin to understand this point further by drawing on Grewal’s schematic 

or “allegorical” history of American Islam in the twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries, which she divides into four overlapping phases with distinct “moral 

geographies”. Grewal argues that in the first half of the twentieth century until the 

1960s, the dominant construal of Islam was imagined in terms of “Black Religion”—a 

framework that marries religious identity and salvation with the “worldly struggle for 

liberation and dignity in the face of racial oppression.”54 Among African American 

Muslim groups, such an orientation was defined by a moral geography that imagined 

the “Muslim world” or “Islamic East” as a “utopic, moral countercategory to the racist 

dystopia of the US.”55 Identification with Islam and the Muslim world was thus 

understood as an integral part of Black identity and the struggle for liberation. Over the 
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course of the second half of the twentieth century, however, with the demographic and 

political shifts post-1965, the Black Muslim moral geography was gradually overtaken 

by “new transnational moral geographies invoking the umma, with its global, horizontal 

religious kinship.”56 In this framework, the Muslim world was imagined as a “diasporic 

homeland,” such that these homelands “figure not as racial utopias but as the umma’s 

moral and political core.” Muslim identity was thus conceived of in terms of “nostalgic, 

diasporic, outsiderhood,” a pan-Islamic belonging to the “Muslim world.” 

Notwithstanding their important differences, what we see in these first two moral 

geographies is that being Muslim was intimately tied to a civilizational identity, defined 

against the antagonistic non-Muslim or Christian “West” and as an “alternative 

imagined community to the nation.” In this construal of Islam, religion and nationhood 

are inextricably bound together. 

These constructions of Islamic belonging seem to be produced in a dialectical 

relationship with the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century construction of 

“Americanness” through what Kambiz GhaneaBassiri labels “the conflation of race, 

religion, and progress.” He describes how hegemonic American discourses “conflated 

industrial development, commercial capitalism, egalitarian Enlightenment ideals, 

science, rationality, the white race, and Protestant Christianity to argue for the 

superiority of Anglo-American, liberal Protestantism.” Religion in this period was thus 
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“not seen as [a] distinct analytical categor[y] that could be conflated” with race and 

progress, but rather was “defined in relation” to them.57 Religion was intimately 

interconnected with (and not entirely distinguishable from) civilizational identity and 

superiority. America was defined “as an essentially white, Protestant country, uniquely 

committed to progress.”58 And on the flip side, to be Protestant was imagined as 

inextricably linked with belonging to an enlightened and civilized, White, Anglo-

American people.  

This hegemonic construction of nationhood served as a conditioning framework 

for how “religion” was conceptualized in the U.S. for much of the twentieth century 

(particularly before World War II and the cultural revolutions and civil rights 

movements of the 1960s). GhaneaBassiri argues that this “conflation functioned as a 

matrix into which others could define their own identities.”59 As a result, Muslims 

sought to identify themselves with a global collectivity with which they could genuinely 

identify. In addition to the particular American context, a collectivist construal of Islam 

was also a product of more global discourses of race, civilization, and religion in the 

context of European imperialism. As GhaneaBassiri notes, “in the context of European 

imperialism, a similar discourse around race, religion, and progress was employed to 

justify the colonization of much of the Muslim-majority world as a ‘civilizing’ or 

                                                      

57 GhaneaBassiri, History, 98. 
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‘modernizing’ project.” In fact, as Cemil Aydin has masterfully shown, Islam and 

Muslims were in many ways uniquely racialized through the course of the late-

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, giving rise thereby to pan-Islamic sensibilities and 

the notion of a unified “Muslim world”.  He traces the ways in which the notion of the 

Muslim world as “a geopolitical unity” emerged through “the legacy of imperial 

racialization of Muslim-ness and from the particular intellectual and political strategies 

of Muslim resistance to this racialized identity.”60 Aydin summarizes this argument: 

Muslims did not imagine belonging to a global political unity until the peak of 

European hegemony in the late nineteenth century, when poor colonial 

conditions, European discourses of Muslim racial inferiority, and Muslims’ 

theories of their own apparent decline nurtured the first arguments for pan-

Islamic solidarity. In other words, the Muslim world arrived with imperial 

globalization and its concomitant ordering of humanity by race.61  

 

The collectivist construal of American Muslim identity as linked to civilizational 

belonging was therefore a product of these historical discourses, in which religion, 

racialized identity, nationhood, and civilization were not easily separable categories. If 

you inherently belonged to such and such people, then by implication you were also a 

follower of Islam. This discursive condition is crucial in accounting for the rise of Black 

Muslim movements in the twentieth century U.S. for instance, whose adherents 

imagined Islam as expressing an innate belonging to a utopic racial-religious nation, as 

an alternative to the dominant White, Christian construction of the American nation. 
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These groups were not only responding to their sociopolitical climate, but also, were 

influenced by the discourses of transnational Muslim movements (such as the 

Ahmadiyya Mission) that constructed Islam as part of the global networks of resistance 

to European racial discourses predicated on the inherent inferiority of Muslims. Aydin 

notes, for instance, how as early as 1875, the black Protestant minister Edward Blyden 

identified “Muhammedanism” as a “racial category, akin to ‘negro’,” with the potential 

for resistance to White Christian supremacy. “Blyden’s writing is representative of a 

consciousness that had built over two generations—a consciousness of racial and 

geopolitical unity and difference.”62 Similarly, this discursive condition is crucial in 

accounting for the diasporic pan-Islamic conceptions of Muslim identity more prevalent 

in the second half of the twentieth century.  As Aydin notes, “imperial-era racial notions 

of pan-Islamism and the Muslim world that originally emerged in the 1880s were 

refashioned and revived in the late Cold War period.”63 The utopic Islamist movements 

and ideologies that emerged in this period constructed a fundamental sense of identity 

and belonging to the global umma, the resonances of which can be seen in American 

Muslim articulations of Islamic identity. In this period, “Muslim-ness” is intimately 

linked to collective global belonging.  
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For the purposes of my analysis here, we can better conceptualize this collectivist 

construction of religion with the help of Charles Taylor’s discussion of the 

“Durkheimian” identification of religion with the polity. In the “ancien regime” ideal type 

that precedes the development of “modern social imaginaries,” “society is still seen as 

organic, and one’s place in this organic whole is the essential definer of obligation and 

duty. The Church is that of the whole society, to which everyone must belong …. 

Societies organized by such a church are in this (loose) meaning ‘Durkheimian,’ in the 

sense that church and social sacred are one.”64 With the breakdown of the hegemony of 

“one big, society-wide Church” and the rise of “denominationalism,” people’s belonging 

to a particular religious body is no longer a default of the social order. “It seems more 

and more evident in these cultures that valid religious adherence can only be 

voluntary.” This voluntary denominationalism is the first step towards the condition of 

secularity in which religion is seen as fully a matter of individual conviction and choice. 

But some dimension of this Durkheimian link between religion and state continues to 

live on through most of the history of the United States (and modern nation-states more 

generally). In the United States, rather than there being a singular society-wide Church 

that everyone automatically must belong to, the many denominations taken together,  

constitute a wider body, a ‘church’ – or at least those of them do which fit within 

certain tolerable limits […] So it is a feature of denominationalism that, just 

because one’s own church does not include all the faithful, there is a sense of 
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belonging to a wider, less structured whole which does. And this can find at least 

partial expression in the state […] The political entity can be identified with the 

broader, over-arching ‘church’, and this can be a crucial element in its patriotism. 

 

Taylor refers to this newer manifestation as “neo-Durkheimian,” where “religious 

belonging is central to political identity. But the religious dimension also figures in what 

we might call the ‘civilizational’ identity, the sense people have of the basic order by 

which they live, even imperfectly, as good, and (usually) as superior to the ways of life 

of outsiders.” This “neo-Durkheimian” framework is quite evident in the construction of 

American identity along the matrix of race, religion, and progress. Religious and 

civilizational belonging cannot be easily distinguished within this historical paradigm.  

Since the second half of the twentieth century, however, there have been 

important shifts in how both religion and American belonging have been constructed. 

To begin with, the abovementioned “Durkheimian” conflation of race, religion, and 

progress has been gradually superseded and increasingly replaced by an alternative 

conception (in theory) of national identity and its relation to religion. As GhaneaBassiri 

argues, following World War II:  

The old white Protestant establishment was reconfigured and a new national 

identity emerged based on political loyalty to the founding liberal 

democratic values […] In the aftermath of World War II, the ‘universal 

religion’ of Anglo-Saxon Protestantism through which a unified American 

national identity had been sought following the Civil War gave way to the 

‘universal religion’ of American democratic values and political institutions 

to which people of any race and religion could subscribe.65 

                                                      

65 GhaneaBassiri, History of Islam in America, 228-35. 
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Within this conceptual framing of national identity, religion is (in theory) no 

longer construed in a collectivist light in which it is integral to civilizational belonging. 

Rather, “religion” becomes conceived of as a voluntary personal identity and choice that 

has no bearing on national or civilizational identity. One can belong to the nation 

regardless of religious affiliation within this “post-Durkheimian” logic of secular 

citizenship, as Charles Taylor labels it. Within this framework, “the ‘sacred’ … has 

become uncoupled from our political allegiance.”66 While it would be a serious mistake 

to take this to mean that the Durkheimian conflation of race, religion, and progress was 

actually dismantled post-World War II, this newer post-Durkheimian discursive 

construction of religion does become increasingly entrenched and solidified. 

Throughout the course of the second half of the twentieth century and beginning of the 

twenty-first century, it becomes arguably the dominant construction of religion in the 

American public, even as earlier racialized/collectivist notions continue to have a hold as 

well. As Taylor argues: 

Part of what … motivates the Christian Right in the USA is an aspiration to 

re-establish something of the fractured neo-Durkheimian understanding that 

used to define the nation, where being American would once more have a 

connection with theism, with being ‘one nation under God’ …. For all these 

groups, the idea remains strong that there is a link between Christian faith 

and civilizational order. But the very embattled nature of these attempts 

shows how we have slid out of the old dispensation. This shift goes a long 

way to explain the conditions of belief in our day …. My terms ‘neo-
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Durkheimian’ and ‘post-Durkheimian’ designate ideal types. My claim is not 

that our present day is unambiguously post-Durkheiman … Rather there is a 

struggle going on between these two dispensations.67 

 

I take these changes in conceptions of American identity as reflecting a further 

developed stage of secularity that becomes increasingly dominant in the late twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries. In this context, collectivist notions that hold religious 

belonging to be tied to civilizational identity are increasingly displaced by a model of 

religious belonging that centers individual conviction. This is an “intellectualist” 

construal of religion as a voluntary, belief-centered, individual choice. I believe this is 

also an important part of the story that explains the rise of the religious “nones” as a 

more widely prevalent and socially plausible identity to hold. As the individualist 

construal of religion further centers personal conscience and conviction, rather than 

religion being inextricably linked to social belonging, it becomes easier and more natural 

to assert non-belief and non-affiliation with any specific religious tradition.  

As a secular logic of national belonging has taken hold and the United States has 

had to accommodate increasing diversity, many American Muslim communities have 

increasingly sought to affirm their identity and belonging as Americans with less 

ambivalence, seeing themselves as a “religious minority” within the tapestry of 

American religion, rather than as primarily belonging to a diasporic umma. This is also 

captured by Grewal’s allegorical history. In the third moral geography she traces, which 
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begins to take hold in the 1990s, American Muslims begin to see the “Muslim world” not 

as a racial-religious utopia and homeland, but rather as an abstracted “archive” of 

sacred knowledge.68 The religious connection to the Muslim world becomes centered not 

on collective belonging, as much as in discovering true authentic knowledge to believe in 

and implement. Rather than peoplehood, what is emphasized is a body of knowledge, 

texts, doctrines, and practices. As a related development, she also highlights a fourth 

“emergent Muslim American moral geography” in the post 9/11 world, “with the US at 

its core, the American Medina as Home.” This new confident assertion or aspiration to 

American belonging “eclips[ed] the transnational moral geography of the Islamic East as 

Archive as well as earlier transnational and nostalgic iterations … in which the Muslim 

World figured as a Diasporic Homeland.”69 This is particularly the case in the aftermath 

of 9/11 and the concomitant pressure to identify with the nation and to disavow 

“political Islam” or pan-Islamic aspirations. Thus rather than centering the “Islamic 

East,” Islamic belonging and identity are more thoroughly conceptualized as a matter of 

individual conviction and faith, and more clearly distinguished from national belonging.  

The decoupling of Islamic belonging from an imagined Muslim world seems to 

produce a different relationship to religious belonging and commitment, as there is less 

of an imperative to conceive of religious belonging in a collectivist or pan-Islamic vein, 
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when the nation is no longer defined as a White, Christian nation. Since American 

Muslim political belonging is much more unambiguously wedded to the American 

nation, religion is then conceived of as something that individuals commit to out of 

personal conviction. In this context, it would seem that belief and conviction suddenly 

become a much more sensitive issue, and doubt poses a graver threat to religious 

belonging. For if religion is fully conceptualized as a matter of individual will and belief, 

then one ought to be able to justify their religious commitment through the language of 

conviction. In turn, doubts and uncertainties can become deeply destabilizing, as they 

suggest a lack of real conviction. I contend that these subtle discursive shifts—the ever-

deeper entrenchment of this individualizing “post-Durkheimian” construction of 

religion—are important in understanding the rise of the pervasive discourse of a “crisis 

of faith and doubt” over the past two decades. 

At the same time, however, it is quite clear that the earlier racialized notions of 

Islam and Muslim identity have not somehow disappeared. As a parallel development 

to the solidification of American Islam as an individualized “religion” in the secularist 

sense, the “racialization of Muslim-ness” has also taken on renewed vigor during this 

same period. While the racialization of Islam and Muslims can be traced to the late-

nineteenth century, in the United States this racialization has taken on new life since the 

1980s (with the end of the Cold War and the rise of Islamist movements), and 
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particularly in the post-9/11 context of the “War on Terror”.70 Within this geopolitical 

context, Islam is deemed to be a problem and a threat, and “Muslim-ness” is racialized 

as a way of marking and identifying that threat.  

This process of racialization in our context has been described by Nadine Naber 

as “cultural racism,” a process that lumps people together as part of an ambiguous 

conflated category of “Arab/Middle Eastern/Muslim.” She describes this as “a process of 

othering that constructs perceived cultural (e.g. Arab), religious (e.g. Muslim), or 

civilizational (e.g. Arab and/or Muslim) differences as natural and insurmountable … 

[and] associates difference and inferiority with spiritual inheritance …. In other words, 

bodily stigmata become signifiers of a spiritual inheritance as opposed to a biological 

heredity.”71 Both Naber and Mustafa Bayoumi draw on Etienne Balibar’s important 

work to argue that “culture can also function like a nature, and it can in particular 

function as a way of locking individuals and groups a priori into a genealogy, into a 

determination that is immutable and intangible in origin.”72 Thus as Bayoumi says, 

being marked as a Muslim other is not about “belief or political affiliation” but rather “is 

only about one’s blood relationship to Islam.”73 And this presumed blood relationship to 

Islam is identified through various markers such as skin color, name, place of origin, 
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dress, facial hair, and so on. It is in this sense that Islam and Muslim-ness have been 

constructed as a racialized identity in a post-9/11 world. Thus, regardless of an 

individual’s belief, practice, or commitment, people are identified as Muslim simply due 

to their immutable “spiritual inheritance,” which is marked by cultural and hereditary 

belonging to the “Muslim world”. In fact this is not simply something imposed on 

people of Muslim background externally, but many Muslims themselves now perceive 

identify as Muslim in a political, cultural, or civilizational sense, even if they do not 

necessarily identify with Islam in a “religious” sense. The narratives of many prominent 

public figures exemplify this trend. 

What we see in the contemporary period is, in essence, a tension between two 

parallel hegemonic discourses that constitute what it means to “be Muslim” in quite 

divergent ways. On the one hand, one discourse pulls people in a direction such that 

lacking genuine conviction means that one cannot be Muslim (since religion is 

ultimately about authentic individual faith and not collective belonging). And on the 

other hand, Islam and Muslims are increasingly seen as a racialized and politicized 

identity, such that being Muslim is about one’s heritage, cultural background, and 

communal belonging. This tension can be reconciled in some ways, as those who only 

see themselves as Muslim as a cultural or political identity often are clear that they do 

not see themselves as “religiously” Muslim in the sense of having belief or faith-

commitment. Consequently, people relate to the “religious” dimension of Islamic 
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belonging along the lines of this secularist construction of individualized conviction, 

while also recognizing the broader, racialized construction of Islam or Muslim-ness. 

Nonetheless, it is important to highlight these tensions in dominant discourses and trace 

how they inform people, shape their self-understandings and choices, and pull them in 

different directions.74 With regard to my concerns in this chapter, the foregoing analysis 

highlights the ways in which the individualized secularist construction of religion is 

crucial in producing the sense that people are “losing their religion” due to doubts and 

lack of conviction. 

3.2 What is the problem of doubt? 

Thus far I have traced the emergence of a prominent discourse identifying “crisis 

of faith” caused by a widespread problem of doubt. I have also explored differing 

communal assessments of the source of this crisis, as well as more underlying discursive 

conditions that explain this sense of crisis. This analysis has begun to highlight a couple 

themes: one is the importance of contestations over Islamic authenticity, orthodoxy, and 

authority in these discussions of doubt and crisis of faith. The second is the importance 

of constructions of religion and faith that center individualized conviction as clearly 

distinguishable from collective belonging. This latter point is central to the analysis of 

                                                      

74 Consider the difference, for instance, between those who identify as “atheist Muslims”, “secular 

Muslims,” “cultural Muslims” and so on, in contrast to those who identify as “ex-Muslims”. While these 

may overlap, the categories signify different things. The latter adopts a conception of religion in which lack 

of faith entails rejecting the identity and belonging to Islam and Muslim-ness altogether, whereas the former 

categories imply a belonging to Muslim identity even in the absence of conviction or faith-commitment.  
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the remainder of the chapter, as I attempt to further unpack the internal logic of this 

discourse around doubt as constituting a crisis. What we see in this regard is that this 

crisis is predominantly identified as a problem of “doubt”, which itself seems to signify 

a number of different experiences and internal states. This framing reveals a conflation 

between seemingly distinct phenomena. This, in turn, highlights an epistemic and 

intellectualist framing of faith that is deeply ambivalent about the ability of faith to 

accommodate doubt. 

3.2.1 The ambiguities of “doubt” 

Returning to the inaugural report published by the Yaqeen Institute (“Modern 

Pathways to Doubt in Islam”), a close examination of its framing displays an underlying 

ambiguity and ambivalence regarding the nature of the phenomenon that is being 

examined. Having identified “doubt” as the central focus of the study, the author 

attempts to clearly delineate what is meant by doubt in the report. He states most 

directly that “the kind of doubt” that the report focuses on “is one which brings 

individuals to the cusp of leaving Islam or altogether abandoning their faith.”75 This is 

noteworthy for a few reasons.  

To begin with, it is not clear that the respondents in the study necessarily share 

the same conception of what exactly is being addressed, or even that the author himself 

consistently adheres to this precise characterization. In a number of the examples 
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provided later in the report, there is not always a direct connection between the 

questions or experiences described, and a state of “leaving Islam.” For instance, the first 

major “pathway” to doubt that is discussed is people’s questions and concerns around 

gender and sexuality. At times these questions, dissonances, and dissent in relation to 

“mainstream” Islamic doctrine are simply presented as reflective of this doubt in and of 

themselves, without necessarily describing that these individuals themselves 

experienced such questions as leading them to be on the verge of “leaving Islam.” One 

individual is reported as not being able to “make sense of the Islamic understanding of 

homosexuality and reconcile it with her innate sense of justice and morality.” Other 

doctrinal and historical matters (such as marriage of the Prophet to a child-bride and the 

issue of slavery) are similarly presented as sources of doubt by virtue of being perceived 

as “problematic in the minds of American Muslims.” Similarly, evolution is presented as 

one of the leading scientific/philosophical pathways to doubt. In all of these cases, there 

are no specific examples provided of these issues leading individuals to actually leave 

Islam, lose faith, or be close to doing so. 

There are a couple possibilities of what is happening in this regard. It is possible 

that when respondents (community leaders and imams) are asked to highlight cases of 

community members doubting Islam, what comes to their mind is not always the form 

of doubt delineated by the author of the report. It is also possible that the respondents 

themselves equate being troubled by or departing from certain doctrines as equivalent 
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to losing faith. In either case, by identifying such cases as examples of “doubt that brings 

one to abandon their faith,” the report implies a necessary connection between “leaving 

Islam” on the one hand, and questioning, confusion, and dissent from certain doctrines 

on the other hand. While it certainly is the case that such matters can lead one to leave 

Islam (as is illustrated in a few of the examples in the report), that is not always—or 

even most often—the case. Rather, such doubts can coexist with religious commitment, 

faith, and conviction. Some of the examples mentioned in the report thus seem to 

exemplify other forms and manifestations of “doubting” that aren’t necessarily 

connected to “leaving Islam”. What this highlights is the multivalence of what is meant 

by “doubt” in such discourses. It also highlights even more basic underlying tensions in 

the very notion of “believing” or having “faith”. 

In fact, such ambivalences are not just apparent in the cases reported, but even in 

the author’s initial description of what is meant by “doubt”. While the central claim is 

that doubt (as intended by the report) is related to “leaving Islam,” there are a number 

of other dimensions that are mentioned in passing that do not neatly fit with this 

characterization. The author speaks of doubt as a matter of challenging “the essential 

truth of Islam”; as “explicit rebuke of particular doctrine”; as “individuals no longer 

seeing a need for Islam in their lives”; and as the loss of Muslim “self-identification”. 

This list highlights various facets of what is often meant by belief or faith: intellectual 

conviction in foundational truth-claims, assent to specific doctrines, active engagement 
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with religious practice, and self-identity. It is not clear, however, that the absence of 

these is always interchangeable with the notion of “leaving Islam”. In fact, the very 

notion of “leaving Islam”—while seemingly self-evident—remains unexplained and 

thus vague. Is “leaving Islam” just about one’s self-identity as a Muslim? Or is it a 

matter of belief, demanding mental conviction in foundational truth-claims? And if so, 

does uncertainty or lack of firm conviction about those beliefs entail “loss of faith” and 

“leaving Islam”? Or can one be committed to Islam without firm cognitive conviction? 

On the other hand, is mental conviction in certain truth-claims, without an active 

commitment to living according to those truths, also a loss of faith?76 

This points us to the way in which much of this discourse about doubt ends up 

conflating between a number of seemingly distinct phenomena: cognitive uncertainty or 

confusion, dissent from authoritative doctrine, being disconnected from religious 

practice, alienation from religious community, loss of religious conviction and faith 

altogether, and denouncing religious self-identity. What is meant by “doubt” or “crisis 

of faith” is dependent on the person identifying it as a problem. At times, this refers to a 

                                                      

76 Admittedly, the author of the report demonstrates his awareness of much of these conceptual difficulties 

in delineating the precise nature of belief and doubt, alluding to some of these concerns in a few sentences in 

the framing of the study. He goes on to say that such questions are “foreclosed in our study in lieu of a more 

circumscribed conception of doubt (outlined below) that lends itself to the focused analysis we seek.” My 

contention, however, is that, despite attempting to deal narrowly with this one type of doubt that he defines, 

these ambivalences and tensions nonetheless reveal themselves in the perspectives of the respondents, as 

well as in subtle wording and framing of the author himself that reflects broader cultural frameworks or 

paradigms that we function within. Thus he might methodologically attempt to narrowly define doubt for 

the purposes of the study, but that does not mean that this is the conception of doubt that is actually 

functioning in the report. 



 

203 

personal subjective experience of intellectual uncertainty or struggling to hold on to 

one’s faith commitment; at other times, references to doubt and “crisis of faith” suggest 

a more objective state of not meeting what are perceived as the minimum demands of 

faith and thus not truly having belief.  

This analysis also points us to the peculiar way in which a concern with “leaving 

Islam” is often framed in terms of “doubt”, and vice versa. While this is quite a common 

framing that seems self-evident, upon closer inspection it is not necessarily clear at a 

conceptual level why the two would be equated. A commonsense colloquial 

understanding of “doubt” indicates a mental state of uncertainty, confusion, or lack of 

conviction. While this can certainly be connected to abandoning one’s religious 

commitment and identity, the two seem to be rather distinct states and experiences. The 

framing of the report, however, presents doubt and leaving Islam as more or less 

interchangeable. It reflects a broader discursive or rhetorical framework among 

American Muslims— as well as in American discourse on religion generally–in which 

doubt is often closely associated with rejecting religion (which also reflects a general 

vagueness or lack of precision in discourse on religious doubt). As my ethnographic 

chapters go on to illustrate, many individuals navigate serious reservations and 

uncertainties about religious doctrines and truth-claims, while nonetheless maintaining 

a sense of commitment to faith. Such experiences thus challenge these straightforward 
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associations between doubt, loss of faith, and leaving Islam that much of this discourse 

seems to assume. 

3.2.2 Faith as conviction 

The close linkage between doubt, crisis of faith, and leaving Islam also reflects a 

dominant framing of faith as an epistemic state of cognitive conviction. Although 

religious preaching very often frames faith or īmān in a devotional sense (as a matter of 

commitment, obedience, and closeness to Allah), the notion of faith as propositional 

conviction remains the essential baseline, which becomes particularly pronounced in the 

context of addressing doubt. We can start to better appreciate this by exploring how the 

“crisis of faith” is conceptualized in some of Nouman Ali Khan’s public lectures on this 

subject.  

The earliest incident I have come across in which Khan addresses this concern 

was at a 2011 youth conference organized by ICNA and the Islamic Society of Baltimore, 

in a lecture entitled “Shield of Honor.”77 In addition to the YouTube video of the lecture 

being widely viewed (now having reached about 150,000 views), the lecture was also 

transcribed and published in January 2012 as an article on the popular online magazine, 
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“MuslimMatters”.78 This was thus one of the earliest and most prominent treatments of 

the issue in the American Muslim public sphere.  

Khan begins this lecture by identifying “one of the most pressing issues in the 

lives of Muslim youth” as being “a crisis of faith, and a crisis of confidence in the 

religion.”79 He speaks about this as a pervasive problem, stating that it is “not a problem 

localized to one community or limited to one specific kind of person, but rather it's 

happening pretty much almost universally.” He speaks later in the lecture about his 

friend and colleague AbdelRahman Murphy—a regular guest speaker at the ISBCC and 

other organizations in Boston during my time there—who served as a youth director in 

Dallas. When Murphy invited young people to come talk to him about anything on their 

mind, “about a hundred people just came one after another: ‘I think I left Islam, I don't 

think I’m Muslim anymore.’ All kinds of stuff! … . I didn’t realize…how bad things are. 

And it’s not that Dallas is crazy, this is average. This is happening everywhere.” Murphy 

himself reiterated a similar narrative in a sermon I attended at ISBCC in August 2015. 

He spoke of how large numbers of people in Dallas have come to him with concerns 

about the “large groups” of young people, teenagers, and children in the community 

                                                      

78 “Shield of Honor – Nouman Ali Khan.” .” http://muslimmatters.org/2012/01/27/nouman-ali-khan-shield-

of-honor  
79 In what follows, I use a cleaned and edited transcript published on MuslimMatters rather than a raw, 

unedited rendering of this lecture.  

http://muslimmatters.org/2012/01/27/nouman-ali-khan-shield-of-honor
http://muslimmatters.org/2012/01/27/nouman-ali-khan-shield-of-honor
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who are “just leaving Islam” in droves.80 Despite these claims regarding the 

pervasiveness of this problem, Khan (like Murphy, as well as almost all preachers 

discussing the issue) presents this as a problem that other Muslims are facing, 

“struggling friends and family that are Muslim, but they’re barely holding onto their 

faith.” The audience by contrast is presented as potential “ambassadors” to Islam that 

can help others reconnect to God and their faith.81  

Khan structures the first half of his lecture around a few stories. The first is about 

a young Muslim woman to whom he spoke at the request of her father. He told the 

audience how she had “piercings in strange places on her face.” He was thus already 

“kind of weirded out” by the time she began presenting him with a long series of 

questions about a variety of religious doctrines, from the notion of Hellfire to the 

immorality of dating. After briefly describing her questions, he comments in his 

characteristically comical way: “At this point internally, I’ve already had three heart 

attacks, but externally, I'm saying to her, ‘What else?’ And she just keeps going, and 

going, and going. And mind you, her father is sitting there, so if I’m having 

seizures…you know, I felt really sad for him, I really did.” While this serves to add a 

light-hearted and entertaining mood to his narrative, it also speaks to the taboo and 

                                                      

80 See: “Ustadh AbdelRahman Murphy - Success of the Sahaba.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KjUFybapcp8  
81 In other lectures several years later, Khan is more willing to openly acknowledge that people in the 

audience might also have such discomforts and doubts, as I mention below. This presentation of those with 

doubt as a problem “other Muslims” are having is, however, a very common habit among preachers 

addressing this problem.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KjUFybapcp8
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shame surrounding questioning and doubt in much of this communal discourse (which 

Khan goes on to criticize later in the lecture). He continues: 

At the end of her thirty questions, I said: “Okay. I'm willing to spend time 

with you and discuss these issues with you, but I’d rather you just answer 

one of my questions first. If you could do that, then we can probably have a 

good, well-directed conversation.” There was a copy of Qur’an sitting on the 

dining table, so I picked it up and said, “Do you really actually believe this is 

from God through an angel to a man? And whatever this has is perfect 

instruction for you and for me to live our lives in the best possible way, and 

if we live our lives this way, we’ll find happiness here and forever, and if we 

don’t, we'll find misery here and forever? Do you actually believe that?” She 

goes, “No, I'm not so sure.” I said, “Well then, all of those other questions 

don't matter. None of that stuff matters.” That's what I would call a crisis of 

faith. 

 

Khan’s second story is about children at an Islamic school who are asked by their 

teacher about the “best story of all time.” The children respond by naming some popular 

cartoons and movies. The teacher is presented as incredulous, responding to them 

saying, “No! No! No, this is all wrong! I meant the story of Yusuf (‘alayhis salaam) in the 

Qur'an!” Khan then goes on to provide his own commentary: 

Allāh says it Himself, “We are narrating unto you in fact the best of all 

possible stories.” This is a claim made by Allāh, and so he was expecting the 

child who raised his hand to say, “Yes, I know the best of all stories, it’s the 

story of Yusuf (‘alayhis salaam).” …. That’s a crisis of faith right there. Allāh 

said something, and our children, sitting in a Sunday school in the House of 

Allāh, don't believe it no matter how badly you want them to. 

 

These two key stories in Khan’s lecture exemplify the way in which belief and 

doubt are often framed. In the first example, we are presented with a young woman 

who is unable to accept certain doctrines and feels uncertain and confused about others, 
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while also being generally disconnected from religious practice and commitment. The 

root cause of this situation, the real crisis of faith, is identified as a lack of certainty and 

confident conviction in key foundational beliefs. In the second story, there is no actual 

situation of doubt or questioning as experienced by the children, but the crisis of faith 

manifests as a lack of immediate and complete acceptance of a claim when they are told 

that it is from Allah. At root, both these examples exemplify an a propositional framing 

of faith: it is cognitive certainty about fundamental truth-claims (framed and interpreted 

in a very particular way) that is identified as essential to faith, and its lack is identified as 

a crisis or even complete loss of faith. As he says later on in the lecture, “faith itself is, 

you’re convinced Islam is true,” (contrasting that to the “fruits of faith” such as pride in 

Islamic values and way of life).  

While this presentation of faith (understood as confident conviction) is seemingly 

self-evident, it, in fact, elides the other dimensions of faith that are presented as equally 

central in other contexts. In fact, Khan himself frames the nature of faith differently in 

other situations where there is a more devotional or spiritual focus to the discussion. If 

one attends to communal preaching more generally, we find that faith or īmān tends to 

be spoken of more often at the level of moral and devotional commitment (īmān3) as 

mentioned in Chapter Two. That is, when discussing īmān, what tends to be emphasized 

as a matter of concern is one’s relationship with Allah, submission and obedience to 

Him, and one’s piety and virtue. Discussions of īmān thus seamlessly vacillate (without 
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attention to the shift) between these different dimensions or registers of faith, at one 

moment speaking of mental conviction and affirmation of truth-claims, and in the next 

moment speaking of devotional commitment and pious connection with God. While it 

has the possibility of serving as a productive tension between different dimensions of 

what it means to have faith (as we shall see), these preachers generally tend to present 

this as a matter of levels of īmān, whereby conviction in foundational truth-claims is the 

essential baseline of faith, after which īmān can increase or decrease based on one’s 

devotional practice. The relevant point here is that the intellectualist framework of faith 

as conviction is a very crucial and prominent way in which īmān and faith are framed, 

and one that is given precedence particularly in contexts where intellectual challenges to 

religious doctrine are discussed.  

The centrality of this cognitive or epistemic framework helps explain the 

association and conflation between doubt and leaving Islam discussed above. For if faith 

is understood as conviction regarding the truth of key religious foundations, then 

sustained uncertainty or reservations about those foundations entails a lack of full 

conviction, and thus can seemingly put one’s faith in question. Seriously grappling with 

doubts can thus put one on the “cusp of leaving Islam or altogether abandoning their 

faith.”82 This logic can also extend to doubts about particular religious doctrines (rather 

than just foundational truth-claims), as we saw above in the first story related by 

                                                      

82 “Modern pathways to doubt in Islam.” 
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Nouman Ali Khan. Since certainty in the foundations of the religion seemingly demands 

acceptance of everything that is contained in revelation and Islam, questioning 

particular doctrines (those taken to be unquestionable) would seem to imply rejecting 

the authority of the revelation as a whole and thus not believing in its veracity. People’s 

doubts about, or dissent from particular doctrines are thus often interpreted as a lack of 

faith in religious foundations.  

3.2.3 The ambivalent taboo surrounding doubt 

The emerging framework produces a fundamental ambivalence about the place 

of doubt in faith. The discourse surrounding religious doubt displays a high level of 

anxiety and taboo surrounding the topic, since the presumed implication of losing one’s 

faith is, of course, of serious consequence. Many community leaders and preachers 

speak of how people approach them with questions and doubts with great distress, as 

Jeffrey Lang put it, “[feeling] that their doubts already made them apostates.”83 For 

example, in a short video on “doubting faith” that was part of a much longer YouTube 

series, Omar Suleiman describes how he regularly has people come to him and request 

to speak with him privately, expressing anxiety about whether the thoughts and doubts 

that they have will be punished by God.84 Or, for instance, many questions posed to the 

SeekersHub Question and Answers forum express great unease about doubts and 

                                                      

83 Lang, Losing My Religion, 14  
84 “The Beginning and the End with Omar Suleiman: Doubting Faith (Episode 3).” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsTTQl5pPG8  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsTTQl5pPG8
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reservations regarding the religion. The questioners in these posts often express a fear 

that these doubts make them disbelievers, or they seek a remedy to the doubts that 

plague them and compromise their faith.85  

These sentiments represent a widespread set of attitudes and assumptions that 

make doubt inimical to faith, assumptions which these individuals have internalized. 

Many of the preachers and community leaders addressing the question, critique 

communal norms and other community leaders for attitudes that are hostile to 

expressions of doubt. For instance in the abovementioned lecture by Nouman Ali Khan 

(“Shield of Honor”), he stresses the importance of creating a communal space and 

environment where “young people can talk about the real questions they have, without 

being afraid of reactions from their parents, their imam, their scholar, or their speaker.” 

He criticizes the “intimidating” way in which the community reacts to questions that are 

posed, essentially responding to their questions by saying, “you are so wrong—what 

you said is so bad, go make istighfār [repentance], go slaughter a goat and then come 

back.”86 Elsewhere he similarly parodies this attitude: “You’re a kāfir if you question—

                                                      

85 See for example the following posts: 

http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2013/10/18/do-any-of-these-thoughts-or-scenarios-entail-disbelief/ 

http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2012/08/07/dealing-with-increasing-doubts-as-my-practice-and-knowledge-

increase/ 

http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2013/07/30/how-can-i-regain-my-faith-after-doubts-and-exploring-other-

religions/ 
86 “Shield of Honor – Nouman Ali Khan.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-fqm3SsE0ag 

http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2013/10/18/do-any-of-these-thoughts-or-scenarios-entail-disbelief/
http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2012/08/07/dealing-with-increasing-doubts-as-my-practice-and-knowledge-increase/
http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2012/08/07/dealing-with-increasing-doubts-as-my-practice-and-knowledge-increase/
http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2013/07/30/how-can-i-regain-my-faith-after-doubts-and-exploring-other-religions/
http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2013/07/30/how-can-i-regain-my-faith-after-doubts-and-exploring-other-religions/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-fqm3SsE0ag
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you have doubts? You don’t have īmān?”87 Likewise, in a lecture that Hassan Lachheb 

gave at the ISBCC during my time there, he similarly stated that our communities are 

not receptive to people’s questions and doubts. He contrasted this with the 

accommodating way the Prophet dealt with companions who had doubts, saying that 

“if they came to us with their doubts right now, we would shun them, and just tell them, 

‘You guys are unbelievers. Shame on you!’”88 

The critique presented by preachers like Khan and Lachheb clearly reflects the 

abovementioned conceptual difficulty in which one cannot have doubt and faith 

together. They explicitly identify the common assumption that doubt entails a loss of 

faith, and they reject this assumption. In response, they seek to dispel this negative 

association and taboo by reassuring audiences and community members that it is 

normal and legitimate to experience such doubts, and that doubt does not imply a loss 

of faith.  

One of the key ways in which some of these community leaders seek to dispel 

this taboo and reassure people that it is okay to have doubts, is through invoking a 

handful of Prophetic reports in which companions of the Prophet are seen as struggling 

with doubt as well. In many of the lectures I have listened to from around the country, a 

handful of these ḥadīth has emerged in the past few years as the common precedent that 

                                                      

87 “Three reasons make some born Muslims atheist –Nouman Ali Khan.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcJ6uy9w4yw&t-170s  
88 “Shaykh Hassan Lachheb -From Questioning to Strengthening your Faith.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcJ6uy9w4yw&t-170s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8
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can be invoked in this regard. Hassan Lachheb’s lecture helpfully captures these 

precedents, mentioning a number of key narratives and reports about highly celebrated 

companions. The central story he tells is about the companion Ubayy ibn Ka`b, one of 

the chief reciters of the Qur’an during the time of the Prophet. Ubayy is reported to have 

had a disagreement with another companion about the proper recitation of a Qur’anic 

verse, and when they petitioned the Prophet in this regard, he affirmed that both were 

correct. Ubayy is reported to have said that he then experienced “such a doubt (about 

the whole enterprise) that I did not experience in jāhiliyya [the pre-Prophetic period].”89  

Another very commonly invoked report that Lachheb cites is that of a group of 

companions who come to the Prophet saying that they have such grave doubts and 

questions in their mind that they would “rather throw themselves into hellfire than to 

utter them aloud.” 90 It is very illuminating to compare how Lachheb presents the 

Prophet’s response to these companions with the way it is presented by others, such as 

the SeekersHub forum. Lachheb goes on in his lecture to relate the Prophet’s response to 

these companions, where he states, “fa dhālika sarīḥul īmān.” Lachheb does not directly 

translate this ambiguous phrase, however, but rather provides his own interpretation of 

what was meant by it: “Now, once you start struggling,” he says, that means that “your 

                                                      

89 Lachheb presents this story and a similar set of reflections in a short video produced by the Al-Madina 

Institute specifically to address this issue. See: “Have You Ever Doubted Faith? - Shaykh Hassan Lachheb.” 

https://youtu.be/O3BC7ux7awI   
90 “Shaykh Hassan Lachheb - From Questioning to Strengthening your Faith.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8 

https://youtu.be/O3BC7ux7awI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8
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īmān is getting stronger and stronger.” This doubt indicates that your faith has reached a 

higher level of development, a “roof that you have to struggle with,” “go over,” and 

move beyond.91 In the SeekersHub post, this Prophetic report is related in the context of 

reassuring the questioner that simply having passing doubts and thoughts does not 

constitute disbelief. The scholar responding to the question invokes this story in order to 

emphasize that the questioner’s “fear regarding such moments is a powerful sign of 

[their] faith,” as it is similar to that experienced by this group of companions who felt 

that their thoughts and doubts are “too enormous to even mention.” The SeekersHub 

post translates the Prophet’s response to this group of people as saying: “that is pure 

faith,” and then goes on to provide Imam Nawawi’s commentary that explains the 

Prophet’s ambiguous comment: “Considering it too enormous to mention is pure 

faith.”92  

These two presentations offer very conflicting interpretations and implications of 

this Prophetic report, highlighting some of the tensions and ambivalences regarding the 

place of doubt in faith. Lachheb interprets the Prophet’s statement as affirming that 

passing through doubt is a normal and even essential part of the process of seeking truth 

and acquiring certitude in one’s faith. The SeekersHub response, by contrast, invokes a 

“classical” interpreter who holds the Prophet’s praise in this situation to be about the 

                                                      

91 Ibid. 
92 See http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2013/10/18/do-any-of-these-thoughts-or-scenarios-entail-disbelief/.   

http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2013/10/18/do-any-of-these-thoughts-or-scenarios-entail-disbelief/
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companions’ deep discomfort with their internal thoughts when these contradict 

religious truths, and the deep discomfort demonstrates their fidelity to God. This 

difference in interpretation reflects the ambivalence and conflicting assumptions about 

the status of doubt in faith, with Lachheb trying to affirm doubt as a normal and 

potentially positive experience, while the SeekersHub post acknowledges that passing 

doubts are not a problem, so long as one recognizes their gravity and firmly rejects 

them. While both seek to acknowledge the presence of doubt among believers, the latter 

position maintains a conception of faith that demands a firm rejection of any such 

thoughts. This Prophetic report thus reflects the ambivalence in Muslim discourses 

about whether faith can accommodate doubt. 

Another engagement with this Prophetic report highlights a further dimension of 

how doubt is approached. In an episode of his 2017 YouTube series with the Yaqeen 

Institute during the month of Ramadan, titled “The Faith Revival,” Omar Suleiman uses 

this story as an anchor for the episode, and interprets it in a similar fashion as the 

SeekersHub post. After describing how the companions complain to the Prophet about 

these passing thoughts that they hate and “wish they would go away,” he explains that 

the Prophet’s response meant the following:  

Alḥamdulilāh [praise and thanks to God] that you deal with it the way that you 

deal with it. Know that Allah will reward you for doing what you are doing. 

Meaning, the way that you feel, the guilt that you feel for even having that 

waswasa [whispering], for even having that doubt, is actually a sign of īmān in 

and of itself. Because shayṭān [Satan] is always going to whisper, but the fact that 

you’re not allowing that whisper to turn itself into action is a sign of ṣarīḥul īmān, 
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a sign of clear and pristine faith …. So remember to say, ‘āmantu billah’—‘I 

believe in Allah’— when the shayṭān tries to penetrate your thoughts, and do not 

feel bad because the shayṭān is trying to lead you astray.93   

 

Here, Suleiman conceptualizes doubt through the very widely invoked theological 

notion of “Satanic whispering,” which is commonly utilized by those in the SeekersHub 

forum as well. The normative response to doubt within this framework is to simply 

reject and suppress these thoughts as Satanic. On the one hand, within this framework, 

doubt is seemingly not presented as an inherent threat to faith in the way I have 

described above, as it is seen as merely an external “whisper” that does not put one’s 

faith in question in any meaningful way. On the other hand, by relegating doubt to a 

mere passing (and externally imposed) thought that should be pushed aside, this 

response continues to present faith as largely incompatible with genuine intellectual 

doubts. Doubt is not presented in such instances as something one should seriously 

engage, but rather something to be suppressed. This thus maintains the essential need 

for firm conviction and the consequent ambivalence about doubt.  

Despite his attempt at reassuring community members that doubt is “normal” 

and “a natural human propensity,” even Hassan Lachheb’s lecture reflects some of this 

ambivalence about the status of doubt.  Invoking a Prophetic statement, Lachheb likens 

doubt to fire, warning that if it “settles and stays there for a long time, and you don’t 

                                                      

93 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I1SmbV4nYrQ&list=PLeFFRJIg4KfMmUFLK9_KleC_1TjnN1Yhi&index

=14  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I1SmbV4nYrQ&list=PLeFFRJIg4KfMmUFLK9_KleC_1TjnN1Yhi&index=14
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I1SmbV4nYrQ&list=PLeFFRJIg4KfMmUFLK9_KleC_1TjnN1Yhi&index=14
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deal with it and don’t overcome it, … you’re going to see every single thing through it, 

and it destroys your faith.” As he states towards the beginning of the talk (preemptively 

responding to a hypothetical criticism), he is not at all “encouraging people to doubt.” 

Rather he is simply urging the community to recognize that not everybody can “be at 

the same level of belief,” and that doubt is a real problem that Muslims are struggling 

with. Doubt is natural and normal insofar it is a common obstacle and challenge on the 

path to a more complete and certain faith. It is thus a problem that must be overcome. 

Like almost all other speakers and community leaders who speak about the issue, 

Lachheb narrates his own experience with doubt as something that happened earlier in 

his journey of faith, which he then overcame. 

Given this conception of doubt as a problem and deficiency in one’s faith that 

must be overcome, Lachheb’s lecture continues to reflect some of the communal taboo 

regarding religious doubt. As I mentioned above in relation to Nouman Ali Khan’s 

lecture, public discussions of this matter among preachers often rhetorically frame it as a 

problem that other Muslims face and need to be helped with. Lachheb’s lecture 

exemplifies this same pattern. His entire lecture is framed as an appeal to the 

community to be more accepting and supportive of the doubts that other Muslims are 

struggling with. He consistently describes the doubts that “they” struggle with, and how 

“we” can respond to “them” and “their” questions. The lessons he draws from the 

various stories of the Prophet and the companions are almost entirely focused on how 



 

218 

the Prophet responded to people’s doubts, and thus how we can learn to better respond 

to those in our communities. Towards the end, when he rhetorically asks how we should 

deal with this problem, the solutions he presents are all geared towards helping the 

others: make du`a for those who come to us with questions, encourage them to be 

around righteous company, engage them in dialogue, provide an environment that 

allows them to come talk and just listen to them, and be gentle and patient with people’s 

shortcomings. Doubting is reserved for Muslims outside of the audience, as those 

congregating in the mosque are implicitly assumed to not have these serious questions 

and struggles. Thus, even those who dedicate entire lectures and programs to address 

the problem of doubt, continue to frame it as a taboo issue about which it is difficult to 

speak openly.94   

We see that while community leaders and preachers increasingly seek to 

acknowledge the presence of doubt among Muslims and reassure people that it is 

normal and legitimate to experience such doubts, even among such leaders there is 

nonetheless a continued discomfort and taboo regarding doubt, and an ambivalence 

about whether or not faith can accommodate doubt. Returning to the lecture by Nouman 

Ali Khan that I discussed above, we also see this ambivalence reflected here. Firstly, as I 

mentioned above, it is evident in the way in which he frames his lecture as addressing a 

                                                      

94 I noticed the same in another lecture about this issue at ISBCC, by Muhammad Abutaleb (who was 

mentioned earlier in the chapter). In a Saturday morning talk to youth about “faith-wrecking” obstacles, 

there is a consistent message of implicit taboo in how he frames the issue. See: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9PE1Xg6VBOI  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9PE1Xg6VBOI
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problem that other Muslims are struggling with, similar to what we just saw with 

Lachheb. Furthermore, despite criticizing communal attitudes that do not allow for open 

environments where people can comfortably express their doubts, he, himself, also 

makes questioning and doubt into a very serious and severe matter. As I described 

above, in his opening story about the young woman who presented a series of questions 

to him, he jokes about having “heart attacks” and “seizures” in response to the questions 

she poses at him, and “feels sorry” for the father who has to listen to his daughter 

express these reservations. He then goes on to diagnose the source of these reservations 

about particular doctrines as a lack of conviction in the divinity of the Qur’an, 

suggesting that if she had true conviction in this foundation of the religion, then she 

would accept that everything contained in revelation must be perfect. He thus presents a 

rather stark and severe implication of having such doubts, and seems to have difficulty 

reconciling faith with having serious doubts.  

When I first came across this lecture several years ago, I was frustrated by this 

inconsistency, as I felt that Khan chided the community for its rigidity towards those 

who express doubt, while he himself exhibited that exact attitude that made it 

intimidating for Muslims to express their questions. I perceived this as a personal failing 

and shortcoming on his part. Now as I analyze the matter more closely, however, I 

believe this reflects a deeper tension and conceptual difficulty in Muslim discussions of 

belief and faith. These American Muslim communities have inherited a conception of 
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faith that is closely tied to certainty (as reflected in the name of the Yaqeen Institute for 

instance), which then leads to ambivalence about the room for questioning and doubt in 

faith. They thus seek to practically address a lived reality among many Muslims, but 

cannot simply accept doubt as an unproblematic state to be in. Khan’s ambivalence 

further reflects a parallel tension regarding the grounds of faith in Muslim theological 

thought. On the one hand, such voices seek to challenge the taboo against doubt by 

highlighting the value of questioning and critical thinking in Islam. In so doing, they 

invoke the moral ideal of independently arriving at genuine conviction in the truth of 

Islam through reason.95 At the same time, this truth of Islam is something that is 

presupposed as true, and not truly meant to be challenged. The outcome of where one’s 

questioning, independent reasoning, and critical investigation should lead is already 

predetermined within this framework. This then produces a further tension regarding 

the status of questioning and doubt, as it is acceptable as long as one overcomes such 

doubts and arrives at more firm conviction in the truth. The following chapter will 

unpack some of these tensions that arise as a result of the conceptualization of īmān as 

requiring certainty, and the ambivalences around that demand itself. 

                                                      

95 See Khan’s reflections here: “Three reasons make some born Muslims atheist –Nouman Ali Khan.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcJ6uy9w4yw&t=170s 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcJ6uy9w4yw&t=170s
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3.3 Conclusion 

While their message continues to exemplify these ambivalences and tensions 

regarding doubt, the interventions by preachers like Nouman Ali Khan, Omar Suleiman, 

Hassan Lachheb, Mohamed AbuTaleb, and others nonetheless reflect subtle shifts in 

communal discourses that seek to develop more fluid notions of faith that can 

accommodate uncertainty, questioning, and doubts. This leads to the following central 

questions: Is intellectual certainty necessary for faith? In what ways is certainty required, 

and what does such certainty involve? And how does one arrive at such certainty? Or if 

certainty is not deemed to be necessary, what does it mean for faith to lack certainty? 

What does faith without certainty consist of? And how do people experience and 

navigate such faith? These questions will be addressed in the following chapter.
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4. “Why am I even Muslim?”  
Conviction and the problem of justification 

 

To be sure, there is justification; but justification comes to an end.  

—Wittgenstein, On Certainty 

 

There are then cases where a fact cannot come at all unless a preliminary faith exists 

in its coming . . . . In truths dependent on personal action, then, faith based on desire 

is certainly a lawful and possibly an indispensable thing.  

—William James, Will to Believe 

 

Sitting in the corner of a crowded college classroom with about 10 other young 

professionals and students, I contributed to the conversation at times, but mostly 

listened as the vibrant discussion unfolded. The gathering was intended as an informal 

discussion-circle, focusing on the relation between Islam and a scientific and secular 

worldview. Mahmood guided the conversation, offering the commonly heard critique, 

that New Atheist polemicists like Richard Dawkins promote an ideology of “scientism”, 

which oversteps the proper bounds of reason by claiming that everything can be 

explained empirically or scientifically. The ensuing exchange about reason led at some 

point to one young man in his mid-twenties (whom I didn’t know) to casually remark 

that religion is something that simply has to be accepted on faith, as a matter of trust, 

rather than being something that is rationally provable.  

Moiz, another young man in his late twenties, jumped in, seeming to be 

surprised. He asked the other young man for some clarification. Not only did the other 

man reiterate his assertion that religious belief is essentially a “leap of faith”, but a 
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couple of other individuals in the group expressed their general agreement with this 

perspective. At this point, Moiz asked with some incredulity and force: “Wait a minute, 

do you guys really think that we can’t prove that the Qur’an is the word of God? Why 

even believe in Islam then?” It was as surprising as it was troubling to him, that people 

in the group felt that way.  

This exchange reflects the cross-pressures and fragmented nature of secularity, 

which pulls people in divergent directions with regard to faith. On the one hand, is a 

notion of faith that centers upon genuine intellectual conviction, and which thereby 

presumes that one must have rational justification for such belief.  This notion of 

rationally justified conviction is reflected by Moiz’s comments and disbelief in response 

to the others, as he cannot understand what it would mean to “believe in Islam” if one 

doesn’t have adequate reasons to believe that it is the truth. On the other end of the 

spectrum, Moiz’s interlocutors express the notion of faith as something that one cannot 

necessarily justify intellectually or prove to be true, but one that is simply something 

they choose to adopt for very “personal” reasons.  

During my two years of fieldwork, I, myself, was taken aback in similar ways by 

the number of times and individuals—across the spectrum of religious commitment—

from whom I heard expressions along these lines: that religious belief is a matter of faith, 

something that one has to simply trust and accept, a leap. This was not what I had come 

to expect in many so-called “mainstream” Muslim communities with whom I tended to 
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interact. I had grown up deeply embedded in the same kind of revivalist religious 

discourse that Moiz exemplifies, and had always been taught by religious authorities 

that faith in Islam is rational, that one must have proof for the truth of their beliefs, and 

thus have certainty in what they believe. It was only much later in life that I, myself, 

abandoned the imperative of having rational certainty and proof in order to ground my 

faith. Given the dominance of this notion of rational justification, I also did not expect 

(although for different reasons than Moiz) to hear individual after individual openly 

voice the notion that faith is ultimately not something one can prove or be fully, 

rationally certain about.  

This chapter explores the implications of a rationalist way of framing things, 

specifically the imperative of pursuing certainty through having intellectually justified 

convictions. I examine the tensions and dilemmas that such a framework highlights and 

gives rise to, in relation to people’s experience of faith and belief. I begin by tracing a 

dominant strand of modern Islamic revivalism that offers a particular reading and 

construction of “tradition”, emphasizing the rationality of Islam and the importance of 

basing one’s faith on intellectual grounds. I then go on to argue that there is a tension in 

seeking such justification, between seeking “objective” rational standards by which to 

justify one’s conviction, versus more experiential justifications that function within 

particular presuppositional frameworks. I illustrate this tension between objectivism and 

presuppositionalism not only through the public discourse of community preachers, but 
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also through the story of Amin, who struggles with the demand of rational justification 

and thus turns instead to a “leap of faith” and a reliance on experiential confirmation of 

faith. Through his and Safia’s narratives, we see how this experiential confirmation 

requires an ability to be absorbed in such devotion, as opposed to primarily approaching 

devotional experience from a hyper-reflexive, and objectified, “secular” vantage point.  

4.1 Rational Justification, Modern Revivalism, and “Tradition” 

To begin to understand the pervasive discourse on justification that Moiz’s 

comments represent, we have to first situate the discourse within the context of the 

“revivalist secularity” discussed in Chapter Two. Given the impulse within revivalist 

secularity towards heightened self-consciousness of religious belief, there is, in turn, a 

corresponding demand for individual justification and apologetics about one’s religious 

commitments. Since people are increasingly made aware of religion as a matter of 

deliberate judgment, every individual must be able to justify why they believe what they 

believe. This emphasis on rational justification of faith reflects a deeply pervasive theme 

in American Muslim religious discourse, as reflected in the opening anecdote with Moiz. 

 In their emphasis on rational justification, contemporary preachers are informed 

by a history of modern revivalist discourse that emphasizes the rationality of Islam and 

the importance of basing one’s faith on intellectual grounds. For example, Rashīd Riḍā 

(d. 1935) was “one of the most significant Muslims of the modern period” and a key 

intellectual architect of the Islamic revivalist movement in the nineteenth-and twentieth-
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century Arab world.1 Riḍā’s intellectual contributions significantly influenced the future 

of Islamic revivalism around the world, but particularly in Egypt,2 leaving a deep 

imprint on the religious discourse of later revivalist groups such as the Muslim 

Brotherhood (Ikhwān al-Muslimīn) as well as Islamic institutions of learning like the 

renowned Al-Azhar University. The influence of Islamic revivalism reaches deep into 

the history of Islam in America, and one can clearly see the fingerprint of figures like 

Riḍā in contemporary American Muslim discourse.3 This is very much the case with 

regards to the rational justification of faith. For instance, if one looks at one of Riḍā’s 

works responding to Christian missionary polemics against Islam, one of his primary 

aims in the book is to refute claims about the irrationality of Islam and to demonstrate 

that Islam is perfectly compatible with, and grounded in reason. There is a striking 

parallel between the arguments and claims presented by Riḍā in this work and the 

claims about reason advanced by popular American Muslim preachers. Riḍā highlights 

the countless times that the Qur’an encourages people to reason and utilize their 

intellect, and asserts that the Qur’an “furnishes evidences and rational proofs through 

which it demands certainty in faith from people of reason.”4 He also draws on classical 

                                                      

1 Wood, Christian Criticisms, Islamic Proofs, x. 
2 Ibid., 25. 
3 The socio-intellectual genealogy of many national Islamic organizations (such as MSA, ISNA, and MAS) 

can be traced to the Muslim Brotherhood; additionally, an increasing number of popular scholar-preachers 

(such as the current and previous Imams of ISBCC, Yasir Fahmy and Suhaib Webb), have received their 

Islamic training and credentials from Al-Azhar (as a matter of fact, very often sponsored by MAS). 
4 Ibid., 169-70. 
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schools of thought and scholars to further validate this perspective. He argues that 

“reflection is required for the fundamental principles through which knowledge of God 

and the veracity of prophethood are established …. Supposition does not suffice for faith 

in [Islam’s] foundations.”5  

Ismā`īl al-Fārūqī (d. 1986), a revivalist thinker during the latter half of the 

twentieth century, also had a significant impact upon the intellectual landscape of Islam 

in America. His discussion of faith and reason present a very forceful articulation of this 

rationalist framework. Serving as a “scholar-activist” in the US and being deeply 

involved in American Muslim institutions, al-Fārūqī’s writing, teaching, and leadership 

had a much more direct impact on Islamic thought and preaching in the United States 

than that of earlier figures such as Riḍā.6 Although the majority of his contributions (and 

even much of his training) was in the US, his thinking was, in fact, profoundly 

influenced by the Egypt-based modern revivalist network that Riḍā epitomizes.7 This 

influence is most evident in his attitude toward reason and rationality, as John Esposito 

states: “Like the fathers of Islamic modernism, he often presented Islam as the religion 

par excellence of reason, science, and progress.”8 In one of his seminal works, for 

instance, al-Fārūqī opposed the concept of īmān being equated with the words faith or 

                                                      

5 Ibid., 182, 170. 
6 Al-Fārūqī was deeply involved, for example, in the establishment of national Islamic organizations in the 

US such as MSA and ISNA, as well as the more academic IIIT (International Institute of Islamic Thought), 

which he founded. 
7 See for instance Zareena Grewal’s discussion of al-Fārūqi in Islam is a Foreign Country, 139-40.  
8 John Esposito, “Ismail R. al-Faruqi: Muslim Scholar-Activist,” in The Muslims of America, 68. 
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belief, since “these English words carry today within them an implication of untruth, of 

probability, of doubt and suspicion.” Īmān, on the other hand, reflects indubitable and 

certain knowledge, built upon demonstrative proof and critical scrutiny.9 He insisted at 

length that īmān in the truth of Islam cannot be taken for granted, or accepted on trust or 

affirmed through a leap of faith; rather it must be arrived at through critical, rational 

interrogation. 

In a similar vein as these predecessors, Yasir Fahmy (the abovementioned Imam 

of ISBCC) has spoken about the importance of grounding one’s faith in reason. For 

instance, in a sermon titled “Reason and Revelation” (as part of the abovementioned 

series on seeking knowledge during his first several months as Imam), Fahmy discussed 

the “role of reason” in Islam, as a response to critiques that claim that religion stands in 

opposition to reason. He spent the majority of the sermon emphasizing and celebrating 

the absolutely “crucial nature” of reason and intellect in the Qur’an and the Islamic 

intellectual tradition. In addition to discussing the Qur’anic commandments to use one’s 

intellect and reason, he also briefly referenced some classical, theological arguments for 

the existence of God (such as the “kalām cosmological argument”). He also went on to 

clarify that there are limits to what can be known through reason, and thus one must 

appreciate the “beautiful marriage” between reason and revelation. At the end of an 

enthusiastic, yet qualified endorsement of reason, Fahmy asserted:  

                                                      

9 Faruqi, Al-Tawhid, 39-41. 
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So this is just a taste, brothers and sisters, of what reason has meant always in the 

Islamic intellectual heritage. It is initially a command from Allah (subḥānahū 

wata`ālā) that he wants us to think and reflect and observe and process, and not 

just be simple blind followers. That’s not something Allah ever wants from us. 

He doesn’t want us to be simple blind followers. He wants us to be objective 

believers, who know what they are following .... I believe the Creator sent us a 

Prophet, and there are plenty of proofs to prove the existence of prophecy …. 

What is the miracle that the Prophet brought? The miracle of the Qur’ān is an 

intellectual miracle. Analyze it, observe it. So have confidence in what you 

believe in. You’re standing on firm objective grounds. This is not just the ‘opiate 

of the masses’. This is not just a simple kind of…nutty, magicianal [sic] 

soothsaying. This is serious belief, built on proof. And alḥamdulilāh, our `ulamā’ 

[scholars] always taught us to learn in this way. So may we revive this tradition 

in our current moment. Allahumma amīn [amen].10 

 

In this sermon as well as his other lectures on the topic of Islamic knowledge and 

faith, Fahmy explicitly frames his discourse as being based upon not only the Qur’an, 

but also the scholarly authority of the “classical” Islamic (Sunni) tradition. He invokes 

the kalām tradition’s rational proofs for the existence of God, for instance, as well as the 

work of luminaries in the Sunni intellectual tradition, such as Imām Abū Ḥāmid al-

Ghazālī (d. 505/1111), who Fahmy described as “one of the greatest intellectual minds in 

the Muslim tradition.” In modern revivalist discourse (such as that of Riḍā and Fārūqī, 

and American Muslim religious preaching broadly), al-Ghazālī has emerged as arguably 

the most widely invoked and celebrated scholar of the past.11 Yet it is crucial to note that 

                                                      

10 See a video recording of Fahmy’s lecture here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lC_8EoW_9Vo&t=1718s  
11 This depends, of course, on which intellectual networks and traditions one is observing. With those who 

might identify or be identified with the Salafī tradition, for instance, the go-to figure in those contexts is the 

more iconoclastic “Shaykh al-Islam” Taqī al-Dīn Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728/1348).  See the discussion below on 

Yasir Qadhi for instance. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lC_8EoW_9Vo&t=1718s
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the intellectual stance and agenda being adopted here are not simply a straightforward 

reflection or transmission of the classical scholarship, but significantly, they are based on 

a particular, modern, revivalist strand of discourse that offers a particular reading and 

construction of “tradition,” which emphasizes the importance of rational justification.  

This constructed reading of tradition can be clearly illustrated by briefly 

examining the classical theological debate about whether there is an obligation on 

believers to have rational grounding for their faith (what is commonly known as the 

debate about ‘wujūb al-nadhar,’ or the ‘requirement to reason’). The debate highlights 

that there was, in fact, significant ambivalence about the need for individuals to 

rationally justify their faith commitment, as opposed to seeing it as a clear moral 

imperative, based on Islamic sources. It also specifically highlights the ambivalence of 

al-Ghazālī on this question, despite the way he is utilized in much revivalist discourse to 

affirm a rationalist paradigm.  

On the one hand, there was indeed a strong stance taken by many early 

theologians that required individuals to go through a process of reasoning so that their 

faith could be rationally justified and thus stand on solid ground. Richard Frank’s 

detailed study of the early ‘Ash`arī school’s positions on this debate shows how almost 

all major ‘Ash`arī theologians affirmed the moral duty of discursive reasoning as a 
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foundation of belief in some way or another.12 He summarizes the position of the 

founder of the school, al-Ash`arī (d. 324/935), on the matter, stating:  

What is important here is that al-Ash`arī held that in order for his religious 

assent to be constitutive of Belief (‘īmān), the believer must not only believe 

what is in fact true, but also must see for himself, even if inexpertly, that his 

assent is evidentially justified ….  If one does not see for himself that his 

religious assent is justified, his belief is essentially vague and uncertain, 

scarcely better than an unfounded guess and at best a judgment of what 

merely appears to be likely the case. Such belief al-Ash`arī refuses to call 

Belief.13 

 

Frank goes on to show that, across the spectrum of the many foundational figures in 

`Ash`arī kalām, some level of discursive reasoning was deemed to be necessary as a 

foundation for certainty and completion of faith. The Māturīdī and Mu`tazilī schools are 

also understood to have generally upheld a similar requirement.14 An even starker (and 

more controversial) articulation of this stance is attributed to Abū Hāshim al-Jubbā’ī (d. 

933), “a prominent early Mu‘tazilite,” who “went so far as to argue that the primary 

duty of each person is to rid oneself of traditional, uncritical belief by doubting God’s 

existence, before attempting to prove it.”15 

On the other hand, however, there were many prominent figures who rejected 

the requirement of intellectual justification. This was very often the case among those 

                                                      

12 Richard Frank, “Knowledge and Taqlîd.”  
13 Ibid., 48.  
14 See Izutsu, The Concept of Belief, 117-20.  
15 Ayman Shihadeh, “The Existence of God” in Cambridge Companion, 197. See Ibn Ḥazm’s scathing critique 

of this position in Izutsu, The Concept of Belief ,128-29. 
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who rejected the discipline of kalām (such as Ḥanbalī scholars like Ibn Ḥajar16 or the 

Ẓāhirī scholar Ibn Ḥazm).17 Al-Ghazālī was, in fact, among those who strongly rejected 

the demand on believers to intellectually justify their faith, challenging the dominant 

position of his theological school (‘Ash`arism).18 In the final work of al-Ghazālī’s career, 

written soon before his death (titled Iljām al-`awām `an `ilm al-kalām, or Restraining the 

Common-Folk from Speculative Theology), he argues extensively that common believers 

should not be exposed to the discourse of kalām. Towards the end of the book, he 

addresses the debate over wujūb al-nadhar, where the standard kalām position is raised as 

a potential objection to what he has presented thus far. This position holds that, if all 

people must know particular truths with certainty, and these are not a priori or self-

                                                      

16 See Ibn Ḥajar’s view on this question in his commentary on ḥadīth 7372 in his Fath al-Bari.  
17 See Ibn Ḥazm’s view of this in Izutsu, The Concept of Belief, 124-30. One of the key concerns of those who 

challenged the above position was with the “very grave consequence” of this understanding of faith, as it 

“inevitably questioned the value of an īmān based merely on the authority of others (al-īmān bi-al-taqlīd) 

rather than on reasoning and logical proof.” The troubling implication of this was that “by far the greatest 

majority of Muslims, that is, the common people, who were not trained at all in reasoning and the art of 

dialectics, would not, according to this theory, deserve the qualification of Believer.”  This was an absurd 

conclusion that could not be accepted. Izutsu, The Concept of Belief, 119. 
18 Despite rejecting the demand of intellectual justification for individual believers, and denying the 

reliability of reason as a source of inner certainty (as we have seen), a strong case can still be made that 

figures like al-Ghazālī and Ibn Ḥazm did nonetheless hold the religion to be rationally grounded, in a more 

formal, objective, or public sense. Even if, at the personal subjective level, reasoning could lead individuals 

to confusion and doubt rather than certainty, there are nonetheless formally valid and logically sound 

proofs for the truth of revelation. This points to two separate levels of the concern with rational justification: 

one is at the individual level of people’s personal conviction, and the other is at the collective and formal 

level. Many theologians might have held the religion to be formally verified by logical proof and reason, 

even if they were skeptical of the ability of individuals to reach truth through reason, or cautious about 

demanding this as a moral or epistemic requirement.  Ibn Ḥazm for instance states: “He who happens to 

have reached (i.e. without reasoning) a true thesis, for which others have established a right logical proof, is in the 

right; he is an upholder of the truth regardless of whether he has passed through the process of reasoning or 

not” (quoted in Izutsu, The Concept of Belief, 130). Or one can see al-Ghazālī expressing a similar framework, 

for instance, in Kitāb al-`Ilm in his Iḥyā’ `Ulūm al-Dīn, regarding the role of kalām. This distinction also seems 

to map onto a public-private distinction in theological discourse.   
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evident truths that all people simply know instinctually, then it is clear that those truths 

must be established through evidence and proofs.19 Al-Ghazālī responds to this objection 

by clarifying precisely what kind of belief is required of all people: “definitive assent 

without any hesitation or wavering, in which the believer does not consider even the 

possibility of any error.”20 While rare individuals may acquire such conviction through 

completely independent and systematic inquiry that interrogates every premise and 

presupposition, al-Ghazālī asserts that the majority of people believe in their youth due 

to imitation of their fathers and teachers, and due to various means of indoctrination 

that develop within them a visceral reaction to anything contrary to that belief. Through 

such means and teachings, their belief continues to grow stronger and they never harbor 

any doubts. Thus, definitive conviction (tasdīq jāzim) does not depend on proofs and 

evidences.21 

What we see here is that important scholarly figures in the Sunni tradition that 

Fahmy and others invoke as authoritative—including the widely celebrated al-Ghazālī—

held significantly more ambivalent or contested views regarding the need for rational 

justification of faith than revivalists are inclined to acknowledge. Modern revivalist 

intellectuals have not been comfortable acknowledging such ambivalence, ambiguity, 

                                                      

19 Al-Ghazālī, Iljām Al-ʻawām ʻan ʻilm Al-Kalām, 65. 
20 Ibid.,“Tasdīq jāzim lā taraddud fīhī walā yush`ir sāhibuhū bi imkān wuqū` al khata’ fīhī.” 
21 Ibid., 66-70. 
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and debates in their preaching, presenting instead an Islam that is thoroughly and 

unambiguously grounded in reason.  

We can see this ambivalent use of al-Ghazālī’s legacy even more starkly through 

another Friday-night lecture at the ISBCC during my time there. In his lecture regarding 

the problem of doubt (which I discussed in the previous chapter), Hassan Lachheb 

briefly addressed the issue of “philosophical doubt,” in the context of clarifying that this 

is not what a majority of people struggle with, in his opinion. While discussing the 

challenge of radical skepticism, Lachheb also invoked Imam al-Ghazālī, whom he 

described as “the greatest scholar that benefitted the ummah.” He went on to comment 

on al-Ghazālī with regard to the issue of skepticism: 

At a certain time of his life, he had a crisis, he had a faith crisis, he had a spiritual 

crisis. And through that spiritual crisis, he could not really negotiate the issues of 

his faith, some really serious issues of his faith. And he doubted every single 

thing. He started from the beginning. From the beginning, which is his reason. 

First, reason exists—before Descartes, way before Descartes—And [he] starts 

questioning every single thing until he proved to himself that—you know—this 

is how my faith is going to be based, on … [he pauses] … on proof. And that was 

his way. And he climbed back to becoming one of the greatest scholars.22 

 

What is particularly noteworthy in this discussion of al-Ghazālī is the rather 

serious misreading of the medieval theologian’s work. In narrating this story of al-

Ghazālī’s journey of faith, it is clear that Lachheb was alluding to al-Ghazālī’s “spiritual 

autobiography” (Al-Munqidh Min al-Ḍalāl), the central or only text in which al-Ghazālī 

                                                      

22 See a video recording of Laccheb’s lecture here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQEeO6R_Nf8
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narrates his struggles with epistemological skepticism and his solution to that crisis. The 

solution presented by al-Ghazālī in this text, however, is not that he finally arrived at 

rational “proof”, but rather that “God cured [him] of this illness.” This was not achieved, 

he says, “through constructing a proof or putting together an argument, but through a 

light that God cast in the heart.”23 Later in the text he explains that he attained certainty 

of faith (īmān yaqīnī) in the three foundations of Islam—God, the Prophet, and the Last 

Day—not through any specific proof or rational demonstration, but rather through 

reasons, circumstances, and experiences too many to count.24 He then goes on to note 

that a demonstrative proof based on a miracle is not a real source of certainty, for some 

doubts may always be raised; instead certainty in the truth of Muhammad’s 

prophethood is found in the innumerable ways in which his teachings speak truly, 

meaningfully, invaluably, and beautifully to one’s experiences and observations in life.25 

Al-Ghazālī provides this discussion in the context of his primary aim of demonstrating 

that the experiential knowledge of the Sufīs is the most reliable and superior path to the 

truth. 

What we see here is that the notion that Islam must be affirmed through reason is 

so deeply entrenched in modern Muslim discourse that Lachheb was compelled to 

narrate al-Ghazālī’s story of skepticism as culminating in a rationalist solution of proof, 

                                                      

23 Al-Ghazali, Munqidh, 67-68; McCarthy, Al Ghazali’s Path, 23. 
24 Al-Ghazali, Munqidh 102; McCarthy Al Ghazali’s Path,52-53.  
25 Al-Ghazali, Munqidh 112-14; McCarthy, Al Ghazali’s Path, 62-64. 
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even though al-Ghazālī’s purpose in the text could be said to be precisely the opposite of 

that claim. Lachheb felt the need to invoke the authority of the celebrated al-Ghazālī, but 

read his legacy through a revivalist lens of confident rationalism. One can, in fact, detect 

the same tendency in the writings of figures like Riḍā and al-Fārūqī.26 All three figures 

are thus largely unable to accept al-Ghazālī’s rather ambivalent relationship to the 

notion of rational justification of faith. The emphasis by such revivalists on the 

imperative of rational justification is thus a selective reading of tradition that identifies 

certain strands of thought as representative of Islam “as it really is”. Such revivalist 

preachers and intellectuals strongly hold to a conception of faith in which intellectually 

unjustified belief is blameworthy and not what is demanded by God. This particular 

way of interpreting the Islamic tradition is deeply conditioned by the reality of the 

secular public sphere and the dominant construal of religion therein. In this context, the 

imperative of affirming the rationality of Islam becomes much more urgent—not only in 

the abstract sense of being logically structured and formally validated by reason, but in 

                                                      

26 For example, see Rida in Wood, Christian Criticisms, 175, where he invokes certain theological works of al-

Ghazālī in which he is more squarely in line with the classical ‘Ash`arī school of kalām, in order to support 

his claim about the rational grounding of Islamic foundations, while avoiding al-Ghazālī’s later skepticism 

of the ability of reason to definitively confirm the truth of revelation. See also, Faruqi, Tawhid, 42, where he 

cites Ghazālī’s famous “spiritual autobiography” (Al-Munqidh Min al-Ḍalāl) while completely sidestepping 

the basic argument and intervention of the work, and completely failing to mention al-Ghazālī’s argument 

that mystical unveiling and spiritual experiences are a far superior method of arriving at the truth than 

rational argumentation.  Instead, he cites a passage that allows him to highlight the importance of īmān as 

the grounds of reason itself.  
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the stronger sense that faith must be a rationally justified judgment that each individual 

must make.27 

The analysis here highlights the way in which “tradition” is always in a process 

of creative construction. This is so, not only in the more commonly mentioned sense, 

whereby specific intellectual figures and schools of thought are selectively identified as 

representing “the tradition” as a whole.28 Beyond this, even one specific, luminary figure 

cannot be fully appropriated and embraced, but rather must be selectively read so as to 

draw out those dimensions of his thought that complement one’s current construal of 

“Islamic tradition.” The attempt at identifying a singular core attitude of Islam 

regarding reason necessarily overlooks the tensions and complexities present even in the 

Sunnī intellectual heritage. Al-Ghazālī’s own ambivalence regarding the role of reason 

exemplifies the ambivalence of the Sunnī intellectual tradition regarding the imperative 

of rational justification. Despite this ambivalence, however, the discourse of revivalist 

preachers almost always unambiguously asserts the imperative of rationally justifying 

                                                      

27 See footnote 18 above for a more detailed discussion of this distinction. 
28 See for instance Sherman Jackson’s discussion of Kwame Gyekye’s conception of “tradition”. Jackson 

summarizes Gyekye’s intervention in the following way: “In sum, tradition is not the result of the simple act 

of transmission or handing down but of a process of evaluation, amplification, suppression, refinement, and 

assessing the polarity between would-be tradition and contemporary, indigenous innovations or 

nonindigenous ideas and practices. Moreover, as long as no essential elements are deemed to have been 

sacrificed in this process of reception, the result will be a tradition that while only a simulacrum of the 

original is vested with all the authority of having resulted from a direct act of handing down. In other 

words, regardless of their actual origin, as long as a set of ideas or practices receives endorsement from the 

custodial generation, it will enjoy the full status and authority of authentic tradition, despite its inclusion of 

elements unknown to the founding generation.” Islam and the Problem of Black Suffering, 42. 
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Amin 
Through most of his life, 
Amin grew up deeply 
embedded in the MAS 
(Muslim American 
Society) -based 
communal network of the 
Boston area. The son of 
working-class Sudanese 
immigrants, his parents’ 
efforts and aspirations 
had paid off, as he was 
working in a managerial 
position in the health 
sector when I met him.  
Amin was a rather soft-
spoken individual, 
combined with a deep 
intellectual curiosity that 
manifested in long 
conversations and diverse 
reading-lists. He was also 
passionate about the arts, 
along with sports and 
outdoor-activities.  

faith.29 It is this discursive background that gives rise to Moiz’s incredulity regarding the 

view of other attendees at the discussion circle, who held that one cannot really prove 

the truth of Islam. And it is this same revivalist background and discourse that give rise 

to Amin’s intellectual and devotional trajectory in relation to faith. 

4.2 Amin’s “Leap of Faith” 

4.2.1 Gender Troubles 

Since the day I met him, my conversations 

with Amin have very consistently delved into some 

concern or another around gender and Islam. The 

strong sense of Islam he acquired through his 

communal upbringing have conditioned this 

preoccupation with issues surrounding gender. On 

the one hand, the Islamic revivalist discourses he was 

embedded in have long made strong, apologetic 

claims about the just and equitable nature of Islamic 

rules and norms around gender, and, in particular, 

the noble status and empowerment granted to 

                                                      

29 In this vein, see Zareena Grewal’s discussion of Richard Handler and Joyce Linnekin, who argue “that the 

transmission of tradition is never a simple process of preservation because the very act of preservation 

inevitably alters or reconstructs that which it intends to fix,” Islam is a Foreign Country, 68. 
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women.30 Such claims about the benevolent and even superior treatment of women in 

Islam—generally framed in response to Orientalist and Islamophobic discourses that 

present Islam as uniquely regressive31—have been central to revivalist discourses for 

over a century. This background has made it deeply troubling for Amin (like countless 

others) to come across information about Islamic history, and textual sources that seem 

to defy these apologetic claims. As a result, he would often be disturbed by issues such 

as Islamic law’s historical rulings on marriage and slavery, or the marginalization and 

demeaning of women in Muslim societies, and within Islamic scholarship. Having to 

confront such issues over time has made him realize that much of what he was taught 

about such issues was “a bunch of apologetic hogwash,” as he put it on a couple 

occasions, since it did not live up to a critical scrutiny of the sources. This realization was 

deeply troubling to him, given that such matters conflicted with his deeply internalized 

sense of morality and virtue that Islam necessarily exemplified.  

On the other hand, however, Amin’s communal upbringing also gave him a very 

firm sense of what Islam must be. Thus, despite sensing that the apologetic claims about 

Islam and gender did not always hold up to intellectual scrutiny, he nonetheless held 

onto an unshakeable and intuitive sense that the critical perspectives he came across 

                                                      

30 One prominent example of such discourse is Jamal Badawi’s, Gender Equity in Islam. 
31 Hammer, “Gendered Islamophobia.” 
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(whether in broader media outlets such as the (in)famous Atlantic article on ISIS32, or 

internal communal discourses such as the critiques of Muslim feminists) could not be 

correct. He felt compelled to try and defend a more benevolent image of Islam based on 

the authoritative discourses he grew up with, while also recognizing the intellectual 

challenges of this endeavor. At the same time, this firm sense of what is properly Islamic 

also pushed him to resist certain attempts at reforming “mainstream” or “orthodox” 

understandings of Islam. For instance, claims about the validity of female-led mixed-

gender prayer gatherings made him very uneasy, as discussed in the opening anecdote 

of the dissertation. From his point of view, such perspectives seemed to clearly 

contravene precepts that were firmly fixed and well-established by the authentic sources 

of the religion.  

In all of these conversations, which came up very regularly, Amin seemed to 

acutely feel pressured to try and justify his belief in what he considered authoritative 

Islamic discourses. In one such instance, sitting with a small group of friends at the 

ISBCC café, after a long and contentious discussion about the racial politics of the Black 

Lives Matter movement, one friend made a passing comment about marriage in Islam 

favoring or being advantageous to women. Saadia immediately intervened, explaining 

how historically Islamic law had in fact conceptualized the marriage contract as 

                                                      

32 As mentioned in Chapter 2 Graeme Wood, “What ISIS Really Wants,”the Atlantic, March 2015, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/03/what-isis-really-wants/384980/  

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/03/what-isis-really-wants/384980/
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dominion of the husband over the wife, and thus far differently than the framework of 

benevolent patriarchy espoused in such modern apologetics. Responding to this 

critique, Amin vacillated (slightly uncomfortably) between trying to justify mainstream 

communal practice and understanding, and, on the other hand, justifying his own faith-

commitment in the face of such moral and intellectual challenges for which he did not 

have adequate answers. In another instance, as we sat in a local café chatting over a cup 

of tea, Amin brought up the recent Atlantic article about the “Islamic-ness” of ISIS, 

which he had found very unsettling. While he felt that the general argument of the piece 

was inaccurate, he admitted that he struggled in particular with the issue of slavery, as 

he had no easy answers to the dilemmas posed by the texts and histories surrounding 

this issue. It was in this context that he said to me that the apologetics he was taught 

were no longer convincing to him. He went on, however, to explain and justify his 

ability to hold on to faith and a particular understanding of Islam, despite such 

struggles.  

Such exchanges highlight the way in which Amin often felt an implicit demand 

to justify his faith when faced with perspectives that challenged what he considered 

“orthodox Islam.” These exchanges also highlight a general pattern in his responses to 

this perceived need to justify his belief. While he would, at times, attempt to present 

some intellectual justifications in defense of authoritative communal understandings, in 
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most conversations he eventually came to a point in which he openly gave up on such 

attempts at justification.  

For instance, he would sometimes express how he didn’t have answers to the 

questions being raised and didn’t really know what to think.33 But, he would explain, the 

absence of answers did not “undermine [his] faith,” since for him faith was not about 

having a proper understanding of such doctrinal matters. Or, at other times he would 

respond more defensively, presenting a “faith-based” stance in which one ought to 

simply accept what “Islam says”, despite whatever reservations and confusions one has. 

This fideistic stance was expressed aptly by another conversation partner through the 

pithy statement, “I’m not convinced, I’ve just submitted.”34  

Accordingly, rather than trying to justify the reasonability of such doctrines, 

Amin would simply assert that this is the authoritative interpretation of Islam that he 

                                                      

33 In this regard, he seemed to express a similar attitude to what has been called a “conscientious pause,” in 

which one acknowledges their inability to make sense of something in scripture or tradition and reconciles it 

with other values and principles one is committed to, and instead simply postpones resolution of the issue 

until an answer presents itself.  
34 Fideism is a very widely espoused orientation in Islamic public discourse and preaching, which in theory 

places the doctrinal particularities of Islam beyond the realm of rational critique, and demands assent to 

them regardless of comprehension. It is seen as a direct implication of accepting the truth of revelation. This 

perspective presents an important distinction between intellectual justification, at the level of religious 

foundations, versus doctrinal particularities. Such a perspective allows one to maintain a commitment to the 

general rationality of Islam, while also holding that reason cannot explain all the particular doctrines of the 

religion. In reality, however, the project of rational justification does extend in many ways to doctrinal 

particularities as well. To begin with, such preachers do attempt in other contexts to provide intellectual 

justifications for the particular doctrines of Islam. These preachers thus provide reasons why the rules and 

doctrines of Islam make sense and are reasonable, while also emphasizing that we cannot fully rely on our 

rational determinations in this regard. Beyond this, it is also important to recognize that individuals and 

communities inevitably interpret scriptural sources, and tradition, and construct their vision of “Islam” 

within the bounds of what they consider to be good, decent, and reasonable, even when they actively hold 

on to a fideistic stance. I unpack this point further in Chapter Six.  
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knows, and thus he makes a “leap of faith” to accept it as it is, despite his discomforts or 

reservations. Such responses exemplify a pattern of thought and broader framework 

through which Amin has responded to the demand of intellectually justifying his beliefs. 

Despite acutely feeling the pressure to justify his faith in such situations, Amin has 

regularly resisted this pressure and sought to avoid this demand. Instead, he has 

articulated a commitment to faith that did not rely on such intellectual justifications.  

4.2.2 From Justifying Faith to “Leaping to Allah” 

In the course of these exchanges, it became clear that Amin’s resistance to 

justifying his views on these doctrinal issues has been based on his experiences with 

faith and justification a number of years earlier. Having taken the demand of intellectual 

justification quite seriously in prior years, he now found it to be both an unattainable 

and unproductive ideal, he explained on a number of occasions. During his time in 

college in particular, Amin felt that the attempt at intellectually grounding his religious 

belief had undermined his faith as a lived form of life. In many of our conversations, he 

often referred back to this experience as a formative moment that served as an important 

lesson that guided his current engagement with Islam. 

Like many people, after having spent his adolescence in a tight-knit Muslim 

community where the basics of Islam were always taken for granted, and the emphasis 

was on practice, Amin decided upon attending college that he wanted to explore 

religion on a more intellectual or academic level. This was partly a reaction, he 
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explained once, to a teacher in Islamic school who warned the students against studying 

religion and philosophy in college, as it would confuse them and undermine their faith. 

Having internalized the normative expectation that religious belief should be rationally 

grounded and intellectually defensible, Amin found this to be a rather narrow-minded 

and “backwards” mindset. In addition to engaging in the secularist discourse that is 

deeply embedded in college settings and demands rational justification of belief, Amin 

was also deeply influenced by the Islamic revivalist discourse on the rationality of Islam. 

“I grew up with the MAS-model of Islam,” he told me on more than one occasion, 

referring to the national revivalist organization.35 The MAS-Boston chapter has had an 

increasingly influential presence in the Greater Boston area for almost two decades.36 

Even beyond the direct activities and membership of the organization itself, the wider 

revivalist Islamic discourse and practice that MAS represents deeply permeates through 

Islamic communal life in the Boston area. Amin’s religious upbringing and formation 

took place in the context of this revivalist ethos. Before immigrating to the United States, 

his father was deeply involved in similar revivalist groups, and upon settling in the US 

he joined communities with similar commitments. Amin acquired his understanding of 

                                                      

35 The Muslim American Society (MAS) is an Islamic revivalist organization movement that was founded in 

1993. The grassroots organization has around 40 chapters all over the United States, each chapter bringing 

local people together for community-building, religious education, spiritual practice, and social activism. 
36 The most obvious example of this influence is in the fact that MAS is entirely responsible for running the 

ISBCC, the most prominent mosque in the Boston area. Furthermore, the past two Senior Imams at the 

ISBCC —Suhaib Webb and Yasir Fahmy, both of whom are nationally renowned leaders and preachers—

were both active MAS members who were then sponsored by the organization to pursue their Islamic 

studies at Al-Azhar University in Egypt. For a more in-depth history and analysis, see Young, “Islamic 

Identity.” 
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Islam from this communal environment in which the “MAS-model” of Islamic 

revivalism was central. It was this revivalist ethos that was the primary source of Amin’s 

sense of a demand to find intellectual justification for his beliefs. In fact, in our 

conversations he often framed his current rejection of this demand as a resistance to the 

expectation in “the Muslim community” that one must rationally ground their faith. He 

noted on a couple occasions how instead he found inspiration in the views of many of 

his Christian friends, given their willingness to recognize that faith is not necessarily a 

rational decision but a leap. “The rhetoric we were taught growing up about faith being 

rational is counterproductive,” he told me, as it gives people false expectations of what 

they can rationally prove. It may be said then, that while revivalist preaching 

confidently claims that an individual can and must arrive at the truth of the foundations 

of faith through their reason, Amin’s own intellectual explorations led him to be much 

more ambivalent about this imperative.  

 In reaction to the warning by his Islamic school-teacher, Amin deliberately began 

to take courses in philosophy and Islamic Studies. “I started engaging in all this 

intellectual stuff,” he said, examining all the “big questions” (the meaning of life, ethics, 

the existence of God, and so on) from non-Islamic philosophical perspectives. By 

studying Islam academically, he was exposed to a critical examination of fundamental 

issues like the divinity of the Qur’an, as well as many other aspects of Islamic history 

and tradition that were unfamiliar or contrary to what he had been taught. It seemed to 
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him at the time that the more he studied, the more convoluted things seemed to become. 

Not only was he not finding the answers and intellectual stability he was looking for, 

but more importantly, all this intellectual exploration was not helping him become the 

kind of person he wanted to be, or live the kind of life he wanted to live. “It just was not 

good for me, all the intellectual stuff wasn’t working. It wasn’t making me a good 

person,” he explained.  

At this point, two things happened concurrently that Amin recalls as turning 

points, leading him to re-conceptualize his approach to faith and decide that he “didn’t 

want to play philosopher anymore.” On the one hand, his father noticed that Amin’s 

spiritual practice was falling, and told him that in his own experience, while he is able to 

question many things, there are certain things that he keeps separate and does not 

question (such as the Qur’an being the word of God). Those are his “foundations” in life 

that he simply lives by; he does not interrogate them, and keeps a “very firm barrier” 

around them. At around the same time, Amin was also exposed through his coursework 

to Kierkegaard’s writings on the concept of the “knight of faith” and faith having to be a 

“leap” that defies the expectations of objective rationality. For Amin the notion was not 

just to take an intellectual leap and accept certain things as true, but more importantly, it 

was an active leap into a certain way of living life. “So I made a leap to affirm the truth 

of these foundations, to build my life around them, and to live those foundations out … 

I leap to Allah.”  
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With that process of reasoning, Amin began to shift his primary focus and 

energy away from intellectual reflection, and towards living out the form of life built 

upon these foundations through embodied, devotional practice. He came to see the 

demand of intellectually justifying one’s religious commitments and convictions to be 

futile and counter-productive. “That’s not what faith is about,” he concluded. Faith for 

Amin is about a devotional orientation towards lived life. This orientation is firmly 

rooted in his life experiences, and the demand to rationally justify that orientation 

undermines that which is known experientially. He thus narrates his commitment to this 

form of life as a “leap” and trusts in his intuitive, experiential knowledge.  

When confronted in our exchanges with concerns about gender-justice that push 

against authoritative communal determinations of what Islam is, Amin’s instinct was to 

turn to the same approach and logic of resolving the demand of justification: he insisted 

that faith is not something that has to, or can be fully justified, and that what is more 

important is engagement with the devotional form of life, authorized by this communal 

understanding of Islam. 

4.3 The Dilemmas of Objectivism 

Amin’s story highlights a number of important themes that need to be explored. 

We have already examined the discursive background that gives rise to the heightened 

consciousness of the imperative to justify one’s faith. At this point, it must also be asked: 

what is it that made Amin feel (like many others) that the imperative of rational 
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justification was seemingly impossible to achieve? How is rational justification 

conceptualized such that it leads to this perceived need for a “leap of faith”? What is the 

source of this dilemma? In order to understand these issues, it will be helpful to return 

to the revivalist discourses that have informed Amin’s engagement with Islam. 

Returning to the commentary on this subject by Yasir Fahmy (the Imam of 

ISBCC) is a helpful point of departure. On numerous occasions in his preaching, 

particularly during the abovementioned series on seeking knowledge, Fahmy has cited a 

Qur’anic verse that is frequently referenced by many preachers in elucidating the level 

of conviction demanded by Islamic faith. The first portion of the verse reads, “So know 

(fa`lam) that there is no true deity but God” [47:19]. Fahmy and many other preachers 

cite this phrase in order to highlight that what is demanded of believers is not mere belief 

in religious truths, but knowledge. In so doing, he is not only relying on commonsense 

notions in English regarding the difference between belief and knowledge; he is also 

alluding to the distinction made in the kalām tradition (whose authority he often 

invokes) between beliefs that qualify as “knowledge” (`ilm or ma`rifa) and those that do 

not. A belief only qualifies as knowledge when the individual holding this belief has 

certainty (yaqīn) about it based on evidence and proper reasoning (dalīl and nadhar 

saḥīḥ), as opposed to belief based on unfounded conjecture, mere opinion, or 
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conformity.37 Thus the emphasis on the word “know” in this reading of the Qur’anic 

verse demands that people’s faith be justified by being based on clear evidence and 

reasoning. It is in this vein that Fahmy states (as quoted earlier): 

Allah doesn’t want us to be simple blind followers. He wants us to be objective 

believers, who know what they are following …. I believe the Creator sent us a 

Prophet, and there are plenty of proofs to prove the existence of prophecy …. 

What is the miracle that the Prophet brought? The miracle of the Qur’ān is an 

intellectual miracle. Analyze it, observe it. So have confidence in what you 

believe in. You’re standing on firm objective grounds ….This is serious belief, 

built on proof.38  

 

The crucial claim that Fahmy advances here is that belief must be objective. While he 

does not closely attend to what such objectivity precisely entails or requires, he does 

point to the centrality of proof. In order for one’s belief to be objectively based on solid 

knowledge, they must be able to prove the truth of their belief.  

The work of the earlier scholar-activist Ismā`īl al-Fārūqī provides a further sense 

of this objectivism advanced by Islamic revivalists. Al-Fārūqī’s views on Islam and 

reason are powerfully articulated in one of his seminal works, on the fundamental 

concept of divine unity in Islam, titled Al Tawḥīd: Its Implications for Thought and Life. In a 

chapter that deals with the nature of īmān, he begins by describing the Christian and 

post-Christian notion of “faith” in the West, which is understood to be “an act, a 

                                                      

37 See for example Al-Bajuri, Jawharatul tawhid, Taftazani’s Sharh al-Maqasid, or Ghazali responding to this 

standard kalām position in Iljam, 65. Also see Frank, 42-44.  
38 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lC_8EoW_9Vo&t=1718s  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lC_8EoW_9Vo&t=1718s
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decision, by which a person resolves to accept as true that which is scandalon (stumbling 

block to the mind).”39 He concludes in light of this that: 

The Muslim should never call his īmān ‘belief’ or ‘faith’. When used in a general 

sense, these English words carry today within them an implication of untruth, of 

probability, of doubt and suspicion . . . .Obviously this is the exact opposite of 

the meaning of the term īmān . . . . Īmān and yaqīn [certainty] are synonymous 

terms. Before yaqīn one may deny, and may question, the truth. But when yaqīn is 

present, the truth is as established and convincing as sensory evidence. It has 

become indubitable; the only response possible to the person who continues to 

doubt is Voila! (see here for yourself!). Yaqīn therefore is certainly [sic] of the 

truth, as apodeictic as it can come. Īmān is hence “conviction”, absolutely free of 

doubt of probability, of guessing and uncertainty. It is not an act, not a decision, 

not a resolution to accept, or put one’s trust in, that which is not known to be 

true, a wager to place one’s fortune in this rather than that basket. Imān is 

something that happens to man, when the truth, the factuality of an object strikes 

him in the face and convinces him beyond doubt of its truth. It is of the nature of 

a geometrical conclusion which, given the anteceding premises, one recognizes 

its truth and inevitability . . . .  

Unlike the faith of the Christians, the īmān of Islam is truth given to the mind, not 

to man’s credulity. The truths, or prepositions [sic], of īmān are not mysteries, 

stumbling blocks, unknowable and unreasonable but critical and rational. They 

have been subjected to doubt and emerged from the testing confirmed and 

established as true. No more pleading on their behalf is necessary . . . . The 

reasonableness of Islam consists in its appeal to the mind at its critical best. Islam 

is not afraid of counterevidence nor does it operate in secret, exercising its appeal 

to some “gut” feeling, some “inner” doubt and uncertainty, some wishful anxiety 

or desire for the realities to be otherwise than they actually are. The claim of 

Islam is public. It is addressed to reason, seeking to convince it of the truth, 

rather than to overwhelm it with the incomprehensible.40 

 

Although al-Fārūqī does not use the language of “objectivity” like Fahmy does, his 

extensive claims about the rational foundations of īmān offer a helpful framework of 

                                                      

39 Al Tawhid,, 39 
40 Ibid 40-41 



 

251 

what is meant by such invocations of objectivity. Al-Fārūqī emphasizes that īmān cannot 

be based on “probability” or “guessing,” nor simply a “resolution to accept, or put one’s 

trust in, that which is not known to be true.” Thus the “truths of īmān” cannot be 

affirmed without real knowledge; knowledge must precede faith. And he characterizes 

this knowledge as demonstrative or “apodictic,” analogous to a “geometric conclusion” 

that one arrives at on the basis of already-accepted premises. This is a conclusion that 

has been “subjected to doubt” and “counterevidence,” and has “emerged from the 

testing confirmed and established as true.” Finally, he stresses that this “claim of Islam is 

public”—that is, that such critical scrutiny is equally accessible to everyone. 

Al-Fārūqī’s extensive discussion exhibits clear parallels with Myron Penner’s 

description of the “modern epistemological paradigm” that informs modern religious 

apologetics. This paradigm demands that rational justification of belief conform to what 

Penner terms the “objective-universal-neutral complex”, which he describes in the 

following way: 

Reason is internal to (and possessed only by) human beings in a way that is 

universal, objective, and neutral. Because of this, any rational person may judge 

the worthiness of any other belief. As universal, every reasonable human being 

possesses the ability to access the rational grounds of belief; as objective, every 

reasonable person possesses the ability to assess the grounds for belief; and as 

neutral, every reasonable person possesses the authority to judge the merits of any 

belief. It is this combination which, in the end, forms an imperative that every 

person must justify each and every belief—and, I should add, has a moral duty to 
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accept only those beliefs genuinely known.41  

 
This objectivist paradigm thus demands that one arrive at belief not through already 

accepted presuppositions, but through a process of reasoning that is neutral and 

universal, in that everyone is equally capable of accessing and assessing this reasoning. 

The implication seems to be that one should affirm the truths of religion based on 

“public reason”—publically shared standards of what is reasonable and rational.42 The 

rhetoric of American Muslim preachers and public intellectuals seemingly presents a 

similar objectivist standard through which individuals are expected to affirm at faith.  

 What this objectivist rhetoric overlooks, however, is the way in which our 

reasoning operates within tradition-specific parameters. That is, there are no universal 

standards of reason that “all rational people” share, and no neutral “public reason” that 

                                                      

41 Penner, End of Apologetics, 32.  
42 While I find Penner’s characterization of this ideological construal of reason and belief very useful, I resist 

the suggestion in his work (as well as much of the work in this body of literature) that this conception of 

reason and demand for rational justification is something radically new. Instead, I think there is ample 

evidence of both historical continuities and discontinuities, such that modern discursive and social 

conditions make earlier discourses take on a new life. We do see in medieval kalām for instance a concern 

with objectivist grounding of faith and justification for one’s belief so that it can be certain knowledge. 

Scholars of kalām were deeply concerned with demonstrating the truth of Islamic revelation in a way that 

avoided unfounded presuppositions and circularity. Their model of reasoning builds up from “immediate” 

(ḍarūrī) knowledge (axiomatic as well as sensory data) to arrive at new knowledge through deductive 

reasoning. Such immediate knowledge leads one to a cosmological system, through which one can arrive by 

further deductive reasoning at knowledge of God, and then knowledge of the truth of revelation and 

prophethood. See Weiss, Search for God’s Law, 37-43, 70-79. Strict rationalists in this tradition, such as al-

Amidi, Al-Taftazani, or the early al-Razi, do not permit non-discursive sources of knowledge such as 

mystical unveiling to count as rational evidence, since they cannot be assessed objectively. This tradition 

thus clearly evinces similar aspirations of objective knowledge. 

I agree with narratives of a shift, however, insofar as this impulse is arguably greatly exaggerated and more 

widespread in the modern secular condition. The objectivist framework of kalām seemed to have been an 

abstract academic debate on the part of kalām scholars without much relevance to lay people. In the secular 

context I have been discussing, religion becomes much more fully understood as a matter of individual 

affirmation and the demand of justification thus becomes significantly heightened. 
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does not already presuppose a particular cultural-intellectual tradition. As Macintyre 

has powerfully argued, “there is no standing ground, no place for enquiry, no way to 

engage in the practices of advancing, evaluating, accepting, and rejecting reasoned 

argument apart from what is provided by some particular tradition or other.”43 Rather 

than there being some neutral framework —shared by all and independent of any 

particular tradition—instead each particular tradition “has its own standards of 

reasoning; each provides its own background beliefs.”44  

In light of this insight, we can see that the goal of having objective justification 

for one’s belief is met with an inherent dilemma. The objectivist aspiration seeks to 

demonstrate the truth of Islam by appealing to “public reason”. Yet if one appeals to 

standards and presuppositions external to their own religious tradition, this will not be a 

value-neutral framework, rather it will reflect the normative commitments and 

conceptual schemes of another tradition that is perceived as neutral and objective 

because it is the dominant framework in that particular cultural milieu. This appeal to 

an external background framework can therefore undermine the very tradition one is 

attempting to validate. 

The dilemma inherent in the attempt at objective justification is exemplified by 

Amin’s narrative about his explorations of religion in college. To study Islam in a 

                                                      

43 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 350. 
44 Ibid., 351.  
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secular, academic context—which does not presuppose religious truths, adopting 

instead a historicist framework of inquiry for instance—led him to a variety of 

intellectual dilemmas and struggles, as he was presented with information and 

perspectives that challenged foundational doctrines of faith (such as the status of the 

Qur’an). To attempt to validate faith on the basis of this academic framework led to 

uncertainty and instability, since this tradition of reasoning only served to highlight the 

indeterminacy of such matters. Therefore, the expectation that justification should be 

based on “public reason”—presumably shared neutral grounds and criteria of reasoning 

that are equally compelling and valid for all people, beyond merely a given particular 

religious community— can itself become destabilizing for many, as the standards of 

public reason do not necessarily confirm religious truths, as might be expected. Rather, 

these standards reflect the reasoning of another intellectual tradition. It is precisely an 

awareness of these dilemmas, for instance, that leads Muslim preachers to persistently 

caution their communities about where they seek Islamic knowledge, and warn them 

about the dangers of the academic study of Islam in American colleges. 

The challenge of grounding faith on the basis of “objective” academic study led 

Amin to his realization that he must simply “leap” to affirm these foundations and live 

them out. This abandonment of an objectivist aspiration led him to a more experiential 

and presuppositional grounding of conviction (as we shall see further below). Having 

undertaken a “leap of faith” to accept these foundations, he could then pursue inquiries 
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into Islam from within this particular tradition and framework, rather than attempting 

to analyze them, based on an external gaze. For instance, about a year after the bulk of 

the abovementioned exchanges, Amin began attending a local course at the mosque on 

the study of the Qur’an. Being more firmly grounded in this presuppositional 

conviction—while also studying with someone whose religious and scholarly authority 

he trusts, and who functions within a faith-based frame of reference—Amin mentioned 

to me that the evidences of the Qur’an’s authenticity and preservation that they studied 

in the class were providing him with deeper certainty in his faith. While Amin felt 

unable to confidently affirm the foundations of his faith when initially studying this 

same subject with a different mindset—one that sought to justify his beliefs based on 

supposedly neutral, objective, or external standards of analysis–the later approach 

(which takes faith as an experiential given) made it possible for him to achieve 

intellectual justification and confirmation of his faith. 

 Such experiences and perspectives highlight the internal tension in the religious 

demand for objective justification of faith. This internal tension is particularly 

pronounced in a minoritarian context where “objectivity” or “public reason” is 

identified with dominant standards of reason, external to that particular tradition. While 

this religious discourse makes claims to objectivism, there is also a strong dimension of 

presuppositionalism and circularity built into the discourse as well, as preachers and 

intellectuals emphasize the necessity of adopting a particular paradigm of reason, take 
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certain facts and narratives for granted, and warn against adopting intellectual 

frameworks that would undermine faith. Such appeals to rational justification of faith 

thus typically presuppose the framework that they claim to be setting out to objectively 

prove.  

An illuminating example of this dynamic of ambivalence can be found in the 

public remarks of the national scholar and preacher, Yasir Qadhi. On the one hand, 

Qadhi’s public discourse (like the other preachers explored above) emphasizes the 

importance of grounding the foundations of faith in reason. For instance, in a 2014 

lecture to a youth gathering organized by MSA (Muslim Students’ Association), Qadhi 

addressed the problem of Muslims doubting and leaving Islam. In so doing, he 

emphasized the limitations of reason, asserting that people’s troubles and questions 

about Islam are a product of our own cultural context, rather than being grounded in 

some kind of objective reason. Reason, in fact, is not a consistent or reliable guide. 

Despite this cautionary message about reason, he nonetheless holds reason to be crucial 

in arriving at the foundations of faith. “Now does this mean that Islam has nothing to do 

with reason?” he asks rhetorically, and of course answers in the negative, recalling the 

many phrases wherein the Qur’an commands people to “think and ponder.” “It 

challenges non-Muslims, think! Is Islam true or not? Think! Is the Prophet true or not? 

Think! Is the Qur’an from Allah?” “Reason has a role and a place,” he states, and that is 

“to guide you to the fact that the Prophet is a prophet and the Qur’an is a book from 
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Allah.” People’s doubts and questions about Islam, however, primarily revolve around 

minor issues of a legal nature, he says, which is an invalid approach: “We do not judge 

the validity of a religion based upon the minutiae laws … That’s not how we judge 

Islam. We judge Islam based on theology. On purpose of life, on the fact that the Qur’an 

is a book from Allah, the miracle of the Qur’an.”45 Comments such as these seem to 

assume a shared standard of reason by which all people can arrive at the truth of Islam.  

In a more specialized and private discussion on another occasion, however, 

Qadhi’s reflections present less confidence about the ability of objective reason to justify 

these basic foundations. In response to a question about pursuing Islamic Studies in the 

West, Qadhi speaks about his own experience of pursuing a Ph.D. in Islamic Studies at 

Yale after 10 years of studying in Madinah. “I’ll be honest with you … The shubūhāt 

[doubts, uncertainties] I was exposed to at Yale, some of them I still don’t have answers 

to … It was not easy.” He explains the source of this difficulty as being the paradigm of 

“Western education” that “historicizes and contextualizes” everything, and thus “forces 

you to rethink” the entire edifice of tradition that you have “inherited”. In response to 

this challenge, he states:  

I had to draw a line that I’m not going to compromise, and that line for me was 

the Qur’ān. And it still is . . . . Because the moment you begin to historicize the 

Qur’ān, in my opinion, then you have nothing . . . . If you do go down this route, 

then honestly, like I said, you have no stability left at all. And you can take the 

same ‘uṣūl [principles] that I’ve taken to `aqīdah [creed], you could take it to the 

                                                      

45 See https://youtu.be/QquxoKtTb9M  

https://youtu.be/QquxoKtTb9M
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Qur’ān if you wanted to, but for me this is a theological line, that I know the 

Qur’ān is the waḥī [revelation] that Allah sent to our Prophet Muhammad. And I 

decided that I’m not going to compromise on this belief . . . .  Now, where did I 

get this line from? It’s not scientific, I have to admit, it’s theological. But there’s 

got to be a theological jump of faith.46 
 

Thus we find Qadhi, similarly to Amin, turning to the notion of a “leap” (or “jump” as 

he put it here) in the face of the indeterminacy of academic explorations into these 

religious foundations.  

In further explaining what he means by such a leap of faith, Qadhi goes on to cite 

a number of phrases from the Qur’ān that highlight the importance of submission, or 

taslīm. “There’s got to be some point where you say, you know what … I might not 

understand it,” but must still assent to its truth. Then in response to a follow-up 

question about how we should respond to these doubts, he explains that “the answers to 

these shubūhāt are not `aqlī [rational] . . . . There are answers that are fiṭrī.”47 The notion of 

“fiṭra” mentioned here refers to the theological concept of a natural, or inborn 

predisposition to the truth, as Qadhi explains elsewhere.48 In a different, short video clip 

intended for a mass public audience, Qadhi describes the fiṭra as the “purity of the soul, 

the conscience, . . . the spiritual DNA that Allah created each and every human being 

                                                      

46 “Inheriting a Complex World with Sheikh Dr Yasir Qadhi 15 May 2015” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gsIijPI4hU8 
47 Ibid., 
48 Qadhi is influenced in this discussion by the second most celebrated medieval scholar in modern Islamic 

revivalism (alongside al-Ghazālī), Taqi al Din Ibn Taymiyyah, who is central to the curriculum in Madinah 

where Qadhi studied, and about whom he wrote his doctoral dissertation. See p.233 of the dissertation for 

linguistic discussion of the concept of fitra, and 234-284 for an in-depth discussion of its uses and conceptual 

understanding among various theologians and Ibn Taymiyya in particular. Yasir Kazi, “Reconciling Reason 

and Revelation.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gsIijPI4hU8
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upon. When that fiṭra is pure, and that person is sincere, then the fact of the matter is 

that that fiṭra is like a faculty that is more powerful than hearing, seeing, and thinking 

combined.”49 Returning to the private discussion, he goes on to provide the existence of 

God as an example (among others, such as the problem of evil) of a matter that is known 

“primarily” through this innate fiṭra that God put in us, and not purely or even 

predominantly through reason. “It’s engrained in us. I can’t prove it to you … but it’s 

there. I cannot answer every shubhah [doubt] from an `aqlī [rational] perspective . . . . 

There has to be a time where, as I said, you just say, ‘sami`nā wa aṭa`nā’ [‘we hear and we 

obey,’ a commonly invoked Qur’anic phrase].” The “fiṭrī response” is therefore to “just 

stop” at some point and recognize that “I’m not going to go anywhere by thinking more 

about this issue.”50 

Qadhi’s response to the problem of academic doubt identifies both the truth of 

the Qur’ān and the existence of God as matters that one ultimately has to accept “on 

faith” as an absolute given. His notion of a “leap of faith” is one in which one must 

                                                      

49 “How Do You Know God Exists? | Yasir Qadhi | AlMaghrib Institute” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qYmPo21nR8o&t=5s  
50 There is an interesting and important slippage or conflation in these comments, between the notion of 

fideistic assent to something that is not understood, (which he discusses as “submission” or a “leap of 

faith”), and the notion of fiṭra that he mentions. Drawing on Ibn Tamiyya, he is using the notion of fiṭra as an 

epistemological concept pointing to a deeply engrained human faculty that allows humans to perceive the 

truth clearly as truth, in a commonsense fashion, rather than through deliberate rational demonstration. The 

notion of perceiving something as commonsense is distinct, however, from the fideistic idea that the mind 

confronts doubts that it does not have answers to and thus simply assents to the truth without 

understanding. These seem to be two distinct matters, yet Qadhi moves between them seamlessly, 

presenting his argument about the fiṭra as a “leap of faith.” See Qadhi’s dissertation, Kazi, “Reconciling 

Reason and Revelation,” and Anjum, Politics, Law, 215-32. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qYmPo21nR8o&t=5s
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simply submit to the truth of these religious foundations as self-evident, without being 

able to demonstrate their validity. Like Amin, Qadhi holds these fundamental 

foundations as something around which one must create theological red-lines, or walls, 

to protect them from the critical intellectual inquiry that can undermine faith. This 

stance contrasts with his public lecture mentioned above, in which such foundational 

issues are presented as the basis upon which Islam is affirmed, through reason.51 

While Amin found inspiration in this stance from Christian peers and 

philosophers, Qadhi is influenced by his study of the celebrated medieval theologian Ibn 

Tamiyyah, who critiques excessive “ta`ammuq” [delving in-depth] in rational reflection 

about matters of theology, particularly using standards of reason that are external to that 

of revelation. Such reliance on “independent” rationality only leads one to perplexity 

and confusion, and thus one should avoid the impulse to over-intellectualizing and 

rather rely on the fiṭra. Ibn Taymiyyah is similar in this regard to other luminary figures 

                                                      

51 We can see a similar dynamic in the work of Ismā`īl al-Fārūqī. We have seen how al-Fārūqī presents īmān 

as something that must be confirmed and justified through reason, which must be neutral and equally 

available to everyone simply by virtue of their rationality (and thus the standards of reason must stand 

outside and independent of the “truths of īmān”). On the other hand, however, īmān is presented later in 

this discussion as a presuppositional given that serves as the grounds for all other knowledge. Al-Fārūqī 

cites al-Ghazālī in asserting that īmān is a “first principle” that “puts all other data and facts in perspective,” 

and is thus “the grounding for a rational interpretation of the universe.” Thus while īmān was presented 

earlier as the inevitable conclusion of an objectively rational search for truth, he then claims that īmān 

“indeed is the first principle of rationality.”  In making this point, he utilizes a passage from al-Ghazālī’s 

abovementioned Munqidh Min al-Ḍalāl, which asserts that he could not ground reason and rational evidence 

in anything and thus cure his radical skepticism, until God granted him īmān which secured these rational 

foundations.  In this way, Al-Fārūqī shifts seamlessly and without comment from discussing īmān as the 

objective conclusion of rational inquiry, to presenting īmān as the basis of reason itself. This seemingly 

unconscious circularity—on the part of someone who presents a very exacting position on intellectual 

justification—reflects the tensions regarding the notion of faith as objectively justified. 
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in the Sunni theological tradition, such as al-Ghazālī or Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, who also 

eventually arrive at a similar stance of philosophical skepticism about the ability of 

independent reason to ultimately provide one with foundational grounds of certainty.52 

For all three figures, their responses to this skepticism range from mystical discipline 

and more mundane spiritual experiences, to the sui generis quality and power of the 

Qur’an as God’s speech.53 These in some ways are all elements of Amin’s experiential 

grounding of certainty that I discuss below. Thus the turn to a “leap of faith” evidenced 

in Amin’s narrative and Qadhi’s preaching relies on experiential sources of validation of 

faith, acquired through devotional practice. 

                                                      

52 For these figures, this skepticism is about delving in-depth (ta`ammuq) like Qadhi mentioned, or what is at 

times referred to as tafṣīlī [detailed] knowledge. In contrast, they held that, for the masses, it sufficed to have 

ijmālī arguments, which basically amount to basic gestures towards proof, such as that which both al-Rāzī 

and al-Ghazālī say about the method of the Quran, rather than going into detailed analysis of all the 

different premises and points of contention. This produces firm conviction in a context where such truths 

are validated by experience, there is no actual real live option aside from this, and individuals won’t really 

be exposed to competing arguments in any depth. There is thus a deep presuppositional knowledge in that 

context that makes it true, regardless of intellectual confusions. What is different about the contemporary 

secular condition, however, is the presence of the public sphere, the accessibility of knowledge, and 

education of the laity. Individuals can thus easily be exposed to the arguments of multiple sides, in as much 

depth as they are interested in pursuing, or at times even if they are not interested such arguments impose 

themselves on people. They therefore have to contend with those different discourses and frameworks, 

which can much more easily lead to confusion and perplexity. I argue that this condition leads to an 

increased importance and emphasis on what I term “devotional absorption,” which I discuss in the 

following section. 
53 In addition to Qadhi’s dissertation on Ibn Taymiyya, see Ovamir Anjum for a comparative overview of the 

epistemological views of these three figures, and Ibn Taymiyyah’s response to the early rationalism and 

later skepticism of al-Ghazālī and al-Rāzī. For a more in-depth discussion of al-Rāzī’s later “epistemological 

pessimism”, see Ayman Shihadeh’s essay “Mystic and Sceptic” and Chapter Four of his Teleological Ethics.  
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4.4 Confirming Faith Through Experience 

The tension between objectivism and presuppositionalism is even more clearly 

reflected in the widespread invocation of devotional practice and experience as the basis 

upon which to justify faith and confirm the truth of Islam. For such invocation of 

devotional experience as proof is already premised on accepting those religious 

foundations one seeks to prove.  

This tension was exemplified in a comment by the nationally renowned scholar-

preacher, Zaid Shaker, at a fundraising event for the ISBCC. As I walked into the 

overcrowded banquet hall and nudged my way through the crowds and tables looking 

for a place to sit, I finally saw my friend Zainab a few tables away. We were attending 

the first major fundraising iftar for the Boston Islamic Seminary, the “phase two” project 

of the ISBCC, as we were both curious as to how the seminary project was being 

envisioned. While Zainab and I whispered together throughout the event, commenting 

on various things we were noticing about the project and the message of the speakers, 

there was one brief comment in particular that stood out for me. 

Given his role as co-founder of Zaytuna College, Zaid Shakir served as the 

keynote guest speaker for the banquet. He spoke of the immense importance of 

developing communal institutions of higher learning and knowledge such as this one, 

since our religion has always been “based on knowledge.” He went on to critique our 

modern civilization’s spiritually impoverished materialism, pointing to this as the 
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reason why there are so many crises of faith among Muslims. “Because we are just 

focused on this —” he said forcefully, knocking on the wooden podium in front of him, 

thus highlighting our cultural confinement to the material and physical realm. At this 

point, Imam Zaid provocatively asserted: “You should tell your atheist friend—go 

pretend to believe for 10 years, act like you believe, and then you will begin to realize 

and have insight into God’s reality.” 

In addressing the intellectual challenges to faith leveled by secularist critics, 

Shaker appeals to the experiential knowledge one acquires through extended devotional 

practice. Shaker’s wording, however, implicitly highlights the way in which such 

experiential knowledge cannot be seen as “objective evidence” for faith, as he insists that 

one can arrive at such experience only if they “pretend to believe” for ten years; the act 

of pretending to believe, however, already entails a commitment that cannot be 

considered “objective”. His statement seemingly asserts that, in order to confirm the 

truth of Islam, one has to be committed to its truth, which will then allow one to acquire 

experiences that confirm this belief. His remark thus seems to highlight (whether 

intentionally or not) the way in which experiential confirmation of faith presupposes 

acceptance of that which one seeks to validate in the first place. 

Amin’s reflections and experiences more fully exemplify this 

presuppositionalism. We have seen how he responded to the (seemingly unattainable) 

demand of objective justification of faith by conceptualizing faith as requiring a “leap”. 
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Amin did not conceive of this, however, as merely an intellectual leap to accept these 

beliefs as true. Rather, he spoke of it as a practical leap into actively engaging and living 

out an Islamic form of life. “So I made a leap to affirm the truth of these foundations, to 

build my life around them, and to live those foundations out,” he said. “I leap to Allah.” 

Thus for Amin, to leap is an ongoing commitment to engage in a kind of practice, rather 

than simply being a matter of willful credulity. 

Since the time I met him, Amin has been consistently engrossed in his efforts at 

deepening his devotional practice and ritual engagement with Islam. These were 

concerns that he talked about regularly, and he explicitly linked such devotional practice 

to avoiding the trap of endless “intellectualizing” about faith that leads to uncertainty 

and instability in faith. For instance, as we sat in a café one day drinking coffee and 

discussing our respective past experiences with religious questioning, he deliberately 

altered the direction of the conversation at some point, explaining that he generally 

avoids this kind of reflection most of the time, since it “doesn’t really help with 

anything.” He instead focuses on simply trying to build up his īmān, he told me. He 

specifically told me about a “`ibādah journal” that he and his best friend have been 

keeping. He explained how, one day, his friend just asked him out of the blue, “how are 

your fajrs [pre-dawn prayers]?” Their ensuing conversation gave them the idea of 

keeping a detailed journal about their daily ṣalāh—did you do each prayer, did you do it 

on time, and so on. “And it’s actually been getting better,” he told me, “because just 
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having data helps, to see how you’re progressing or not. It helps you keep up with it.” 

Now that his prayers have been improving, he said, he is just trying to do ten minutes of 

reciting the Qur’ān every day. “It’s hard to do, but I’m trying.” 

The desire to be connected to the Qur’an has been a central preoccupation for 

him. A few months after the abovementioned meeting, we were sitting together on the 

floor of a small mosque eating lunch at a festive community gathering, and the topic of 

studying languages came up in conversation. His top priority of course, he told me, has 

been to learn Arabic, as he wants to be able to engage directly with the Qur’an. He 

mentioned how the popular preacher Nouman Ali Khan talks extensively about the 

importance of knowing enough Arabic so that you can directly engage with the Qur’an 

yourself. He has thus been attending classes at the local mosque from time to time, and 

also following Khan’s online lessons, to try and build up his foundations. Mirroring the 

kind of discourse disseminated by Khan, he also frequently spoke passionately about the 

incredible beauty and majesty of the Arabic language, and how simply studying 

Qur’anic Arabic in this way makes him feel more spiritually connected. Beyond this 

desire to learn Arabic, he also explained during our gathering at the mosque, how he 

wanted to further develop his fluency in reciting the Qur’an and memorizing more of 

the Qur’an. Unfortunately, he explained at the time, he had been struggling to find 

someone to teach him. He was thus asking around among our friends to find a suitable 

teacher who could give him private lessons. Some months later, he found a teacher and 
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happily reported that his recitation was significantly improving due to regular 

instruction and practice.  

Amin’s attempt at confirming his faith in response to intellectual doubts, 

therefore, has revolved around an engagement in devotional practice. Instead of seeking 

an objective rational basis through which to prove the truth of Islam, he primarily 

turned to experiential certainty, grounded in devotional practice. What is important to 

note, as I have highlighted above, is that such devotional experience is premised upon 

an already existing faith-commitment, and thus conflicts with the demand of “objective” 

justification. This experiential knowledge cannot simply be acquired by anyone, but 

rather demands that one already accept this religious system as a presuppositional 

framework and act upon that acceptance. Amin’s consistent appeal to the notion of a 

“leap of faith” is a particularly self-conscious adoption of this presuppositionalism. 

4.4.1 The “Fruits of Faith” 

Such appeals to devotional practice as a response to doubt and uncertainty are 

entirely commonplace in American Muslim religious discourse, as communities and 

preachers regularly invoke the centrality and power of spiritual experience as a 

testimony to the truth of their religious belief. For instance, in a very common question 

posed on the SeekersHub forum, one questioner sent the following inquiry:  

Assalam alaikum. I am very very distressed. I have a lot of doubts concerning 

my religion but I really don’t want to deal with them at all. I have no interest in 

leaving Islam and I only want to find again my peace of mind. What can I do to 
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free myself from these doubts? 

 

The responses to questions like this most often center on (or at least include) increasing 

one’s devotional practice. In this particular post, Shaykh Shuaib Ally responds to the 

questioner by reassuring them that “ebbs and flows” in faith are natural, and that one 

should take the “requisite steps that allow one to maintain a sustainable level of faith.” 

These are: having a daily schedule for reciting Qu’ran, remaining consistent with daily 

prayers, nurturing love of the Prophet, giving regularly in charity, giving thanks to God, 

spending time with righteous people, and asking God to increase one’s faith.54 

The importance and effect of the adoption of devotional practice lies in the 

experiential certitude that it provides. For instance, Mohamed Abutaleb—who featured 

in Chapter Three as an active community preacher in the Boston area over the past 

several years—stated in a Friday sermon on the concept of īmān that, “when you build 

your īmān, you start to feel and taste its sweetness. And so your life becomes a testament 

to the truth that you believe in …. The Prophet (salla Allahu `alayhi wa sallam) described, 

in the hadīth, īmān as having a flavor . . . ‘he has truly tasted the sweetness of faith.’”55  

This invocation of sweetness and taste—which is derived from important theorizations 

of faith and knowledge in “classical” Islamic theological discourse—is an important 

facet in much of the communal discourse on faith and doubt.  

                                                      

54 “What Can I Do to Strengthen and Increase My Faith?” http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2016/02/10/what-

can-i-do-to-strengthen-and-increase-my-faith/  
55 “Beyond Faith: The Concept of Eman in Islam.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OkTiSIxOPVo  

http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2016/02/10/what-can-i-do-to-strengthen-and-increase-my-faith/
http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2016/02/10/what-can-i-do-to-strengthen-and-increase-my-faith/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OkTiSIxOPVo
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As an additional example, returning to the SeekersHub forum, a lecture by 

Shaykh Waleam Mosaad was posted on their forum, entitled “Confronting Doubts & 

Atheism.” In the context of speaking about faith increasing and decreasing, Mosaad 

discusses how one can often “see signs that they interpret as giving them a greater 

certainty in the reality of the universe. When they perform certain ritual acts in Islam—

when they go to ḥajj and go to `umrah, or perhaps even after prayer and so forth—there 

is a type of ṭumu’nīnah, or a type of tranquility, that may descend upon their heart . . .  

So in this case, people may feel an increase [in faith]. So that’s quite normal for that 

increase and decrease.” He goes on to say that there is a “methodology” in the Islamic 

tradition to “stabilize” these fluctuations. Towards the end of the lecture, after having 

discussed various rational proofs for the existence of God, he states:  

But the firmest faith will be something that is even more immediate than some 

of these rational arguments that we’re talking about. And in fact when I talked 

earlier about the methodologies within the Muslim tradition for how to have a 

firmer faith, they’re not really based upon studying philosophy, or studying 

rational arguments, or studying logic . . . but it’s actually based upon having 

the most immediate type of faith, which is having a spiritual connection with 

God. Something that is more immediate to you than your own soul.”56  

 

Other resources attempt to provide a more detailed explanatory framework for 

this epistemic importance of devotion and spiritual experience. One example is a 

SeekersHub post  titled, “What Role Should the Intellect Play When Seeking God?” This 

is one of the most widely circulated “answers” about this topic on the SeekersHub 

                                                      

56 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WGAIdN52_kU&feature=youtu.be  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WGAIdN52_kU&feature=youtu.be
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forum, (which other responses on the website regularly reference). In this post, the 

questioner self-identifies as an “agnostic” who has become very interested in Islam. 

However, “certain aspects of religion, and these are not limited to Islam, are seemingly 

incompatible with my view of the universe.” The questioner explains at length that what 

they have in mind is belief in particular supernatural entities such as “angels, jinns, 

heaven, hell and the day of judgment.” They then go on to state: “I cannot simply 

submit to these beliefs; it would make me a hypocrite. Furthermore, I feel that refusing 

to use the capabilities of thought and reason given to me by God would be an insult to 

him.” The response to this question is given by Sidi Faraz A. Khan, who tries to 

contextualize the role of the intellect in relation to faith. He explains the nature of faith in 

the following way: 

Faith is rooted ultimately in what Islamic cosmology terms “the heart,” that is, 

the spiritual heart. This is the locus of belief for the human. It is the faculty 

within the human being that enables him to know the Divine, with a 

knowledge that results from submission, devotion, contentment in His decree, 

and gratitude. These are the means by which to reach knowledge of God, and 

they are the only means . . . . The intellect, as important and valuable as it is, is 

therefore not the only capacity with which the human can perceive truth. It 

alone can never reach true experiential knowledge of the Divine.57 

 

Thus for Khan, knowledge of God must be acquired experientially through the heart, 

which requires devotional practice and commitment. 

                                                      

57 http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2010/11/26/what-role-should-the-intellect-play-when-seeking-god/  

http://seekershub.org/ans-blog/2010/11/26/what-role-should-the-intellect-play-when-seeking-god/
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Similarly, a Yaqeen Institute publication on the existence of God also provides 

readers with a very similar framework of how to conceptualize firm conviction and 

knowledge of God:  

Knowledge of God resides primarily in the heart and is reinforced by reason, but 

it is not achieved and consolidated by reason alone. There must be an authentic 

religious experience, the acknowledgment of greater purpose and meaning to the 

universe, and the taste of spiritual fruits. The “light” of the knowledge of God is 

found in the guidance, spiritual direction, and the sense of peace that believers 

attain by practicing Islam. It can fill the spiritual void in all of us. The greatest 

proof for the existence and Lordship of Allah, then, is discovered in the visceral 

experiences of the heart through which the believers find comfort, inner-peace, 

moral education, and meaning in life—the spiritual fruits of true religion. 

Prophet Muhammad described spiritual contentment as the “sweetness of faith,” 

a fruit of true religion that is to be tasted and experienced. It involves authentic 

encounters with the divine by which a believer becomes grounded and certain in 

the truth of his or her faith. By tasting these spiritual fruits, the believers 

strengthen their conviction with every positive and meaningful experience. 

Knowledge of God is consolidated through these experiences much more 

effectively than through logical or philosophical argument. One reason this is the 

most effective method to strengthen faith, as demonstrated by cognitive 

scientists, is that the intensity of religious experiences makes them unforgettable. 

A believer who witnesses the benefits of spiritual practice in his or her life—day 

after day—will attain a level of certainty and tranquility that they would never 

consider abandoning. 

 

We may discern the way in which these discourses identify spiritual experience 

(both in mundane everyday events, as well as more special occurrences and 

experiences) as the most certain grounds to root one’s faith. In addition to being a very 

familiar theme of communal discourse, I saw this reflected deeply among conversation 

partners and community members in the Boston area, as people regularly spoke of the 

dimension of the “fruits of faith”: spiritual serenity, a sense of fulfillment and meaning 
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in life, and a connection with God experienced through devotional practice. We have 

noted how this is clearly illustrated in Amin’s reflections. Another instance was when 

an interlocutor and friend, Safia (whom I will discuss in more depth below), herself 

invoked the “Ghazalian model” wherein, recognizing the limits of the intellect, one 

relies instead on experience as the source of certainty. She spoke of one’s relationship 

with God and spiritual practice as that which provides real certainty, rather than just 

knowing it intellectually. In addition to these more mundane or everyday experiences 

of the “spiritual fruits” of faith, people also spoke of 

important life events that they experienced as “signs” 

pointing them towards God’s intervention in their 

lives, thus giving them stronger faith. All these are 

taken as confirmation of their belief and thus grounds 

for firm certainty in faith.  

These understandings are reflected also in a 

“conversion story” that one young woman shared 

with me, about finding a renewed connection to Islam, 

after a period of religious disillusionment. In the 

handful of interactions and group discussions that we 

participated in at the ISBCC, Samah often spoke up 

rather critically about various problems and 

Samah 
Samah was one of the 
most dedicated and 
charismatic “students of 
traditional knowledge” 
that I met in the Boston 
area. Having come to the 
US for college from 
Bangladesh, she 
experienced a religious 
awakening and had 
become much more 
serious about studying 
Islam under “traditional 
scholars.” Around the 
time I met her, she 
decided to forgo her 
career in the medical 
research sector in order 
to pursue her religious 
studies as a full-time 
commitment and career. 
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challenges in communal understandings of Islam, despite being one of the most 

passionately committed “students of knowledge” in these circles. Her comments were 

often particularly focused on gendered norms, relations, and expectations about 

marriage. Eventually she explained to me how, after coming to college in 

Massachusetts as an international student from Bangladesh, she had experienced a 

long series of episodes with potential betrothals and relationships that made her feel 

stifled and demeaned by the endless assumptions of what a “good Muslim woman” 

should be like. The double standards, endless assumptions and gendered expectations 

of the community’s religious discourse had completely “turned her off” to Islam and 

made her feel spiritually cut off.  

It was at this low-point, Samah told me, that she came across a particularly 

evocative Friday sermon online by the popular New York University chaplain, Khalid 

Latif, titled “It’s tough being a girl.” His message resonated very deeply with her, 

making her feel validated in her frustrations and disillusionment with the way Islam 

was being practiced and understood. Alongside this reassuring message, she was in 

touch at the same time with a young woman in her college who had been exploring 

Islam and considering converting. One night, the woman called Samah and told her 

that she first wanted to take the shahādah with her privately, before going to the 

mosque on Friday to do so then. So, late at night, the young woman came to Samah’s 

room and made the testimony of faith with her present. This was clearly a momentous 
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event for Samah, as she still related with awe several years later how moved she was 

by this experience, by the fact that this woman wanted to take her shahādah with her, in 

particular, that God had selected her for this honor despite her not having done 

anything to deserve it. She understood this event as a clear expression of God’s love for 

her in her life. Despite all the other religious disillusionment she was still experiencing, 

this event made her desire to connect to Allah in a deeper way, and gave her a deep 

thirst to study and gain knowledge in order to deepen her relationship with God.  

In the midst of her feelings of religious disillusionment, a seemingly simple 

incident served as a deeply reassuring sign from God for Samah. In general, special 

circumstances and incidents like these can often stand out in people’s religious 

experience as especially potent moments of divine presence in their lives, or as 

confirmations of their faith-commitments. Such powerful experiences serve as a very 

central grounding of their sense of faith, in addition to the more sustained “spiritual 

fruits” of faith that people experience on an everyday basis (such as feelings of 

contentment, love, tranquility, patience, and so on).  

4.4.2 Devotional “Absorption” 

As a student of Islam, and being embedded in these communities throughout 

my life, the emphasis on acquiring certainty through devotional practice or experience 

was in no way unfamiliar or surprising to me, given the ubiquity of the discourse. It 
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was spending time with Amin, however, that made me begin to see things in a new 

light.  

Amin’s reflections were provocative and eye-opening because of how self-

consciously he used devotional practice as a way of responding to doubt and 

uncertainty, and how deliberately he attempted to “absorb” himself in devotional life. 

His emphasis on a deliberate “leap of faith” gave me new insight into dilemmas that I 

was confronting as I reflected upon the emphasis on devotional experience. This is in 

large measure because a focus on devotional practice and experience leaves open the 

question of how such experience and practice can be genuinely cultivated in the face of 

uncertainty and doubt. How does one experience such “fruits of faith” if there is 

fundamental ambivalence about these matters, in the first place? Imam Zaid Shaker’s 

comment about “pretending to believe” reflects this puzzle, while at the same time, it 

hints towards an answer as well: Can we really “pretend to believe” something? What 

does it mean to “pretend” or “act like” one believes? How does such “pretend” 

manifest experientially and psychologically? Amin’s deliberate “leap of faith” and 

attempt at devotional practice began to give me a different orientation towards these 

matters.  

Around the time that I began having these conversations with Amin, I attended 

an event at a local college titled “Living What You Believe” with a dance choreographer, 

at the behest of some friends and colleagues. I had no idea what the event was going to 
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be, and I was not at all anticipating having to actually dance. To my surprise though, the 

entire two-hour session involved all of the unsuspecting attendees learning and 

performing a series of choreographed dance moves together. Towards the end of the 

event, the choreographer leading the event spoke passionately of how in a space like this 

“something special” happens and “an energy flows through people,” both in the 

movement of the body and the interaction of strangers coming together. He identified 

that special energy as “a divine and spiritual presence flowing through the space.”  

After the event, I spoke with the choreographer and a rabbi in attendance, about 

the experience. We reflected together as to how, in order to enjoy and be engrossed in 

the dance, perform it well, and experience it as something transformative or spiritual in 

the way the choreographer had described it, I had to be able to switch off my (over-

active) analytical mind, and stop all the buzzing questions: “Am I doing this right? Do I 

look foolish? How are others doing it? What am I feeling, and why?” It seemed that this 

kind of self-reflexive, analytic reflection creates a distance from one’s immediate 

experience, and inhibits the ability to be fully “experientially involved”—that is, become 

“‘immersed’ in activities, ‘captured’ by feelings, ‘absorbed’ in imagery . . . .”58 Because 

Amin’s reflections about devotional experience were on my mind, this experience and 

the reflections of the choreographer and rabbi made me consider that perhaps 

                                                      

58 Wild, et al.,“The Role of Absorption in Experiential Involvement,” 569. I approached this psychological 

material through the lens and references of Tanya Luhrmann, as I mention in the paragraphs below. 
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devotional practice requires a similar “experiential involvement” or “absorption” in 

order for it to achieve the certainty described in the religious discourse.  

When I described this experience to Amin several weeks later, as we sat 

alongside the Charles River close to Harvard Square, he responded very 

enthusiastically. My reflections clearly resonated with his experiences, and he agreed 

with me on the point I was making about absorption and the need to suspend the 

analytical side of our minds in devotional life. He said that two realms of life where it 

was particularly relevant for him were sports and poetry. “There’s that moment,” he 

described, “when you catch the football and there’s nothing else. Before you catch it, 

you’re thinking to yourself, ‘am I gonna catch it’ and so on, but when you’re right there 

and you catch it, there’s nothing else going on, just you and the ball . . . .” He described 

being completely in the zone, with complete focus. “You can’t do it well if you’re over-

thinking things,” he reflected. He described a similar experience with the process of 

writing good authentic poetry. It must simply flow, without letting yourself overthink it, 

he remarked. 

We can see from these examples that there is an unreflective sureness that we can 

experience in our actions when engrossed in certain activities and forms of life (sports, 

music, dance, and so on). I find the concept of “absorption” in psychology useful here, 

particularly as utilized by Tanya Luhrmann in her discussion of prayer among 

Evangelical Christians. Drawing on a body of psychology literature initiated by the 
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research of Tellegen and Atkinson, she describes absorption as “a disposition for having 

moments of total attention that somehow completely engage all of one’s attentional 

resources,” or alternatively as “the capacity to focus in on the mind’s object—what we 

imagine or see around us—and to allow that focus to increase while diminishing our 

attention to the myriad of everyday distinctions.”59 What this notion of absorption is 

getting at is the “difference between the instrumental and the experiential” ways of 

relating to things: “there is the way one is when one is pragmatic and effective . . . . Then 

there is the way one is when one is open, receptive, and willing to dwell in the 

experience of the moment.” It is this latter ability to dwell in the experience of something 

that allows for the unreflective sureness we experience when engrossed in certain 

activities, since “when you get absorbed in something, it seems more real to you.”60 

After Amin reflected on the way in which such experiential absorption is central 

to performing in sports and poetry, I asked him:  

“So in your experience, ṣalāh [daily prayers] and Qu’ran have been the main 

focus of this devotional, experiential engagement in living out faith?” 

 He responded saying, “Actually it’s always been the Qur’an first and foremost, 

before ṣalāh or anything else.” 

 “Listening to it ... ?” I asked. 

                                                      

59 Tanya Luhrmann, When God Talks Back, 199-200. 
60 Ibid.  
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 “Listening, reciting, everything. I’ve just always been tied to the Qur’an in that 

way and love reading it, reciting it … I often will just be in the car or something and 

randomly recite a verse from somewhere, and just recite it over and over for a while. My 

dad does that as well, I guess I get it from him.”61 

This emphasis on sensory absorption in Qur’anic recitation came as no surprise 

to me, given what I have described above regarding Amin’s extensive attempts at 

consistent devotional practice and growth. Throughout our conversations, the 

centrality of the Qur’an as the focal point of his devotional practice was clear. He was 

fully engrossed in the effort of learning to read more fluently and memorizing the text, 

and in the aesthetics of listening to, and performing recitation.  

I began to see the devotional engagement with the Qur’an in a new light 

following these reflections: what became apparent to me was the way in which the 

disposition of absorption is what allowed him to increasingly gain certainty of faith 

through this devotionalism. Amin had to make a very active, and deliberate effort at 

cultivating this disposition of being experientially absorbed in devotional practice, 

                                                      

61 This exchange highlights the centrality of passed-on knowledge, unconsciously inherited practices, and 

habits. Heidegger’s notion of “thrownness” reflects such concepts powerfully. Amin has inherited this life 

form, this way of being disposed to certain practices that gives certain kinds of meaning, and 

understanding, and experience. It is not only the reflective or discursive modes of tradition and heritage that 

shape us. See the next chapter’s discussion of “indwelling” for instance—drawing on Michael Polanyi rather 

than Heidegger—for a more in-depth analysis of this idea.  

However, it is important to note that while this “thrownness” is experientially important at the individual 

level, it generally holds no authoritative weight discursively at the communal level. As I mentioned with 

regard to Imam Fahmy’s comment, one must not simply perform these rituals based on what they learned 

from their parents, but rather must acquire “real knowledge” about how to properly perform them, from 

“qualified teachers.” 
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rather than primarily engaging in religious discourse analytically. Amin always 

seemed to me to embody a deep ambivalence, between a disposition that is inclined 

towards experiential absorption in various ways, and an inclination towards more 

distanced intellectual reflection. He thus regularly vacillated between these 

orientations and struggled with this tension (as we shall further in the next chapter). 

The extent to which he was able to acquire a firm sense of certainty was grounded in 

his ability to maintain this stance of devotional absorption. 

This tension seems to be exaggerated given the hyper-reflexive condition of 

“revivalist secularity” discussed earlier. The devotional absorption in religious life was 

not simply an unthinking reflex of action, the way it often is with activities like sports. 

Rather, it was a highly self-conscious decision and effort. Secularity creates pressures 

that makes absorption a less automatic disposition when it comes to “religion”. This 

self-consciousness, in turn, demands that one find ways to make sense of what justifies 

this deliberate and willful decision to be absorbed in devotional life and, (at least 

partially), suspend the demand of having objective grounds for one’s faith 

commitment. This is what makes notions such as a “leap of faith” increasingly 

compelling as a counter-tendency, as such discursive strategies validate a certain level 

of conscious presuppositionalism in the face of the demand of objective justification. 
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4.4.3 Safia’s communal devotion 

A final extended narrative of another 

interlocutor can serve to further flesh out these 

themes, highlighting in particular the communal 

dimensions of the devotional experience, as well as the 

significance of the notion of absorption. My friend 

Safia related to me on a number of occasions how she 

grew up not being actively involved in communal 

religious life beyond her own family’s practice of 

Islam. There was a local mosque her family attended 

at times, but the mosque community was not a family 

priority. She personally felt disinterested and 

disconnected from the religious ethos of the 

community, and even more so, felt culturally alienated 

from its communal dynamics and norms (as one of the few young people who had 

grown up in the US within this predominantly South Asian immigrant mosque).  

Her religious disinterest changed upon attending a large Islamic youth 

conference in the region, towards the end of her high school years (through MYNA – 

the Muslim Youth of North America – a subdivision of the umbrella organization 

ISNA, and a very important site of Muslim youth religious activism and identity-

Safia 

Safia was a middle-aged 
daughter of Pakistani 
parents who had 
immigrated to the US in 
the 1970s. She grew up in 
the suburbs an hour 
south of Boston. As an 
adult and young 
professional in the IT 
sector, she moved to the 
city where she became 
deeply engaged in 
community activism. Safia 
was a woman of many 
diverse talents and 
passions, always creating 
new bridges between her 
involvement in the 
corporate world, 
academia, Muslim 
community organizations, 
and interfaith work.   
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formation from the 1980s to the early 2000s). Safia recounted to me how moved and 

inspired she was by this conference, finding the “subculture” represented by the space 

to be offering a refreshingly “proud and confident” sense of self-identity, belonging, 

and purpose, thus filling the void she had experienced growing up as one of the only 

young Muslims in her area. It was soon after this conference that she decided to begin 

wearing the ḥijāb, she told me, as a way of embodying the newfound communal 

identity that she was fully “immersing” herself in. Her experience represents a 

prominent trend whereby young American Muslims of the previous several decades 

have been mobilized into religious activism in their youth.  

The sense of communal belonging and activism led Safia, over time, to what 

she saw as a more “serious” commitment to Islamic practice and observance in her 

personal life, beyond the more political and social identity she had taken on before. 

This was largely centered—as is so often the case—on “seeking knowledge” in order to 

deepen her connection to Islam. She subsequently moved to the Middle East for a 

spiritual retreat for several months, in her early twenties, staying with a female piety 

movement that dedicates a significant portion of its services to young Muslim women 

in the “West” who want to deepen their Islamic knowledge and devotion.62 This was a 

                                                      

62 See Zareena Grewal’s Islam is a Foreign Country for an account of this phenomenon of American student-

travelers to the Middle East beginning in the early 90s, who go in search of “authentic” and “traditional” 

Islamic knowledge. As Grewal discusses, these student-travelers were often politically “radical” in the sense 

that they were actively constructing modes of “counter-citizenship” to the hegemonic model of American 
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trip that would leave a deep imprint on her for the rest of her life, as it was something 

she referred to repeatedly in most of our extensive conversations about faith, 

spirituality, Islamic knowledge, and religious authority.  

While Safia herself never described to me in detail the kinds of activities and 

environment she participated in, this was mostly because I myself was already quite 

familiar with the piety movement she was talking about, through female relatives who 

had also participated in the movement, as well as academic and journalistic coverage 

of the movement.63 The gatherings and “spiritual retreats” of piety movements like this 

one tend to be focused heavily on Qur’anic recitation and memorization, generating a 

constant hum in the background of gatherings, as numerous girls and young women 

recite softly to their teachers and peers. Or, at other times they are engaged in sessions 

of congregational ṣalāh and collective du`a (supplication), or have individual programs 

of dhikr (liturgical litanies) that they are trying to complete on their own. Interspersed 

with the ritual practices, there are very regular classes and lessons, covering topics 

such as creedal belief, sacred history, the rules of ritual performance, ethics and 

conduct, character-development, and spirituality. The gatherings also encourage and 

                                                      

 

national belonging. They are in no way however being “radicalized” in the sense of the popular imagination 

of what it means for young Muslims to go abroad to the Middle East to study Islam.  
63 See the documentary, Meltzer, The Light in Her Eyes, for an in-depth illustration of the movement’s ethos, 

mission, activities, practices, and pedagogical approach. See also Grewal’s description of the movement in 

Islam is a Foreign Country.  
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enforce strict observance of particular codes of conduct (e.g. particular forms of dress, 

avoiding music and certain forms of speech, and so on). They of course also simply 

“have fun” or relax at times, or otherwise engage in light-hearted bonding activities or 

even devotional singing. But in general, these gatherings tend to be rather rigorous 

settings in their emphasis on devotional practice.  

For Safia, the intensive religious environment, the level of collective ritual 

practice and spiritual discipline, the fervor of worship, and the conformity to strict 

rules and norms, all gave the entire setting a profound aura of “spirituality” and 

“transcendence”. Her participation in this environment thus made her feel much more 

deeply “connected to God,” she told me repeatedly. The experience, it appears, stood 

in for her as an ideal of spiritual life toward which one ought to aspire. 

Beyond personally experiencing the spiritual “fruits” of a rigorous devotional 

practice, Safia spoke even more consistently of the communal aspect of her devotional 

absorption.  In particular, she regularly spoke of the teachers in this community, who 

“had something real” in their spiritual connection, an “actual access” to something 

“beyond” or “supernatural” that she herself did not possess:  

That idea of spiritual insight that goes beyond something that you have 

just because you’re a regular person . . . . That there’s a way that you purify 

yourself and you can see into the hearts of people, you can see a spiritual 

reality of someone that’s beyond the physical reality. And not just with the 

person, you see what’s going on, you see something happening in a 

spiritual realm that’s beyond the material realm. I think there are certain 

people who have that ability. 
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These teachers thus reflected a spiritual depth, not just in their behavior and 

personalities, but also in their effect on those around them.  She once told me the story 

of a young lady who joined their retreat, who upon arriving was immediately 

identified as “needing a lot of work,” as she was deeply unsettled and spiritually “out 

of tune”. The teachers immediately “went to work” with her, giving her various ritual 

practices and disciplines to adhere to. Shortly afterwards, after this young woman 

returned from a short trip away with some of the teachers, Safia “literally did not 

recognize her. Something physically had changed in her face—there was this glow, 

and centeredness.” Alongside their own spiritual “centeredness”, this capacity of the 

teachers to transform those around them left a deep and lasting impact on Safia, giving 

her a strong sense of something greater and beyond herself toward which to aspire.  

After this brief period as a student-traveler, Safia returned to her home in 

Boston, but struggled to maintain this connection (as is discussed in-depth in Chapter 

Six). Soon after, she joined the local MAS (Muslim American Society) chapter, and 

became deeply immersed in this local movement for a number of years. In particular, 

she became highly involved with the community project to establish the ISBCC during 

the political and media controversy surrounding the project.64 Alongside her brief, 

                                                      

64 The official ISBCC narrative of this controversy provided by the organization itself on its website is as 

follows:  

“The Hate Begins: Just as the project seemed to be progressing, 9/11 happened, and a hate group in the name 

of the David Project exploited 9/11 as an opportunity to foment anti-Muslim sentiment against the ISBCC. 

Bringing forward a number of spurious and guilt-by-association charges, the hate group mired the 
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spiritual retreat in the Middle East, Safia’s extended experience with this community 

project would be the most formative period of her “religious trajectory,” as actively 

working to serve God through this sacred communal mission gave her a deep sense of 

“something spiritual” that she did not have before, thus deepening and solidifying her 

faith. She described the experience in one conversation as a “feedback loop” in which 

this kind of religious practice and activism deepens and confirms one’s conviction and 

faith commitment. 

There were multiple levels through which the spiritual confirmation happened 

during this period. At the most basic level was the collective focus on ritual practice, 

spiritual and ethical discipline, and a devotional orientation to life in general. Similar 

to the piety movement described above, the group ethos encouraged and facilitated a 

                                                      

 

leadership of the center and the city in lawsuits and duped certain Jewish organizations—such as the Jewish 

Community Relations Council and the Center of Jewish Philanthropies—into believing its claims. By the 

mid-2000s the project began to significantly stall, and public opinion was divided. 

The Community Perseveres: Yet, Mayor Menino, who was committed to the value of diversity in Boston, 

continued to support the project. Exhausted, the ISB Board of Trust looked for new leadership to take over 

the project. In 2007 the Muslim American Society of Boston (MAS Boston) assumed the management of the 

ISBCC. 

A group of younger, energized leaders, MAS Boston immediately began building relationships with 

institutions and public officials of good conscience. Within a few months, the Workman’s Circle—a key 

Jewish institution, the Greater Boston Interfaith Organization, the Interreligious Center for Public Life, 

significant churches like Old South Church, local city councilors, and of course the Mayor stood squarely 

behind the ISBCC project. 

The tide began to turn, and the Boston-Muslim community felt it. On June 9, 2007 over two thousand people 

flooded the streets of Malcolm X and Elmwood to observe the ISBCC’s minaret capping ceremony. The 

important relationship building with more churches and synagogues continued, and the fundraising for the 

project gained ground. On June 26, 2009 the ISBCC officially opened up its doors with the Mayor, several 

city councilors and state representatives present.” 
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deeper and more consistent absorption in devotional practice. Beyond the dimension 

of ritual practices was the broader spiritual significance of the work they were doing. 

She spoke of how there was “this whole spiritual thing in that space,” in that the group 

was committed to executing this ambitious vision “for the sake of Allah” that would be 

“really important for Islam in this country.” She found herself incredibly driven, 

passionate, and committed to this mission, which gave her a special “sense of purpose” 

and “clarity”. This was all tied into a sense of sacred history and divine support. She 

told me how there were comments consistently in the community along the lines of: 

“Isn’t it a blessing that we’re getting all these attacks against us coming during 

Ramadan, since we have tarāwīḥ prayers to support us?” Similarly she, and the whole 

community, would constantly draw connections and parallels between what was 

happening around them to moments in the life of the Prophet, interpreting the 

significance of those stories through their own project and mission. 

Beyond this sense of sacred mission, Safia also spoke frequently about a 

number of momentous incidents and experiences in the community that seemed to 

reflect some spiritual or supernatural significance.  For instance, one story she shared 

on multiple occasions was that of Waleed Fattahi, one of the leading figures in the 

campaign to establish the ISBCC. As the narrative goes, the inner circle of people 

heading the initiative had agreed as a group that if they could raise one million dollars 

by the end of the month, they would move forward with the project. As they struggled 
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to meet that goal, Waleed suddenly had a dream one day that he should go to perform 

the Ḥajj pilgrimage. Consequently, he decided to go at the very last minute, without 

any prior planning. While there, he had requested to be able to speak to his Ḥajj group 

about the ISBCC project, but his request was denied by the group leaders. Instead, he 

spoke informally to a small group of people. In describing the project to this small 

group, two individuals committed to donating one million dollars each. Waleed 

understood this experience to be a clear sign that it was his mission from God to make 

this project happen, and the rest of the community likewise was as deeply moved by 

this story and convinced of the religious significance of this project. 

There were many more experiences like this (even if not as grand and 

momentous) that were constantly being narrated and interpreted as a community, 

Safia told me. They instilled a deep communal sense of divine connection. “I was well 

trained in the MAS way of thinking,” she reflected, “to make the leap or connection to 

the Prophet’s community and their mission of establishing an Islamic community. So it 

felt like we were a part of that ... something larger, bigger, pressing itself on our life.” 

She went on to reflect that, during that time, “everything I did felt like it had 

metaphysical or supernatural meaning.” The experiences all led her to feel more 

deeply connected to God, and that she was “part of a community that God is with. 

And even if things are bad, you just have to have faith, and you will get through the 

struggle.” These various facets of absorption in communal devotion provided Safia 
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with a bedrock of experiential certainty in her faith that has remained with her ever 

since, even after she has grown deeply disillusioned with the community (as I discuss 

later).   

4.4.4 Is this really from God? Interpreting spiritual experience 

There are different ways we can interpret the centrality of devotional practice 

and experience, however. The psychological framework of “absorption” discussed 

above advances a methodologically “naturalistic” framework, one that does not make 

any definitive assumptions or claims about what is happening on a metaphysical or 

“spiritual” plane through such devotion. My use of absorption as an explanatory 

framework remains entirely immanent, offering a naturalistic explanation for why 

such practices facilitate one’s living out an Islamic form of life with confidence and 

certainty. What is centered in such an explanation is not any “supernatural” efficacy 

and impact of these particular devotional practices (as these matters are bracketed off 

and left unaddressed), but rather a general explanation about the centrality of experience 

as such in our knowing and being in the world, as well as a particular kind of 

disposition allowing one to be immersed in such experience.  

This approach or interpretation is in contrast to a more metaphysically 

embedded interpretation of devotional practice, as expressed by the prominent Islamic 

theological approaches I have discussed earlier. Within the Islamic theological 

approach, the experiential confidence and certainty gained through worship and 
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devotional practice is not simply a psychological process, but rather, such practices are 

understood to bring one spiritually closer to Allah in and of themselves, by 

transforming the heart. These theological discourses hold that, by worshipping Allah 

in the authoritatively prescribed way, God guides believers and grants them spiritual 

fulfillment and serenity. It is through such nearness to Allah that one experiences 

deeper conviction and certainty in faith.  

We can perhaps better appreciate the difference between these interpretive 

approaches by comparing between two different metaphorical tropes used in Muslim 

theological discourse as mentioned above: on the one hand, the notion of “tasting” the 

truth (dhawq)65; and on the other hand, the notion of a “light” (nūr) that God puts in the 

hearts of believers. The former category centers the subjective experience of the 

believer that is deemed to provide a superior, deeper, and richer level of knowledge. 

This is often explained by analogy to the notion of knowing colors discursively (merely 

defining and describing them through words), in comparison to actually seeing the 

color red and thus knowing it experientially.66 This notion of tasting/dhawq can 

accommodate both a naturalistic or theocentric framework, as the focus is on the 

                                                      

65 At times, the notion of tajriba (“empirical experience”) is also used. In his Munqidh, al-Ghazālī also uses the 

word istighrāq¸ which literally means to dive into or be immersed in something, and which McCarthy 

incidentally translates as “absorption”, McCarthy, 57. 
66 See Ibn Tufayl’s prefatory comments to his famous philosophical tale, Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, in Lenn Evan 

Goodman,97. Alternatively, for another analogy, consider Ghazali’s notion of knowing someone is in the 

other room according to three levels of knowledge: authority (someone tells you that so and so is in the 

room), inference/reason (you infer that someone is in room based on sounds you hear), and experience (you, 

yourself, see that so and so is in the room).  
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individual’s experience, the source of which can be equally interpreted as something 

objectively real from God, or something that is merely socially constructed. The second 

trope (“light”), however, centers the objective reality of God’s guidance as the source of 

one’s experiential knowledge. The second trope is thus not as amenable to a 

naturalistic explanation. 

Safia, herself, made a parallel distinction clearly when speaking about her 

teachers at the spiritual retreat she attended. One evening in her apartment, after we 

watched Kumare (a humorous yet thought-provoking documentary about a false yogi 

who ends up gaining a committed following of disciples and transforms their lives), 

she immediately began reflecting:  “I still think there’s a real spirituality. I still think 

that there’s something...I mean there’s certainly a lot of psychological [stuff] in a lot of 

spirituality, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t something else that’s actually real.” 

I asked for clarification: “Like something supernatural?” 

She responded in the affirmative, repeating that there is, of course, the 

mundane dimension of general human psychology and interpersonal dynamics, but 

also, she insisted that, “that doesn’t mean there aren’t also people who have actual 

access to something...supernatural.” In describing what she meant by this remark, she 

recalled something she was taught by these teachers:  

They’re always saying, the hadith about, ‘Beware the firāsah [discernment] 

of the mu'min [believer], because he sees with the light of God.’ That idea 

of spiritual insight that goes beyond something that you have just because 

you’re a regular person. That there’s a way that you purify yourself and 
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you can see into the hearts of people, you can see a spiritual reality of 

someone that’s beyond the physical reality. And not just with the person, 

you see what’s going on, you see something happening in a spiritual realm 

that’s beyond the material realm. I think there are certain people who have 

that ability . . . .It’s not just about making people feel better . . . . But like 

looking at someone and being able to see what's happening, like internally, 

within them. 

 

Safia seemed particularly aware in many of our exchanges that spiritual 

experiences could, in theory, be interpreted within an immanent, naturalistic 

framework (although she did not use those terms) that denied the supernatural or 

transcendent dimension of these experiences. She made a point of emphasizing, 

however, that she couldn’t help but experience and interpret these experiences except 

as signs of something “greater” and “beyond.” This distinction—between what she 

could in theory see, and what she experienced as a real possibility—is what 

highlighted for me the significance of “absorption” as a model through which to 

approach such experiential knowledge.  

She first articulated this perception clearly when we were leaving together from 

a discussion group in the city. As we walked to our car and then drove home together, 

she spoke about how her “approach to religion” has become very basic and simple, 

guided by her experiences of spirituality, rather than all the minutiae of doctrine and 

fiqhi details. 

I’ve had these experiences in life that are just very powerful, and they point 

me to God . . . .The experience is just so real . . . . It’s funny because my 

brother-in-law has also had a number of experiences that you can’t but call 

spiritual. But he explains them away as just some coincidence or 
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something, because he can’t reconcile his identity as a scientist with 

someone who believes in God. But for me these experiences are so real—I 

recognize that it’s my interpretation, and if I wasn’t me, I could interpret 

them a different way possibly. But they are so real. 

 

Responding to her comments, I briefly told her about my own journey: how 

after feeling religiously paralyzed by intellectual skepticism in college, I turned 

wholeheartedly to spiritual devotion and experience instead. Although this helped me 

regain serenity and stability for some time, further study led me to confront the 

inevitable constructedness of our experiences and our inability to detach these 

experiences from our preexisting conceptual frameworks and commitments. The 

recognition that such experiences could be interpreted differently resulted in my 

inability to experience such devotional “fruits” of faith in the same way. In light of this, 

I asked her how she was able to recognize this interpretive openness but still 

experience it as unquestionably real in this way.  

Rather than responding to my question with more abstraction, Safia responded 

by narrating another experience. She told me of an incident early on in her career when 

the price of her stock investments suddenly shot up significantly, and she decided to 

sell the stocks on a whim, thus being able to pay off her parents’ mortgage with that 

money—and then, just as suddenly, the stock prices dipped down very low. If she had 

not sold the stocks at the moment she did, she would have lost a lot of money. “This 

clearly happened for a reason,” she said, and then quoted a verse of the Qur’an: “wa 

man yattaqillāha yaj`al lahū makhrajā, wa yarzuqhu min ḥaythu lā yaḥtasib” [and whosoever 
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is conscious of God, then God will grant them a way out and provide for them in a 

manner beyond all expectation.]67  “My mom saw it that way,” she said, “and I can 

only see it that way as well.” She went on to say that throughout her life there were so 

many “blessings and privileges despite very unfortunate family circumstances,” that 

she couldn’t but see it as “God caring for me, protecting me, blessing me.” Her next 

comment is what struck me as particularly instructive in this exchange: “Of course, I 

interpret that within a Muslim framework already, but I can’t experience it any other 

way.” 

Regardless of where one stands on the metaphysical reality of such experiences 

—whether we interpret them as signs of a transcendent realm or just as purely 

immanent coincidences—Safia’s reflections highlighted the crucial significance of 

absorption as an internal orientation. In order for devotional practice and experience to 

serve the epistemic justification described above, a particular attitude or disposition is 

required that allows one to be absorbed or immersed in a specific way of experiencing 

such things. The devotional practice and spiritual experience, by itself, can be 

insufficient in serving this function of epistemic confirmation, particularly in the 

context of secularity, since the secular condition forces upon one the recognition that 

there are other ways in which such experiences could possibly be interpreted.68 As 

                                                      

67 Qur’an, 65:4 (translation mine) 
68 This is what Luhrmann refers to as “openness” in the context of Christian experience of faith in a secular 

modern world—the recognition that there could be alternative theories to explain the world and one's 
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Safia recognizes, her experiences could be understood within an immanent or 

naturalistic framework. Despite this recognition, however, her thoroughgoing 

absorption in this form of life—its discourses, practices, disciplines, orientations, 

dispositions etc.—makes it such that she cannot really help but experience these 

incidents in a spiritual or devotional frame of mind. She is absorbed in a particular 

devotional orientation towards these incidents and experiences in her life, allowing her 

to place a fundamental trust in those spiritual experiences. Safia’s personal capacity 

and disposition for being devotionally absorbed thus seems indispensable to relying 

on devotional practice and experience as a way of confirming the truth of her 

convictions. 

She further illustrated this orientation during our abovementioned 

conversation about Kumare, as she continued to try and clarify the distinction between 

“real” spirituality and “stuff that only seems like spirituality” (like much of “new-age 

spirituality”). She described another incident, during the process of establishing the 

ISBCC. “Towards the end of the construction, they wanted to have an event where 

they cap the dome on the minaret.” After some complicated planning, a date was 

                                                      

 

experience. Luhrmann, “A Hyperreal God”, 372. It is for this reason that she highlights the concept of 

absorption, in making a very similar argument to that made here. My argument is undoubtedly indebted in 

large part to Lurhmann’s work.  
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picked. When the date approached, however, the forecast was for heavy rain. After 

extensive deliberations, they decided to move forward with the event, as she narrated: 

So even up to the night before, the forecast for rain is 100 percent. Like 90 or 

100 percent, some ridiculous percent. And on the weather channel they 

show that there's just all clouds . . . and we get to the event, and it's cloudy, 

but it's not raining. And people are coming in from New Hampshire, from 

Worcester, from Rhode Island, and over and over again, people are like: 'you 

know what, it was raining the whole way here and then we got to just 

outside the city limits and it stopped raining.’ And the entire time we were 

there, there was not one drop of rain. And on the weather forecast that night, 

they said that it looked like, if you look at the radar, it looked like the clouds 

were bouncing off of Boston, they're coming and they're being pushed away.  

 

Subhanallah, I murmured, laughing in wonder. Safia laughed along with me.   

And it's just like, I don't know, what is that? How do you react to that? All 

you can say is subhanallah. It’s just a coincidence right, in the scheme of 

things . . . . But it’s hard to not experience that and feel like there’s 

something divine there. It just felt like this . . . and it was such an emotional 

thing, the whole ceremony was just a very powerful thing, it was toward the 

end of all the legal battles, and everything . . . . And you can say we got 

together as a community, we built this masjid, through our own efforts. . .  

but there’s that thing that, I can’t account for that thing. 90 percent is just grit 

and hard work and people coming together and doing what they need to do, 

but then there’s that thing, something divine that happened. 

 

In sharing this communal narrative, Safia points out how there can clearly be a 

non-religious interpretation of such incidents (“just coincidence”). She nonetheless 

doesn’t feel that such interpretations are “live options” for her. As she put it a little 

later in the conversation more generally: “There are these moments, like all sorts of 

different things, that feel beyond human capacity in whatever way . . . . And I just can’t 

put that aside. They feel so earth-shattering that it’s hard to . . .” she trailed off. It 
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seems to me that if she were not as experientially absorbed in this devotional form of 

life, then these alternative interpretations could become more compelling and 

authoritative. This could then diminish the work that these various experiences do in 

confirming her convictions. Without this absorption, the “fruits of faith” would lose 

their immediacy. It is thus not devotional practice in and of itself that is epistemically 

effective, but rather the absorbed mode of experiencing such things. The 

epistemological loop is thus completed: one’s presuppositional commitment generates 

devotional practice, producing experiential confirmation of one’s convictions, which, 

in turn, animates one’s presuppositional commitment to begin with. 

4.5 Conclusion 

Through this in-depth exploration into the notion of justification of faith, I have 

attempted to analyze what is meant when faith is conceived of as conviction, the 

implications of this conceptualization, and the status of that conviction. The concern 

with objective rational proof and justification highlights how faith is understood as a 

conviction in the truth of Islam, which one can only know by having compelling 

reasons and evidence. In seeking out such reasons for how one knows the truth of 

Islam, many are confronted by a tension between the internal rationalizations of this 

religious framework versus inquiry based on external frameworks that challenge one’s 

faith (since these external frameworks have their own, conflicting, starting 

assumptions and commitments). The resultant dilemma and tension in people’s 
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attempt to “prove” their conviction in the truth of Islam highlights the 

presuppositional commitments that inform the entire enterprise of justifying 

conviction. Experiential confirmation and justification of faith further reflects this 

presuppositional commitment, as one can validate their conviction through such 

experiential knowledge, but such validation involves already accepting the religious 

framework to begin with. I have argued that, in the face of doubt, what makes 

experiential confirmation of faith possible is the key disposition and practice of what I 

have termed “devotional absorption.” Thus, to paraphrase what William James 

observes in the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter, there are truths that one 

cannot realize except by acting on their basis. 

What is crucial to the point I am trying to make through this analysis is that the 

kind of religious certainty acquired through devotional absorption is grounded in 

personal experience. The ability to suspend doubts and discomforts, and instead live 

out the form of life one is committed to, is based on one’s ability to trust their 

experiential knowledge, rather than abstract intellectual justifications that are based on 

authoritative discourses external to their own experience. 

While the propensity to absorption can simply reflect a personal disposition 

that certain people have, it is also a moral decision that one makes. We have to ask: 

Which orientations and forms of life do we direct our absorbed attention towards? In 

which aspects of life do we invest this kind of psychological and practical 
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attentiveness? The challenge, again highlights, I believe the inevitable 

presuppositionalism of the enterprise of justification, as we see how epistemological 

matters (which are often presented as value-neutral objective philosophical inquiries) 

are inextricably tied to moral judgments and affective sensibilities, which arise as part 

of our preexisting normative commitments and conceptual frameworks.  

This centrality of our preexisting moral commitments is the central axis around 

which the following chapter revolves. While this chapter has explored the notion of 

faith as a matter of intellectual conviction in the truth of Islam, the focus on devotional 

experience has begun to point us toward a different dimension of faith. Chapter Two 

highlighted a number of distinctions in Sunni theological conceptions of īmān. One of 

the primary distinctions drawn is that between mental conviction and affirmation of 

Islamic foundations on the one hand, and one’s moral-devotional response and 

commitment to those truths on the other hand. The focus on justification in this chapter 

has explored the dynamics of how people navigate the pressures and demands of faith 

understood as mental conviction and affirmation. The following chapter then goes on 

to explore faith understood as a commitment to living out an Islamic form of life. 
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5. “I Leap to Allah”: Faith as Devotional Commitment 

The end is not an ungrounded presupposition, it is an ungrounded way of acting  

—Wittgenstein, On Certainty 

 

I first met Amin on a Saturday afternoon, as Saadia and I walked into the main 

prayer hall of ISBCC. The center was hosting an international cultural festival that day, 

in which they celebrated the wide spectrum of cultures represented by mosque 

members. As we entered the main hall I heard drumming, and found my friend Nebil 

sitting at a table in the middle of the prayer area playing some drums. We laughed, as 

we had just left from a brunch together, and did not know that we were both headed to 

the same destination.  

We went and greeted him, and he introduced us to Amin. We exchanged 

information about ourselves: who we are, where we’re coming from, what we do 

professionally, and so on. At some point he asked both Saadia and I about the details of 

our doctoral studies. When Saadia informed him that she studies early Islamic Law, he 

inquired further: “Like the historical evolution of the law?” “No,” she replied, “I focus 

on conceptions of gender in Islamic law.” As often happens when she tells people about 

her work, Amin responded enthusiastically (responses may be positive enthusiasm or 

negative, depending on the person’s outlook, but in general the information about her 

field of study elicits some kind of passionate response among fellow Muslims, which is 

understandable given the highly evocative and politicized nature of discussions on 
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gender and Islam). It reminded him, he said, of a book he had read as an undergraduate 

that discussed the ways in which the story of `Ā’isha (the wife of the Prophet) has been 

narrated differently by different people over time. In particular, the book demonstrated 

the male-centric lens through which her story has generally been interpreted.1 “There 

were times in the book that I wanted to argue with certain things the author was saying, 

but overall it was a really good book,” he said. He noted that it was quite thought-

provoking to consider how “the male perspective” shapes the way we perceive things in 

history, as this was something he had never quite thought about before this class.  

Nebil and Saadia jumped in, agreeing that a male-centric perspective indeed 

permeates our understanding of tradition so deeply in ways we don’t realize. 

Responding to their comments, Amin switched registers and awkwardly expressed 

what seemed to me to be some ambivalence and discomfort with this kind of critique. 

“Religion is really interesting and difficult in this way,” he said vaguely. I asked him 

what he meant, and he explained that faith is a commitment to believing certain things, 

that certain things are true. “But then you can see the analytic side of things,” he went 

on, you can acknowledge certain things that might “challenge that belief from an 

analytical perspective.” But at the same time, “you don’t want to throw rocks at these 

narratives that you believe in.” So his solution, he explained, is that he keeps these two 

                                                      

1 Going by his description, Amin seemed to be referring to Denise Spellberg’s Politics, Gender, and the Islamic 

Past: The Legacy of 'A'isha bint Abi Bakr.  
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approaches separate in his mind, “I keep the analytic perspective separate from the 

belief perspective.” He is able to engage in both, he asserted, but sees them as two 

distinct ways of engaging with Islamic ideas and beliefs, and thus tries to keep them 

separate. 

This exchange with Amin struck me as a fascinating way of navigating and 

managing one’s uncertainties and ambivalences about religious teachings. I was 

particularly struck by how self-consciously aware he was of his shifting between a 

“belief perspective” (or what I think would be constructive to call a “devotional” mode 

of engagement) and an “analytical” mode of engagement. I made a mental note of the 

conversation as both a puzzling and potentially instructive way of thinking about, and 

experiencing faith. And as we continued to get to know one another and became good 

friends, many of our conversations further illuminated this particular distinction that he 

made in that first meeting, as well as how he conceptualizes and experiences this stance. 

The differentiation was a crucial component in Amin’s response to the uncertainties and 

dilemmas he has had to navigate when faced with the demand of intellectual 

justification.  

The distinction between these two stances also seemed to reflect the different 

conceptions or dimensions of faith that have emerged in the analysis undertaken thus 

far in this dissertation. In Chapter Two, I presented a conceptual map of the different 

dimensions or poles of īmān as presented in Sunni theological discourses. Among the 
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various distinctions made in these theological debates, I highlighted the difference 

between holding the foundations of Islam to be true, and one’s moral-devotional 

response and commitment to those truths. This latter dimension entails a moral 

commitment to adhering to the teachings of the religion, obeying God’s commands, and 

in general cultivating a personal orientation and disposition in line with this religious 

truth. At this level, therefore, īmān is basically about one’s virtue and piety; it is how one 

lives out and experiences their commitment to God and their adherence to Islam.  

It is this focus on faith as a devotional commitment that I explore in this chapter. 

Amin’s comments in our first encounter hinted at the way in which he centers this 

notion of faith-as-devotional-commitment, as a way of responding to his religious 

doubts, ambivalences, and discomforts. Our ongoing conversations afterwards (along 

with many conversations with other interlocutors) helped me develop a framework 

through which to conceptualize the contours of such a dimension of faith. My focus now 

departs from that of the previous chapter, therefore, insofar as the latter focused on how 

Amin (and others) conceptualized and navigated the other dimension of faith 

mentioned above: mental conviction and affirmation of the truth of Islam. Rather than 

exploring an epistemic or propositional conception of faith, in this chapter I deal with a 

very different dimension of faith, seeing it as a matter of practical commitment to living 

out or embodying certain practices, values, virtues, and dispositions. 
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The first section of the chapter presents a number of narratives alongside that of 

Amin, in order to illustrate how people center this dimension of faith in 

contradistinction to the cognitive or propositional. Through these narratives, I present a 

theoretical framework to better conceptualize the way in which people are guided not 

primarily by mental convictions about what is true, but by a moral and devotional 

commitment to a certain way of living, and an aspiration and desire to live a particular 

kind of life. I show how this notion of faith is manifested, not only in a practical 

orientation towards practice, but also within a devotionally absorbed and responsive 

mode of engaging religious discourse and teachings, as different from one that 

privileges analytic comprehension. I also then show how the resultant tension structures 

communal approaches to Islamic learning and education. 

The next section focuses on my conversations with Rashad, where I argue that 

his experiences and reflections point to the way in which such a lived commitment to a 

form of life is often deeply embedded in one’s self-identity. In particular, his narrative 

shows how the “collectivist” construal of religion within which he was raised, (through 

his upbringing in the Darul Islam movement), produced a sense of “givenness” in his 

religious belonging and commitment, thus pushing against the notion of needing 

conscious justifications for his convictions. The comparison between Amin and Rashad 

serves to highlight the differences between people in the sense of how deliberate or self-

conscious they are in devotionally absorbing themselves in this form of life. 
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Finally, through my exchanges with Zainab and Sameer, the last section of the 

chapter goes on to consider the possibility of having such devotional commitment 

without having firm conviction in the truth of religious foundations. If we conceptualize 

these as distinct poles or dimensions of faith, what would it mean to affirm or 

experience faith-commitment without intellectual conviction or affirmation?  

5.1 Īmān as pious commitment 

In her article on the “politics of belief”, Maimuna Haq describes an Islamist 

woman’s Qur’anic study circle in Bangladesh and the discussions among the activist 

women in the circle. Among a number of topics, she describes their “discussions of 

‘belief’ or ‘faith’ (īmān) and what it means to declare that one is a Muslim, that is, that 

one ‘believes in Islam’ and that one’s deen (religion) is Islam.”2 She discusses the circle’s 

distinction “between conventional believers and true believers,” the latter being 

identified as those who are committed to the Islamist cause.  They thus distinguish 

between “real faith”—which involves true active commitment to the cause of Islam—

and simply having the “form” of belief. Drawing on the lessons of Abul ʻAla Maududi 

(d. 1979), also known Maulana Maududi (one of the key architects of modern Islamic 

revivalism, whose writings have had an immense influence on American Muslim 

movements and discourses, as I have noted in Chapter Two), the activist women in the 

                                                      

2 Haq, “Reading the Qur’an in Bangladesh,” 472. 
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circle assert that faith increases in strength, and is measurable and correlated to one’s 

level of active involvement in the movement.3   

In all of their discussions of īmān, therefore, they highlight the centrality of faith 

as a matter of pious commitment, as opposed to focusing on cognitive, propositional 

assent. The most indicative moment of this distinction, as reported by Haq, is in the 

remarks of one activist commenting on a passage of the Qur’an: “A Muslim must, 

according to these verses, believe in Allah’s unity, in the books Allah has revealed, in 

the prophets and messengers Allah has sent, and in the Last Day of Judgment. Belief, 

she suggested, means that a person enslaves herself to Allah: that everything she has 

and is belongs to Allah alone.”4 What is worth noting here—a point, which Haq, 

herself, does not remark on—is the seamless shift from one register of faith (namely, 

propositional assent to the key doctrines of faith mentioned in the verses) to another 

(namely, faith as a dispositional matter of virtues and pious orientation to the world). 

While the woman summarizes the verse as defining faith along the lines of mental 

conviction in doctrinal truth-claims, she goes on to highlight piety and moral 

commitment as the essential feature of faith that it is important to focus on.  

This unnoticed shift between different registers or dimensions of īmān is very 

common in the communal discourses and attitudes I attend to, both in interpersonal 

                                                      

3 Ibid., 473-476. 
4 Ibid., 474. 
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conversations as well as public discourse. People regularly move from speaking about 

their level of cognitive conviction and certainty in the truth of Islam, to discussing their 

degree of faith in terms of their spiritual connection with Allah and their active 

devotional practice. For instance, the ambiguity in what is meant by īmān is quite 

apparent when people speak of doubt and struggling with faith, as these discussions 

shift seamlessly from one register of faith to the other, speaking about certainty of 

conviction in one moment, and about spiritual connection with God in the next. It is 

often unclear what exactly is meant by faith or doubt in these contexts, in large part 

because these dimensions are not explicitly differentiated in most contexts, and are 

largely conflated with one another. Or, the notion of faith as devotional commitment is 

often invoked as a way to address the concern with doubt without highlighting creedal 

belief or intellectual conviction, and thereby without needing to address the 

challenging territory of īmān, that is not based on confident conviction and certainty.5  

                                                      

5 A number of preachers utilize the notion of īmān increasing and decreasing to normalize people’s concerns 

with doubt, as it seemingly presents a conception of faith that provides room for doubt (since one’s īmān can 

decrease but still be present). While this is simply presented as the “Islamic position” on faith, it in fact 

represents the (minority) Ḥanbalī position on the matter, in contrast to the schools of kalām that held īmān to 

be in essence about foundational assent and thus impervious to fluctuations: one either affirms the truth or 

does not. In addition to highlighting how the historical debates have been simplified in this way, I also 

contend that the invocation of this notion (increase and decrease of īmān) is a productive misreading of the 

historical Ḥanbalī position. The Ḥanbalī position still held the minimum baseline of īmān to entail firm 

cognitive conviction or assent to the truth of revelation. This position was not referring to increasing and 

decreasing īmān in relation to cognitive conviction, but rather in relation to the depth and completeness of 

one’s relationship and submission to God. This position is invoked in our context to refer to cognitive 

conviction, however, insofar as the cultural milieu demands intellectual resources to conceptualize faith 

without complete certainty. 
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5.1.1 “That’s not what my belief is about” 

This dimension of faith as a devotional relationship and commitment became 

most apparent to me in the way Amin responded to his intellectual doubts and 

uncertainties. In the previous chapter, we saw how Amin responded to the demand of 

intellectual justification by consciously making a “leap of faith”, a willful decision to 

affirm and live out his fundamental moral and devotional commitment to Islam. He 

both committed himself and aspired to living a “spiritual way of life” and adopting an 

ethical mode of being in the world. I discussed how the change for Amin was not just an 

intellectual leap of accepting certain things as true, but more importantly, an active leap 

into a certain way of living life. When his intellectual explorations lead to frustrating 

ambiguities and uncomfortable uncertainties, he falls back on the basic devotional 

aspiration to which he is fundamentally committed. In particular, we saw that this leap 

is made possible through the disposition of “absorption”, as cultivating this ability 

allows him to be experientially engrossed in devotional practices and sensibilities, rather 

than focusing on intellectual comprehension or analytic thought. We thus see the 

differentiation between an intellectual/analytical and a devotional mode of engagement 

at play in Amin’s turn to absorption.  

The turn to devotional absorption brings to light a conception or dimension of 

faith that is centered on a person’s moral commitment and existential orientation, rather 

than mental convictions. Amin’s response to various intellectual dilemmas often invokes 
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this quite distinct notion of what faith is “really about”. As mentioned before, it was not 

uncommon for Amin to at times express how he did not have answers to troubling 

questions or concerns that had come up. In one such exchange concerning Islamic law’s 

conception of marriage and slavery, he expressed this sentiment, and then went on to 

reflect:  “But this doesn’t undermine my faith, because I keep this academic perspective 

separate from my belief and faith. These things are so removed from my personal life 

that I don’t really have to think of them, and they don’t trouble me in how I live out my 

Islam.” Given his experience as a man, these matters are therefore relegated to a 

predominantly theoretical domain, as they do not impinge on his life or his sense of self.6 

He explained that such matters are not a fundamental concern for him, “because that’s 

not what my belief is about. My belief is concerned with: am I doing my prayers? Am I 

connecting with Allah? It’s this spiritual way of life.”  What matters is “spiritual practice 

and living Islam out: it’s about being kind to your neighbor, taking care of people, and 

making a difference in the world.” 

Amin’s comments in situations such as the above, function with a notion of faith 

that is not about intellectual conviction or understanding, but rather it is about a lived 

moral and devotional commitment. He is able to suspend his intellectual discomfort by 

making explicit the shift between different dimensions faith, and by relying on the 

                                                      

6 For many women with whom I have been in conversation, or whose discourse I have followed online, 

these issues are not experienced as merely theoretical. My analysis in Chapter Six should clarify the stakes 

involved.  
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notion of faith that focuses on one’s experiential and practical engagement with Islamic 

teachings and practices. The move toward “pushing aside” troubling questions and 

doubts in this way—whether deliberately or subconsciously—is, in fact, an extremely 

common habit and an essential strategy, one that I have come across time after time in 

discussions with people. People often acknowledge that certain questions might trouble 

them, but insist that they “don’t think about it,” or “avoid” reflecting on these things. 

Amin’s reflections helped me better understand this strategic habit of dealing with 

dissonance and doubt. People suspend their intellectual questions precisely because 

they center the practical dimension of faith, implicitly seeing their moral commitment as 

more essential than the aspiration to cognitive understanding. They thereby absorb 

themselves in this form of life, trying to live out their commitment, rather than to make 

sense of it.  

Amin told me on multiple occasions that he makes a deliberate effort to avoid 

too much “intellectualizing” about faith, as that had not served him well in providing 

the certainty upon which he could live out this form of life, to which he is 

fundamentally committed. On a number of occasions he spoke of his ambivalent 

discomfort with certain communal spaces of religious discussion where people engage 

in intellectual discussions and debates about Islam. While appreciating such spaces 

and participating in discussions at times, he also tries to limit his engagement, he said, 

given that they focus too much on such intellectualizing which then becomes blurred 
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with a “faith perspective,” (rather than being a purely academic exercise that can be 

easily separated from a devotional engagement, as he attempts to do).  

For example, Amin was an occasional participant at a local discussion group 

called the “IQRA”7 circle, in which a different topic was selected by participants each 

week to be discussed and debated. The circle was conceived as an open intellectual 

space in which people could openly discuss any issue from all perspectives, without an 

authority figure present to determine the “correct” position. The group’s discussions 

were attended by a relatively diverse array of people each week, and they had 

generated significant interest among students and young professionals. In a 

conversation at some point, another friend asked Amin why he had not attended in a 

while. Amin’s response was that although he really enjoyed the space, he no longer 

went very much, because people did “a bit too much philosophizing” for his taste. “It’s 

not good for my īmān,” he explained. “Like I’ve said, I have these foundations that I 

have structured my life around, so I don’t like to philosophize about them. I did that in 

college, and life was not good.” We see here again Amin distinguishing between an 

intellectual engagement that seeks to determine and understand religious doctrine, and 

a practical commitment to living out a form of life.  

                                                      

7 Meaning “read” or “recite”, iqra’ is an important Qur’anic term that is commonly invoked in communal 

settings to emphasize the importance of knowledge, reading, and the intellect. This group adopted it for the 

name of the group to emphasize the importance of intellectual engagement with Islam.  
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He expressed a similar sentiment that highlighted this stance one summer day at 

a picnic where a number of friends had gathered. As it was starting to get dark, most of 

the group left, but a few of us remained and sat at the picnic table talking. At some 

point, Amin brought up the widely circulated New York Times article about sex-slavery 

as practiced by ISIS. He mentioned that just earlier that day he had finally read Professor 

Kecia Ali’s work on slavery and sex in Islamic law; there had been a small group of 

interested individuals in Boston just a few weeks prior who had met to discuss the issue, 

and the organizer had forwarded the chapter to those who were interested in joining. 

While neither Amin nor I ended up being able to attend, he still wanted to read the 

chapter. The issue of slavery (and sexual use of female slaves in particular) was 

something that clearly troubled him, since it came up in conversation on multiple 

occasions around that time. And since Professor Ali was local to Boston, he had heard 

about her on many occasions, but had never read anything she had written before. He 

was thus curious to see what she said on the matter. “It was really interesting,” Amin 

said about the chapter, “but I want to look up a few things that she said.” Some of what 

she was claiming in the chapter just didn’t sit well with him, he told us. “Her argument 

seems really solid, but as a believer it just doesn’t sound right.”  

 His statement struck me as significant, particularly in light of my conversation 

with Samah earlier that same day. As I have described in the previous chapter, Samah 

told me about her experience of religious disillusionment, an experience that was 
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followed by a deepened commitment to increasing her knowledge of Islam. 

Subsequently, she began intensively studying Arabic and Islam with various religious 

scholars and teachers in the area. In our exchange, I wondered if she had not felt the 

need to study Islam in a less “mainstream” or “traditional” setting— many women I 

knew who experienced such frustrations and humiliation often avoided such spaces. It 

caught my interest that she had turned to these “traditional” scholars, rather than 

perhaps learning from the many Muslim public intellectuals, for instance, who 

challenged such “mainstream” attitudes. She told me that she had in fact taken a couple 

of courses on Islam in college, but she soon realized that the “problem” was that “this 

academic study of Islam undermines your faith.” “You are able to intellectually 

understand things perhaps, and this orientalist approach makes so much logical sense, 

but then it undermines your faith.” This was in contrast to “traditional study,” she said, 

which “develops you intellectually as well, but it also develops you spiritually. It builds 

your faith.” She had expressed similar sentiments before as well, talking about the 

spiritual benefit of the suḥba (spiritual companionship) that complements studying with 

the right kind of company.  

While the comments made by both Amin and Samah that day made me 

uncomfortable, I began to make better sense of their remarks upon reflecting further 

about the centrality of devotional commitment. Amin and Samah seem to be creating a 

self-conscious distinction between what might seem to be intellectually or academically 
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valid, but which they cannot accept because it violates their life of faithfulness and 

devotion. Their internal, intuitive sense of what is morally and spiritually good hits up 

against what is being said, so that they know something must not be right. While they 

might not be able to fully account for the dissonance intellectually or discursively, they 

cannot easily accept such things, because that would fundamentally challenge what is 

known in a deeper register than the cognitive or intellectual. What we see in such 

scenarios and conversations is that our intellectual pursuits are fundamentally guided 

by our aspirations of who we want to be, and what kind of life we want to live. Our 

moral commitments and desires set the basic criteria and boundaries of our intellectual 

lives.   

The reflections of Christian theologian and philosopher, James Smith, regarding 

modern theological conceptions of the human being, can help elucidate my point here. 

James discusses two basic models of how the human person is often conceptualized in 

modern theological discourses, and a third that he presents as his alternative. He begins 

with the “‘rationalist’ or ‘intellectualist’ picture of the human person” as a “thinking 

being” who functions in the world based on ideas that are presented to the mind and 

cognitively assessed.8 He then goes on to describe a reaction and critique of this 

rationalistic model, describing a picture of the human person as “believer”, which insists 

that thinking fundamentally operates “based on prior faith or trust” in a certain 

                                                      

8 Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 41-42. 
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“worldview” that comes before our “rational explanations of the world.” “Before we are 

thinkers, we are believers,” James says about this model. Our beliefs—which are “pre-

rational or supra-rational”—are thus “more basic than ideas.”9 

While this stance is important in critiquing the reductionist assumptions of the 

rationalist account, Smith proposes that at the same time this belief-centered account 

remains wedded to the notion that people are motivated by ideas. It is simply that in this 

case beliefs are “given the status of Ur-ideas—the originary beliefs that undergird all 

ideas.” This remains a largely propositional, disembodied, and individualistic picture of 

the human being, Smith argues, and thus does not go far enough in reconceptualizing 

our moral selves.10 Instead, he wants to present a theory “that sees humans as most 

fundamentally oriented and identified by love.”11 His model of the human person thus 

conceives of humans as “embodied agents of desire or love.” We are fundamentally 

motivated in life not by the ideas that we think about and cognitively believe, but by 

those things that we ultimately love, that which we “desire above all else.”12 He 

explains: 

Our ultimate love moves and motivates us because we are lured by this picture 

of human flourishing. Rather than being pushed by beliefs, we are pulled by a 

telos that we desire. It’s not so much that we're intellectually convinced and then 

muster the willpower to pursue what we ought; rather, at a precognitive level, 

we are attracted to a vision of the good life that has been painted for us in stories 

                                                      

9 Ibid,. 43. 
10 Ibid., 44-45. 
11 Ibid., 46. 
12 Ibid., 51. 
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and myths, images and icons . . . . The goods and aspects of human flourishing 

painted by these alluring pictures of the good life begin to seep into the fiber of 

our (everyday, noncognitive) being (i.e., our hearts) and thus govern and shape 

our decisions, actions, and habits. Thus we become certain kinds of people; we 

begin to emulate, mimic, and mirror the particular vision that we desire.13  

 

This insight by Smith reflects what I am attempting to describe regarding faith as a 

moral or devotional commitment: a decision or motivation to live according to a 

particular form of life— or, as Smith puts it, a particular “vision of the good life.” Amin 

and Samah’s responses to intellectual doubts and academic challenges to faith exemplify 

this insight. Their comments illustrate how their intellectual engagement with Islam is 

guided by their aspirations for the kind of life they wanted to live, their deeply 

embodied love, and their desire for an Islamic form of life in devotion to God. 

Safia’s consistent ambivalence about her relationship to the ISBCC community 

is another example that has exemplified this insight for me. As I will discuss in detail 

in the following chapter, over the course of several years, Safia became deeply 

disillusioned with the ISBCC community in which she was so deeply engaged. As a 

result, she felt deeply conflicted about much of the authoritative religious discourse 

and practice of that community. In the couple of years that I knew her, she vacillated 

almost every time I met her—or sometimes even within one conversation—about how 

she felt about being involved in the devotional life of the community. At times, she 

would express her frustrations, and how uninspiring or frustrating she found the space 

                                                      

13 Ibid., 54. 
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to be, but at other times she would express a longing for the spirituality of that same 

communal space. Or at other times, with a wry and self-conscious laugh, she would 

tell me that she was getting involved again with the community in various ways. She 

often pre-empted my jokes, or gentle chiding, at her expense about how she could not 

avoid getting involved despite knowing that it would soon lead to more frustration. “I 

know!” she would exclaim with her characteristically lively laughter.  

But she would also explain her motives more seriously on numerous occasions, 

talking about how she was seeking a space such as this one, where people openly 

remember God, are actively dedicated to sacrificing their time, energy, and money to 

work for the sake of Allah, consciously work on improving their character, and most 

importantly, perform rituals together. A yearning that she spoke about on many 

occasions was wanting a space to pray and recite Qur’an together. In particular, she 

would emphasize the power of communal ṣalāh: “There’s just something deeply 

grounding about communal prayer.” What would keep on bringing her back to the 

space, despite her reservations, was this desire to be absorbed in communal devotion. 

She might have various intellectual, practical, and emotional ambivalences about the 

space, but her aspiration to a living a life absorbed in devotion could not simply be put 

aside. It continued on as a foundational love and desire that she aspired to and shaped 

her life around, alongside of course other competing desires, motivations, and moral 
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commitments. It seems that it is this multiplicity of desires and moral commitments 

that leads one to experience tension, ambivalence, and uncertainty.14 

* * * 

In engaging with Amin and arriving at the above-described realization about 

devotional commitment and absorption, I thought I had understood the importance of 

his stance. As we continued engaging each other, however, I realized that his stance was 

challenging not only my rationalistic assumptions about belief, but also, he challenged 

me to expand my own understanding of devotional absorption, beyond the domain of 

ritual practice. Let me illustrate this point by returning to the exchange alongside the 

Charles River that I related in the previous chapter. After he mentioned that the Qur’ān 

serves as the central focus of his devotional engagement, Amin went on to say: “But it's 

mostly been in terms of recitation so far. The next stage I think is to engage with the 

meaning more...” 

 “Oh, you should be careful about that though!” I interjected, laughing. “Then it’s 

going to change it from this devotional engagement to an analytical one ... It then 

becomes this critical exercise in trying to figure out the meaning...” 

 “No I don’t think so,” he replied, disagreeing in his characteristically gentle, soft-

spoken way. He compared it once again to poetry. This time he gave the example of 

                                                      

14 This is something that Samuli Schielke’s work productively calls our attention to, which I will address in 

more detail in the following chapter. See Schielke, “Being Good in Ramadan.” 
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consuming poetry rather than producing it. He told me of a poet that his high school 

literature teacher introduced him to, Ella Wheeler Wilcox. This was around the same 

time that he began experiencing the symptoms of a major physical disability, leading 

him to struggle with severe depression for some time. It was his first time really 

engaging with literature seriously, and it spoke very deeply to the situation he was in, 

the challenges that he was experiencing and struggling with. He was completely 

absorbed by it, he said, and it meant so much to him and gave him tremendous 

inspiration in his situation. As he told me about this experience, he began reciting one of 

her poems from memory, rattling it off effortlessly as something that he clearly had 

internalized very deeply: 

You will be what you will to be; 

Let failure find its false content 

In that poor word "environment," 

But spirit scorns it, and is free, 

 

It masters time, it conquers space, 

It cows that boastful trickster Chance, 

And bids the tyrant Circumstance 

Uncrown and fill a servant's place...15 

 

He trailed off after these two stanzas, and went on to say he disagreed that 

engaging in the meaning would not allow for that more devotional engagement. What I 

understood from him in this exchange was that his aim in such an engagement is to get 

absorbed in the words and find meanings that speak to him personally, and then allow 

                                                      

15 Wilcox, “Will”.  
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himself to internalize those meanings and be transformed by them. It is about simply 

being emotionally moved and awed by the words and meanings and letting them have 

an affective impact and spur you to deepen your devotion. That is how he engages or 

wants to engage with the Qur’an, rather than by means of some critical or analytical 

endeavor of comprehending the correct meaning of the text.  

What this exchange signaled to me was that it is not just physical practices 

(sports, dance, prayer, recitation, communal activism, etc.) that one can be experientially 

absorbed in. Rather, one can be devotionally absorbed in discourse as well. I draw 

attention to this conversation to highlight Amin’s resistance to the notion that one can 

only engage with discourse in an analytic or intellectual fashion. The exchange between 

us demonstrates how I have been deeply disciplined by my academic training into 

assuming a default position of analytic distance when engaging with religious discourse. 

My instinct in engaging with such discourses is to seek some level of analytic 

comprehension (which is inherently open to contestation and thus uncertainty). Amin, 

on the other hand, is not disciplined in this way and does not assume that it is the only 

way to engage with this discourse. Instead, he speaks of engaging these meanings in a 

way that exhibits the same kind of absorption that we see in other devotional practices. 

Although he was making this point with regards to engaging with the meanings of the 

Qur’an in particular, I am using this insight to reflect on how we engage with discourse 

more broadly. 
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This brings me back to Amin’s repeated distinction when we first met—between 

a “devotional perspective” and “analytic perspective” in engaging with religious 

discourse. Our exchange alongside the Charles River was probably the most direct that 

Amin got by way of unpacking this distinction. What is he doing when he differentiates 

between these two ways of relating to Islamic doctrine? It seems to me that in so doing 

he moves between different aims that he seeks—in this devotional mode of engagement, 

what is being sought is not really firm intellectual conviction based on rational 

comprehension. Instead, at this level, he seeks to simply live out his commitment to 

worshiping God.  This mode of devotional absorption thus entails engaging with 

religious discourse in a personally relevant and existentially responsive way, a way that 

affirms and internalizes these teachings in one’s lived life. We again see an aspect of 

faith here that is not primarily concerned with believing something to be true, but rather 

is about relating to the discourse in a practical way, an aspirational commitment to live 

out a particular form of life. 

Thus when Amin was confronted in our initial encounter with a critical 

perspective on the gendered nature of Muslim history, he was troubled by this seeming 

failure of the tradition to live up to dominant contemporary conceptions of human 

equality and dignity. Yet, he also felt bound by a particular communal construction or 

interpretation of sacred history, given that this communal discourse is what authorizes 

the devotional form of life to which he is committed. He could, on an intellectual level, 
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recognize the specific critique being leveled, but he tried to disengage from it in light of 

how that critique might undermine the authoritative discourse that grounds the form of 

life wherein he is devotionally absorbed. Instead, he understood himself to be taking a 

more devotional attitude towards the religious beliefs and sacred narratives in question.  

Amin seemed to feel conflicted and torn between these different moral impulses 

and commitments—namely, between upholding the Islamic devotional life he is 

committed to, and on the other hand, living up to dominant cultural ideals of social 

justice or intellectual objectivity. He thus ends up vacillating between these poles, at 

times valuing or seeking out a critical engagement with religious ideas, but in many 

other cases, resisting the same and simply valuing a more practical and responsive 

engagement with religious teachings. By allowing himself to be absorbed in this 

devotional orientation, he is able to live out this commitment, without the paralysis that 

came with the critical, analytic mindset during college.16 

For my purposes here, I would also extend James Smith’s analysis discussed 

above, by using his framework to also understand how people often relate to creedal 

beliefs. While his account de-centers our cognitive thinking and beliefs by turning our 

                                                      

16 It is important to emphasize that there is no clear-cut or consistent theory of moral selfhood or belief that 

Amin lives out in all of this; like every individual, he exhibits a complex web of impulses, needs, desires, 

orientations, and aspirations. I am merely here attempting to draw out a framework that can provide some 

level of understanding of how he navigates this complex web. Ultimately, however, such life processes and 

realities cannot be fully captured by our conceptual frameworks. Nonetheless, I find that it is 

hermeneutically useful to consider his experiences through this framework of devotional absorption, as it 

not only provides a way of making sense of Amin’s experiences, but also, has broader implications in 

considering the religious dynamics of Muslim communities, as I shall discuss in the following subsection.  
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attention to desire and love, I think the same can be a productive framework to 

understand “beliefs” as well. As I have been attempting to show, it is important to 

consider what people are doing when affirming beliefs. My conversations with Amin 

point us to the ways in which affirmation of creedal beliefs is often not primarily about 

the ideas or propositional content conveyed by such truth-claims, but is instead about 

affirming a deeply-held aspiration and devotional commitment to living out a particular 

form or vision of life. Such affirmations are thus centrally about love and desire, in 

Smith’s terms. We have grown to desire a particular vision of how we should live, and 

we aspire to fulfill that. Affirming basic truth-claims is not always about expressing a 

clear mental conviction, therefore, but can be a way of expressing commitment and 

desire, as these truth- claims constitute the authoritative language that stands in for this 

form of life. 

Dallas High articulates a parallel framework for understanding the nature and 

significance of religious beliefs. Linking the insights of Ludwig Wittgenstein and 

Michael Polanyi and applying them to religious belief, High argues that beliefs can be 

understood as “acts of indwelling” rather than simply propositional convictions. By 

“indwelling,” High has in mind Polanyi’s discussion of how we relate to tools: “We may 

use tools, probes, and instruments to reach beyond our own bodies and still make them 

act to form a part of our own bodies. As a tool, it is to appropriate it, to assimilate it, to 

interiorize it, to dwell in it.” He then goes on to extend this analogy beyond physical 
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instruments, stating, “but such appropriation, interiorization, and indwelling can be 

extended to intellectual tools—beliefs, concepts, etc.—which are anchored in ourselves, 

are our doing, are our life, as it were. The acknowledgement, the acceptance, and the 

fiduciary assimilation to myself is an act, a skill, or a practice.”17 In his invocation of 

Polanyi, High is bringing our attention to the way in which language, truth-claims, and 

beliefs can be internalized in our way of living our lives. Applying this insight to 

religious beliefs, he concludes:  

I think we can begin to say fairly and clearly that particular religious beliefs, 

considered as acts of worship, including participation in liturgy, loyalty, 

reverence, and valuing, are acts of indwelling rather than simple affirmations of 

a set or sets of propositions or even behaving according to the presupposition of 

certain propositions like ‘God exists.’ Rather, it is like a deeper hope and 

expectation of relationship with God. And there some common analogies begin 

to emerge. To relate to and be related to another human being, as my wife and I, 

is not fundamentally based upon or presupposed by a set of affirmed 

propositions. Rather, it is to indwell another, sometimes intimately, to live with, 

take on, and to integrate with the activities of another. Yet what can be said, even 

propositionally, of that relationship is dependent upon and subsidiary to the 

indwelling and lived function of that relationship. Similarly, theological 

doctrines and assertions of belief, I suggest, are to a large extent subsidiary to 

and parasitic upon the scaffolding of the indwelling.18  

 

Amin’s devotional commitment to this form of life reflects this experience of indwelling. 

The practices, values, orientations, relationships, and commitments of this form of life 

have been an intimate part of his cumulative life experiences. It has become a part of 

him such that it is not merely an external object he intellectually judges to be true or 

                                                      

17 High, “Wittgenstein,” 257-58. 
18 Ibid., 261. 
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false. Moral-existential commitment to this form of life thus seems to largely precede 

mental conviction. His mental and verbal affirmation of the truth of these beliefs is 

largely an expression of his devotional commitment.  

In Polanyi and Wittgenstein’s framework, however, such fundamental 

commitments or ungrounded certainties are generally presented as those aspects of our 

life that we are not consciously reflective about. They encompass more or less that which 

is completely “given” or “taken for granted” in our lives. Wittgenstein understands 

certainty as a practical matter, based on an “ungrounded way of acting,”19 precisely 

because “we act in certain ways, and certain facts are simply not questioned.”20 This 

kind of certainty thus applies to those aspects of our lives that we would never think of 

doubting. Or, as Polanyi describes the nature of presuppositions:  

The curious thing is that we have no clear knowledge of what our pre-

suppositions are and when we try to formulate them they appear quite 

unconvincing . . . . I suggest now that the supposed pre-suppositions of science 

are so futile because the actual foundations of our scientific beliefs cannot be 

asserted at all. When we accept a certain set of pre-suppositions and use them as 

our interpretive framework, we may be said to dwell in them as we do in our 

own body. Their uncritical acceptance for the time being consists in a process of 

assimilation by which we identify ourselves with them. They are not asserted 

and cannot be asserted, for assertion can be made only within a framework with 

which we have identified ourselves for the time being; as they are themselves our 

ultimate framework, they are essentially inarticulable.21  

 

                                                      

19 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, 110. 
20 Kober, “In the Beginning,” 23. 
21 Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 59-60. 
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The kind of indwelt religious belief in Amin’s case, however, does not exhibit 

this kind of non-reflective, taken-for-granted, or instinctual status described by 

Wittgenstein and Polanyi’s account of indwelt or presuppositional certainty. Given the 

condition of secularity and its construction of religion as something that must be 

consciously and deliberately affirmed by an individual, he is, instead, very self-

conscious and deliberate in his affirmation of this form of life and the beliefs built 

around it. This is a form of life, therefore, that Amin actively and intentionally allows 

himself to be experientially absorbed in. It reflects the distinction Polanyi draws between 

“subsidiary awareness” and “focal awareness,” the former being that to which we are 

not wholly directing our active attention but are nonetheless attuned to, whereas the 

latter is that which we are directly focused on.22 Secularity thus seems to bring “religion” 

into one’s “focal attention,” as something that must be consciously attended to. Polanyi 

suggests that in many cases, “the performance [of an activity] is paralysed if we focus 

our attention” on particular details of the activity.  

I believe it is in this sense that the secular condition can pose a challenge to 

religious faith, insofar as the indwelt and instinctual nature of belief and practice is 

undermined. It is for this reason that the ability and disposition of experiential 

“absorption” seems to be crucial for such devotional commitments to be effective in the 

secular condition. The insight is similar to what we saw with Safia’s absorption in the 

                                                      

22 Ibid., 55-56 
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previous chapter— a general orientation towards life experiences that allows oneself to 

become fully immersed in the activities, practices, emotions, and experiences of that 

form of life, rather than maintaining an analytic distance in relation to it. 

5.1.2 Competing goals in community educational settings 

The devotional orientation to religious discourse has important implications not 

only at the individual level, but also as it is reflected in the way religious education and 

preaching are structured in these communities and how they are received by 

individuals. While one might assume that public religious discourse is primarily about 

imparting knowledge and understanding, focusing on the dynamics of devotional 

absorption helps us better understand what is happening in such spaces. The insight 

into devotional absorption helped me better understand the nature of much of the 

Islamic preaching in which I participated in the Boston area. Given both my own 

abovementioned academic propensity and disciplining, as well as the way in which 

these Muslim revivalist voices also operate with a largely intellectualist mindset and 

regularly emphasize the centrality of acquiring knowledge, I had assumed that engaging 

with religious discourse was necessarily about intellectually comprehending and then 

retaining those teachings.  The people around me, however, were not always as 

interested in analytic comprehension and examination of the claims being presented, but 

rather allowed themselves to be absorbed in such speech in ways that were important to 

their devotional lives. By engaging in this devotionally absorbed way, people are 
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Sameer 

A deeply charming young 
man, Sameer almost 
always wore a wide and 
infectiously warm smile. 
Always impeccably 
dressed, he loved to 
entertain guests with his 
characteristic hospitality 
and love of cooking. He 
combined these qualities 
with a tendency to turn 
any conversation into an 
extended abstract 
discussion, somehow 
without aggravating 
people too much in the 
process.  He was a recent 
college graduate when I 
met him in 2015. A South 
African citizen of South-
Asian (Gujarati) descent, 
he had moved to the US as 
an international student 
to pursue his bachelor’s 
degree in Boston, where 
he had studied Chemistry. 
He was now working in a 
cancer therapy research 
lab at the Longwood 
Medical Center.  

inspired by the discourse to live out the religious form of life to which they are 

committed. They accordingly respond to the discourse in existentially meaningful ways, 

even if they do not necessarily “acquire knowledge” in an intellectual sense. 

This point was most clearly reflected for me in 

a conversation about jumuah prayers with my friend 

Sameer. Sitting in a café on a Sunday morning, Saadia 

and I caught up with Sameer over breakfast. I asked 

him how he liked his new job. “Alhamdulilah,” he 

said, glowing—as was characteristic of him during 

that time. He had been telling me for several weeks 

how he was truly in “seventh heaven” ever since 

moving to Boston a few months earlier, feeling 

extremely blessed in all aspects of his life. He carried 

on in the same vein during this conversation as well, 

exuding a sense of contentment and joy as he told me 

how much he was enjoying the work and how nice his 

colleagues were. He then added that he really loved 

the jumuahs at the Longwood Medical Center which he 

attends (since it’s the closest jumuah to his work). “The 

people there are really great,” he said, “they’re all 
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really welcoming and caring people, who want to do something good for others.” The 

khutbahs are given by young professionals who work at the medical center, he said, and 

they’re usually pretty thoughtful and beneficial. He described the khutbah just two days 

earlier, for instance, which was about the responsibility to use whatever skills, resources, 

and opportunities they had each been blessed with, to do something good in the world. 

“That’s nice,” I responded, noting that Saadia and I generally dread attending 

jumuah. “The khutbahs tend to be more a test of our patience than anything else.” 

Amused and a bit surprised, he wondered why that was the case, saying that he “loves 

jumuah.” I was also a bit surprised to hear this coming from him, since I knew that he 

wasn’t particularly invested in or committed to “mainstream” American Muslim 

religious practice and discourse. Saadia explained how she generally felt that the 

khutbahs “don’t make much sense,” or that “as someone who studies this stuff,” she’s 

often “sitting there thinking, ‘that’s actually inaccurate, that doesn’t make sense, etc.’” 

It’s hard to get out of that way of seeing things, she explained. He laughed at this point 

and replied, “To be honest, I actually don’t focus too closely on the details of what they 

are saying. I just take one thing from it that I connect with and take that away with me.”  

“Maybe that’s our problem,” I said laughing, “maybe we pay too much 

attention.”  

“I don’t want this to sound like I’m saying it’s your attitude,” he said, and went 

on to explain his mindset:  
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This is just how I try to be … Jumuah for me is basically like a reset button. It’s 

like, my opportunity to refresh. I usually don’t think to myself too much about 

my state throughout the week, you know—what kind of person am I being, how 

can I improve . . . . So I use Friday as a way to do that. In the morning, I do ghusl 

[ritually purifying bath] every Friday. It’s like, being pure that way. And I try not 

to lose my wuḍū [state of ritual purity] even if I can . . . . Then I’m already feeling 

good, because it’s a special day, and I’m already in like seventh heaven, so I 

really appreciate when people are then nice to me—like somebody at work just 

happens to ask how I’m feeling, and I'm like ‘wow, that’s so kind . . .’ 

 

I interjected saying that it seems then that it’s about jumuah in general for him, and the 

meaning and significance he takes from it, rather than the khutbah itself.  

No, but that then carries over in the khutbah as well,” he replied. “I come into the 

khutbah, and I try to connect to something the khatīb says and try to act on it . . . . 

He doesn’t actually give you anything concrete, he just says ‘improve’ and I say 

to myself, ‘Ya, I need to improve. What can I do? I’ll call my mom today. Or I’ll 

put extra hours at work today, since I took off some time earlier.’ 

 

 Sameer’s spiritual pragmatism in appreciating Friday sermons further confirmed 

for me the notion of a devotional orientation towards religious discourse and the ability 

to be absorbed in such devotional practice. He not only treats attending the sermon as a 

devotional act, but also takes a devotional attitude towards the preaching itself, seeking 

to find something in the sermon that is spiritually uplifting or beneficial. He doesn’t 

concern himself with finding an accurate understanding or intellectual grasp of the 

issues being raised, but rather tries to relate to the discourse in a way that can help him 

better live up to his moral and devotional commitments. This is because, as we will see 

in the section below, as we explore his story more deeply, he is much more radically 

uninterested in creedal belief than are most of my interlocutors.   
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Such an attitude reflects a broader dynamic that I observed in conversations 

around Boston about the role of Islamic educational programming. In the process of 

attending various classes, discussion circles, and lectures in the area—or while 

discussing these different programs with other community members—I began to notice 

different attitudes towards the aim and purpose of these sites of religious education. On 

one end of the spectrum was the view that such spaces should be providing community 

members with an opportunity to intellectually engage with, and understand various 

issues and topics, while on the other end of the spectrum was an attitude holding that 

such spaces should primarily provide congregants with some applied practical guidance 

about how to live out one’s faith.  

For instance, Amin’s abovementioned discomfort with certain communal 

discussion circles, such as the “IQRA” discussion group, was something I heard as a 

relatively widespread sentiment in the Boston area. Clearly, many people felt that there 

was too much intellectualizing and questioning in those settings. There seemed to a dual 

concern, both about attendees not having the necessary religious authority to properly 

guide the discussions, as well as a concern with the utility (or lack thereof) of these 

intellectual discussions. Those who organized and regularly attended the IQRA circle 

spoke of the importance of thinking through various contentious issues in order to make 

sure that people know why they believe what they believe, and have an opportunity to 

reflect on important issues. As expressed by Amin, however, others felt that the 
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intellectual debates taking place in this space did little to build one’s faith, but instead 

simply seemed to be an academic exercise.  

The foregoing example stands in contrast to the Young Professionals (YP) Halaqa 

(organized by the ISBCC). Here the primary focus was on very practical matters, with 

sessions dedicated to various aspects of moral and spiritual growth in the lives of young 

professionals in Boston (such as maximizing one’s spiritual benefit from Ramadan, or 

the need for “self-care”). I spoke to the two young women who organize the meetings 

about how they envision the aims of the group, in contrast to other spaces such as the 

IQRA circle. Hana (the younger of the two, who was still completing her undergraduate 

degree while working part-time at the mosque) began by addressing the concern with 

authority: 

In some ways a space like [IQRA] can be good, because it will get you to go and 

explore and read and stuff. But it’s nice how, in the Young Professionals (YP) 

halaqa, we have someone there who can answer people’s questions. Someone 

who’s leading the halaqa and has prepared, you know, has done their research 

on the topic. And if a question comes up, they can provide an answer. It’s nice to 

have somebody with the answers, especially if it’s a shaykh of course.  

 

Nura (the second of the two organizers) pointed out, though, that from her perspective, 

the YP halaqa was “not the kind of place for people to get answers to Islamic questions 

they have.” That’s not what people are coming for, she suggested, and not what the 

space is offering. “There are other spaces for that.” I agreed, saying that it seems like it is 

much more about practical matters, supporting people and thinking about how to 

practice certain values. They agreed, saying that they saw it as a space where you get a 
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“weekly reminder,” but it’s not about getting some “solid knowledge.” “Of course 

knowledge will be part of it, but that’s not the main goal.”  

Later on in the conversation, when comparing the approach of the YP Halaqa to 

the IQRA circle, I noted how I had never seen any serious questions or disagreements 

come up in the YP Halaqa. I wondered if the reason might be because it is more 

practically oriented, rather than a place dealing with more touchy or controversial topics 

like is being done by the IQRA circle. Nura agreed, saying that, “people want the more 

practical stuff, not this kind of intellectual or controversial stuff… And in many ways, 

that’s what they need. It might be important to talk about some of these more 

controversial topics sometimes, but at the end of the day, that’s not what people need. 

They need to know how to conduct themselves on a daily basis, that’s what they need. 

Like, what does that controversial stuff do for you?” Nura thus expressed the 

widespread sentiment that theoretical matters in religion are not as important most of 

the time, because people are generally more concerned with the question “what shall I 

do?” 

At other times, however, I noticed that this devotional engagement with 

preaching is not necessarily practically oriented. On one such occasion, the mosque was 

jam-packed on a Friday night as people sat in on a class of the Dallas preacher Omar 

Suleiman, on the topic of the Archangel Jibreel. This was one of the most crowded and 

well-attended talks I had seen at the mosque (aside from the obligatory weekly Friday 



 

333 

sermons of course). I sat next to a friend as we whispered back and forth, commenting 

every so often about various statements by Suleiman. It struck me that story after story 

and fact after fact were presented, with very little or no reflection as to why the 

information being offered was important, what relevance it had to individual or 

communal religious life, what lessons could be learned. “Yet people are eating it up,” 

my friend and I agreed, noticing the enraptured listeners around us, and the larger-than-

usual crowds. And soon enough, while I continued to be critical and puzzled, my friend 

allowed himself to be drawn into the discourse and had gotten absorbed in the stories 

being told.  

Reflecting on this later, I could again see the way in which my intellectualist 

mindset was constraining my imagination.23 The significance and power of Suleiman’s 

talk was perhaps about neither conceptual understanding nor practical guidance that 

could be directly implemented. It seemed rather to be primarily a matter of instilling 

feelings of wonder, awe, reverence, and devotion to something far greater than 

everything we know in our mundane lives. The cultivation of such feelings can, in turn, 

create a deep, affective bond with this devotional form of life, and the authoritative 

discourses that underlie and legitimize the form of life—what my friend referred to with 

the common trope of an “īmān boost.” Thus by allowing oneself to be absorbed in a 

                                                      

23 It had been many years since I had actively engaged with such discussions, as my engagement with 

Islamic discourse was much more defined by my academic studies. The tone and mode of engagement in 

such spaces had thus become largely illegible to me in ways, although they would not have struck me in the 

same way in the earlier stages of my life. 
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Rashad 

Rashad was one of the 
most accomplished chefs 
in the region. His talent 
with food—which I was 
fortunate enough to enjoy 
when the opportunity 
presented itself for him to 
prepare some food for us 
—was only matched by 
his passion for food 
justice and sustainability. 
These qualities were 
paralleled by his love, 
thoughtfulness, and 
dedication as a father to 
two little girls. Born to 
African-American parents 
who converted to Islam in 
their youth, Rashad grew 
up in a tight-knit and 
deeply devoted network 
of Black Muslim mosques 
and organizations in 
Cleveland, Ohio. 

devotional way of relating to this discourse (rather than, say, intellectually or 

analytically interrogating the claims being made), one can nurture their moral 

commitment to a particular form of life. 

5.2 Rashad’s Trust of Life Experience 

Most of my Fridays during my time in Boston 

were spent at the ISBCC. I would attend jumuah prayer 

there, and then on most weeks I would stay there the 

remainder of the day, spending time with friends at 

the mosque cafe, until the weekly evening class. It was 

in this environment that I grew close to Rashad, as we 

often spent most of the day together talking about 

work, family life, Muslim community dynamics, 

ethics, and politics.  

His work on issues of food justice and 

sustainability was often at the center of our 

discussions. For Rashad, this was about more than just 

a job. This work for him was central to his aspiration to 

fashioning his life in accordance with his commitment to God. Working in the 

restaurant industry, he could have pursued many paths, but instead he invested 

extensive energy and sacrifices to try and make his work align with the “core 
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principles of Islam.” He accordingly pursued business plans that worked to reduce 

food-waste as well as serve underserved communities that do not have access to 

healthy food. Along with this, he struggled to make his business model comply with 

religious prohibitions on bank interest, alcohol, and pork, all of which became difficult 

ethical dilemmas for him over the years. This work was in many ways all-consuming 

for Rashad. We talked extensively about developments and concerns in his work, and 

he was consistently overworked and sleep-deprived. We often joked about his being a 

“workaholic,” as he was always over-committed and trying to achieve too much in a 

very limited time. As a matter of fact, considering how busy and devoted he was 

always to his work—as well as how serious and critical he was of popular culture— I 

was genuinely surprised when I found out that he also spent time in the evenings 

watching NBA games or certain online TV shows.  

His work, along with other communal projects, his sense of duty and care 

towards his family and children, and in general his almost utopian sense of personal 

ethics, seemed to be his deepest expression of devotion to God. Rashad’s absorption in 

devotion thus did not revolve around rituals to the extent that it did for many others. 

For Rashad, his work and personal conduct and responsibilities were most central in 

his sense of devotional commitment, with ritual practice being essential but not having 

the same level of priority. This often caught my attention, given how fervently 

engrossed he was in his sense of fulfilling religious duties. It almost seemed that he 
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was too busily involved with his work and community goals to be able to fully engross 

himself in ritual practices in that way. For instance, he began to take some Arabic 

classes at a local institute for some time, so that by the following Ramadan he could 

understand some of what was being recited in prayer; after several weeks of trying to 

keep up with it, however, he ended up having to drop the class, because of his many 

other responsibilities. And during Ramadan, while other friends also trying to absorb 

themselves in devotional life were very particular about attending the communal 

prayers (tarāwīḥ) consistently every evening, Rashad’s life circumstances did not allow 

him to be as regular; he would try to be there as often as he could, for at least a portion 

of the prayers, but his work commitments kept him too busy to be consistently present.  

 We can further capture a glimpse of Rashad’s sense of devotional absorption by 

examining one of our many conversations after Friday prayer. As we stood and talked 

in the crowded and bustling ISBCC café, Rashad asked if I was planning on attending 

the Friday night lecture at the mosque. I mentioned that I would be attending the 

IQRA discussion group instead. Hisham, another friend who had joined the 

conversation, mentioned that he had attended that group’s meetings a couple times but 

was uncomfortable with the space. Similar to Amin’s discomfort in some ways, 

Hisham said that the attitude there was unhealthy in that people “questioned too 

much” and spoke about things without proper knowledge or authority.  
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At this point Rashad joined in: “At some point you get to too much questioning,” 

he said. “And then what?” He insisted that one has to stop questioning at some point, as 

there are certain things one can’t ask about. Responding to this, I tried to convey how, 

for those who participate in the discussion circle as well as myself, these conversations 

are important in that they can help us know why we believe what we believe. In 

response to my remark, Rashad responded passionately: “Islam is a gift, it’s the greatest 

gift in my life, man. So I can’t question that, it’s such an incredible blessing and gift in 

my life.”  

After the others left the conversation and it was just the two of us, we continued 

to go back and forth on the same topic. He continued to express reservations in response 

to my explanation of why it’s important to have spaces that facilitate open discussion 

and questioning. “What’s the point of this kind of questioning?” he asked. “I think the 

point is to know what’s true,” I responded, partly expressing my own personal 

inclinations, while also expressing popular sentiments in order to gauge his response. 

“We can’t just blindly accept whatever we’ve been told, or whatever ideas we were 

raised with. That’s called dogmatism.” His reaction to my provocation exemplified his 

lack of conviction in this ideal of intellectual justification. “Ya, I don’t know man,” he 

said somewhat dismissively, laughing in his characteristically amused way. Rather than 

feeling ambivalent towards this rationalist demand like Amin, he often struck me as 

mostly dismissive or even oblivious of it. As we continued to discuss these issues, he 
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offered a more in-depth explanation: “That’s just faith,” he stated, explaining that one 

has to simply accept things as they are and act on them. “When you have faith, you are 

either a crazy person or you have been guided by God,” he said, again with his 

characteristic laughter, “because you accept things that don’t necessarily make sense or 

are irrational, things that only a crazy person would believe!” But you accept these 

things as true, he went on to explain further, because you have experienced it as true, 

and you have to trust that this is coming from God’s guidance. “I have to have trust in 

Allah.”  

While thought-provoking, Rashad’s reflections were not surprising or 

unexpected to me. Everything I knew of him pointed not only to someone who is 

thoroughly immersed in and committed to a life of devotion as discussed above, but 

also, someone who is supremely self-confident in his own intuitive sense of what is 

right. (Despite his rather strict scripturalism, Rashad’s concrete assessments and 

judgments of practical ethical issues were also determined by his trust of intuition.) 

Rashad’s comments exemplify both an intuitive trust of his life experiences, which 

validates and confirms his conviction and affirmation of the truth of Islam, as well as his 

fundamental moral and existential commitment to God and this form of life. That 

fundamental devotional commitment is what “stands fast” for Rashad, such that 

intellectually questioning that commitment feels like a senseless endeavor.    
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Furthermore, for Rashad, his stance of devotional absorption in this form of life 

did not seem to reflect a very active and deliberate effort, compared to Amin, for 

instance, who seemed to be very consciously aware of his own attempt at centering 

devotional practice and prioritizing it over intellectual discourse. Instead, for Rashad, 

this devotional absorption seemed to reflect more of a natural state of being, an 

orientation that he felt he could not help but embody. As he says in the exchange above, 

this “gift” is not something he feels he could question or push aside, as it is a given of his 

life experience that he simply must accept and be grateful for. He feels no need to try 

and justify or confirm his convictions, but simply has a deep-seated trust in his intuitive 

sense of things and absorption in his life experiences.  

While this difference between Amin and Rashad—regarding the degree of 

conscious effort in absorbing themselves in devotional experience—can be partly 

attributed to differences in personal propensities and dispositions, Rashad’s community 

and family upbringing also seem to have played an important role in this orientation. 

Not having internalized or confronted secular discourses on religion to the same degree, 

Rashad seems less sensitive to the demand of justification and thus less self-aware about 

simply trusting his intuitive sense of what is right.   

The son of working-class African American parents who had converted to Islam 

as young adults, Rashad grew up in Cleveland, Ohio as part of one of the oldest African 

American Sunni communities in the country. The mosque he grew up in was one of the 
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most important mosques affiliated with the Dar ul-Islam movement, “the strongest link 

in Dar ul-Islam’s entire national network.”24 With affiliate mosques all over the country, 

the Dar ul-Islam movement (commonly referred to as DAR) was among the earliest and 

most influential (yet highly overlooked) African American Muslim organizations and 

movements, and was the largest African American Sunni group before the Nation of 

Islam transitioned to Sunnism under the leadership of W.D. Muhammad in 1975.25 The 

DAR embodied a strong, separatist stance, drawing on both Black nationalist critiques 

and Islamist discourse about hijra (the concept of migration for religious purposes). They 

thus emphasized self-sufficiency, independence, and disengagement from the 

mainstream non-Muslim American public.26 This was also tied to a very rigorous 

program of implementing the Shariah in their communities. The DAR “resembled the 

Nation of Islam in its efforts to uplift poor African Americans by establishing a separate 

Muslim community, but unlike the Nation of Islam, it relied on Islamic law.” Influenced 

by the writings of revivalist thinker and ideologue Abul A`la Mawdudi, they envisioned 

“building a black Muslim community based on strict observance of the Shari`a.”27  

This background was very apparent as I got to know Rashad. For one thing, in 

many mundane and practical life matters, he displayed a strict, “literalist” notion of 

what it means to follow the Sunnah. Alongside this “Salafi” orientation towards 

                                                      

24 Dannin, Black Pilgrimage, 72.  
25 Curtis, “Urban Muslims,” 61. 
26 Ibid., 64-66. 
27 GhaneaBassiri, A History of Islam in America, 251.  
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personal conduct, there was a strong anti-establishment streak in him that reflected the 

Black Muslim separatism of the DAR. He often expressed a deep-seated distrust and 

consistently sharp critiques of the state, “big money”, and dominant cultural norms. I 

identified with and appreciated this mindset, given my own similar anti-establishment 

leanings. For Rashad, however, his perspective was closely tied to an almost utopian 

and puritan Islamist sensibility that was familiar to me from my own (minimal) 

engagement with such groups growing up, but which now felt somewhat bizarre 

(particularly in a post “War on Terror” America, where such discourses have been 

greatly diminished). For instance, he was deeply critical of expressions of American 

identity and patriotism, but for him it was primarily about the inherent illegitimacy of 

nationalism, since our ultimate loyalty and identity should be to Islam, and Muslims 

alone. Or, for instance, despite seeing his food justice work as an expression of broader 

commitments and concerns with social justice, he would at times interpret this work in a 

more narrowly Muslim-centric framework, suggesting an ultimate concern primarily 

with the fate of Islam and Muslims. Or, we would often laugh and joke about his 

seemingly naïve or idealistic trust in the goodness of Muslims, including the potential 

for establishing a truly Islamic society cut off from all the corruption of this society and 

culture. “I’m somebody who makes du`a all the time to be able to make hijra,” he told 

me once.  
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Yet, his utopian stance was also deeply ambivalent and paradoxical, considering 

that his critical disposition also extended to the Muslim community. Many of our 

conversations revolved around his deep cynicism and dissatisfaction with Muslim 

communities and movements. His idealistic ethics and critical mindset prevented him 

from being satisfied with the way any Muslim community actually functioned, as he 

would often criticize the hypocrisy, double-standards, and lack of principle in much 

Muslim discourse and norms. 

When Rashad eventually told me more about his upbringing, these tendencies 

made much more sense. He spoke to me on numerous occasions about growing up with 

a very uncompromising and even strident Islamic identity and practice, being deeply 

and intimately embedded in a community that aspired to building a purely Islamic 

subculture cut off from the corruption of the broader society. On a number of occasions 

he recalled how, for him and his friends, what they saw themselves as was being 

fundamentally in opposition to the society around them. He later grew up to become 

uncomfortable with this “us-versus-them” mentality and the general rigidity of the 

community. He nonetheless recognized that having grown up so deeply embedded in 

the community—with such an all-encompassing absorption in this separatist Islamic 

form of life—molded him in a permanent way to have an unquestionable and 

unshakeable grounding in faith and value for it that never faded. Islam had simply 

become a part of who he is, his most basic and default “way of life.” He told me about a 
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particular struggle he had gone through as a young adult, for instance, that forced him 

to face the prospect of going down a path of losing that faith commitment; this had so 

jolted him into a fear of losing this “greatest blessing” that it sparked a renewed 

commitment to religious discipline and devotion.  

From the foregoing discussion, we see how for Rashad, having been embedded 

in a particular movement and communal environment, Islam was as a result 

experienced as a fundamental given of his self-understanding and existential 

engagement with life that he could not really question. Rashad seemed to feel very little 

need to justify his faith commitment, since he was so deeply absorbed in this form of 

life. In contrast to that which I observed of Amin, even this attitude of absorption did 

not seem to be a very deliberate or conscious effort on his part, but rather seemed to be 

the default orientation with which he engages life. 

I understand the experience with the DAR movement through the lens of the 

collectivist construals of religion that I discussed in Chapter Three, in which being 

Muslim is intimately tied to a civilizational identity. The DAR movement represents a 

unique blending of the first two moral geographies and imaginations of Islam that 

Zareena Grewal discusses: it simultaneously exemplifies the separatist and liberatory 

ethos of Black Religion, while also reflecting the diasporic, pan-Islamist yearning for 

establishing a unified umma. In both frameworks, being Muslim is intimately tied to a 

civilizational identity, defined against the antagonistic “non-Muslim world”. Religious 
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and civilizational belonging cannot be easily distinguished within this historical 

paradigm. In this particular case, to have a strong sense of innate belonging to the 

imagined umma could generate and ground a firm conviction, commitment, and 

devotional absorption in this Islamic form of life. The politicized, collectivist vision 

towards which DAR aspires, and Rashad’s deeply rooted sense of belonging in this 

community, seem to have played a crucial role in cultivating an unquestioned existential 

commitment and conviction. 

This was, in fact, a connection that I arrived at in conjunction with Rashad’s own 

self-reflections. He complained to me one day about his struggles to get his five-year-old 

daughter to be more interested and serious about reciting and memorizing the Qur’an. 

Although he was arranging for a teacher to come to the house to teach his two girls, the 

older daughter was resisting lately. As we discussed some reasons why she might be 

feeling that way, and how to encourage her, the conversation led him to reflect more 

generally on how we can get our children to care about such things and be committed to 

Islamic devotion. Reflecting on the difference between people like himself and those 

who did not grow up to care about, or be committed to Islamic practice, he identified the 

issue to be largely about a matter of pride in one’s Islamic identity and heritage. It was 

in this context that he described the oppositional or separatist attitude of his community, 

as he was growing up. Expressing how he grew uncomfortable with their excessively 

adversarial mentality, he reflected that the environment and ethos of the DAR 
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community nonetheless provided him with an unquestioning grounding and value for 

his religious faith that has never faded. It seems to have simply become a part of who he 

is, to the extent that he does not feel it is something he can abandon. 

These understandings led me to reflect on the shift in American Muslim 

communal discourse over the past two decades. In many of the communities of our 

upbringing, Islamic identity and commitment were often closely linked to the 

aspirations of belonging to a global umma and establishing a just Islamic society. But 

such utopic, umma-centered discourse has largely receded in these communities now, 

having been replaced by a newer discourse that pivots on Muslim belonging in the 

United States. He seemed to agree with my general assessment of mosque-based 

communities, asking me with a somewhat nostalgic tone of voice and a sense of loss: 

“Why do you think that is? Was this something that was forced on us?”  

I argued in Chapter Three that the decoupling of Islamic belonging from the 

umma seems to produce a different relationship to religious belonging and commitment, 

as religion becomes more fully conceptualized as a matter of individual will and belief, 

and thus one ought to be able to justify their religious commitment through the 

language of conviction. Rashad on the other hand seems to more thoroughly embody a 

collectivist construal of religion that does not make the same demands of individual 

justification. He seems much less attuned and sensitive to the need to be able to 

rationally justify himself, and his faith commitment. Similarly, his reliance on his own 



 

346 

experiential/intuitive sensibilities is not as self-aware and deliberate as Amin, who very 

self-consciously turns to a “leap of faith” in the face of intellectual indeterminacy in 

order to justify his faith commitment.  

My argument here is not simply that religion in this discursive formation is a 

matter of social identity. Rather, Rashad’s narrative highlights again the primacy of 

commitment, which is acquired through a lifelong indwelling in this form of life. Rashad 

does not seem to be primarily motivated by his beliefs as a cognitive intellectual matter; 

rather his lifelong indwelling with these beliefs, practices, discourses, and collective 

belonging form in him a fundamental commitment to this form of life. Furthermore, the 

collectivist construal of religion in particular, in which his sense of identity is 

inextricable from religious belonging and conviction, produces a sense of “givenness” in 

religious belonging and commitment, which pushes against the notion of needing 

conscious justifications for his convictions. It also seems to make his absorption in this 

form of life a much less deliberate and self-conscious effort than in Amin’s case. As 

Dallas High puts it, “in the competent act of believing, it is not that one can do as one 

pleases; but, as both Polanyi and Wittgenstein remind us, there is a sense in which ‘I 

can't help believing,’ and ‘I am comfortable that that is how things are.’”28 

And yet, even for Rashad, there still seems to be an awareness that religion has 

a different epistemic status than other domains of life, that this is something he knows 

                                                      

28 High, “Wittgenstein,” 259. 
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is true and affirms from his own experiences, but one that cannot necessarily be proven 

or justified to others. Thus, it is not that his formation by this collectivist construal of 

religion is somehow totalizing. The situation is parallel to the way in which Amin’s 

decision to affirm his religious commitment and his deliberate effort at absorption are 

not fully autonomous, self-conscious, and self-willed choices, simply because he is 

more formed by the discourse of secularity. As discussed above, Amin’s commitment 

to Islam is also a product of lifelong indwelt experience.  

It is therefore important to note that my aim in this analysis is not to posit a 

straightforward, one-dimensional causal connection between Rashad’s communal 

upbringing and his orientation of non-deliberate absorption in this form of life. To begin 

with, people present themselves and narrate their lives in very particular ways that are 

never the whole story. Even with my interactions and conversations with Rashad, there 

were moments that revealed subtle indications of the fragmented or incomplete nature 

of this picture—ways in which this unquestionable devotional absorption did not seem 

so totalizing. For instance, in the abovementioned conversation about teaching his 

daughters the Qur’an, and the ensuing discussion about how to form a strong Islamic 

identity and conviction in young people, he reiterated the importance of acquiring a 

“firm grounding” that makes you experience the “relevance of Islam to your life” as a 

“source of inspiration.” He explained his reasoning by referring to the way in which 

adolescents and young adults often wonder “why do I do what I do” and ask 
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themselves “do I really want to be Muslim?” He then said that he himself dealt with 

such questions as a teenager in the face of many external pressures. Thus the very strong 

group-identity and belonging in his youth did not necessarily preclude him from facing 

similar challenges of self-justification in relation to his Islamic conviction. And others 

with a similar upbringing can, and do have very different outlooks and orientations 

towards religious belonging as compared to that of Rashad’s.  

Furthermore, life is far too complex and messy for a singular conceptual 

framework to adequately account for it in full. The communal discourses and ideological 

heritages informing a person cannot account for everything about their commitments 

and orientations. Individual personality, psychology, and life circumstances are also 

crucial to this story. For instance, while we saw that Amin does have the ability and 

tendency to become deeply absorbed in religious practice, Rashad is simply a much 

more self-assured person in general, and this can, of course, partly account for the 

different degree of deliberate effort in their devotional absorption.  

Therefore, rather than trying to make a direct causal argument, the above 

narrative analysis is meant to serve as an illustration of certain “ideal types” of how 

religion can be constructed. Through Rashad’s story, his experiences seem to represent a 

particular model of how religion can be constructed, and the implications this can have 

in people’s lives. The kind of collectivist ethos of the community that he grew up with, 

and the impact that it had on his sense of self and religious commitment, seems to point 
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to a form of religious belonging that does not fully fit in with the secular construction of 

religion as a matter of individual voluntary belief. There are other threads of his life and 

experiences that might suggest a different kind of stance, but at least a portion of his 

experiences point us towards this collectivist orientation. Although these ideal types can 

never fully map onto individuals and groups, they do nonetheless indicate alternative 

possibilities of the conditions of belief that we live with. The collectivist and 

individualist construals of religion I have been unpacking seem to have very different 

implications with regards to the degree of conscious self-awareness and deliberate effort 

in justifying one’s belief, and absorbing oneself in devotional experience. If religious 

belonging is an essential component in one’s sense of self-identity, then religious 

commitment would seem to function more as a given of experience rather than 

something that must be self-consciously believed and justified.  My conversations with 

Rashad certainly seem to reflect this kind of orientation to some degree; even if he 

cannot unambiguously fit within such a paradigm, I do believe his narratives and 

experiences nonetheless reflect this ideal type in important ways.  

5.3 Commitment without conviction? 

Although I have been arguing that conviction is less primary for Rashad than 

indwelt commitment, doctrinal conviction and belief are nonetheless essential for him. 

For Rashad, creedal purity is absolutely imperative, and certainty in faith is required. 

The narratives of two additional interlocutors share some similarity in the collectivist 
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“givenness” of religious belonging and commitment we have seen with Rashad, but for 

these two, the status of conviction is much more ambivalent.  

Both Zainab and Sameer are confronted with the demand of justification of their 

faith, as questions are raised about whether they fully believe or have faith at all if they 

do not accept certain Islamic doctrines.  For both of them, the ability to reflexively 

account for and justify their beliefs and commitments breaks down at some point, and 

they cannot fully explain why or even what they believe. Yet this demand of justification 

is not something to which they concede. Having grown up in contexts with very 

different public regimes of religion and secularity (both of them immigrated for their 

college education), their instincts resist a conception of religion that fully demands 

individual intellectual justification of one’s belief. They thus maintain an important 

sense of their existential commitment to Islam, despite deep ambivalences and 

uncertainties about various foundational doctrines at the level of cognitive conviction.  

5.3.1 Zainab: Do I really believe in this? 

We all sat around a table in my friend’s small apartment living room on a Friday 

evening, with tea and desserts, having a discussion about the struggles and frustrations 

we face in our religious lives. There were six of us in total, mostly women aside from 

myself and another man who had recently moved to Boston, whom I was meeting for 

the first time. The conversation went on for some time about the various frustrations we 

each had with the Muslim community—ranging from the way God is portrayed as 
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Zainab 

I met Zainab at an Eid 
party in the summer of 
2014. Always laughing in 
any conversation, she had 
a socially adventurous 
spirit, and was always 
eager to meet new people, 
visit new places, and try 
new activities. She thus 
often tried to get me to 
explore new horizons as 
well, given my own very 
non-adventurous 
tendencies. Zainab had 
grown up in Pakistan, and 
moved to the US for 
graduate school over a 
decade ago. Deeply 
passionate about science 
and technology, she now 
worked as a researcher in 
that industry.  

vindictive, to the hypocrisies and moral inconsistencies in communal dynamics—and 

the sense of disillusionment and disenchantment many of us feel as a result. At this 

point, I intervened, wondering in light of all this how such communal frustrations relate 

to our personal relationship to faith, or Islam, or God, on a more individual level. Does 

the communal level of frustration translate into personal doubt or frustration with faith, 

I asked.  

At this point, Zainab jumped in to respond to 

my question. “They are different but related.” On the 

one hand, she began, the behavior of Muslims doesn’t 

have to reflect our idea of what Islam is. People aren’t 

perfect, and they make mistakes and have 

shortcomings. “On the other hand,” she said, “I’m 

starting to feel like they’re indirectly related,” with 

regard to the religious discourse of community leaders 

and scholars. It’s not simply a matter of people’s 

behavior, she explained, because communal dynamics 

are connected to what these leaders are saying. “And 

then you start looking at where they get this from, and 

you realize it is coming from something. It’s not all just 

hunky dory. That’s the connection. When you ask why 
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people are behaving in a particular way, you can see that they are following some kind 

of reasoning or logic based on legitimate sources.” 

Zainab explained that for the most part, these issues tended to be related to rules, 

norms, and attitudes regarding women that she experienced as sexist, demeaning, or 

harmful. She very regularly brought up issues like these that troubled or upset her, both 

in our interpersonal interactions as well as on social media and online groups. Living in 

Saudi Arabia for a few years during her adolescence had “traumatized [her] into 

feminism,” she told me on a couple occasions (borrowing the phrase from the Egyptian-

American journalist Mona Eltahawy). This commitment to a general feminist ethos of 

resisting sexism thus became a fundamental and non-negotiable moral framework that 

informs her engagement with Islam. She put this boldly on a number of occasions: “If I 

believed women were considered inferior in Islam, I wouldn’t be Muslim anymore.” 

Returning to our group discussion that evening, the problem Zainab was 

identifying is that reprehensible communal behavior or rhetoric about gender can often 

be traced to the discourse and teaching of religious authorities, who, in turn, seem to be 

basing their positions on authoritative sources, namely the Qur’an and Sunnah. “I really 

want to believe that the preacher who says this or that is just an idiot and doesn’t know 

what he’s talking about,” but it seems the reality is more complicated than that, she 

observed. She then faces a difficult dilemma in trying to understand how to deal with 

these primary sources that “don’t jive with me.” For example, she described (among 
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other things) how she decided the past Ramadan to read the Qur’an in translation from 

cover to cover, since she realized she had never read the Qur’an entirely in translation. 

In so doing, she “marked all the passages [she] found heartbreaking.” “There was a lot 

of stuff!” she exclaimed somewhat sadly, things that are “painful to read.” “I’ve been 

told since forever that the Qur’an is this completely perfect thing,” she explained, “so it’s 

heartbreaking” to come across such things.  She described her struggle to know “how to 

deal with the fact that I completely disagree with these sources.” She then wondered: 

“Does that make me not Muslim? . . . . Am I saying that I don’t want to be Muslim?”  

Some time later, Zainab and I followed up on these dilemmas in an individual 

exchange, as I continued to ask how she responds to the difficulties she described in our 

group discussion. She began by explaining that she “ignores things for the time being” 

and suspends those questions and challenges, in the hopes that she will come to a better 

understanding in time. “It’s not my field,” she emphasized numerous times, “so I look 

to other people to give me perspective on the matter,” basically expressing how she does 

not expect to be able to figure these things out on her own, and have all the answers. At 

this point, she said that she’s still “not buying the logic of even some of the feminist 

scholars” who try to highlight mistranslations and the context that better explains such 

texts. We have to recognize, she has concluded, “that the Qur’an is saying sexist things 

at times.” She was influenced in this thinking, she pointed out a number of times, by 

Ayesha Hidayatullah’s book, Feminist Edges of the Qur’an, which she feels is honest about 
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the problem, while also being optimistic about potential theological solutions. This 

recognition, however, can lead her at times to “moments of faith-shaking despair.” 

In light of this, I went on throughout the remainder of the conversation to press 

her on why she believed in Islam at all, trying to understand how she holds on to faith 

given these struggles. Before proceeding with the conversation, it is worth reflecting on 

the way in which I seem to be insisting in such exchanges that my interlocutors meet the 

imperative of highly self-aware introspection about the justifications and reasons they 

have for holding the commitments and beliefs they do, which assumes a level of rational 

transparency to ourselves that I am precisely questioning. To some extent, this 

ethnographic practice on my part reflects the ways in which the conception of the self, 

the mind, and our beliefs still has a hold on me to a certain degree, despite my resistance 

to it. On the other hand, I am consciously engaging in such prodding precisely because I 

am attempting to interrogate this particular construction of religion and belief that 

assumes a rational, self-knowing subject that has good reasons for their beliefs. I am 

trying to examine the dissonances between this construal and people’s lived experiences. 

If there was not such a construction operating in our discourse, it would not be 

something I would be imposing onto my interlocutors in this way. I do so in order to 

explore how they navigate this dominant notion and how they reconcile its demands 

with their own experience. Yet in so doing, I serve in this context as the source of this 

demand for justification that causes one to step back and provide reasons for their 
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beliefs. This would not be an unfamiliar or alien imposition that they would not have 

confronted in other contexts, however. As my exchanges with Zainab make clear, these 

are issues she has clearly thought about before. 

In the ensuing exchange, she provided a mix of responses that de-emphasized 

the need for rationalistic justification. She spoke at first of merely “ignoring this kind of 

stuff” and recognizing that she is busy with many other concerns as well and cannot 

exhaust all of her time and energy with these intellectual explorations. She also then 

made the “cynical” case that this is the “best thing out there” and that there are not 

really meaningful “alternatives” for her. Her approach was also tied to a cautious 

Pascal-type wager of accepting something “just in case it’s true.” She then shifted to a 

different kind of pragmatic response, arguing for the practical benefits of religious belief 

and communal belonging. 

As Zainab made these arguments in response to my repeated prodding, she 

noted laughingly at several points that she was “not sure that this reason flies with 

God,” or that she was wondering if she’s “getting bad points for thinking these things.” 

Her laughter and comments seemed to reflect some recognition on her part that these 

types of reasons are generally deemed to indicate an insufficient level of conviction. In 

both religious and secular discourses, such reasons are perceived to be not reasons at all, 

as they don’t meet the demands of proper conviction. As Ismā`īl al-Fārūqī states, “[īmān] 

is not an act, not a decision, not a resolution to accept, or put one’s trust in, that which is 
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not known to be true, a wager to place one’s fortune in this rather than that basket. Īmān 

is something that happens to man, when the truth, the factuality of an object strikes him 

in the face and convinces him beyond doubt of its truth.”29 

At this point, therefore, I asked her, “So do these questions not arise for you, 

about whether any of this is true, or why believe in it?” She responded that they 

“definitely do,” adding that she does at times wonder about the possibility that these 

might all be “elaborate myths.” I asked her how she was able to continue live out and 

practice Islam in light of all this. She responded with what to me was a challenging and 

insightful answer: “It’s just what you’re used to,” she said, the “default” that one is 

accustomed to and simply acts upon. “Asking questions won’t snap you out of your 

default,” she observed. “I’m thinking about these things, but while I’m thinking, I’m 

gonna keep doing what I’m doing . . . and ignore the stuff that I’m asking about.”  

In considering her assertion about Islam being a “default”, it’s worth returning to 

the abovementioned group discussion. At some point in the discussion, she pointed out 

how the experiences of people like herself who grew up in a Muslim country are very 

different from those of many American Muslims she has met. “I didn’t go to the mosque 

and learn Islam there,” she explained, “that’s not what Islam was for us. You just kinda 

learned things at home as part of your upbringing, part of who you are, and not as a 

separate thing where you learned the details about Islam.” While on the one hand this 

                                                      

29 Al-Faruqi, Al Tawhid, 40-41.  
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left them with a rather monolithic idea of Islam, she said, on the other hand there is 

“more space to disagree with things [in that environment], ‘cause your ‘Muslimness’ 

isn’t in question ever . . . .There isn’t some kind of essential identity crisis going on when 

you question things,” the way there is in a Muslim minority context such as here. 

Zainab’s comments seem to be identifying the way in which religious practice, 

conviction, and identity in a secular, minoritarian context requires a greater degree of 

epistemic self-awareness than in other contexts. One need not actively and consciously 

learn what it means to be Muslim; it is simply a part of your general upbringing. 

Thus by a “default,” Zainab seems to have in mind a deeply internalized and 

naturalized sense of self and the world, the result of a lifetime of embodied 

“indwelling”. This is in some ways similar to the collectivist notion of religion discussed 

above with Rashad, where one’s collective belonging is intimately linked to religion, 

thus making Islam a given of one’s self-understanding. Zainab’s narrative is distinct 

from Rashad’s experience of indwelling, however, in that it is not a politicized belonging 

and aspirational mission that provides one’s sense of self. Rather it is more akin to a 

notion of religion as “heritage”: Zainab inherits Islam as simply a part of who she is, as 

her familial, cultural, and national belonging is linked to being Muslim.   

Of course for many, such a case of Islam-as-heritage could manifest as simply a 

social identity without “religious” significance. One can conceive of themselves as a 

“cultural Muslim” without having any meaningful commitment or conviction in that 
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framework. For Zainab, however, that is not the case. Her Islamic heritage has provided 

her with a lifelong sense and experience of indwelling, whereby she has deeply 

internalized this form of life as a part of who she is, as her default mode of engaging life. 

This inherited sense of self has produced not just an identity, but also a commitment to 

this form of life. Despite her ambivalences and uncertainties about her convictions and 

ability to justify her faith, Zainab reacted strongly a number of times in our discussion to 

the notion of “personal belief” that is divorced from “organized religion”. “The whole 

idea of ‘religion is personal’ makes no sense,” she said forcefully. “If it’s just personal 

beliefs, then it’s not impacting your life, so what’s the point of believing stuff in that 

case?” Interestingly, despite not being able to arrive at definitive conviction in the truth of 

these matters, the notion of a vague sense of personal beliefs that are not connected to 

religious practice and practical commitment makes little sense to her. Although the 

grounding of her faith commitment is a notion of collective belonging, it does not 

remain limited to that; rather her Islamic faith and identity manifest as a conscious and 

willful decision to affirm Islam as a matter of existential commitment. Heritage leads to 

commitment.  

Responding to Zainab’s comment that questioning does not undermine her 

“default”, I reflected on how, when I, myself, confronted fundamental doubts about my 

faith earlier in life, it inhibited my ability to engage in devotional practice. I was 

constantly questioning why I was doing these practices if I wasn’t sure that the 
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foundational beliefs of my religious practice were true, I told her. She responded saying 

that she thought “there’s a certain threshold of where you can continue doing something 

before you get to that point where the doubt stops you from doing things.” She went on 

to say that we always do things despite there being evidence to the contrary, giving the 

example of homeopathic medicine (we both laughed, as she was making a friendly jab at 

me and my wife’s interest in alternative medicine). “People aren’t rational  . . . 

unfortunately,” she said laughing again.  

Taking her insights seriously compels me to reexamine my own narrative. Upon 

further reflection, I realize that what I have described had not been, in fact, what actually 

happened in my experience during college. Rather than stopping my performance of 

ritual practice due to excessive questioning, I actually continued with these practices, 

despite being plagued by self-doubt while performing them. My narrative of my own 

experiences was dictated by a deeply internalized, conceptual structure that sees rational 

conviction as the source of our practices and commitments. In reality, however, I myself 

continued on with my “default practices” despite a lack of intellectual clarity, just as 

much as Zainab and others do as well. This sheds important light, not only on the ways 

in which our experiences get remembered and narrated based on our operative 

conceptual frameworks, but also on the way in which we experience our convictions and 

commitments. 
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Zainab’s rather astute characterization of our cognitive processes seems to reflect 

the observations of Wittgenstein about the nature of justifications for our practices and 

forms of life. He notes how, “if I have exhausted the justifications, I have reached 

bedrock … then I am inclined to say, ‘this is simply what I do.’”30 Elsewhere, he 

articulates the insight slightly differently, arguing that giving grounds must come to an 

end at some point, “but the end is not an ungrounded presupposition, it is an 

ungrounded way of acting.”31 Therefore, he asserts, “what has to be accepted, the given, 

is ... forms of life.”32 The famous essay by Malcolm on “The Groundlessness of Belief” 

states forcefully: 

One of the primary pathologies of philosophy is the feeling that we must 

justify our language-games. We want to establish them as well-grounded. 

But we should consider here Wittgenstein’s remark that a language-game ‘is 

not based on grounds. It is there—like our life’ (OC, 559) . . . . It may, 

however, be said to be ‘groundless,’ not in the sense of a groundless opinion, 

but in the sense that we accept it, we live it. We can say, ‘This is what we do. 

This is how we are.’33 

                                                      

30 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 217. 
31 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, 110. 
32 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 226. It is worth point out that the analogy here to Wittgenstein’s 

conception of certainty only partially works. Wittgenstein primarily seems to be pointing, as DZ Phillips 

puts it, to “doubts which do not arise, in our ways of acting. If I had said they cannot arise, you might have 

asked, What's stopping us? But there is nothing stopping us. The point is that we do not do it, and wouldn't 

recognize what a person is up to if he tried. It isn't enough to say we doubt something - our behavior must 

show it. And that is precisely what the behavior of the philosophical sceptic does not show....we haven't 

shown what we do know when he claims we do not. Rather, we show that his doubts are not real doubts.” 

(Phillips, “Wittgenstein’s On Certainty,” 23). This is not applicable to the kinds of doubts we are speaking of 

here, as these are matters that are indeed doubted by many, and we understand the significance of that 

doubt. My claim, however, is there is a common structure of conviction and commitment that he is pointing 

to that applies, with some further nuance regarding the self-awareness of religious belief in a secular 

context. 
33 Norman, “Groundlessness of Belief,” 337. 
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 Malcolm’s use of the word “pathology” here is illuminating and again resonates 

with Zainab’s comments. Further responding to my comment, she observed that most 

people are not as excessively self-examining as my presentation of myself, in terms of 

constantly questioning the motives and reasons for their actions and beliefs. There are 

limits to sincerity, we might say. Or as Seligman et al put it, “the desired wholeness of 

such sincerity is, in the final analysis, impossible.”34 In fact, she provocatively speculated 

(implicitly challenging her own negative assessment of this lack of rationality) that this 

level of introspective awareness and questioning can be seen by some medical 

professionals as an anxiety disorder. “It’s an interesting question where the threshold for 

thinking about religious stuff falls into that category,” she remarked. “At some point, it’s 

not healthy.” Her response is again reminiscent of Wittgenstein’s insights, as he likens 

excessive philosophical skepticism to insanity or paranoia on a number of occasions.35 

 Thus we find Zainab in these conversations articulating a bold and realistic 

assessment of our beliefs in general, pointing out that what is most basic or primary for 

us are our “default” practices, rather than rationally grounded convictions. Through her 

reflections, she provides suggestive insights into how religious faith can be 

conceptualized and experienced. Despite at times feeling deeply uncertain in her 

conviction or being incapable of fully justifying her belief, she nonetheless maintains a 

                                                      

34 Seligman et al., Ritual and its Consequences, 113. 
35 See as an example, Wittgenstein, On Certainty, 467. 
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strong commitment to faith. This existential commitment is something she has acquired, 

in the context of her upbringing, through the cumulative experience of a lifetime of 

indwelling in this form of life.  

5.3.2 Sameer: What does it mean to be Muslim? 

I arrived at the lively street in Coolidge Corner rather late for my brunch meeting 

with Sameer. As I hurriedly walked towards the creperie, I saw him standing several 

stores down, outside of Brookline Booksmith (my favorite bookstore in Boston). He 

noticed me as well and we waved, as he came to the crepe shop and we walked in. As 

mentioned earlier in the chapter, Sameer had moved relatively recently to the Boston 

area to begin working, after recently completing his undergraduate degree. He had 

moved to the US from South Africa for college, and this was now his first time working 

full time and living independently. In the few months he had been living in the city, he 

was very happily adjusted to his new job and the environment of the city.  

After we eventually found an empty table at the crepe shop and ordered some 

food, Sameer suddenly asked: “What’s the whole big deal with the Satanic Verses? What 

is that all about?” He had seen the book at the bookstore while waiting for me, he 

explained, and had vaguely heard of the controversy surrounding the issue in the past, 

but was not familiar with any of the details. I briefly described the nature of the book, 

but focused more on the competing claims about the supposed “satanic verses” incident. 
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Drawing on my memory of the late Shahab Ahmed’s famous essay36 on the subject, I 

described the hadīth narrations claiming that the Prophet mistook two verses as being 

part of the revelation of a certain ṣūra (chapter), when in fact they were from Satan 

trying to deceive him and corrupt the divine message. The next day, the angel Gabriel 

came to him to correct his mistake and thus those two verses were removed. I explained 

Professor Ahmed’s argument that this narration does not seem to have been as 

controversial in early Islam, and it was only a few centuries into the history of Islam that 

it became universally deemed to be an absolutely false story, with heretical implications 

(with the exception of the eminent scholar Ibn Taymiyya, who argued that one could 

accept these narrations, while still affirming the infallibility of the Prophet and of 

revelation). 

At this point, Sameer responded rather unexpectedly, exclaiming in excitement: 

“That is such a beautiful story! I love it!” He was not interested in Ibn Taymiyya’s 

theological apologetics about the need to affirm the position of the earliest generations 

or preserve the infallibility of the Prophet. (In fact, he later went on to say that the whole 

idea of infallibility makes little sense to him, because he cannot relate to an infallible 

prophet and take him as a role model). Rather, he explained, he found the story 

beautiful in the way that it shows that you can be wrong or mistaken about something, 

and then accept the mistake. “Like, imagine that you thought this is the word of God, 

                                                      

36 “Ibn Taymiyyah and the Satanic Verses.” 
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and then you have to accept that you were wrong and admit that! You have to be 

humble and admit that you could be wrong. That’s a beautiful lesson.” He saw the story 

as a powerful lesson in embodying humility and resisting the arrogance of dogmatism. 

While appreciating his unique reflections on the matter, I raised the concern that 

most people have with regard to this story, that it raises questions about the validity of 

the Qur’an and the Prophet’s message. He explained how he relates to the Prophet as an 

ultimate role model who embodies an ideal way of being that we must aspire to and try 

to emulate. He isn’t concerned then with examining the historicity and factuality of all 

these matters. The ability to verify the details of his existence as a historical figure seems 

irrelevant to him, since what matters is living life in a particular way, guided by the 

Prophet’s example. 

In another conversation some months later, when asking him what it means for 

him to “believe in Islam,” Sameer put it this way: “My mum and my dad and my family 

used to tell me of this man called Muhammad, and he was supposed to be this great 

ideal of a man.” He went on to describe some of the noble characteristics of the Prophet, 

and then continued: “And I think of that as an ideal human being, that we’re supposed 

to strive for. Not just because he’s the Prophet, because if we all did that we’d all enrich 

each other’s lives, economically, financially, physically, emotionally, everything … 

Religion is something that guides me.”  

“It’s just ... a way for us to live better in this world?” I asked.  
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“Yes!” he replied. 

“Nothing beyond this world?” 

“Maybe, or maybe not. It’s not relevant ... Even if there is, all we have to be 

judged on is this world. So why not make most of it. Not in a selfish way. Not a 

hedonistic way … ‘Cause at the end of the day, when I meet my Creator, and He’s like, 

‘you kind of screwed up,’ I’ll be like, ‘I did my best. This is it, these were my reasons, I 

tried to make the most of it.’” 

He expresses in such comments his sense that these foundational matters of 

Islamic creed (the historical reality of the Prophet’s life, and the reality of the afterlife) 

cannot be known with confidence, while also clearly expressing his existential 

commitment to these truths. He also expressed (later in our conversation at the Coolidge 

Corner creperie) some ambivalence about whether the entirety of the Qur’anic text as we 

know it perfectly captures the pure unadulterated word of God (laughing sheepishly at 

some point, saying “I know it is totally blasphemous to be saying this!”). In the same 

way, he expressed on numerous occasions his having felt unable to intellectually justify 

the foundations of his faith or to know with full confidence that these doctrinal 

foundations are true.  

At the same time, however, Sameer often spoke passionately about his 

commitment to the teachings and values of the religion, as he understood them, and his 

experience of the spiritual fruits of faith. We saw earlier in the chapter, for instance, how 
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he devotionally related to Friday as a sacred day of spiritual renewal. He genuinely 

engaged in devotional practices and experienced a sense of spiritual connection to God 

through them. As I mentioned before, Sameer was also feeling a deep sense of 

contentment and serenity in his life during the months we were spending time together, 

a sense that he generally articulated through the language of gratitude to God and 

sensing the presence of God’s blessings in his life. He spoke at other times of 

experiencing a spiritual connection to God through prayer and meditation. It was clear 

to me that Sameer took this form of life very seriously as a moral and spiritual 

commitment, despite his intellectual ambivalence about foundational doctrines and 

creeds.  

With these rather bold statements of skepticism towards Islamic creedal 

foundations, I began to ask him how he made of sense of what it means to be a Muslim. 

As we stepped outside the creperie and walked around the neighborhood, I said to him, 

“In your experience, it seems like Islam is about living out certain values and a spiritual 

engagement with the world, rather than necessarily believing in certain doctrines or 

following particular rules.” Given that he was not sure if he even believed in the truth of 

these matters, I asked: “Has that never made you feel like, ‘Well, why do I need Islam at 

all? Why can’t I just live out those values and spirituality without Islam?’” Sameer 

responded seeking to clarify what I was asking: “You mean like rejecting my Islam?” 

When I affirmed that this was basically what I was asking, he went on to explain how 
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that didn’t really seem possible for him, as it was too much a part of his self-identity. 

“This is simply who I am,” he said. “Just like I’m African, South-African, of South-Asian 

descent, I’m also Muslim.” He then went on to reflect: “Basically I live out those values 

through this identity.” 

This exchange resonated with another experience he had told me about earlier. 

Soon after graduating college, he had told me about an “Ask a Muslim” panel 

discussion organized by the Muslim student organization on his campus. Sameer had 

ambivalently served as one of the panelists, responding to the questions of fellow 

students. He recounted how one of the questions had been, “If you weren’t born 

Muslim, or your parents weren’t Muslim, would you still be Muslim?” He told me that 

the question made little sense to him, but he responded by saying that if his parents had 

all of the same values, principles, and so on, but just didn’t have a Muslim belief or 

identity, then he would essentially be a Muslim without knowing it, with the same 

values and worldview.  As he said on a number of occasions, being Muslim for him is 

about seeking God and “my connection with God.” He expressed it this way in another 

conversation: “I only know Islam. Which is why I say I’m Muslim. When people ask me, 

I say I’m Muslim because I was born and raised Muslim. But when they ask what that 

means, I’m like, ‘a lot of things to a lot of people.’ What it means to me is irrelevant to 

what it means to a lot of people. So I’m not Muslim—I’m Muslim Sameer… I’m Muslim, 
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because I was told I’m Muslim.” Sameer thus articulates a very similar position to 

Zainab’s notion of Islam as her default and religion-as-heritage. 

As we continued talking about these issues while walking in the Coolidge 

Corner neighborhood, I asked Sameer if he has not felt unsettled by doubt in the process 

of coming to think about his commitment to Islam in this very unconventional way. 

“This didn’t make you question Islam in the process?” He responded by explaining how 

he didn’t dwell much on these matters of what exactly he believes and how he knows if 

they are true, because this way of life has simply proven to be very meaningful and true 

in his life, and it pushes him to live a good life and aspire to higher morals. It feels right, 

he argued, so there is no need to doubt or reject it. He thus highlighted once more the 

centrality of the practical and experiential dimension of living out this form of life, rather 

than centering our intellectual conviction.  

As I tried to continue getting a sense of how he has arrived at this way of seeing 

things and why that has not caused him to feel unsettled by doubt, Sameer explained 

how it has been a long process of thinking through these issues, but he wasn’t sure if he 

was right, as this was a “constantly evolving thing.” It became clear that it is not that 

Sameer does not experience doubt and uncertainty about these matters. Rather, it is 

quite the opposite: as he explained himself, he experiences doubt and uncertainty about 

“everything.” “I’m very doubtful, I have no idea whether I’m right or wrong.” He 

simply doesn’t feel the need, however, to have confident certainty about matters in an 
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intellectual sense. “Because certainty doesn’t give us anything other than a false sense of 

certainty . . . . You’re just fooling yourself.” What’s unique and illuminating about his 

orientation is that he does not feel troubled or destabilized by the uncertainty and 

questioning. He does not expect it to be otherwise, in the first place. Rather than seeking 

intellectual certainty, he has insisted on numerous occasions that what is important is 

the practical dimensions of life and simply living out one’s commitments. 

This pragmatist stance can perhaps be helpfully understood by reference to 

Seligman et al’s dichotomization of “ritual” and “sincerity”. Ritual, they argue, is 

practical action that adopts an “as if” orientation to the world; it assumes for the 

purposes at hand that the world is a particular way and enacts practice “as if” that is 

true, yet without reflexively examining those beliefs. This is in contrast to the stance of 

sincerity, which tries to make all of one’s engagement with the world purely in line with 

one’s fully conscious intentions and beliefs about how reality truly is. “Ritual unshackles 

the mind from a need to believe in a dogma of our choosing, as long as we act properly. 

This can leave us much more open to the complex and hence necessarily ambiguous 

nature of reality, while still retaining the possibility of acting within and upon it.”37 

Rather than being preoccupied with true mental convictions, Sameer is more concerned 

with acting on the basis of an inherited “language-game” or “form of life”. He engages 

with Islamic discourse and practice “as if” it is true, without being fully convinced or 

                                                      

37 Seligman et al., Ritual and its Consequences, 113. 
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sure of this at an intellectual level. Even when pushed about the domain of scientific 

research that he pursues in his laboratory at work, he insisted that what they seek in his 

cancer therapy lab is not some absolutely true reflection of the way things really are, but 

rather practical interventions that work. What is important is pragmatic results, rather 

than a true representation of the world as it really is. 

 Thus, affirming Islam for Sameer reflects a very complex terrain that defies easy 

characterization. On the one hand, intellectual conviction, in particular authoritative 

doctrines, does not seem to be essential. Sameer has serious unresolved uncertainties 

about certain fundamental truth-claims, but is not concerned with coming to a definitive 

conclusion about them. He does not feel that he can intellectually justify his Islamic faith 

commitment or Muslim identity, nor does he feel that he should. In fact, he is 

ambivalent about whether it is a decision at all, as opposed to simply being a part of 

who he is that he cannot fully escape. His faith is thus deeply tied and intertwined with 

his identity and heritage, but also, it cannot simply be reduced to those. Rather, he 

makes a conscious decision and active commitment to live out the values and way of life 

that he understands as definitive of Islam.   

 Here again we may find highlighted the way in which the commonly invoked 

dichotomy—between genuine religious belief (in the sense of cognitive conviction in 

truth-claims) and nominal religious identity—is inadequate in accounting for the 

experience of many people of faith. As I argued in the case of Zainab, even for people 
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like Sameer who are deeply unsure of their intellectual conviction in Islam with regards 

to creedal truth-claims, his faith in Islam is not simply a matter of social identity or 

communal belonging, even though when pressed on the justification of his belief, he 

resorts to explaining his faith in terms of his identity and heritage. This manifests itself 

in his life, however, as a serious existential commitment to an Islamic “way of life” and 

body of values. Consequently, beyond the dichotomy of complete cognitive conviction 

and merely nominal identity, there is much space within which many people experience 

and speak of their Islamic faith. 

5.3.3 Embodied devotion 

Sameer’s approach to religious truth-claims and practice comes closest to the 

stance articulated in the later work of the popular American Muslim writer, Michael 

Muhammad Knight. Interspersed in his many books, articles, and a documentary 

production, the widely read author describes his religious trajectory: converting to 

Islam, followed by a period of intense religious devotion guided by the pietistic practice 

of the Tablighi Jama`at, followed by an inability to actually live up to the expectations of 

this pietistic ideal, alongside a growing discovery of disturbing aspects of Islamic history 

and discourse, all of which led him to deep frustration and disillusionment with Islam as 

he had been taught it. Despite becoming deeply resentful of this religious discourse, as 

he describes in his characteristically provocative and “blasphemous” ways, Knight 

found that he could not abandon this form of life that had become a part of him. “When 
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I wrote Taqwacores, I never even thought that I would have a relationship with Islam 

again. I thought that was my goodbye. And then it turns out that wasn’t goodbye, so 

now you have to deal with this thing that’s never going to go away.”38 Something deep 

inside of him could not “let go” of his commitment and attachment to Islam. He 

described this elsewhere as analogous to being part of a family: “a label that both 

trapped and blessed us, a part of yourself that you could love and hate at the same time 

but ultimately had to learn to live with.”39 

His relationship with Islam, however, was no longer bound by doctrinal belief. 

In one of his latest (and more academic) books, Why I am a Salafi, Knight presents a 

sophisticated account of how he has turned to embodied, devotional practice, yet 

without the need for any clear theology or systematized belief. Framing the book in the 

context of his relationship to devotional practice following his experiment with the 

hallucinogenic drug ayahuasca, he describes the effect of salāh and its importance as an 

embodied action: 

Prayer was not only the private voicing of a conviction or wish to a transcendent 

mystery god outside myself, but an act of my body, a thing that my arms and 

legs and face did. Like the washing, this embodied act could not be reduced to a 

single meaning. I did it because I did it. My body performed the standing and 

bending and prostrating that Muslim bodies were supposed to do, but I prayed 

without a theology beyond the post-dimethyltryptamine bliss. In this condition, 

religion had no chance of functioning as an organized package of truth claims. 

There were no rational arguments or efforts at scriptural legitimation and no 

                                                      

38 Taqwacore: The birth of Punk Islam.  
39 Knight, Impossible Man, 324. 
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institutions to provide them. I possessed nothing that Muslim scholars might 

recognize as a systematized `aqīda, no coherent idea of Allāh that I could 

articulate to a community of believers. Perhaps the movements of my external 

form worked toward the achievement of an inner condition … or rather 

expressed a condition that was already there, a devotion that could never be 

captured in mere text . . . .  

 

After the chemically informed cracking and resealing of my selfhood at the edge 

of the desert, I felt thankful that being Muslim gave my body a script to follow. 

Sometimes I prayed because I already believed in the script, but sometimes 

adherence to the script transformed me into someone who could believe in the 

script. The Islam that I needed was not intellectual, but operational. After coming 

down from ayahuasca, you realize that what you do might actually make you 

what you are.40 

 

This provocative introduction sets the stage for one of the central arguments 

developed throughout the book: that one can sincerely and meaningfully connect with 

Islamic practice, the Qur’an, and the Prophet without the need for any clear meanings 

that one must believe and understand.  He articulates this at the end of the second 

chapter, in which he critically analyzes what he terms “pamphlet Islam”—the capturing 

of the “essence” of what the religion really teaches in a mere few pages. After having 

shown the inevitably historically contingent nature of the message put forward by these 

pamphlets, he poses the following question about the need for such distilled truth 

claims: “In my DMT-powered Islam and my prayer of the morning after, this was not a 

question: My prayer did not need a formal statement of doctrine in order to do its work. 

                                                      

40 Knight, Why I am a Salafi, 4-9. 
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Can my Islam find its perfect expression in a pamphlet with blank pages, or perhaps in a 

script that I find wholly unreadable, like Aurebesh?”41 

He then goes in the remainder of the book to offer various angles through which 

he answers this question in the affirmative. In a later chapter, for instance, he utilizes the 

theological concept of “bi-lā kayf” advanced by the Hanbali school as a way of 

approaching this non-doctrinal commitment to Islamic devotion. Literally meaning 

“without asking how,” the phase was used as a way of literally affirming the attributes 

of God conveyed in the Qur’an (such as God’s having a “hand”), while avoiding the 

conclusion that God is human-like, since these words should be affirmed without 

understanding the “how” of their meaning. Knight argues: 

To read bi-lā kayf, meaning that I accept the Qur’ān’s statements about Allāh 

without asking how these statements are true, could also mean that I don’t really 

have to accept, since my acceptance of these statements does not require my 

comprehension . . . . My relationship to the Qur’ān and its author cannot be 

reduced to matters of belief or disbelief, because bi-lā kayf leaves me unable to 

interrogate the terms. Strictly in its (anti)theological dimension, reading bi-lā 

kayf struck me as a means of suspending some big questions.42 

 

Bi-lā kayf does not serve me as a technology of faith, but it might work as a 

technology of love—a way to keep me in the mosque with my Muslim family 

after the doubts, confusions, and even disbeliefs have inflicted their cuts. I can 

affirm, like the slave girl in a famous ḥadīth, that Allāh lives above the clouds, 

and I can join others in surrender to this Allāh without have to decide what any 

of it means. Maybe this is a cop-out, since it excuses me from having to bother 

with the text and its difficult questions. But bi-lā kayf has also given me comfort 

in strange times, like joining in chants of lā-ilaha illa Allāh (“There is no god but 

                                                      

41 Ibid., 52-53. 
42 Ibid., 148-49. 



 

375 

God”) or Allāhu Akbar (“God is the greatest”) during a funeral procession. 

There’s no surrender like the surrender to divine empty nonsense. When we put 

our faces to the ground and mourn the senselessly dead, mouthing words that 

cannot explain anything, bi-lā kayf can hold us together without the fraud of 

theological rationales—If I’m willing to pray without a systematized theology 

that can tell me who exactly I’m praying to, bi-lā kayf at least builds a bridge for 

me to other communities of human beings—Bi-lā kayf becomes a way to love the 

Qur’ān even when it loses the power to tell me things. Instead of reinventing 

meaning, I will kiss the Qur’ān, place it on my top shelf, and leave it safe from 

my polluting touch. Or I will walk with recitations of the Qur’ān in my 

earphones as a comfort and shelter against the outside world. I hope for my love 

of the Qur’ān to match that of my Muslim aunties and uncles who do not 

understand Arabic but nonetheless read through the entire Arabic Qur’an 

multiple times in a year, running their fingers along verses that can say almost 

nothing to them beyond the occasional appearance of Allāh’s Name. When my 

acts of reading are no longer pursuits of meaning, they can survive as acts of 

love.43 

 

The significance of Knight’s stance can be better appreciated by contrasting it to 

the perspective put forward by the scholars and preachers discussed in Chapter Four. 

These voices also emphasize the centrality of devotional practice in one’s faith 

commitment, but frame it instead as a source and means of attaining certainty in one’s 

conviction. In highlighting the importance of devotional practice and experiencing the 

“spiritual fruits of faith,” these preachers insist that it is essential that one continue to 

affirm the truth of orthodox doctrine. To the extent that immediate resolution of 

intellectual confusions is not forthcoming, one should push aside nagging doubts, with 

the anticipation and trust that the devotional practice will allow for the illumination of 

those truths and remove uncertainties. Certainty of conviction is key in this framework, 

                                                      

43 Ibid., 155-156. 
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and devotional practice is affirmed as a way of reaching that certainty. We can call this a 

“fideistic devotionalism,” which relies on devotional practice and spiritual experience as 

a means of affirming the truth of doctrine. Knight and Sameer, on the other hand, 

present a more “agnostic devotionalism,” as they seem to have little need (when it 

comes to religion at least) for certainty in doctrinal beliefs. They are willing to remain 

non-committal with regard to such truth-claims, while maintaining devotional 

commitment to a form of life more broadly. Their devotional orientation to life affirms 

and expresses a moral commitment, love, and pragmatic needs, rather than serving to 

highlight the truth of their doctrinal beliefs.  

Whereas Sameer seems to be much closer to Knight’s more agnostic 

devotionalism, Amin’s approach to devotional practice and absorption seems to lay 

somewhere in between these fideistic and agnostic poles. His attitude exhibits elements 

of both, in that he is willing and able to acknowledge that the answers to his intellectual 

questions and uncertainties are not necessarily clear and are open to contestation, while 

nonetheless feeling bound by what he understands to be the authoritative or orthodox 

perspective. These two poles highlight the different attitudes that people take towards 

the two main dimensions of faith I have discussed in Chapters Four and Five. The 

fideistic stance maintains the centrality of faith-as-conviction alongside that of 

commitment, whereas Sameer and Knight open us up to the possibility of faith-as-

commitment that is not bound by the intellectualist demands of faith-as-conviction.  
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5.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to reconsider the notion that faith is most essentially a 

matter of mental conviction in a particular set of truth-claims. Instead, throughout the 

chapter I have analyzed the centrality of moral and devotional commitment as 

constitutive of faith. We have seen how people can never fully (or self-transparently) 

account for their fundamental convictions and commitments. This recognition of the 

limits of justification makes us question the notion of humans as essentially “thinking 

beings” who engage with their world primarily on the basis of intellectual convictions. 

Rather, our moral and devotional commitments to particular forms of life are in many 

ways experientially prior our mental convictions.   

We have also seen the centrality of experience in shaping people’s sense of 

commitment and faith. At times, this reliance on experience manifests as a deliberate 

decision to “absorb” oneself in devotional practice. This highlights the ways in which 

secularity configures religion, such that people are far more aware of their personal 

“choice” to engage a religious life-form, and must make an especially self-conscious and 

deliberate effort in that regard.  

At the same time, however, we can also see the limitations of this secular 

construction of religion. While the discursive construction does, indeed, have a strong 

hold on both communal discourse as well people’s experiences, at the same time, the 

complexity of people’s lived experience does not fit neatly within this construal, as 
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“belief” or “faith” cannot be fully understood as a purely personal or “autonomous” 

choice. The construal of religion as a purely self-conscious decision of the individual 

cannot fully account for people’s lives. Rather than being something one can simply 

decide whether or not to engage in, we see the way in which such judgments seem to 

present themselves as natural, intuitive, and perhaps unavoidable, based on one’s 

cumulative life experiences.  

In varying degrees, my interlocutors have all been deeply formed by certain 

authoritative communal discourses, practices, and norms, such that they have 

experienced this form of life as something inextricable from their sense of self, the good 

life, and truth. While certainly possible to do so, we are not simply “free” to “choose” to 

go against our intuitive sense of what is right based on a cumulative body of life 

experience. There is considerable constraint here, and the common picture of an 

autonomous individual who simply chooses whether or not religion is something she 

wishes to participate in is inadequate. I have argued that the “givenness” of people’s 

faith commitments—as a form of “indwelling” in cumulative life experiences—is not 

fully displaced by this individualizing and intellectualist construction of religion that 

demands justification, conviction, and self-transparency. People’s commitment to Islam 

thus remains not fully explicable through a secular-revivalist construction of “religion”.
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6. “I can’t get rid of my experience”: Doctrinal Belief and 
the Dilemma of Trust 

In a 2011 Friday sermon at a mosque in Houston, the popular preacher Nouman 

Ali Khan warned the congregation of two kinds of disbelief (kufr). One is to leave Islam 

altogether, but the other is more subtle: to “profess to be of the Muslims” yet “for all 

practical purposes, from the inside, there’s nothing left.” The reason people end up in 

such a state of hypocrisy and disbelief, he stated, is that they feel they can simply “pick 

and choose” which parts of Islam they accept and which parts they don’t. This warning 

against “picking and choosing” is a very common trope in Muslim preaching. 

Explaining the danger of this attitude, Khan went on to emphasize that “you’re not in a 

position to negotiate what it is from this deen [religion] that you accept and what it is 

from this deen that you don’t accept, or you don’t find comfortable so you’re not going to 

necessarily take it.” The proscription against picking and choosing “is one of the central 

ideas communicated in this deen,” he asserted. 

Khan then provided an example of what he meant by this concern with “picking 

and choosing,” citing a recent discussion with a youth group in which a “young sister” 

expressed some reservation and discomfort with the notion of hijab. Instead of arguing 

about the social benefits of hijab and showing how hijab honors women, Khan insisted 

that one should take a different approach in responding. These standard apologetic 

defenses of ḥijāb are “actually already going in the wrong direction.” We should instead 
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ask a more fundamental question, he asserted. He began describing this more 

fundamental question by rhetorically comparing the case to the prophet Ibrahīm, who 

was asked by God to do many seemingly unreasonable things (such as leave his family 

in the desert or sacrifice his son), but did not object or ask God for reasons; he simply 

submitted. Khan concluded this thought experiment with the following forceful 

reflection:  

So before we talk about any aspect of the deen and figure out the logic of it, 

understand the larger purpose: Allah has made this deen one of submitting to 

Him. If you’re having a hard time submitting to Him, you’re having a hard 

time with Islam itself. The very central idea of deen itself. That’s not to say we 

should [not] understand the aḥkām [commands] of Allah. But you and I have 

to be ones that, once we understand them, whether we get it or not, whether 

we see the logic of it or not, we have to give it up. We have to just give it up.1 

 

This central point of his sermon—regarding the imperative of fully submitting to 

the entirety of the religion’s commands, and “giving up” any objections once those 

commands are made clear—is a staple of many of Khan’s lectures. He has regularly 

stressed that if one truly accepts and believes in the foundations of Islam, then they must 

accept everything else that comes with that belief. These foundations provide us with a 

“comprehensive system” of beliefs, norms, and doctrines, and thus Islam must be fully 

accepted as a “holistic package.” This framework reflects a much broader discourse 

shared by many preachers, as we have seen with Omar Suleiman and Yasir Qadhi in 

Chapter Four. This framework of understanding belief emerges from a particular lineage 

                                                      

1 https://youtu.be/Ta4akTBVqpo  

https://youtu.be/Ta4akTBVqpo
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of Islamic revivalist thought, which was most prominently popularized by the 

influential revivalist thinkers Abul ‘Ala Maududi and Sayyid Qutb, whose many works 

stressed, above all, the demand of total and absolute submission to Islam as a holistic 

and all-encompassing system of morality and belief. As I have argued earlier in this 

dissertation with regard to Islamic revivalism, this framing of faith also has important 

convergences with a strand of secularist constructions of religion.  

The widely prevalent construal of religious belief described above lies at the 

heart of many discussions and experiences of doubt among American Muslims. In both 

public discourses and interpersonal discussions, a very common response to doctrinal 

questioning and dissent is to assert the imperative of accepting Islam as a 

comprehensive system of divine guidance, and warning of the danger of “picking and 

choosing” from the religion based on one’s own judgment or desires. It is not 

uncommon in this context to hear narratives of the way such discourse produces a 

deeper sense of doubt or crisis about one’s faith as a whole. As one interlocutor once 

told me, a response in the same vein by a local imam made her think to herself: “Okay, if 

that’s the case … and I know I can’t accept these things”—that is, gendered doctrines 

that are presented as necessarily part of Islam—“so then maybe I don’t accept Islam.” 

Internalizing this conception of faith can as a consequence often lead to a more acute 

experience of doubt, as it seems to present people with an “all-or-nothing” ultimatum.  
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Increasingly, however, many individuals (like this friend) reject this framing of faith, 

asserting instead that Islam must be open to interpretation and personal judgment.  

This chapter carefully examines this perceived tension between submission and 

personal judgment. My analysis is primarily structured around Nebil’s story of 

struggling with prayer and his reflections on moral-religious responsibility. Intertwined 

with his narrative are other ethnographic narratives and exchanges, alongside 

discussions of public discourses. Nebil’s story highlights the centrality of experiential 

knowledge in people’s judgments and commitments, and thus the way in which such 

experiential knowledge serves as source of people’s doubts and ambivalences. This 

focus on experience also complicates and sheds important light on the dichotomy 

between personal judgment and authoritative discourse, showing how in reality nobody 

escapes either of these two poles. Even submission to authoritative discourse is 

inescapably grounded in cumulative personal experiential knowledge. And a sense of 

autonomous trust of one’s own experience is implicitly bound by the authoritative 

discourses that form and inform the self.  

6.1 Nebil’s struggles with prayer 

6.1.1 “We’re not supposed to make the deen hard on ourselves” 

I met Nebil in early July of 2014, several weeks into my stay in Boston. I was 

attending a weekly class for “new Muslims” at the ISBCC, which I had been doing since 

arriving in Boston. Nebil and I were amongst several people in attendance that day who 
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Nebil 

As the eldest son of 
Indian parents who 
always struggled to be 
financially secure since 
immigrating to the US, 
family life and 
responsibilities have 
always been deeply 
central in Nebil’s life. He 
himself has mostly 
worked in the financial 
sector, but has also 
struggled with career 
stability. Nebil always 
embodied a calm and 
deeply thoughtful and 
reflective disposition, 
while also having a more 
artistic and performative 
side of his personality 
that was expressed in his 
occasional performance 
at hip-hop events. 

were not recently converted Muslims (or non-Muslims interested in learning about 

Islam). He was a long-time community member who had been raised as a Muslim. This 

was a relatively frequent occurrence, as a number of community members regularly 

attended these sessions, for a variety of reasons, whether to offer their own advice and 

insights or to gain something from the discussions themselves. I, myself, had been 

attending the class primarily in order to meet people in the community, but also to see 

how the “basics” of Islam were being taught. Nebil 

told me afterwards that he was simply attending out 

of curiosity, to see what this class was like and observe 

the discussion-leader “in action”. Little did I know 

that the group discussion that evening— and his 

comment in particular— would highlight a central 

theme in the conversations we would go on to have for 

the next two years, and in my own thinking about 

issues of belief and doubt. 

The class facilitator had started off that day by 

discussing the names and attributes of Allah, and how 

these are supposed to be a means through which we 

can know God more intimately and deepen our 

relationship with Him. Because Ramadan was just 
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around the corner, though, the group spent the majority of the session discussing their 

feelings, thoughts, questions, and expectations with regard to fasting. After some people 

voiced their anxiety about being ready for fasting during the long summer days, the 

group facilitator provided some feedback on what makes it easier, the spiritual purpose 

and fruits of fasting, as well as several ethical and legal considerations of doing a proper 

fast. At this point, Hamdy—who came from time to time to informally co-facilitate 

discussions—jumped in and asked the main facilitator if he had addressed the question 

of what invalidates one’s fast. The group facilitator told him to go ahead and tell the 

group, and Hamdy began to explain that violations of ethical conduct could invalidate 

one’s fast. For example, he said, getting angry and cursing at someone could invalidate 

the fast. When this raised some questions for people, Hamdy clarified that it was not the 

feelings themselves that were of consequence, but that you have to act on them and do 

something deliberate. For instance, if you deliberately don’t “lower your gaze” and look 

at a woman in a short skirt, that would invalidate your fast. There was a bit of a stir in 

the room, murmurs of amused discomfort it seemed to me, and the main group 

facilitator interjected, “You’re pretty harsh!”  

At this point, Joe (who had just converted a few weeks before) jumped in: “Man, 

I can’t do nothing! I can’t even leave my house then!” he said semi-jokingly. He felt the 

need to qualify himself, saying “I mean it makes sense, but…” and then trailed off. The 

two co-facilitators tried to emphasize that this is about doing something intentionally, 
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and that intentions are central here. The main facilitator, in particular, seemed to be 

trying to do some damage control, insisting that the instances given did not necessarily 

invalidate your fast, and you shouldn’t stop fasting if you do these things, but perhaps 

you should just do some extra repentance. Someone in the group was still curious about 

the technical ruling on this matter, however, and asked if such a fast needed to be 

repeated later. Hamdy responded that this has to be something that you determine on 

your own, as it is between you and God. He gave an example of his own situation 

recently, in which he “cussed out” someone on the phone while fasting, and then later 

thought to himself, ‘What am I doing?’, so decided he needed to make up that fast. At 

this point, Joe (the new convert) more openly expressed himself in response to all this: 

“What if I work with some miserable people?” he asked, as we all laughed. “I work with 

some people who really aggravate me. What if I’m working and I have a bad thought, 

like ‘man I want to throw this tray of bacon in this person’s face!’” We again all laughed 

at this hypothetical scenario, and then multiple people intervened saying that if you 

don’t act on such feelings, it doesn’t count against you. “Oh okay, then I’m good,” Joe 

responded, relieved.  

Throughout this exchange, Nebil had been sitting silently listening. At this point, 

however, he felt the need to intervene and offer his advice. He commented that “we’re 

not supposed to make the deen [religion] hard on ourselves,” that we should take things 

“easily and slowly”, and not see God as “nitpicking on every little thing we do.” 
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Everyone has a particular background, he insisted, and we have to approach things with 

that in mind. He then added before finishing his comments: “I’ve been there”—that is, in 

a situation where one is too fixated on such minutiae—“and it’s not good.” The group 

facilitator thanked him for this reflection, agreeing that God evaluates us based on our 

particular circumstances, and that faith is not supposed to be a burden. “It certainly 

challenges us to be better, but it is not a burden.” 

At the time, this exchange and Nebil’s comment did not stand out for me in any 

special way. In hindsight, however, the group discussion illustrates the way in which 

such practical everyday discussions of ritual and ethical practice can be closely linked to 

the kinds of doubts people like Nebil experience. Nebil intervened in the conversation to 

reiterate and emphasize the concern that the facilitator also seemed to be expressing: to 

not set such high (and “harsh”) standards in ritual practice such that fulfilling them 

would become unrealistic and burdensome for many (particularly, in this case, recent 

converts). For Nebil, this theme—not over-burdening oneself with religious obligations 

and not viewing God as vindictively “out to get you” on every little detail—was in fact 

central to his own experiences and struggles with faith that would lead to severe 

disillusionment and doubt. This also led him to broader reflections and uncertainties 

about the role of personal experience and intuition in relation to religious knowledge 

and doctrine, as we will see in what follows. It became clear to me over time why he 

would have felt this was an important intervention to make. 
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6.1.2 “I wish I didn’t have to reconcile religion with my experience” 

It soon became apparent to me why Nebil had attended that session in the first 

place. After the class finished and we introduced ourselves, he explained that he was 

attending out of curiosity. I had assumed that this was a typical expression of pious 

commitment through participation in communal religious activities. I assumed a certain 

level of confidence in his sense of communal belonging and practice, because of the 

confidence with which he had offered advice during the class. He also informed me that 

he was currently working with an Islamic organization, which added to this impression, 

along with the healthy-sized beard he was sporting at the time. Despite knowing better, 

such semi-conscious first impressions are hard to entirely overcome. It didn’t occur to 

me therefore that his curiosity was actually a desire to test and see if the kind of 

religious discourse being taught in this space was something that he could feel 

comfortable with and appreciate, specifically because of his recent struggles and 

frustrations. I began to get a sense of the issues at stake, however, the first time we had 

an extended personal conversation, as he began to share his deep dissatisfaction with 

most of the religious discourse to which he was exposed. 

We met again soon after our initial encounter, this time with the aim of getting to 

know each other. “So what’s your story?” he asked me when we introduced ourselves 

after the class. He wondered what brought me to attend, if I was not a convert. When I 

told him briefly that I was doing a research project on Islam in America, he seemed quite 
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interested to hear more and told me he was willing to offer whatever insights he could 

about the community in Boston. We decided to set up a time to hang out and met at a 

café a few days later. I arrived characteristically late, but he generously waived it off. I 

hurriedly plopped myself onto a chair at the small table next to him, as we blended in 

with the many other young professionals and students populating the busy cafe.  

We quickly made up whatever time had been lost by my late arrival. We began 

by talking about his current job and career trajectory. I sensed a heaviness and anxiety 

from him, as he alluded to some of his struggles and frustrations with work life and his 

uncertainty about what career path to pursue. That soon got us to this talking about his 

relationship with the Muslim community, as he said that his previous job had pulled 

him away from his involvement in the community. “I guess things were just really busy 

with work, and I didn’t have any energy left to be involved, you know?” I would later 

learn, however, that this was a rather guarded explanation of why he felt cut off from 

communal life.  

“My college years were the first time that I was ever really actively part of a 

Muslim community. Or even really actively engaged with Islam at a personal level.” He 

had spent a good deal of time and energy during that period intellectually exploring 

various topics in Islam, he related. He went on to say that more recently he seemed to 

have lost some of that intellectual curiosity and desire to study Islam, as his priorities 

had shifted more to action and practice. As our conversation progressed, a tension 
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between abstract knowledge and active practice ran as a steady thread throughout. It 

was, in part, a similar attitude to that expressed by Amin in the previous chapter: that is, 

a desire to be devotionally absorbed in religious practice rather than being focused on 

abstract understanding. At the same time, however, his remarks also seem to have been 

an attempt at expressing his frustration and dissatisfaction with a form of religious 

knowledge that had failed to meet his needs and had, in fact, contributed to his 

psychological struggles. His ambivalence in this conversation about an intellectual 

engagement with Islam seems to have been partly grounded in his recently acquired 

sense of the inadequacy of abstract and formal religious knowledge, in contrast to 

intuitive, experiential knowledge. This became a central theme in most of our 

discussions, and he began to articulate some of these thoughts even towards the end of 

this first conversation.  

After talking about our respective personal backgrounds and the Muslim 

community in Boston, he asked me about my research. When I explained the nature of 

my project, it led him to ask me about my own “religious journey,” and whether or not I 

was always “practicing”.  I described my background growing up in a religiously 

observant family and community, and how college had led to a number of crucial 

transformations in my way of thinking about religion, given my study of philosophy 

and religious studies. He listened intently and inquisitively, asking many questions 

about my intellectual journey. “What kinds of issues or questions did studying this stuff 
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raise for you?” he asked. I reflected on how religious studies had actually been more 

destabilizing to my relationship with Islam. “For me,” I explained, “historically 

examining the tradition made me realize that the simplistic things we were taught about 

Islam growing up aren’t necessarily true”   

This last claim caught his attention and he responded with his own thoughts on 

the issue of simplicity. “I see what you’re saying about how, the more that you study, 

you realize there are lots of different ideas and perspectives out there, and you realize 

that things can be pretty complicated.” But at the same time, he proposed, “we do have 

this idea that ultimately Islam is simple. We have this idea,” he said (almost with a 

sheepish smile, as if knowing that he was saying something that I might very well 

contest), “that in the past there was a simple and straightforward Islam. And I have this 

desire or need for that clarity. I want that kind of deep understanding.” When he reads 

the Qur’ān, he said, it gives him that desire for clarity. He began reciting: “shahru 

ramaḍān alladhī unzila fīhil Qur’ān, hudan lil-nās” [‘the month of Ramadan, in which the 

Quran was revealed, as a guidance to people’ (2:185)]. He emphasized the last phrase, 

and repeated the word “hudan” (guidance), pausing for effect.  He then continued, “wa 

bayyinātin minal hudā wal furqān” [‘and clear teachings containing true guidance and a 

criteria for right and wrong’]. He recited these words slowly, reverentially. “This is the 

kind of clarity and understanding and truth the Qur’ān is pointing to. I want that!” He 

somehow combined a heavy soberness with enthusiastic passion. 
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This got us to the crux of the matter. “So who do you do turn to, for this kind of 

clarity?” I asked. “There’s like Suhaib Webb, Nouman Ali Khan, Hamza Yusuf, do you 

listen to those kind of people?” “I used to look up to those people,” he responded, “but 

not any more though. I just don’t really find them helpful.” I tried to get a sense of why 

he felt that way. “They’re just not offering any realistic or helpful answers to people’s 

real life situations and problems. They’re too focused on like rules and book-learning.” 

He went on to talk about how the classes that he attended at ISBCC for instance were the 

same, as they just repeated “the same generic answers” that he had heard many times 

before. “None of this resonates with my lived experiences,” he said, his brows furrowed. 

“It’s just a bunch of textbook answers. It’s like they’ve studied these books and then just 

provide those answers to people, but without understanding the person and situation in 

front of them.” Although his frustration and dissatisfaction was beginning to come 

through, his tone remained reflective and calm. I could feel how deeply he was 

searching for answers.  

“I don’t think the Prophet was like this,” he suddenly said. “He would always 

deal with people on a person-by-person basis, based on their personal realities or 

situations, you know? I want somebody with that kind of wisdom. Basically an old wise 

man,” he said laughing. He then gave an example of what he was talking about: a local 

“shaykh” had recently told him about a woman who came to him, wanting to marry a 

Christian man (which is impermissible in the normative position of the five major 
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schools of Sunni and Shi`a law). She was worried that she was getting to an age where 

she would not be able to get married, and was afraid of being alone. So the shaykh 

“gave her the green light” to marry the man. “I would tell her to do it,” Nebil asserted. 

“We should have a sense of compassion and connection with people, and understand 

what they are dealing with.”  

As we discussed other similar cases, he explained that he saw a tension between 

“personal experience” on the one hand, and “texts” or “tradition” on the other. “I feel 

stuck,” he said, because “I can’t get rid of Islam, and I can’t get rid of my personal 

experience.” This need to balance between scripture and experience leads to “a lot of 

guilt,” he said, as it makes him wonder, “how far am I willing to push the boundaries?” 

On the one hand, he expressed a desire to have more knowledge, to “know the sources” 

(Qu’ran, hadith, etc.) so that he could be more confident and comfortable in navigating 

this tension himself. On the other hand, however, he expressed how felt burdened by 

the tension. “I wish I didn’t have to reconcile religion with my experience. I wish I could 

just trust my intuition more and not feel all this guilt.” 

At this point, given what seemed to me to be clearly an intellectually thoughtful 

engagement with Islam, I revisited his earlier comments about the priority of action and 

practice over knowledge, and academic learning not being very important. He then 

more clearly articulated his feelings on the matter. “Book-learning is just not enough, 

there has to be wisdom and personal experience.” He articulated multiple times that 
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what he was seeking was an intuitive sense and understanding of truth, rather than one 

gained through academic book-learning. Yet at the same time, he also felt a demand to 

learn what was right according to scripture, and a desire to understand how these 

conflicting demands could be reconciled.  

6.1.3 Obsessive-Compulsive Prayer 

Soon after our previous meeting, Ramadan began, and Saadia and I invited him 

and a few other friends over to our apartment for an iftar dinner. It was a lovely but 

sweaty evening, as the old New England apartment trapped the combined summer and 

oven heat, with, of course, no air conditioning. We huddled in front of the one fan, 

talking after dinner. Despite the continuous laughter, the conversations were mostly of a 

serious nature, as we discussed a number of political and communal controversies that 

had exploded among American Muslims that summer, particularly via social media. At 

some point in the evening, Nebil was prompted to bring up some of the issues we had 

discussed earlier at the café. He continued his earlier reflections, asking for our thoughts 

while expressing his frustration and confusion regarding the tension between personal 

experience and text/tradition. “Why can’t we trust our intuitions more?” he wondered 

aloud.  

After we had gone back and forth about these issues for some time, I became 

deeply intrigued not only by Nebil’s bold questioning of authoritative discourses on 

Islam, but even more so by his highly abstract, meta-level reflections about our basic 
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assumptions in approaching scripture and ethics. Since the rest of our guests had left by 

now, I asked him how he arrived at these insights and line of questioning. He responded 

at first saying that “I just think a lot.” He clearly was hesitating to say something though. 

He then said that he might be “opening up” about something and “making myself 

vulnerable,” but felt that he could trust us. So he then began to tell us his story about his 

experiences that led him to this place of questioning and uncertainty. We stayed up 

talking that night until it was time for the pre-dawn Ramadan meal, which we shared 

together. In fact, these conversations continued on for the next year and a half. 

Nebil was not raised in a very religiously observant environment, he told me. “I 

knew I was Muslim, but besides an identity it didn’t play much of a meaningful role in 

my life.” While there was an occasional engagement in ritual practice and some level of 

spirituality in his and his family’s life, this was not something that he remembers as an 

active concern or commitment in his life. Towards the end of high school and the 

beginning of college, however, he began briefly encountering people and ideas that 

seemed to make Islam more relevant, something he could engage with intellectually and 

spiritually. This was probably particularly important to him at the time, he reflected, as 

he was “looking for some kind of meaning in my life” in light of recent family turmoil. 

These encounters sparked a deep interest and engagement with Islamic teachings, both 

intellectually and in practice. He thus became increasingly concerned over time with 

acquiring religious knowledge and living according to its precepts.  
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This newfound devotional commitment to living out religious teachings fixated 

in particular on ritual worship. This gradually evolved into an intense attentiveness to 

every minute detail of ritual performance (ṣalāh in particular), and anxiety about 

whether it was being performed correctly and thus being accepted by God. The 

attentiveness became obsessive, and the anxiety became debilitating, to the extent that 

every prayer became a site of severe psychic turmoil and pain. This was later diagnosed 

as symptoms of Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (O.C.D.).2  Nebil’s struggles with ṣalāh 

played out in tandem with other threads of psychic pressure and instability, primarily in 

relation to his spiritual life. These threads came together as a downward spiral that led 

him to a psychological breakdown. Thus at the height of his experience of spiritual 

connection with God, Nebil was also undergoing an extreme psychological breakdown.  

After reaching the low-point of this downward spiral of psychological instability, 

Nebil found that he could no longer regularly perform ṣalāh. When he would try to pray 

or perform other practices of ritual devotion, he would feel an acute physical pain in his 

side, and relive the emotional anxiety of his experiences. As he came to understand it 

later, this was due to the trauma of these experiences being stored in muscle memory. 

                                                      

2 While not always as debilitating or intensely painful as what Nebil described to me, this is not at all an 

uncommon experience. Numerous people I have been in conversation with have experienced very similar 

problems in relation to ritual practice. See this Yaqeen Institute publication addressing this widespread 

phenomenon through a framework that combines clinical psychology’s understanding of OCD alongside 

Muslim understandings of “waswasah” or Satanic whisperings. “Clinicians, Imams, and the Whisperings of 

Satan” https://yaqeeninstitute.org/en/najwa-awad/waswas-al-qahri-a-new-disorder-to-the-clinical-literature/  

https://yaqeeninstitute.org/en/najwa-awad/waswas-al-qahri-a-new-disorder-to-the-clinical-literature/
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While he desired to pray and would try, the experience was too painful and unsettling 

for him to be able to regularly do so. 

After the psychological breakdown, Nebil began to engage with Jungian 

psychotherapy, through which he processed his experiences and began to heal. Through 

this process of therapy, he came to understand that the prolonged trauma of dealing 

with his father’s mental illness was the fundamental source of his own psychological 

struggles. When Nebil became an adolescent, his father began to suffer from severe 

mental illness. For Nebil, this manifested itself most acutely in his father's extremely 

unpredictable mood swings. “He could turn on you any minute. Something very small 

and insignificant, he could explode and just get super angry.” Nebil thus learned to 

constantly “walk on egg shells” around the house, because it was an “insecure 

environment” in which “chaos could come at any second.” He never knew when his 

father would “flip out at totally irrational things.” This led him to be in a constant state 

of perfectionism and anxiety, trying to anticipate what minor thing would provoke his 

father’s next fit of “random rage.” “It's almost like I was playing that out with my 

O.C.D. at some level, with this intense fear that something bad is going to happen if I 

don’t comply.” 

This obsessive-compulsive anxiety manifested itself most acutely in terms of 

religious ritual. In general, it seems to have manifested with things that he feels 

externally obligated by, and that carry serious consequences and repercussions if they 
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are not done properly. Ritual, for instance, “is one of those things you feel you have to 

do. It’s an obligation. I always have this tension with things I feel I’m not doing out of 

my own will, things I’m doing because I have to because someone else wants me to, or if 

I don’t something bad will happen. That kind of thinking is a pet peeve for my nervous 

body. Because I feel trapped.” Workplace expectations also produced similar symptoms 

in him. They were manifested most intensely with religious rituals, however, since 

communal discourse emphasizes an exacting and punitive God that demands obedience 

to the details of religious law. In this context, certain practices (such as ṣalāh) are 

presented as absolutely non-negotiable obligations that must be fulfilled as an end in, 

and of themselves. He would often argue that this kind of discourse—as opposed to 

seeing ṣalāh as a means to an end (e.g. spiritual connection with God)—is 

psychologically burdensome, because it entails a high level of rigidity and severity in 

those expectations. The obligation is made especially difficult for him, he reflected, 

because of how such religious discourse intersects with his personal life history. Having 

read The Birth of the Living God (a book suggested to him by his therapist), Nebil reflected 

on how “our relationships with our parents shape our image of God, how significant an 

impact it has on our God-image . . . . What I’ve realized through that book is that the 

way that I relate to my father has significantly impacted the way I relate to God at an 

unconscious level.” He concluded that he had thus “projected that onto God.” 
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6.2 Devotional Failure 

Thus far, we have seen the way in which the complex intersection of Nebil’s 

personal life history and experiences, with normative or authoritative religious 

discourses, and a passionate desire and commitment to being religiously devoted, led 

ritual practice to become a painful and destabilizing experience. It was precisely his 

absorption in devotional practice (based on an authoritative communal discourse) that 

led Nebil to his acute doubt and existential uncertainty, in relation to Islam. While in the 

previous two chapters we saw numerous examples of how devotional absorption can 

serve as the grounds of certainty and stability upon which people live out their faith 

commitments (particularly in the face of intellectual doubts), Nebil’s story is an example 

of the opposite situation: devotional absorption itself leading to uncertainty, instability, 

and disillusionment. This is because absorption in this devotional form of life may not 

always “work” in the way that is expected.  

What we have here is a case of what has been called “ritual failure”. One type of 

ritual failure discussed by Ute Hüsken is the failure of the ritual practice to produce the 

expected results.3 The “efficacy” of a ritual action “denotes a wide range of phenomena:  

the effects of a ritual postulated on a doctrinal level, its (immediate or long-term) social 

consequences, the fulfillment of individual expectations, empirically detectable effects, 

                                                      

3 This is identified as an “outcome-oriented view” of ritual failure, in contrast to a “procedural view” which 

focuses on technical errors and mistakes in the performance of the ritual. Hüsken, When Rituals Go Wrong, 4-

5. 
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unexpected outcomes, and so on.”4 In Nebil’s case, we have a combination of these 

various aspects of ritual failure: whereas Islamic discourses extol the many benefits that 

ṣalāh should in theory bring about, Nebil instead experienced unanticipated harmful 

consequences of engaging in ṣalāh, as well as a lack of fulfillment of his own personal 

expectations, aspirations, and desires. The direct association he experienced between 

ṣalāh and psychosomatic pain reflected this failed ritual efficacy.  

The manifestation of “ritual failure” that Nebil experienced mirrors Gregory 

Simon’s important study on ritual prayer (known as shalat in Minangkabau) in West 

Sumatra, Indonesia. In particular, Simon offers crucial reflections on the importance of 

attending to the tension and inconsistency between ideology and experience in people’s 

experience of prayer. “Ideology and experience often clash in regard to shalat.” It is thus 

key, he argues (in a critique of Saba Mahmood) to not only understand the discourse or 

ideology that people attempt to internalize, but also the “subjective force a discourse 

commands or the tensions that arise when it is embodied or applied.”5 When it comes to 

prayer, the effectiveness of shalat is understood by his Minangkabau interlocutors to lie 

in its potential to eliminate all problems from one’s life, make one act morally, and result 

in a feeling of tanang or calm.6 Simon notes, however, that such discussions completely 

changed when people shifted from discussing prayer in abstraction to discussing their 

                                                      

4 Ibid., 197. 
5 Simon, “The Soul Freed,” 268-70. 
6 Ibid., 260-261. 
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personal experiences. Despite internalizing these ideological expectations of the 

importance and benefits of shalat, such people’s experience of prayer failed to meet these 

expectations.7 

Although not in relation to ṣalāh specifically, Samuli Schielke’s work on Egypt 

similarly points to a tension between the ideological aspirations, and the actual 

experiences of devotional life. His work converges with Simon’s in advocating for an 

“existential” understanding of Islamic piety and commitment that focuses on its “actual 

outcomes.” Schielke argues that we need to understand the consequences of people’s 

aspirations and their attempts at pious commitment, rather than simply taking their 

aspirational rhetoric at face-value.8 He emphasizes the ambiguity and ambivalence in 

people’s aims and lived experiences, providing a number of examples that illustrate how 

the “outcomes of their attempts to overcome the disturbing ambiguity of everyday life 

have been ambiguous most of the time, and tragic sometimes.”9 Elsewhere he states: 

Religious grand schemes can be so powerful because believers locate them 

outside their lifeworld to grant them the purity and certainty which life can 

never have. This allows them to be evoked to navigate the complexities of life… 

But this does not mean that this actually 'works' in the instrumental sense.10 

 

                                                      

7 Ibid., 261 
8 See Schielke, “Being Good in Ramadan.” 
9 Schielke, Egypt in Future Tense, 235-6. 
10 Schielke, Ordinary Lives and Grand Schemes, 10. 
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People thus have deep subjective connections to such “grand schemes” as an 

aspirational ideal, but their attempts to live out this ideal are often frustrated by the 

exigencies of lived life. 

My concern here is similar in the attention I give to the existential consequences 

of people’s attempts to absorb themselves in a devotional form of life. While Nebil’s 

story is, of course, a unique case in many ways, his experiences nonetheless exemplify a 

broader phenomenon that is central to how many people experience doubt and 

uncertainty about their religious commitments. What we see in such experiences is that 

absorption in devotional practice at times fails to provide the desired outcomes, or in 

fact has undesired and unwelcome consequences. This can then produce deep feelings 

of disappointment, hurt, betrayal, frustration, failure, ambivalence, and dilemmas about 

the religious discourse that led to these undesired consequences.11 Such experiences are 

reflected not only in many interpersonal exchanges I have had, but we also find 

prominent voices in the Muslim public sphere expressing similar narratives.  

                                                      

11 This observation adds a further layer of nuance to more recent developments in the study of religion that 

seek to give primacy to ethical and ritual practice, liturgy, and worship, in contrast to “intellectualist” 

construals that see religion as primarily a matter of “belief”.  This approach—which seeks to challenge 

Protestant and secularist influences on the study of religion—presents such embodied practices as formative 

of our identities, dispositions, and fundamental orientations towards the world. See, for instance, James K. 

A. Smith, “Secular Liturgies and the Prospects for a “Post-Secular” Sociology of Religion.” Another example 

of this may be found in the work of Talal Asad on the disciplinary function of ritual, and the extensive body 

of work that has emerged from and drawn on his insights. For example, see chapter two of Genealogies. 

While I very much align myself with such accounts, there is a risk of overstating the power and efficacy of 

such devotional practices, by not attending to the ways in which such practices often fail to produce the 

results that are otherwise expected. 
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One example of such narratives of devotional failure is that of prominent public 

speaker and writer Haroon Moghul. At the onset of Ramadan in the summer of 2015, 

Moghul published a short online essay with CNN, discussing his “dawning 

disillusionment with the religion of my birth” during his adolescence.12 He used the 

essay to announce a short YouTube series titled “Confession,” which he would release 

throughout the month of Ramadan. Each daily episode in this series would feature a 

one-minute segment of his story about losing his faith in God and Islam, but eventually 

returning to faith. This was a story he had written about briefly several years before, in 

his contribution to the 2012 anthology, All-American: 45 American Men on Being Muslim,13 

and which he features prominently in his more recent memoir, How to Be a Muslim: An 

American Story. Moghul describes his experience with devotional failure as a story about 

“how I lost my faith, how I gave up on God because I was convinced that God had given 

up on me.”14  

His story speaks of growing up in a religiously observant family and learning 

extensively about Islam, with a particular emphasis on religious duties and norms. “I 

was raised to believe I should be Muslim, before everything and after everything,” he 

describes in the essay, but this led him to be “the harshest judge of my disappointingly 

                                                      

12 “Red, White, and Ramadan.” http://www.cnn.com/2015/06/24/living/red-white-ramadan  
13 Ali and Suratwala, 1-5.  
14 “Confession - Episode 1 (feat. Haroon Moghul).” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8uTBWJ7Q5ME  

http://www.cnn.com/2015/06/24/living/red-white-ramadan
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8uTBWJ7Q5ME
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un-Muslim self.”15  By the time he was a teenager, therefore, he was convinced that he 

was “going to Hell,”16 as he imagined God to be “impossibly demanding, relentlessly 

censorious.”17 As he narrates his journey of religious questioning and disillusionment, 

he describes a realization he came to much later, that “I felt an anger towards God and 

religion” that is difficult to articulate. He felt that he had been created flawed and in 

pain in a difficult life, unable to live up to the expectations he had been taught were 

demanded of him by God, and yet if he did not live up to those demands, he was bound 

for Hell.18 He states:  

How could I, (1) complete all of the endless tasks Islam assigned, (2) make 

sure I was doing them for the right reasons, and (3) keep on the watch, the 

straight and narrow, not for weeks or months, but for decades, to satisfy this 

God into not burning me alive? I might live Islamically, but just for a few 

days, and thereafter I’d give in to temptations my Islam had no room for . . . . 

  

Islam left me crumpled in otherworldly exhaustion . . . . And after enough of 

that, I wanted out. Out of the guilt and endless hand-wringing; a way to 

throttle that judgmental monster of my mind . . . .I’d had enough of the 

questions, the doubts, the self-incrimination, the endless feelings of 

unworthiness.19  

 

This burdensome presence of God and religion in his life thus led him to reject God, 

leading him to feel, “for the first time, free.”20 

                                                      

15 All-American, 2. 
16 “Confession - Episode 4 (feat. Haroon Moghul).” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oTKM9r-tEvk  
17 All-American, 2. 
18 “Confession - Episode 13 (feat. Haroon Moghul).” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5QMdWiXDy8 

and “Confession - Episode 14 (feat. Haroon Moghul).” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0H6hsaTIzYA  
19 All-American, 3. 
20 “Confession - Episode 14 (feat. Haroon Moghul).” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gk3-18JnJGc  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oTKM9r-tEvk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5QMdWiXDy8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0H6hsaTIzYA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gk3-18JnJGc
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The “failed efficacy” of Nebil’s devotional commitment similarly led him to feel 

deep religious disillusionment and doubt at two interconnected levels: first, his personal 

relationship with God, and second, his relation to Islam as a tradition, ethical system, 

and way of life. With regard to the first, he felt deeply abandoned by God, leading him 

to feel spiritually disconnected and even anger and resentment towards God.  

When I stopped praying is when the resentful angry feelings became a lot more 

direct and clear. Because I felt like I couldn’t fulfill something that I felt I had to, 

and God didn’t want me to pray ... Anger came out ... Anger, frustration, 

hatred... When I felt I had to stop praying to secure my sanity is when I felt I had 

been completely abandoned by God. 

 

We spoke often of these struggles, reflecting on the theological and psychological issues 

that arise in what it means to relate to God and feel the presence of God in one’s life. His 

sense of abandonment from God led him to feel a deep sense of existential confusion as 

to how he could connect to God and what that would mean. Throughout much of our 

friendship, he reflected with me about how he could possibly move beyond the hurt and 

pain of this current “phase” in relating to God and develop a healthier and spiritually 

fulfilling relationship.   

As for the second dimension of his religious disillusionment and doubt, Nebil 

felt deeply betrayed by the religious system and discourse. He perceived the religious 

                                                      

 

In addition to Haroon Moghul’s story, Michael Muhammad Knight also describes a similar experience. 

Interspersed in his many books, articles, and a documentary production, the popular author describes a 

similar trajectory: a period of intense religious devotion followed by an inability to actually live up to this 

ideal, “burn out”, and subsequent frustration and disillusionment. 
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system to be deeply conflicting with his intuitive sense of right and wrong, given the 

way in which the expectations of that system are “out of touch” with his experiences, 

circumstances, and needs. “No scholar or imam that I’ve explained my situation to has 

ever told me that I don’t have to pray.” They would insist that “ṣalāh is still wājib 

[obligatory].” While he knew intuitively that this expectation could not be correct, he 

still couldn’t “help but feel guilty” and “alienated from Islam” as a result, since he still 

felt bound by the authority of this discourse but couldn’t fulfill the standards and 

obligations presented as God’s will. He explained how with ṣalāh most centrally, but 

also with other experiences around the same time, he knew that what he “needed to do 

couldn’t be justified by the law.” His experiences thus left him with no clear framework 

—and thus deep uncertainty and ambivalence—about what it means to live out his 

commitment to Islam and God. 

Nebil’s narrative has shown us that the failure of devotional absorption to yield 

the fruits that are expected is not just a matter of frustration, but brings about 

“experiential knowledge” that conflicts with authoritative religious discourse. This 

experiential knowledge is crucial to understanding the tension between submission and 

personal judgment, a point with which I began this chapter. 

Feminist philosophers of knowledge have provided a helpful account of such 

experiential knowledge. Linda Alcoff has described this type of knowledge as “knowing 

from the inside” or “knowing what it is like to be…” She discusses this in terms of 
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practical “know-how” knowledge, thereby challenging traditional epistemology’s 

assumption that propositional knowledge in the form of “S knows that P” is adequate 

for all possible knowledge claims. Practical knowledge, she observes (using the example 

of midwifery), cannot always be represented in abstract, objective, and codified 

propositions that can be simply discursively known. Rather, it is based on embodied 

familiarity and personal experience.21 While she focuses, in particular, on experiential 

knowledge that is specific to the embodied experience of females, her analysis sheds 

light on the broader phenomenon of the ways in which embodied and affective 

experience can provide one with intuitive judgments and knowledge that are not 

arrived at through contemplation, or cannot even necessarily be fully articulated in 

discourse. 

In the previous chapters, we saw how successful attempts at devotional 

absorption can yield experiential knowledge that confirms faith-commitment: powerful 

moments and/or extended periods of absorption in devotional life, which provide 

people (like Amin and Safia) with an affective and embodied understanding, 

appreciation, and engagement with “what it is like” to live out that form of life. 

Conversely, Nebil’s narrative illustrates how devotional absorption that fails to produce 

the expected results also produces experiential knowledge, but in this case it is 

knowledge and intuitive judgments that do not confirm and deepen appreciation for the 

                                                      

21 Dalmiya and Alcoff, “Are Old Wives Tales Justified?”220-228. 
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authoritative discourse underlying that form of life, but rather challenge or create 

uncertainty about it. This thus complicates the impression from Chapters Four and Five 

that it is through absorption in devotional practice that people overcome doubt. While 

that is certainly the case in many situations, the above examples illustrate how 

devotional experience can also, at times, itself generate doubt. It should be clear, 

therefore, that the complex and messy experiences of life more generally—which are not 

necessarily devotional in nature—can similarly provide experiential knowledge that 

leads to disillusionment, uncertainty, and dissent from authoritative religious teachings. 

Such cases of “devotional failure” are, therefore, merely a specific subset of more general 

experiences that produce dissonance with authoritative religious discourse.  

We can better understand the challenge that experiential knowledge can pose to 

authoritative discourse by considering the close link between experience and discourse. 

Experiential knowledge does not only produces an immediate and intuitive judgment 

based on embodied, affective, visceral responses to situations. These intuitive responses 

also lend themselves to discursive reflection, which is deeply grounded in the authority 

of experiential knowledge and thus cannot be simply reasoned away or dismissed. We 

can see, for instance, that Nebil’s experiences have given him not only an intuitive 

judgment that certain practices (i.e. salah) are harmful for him, but also, this then leads 

him to reflect generally on the nature of his personal relationship with God and Islam, as 

well as in broader reflections about the dilemmas and tensions of trying to know and 
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follow the will of God. In this context, Alcoff’s distinction between “knowing how” and 

“knowing that” might not go far enough, as we can see how people’s practical 

experience leads to intuitive judgments and sensibilities that shape and contribute to 

their propositional and discursive knowledge as well.22 

When people’s intuitive judgments conflict with authoritative discourses that 

they feel bound by or committed to in some way, they are often then faced with a 

difficult dilemma and uncertainty regarding how to act or what to affirm as correct 

belief and practice. At the heart of this dilemma is a set of fundamental questions 

around trust and authority: who and what does one trust as a source of authority? As 

we have seen with Nebil, his experiential knowledge has led him to a personal judgment 

about the obligation of ṣalāh that conflicts with the judgment of the authoritative Islamic 

discourse he is informed by. This poses a question regarding whether to trust his own 

experiential judgment or the judgment of communal authorities. Such a question not 

only leads to uncertainty about whether or not to perform ṣalāh, but also, it leads him to 

question the broader framework and authority of those communal discourses, as there 

are no authoritative discourses available to him that offer an articulation or framework 

                                                      

22 It is important to reiterate that Nebil is far more theoretically reflective about such issues than most people 

(in my experience), but what his case nonetheless highlights is that feelings of disillusionment, frustration, 

and lack of conviction regarding religious doctrines are grounded in experiential knowledge that people 

generally do not feel they can simply ignore. They may not be able to articulate that process in the same way 

as Nebil is, but I argue that it is nonetheless fundamental to people’s affective and discursive responses to 

various doctrinal concerns. 
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that takes his needs and experiences into account. This then also leads him to a broader 

uncertainty about how to relate to Islamic ritual and ethical doctrines.  

6.2.1 A Loss of Trust: Safia’s devotional failure 

The above reflections have begun to bring our attention to the fundamental 

concerns with trust that arise in light of people’s conflicts with authoritative doctrine. 

Nebil is confronted with the question of whether to trust his own experience or the 

judgment of communal authority figures. This dilemma surrounding trust is further 

highlighted by Safia’s narrative, whose similar experience of devotional failure in her 

community led her to a renewed sense of self-trust. 

When I first met Safia, it was immediately clear to me that she was somebody 

who had long been embedded in the local Muslim community—the MAS network in 

particular—and was deeply tied to and formed by it, as discussed in Chapter Four. At 

the same time, it was also immediately clear that she had an ambivalent relationship 

with this community, and by extension with the community’s religious discourse and 

doctrinal commitments. She expressed frustration in various ways with communal 

dynamics, was skeptical or dismissive of certain ideas and norms that were taken as 

communal certainties, and rejected the rigidity of communal normativity. Despite these 

frustrations, she often expressed that she could not shake off a gut feeling and intuition 

that this communal space is where she could find a more grounded and spiritually 

nourishing faith, that there is something transcendent and true to be found there. 
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Throughout our friendship and many conversations, she often vacillated between a 

stance of critique and frustration towards the community, and on the other hand a 

longing for the faith that such spaces have nourished her with. In what follows, I explore 

what led her to this ambivalence and disillusionment.  

Her first taste of devotional failure came after returning to the US after her five-

month spiritual retreat in the Middle East with a female piety movement. As discussed 

earlier, the level of devotional practice and strict discipline within this movement gave 

the entire community an aura of spirituality, transcendence, and connection to God. The 

teachers in particular had something “real”, a connection to the divine that was not only 

apparent in their personas, but also reflected onto the group as a whole. This entire 

communal experience gave Safia a feeling of being connected to something greater and 

beyond herself. Her faith commitment at this stage was thus deeply tied to this 

communal experience.  

Upon returning to the US, however, she faced her first set of challenges trying to 

maintain that level of devotional practice and absorption. Being in a dramatically 

different environment than the pietistic subculture she had been briefly yet deeply 

absorbed in, she found herself unable to live up to the standards of devotional practice 

that she had lived out within that communal setting. Particularly given the very 

dissonant demands and norms of the corporate subculture in America, the rigorous 

discipline and rules laid out by the movement seemed impractical and impossible to 
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implement in the “real world” beyond the “bubble” of the piety movement. They were 

“so conservative” and “strict”, with so many rules—from the kind of outer cloak one 

should wear to fulfill the demands of modesty, to how one should interact with men—

that it all seemed “impractical” and “irrelevant” in the social world of American work-

life. Despite remembering her teachers from that time with great fondness and respect, 

and regularly speaking of them as having a genuine “spiritual connection” that she has 

rarely witnessed since, she now saw their religious discourse as “tone-deaf”, that is, 

completely irrelevant and out of touch with the lived realities of people like her. 

Safia’s experience and perspective in this regard reflect the experiences of 

student-travelers as described and analyzed by Zareena Grewal in her book, Islam is a 

Foreign Country, which traces the experiences of American Muslims who travelled in the 

1990s and early 2000s to the Middle East to study Islam. Grewal argues that these 

student-travelers may have deeply fulfilling experiences at the individual level of 

personal spirituality, but that does not translate into an ability to resolve the communal 

“crisis” of religious knowledge back home in America. They often do not gain the skills, 

confidence, and frameworks that are necessary to be able to transmit tradition in a 

meaningful and relevant way, address local debates and concerns, and thus serve as real 

“custodians” of a living tradition, as opposed to merely preserving tradition.23 The 

dissonance that Safia highlighted, however, was not concerned with the communal 

                                                      

23 Grewal, Islam is a Foreign Country. See Chapter Six in particular.  
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transmission of religious knowledge that Grewal highlights. Rather, Safia’s reflections 

highlighted how even the individual level of personal spirituality and devotion can be 

dependent on the social conditions these student-travelers were part of during their 

travels. For many such student-travelers, therefore, it can be difficult or impossible to 

maintain that level or particular form of devotion upon leaving those communal 

settings. This can then produce feelings of longing, frustration, or disenchantment with a 

religious discourse that is perceived as unrealistic and incapable of being relevant in 

different settings.  

As discussed in detail in Chapter Four, Safia later became immersed in the 

Boston chapter of MAS (the Muslim American Society), which would become the most 

extended and intensive period of devotional absorption she experienced. Her deep 

involvement with the community during the establishment of the ISBCC gave her a 

profound sense of a communal mission that was closely tied to sacred history, with 

collective experiences of supernatural meaning and divine intervention throughout. This 

entire episode produced a deep conviction that she was part of something transcendent, 

and gave her an experience of spiritual connection that exceeded all other experiences. 

Along with an intense experience of collective devotional absorption, however, Safia 

also experienced a number of communal dynamics during this time that would 

eventually undermine that communal absorption. 
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From the beginning when she joined the community, Safia struggled with 

feelings of being a “misfit” and not fully belonging, she told me. While initially she “felt 

like ‘here I am, these are my people’,” she soon would realize that she stood out from the 

standards and expectations of this “traditional feminine space,” while also feeling 

culturally alienated as a second-generation South-Asian American (in contrast to the 

majority of members who were first-generation Arab immigrants). She worked hard to 

“suppress those feelings of not fitting in” and “that voice” that said “this isn’t who I 

am.” As a result, she had to expend much emotional energy trying to conform to the 

constraints of being part of such a community.  

In general, the communal pressures to conform tend to make her “feel trapped,” 

she explained once during a group conversation about communal belonging and 

disenchantment. In this case in particular, she told me later, she felt the need to 

assimilate herself to the norms of the dominant group, making her feel that she was not 

being genuine or “authentic” to herself. “I could acknowledge the good that I got from 

following this model, and doing what I was told to do. I might feel like I’m really good 

spiritually and so on, but at the same time, I felt like there was something very natural 

about myself that I was cut off from.” She also began to feel that she was not appreciated 

or respected for what she brought to the table, and was only being “used” for her 

identity rather than genuinely appreciated and valued. She also realized at some point, 

she narrated, that they did not really know or understand her as an individual in any 
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depth at all, aside from surface-level markers of pious commitment. Another individual 

who had been part of the MAS-Boston community expressed a similar sentiment to me, 

asserting that it was a “stifling” environment that suppressed people’s “individuality”. 

All of this led Safia to a situation where she eventually felt “disconnected from myself.”  

While the numerous incidents and situations that led to these sentiments 

produced a latent level of frustration towards the community (which she would only be 

able to articulate in retrospect), her experience with a failed betrothal was the turning 

point that led Safia to become completely disillusioned with the community. In looking 

to get married, she was introduced by leaders in the community to a new “brother” who 

they recommended to her. He was a good pious man, they vouched, who prayed at the 

masjid very regularly and was deeply committed to Islamic practice. Trusting their 

judgment, she got to know the man, and after some time they were engaged. After a 

short period of engagement, however, Safia discovered an entire past life that that this 

man had lied about and hidden from her and the entire community. The man’s 

communal identity was largely built on deceit. This was of course a deeply shocking and 

painful experience, but it was also eye-opening and transformative as well.  

The sequence of events leading up to her discovery was deeply tied to her 

extended experience of devotional absorption with the community. She remembers an 

occasion of having made an intense and extended du`ā (supplication), asking God to 

help her to get married, and it was immediately after this that she was introduced to this 
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man. Throughout the engagement process, she also had powerful spiritual experiences 

that seemed to be moving her forward and providing a sense of special significance and 

meaning to the process. At the time she took all of this to be an answer to her prayer, in 

that God was finally facilitating her marriage. When she later broke off the engagement, 

she understood the entire situation to be a different kind of divine response: a divine 

sign meant to teach her an important lesson.  

The most crucial thing she learned through this experience was to “trust 

[her]self” more and her own “gut instinct”. The entire situation “made me not trust the 

people who were supposed to be looking out for me.” Until this time, she said, “I was 

only trusting all these people around me,” but in this case they completely failed to 

perform the adequate “vetting” process and properly look into this man’s background. 

The questions they asked (in making sure they knew who this man was) largely 

revolved around publicly observable standards of piety and ritual practice, but they did 

not know to get him at a deeper level. “I realized that I’m getting advice from people 

who had no clue, people who were not qualified to play that role for me.” They had little 

practical wisdom or “street-smarts,” she felt, and did not know how to “give good 

advice” or “help me figure out” these concerns in her life. Their entire approach was to 

merely presume that people should “just be like us and everything will be great,” but 

the end result did not end up as anticipated. “There is this whole community structure, 

in which people in charge know best and are supposed to help you,” she said. But she 
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came to realize that these are people “who don’t understand me, are not being able to 

help me navigate and process my life.” This led her to a “distrust of Muslim religious 

authority”, in this community in particular, but more broadly as well.  

Safia’s loss of confidence in religious authority figures had far-reaching 

ramifications on her personal engagement with religious teachings and practice. The 

process led her to question the “framework” and “community structure” she was 

embedded in. Rather than simply accepting the authoritative discourse of the 

community as she had done before, she has become much more selective in how she 

approaches such discourses. Her attitude has shifted to “picking from here and there 

things that are helpful,” and deciding in each particular instance “whose authority to 

take.” This shift “broke down the communal aspect” with which one adopts the norms 

of the community, encouraging her instead to adopt a more individually mediated 

approach to ethical judgment and decision-making.  

This experience also took on a more unsettling and skeptical perspective. The 

loss of trust in these religious authorities, along with the numerous experiences that led 

her to feel stifled and alienated from herself, raised fundamental questions about her 

entire experience of devotional absorption.  At the height of her experience of devotional 

absorption, she felt certain that she was doing this work for the sake of God, and this 

gave her a deeply spiritual sense of mission. Now, however, she wondered if she had 

done this work “just because they say so,” rather than it truly being for the sake of God. 
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This sense of disillusionment also generated confusion regarding correct religious 

practice, and authoritative religious teaching, as she began to ask herself “what it means 

to be Muslim,” “what do I really want to do,” and “why was I doing the things I was 

doing? Was it because it meant something to me and was right, or just because they said 

so?” It was around this time that she moved away from this community and avoided 

religious communities generally, beginning a long process of questioning what she was 

actually committed to, in religious practice. The most visible marker of the shift was her 

decision to stop wearing the head-scarf for some time, an act which represented for her a 

rejection of the authoritative norms and discourse of this community. 

What we see in Safia’s narrative is a case of having been absorbed in communal 

devotion, and that same communal absorption leading to religious disillusionment and 

uncertainty. While her absorption in communal devotion provided her with a sense of 

certainty, conviction, spiritual fulfillment, and transcendence, there is no guarantee that 

such experiential grounding of faith can be sustained. As mentioned earlier, this is at 

times due to an inability to live out such devotional absorption beyond the confines of 

those communal settings. In such cases, the very communal nature of the devotion can 

lead to disillusionment when one is no longer embedded in that communal space. Yet, 

even while being embedded in that space, the communal dynamics producing this sense 

of certainty—e.g., being embedded in something bigger than oneself, adherence to 

communal norms and practices, collective experiences of divine intervention, religious 
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authorities who serve as a model of spirituality—can themselves lead to frustration and 

loss of trust. 

Safia’s narrative about her experiences is closely paralleled by that of Khadra 

Shamy, the main character of Mohja Kahf’s novel The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf. The 

book traces Khadra’s long journey of faith as a young Arab-American growing up in a 

small yet passionate revivalist community (represented by the “Dawah Center”, which 

symbolizes the American Muslim revivalist organizations that have historically been 

dominant since the 1960s, such as MSA, ISNA, ICNA, and MAS).  From a young age, 

Khadra is completely immersed in this community and stands out as one if its most 

active and passionately committed youth. This gives her a deep sense of sacred mission, 

tied to rigorous ethical discipline and practice, which define her identity and sense of 

self. 

As the book progresses, however, a long series of (mostly minor) incidents begin 

to produce some subconscious disturbances in the certainty she has in this communal 

identity and devotion. For instance, she meets other Muslims who are committed to 

their religious identity and practice, yet do not share her community’s revivalism and 

missionary orientation. The encounters make her question whether this is the only way 

of existing as a pious and committed Muslim. In another instance, she is not allowed to 

participate in a Qur’an recitation competition because she is a woman, despite being one 

of the most dedicated students. This catches her off guard and makes her feel devalued. 
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And more dramatically, Khadra goes on a family trip to the hajj pilgrimage, where she 

has disturbing interactions with young relatives living in Saudi Arabia who flagrantly 

lack any commitment to Islamic ethical practice. The experience leaves her deeply 

disturbed and disillusioned with the fantasy of an ideal “Muslim world” outside of the 

morally corrupt United States.24  

The tipping point in Khadra’s narrative, however, comes with the difficulties in 

her marriage. Soon after they are married, Khadra begins to have a series of tense 

interactions and conflicts with her controlling husband, Juma. At the height of this 

tension, Khadra discovers that she is pregnant, but something deep inside of her cannot 

bear the idea of having a baby at this point of her life, with Juma. She decides to get an 

abortion, against his wishes, and her decision leads to the couple getting divorced. 

Despite having learned that Islamic law allows for abortion within the early period of 

gestation, Khadra’s family and entire community strongly disapprove of her decision 

and are deeply disappointed. Khadra feels rejected, losing her status as the “model 

Muslimah” in the community, and becomes increasingly cut off from them all. After a 

few more experiences confirming a growing sense of the community’s hypocrisy and 

superficiality, Khadra finds herself completely disenchanted with this entire communal 

form of life: 

                                                      

24 See Grewal’s notion of “moral geography” and the Islamic East as representing a sacred, “Diasporic 

Homeland.”  
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It took her by surprise, the sudden revulsion she felt for everything. For her 

whole life up till now. She wanted to abort the Dawah Center and its entire 

community. Its trim-bearded uncles in middle-management suits, its aunties 

fussing over her headscarf and her ovaries, its snotty Muslim children 

competing for brownie points with God. Twenty-one years of useless head-

clutter. It all had to go. All those hard polished surfaces posing as spiritual 

guidance. All that smug knowledge. Islam is this, Islam is that. Maybe she 

believed some of it, maybe she didn’t—but it needed to be cleared out so she 

could find out for herself this time. Not as a given. Not ladled on her plate 

and she had to eat it just because it was there . . . .  

It was all part of some previous life lived by some other Khadra who accepted 

things she didn’t really want, who didn’t really know what she wanted and 

took whatever was foisted on her without examining it. Took whatever 

crappy unnourishing food for the soul was slopped in front of her and ate it 

up, becoming its spokesperson and foisting it on others.25 

 

The issue of trust emerges as central in these narratives of devotional failure. 

Who and what we trust is crucial to what we believe and are committed to. Safia’s 

reflections and Kahf’s novel show us that, if one trusts the community or authorities 

they are connected to, then there is little reason to question the norms, discourse, and 

commitments of the community. As Wittgenstein states in On Certainty, “I really want to 

say that a language-game is only possible if one trusts something.”26 When one loses 

confidence in the reliability and integrity of certain authorities, however, the experience 

can lead to a loss of trust in the claims and norms of the community. Having lost her 

trust in the wisdom and reliability of community leaders that she had relied on before, 

Safia then began to question why she does the things she does and the correctness of the 

                                                      

25 Kahf, 261-263. 
26 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, 509. 
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community’s doctrinal commitments. Rather than these experiences leading her to a 

specific judgment about some particular matter, they instead provided her with a 

general attitude towards the issue of trust and authority. 

Our convictions and the things we assent to are mediated through trust in others. 

If we cannot trust someone, then we cannot trust that their understanding and 

presentation of God’s truth is correct.27 If the personal judgment acquired through life 

experiences leads one to lose trust in certain authorities or in the community as a whole, 

then one’s commitments and convictions that are based on this trust can also be 

undermined. This stands in contrast to a popular attitude that sees people’s communal 

disillusionment as only superficially connected to genuine conviction and belief. “Islam 

is perfect, people are not,” goes the pervasive response to people’s disenchantment with 

religious community. This viewpoint fails, however, to consider the centrality of trust as 

a necessary condition for knowledge and belief. 

6.2.2 Between authoritative rules and personal judgment 

These reflections on the importance of trust—and the tension between self-trust 

and trusting external authority—bring us back to the discourse of “picking and 

choosing” with which I began this chapter. This discourse is defined by a (presumed) 

severe conflict between autonomy and heteronomy in moral judgment, that is, between 

                                                      

27 As I shall discuss in a section below, this trust in others is at the same time rooted in personal experiential 

knowledge and self-trust. See Linda Zagzebski’s Epistemic Authority: A Theory of Trust, Authority and 

Autonomy in Belief.  
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relying on one’s own judgments as opposed to submitting to what “Islam says.” In 

recent years, the issue has become one of the defining themes in American Muslim 

public debates and contestations over religious authenticity. Countless pieces are 

published regularly, public lectures and discussions are disseminated, and debates 

between individuals take place on social media, all revolving around this tension. On 

the one hand of this presumed binary are those who call for an understanding of Islam 

that is in accordance with “reason,” that accommodates individuals’ understandings 

and sensibilities of what is right and wrong, that rejects “blind conformity,” and that is 

open to “reinterpretation” in response to changing realities and values, rather than being 

“static” and rigidly unchanging.  On the other hand, there are those who call for 

“submission” to the authority of divine revelation and tradition, and see such attempts 

at reinterpretation as merely an attempt at placing one’s wholly “subjective” personal 

“opinions,” “whims,” and “desires” as more authoritative than “God’s commands.” 

This ongoing conflict of paradigms was very clearly manifested in a “viral” social 

media debate over a widely disseminated blog article by Thanaa El-Naggar titled, 

“Practicing Islam in Short Shorts,” published during my first year of fieldwork in 

Boston.28 El-Naggar begins by drawing attention to the fact that she would generally be 

perceived by many as a “non-practicing Muslim” who had “veered off the path of 

                                                      

28 Originally published here: http://truestories.gawker.com/practicing-islam-in-short-shorts-1683991294. 

Due to its popularity, it was republished on MuslimGirl here: http://muslimgirl.com/10572/practicing-islam-

short-shorts/  

http://truestories.gawker.com/practicing-islam-in-short-shorts-1683991294
http://muslimgirl.com/10572/practicing-islam-short-shorts/
http://muslimgirl.com/10572/practicing-islam-short-shorts/
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Islam,” in that she does not “cover [her] thighs,” “drink[s] whiskey and smoke[s] weed 

regularly.” She seeks to resist this perception, asserting:  

However, I am a practicing Muslim. I pray (sometimes), fast, recite the travel 

supplication before I start my car’s engine, pay my zakkah (an annual charitable 

practice that is obligatory for all that can afford it) and, most importantly, I feel 

very Muslim. There are many like me. We don’t believe in a monolithic practice 

of Islam. We love Islam, and because we love it so much we refuse to reduce it to 

an inflexible and fossilized way of life. 

 

This last statement encapsulated the fundamental argument of the piece that most 

responses focused on: El-Naggar’s assertions that her practice and understanding of 

Islam are a perfectly legitimate expression of faith, and her rejection of an understanding 

of Islam that focuses on such rules and regulations and “obsess[es] about the mundane.”  

On the one hand, despite dissenting from such authoritative doctrines, she 

speaks of having regained a more genuine sense of faith through her personal 

experiences. “Exploring and wandering are the reasons I know I am Muslim.” She 

regained her spiritual connection with God, she says, based on her personal experience 

of the power of prayer, rather than performing it “out of guilt” and a sense of obligation. 

“I returned when I felt like my life was empty without worship. I prayed out of 

gratitude. I prayed and it gave me solace.” On the other hand, she justifies her rejection 

of authoritative communal understandings of Islam based on her distrust in the integrity 

of the “the 'ulama'a (Islamic elites/scholars/clerics)” who represent and transmit this 

authoritative knowledge:  
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I realized that I did not have to practice my religion from the point of view of a 

largely misogynistic group of people. Two years ago, I denounced most hadith 

(prophetic traditions and sayings), fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) and tafseer 

(interpretation) because these three things, all of which play a huge part in how 

Islam is practiced today, are filtered through the perspective of Muslims born 

into normalized extreme patriarchy. 

 

By drawing on such critiques, El-Naggar dismisses the idea that dominant 

understandings of Islamic tradition actually reflect the truth of Islam or God’s will. She 

thus affirms her own personal understandings and judgments of what it means to 

practice Islam and worship God. 

Many of the extensive responses to this piece of course assumed a very different 

conception of religion, seeing Islam not as open to individual judgment and 

interpretation, but rather existing objectively as a holistic system expressed in 

authoritative tradition. One of the most prominent responses was by “Umm Zakiyyah,” 

whose popular blog and numerous short novels all deal extensively with the struggles 

and crises that Muslims face in living out their faith. Titled “Practicing Islam in Long 

Long Prayer Garments,” Umm Zakiyyah’s piece somewhat satirically mirrors El-

Naggar’s by following the flow of the original piece from paragraph to paragraph, but 

modifying each line to reflect her own perspective. Mirroring the earlier quote from El-

Naggar’s piece, Umm Zakiyyah asserts the need to accept Islam as it is, rather than 

trying to change the religion based on one’s own desires:  

We don't believe in picking and choosing which parts of Islam we will follow or 

believe in while still calling our belief system Islam. Yes, we fall short repeatedly 

and sin often, but we call our shortcomings “human fault” and our sin 
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“disobedience to Allah.” Despite our natural human diversity, we believe in a 

monolithic path to Paradise: It's called the Straight Path in the Qur'an. We love 

Islam, and because we love it so much, we refuse to reduce it to an everchanging, 

flexible belief system based on the whims and desires of ourselves and others.29 

 

Thus the defining feature of Umm Zakiyyah’s argument (and that of many 

others’ responses) is that the refusal to accept the authoritative rules and doctrines of 

Islam is merely an attempt at legitimizing one’s desires and actions, rather than 

accepting them as sin. As she characterizes such orientations later in the article, “what 

they were really saying was, ‘Join us, and feel free to disobey Allah without shame.’ . . . . 

They taught me that I can wear short shorts, smoke weed, drink liquor, reject hadith, 

and then point to the hypocrisy of scholars to defend my sin and faulty beliefs.”  One 

thus ought to be able to accept that they are making mistakes and committing sins, 

rather than trying to “change the religion” to suit their own interests.   

Mohja Kahf’s abovementioned novel, The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf can be read, 

in many ways, as most centrally an intervention into this conflict of paradigms. 

Following Khadra’s religious disillusionment discussed earlier, the rest the novel 

follows her attempts to navigate the complex territory between adhering to a religious 

tradition and finding an individual path within that tradition that fulfills her own needs 

and makes sense to her in light of her own experiences. Khadra’s exchanges with 

                                                      

29 http://muslimmatters.org/2015/03/13/practicing-islam-in-long-long-prayer-garments/  

http://muslimmatters.org/2015/03/13/practicing-islam-in-long-long-prayer-garments/
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different characters highlight her attempts at navigating this tension in light of her 

critique of the Islamic revivalism she has grown distant from.  

For instance, Kahf narrates one such an exchange with Khadra’s mother, as the 

two attempt to overcome their differences and mend their tense relationship. As they 

prepare food in the kitchen, her mother says: 

“Our biggest fear was always losing you … . Losing our children to America. 

Having you not keep Islam one hundred percent.” 

Khadra rolled her eyes inwardly. She resented her mother assuming that she 

didn’t “keep Islam,” or love God just as much, just because she had come to 

disagree with her parents’ idea of Islam. As if Islam belonged to them. Khadra 

sighed and went around to her mother and kissed her soft Nivea-scented cheek. 

“I’m not lost,” she whispered. “I’m right here.” And there she was, hands flecked 

with parsley. 

Ebtehaj looked doubtful. “You’re not practicing proper Islam anymore. You’re 

watering it down. That’s the first step to losing it.” She poured the moist bulgur 

over the bright green and red mix in the bowl and began adding the final touches 

– salt, lemon zest, olive oil. 

“You know what tabouleh tastes like the way Americans make it?” For tabouleh 

was a new fad in America . . . . “It tastes like spew. That’s what,” Ebtehaj said. 

“Tasteless, vinegary, ugh. There are rules to tabouleh, Khadra. You don’t follow 

the rules, you don’t get the taste of Islam.”30 

In another scene, Khadra argues with her short-lived boyfriend Chrïf, this time the 

prototype of an anti-religious Arab secularist. When Khadra challenges him on the 

distinction between being spiritual and religious, Chrïf asserts: “If you believe in Islam 

you have to believe in cutting off hands and stoning and shit.” Khadra responds, “No 

                                                      

30 Kahf, 383-84. 
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you don’t. Surrender to the oneness of Reality, that’s all that makes you a Muslim.” He 

then responds: 

“Read the fine print before you sign, woman. It’s a bait and switch. Believe in 

One God, or ‘Divine Reality’ as you put it so fancy? Fine, now you have to 

believe in the Prophet.” 

“Peace and blessings be upon him,” Khadra interjected, on purpose, just to 

annoy him. 

Chrïf went on as if she’d said nothing. “Believe in the Prophet? Now you have to 

sign up for hadith and ulema and shariah and all that shit, on some level.” 

Khadra winced when he called shariah and hadith “shit.” But she knew what he 

meant. “It’s all one package, baby. That’s how the scam works. The Islam Scam.” 

It had a catchy ring. Part of her agreed with him. The part that didn’t pressed on 

...” 

After Chrïf derides the notion of Shariah evolving, and the options of Sufism and 

progressive Islam, Kahf narrates:  

Khadra sighed. She just wanted to make him admit that being Muslim wasn’t 

such a straitjacket. It was the same argument she had with her mother. She didn’t 

expect Chrïf to be arguing for the same thing as her mother, that Islam was rigid 

and homogenous. It’s like, they both wanted Islam to be this monolith, only for 

her mother it was good, for him bad. She knew it wasn’t that simple.31 

 

Kahf’s narrative highlights the presumed tension between accepting Islam in its entirety 

and submitting to its particular rulings and doctrines, and on the other hand, a more 

malleable view of Islam that is open to adaptation and individual interpretation.  

I contend that this growing rift in religious discourse—between trusting one’s 

own individual judgment in making religious determinations, in opposition to seeing 

religion as a fixed system that must be accepted as a whole—is representative of certain 

                                                      

31 Ibid., 343. 
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fractures and shifts within secular discourses of religion. We could for simplicity’s sake 

divide this shift into two phases of how religion is constructed: an identitarian 

construction of religion that defines religions as fixed and bounded entities, and a later, 

individualist construction of religion that emphasizes individual conscience and thus the 

fluid nature of religious belonging and faith.  

As I discussed at length in Chapter Two, the condition of secularity can be most 

fundamentally understood as a product of the binary differentiation between “secular” 

and “religious” domains of life. The logic of demarcating “religion” as a separate sphere 

of life in turn required that there must be clear entities that could be classified as being 

included under the category of religion. This, therefore, required that there be clearly 

identified “religions” (as particular species of the genus), which entailed drawing clear 

boundaries between different religions and thus simplifying the messy empirical reality 

of how different traditions manifest as living traditions. This logic in turn leads to an 

increased awareness of religions as reified bounded entities, which were defined by a 

given religion’s foundational texts and essential beliefs. Nongbri’s overview of the 

emergence of the category of religion highlights, for instance, how the Orientalist gaze 

“centered on 'sacred texts' as representing the essence of 'religions',” thereby 

“generat[ing] pure, textual religions.”32   

                                                      

32 Nongbri, 111-112. 
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We can see this particular secular construction of religion most clearly at work in 

studies of colonial modernity’s regulation and construction of religion as a category. 

Building upon a rich body of scholarship that critically examines the production of 

religion under British colonialism, Teena Purohit’s The Agha Khan Case makes a vivid 

case for this in the context of South Asia. Purohit argues that the Khoja community of 

Gujurat were defined by the colonial state through an “identitarian” framework in 

which they “must have a religious identity, that is, a single religious identity.”33 In the 

colonial state’s attempt to define clear boundaries of communal belonging that could be 

governed and regulated, “Indians were identified and classified through categories” that 

were increasingly simplified and reduced over time.34 In the case of the Khojas, Purohit 

argues that the colonial state “claimed that Khojas were Muslim in the modern 

identitarian sense of the word . . . .  Khojas had to be either Hindu or Muslim, and if 

Muslim, either Sunni or Shi‘i.”35 The Khoja identity was therefore traced to the tradition 

of Persian Isma`ilism, making it “increasingly difficult to identify with practices that 

were officially deemed Hindu, Sunni, or Satpanth.”36 

 Similar to what I have discussed elsewhere regarding the convergence of 

secularity and Islamic revivalism, there is a close link between this colonial construction 

of religion and revivalist (or what can also be characterized as “reformist”) discourses on 

                                                      

33 Purohit, 8. 
34 Ibid.,136. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid.,12. 



 

430 

religion. Within the reformist framework, religion “was characterized by a much more 

self-conscious awareness of identity, whereby a particular community would adhere to a 

single model for social action, resist participation in non-Muslim rituals, and follow 

practices that were removed from its ancestral locality,"37 as well as “identify with a 

larger global idea of community.”38 The revivalist/reformist impulse within the context 

of secularity has thus sought to purify religious identity, practice, and belief from non-

Islamic influences, and thus demarcate a singular and authentic religious framework 

that must be accepted in its totality.  

We thus see how the logic of this early-secular construction of religion produces 

a notion of religions as discrete and bounded worldviews with set bodies of 

propositions and doctrines that are set off from those of other competing worldviews 

and demand total allegiance. We have also seen how projects of religious revivalism 

have tended to function with a shared paradigm of religion. Yet what we have been 

witnessing in recent decades in the United States is that the consequences of the secular 

construction of religion are increasingly fragmented. This is because there are other 

dimensions of the secular logic of religion that have begun to displace this conception of 

religions as fixed and bounded entities. 

                                                      

37 Ibid., 14. 
38 Ibid., 133. 
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As discussed in Chapter Two, the basic logic of the secular construction of 

religion identifies the individual conscience as the essential locus of the religious sphere. 

Within this framework, one’s faith must be authentic to the individual self, which must 

experience personal conviction. Religion is nothing if not a matter of the private 

conscience’s voluntary decision to commit to religious truth. I also noted how this 

centrality of individual conscience has become further socially entrenched and 

institutionalized in American religion in particular. This context has produced a 

situation that has begun to undermine the notion of religions as bounded, fixed entities 

that one must give total assent to. For if religion is located in individual conscience and 

authentic conviction, then religion must be constituted by what individuals find 

meaning in, and genuinely believe in. Charles Taylor characterizes this late-secular 

emphasis on individual meaning as the “age of authenticity” (which has taken hold in 

the past half-century or so), in which “the religious life or practice that I become part of 

must not only be my choice, but it must speak to me, it must make sense in terms of my 

spiritual development as I understand this.”39 This context leads to widespread 

questioning of “organized religion,” not only in the sense of the need to belong to a 

religious tradition at all (i.e. the growth of the “nones”), but also in the sense of 

questioning the need to accept a religion as a fixed and unchanging totality. Within this 

paradigm, therefore, people increasingly feel justified in asserting their own judgments 

                                                      

39 Taylor, A Secular Age, 486. 
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about religion, in accordance with their individual needs, experiences, and 

understandings. The secular construction of religion is thus fragmented, producing both 

identitarian and authentic-individualist impulses in tension with one another. 

6.2.3 Trusting Experiential Knowledge 

Such tensions and aspirations were similarly reflected in many of my interactions 

with friends and interlocutors. In the following exchange at an iftār dinner, for instance, 

we see people asserting their trust of their own instincts and intuitions in the face of 

authoritative rulings of fiqh (Islamic law). 

There were about 15 minutes remaining until sunset when our friends arrived at 

our apartment. We had invited some friends for an iftār during Ramadan, and the time 

to break our fast was approaching. As I put the finishing touches on food preparations, 

Sameer joined me in the kitchen, asking if I needed any help. “Everything is pretty much 

done,” I told him. “I just need to taste Saadia’s okra to make sure that the salt is good.” 

Preparing food while fasting always poses a challenge, in that tasting the food becomes 

complicated since consuming any amount of food invalidates one’s fast. I told him I 

would just use the “taste-and-spit-without-swallowing” technique. “That’s interesting,” 

he responded. “My mum always used to just take in a tiny amount and would actually 

swallow it. She didn’t think it was a problem.” I was surprised to hear this, as it was the 

first time I had heard of somebody doing that.  
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Nebil had also arrived by this time and overheard our exchange. He 

enthusiastically expressed his appreciation for the way Sameer’s mother swallowed the 

food without worrying about whether it was technically permitted or not. This was not 

the only time during this period that Nebil expressed such a sentiment. It seemed to me 

that he felt an important sense of validation in encountering people who practice Islam 

without being overly concerned with following all the “legalistic details.” He wanted an 

Islam that was simple and didn’t get him “bogged down” in the minutiae of rules.  

Several minutes later, it was about time to break our fast. Sitting around the 

living room with dates and water in hand, we wondered aloud if it was time to eat and 

looked at our phones to check the exact time that sunset came in. Nebil subtly objected 

to this scrupulous precision with the timing. “It seems like it’s time,” he said, indicating 

that we should just go ahead and break our fasts. As we moved to the dining table for 

dinner, we continued talking about this. “Look, the Prophet didn’t have a clock with 

exact times,” Nebil asserted, “so I think this need to be really precise with timing is just 

our own projection onto things.” The rest of the group seemed to be in agreement about 

the need to be flexible with these things and not adhere to fiqhi rulings too strictly. In 

fact, in a conversation about a week earlier at a community iftār, Nebil and I had 

similarly discussed the issue of following fiqhi rulings on fasting. “I kind of don’t believe 

in fiqh anymore,” he said flatly at some point, “but I also feel like I can’t escape it, you 

know?” He told me how a few days before he had started his fast almost half an hour 
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late, eating his pre-dawn meal after the time for the dawn prayer had already come in. 

“But then that makes me wonder if it’s okay with Allah. It makes me feel like I’m doing 

something wrong.” Although he was trying to resist a legalistic paradigm of practice, he 

couldn’t fully move away from this way of seeing things and thus felt guilty about such 

violations of fiqhi rulings.  

Our dinner conversation at the apartment continued on with this theme, as we 

went on to talk about the rulings on what “breaks” one’s fast. The previous discussion 

had led Nebil to recall a video he had recently seen about not brushing one’s teeth while 

fasting, which reminded others of similar cautionary rulings as well. Everyone at the 

table seemed to be in agreement that such rulings were impractical, unnecessary, and 

miss the point of what it means to abstain from food while fasting. Nureena told us how 

she had recently visited the dentist and kept her fast, despite coming across rulings that 

this would break her fast. She went on to assert that one ought to simply “pick and 

choose your own thing, and go with makes sense to you,” rather than having to follow 

the rulings of a particular school of thought or scholar. 

Exchanges like the one at this iftār dinner highlight Nebil’s desire to find a way 

of relating to Islam that resists “this rule-oriented, legalistic approach,” into what it 

means to have a “spiritual relationship with God.” He was searching for a way to 

navigate ethical and ritual practice that would be responsive to his own individual 

intuitions, experiences, needs, and sensibilities. In another conversation about ritual 
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practice, he identified the problem as the “focus on all the specifics of our obligations to 

God, all the little details about how we’re supposed to do things.” Reiterating how 

“psychologically damaging” this paradigm had been for him, he asserted: “That’s why 

I’m rebelling against fiqh now.” His sense of religious paralysis and uncertainty, 

however, came from the fact that he had not found an alternative discourse that could 

authoritatively stand in the place of this legalistic paradigm. “What would that be?” he 

mused.  

In asking Nebil about how he continues to find meaning in Islam and a sense of 

faith-commitment despite this challenge, I began to get a better sense of Nebil’s attitude 

towards the abovementioned dilemma of trust. During one of these exchanges, I noted 

that many people are unable to find any meaning in Islam if they cannot find any 

compelling answers from those whom they consider religious authorities. “How are you 

able to maintain this sense of meaning or connection despite not finding any good 

answers?” I asked. His thoughtful response again pointed to the centrality of experience 

and trust. “Right now what I have is a bunch of fragmented memories”, he said, 

memories of past experiences of God’s presence in his life. These powerful memories of 

God intervening in his life and communicating with him left him with a deep longing 

and yearning for that spiritual connection and fulfillment that he had experienced. This 

wasn’t the first time he had explained his current state this way. “These memories are 
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pushing me towards the exploration of how to live out Islam in a way that is 

emotionally sustainable.”  

“But if you are not finding answers,” I asked, “doesn’t it ever make you feel like 

‘maybe I should just leave Islam altogether’?” He not only said that he did not think 

along those lines, but also added that “when you said that, I felt a fear rise up inside of 

me,” just by the thought of leaving Islam. “What else is there?” he stated rhetorically. “It 

seems like a travesty to run away… Just because it’s not working for me right now, 

doesn’t mean that it’s not true. I have a deep love for the Prophet, you know? And a love 

for his legacy. There must be something divine there. There must be something true in 

all this tradition.” He went on to reflect that he could see how a “skeptical perspective” 

might raise some doubts about the reality of God or the truth of the Prophet, but 

“nothing else makes as much sense to me . . . . I just have to trust my common sense and 

intuition,” he asserted. A skeptical line of thinking did not seem to present a real 

possibility for him, as he could not realistically imagine denying these truths. 

This exchange —and others like it—brought me to the realization that Nebil’s 

trust of experience defines not only his doctrinal dissent from authoritative teachings, 

but also his relationship to Islam generally. For Nebil, the memory and longing for the 

ability to be absorbed in a life centered around God and the Prophet are too real and 

deep for him to abandon or lose faith in. Just the thought of leaving Islam produces a 

visceral bodily reaction. He trusts his experience of positive devotional absorption, and 



 

437 

this keeps him bound to tradition and faith, despite his frustrated confusions about how 

to live out that form of life in his current circumstances, and despite his dissent from 

authoritative teachings.  

That trust of experiential knowledge is central to how he engages religion (as 

well as life generally). It also makes him feel compelled, however, to trust his intuitive 

judgments when it comes to his dilemma concerning ṣalāh. This, in turn, has led him to 

question what his commitment to Islam means in practice, what is essential to Islamic 

practice and belief, and how to relate to God. It has not, however, led him to question his 

general commitment to this tradition or form of life as such, as that does not seem to be a 

“live option”40 for him, given his experiential knowledge. As he said in our first 

conversation related above: “I can’t get rid of Islam, and I can’t get rid of my personal 

experience.” He feels experientially bound by both. 

We see a similar dynamic playing out in Safia’s experience of communal 

disillusionment described above. While her experiences in the community have led her 

to disillusionment and frustration, it was also that communal devotion that allowed her 

to experience the spiritual fulfillment she seeks. That memory of past experiences 

continues to have a hold on her. She vacillates consistently, therefore, between 

disillusionment and dissent on the one hand, and longing and conformity on the other. 

                                                      

40 James, “The Will to Believe.” 
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In both cases, it is her trust of her own experiences that defines her relationship to 

communal life and Islamic devotion. 

What we see in these cases is that experiential knowledge serves as the 

fundamental basis upon which many people ground their faith-commitment. This self-

conscious reliance on experience can therefore generate a serious dilemma regarding 

whether or not one should trust their experiential knowledge when it comes to 

particular doctrinal concerns. It can become much more difficult in such a situation to 

simply dismiss one’s deeply held experiential knowledge in order to submit to 

authoritative discourse. 

This insight into the dilemma around trust invites a comparison to the 

theorizations of faith by the celebrated medieval theologian Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī.41 Al-

Ghazali puts forward two distinct theorizations of faith in different texts that open up 

provocative possibilities if put into conversation with one another. In his more 

rationalistic tendencies, al-Ghazālī understands faith in God and the Prophet to be 

grounded in rational demonstration. Through reason, one can prove the existence and 

essential attributes of God, and the validity of divine revelation to Muhammad. This 

leads him in his “most rationalist” moments (in what is known as the qānūn al-ta’wīl or 

                                                      

41 In Chapter Four, I discussed the extent to which al-Ghazālī looms large in Islamic discourses in Boston, 

and in American Muslim religious discourse more broadly. In many of these circles, al-Ghazālī is the 

representative par excellence of the entirety of the “classical” and (Sunni) “orthodox” Islamic intellectual 

tradition. Both Nebil and Safia have invoked his authority in multiple conversations. His reflections thus 

present a useful point of comparison to theorize the experience and dilemmas of faith, experience, and 

authority. 
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“the principle of allegorical interpretation”) to declare that if the plain-sense meaning of 

revelation contradicts what is known with certainty through reason, then that which is 

known through reason must be affirmed, and revelation must be interpreted 

metaphorically in accordance with reason. The reasoning here is the following: if the 

results of rational certainty are dismissed in favor of affirming revelation, this 

undermines the credibility of the very faculty of reason; and since it is through this 

faculty of reason that one knows the truth of revelation, this will in turn undermine 

revelation itself. To undermine the validity of revelation in the name of upholding the 

authority of revelation would clearly be absurd, al-Ghazālī argues forcefully.42   

In the second theorization of faith, al-Ghazālī dismisses the relevance or efficacy 

of rational demonstration. In his famed al-Munqidh min al-Ḍalāl, in which he narrates his 

own journey of skepticism and faith, he explains how he attained “certain faith (īmān 

yaqīnī) in God Almighty, the Prophet, and the Last Day: these three foundations of faith 

became deeply rooted in my soul not through any specific proof or rational 

demonstration, but rather through reasons, circumstances, and experiences too 

numerous to recount.”43 He further develops this idea later in his discussion of 

prophecy. He explains that certainty in the truth of Muhammad’s prophethood lies not 

primarily in miracles or a demonstrative proof, but rather in the innumerable ways in 

                                                      

42 See Griffel, “Al-Ghazālī At His Most Rationalist,” 110-115. 
43 Al-Ghazali, Munqidh, 102. 
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which his teachings speak truly, meaningfully, valuably, and beautifully to one’s 

experiences and observations in life.44 The miracle is not a real source of psychological 

certainty, for doubts may be raised about that, since it could conceivably have been 

“sorcery or some other fraud”; but when one experiences45 the truth and value of the 

Prophet’s teachings in their own life, they will have complete certainty regarding the 

truth of his prophethood. Similarly, in his Faysal al-Tafriqa he locates the grounds of īmān 

not in a demonstrative proof but in experiences and observations taken as a whole. It is 

this everyday affirmation of truth that provides the real psychological source of yaqīn 

and faith for al-Ghazālī, seeing that doubts can always be raised about rational proofs. 

However, in light of this second theorization of faith, what al-Ghazali does not 

seem to explicitly consider is whether the same principle behind the qānūn al-ta’wīl 

would apply in relation to this experiential grounding of faith. Since it is experiential 

knowledge that grounds the truth of revelation with certainty, is it not the case that 

disregarding one’s deeply held experiential knowledge (in favor of authoritative 

understandings of tradition or scripture) would, in turn, undermine the basis on which 

religious truth is affirmed? If one cannot trust essential judgments that arise from their 

own cumulative life experiences, then on what basis should foundational religious 

truths be affirmed?  

                                                      

44 Ibid., 112-114. 
45 Uses the terms dhawq and tajruba (literally “taste” and “experiment”, respectively). 
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While not entirely reflecting the same line of argumentation, Ebrahim Moosa’s 

analysis of al-Ghazālī’s theory of ethics and personhood points to a similar possibility. 

Moosa begins with the recognition that ethics “for Ghazali and Muslim ethicists in 

general” required a “heteronomous subjectivity.” Within a heteronomous ethical 

framework, “it is the Other that provides the human will with the law . . . . A 

heteronomous agent derives principles of action from outside himself or herself.”46 

Moosa goes on to argue, however, that this heteronomy does not necessarily negate a 

role for individual judgment. Since the purpose of the law for al-Ghazālī is moral 

transformation of the self (nafs), this then brings individual subjectivity into the picture: 

“While we know that the law comes from outside the self, we simultaneously recognize 

that the locus of the law is both the body and the self . . . . While the essence of ethics is 

heteronomous, there remains a liminal space within his ethical paradigm for a notion of 

autonomy.”47 This notion of autonomy arises as a possibility due to the role of the 

individual’s embodied subjectivity in mediating obedience to divine law. Moosa raises 

this as a question and offers a tentative answer:  

Can conscience intervene in the performance of the outer law, especially in light 

of changed and altered subjectivity? … From the Ghazalian perspective, this is in 

theory possible, but the theory has thus far remained untested and unexplored 

[…]  

Can an ethical subject be freed from the cultural particularity of the originary 

moment of an ethical tradition and its subjectivity? How the ethical subject can 

                                                      

46 Moosa, Poetics of Imagination, 231-232 
47 Ibid., 242, 234. 
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transcend the particularity of the historical moment of the enunciation of her 

ethics while still retaining a historical subjectivity is a major question in 

contemporary Muslim ethics.48 

 

Thus according to Moosa, al-Ghazālī’s central concern with transformation of 

one’s ethical subjectivity—and his view of the law as a “technology for the care of the 

self”49 —leads to the possibility of taking experiential knowledge into account in 

determining the divine command. This parallels my own reading of al-Ghazālī’s 

theories about the foundations of faith. In both cases, al-Ghazālī’s concern with 

experience seems to present possibilities for the authority of experiential knowledge to 

trump the authoritative determinations of tradition, even if he himself did not develop 

his ideas in that direction.  

My purpose in this analysis of al-Ghazālī’s theorizations of faith and ethics is 

twofold. Firstly, al-Ghazālī’s work presents a theoretical framework that resonates with 

my analysis of Nebil and Safia’s inclination to trusting their own experiential knowledge 

despite conflict with tradition or scripture. We have seen how al-Ghazālī’s framework 

highlights a theological concern with preserving the grounds upon which faith is 

affirmed. This type of reasoning identifies the foundational grounds of faith (reason in 

the case of al-Ghazālī’s qānūn, or experiential knowledge in Nebil and Safia’s case), and 

                                                      

48 Ibid., 242-243. 
49 Ibid., 216. 
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seeks to ensure that these grounds are not undermined. I thus suggest that such 

concerns might implicitly be a part of this inclination towards self-trust.  

Secondly, my purpose in this comparison is to offer an account of the conditions 

that give increased significance to trusting one’s own experience. We saw that al-

Ghazālī’s work contains a theoretical possibility for the authority of personal experience 

in making religious judgments and determinations. This possibility seems to remain 

latent, however, or “untested and unexplored” as Moosa puts it. There is room for such 

a possibility, but al-Ghazālī does not seem to himself draw these connections.50 My 

ethnographic interactions though seem to highlight such possibilities. Within the context 

                                                      

50 To the extent that al-Ghazālī did not draw these connections and come to these conclusions about the 

authority of experience, this comparative analysis raises the following questions: Why might this 

comparison between his two positions not have held for al-Ghazālī? Why would the credibility of 

experiential knowledge not need to be safeguarded in the way that the credibility of reason had to be 

safeguarded with the qānūn?  

I believe the answer to such questions lies in the different natures and functions of these distinct modes of 

confirming faith. To begin with, when al-Ghazālī speaks of “reason” (`aql), he is not referring to a general 

sense of reasonable argumentation, but rather has a very specific and formal method in mind: formal 

demonstration through syllogistic deduction. It is only this type of rational argumentation that yields certain 

knowledge and must not be contradicted. (See Griffel, “Al-Ghazālī At His Most Rationalist”) Despite his 

reservations about reason, he holds such rational proof to be of crucial importance at the level of public 

discourse. Even if it is not necessarily efficacious at the individual subjective level, such proof is nonetheless 

formally valid and provides objective and public grounds for the truth of revelation and defends the 

community of believers from heretical deviations. (See his explanations of the role of kalām as a discipline in 

his “Kitāb al-`ilm” in Ihya Ulum al-Din.) This is quite distinct from the personal and subjective nature of 

experiential confirmation of faith.  

This reflects the way in which, for al-Ghazālī, orthodoxy is (ideally) embedded in the social order and 

objectively known as a social given. The Islamic order of things is largely something that can be taken for 

granted, and does not need individual affirmation in the same way as in a secular context. The religious 

order thus demands formal public legitimation of its rational foundations, in al-Ghazālī’s view, but not 

necessarily individual justification. When it comes to his discussion of individual confirmation of the truth 

through spiritual experience, he seems to be speaking about more elite “seekers” acquiring a depth of 

certainty, knowledge, and understanding of truths that are already presupposed. When it comes to the 

masses, however, he mostly speaks about knowledge acquired through socialization. (See Iljam al-Awam, 

and my discussion of these issues in Chapter Four.) 
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of secularity, such latent possibilities seem to forcefully come to the fore, as individual 

experience becomes increasingly important in people’s navigation of religious tradition. 

The context of revivalist secularity discussed in previous chapters makes individual 

confirmation and affirmation of faith much more essential. As I have argued in these 

chapters, with heightened self-awareness of “religion” as something that must be 

individually affirmed, many people then tend to more self-consciously rely on 

experiential confirmation of faith. In the face of larger societal discourses that question 

religion and faith, people increasingly have to deliberately “absorb” themselves in 

devotional life and trust their experiential knowledge. Yet, this can generate significant 

dissonance when, at the same time, they are expected not to trust personal experience 

when it conflicts with authoritative discourses and doctrines.  

It thus seems that the heightened imperative of trusting one’s personal judgment 

and experience is not only a function of an ideological emphasis on individual 

autonomy, but is also a structural condition of the way in which “religion” is 

constructed in a context of secularity. The remainder of this chapter seeks to more 

critically examine this presumed dichotomous tension between self-trust and trust of 

authority. 

6.3 Trusting others, trusting oneself 

A year after most of these conversations took place, Nebil “got his prayer back,” 

as he put it. I was no longer spending as much time in Boston and so we only spoke on 
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occasion. During this time, his painful body memories in relation to prayer gradually 

subsided, and he was able to perform ritual devotions comfortably once more. This 

regained ability to perform devotional practice helped him overcome his sense of 

betrayal, disillusionment, and uncertainty in relation to Islam. Suddenly the tone of our 

conversations about religion changed, as he mostly aborted his earnest search for an 

alternative paradigm through which to approach religious life. A couple of noteworthy 

points emerge from this experience.  

The first point to attend to is the way in which this development made Nebil 

reconsider the nature of his experiences. The interventions of those who helped Nebil 

recover his spiritual connection also prompted him to more seriously consider the role 

that spiritual, metaphysical, or supernatural causes might have had in his psychological 

and spiritual breakdown. Earlier on, when he first told me about his experiences, he had 

mentioned in passing how some imams he consulted had told him that his experiences 

were the result of malevolent jinns. By the time we began talking about these issues, he 

rejected this interpretation. He instead processed and made sense of these experiences 

through the framework of Jungian psychotherapy, as I mentioned earlier. After 

regaining his regularity in prayer, he spoke more ambivalently about the source of his 

breakdown, wavering between his earlier psychological understanding and a more 

“supernatural” understanding.  
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My purpose here is to highlight the way in which Nebil’s experiential knowledge 

was not somehow immediate or autonomous. There is no such thing as a fully personal, 

raw, and unmediated experience that is not conditioned and influenced by the 

structures and discourses within which a person is situated and formed. Not only was 

Jungian psychotherapy seemingly efficacious in helping him recover, but also, Nebil is 

situated within an institutional and cultural context that makes this a more natural 

framework to turn to.  

Consequently, it is important to keep in mind the ways in which discourse 

around trusting one’s own experience and judgment is, at least partially, an act of 

ideological and rhetorical self-positioning, rather than a straightforward description of 

what is happening. We never simply trust our own independent understanding as fully 

self-reliant agents, but rather we engage and negotiate authoritative discourses around 

us – in different ways, and more or less consciously, but always conditioned and 

mediated through such discourse. 

The second (and more important) point that Nebil’s shift in experience highlights 

is the way in which his regained ability to pray was fundamentally about trust: trusting 

not only an external authority but also himself. What is noteworthy in Nebil’s shift is 

that it was not an authoritative intellectual argument in defense of tradition that allowed 

him to regain this spiritual clarity, stability, and serenity. Indeed, when we would speak 

in the months leading up to this shift, he was still carrying on with his critical, 
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intellectual explorations and reflections. In trying to find a “comfortable place” for 

himself in certain Muslim spaces, he would at times feel less frustrated, but generally he 

continued expressing his characteristic dissatisfaction with the religious rhetoric and 

communal dynamics surrounding him. At some point in this process, however, he 

suddenly experienced a series of powerful interactions that led him to put his trust in a 

local religious leader. These incidents seemingly defied normal explanation and 

indicated to him that there was “something special going on here.”  

As he related the series of events to me, he defensively expected me to be 

skeptical and see these occurrences as far-fetched. He pre-emptively retorted that he had 

to “trust [his] gut instincts and experiences,” as they strongly pushed him to put his 

trust in this religious figure. Nebil had been speaking to me for some time about finding 

a guide who could help him resolve his spiritual dilemmas. This series of experiences 

was powerful and seemed to defy regular explanation, and thus this path seemed to 

offer a more reliable guide than all his intellectual explorations, which had not led him 

to any answers or stability in the past couple years. While he framed it at the time 

mostly as a matter of trusting this religious leader, rather than trusting his own 

unreliable judgments and reasoning, it seems to me that what he was in fact articulating 

was a trust in his own experiential knowledge and intuitive sensibilities, which in turn 

led him to put his trust in this figure. True enough, in so trusting his own intuition to 

put his trust in this spiritual guide, he suddenly regained his ability to pray, without the 
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psychosomatic pain that it had been bringing before. In light of this, his intellectual 

assessment of various religious frameworks and arguments shifted, as he began to find 

certain arguments —– which he vehemently opposed just a year earlier— compelling 

and persuasive. 

While the earlier point highlighted by Nebil’s story draws attention to the way in 

which an individual’s experiential knowledge is never fully independent or 

autonomous, my purpose here is conversely to highlight the way in which trusting 

authority by necessity entails trusting one’s own experiential knowledge. Trusting 

authority is never fully heteronomous, as seemingly demanded by religious discourses 

that emphasize submission. Linda Zagzebski’s philosophical defense of “epistemic 

authority” makes a compelling case for reciprocity between self-trust and trusting 

authority. Zagzebski seeks to offer an account of knowledge and belief that recognizes 

the value of epistemic authority, explaining why it is “reasonable”—and indeed 

necessary—for a knowing subject “to take someone as an authoritative source of her 

beliefs.”51 While the Muslim discourses I am concerned with here begin with a 

normative assumption of a heteronomous subject, Zagzebski, by contrast, seeks to 

dislodge common assumptions of moral-intellectual autonomy starting from the 

normative premise (in modern Western philosophy) of a “self-reflective person who 

                                                      

51 Zagzebski, Epistemic Authority, 2.  
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asks herself how she should get beliefs she accepts upon reflection.”52 As she argues, 

“authority in the epistemic domain is justifiable even if we begin with the natural 

authority of the self.”53 Despite this reverse direction of the analysis, her argument for 

why a reflective subject ought to trust external authorities nonetheless offers insight into 

the logic of relying on authority.  

Zagzebski’s conception of epistemic authority is similar to the logic of trusting 

and relying on experts within Muslim discourses on submission. These discourses 

highlight the way in which experts with proper training in Islamic knowledge are much 

more reliable conduits through which to know the truth of God’s will and command. 

One must therefore submit to Islam as authoritatively understood and transmitted by 

such authorities. Zagzebski similarly notes that there are many cases in which “I have 

reason to believe that another person is more likely to get the truth about some question 

than I would be if I attempted to get the answer to the question by a direct use of my 

faculties.” In such cases, “I may epistemically admire someone more than myself in 

some domain,” and thus “trust the way in which he gets his belief more than the way in 

which I would get the belief.” She concludes therefore that, “in cases of these kinds the 

conscientious thing to do is to let the other person stand in for me in my attempt to get 

the truth in that domain and to adopt his belief.” 

                                                      

52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid., 99. 
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The argument raises the question of how one knows whom to trust as a reliable 

source of knowledge. One of Zagzebski’s core arguments in the book is that self-trust is 

the most basic epistemic stance.  

My judgment that the evidence supports some proposition p is not trustworthy 

without trust in my faculties, in particular, the conscientious use of my faculties. 

That means that trust in my faculties is always more basic than any judgment 

about the evidence and what it supports. Trust in myself is more basic than trust 

in my judgment of the reliability of myself or anyone else.54 

 

She specifically makes the connection between this instinct of self-trust in one’s 

cognitive faculties and one’s emotional responses. “I suggest that a conscientious person 

should treat emotion dispositions the same way she treats her epistemic faculties . . . .  In 

both cases she needs to rely upon the faculty to lead a normal life, and in both cases, she 

cannot do that without placing basic trust in the faculty or disposition itself.”55 The 

emotion she is specifically concerned with here is that of admiration, given its 

importance in trusting the knowledge of authority figures:  

Trusting our emotion of admiration leads to epistemic trust in particular others, 

both for their ability to get knowledge or true belief, and for their ability to 

identify epistemic values other than truth or knowledge. If we trust our ability to 

identify persons who are epistemically exemplary, we have a reason to imitate 

their exemplary behavior and their exemplary qualities.56 

 

Zagzebski’s argument here is similar to philosopher of science Michael Polanyi’s 

notion of “personal knowledge,” which challenges the naïve self-perception of 

                                                      

54 Ibid., 49-50. 
55 Ibid., 86. 
56 Ibid., 93. 
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objectivity in scientific discovery. “Innocently, we had trusted that we could be relieved 

of all personal responsibility for our beliefs by objective criteria of validity.”57 He seeks 

to instead demonstrate that our ways of knowing are always inevitably personal, in that 

they are dependent on standards and criteria that we accept “tacitly” (based on indwelt 

experience and skills) and cannot justify or even be fully aware of.58 “Everywhere the 

mind follows its own self-set standards.”59 There is no alternative, Polanyi argues 

compellingly, to trusting our own ways of knowing. Knowledge is, therefore, a 

fundamentally “fiduciary act.”  

These insights offer us a useful framework through which to think about the 

nature of trusting authority. Our criteria and standards for whom we trust, or how we 

judge who is more reliable and authentic as an authority, are based on deeply internal, 

indwelt, experiential knowledge. In making judgments about who or what is 

authoritative, we have no alternative other than trusting our own skills, faculties, and 

intuitions that we have acquired through life. Not only is it the case—as argued in 

previous chapters—that one must trust their own experience (acquired through 

devotional absorption) in committing to Islam or in trusting the veracity of the Prophet, 

but also, beyond this, having accepted Islam and the Prophet, one must also determine 

who and what represents this truth of Islam, which authorities and which vision 

                                                      

57 Polyani, Personal Knowledge, 268. 
58 See Polyani, “The Logic of Tacit Inference.”  
59 Ibid.  
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authentically express God’s will. In light of the above theoretical insights, it is clear that 

we make such determinations through self-trust of our own instincts, experiential 

knowledge, and intuitive sense of what is reasonable.   

These insights became apparent to me in my exchanges with “students of 

traditional knowledge.” In my time in Boston, there was a vibrant network of young 

“seekers” who spent significant amounts of time studying with local teachers and 

scholars to deepen their knowledge of Islam. These were people who had very 

consciously adopted an ideology that places authority in scholarly teachers, such that 

one must “take their dīn” from those who had studied the “traditional sciences” of 

Islam.60 Despite this heteronomous self-understanding, these seekers inevitably also had 

to navigate which authorities and paradigms they trusted, which entailed relying on and 

trusting their own judgments about which articulation of Islam was most authentic and 

authoritative. This group of seekers of course each had their preferences for certain 

                                                      

60 Zaynab Ansari—a scholar-teacher with SeekersHub—articulates this position very clearly. In seeking 

“authentic knowledge,” one must ensure that their teachers have acquired their knowledge of Islam from 

“reliable sources.” “Fortunately,” she says, “we do have the tools to discern what makes for sound 

scholarship.”  

Given her specific commitment to what has been called “neo-traditionalism” (as exemplified by 

SeekersHub), she argues that the most primary criteria of sound scholarship is the “presence of a sanad” or 

“chain of transmission”— that is, knowledge that has been “directly transmitted from teacher to student” 

and can be traced back through a “direct line of transmission all the way back to the Prophet.” Thus the 

individual must not be “teaching out of a vacuum” but rather must teach “based on a very particular 

methodology, philosophy, and epistemology” as informed by the “broader tradition of ahlul sunnah wal 

jamā`ah. That is called traditional Islam according to the Sunnah of the Prophet.” See: “Who To Take 

Knowledge From,” https://youtu.be/qKkBSeskQoo.  

https://youtu.be/qKkBSeskQoo
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religious orientations and paradigms, and would often express their own reservations or 

critiques of certain scholars and their approaches to Islam. 

In one telling exchange, for instance, after watching the UnMosqued 

documentary61 with a few friends, two of them began to talk about solutions to the 

communal problems highlighted in the film. At this point, Omair blurted out in 

response to the others—in his characteristic style that was only slightly sarcastic and 

humorous, but for the most part was purposefully contentious—that the solution was 

simply that “they should just conform!” As we went back and forth about the challenge 

of diversity within the community, I insisted: “It would be unfair for me to have to 

conform to a masjid you ran, and unfair for you to have to conform to a masjid that I ran.” 

He responded sharply: “That’s because mine would be more Islamic and yours would 

be less Islamic.” I laughed at how blunt he was, and he went on to talk about how “the 

people in the masājid are at least trying to do the right thing, unlike these people [with a 

gesture of his hand towards the TV on which we had watched the film] who want to 

change Islam.” A few moments later, I pressed him again: “So in order for people to be a 

part of the community or religion, there should be some requirement of having to 

conform?” He responded once again with the same pithy forcefulness: “They should 

conform to Islam!” At this point I pushed back more strongly, asking whose 

interpretation of Islam one should have to conform to. “Should you have to conform to 

                                                      

61 See my discussion of the documentary in Chapter Three.   
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masājid that do these collective dhikr [remembrance of God] sessions?” I asked, in 

reference to a scene in the documentary that he had scoffed at, in which people engaged 

in practices he deemed deviant. “Should you conform to Shaykh Faraz Rabbani’s 

interpretation of Islam?” Rabbani is the founder of SeekersHub and represents a 

“traditionalist Sufi” orientation that engages in ritual practices like these, towards which 

Omair had often expressed criticism and disdain. In response to the questions, Omair 

simply scowled uncomfortably, softly muttering something I didn’t understand, as the 

conversation subtly shifted directions.  

This wasn’t the only time I had questioned the basis upon which he and others 

critiqued renowned and “traditionally-trained” scholars, and the response I consistently 

received was mostly uncomfortable silence. It seemed to me that it was uncomfortable 

for them to recognize that in the face of competing authoritative discourses, they 

themselves—as “lay people” who had far less formal knowledge to go on than the 

authorities they were judging between—were inescapably bound by trusting their own 

intuitive determinations of who most authoritatively and authentically represented 

“true Islam” on different issues.  

In situating this same dilemma within the framework of Sunni legal theory (uṣūl 

al-fiqh), Mohammad Fadel examines the “ethical dilemma facing muqallids”—that is, 

“non-specialists … who were obliged to identify an appropriate scholar-specialist.” The 

dilemma he deals with is that of “how a muqallid could determine his ethical obligations 
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in the face of divergent, even contradictory opinions of muftis.”62 He concludes that “the 

theological tradition of uṣūl al-fiqh surveyed in this article, however, under-theorizes this 

problem by failing to explain how a muqallid may be able to identify trustworthy 

authorities.” In a somewhat similar vein as the analysis presented above, he goes on to 

argue:  

I suggest that the answer (if there is one) must lie in the notion that muqallids do 

in fact possess a robust —even if incomplete—set of moral data provided by the 

moral truths of Islam which is sufficient to permit them to distinguish between 

genuine mujtahids and mere pretenders. A fully determined theory of taqlīd 

would require an explanation of how the moral truths in the possession of the 

muqallid enable him to process, critically, the performance of would be mujtahids 

as a condition for the trust implicit in the relationship to arise. Such a theory, 

however, at least as far as I know, has yet to be developed.63  

 

It is my contention that in our cultural and historical context, this dilemma has 

become much more sensitive and contentious, given the increasing fragmentation and 

multiplicity of authoritative discourses, the far more immediate access to knowledge 

and information by non-specialist “lay people,” and the heightened self-awareness of 

belief and the concomitant sense of obligation to individually decide what is true and 

correct.  

The lack of a single authoritative discourse that claims to represent God’s will or 

“true Islam”—and the concomitant dependence on one’s own intuitive sense of which is 

more authentic—highlights how there tends to be a crucial obfuscation at play in the 

                                                      

62 Fadel, “Ethical Obligations of Muqallid Between Autonomy and Trust,” 106. 
63 Ibid., 125-126. 
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discourse about the moral imperative of submission. In analyzing the implications and 

meanings of this imperative (as articulated by Nouman Ali Khan at the beginning of 

chapter), we can differentiate between moral and epistemological dimensions of this 

concern, even though these dimensions are typically conflated and treated as one. 

Because there is a moral duty to obey and submit to God’s commands and will, it is 

argued, what is thereby demanded is acceptance and assent to a particular authoritative 

discourse, as that is assumed to reflect God’s will. But when people dissent from 

authoritative doctrines or understandings of Islam, what is at stake is that they do not 

find that discourse to be a trustworthy or authentic expression of “God’s will” or “true 

Islam”. Such dissent thus seems to be an epistemological claim about how we know 

moral truths, rather than a willing defiance of God. 

It is in this way that one must rely on and trust their basic faculties of judgment 

and intuitive sensibilities, as the moral imperative of submission must necessarily be 

enacted in relation to what one understands God’s command to be. Even among those 

who uphold the discourse of heteronomy and submission, we can see how such is the 

case. There is, of course, an affirmation of the moral demand to submit to God’s 

command, which is seen as an epistemological duty to assent to the truth revealed by 

God, as represented in scripture and interpreted by “orthodoxy”. But in fact, what is 

accepted as authentically Islamic, as the true representation and understanding of God’s 
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revelation, is that which they can in their own judgment accept as truly reflecting what 

God commands.  

6.4 Conclusion 

Throughout this chapter, I have focused on the dilemmas and ambivalences that 

arise when personal judgment and experiential knowledge conflict with authoritative 

discourse. There are, undoubtedly, a variety of ways that people can and do respond to 

such dilemmas regarding who and what to trust: from those who dissent from the 

demands of the authoritative discourse and affirm their own intuitive judgments; to 

those who affirm the authority of the discourse in question and accept its demands, even 

when it conflicts with their own intuitive judgment. This tension in and of itself—

between trusting personal judgment based on experiential knowledge, versus trusting 

the judgments of those deemed to be authoritative—is of course not determinative of a 

particular course of action. One of the central points of the chapter, however, has been 

that this tension can lead to a serious dilemma that is experienced as unsettling or 

paralyzing, and cannot be simply willed or reasoned away. Even those who willingly 

assent to the judgment of an authoritative discourse cannot simply make such intuitive 

or experiential judgments disappear.  

For instance, in a conversation with another interlocutor about polygyny, the 

young international student asserted that the practice is something that “upsets” her, as 

she has seen how it emotionally devastated her own mother. She uncomfortably 
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expressed that polygyny is something she is “not convinced about as of yet.” When I 

asked if she meant that she is not yet convinced that it is right, she responded that “it’s 

not an issue of it being right.” After quoting a verse from the Qur'an to this effect64, she 

asserted “I agree/consent [rāḍiyah] to this, it’s not my choice, it’s not up to me. I consent. 

But if you ask me insi...[stutters]...like, from the inside, I will tell you I’m not convinced. 

And I’m not...whatever. I’m just submitted [musallamah]. Like ... submit [she says in 

English], it’s about submission.” What her response illustrates is that despite accepting 

the moral demand of assenting to religious doctrine regardless of one’s own judgment, 

she cannot simply lose her experiential sense that this is something that can be deeply 

destructive and unjust. 

In sum, one of the key implications of this chapter is to reconsider the nature of 

doubts that emerge from ideological conflict. American Muslim discourse often presents 

doubt and crises of faith as a product of an intellectual problem and clash of ideas, 

between a “true Islamic” framework and a “liberal/secular/modern/western” 

framework. True belief, therefore, requires submission to the Islamic perspective. Even if 

we were to accept such an essentialized binary between conflicting traditions or 

frameworks, such perspectives nonetheless fail to adequately  appreciate the ways in 

which such ideas are not simply held cognitively as an intellectual conviction that then 

                                                      

64 “It is not the place of a believing man or woman—when Allah and His Messenger have decided a 

matter—to have any choice about their affair.” [33:36] 
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presents a conflict of persuasion or judgment. The presumably humanistic or liberal 

values and norms that are identified as being “in conflict with Islam” are not simply a 

set of abstract ideas that float in the intellectual ether of society, but rather are embedded 

in social forms and institutions. People’s life experiences are thus informed by, and 

processed through this authoritative set of discourses, and their experience takes on a 

particular shape. As we have seen, this experiential knowledge is embodied and 

affective, and not merely cognitive or intellectual. Thus, when a commitment to certain 

norms conflicts with authoritative Islamic doctrine, it runs much deeper than an 

intellectual position that one holds. David Morgan insightfully likens the utterance of 

belief-claims to the “visible tip of an entire iceberg,” with an entire history of bodily 

practices, feelings, and habits underlying these linguistic utterances.65 Therefore such 

conflicts between normative frameworks are not something that can simply be 

addressed through intellectual persuasion. To understand the “problem of religious 

doubt” as merely a problem of intellectual conflict is to not appreciate the lived 

experience of doubt and belief. It also fails to account for the conditions that makes so 

compelling the inclination to trust in one’s own intuitive judgments and experiential 

knowledge.  

 The latter section of the chapter has also sought to illustrate the way in which 

even “submitting” to authoritative discourse cannot ultimately escape the inevitability 

                                                      

65 Morgan, “The Matter of Belief,” 4-5. 
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of self-trust, or what Polanyi calls “personal knowledge”. What I have seen in case after 

case, among ethnographic interlocutors and in public discourses, is that when people 

affirm authoritative discourse over their own judgment, they do so within the 

constraints of what is possible for them to plausibly consider authoritative. The 

judgment of an authoritative discourse may not fully make sense to people, or they 

might have inclinations or intuitions that conflict with it, but it can nonetheless remain 

plausible as something that can be conceivably accepted as reflecting God’s will. In other 

cases, however, there are judgments that seem utterly implausible insofar as they would 

undermine one’s basic sense of fundamental religious principles and values. To the 

extent that there are other possible interpretations available to them, people will find an 

interpretation that feels conceivable to them as truly reflecting God’s will and “real 

Islam.” 

 One of the fundamental points highlighted in this analysis of people’s 

convictions and doubts, therefore, is the centrality of self-confident trust of one’s 

intuitions and instincts. What we saw with Nebil’s sense of uncertainty, ambivalence, 

and paralysis is that he consistently wavered between the impulse to trusting his own 

experiences and the imperative of accepting external discourses that he held to be 

authoritative. This led him therefore to experience guilt, conflict, dissonance, and 

uncertainty. His experience contrasted with the approach of other interlocutors who 

were far more confident in their self-reliance. Whether it was those who were self-
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consciously dissenting from “orthodox” views like Nureena or Sameer, or those who 

were affirming them like Rashad, Samah, or Omair, these individuals did not see 

themselves as troubled by doubt, uncertainty, and ambivalence, because they very 

firmly trusted their own commitment to a particular understanding of Islam and moral 

truth. While Nebil struggled to reconcile between different aspects of his experiential 

knowledge and did not completely trust his own instincts, each of these individuals was 

much more confident in their understandings of Islam.  Similar to the way in which the 

disposition of experiential absorption was central to faith-commitment in the previous 

two chapters, what we see here is that self-trust is central to confident affirmation of 

conviction and commitment.  
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7. Conclusion 

 This dissertation has attempted to understand the phenomenon of religious 

doubt through the framework and conceptual prism of secularity. Both in public 

discourses as well as academic theorizations, the perceived proliferation of religious 

doubt, uncertainty, disillusionment, and disbelief tends to be understood as a product of 

the “secular condition.” I have therefore taken secularity as a central category of analysis 

in approaching people’s experiences of faith, conviction, doubt, ambivalence, and 

dissent. Since it is pivotal to people in the ways noted above, the question then arises as 

to what is meant by this condition of secularity, and furthermore, why it is assumed to 

produce a situation of religious doubt. The most pervasive accounts present this secular 

condition as simply the product of powerful secularist ideologies in the public sphere 

that delegitimize religious traditions. While such explanations are certainly part of the 

picture, they fail to account for the more general “conditions of belief” underlying and 

framing everyone’s engagements with religion—not only for those who are susceptible 

to this ideological critique of religion. Thus, rather than seeing secularity and religion as 

pitted against one another, I very clearly delineate between secularism (as an ideology 

that seeks to contain, regulate, and possibly eliminate religion) and secularity (as a 

condition in which religion is constructed and experienced in particular ways). My 

fundamental point of departure in understanding secularity is that it is a situation in 

which there is heightened reflexivity and self-awareness of one’s engagement with 
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beliefs or practices identified as “religious”. I have argued that this condition of self-

consciousness about “religious belief” emerges through the discursive construction of 

the category of “religion” as part of the binary differentiation between the secular and 

the religious. 

 What we have seen throughout the chapters, however, is that the effects of this 

construction of religion are not fully determinative of people’s experience. While I have 

attempted to illustrate how people are deeply formed by the fundamental condition of a 

heightened awareness of “religion”, at the same time, the complexity of people’s lived 

experience does not fit neatly within the hegemonic construal. People’s lives and 

experiences cannot be fully captured by this discursive frame, as even hegemonic 

discourses are not totalizing or all-encompassing.1 We have seen that in many cases 

there is a “givenness” to people’s religious belonging and commitment, as the latter are 

manifested as products of “indwelling” in cumulative life experiences. In such cases, 

faith is inextricably tied to one’s sense of self, rather than it being a conscious decision. 

This mode of being, tied to an “indwelt” sense of self and faith, pushes against the 

individualizing construction of religion that demands self-transparent justification and 

conviction. That said, even those who clearly exhibit a heightened sense of self-

consciousness do not fully fit this characterization, as individuals can never fully 

                                                      

1 See Sherry Ortner’s and Katherine Ewing’s readings of Gramsci, for instance, through which they argue 

that hegemonies can never fully determine individual consciousness, subjectivity, and agency. Ortner, 

Anthropology and Social Theory, 6, 127. Ewing, Arguing Sainthood 5, 36. 
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account for, or justify their commitments and convictions. People’s commitment to Islam 

thus remains not fully explicable through a secular construction of “religion”. 

In addition to the foregoing limitation of the secular construction of religion (in 

terms of how fully it forms people’s experience), my analysis in the preceding chapters 

has also highlighted the ways in which this construction of religion actually produces 

multiple and mutually contradictory effects. When I embarked on this project, I assumed 

that secularist constructions of “religion” have a singular and coherent logic to them. My 

assumption is a pervasive orientation in academic analyses of the secular, as the 

literature in this field typically highlights the way in which secularist discourse 

constructs religion, with a specific set of definitive characteristics (e.g. private, 

propositional, and so on). However, as I analyzed the experiences and narratives of my 

interlocutors, and attempted to situate them in relation to the literature on secularity, I 

began to increasingly notice that there was a variety of construals of religion that 

seemed to be at play, each tied to the religion-secular binary. Thus, rather than a 

singular coherent logic constituting the secular condition, I have, instead, perceived and 

mapped an internally fragmented web of dimensions and implications.  

We have seen how the secular construction of religion pulls American Muslim 

discourse and experience in numerous, mutually opposing directions. For instance, we 

saw how secular discourse dictates that religion is ultimately about authentic individual 

faith and conviction; at the same time, however, secularity also produces racialized 
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religious identities, such that being Muslim is about one’s heritage, cultural background, 

and communal belonging (Chapter Two). Similarly, we have seen how, on the one hand, 

religion has been constructed along identitarian lines that define religions as fixed and 

bounded entities; on the other hand, it is also clear that the individualizing impulse of 

secularity emphasizes individual conscience and thus introduces a profoundly fluid 

nature to religious belonging, tradition, and faith (Chapter Five). As well, we have seen 

how religious faith is conceptualized along intellectualist lines that demands objective 

rational justification; while at the same time, faith is also conceived in expressivist or 

subjectivist terms, such that religion is not something one can justify intellectually or 

prove to be true, but is simply something one chooses to adopt for “personally 

authentic” reasons (Chapter Three).  

If, however, we assume that all of these mutually contradictory impulses can be 

accurately described as products of the secular construction of religion, we then need to 

ask the question as to how useful a category such a construction might be. If a host of 

conflicting tendencies and construals of religion are all fundamentally “secular”, then 

what analytical purchase does this category provide us? What do we gain by invoking a 

category that is so fragmented and beset with internal contradictions? Is “secularity” too 

blunt an instrument to use in analyzing the complexities of religious traditions, 

communities, and individual lives? Are we imposing an artificial construct onto lived 

realities that cannot be neatly classified by some discursive or ideological construction or 
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another? Do we gain any clarity in understanding religious life when we describe these 

developments and experiences as part of the “secular condition”? 

While I do not have any precise answers to such questions, my aim is not to 

suggest that we simply abandon the category. It is important, however, that we at least 

approach the category with due awareness of the different directions, impulses, and 

dimensions it encompasses. I have argued that we should thus not assume a singular 

secular experience that stands in opposition to genuine religious experience. Rather, all 

of these mutually contradictory tendencies and impulses of the secular condition coexist 

and intersect in a complex and overlapping fashion. My research suggests that the 

fragmented nature of secularity does not neutralize the force of its impact on people’s 

experience; rather these multiple tensions and oppositions do real “work” in people’s 

lives. We saw, for instance, how Amin continues to be pulled in both directions 

simultaneously—toward a rationalistic defense and justification of his faith-

commitment, as well as an assertion of a subjectively grounded “leap of faith”. Or we 

have seen how Nebil is pulled in the direction of construing Islam as radically malleable 

and fluid, while at the same time, he feels bound by a notion of religion as a fixed 

system of laws and doctrines derived from a bounded, textual tradition. We have also 

seen, in a general but nonetheless significant sense, how Islamic revivalist discourses 

emphasize the heightened, self-conscious awareness, and deliberateness demanded in 

having genuine conviction, while simultaneously holding a notion of Islam as a 
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bounded and fixed entity and a collective identity. While the revivalist emphasis on 

fixity stands in stark tension with those who argue that Islam must align with what they, 

as individuals, determine to be right, these conflicting orientations nonetheless both 

share a deep emphasis on genuine individual conviction. 

To conclude, I have attempted throughout this dissertation to understand the 

emergent discourse and phenomenon of religious doubt, questioning, and dissent 

among American Muslims—as well as the closely related communal contestations over 

authentic tradition, authority, norms, and doctrines. Through theoretical explorations, 

discourse analysis, and ethnographic field work, my analysis has shown how attending 

to dominant constructions of “religion” can help us better understand how these 

discourses and experiences of doubt are framed, and why they take the shape they do. 

The analytical explorations have provided insights into the dynamics and experiences of 

faith, and the various possibilities and constraints involved; while at the same time, the 

aim has been to avoid presenting the influence of these discursive constructions of 

religion as overly fixed. In sum, my hope is that the study of Islam and Muslims in 

America will be informed by analyses of such overarching hegemonic discourses that 

frame people’s experience and discourse, while at the same time, my reflections, 

especially as reiterated in this concluding section of my dissertation, will serve to 

caution us against a reductiveness of the complexity of people’s lives, and against 

treating these discourses as overly determinative. 
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