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PROJECT

Making Room for Islam in the West: West African Muslims in Europe

and North America

Significant international migration from Islamic West Africa to Europe and North America began in the aftermath of
World War II and accelerated between the 1960s and 1990s. West African Muslims have been particularly successful
in making room for Islam in the Western world. My research investigates this process of space making and the
different ways Africans from the former French colonies in West Africa were able to negotiate their insertion into
the Western public sphere at a time of increasing tension with Islam. In contrast to Arab immigrants who have
severed their links with moderate centers of Islamic spirituality in North Africa, West Africans have maintained
strong bonds with sources of religious knowledge and authority in Africa, and these sources remain powerful
shapers of their Islamic identity. The continuing influence of religious ideas and leadership from the African
continent has allowed Africans in Europe and North America to resist the wave of political radicalization that has
recently swept other Muslim communities living in the West.
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COLLOQUIUM, 17.12.2013

Making Muslim Space in Secular Land:

Senegalese Muslims in Europe and North America

Significant international migration from Islamic West Africa to Europe and North America began in the aftermath of
World War II with the loosening of the laws that constrained the mobility of French imperial subjects and
accelerated between the 1960s and 1990s. West African Muslims have been particularly successful in creating space
for Islam in the Western world. My research investigates this process of space making and the different ways in
which Africans from the former French colonies in West Africa, especially Senegalese, were able to negotiate their
inclusion in the Western public sphere at a time of increasing tension in relation to Islam. In contrast to Arab
immigrants, who have severed their links with moderate centers of Islamic spirituality in North Africa, Senegalese
have maintained strong bonds with sources of religious knowledge and authority in Africa and these sources
remain powerful shapers of their Islamic identity. The continuing influence of religious ideas and leadership from the
African continent has allowed Africans in Europe and North America to resist the wave of political radicalization
that has recently swept other Muslim communities living in the West. I look at the experience of Senegalese
Muslims in the West by exploring their communal religious life, their connections to home, their insertion in the
European secular public sphere, and their attitude toward the state and institutions of civil society. I begin my
presentation by first locating the research within the broader context of my work on the history of the Muridiyya
Muslim order in Senegal; next, I present the conceptual foundations of the research. And a third section focuses on
the life and work of the late Murid sheikh (spiritual guide) Abdoulaye Dièye, one of the most successful Murid
religious entrepreneurs in the diaspora, and how his work has impacted Murid religious discourse and practices
both abroad and at home.
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