
“The same but different” How can we study Muslim women’s piety in Europe?

Public and political discourse often frames and perceives Islam and Muslims as cultural
“others” in opposition to Western notions of modernity and liberalism. This is the context in
which Muslim women and publicly visible religious symbols such as the headscarf have
become core elements in debates on multiculturalism and cultural differences in Europe.
However, studies on Muslims in Europe emphasize the ongoing changes that lead to a
convergence of Islam with norms, values, and practices of European societies (see e.g. Roy
2004). Göle (1993) was among the first scholars to show that Muslim women play a key role
in this transformation by organising themselves and strategizing their lives in order to gain
more freedom and emancipation within their Muslim milieu.

Recent studies also argue against a one-sided interpretation of Muslim practices by
problematizing the underlying feminist and liberal assumptions of agency and autonomy that
have been written into studies of Muslims in Europe (see Amir Moazami et al. 2011).
Following Mahmood´s (2005) study of pious women in Egypt’s Islamic revival movement,
scholars in Europe became aware of other modes of self and agency. Subsequently, they
started to carefully consider specificities of internal power relations within the Islamic
tradition that influence the formation of Muslim women’s subjectivities.

While this discussion focuses mostly on the theoretical dimensions of feminist and social
theory, the debate about the methodological implications for empirical research is missing.
The purpose of my presentation is thus to address the gap between empirical research and
theoretical orientations of studies on Muslim women in Europe.  How could we account for
such forms of subjectivity in empirical research without falling in the pitfalls of essentialism
while recognizing the possibility of alternative, non-liberal models of the self?   What could
be some feminist contributions to methodological research designs?  My presentation takes on
these questions by drawing from an original on-site study of a Muslim youth center in Berlin,
which includes interviews with six Muslim women between the ages of 21-26.
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