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Chapter 1

Introduction

We need the Muslims to be organised. That is the only way we can hold 
them responsible for what happens in their communities.

A Norwegian government official told me this several years ago (interview with 
the author, 05.01.2015). I had talked to him about Norwegian faith communities 
and asked about Norwegian government policies towards these communi-
ties. This official found it especially important that Muslims should become 
more organised. He perceived several challenges facing Muslims in Norway: 
discrimination and Islamophobia, radicalization, social pressure to conform 
to conservative norms. The answer to all this, he thought, was stronger insti-
tutionalisation and representation of Muslims in Norwegian society. They 
needed better representative institutions. With such institutions in place, the 
Norwegian authorities could hold Muslim groups accountable, with represent-
ative institutions functioning as interlocutors between the government and 
ordinary Muslims on the ground.

Whether he knew it or not, this official expressed a way of thinking that 
has become common in European policy circles during the past 20 years. 
As has been documented in several studies, European governments have 
sought to institutionalise and regulate the Islamic or Muslim presence in their 
countries through the empowerment of representative Islamic or Muslim 
councils (Bayrakli, Hafez, and Faytre 2018; Braginskaia 2015; Bruce 2018; Ciciora 
2018; Godard 2015; Haddad and Golson 2007; Laurence 2009, 2012; Mattes and 
Rosenberger 2015; Rosenow-Williams 2012; Silvestri 2010).

These councils or organisations purport to represent Muslims, mosques 
or other Muslim organisations vis-à-vis the state and other actors in society. 
They are expected to voice the concerns of their members to the authorities 
or to society at large and thereby ensure that the interests of their members 
are considered when policy is formulated. But they are also expected to voice 
the concerns of the authorities and society at large to their members and con-
stituencies and ensure that central issues for the authorities – such as violent 
radicalization – are addressed. In many ways, it is an exchange relationship: You 
give some, you get some.

The creation and institutionalisation of these representative councils has 
been well covered in the literature. None of these studies, however, have 
explored explicitly and in depth what has arguably been one of the most salient 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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features of many of these organisations: that they have often been marked by 
instability, defections, conflicts or splits. The experience in many European 
countries is simply that it is difficult to be a Muslim Council, as I will call these 
organisations in this book. The conflicts have been mentioned in some of the 
studies, and in media reports, but they have not been looked at systematically 
by researchers. Some of these organisations have been split, and others have 
been paralyzed by internal conflicts. Some organisations have seen one of the 
sides prevail in the conflict, while others were able work out their internal dif-
ferences. In the Islamic field, such conflicts and splits are not unique to such 
representative councils. Divisive conflicts have also been described in other 
Islamic organisations and mosques (Pfaff and Gill 2006; Shavit 2016; Warner 
and Wenner 2006). But Muslim Councils may seem to particularly prone 
to conflicts.

How can such a conflict look like? We may take the situation in France as 
an example. The situation of Muslims in France and Islam in France has been 
treated in numerous studies, partly due to the sheer size of the Muslim popula-
tion in France, and partly due to the analytical interest in the French model of 
secularism. In France, the nationally designated Muslim council was for many 
years the Conseil Français du Culte Musulman (CFCM), created in 2003. It has 
been the subject of several studies (Bayrakli, Hafez, and Faytre 2018; Bruce  
2018; Ciciora 2018; Godard 2015; Laurence 2005, 2012; Laurence and Vaisse 
2007). The story of the CFCM, however, has been conflict-ridden from the 
very beginning. CFCM was created as a kind of federation between the vari-
ous factions in French Islam – Algerian, Moroccan, Turkish, and post-Islamist. 
Only five years after the creation of the organisation, the Algerian faction in 
the CFCM decided to boycott the elections for the board of the CFCM in 2008. 
Three years later, in 2011, they re-joined the elections. In 2013 it was the UOIF – 
the largest Islamic federation in France – that decided to boycott the elections, 
before re-joining. In the following years, even more conflicts followed (for 
more on the French story, see the last chapter).

This is a fascinating and remarkable story, which has yet to be analysed in 
depth by researchers. But the French experience is far from unique. Similar 
conflicts have been documented in Muslim Councils in Germany (Bruce 2018, 
135–42; Rosenow-Williams 2012, chapter 6), in the UK (Shah 2016, 12–19), in 
Austria (Kurier 2018), in Russia (Braginskaia 2015, 15–16), in the Netherlands 
(Atkinson 2016; Houten 2019), in Sweden (Sorgenfrei 2018, 105–31), in Spain 
(Laurence 2012, 196), and in Belgium (Dupont 2024; Loobuyck, Debeer, and 
Meier 2013, 69–70). But why have such conflicts occurred in these organisa-
tions? With a few exceptions, this question has not received much attention 
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from scholars of Islam in Europe. The aim of this book is to propose some ana-
lytical answers to this question, by using the history of The Islamic Council of 
Norway as a case study.

1.1	 Internal Conflicts and Representing Islam

Why is it important to understand such conflicts? The reason is simple:  
A Muslim Council which is paralyzed by conflicts will not be able to do its 
job. If one asks what “the job” of a Muslim Council actually is, different actors 
will probably provide different answers. If you ask policymakers, the response 
may be that such councils have value insofar as they help achieve certain 
policy goals  – for example that Muslims should accept regulations on halal 
food or headscarves. From the perspective of the leaders of Muslim NGO s or 
mosques, the point of such councils may be to advance the collective interests 
of Muslims vis-à-vis the authorities, or to fight Islamophobia. From the point of 
view of actors with an interest in intercultural dialogue, the main purpose 
of such councils may be to promote understanding which helps people live 
side by side in diverse societies. But for all these different goals, a fundamen-
tal requirement will be that the organisation has a certain degree of stability 
and institutionalisation. An organisation in which the leadership is constantly 
shifting or in conflict with each other, will not be able to advance any goals. In 
order to reach a goal – be it fighting against Islamophobia or helping the state 
to implement certain policies – it is usually a requirement that the organisa-
tion has a minimal level of organisational and institutional stability.

Understanding conflicts and splits in Muslim councils may also be of 
analytical value for understanding the Islamic landscape in Europe more gen-
erally. Muslim councils are unique kinds of organisations. They are among the 
very few attempts to join together the various factions and organisations on 
the Islamic field. Understanding why such attempts have proved difficult may 
therefore aid us in understanding the Islamic field or landscape more gener-
ally. Conflicts in Muslim Councils may indicate what kind of cleavages and 
conflicts are present and salient on the Islamic field.

Understanding why such conflicts have occurred, may also make it easier to 
identify how Muslim Councils can work better. Recent history has shown that 
representing Islam in Europe – as Muslim Councils have attempted to do – is 
not easy. Both actors in the Muslim fields and various authorities may have an 
interest in understanding how Muslim Councils and their interlocutors can 
make this task easier.
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1.2	 Learning from the Norwegian Story

The story I will tell in this book is the trajectory of the umbrella organisa-
tion The Islamic Council of Norway (IRN). It was established in 1992/1993, as 
one of the first councils of its kind in Western Europe. Despite some rough 
tumbles, IRN seemed to grow stronger during its first 15–20 years. Starting out 
as an organisation run on a voluntary basis, it began to receive funding from 
the Norwegian state in 2007. It also became an increasingly important interloc-
utor for the authorities. Seen from the outside, IRN appeared to be a stable and 
secure organisation. Nevertheless, an internal conflict emerged in the 2010s. 
This conflict ended with a split and a public fall from grace in 2017. The gov-
ernment took away their funding, and an important faction within IRN broke 
out and started a new organisation of their own. IRN had also built up a large 
and successful franchise for the certification of halal food, which broke down.

Why study the history of this relatively small organisation, in a small coun-
try with a small Muslim population on the outskirts of Europe? In my training 
as a political scientist I have been socialized into talking about case selection: 
One should choose to study cases which can cast light on a broader family of 
cases, in one way or the other (Flyvbjerg 2006; Gerring 2007; Seawright and 
Gerring 2008). I have, however, become increasingly wary of employing such 
language when doing qualitative research. Most historical events have unique 
and contingent features which can make it difficult to generalize too strongly 
to other cases. It may not always be the case that an historical episode is a “case” 
of something else at all. Furthermore, some events or social realities are inter-
esting and important in themselves, and we can choose to study them without 
justifying it with the goal of building large-scale theory. Rather than talk about 
case selection, I now prefer to talk about case contribution: the degree to which 
the cases or historical instances we study may contribute to our understanding 
of other historical events or patterns, even though we may not have chosen to 
study these cases based on a perfect comparativist logic.

Sometimes the answer is that a case does not provide much overall contri-
bution to our understanding of larger phenomena. But sometimes the analysis 
of a certain event or social phenomenon may also help us to make sense of 
occurrences and events in different social contexts as well, when we care-
fully weigh similarities and differences across contexts. I hope that can be the 
case with the story I am telling in this book. In the last chapter, I therefore 
include a comparative outlook, where I take a short look at other shadow cases 
(Soifer 2018). In this outlook I look briefly at Muslim councils and Muslim rep-
resentation in other European countries, and I discuss how insights from the 
Norwegian story can help us understand patterns beyond Norway.

The main message in the book is that there were three conditions which 
probably led to the conflicts and splits in the Islamic Council of Norway: 
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Multipolarity on the Muslim field, cross-pressures, and unstable institutionalisa-
tion both internally and externally. Some of these conditions have been alluded 
to in previous research on Islam in Europe but have – with a few exceptions – 
not been explored in detail with regards to how they have affected conflict and 
cooperation in Islamic or Muslim organisations more broadly. My claim is not 
that other factors did not matter in the story of the IRN, or that these factors 
are equally important in all other cases. I do think, however, that these three 
factors go a long way in explaining why events unfolded as they did in the IRN, 
and that these three factors have played a role for instability and conflict in 
Muslim councils in other countries as well.

1.3	 Placing This Book in the Literature

This book project started its life as a PhD thesis in political science, which 
I defended on December 18th 2020 (O. Elgvin 2020). For this book version, the 
thesis has been substantially revised in many ways. Whereas the thesis only 
covered developments until 2019, this book tells the story up until 2024. The 
book is nevertheless much shorter than the thesis, and was shortened from 400 
to slightly above 200 pages. It has also been updated and analytically revised in 
several ways, following feedback at my PhD defence and from various people 
who read the thesis afterwards.

The thesis was written according to a method known among political sci-
entists as process tracing: Doing history with the explicit aim of uncovering 
causal mechanisms which can be generalized across contexts (Beach and 
Pedersen 2013). When I reworked the material for this book, I realized that I had 
not fully succeeded in my process tracing endeavour. I was not able to pinpoint 
the exact mechanisms or causal chains that had occurred, despite working 
closely with a large amount of data over the course of several years. There 
were simply too many unknowns – parts of the causal chains I did not have 
access to – and too many contingencies that could just as well have unfolded 
in different ways. The more I delved into the data, the messier and more arbi-
trary the actual historical developments appeared. I related more and more to 
what the historian Bret Devereaux had written about doing history in a blog 
exchange with the economist Noah Smith: “efforts at strict predictability will 
always be overwhelmed by contingency, context and unexpected variables” 
(Devereaux 2022).

When revising the thesis for this book, my first instinct was to sharpen the 
historical angle of the work and describe the events and developments I had 
studied in even more empirical and historical detail. This would have necessi-
tated accounting for all the contingencies and particular contexts, the personal 
quirks of the main actors involved, etc. This, however, would probably not have 
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been that interesting to scholars outside the Norwegian context. I also realized 
that by temperament and training I am much more of a social and political 
scientist than a historian. What I have attempted to do instead is to draw out 
some larger analytical implications of the events I studied. I have attempted to 
put these analytical categories center stage, and structure the historical story I 
tell according to some overarching concepts and ideas. This has also involved 
to simplify the story I am telling: To focus on the larger aspects which may 
be of enduring analytical importance, and to remove events that are more 
peripheral. For readers who are interested in a more complete history of The 
Islamic Council of Norway and their relations with society at large, I refer to 
my PhD thesis, as well as some spin-off articles in both Norwegian and English 
(O. Elgvin 2022, 2023b, 2023a).

This has resulted in a book that remains anchored in political science, 
but also moves into the realms of Islamic and religious studies, and political 
sociology. The aim is not to describe exact or complete causal mechanisms, 
as qualitative political scientists often strive for when doing process tracing. 
What I aim for in is rather to engage in analytical description. Description is 
not easy or “mere”, as the political scientist John Gerring put it (Gerring 2012). 
Good description is about identifying the most relevant or important fea-
tures of a certain situation or event. Is it important for the understanding of 
IRN that most of the key actors have been men, for example? Probably, even 
though I regrettably do not devote much space to the gender dimension in this 
book. But was it an important feature of the early history of IRN what shoe 
size the founders wore? No, that was a peripheral feature that did not matter 
a lot. These kinds of considerations are about description – choosing what to 
highlight, and what to leave out, and deciding which concepts help us to make 
sense of the social world. Such concepts can be thought of as social conditions – 
features of the social environment on the meso- or macro-level that have an 
impact on how events unfold. Such social conditions are of course connected 
to causality. What makes something count as a condition is precisely that it has 
an impact on this event or the other. The difference is about emphasis: Trying 
to pinpoint exact mechanisms, as proponents of process tracing often strive 
for, or rather identifying larger macro conditions which have an impact via 
various kinds of mechanisms.

My general approach to doing social science falls within what one may label 
a soft positivist or critical realist tradition (Danermark, Ekstrom, and Jakobsen 
2005; Fox 2008). I do think that the search for inter-subjective truth is an 
important goal, and this is the ambition that underlies this book. At the same 
time, my goals of generalization are somewhat modest, and I fully acknowl-
edge that my own positionality and bias as a researcher matters. In analysing 
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the material, I have been inspired by recent methodological writings on ana-
lytic eclecticism in political science and abduction in sociology, two approaches 
that share important similarities (Sil and Katzenstein 2010b, 2010a; Tavory and 
Timmermans 2014; Timmermans and Tavory 2012). The theoretical and meth-
odological ideal of abduction – etymologically “leading away”, in Latin – calls 
for the researcher to explicitly start with a theoretical point of departure, or 
knowledge of the relevant theories pertaining to the case at hand. But the ideal 
is to arrive at a “situational fit between observed facts and rules” (Timmermans 
and Tavory 2012, 171). This may call for adjusting or updating the theoretical 
starting point. This is the approach that has been guiding my work in both 
the PhD thesis and this book: Starting out with some theoretical and analyti-
cal ideas about what to look for in the data, and then to continually readjust 
these ideas as the research process unfolds.

In terms of academic literatures and debates, the book situates itself 
between several bodies of work. The literature I build on most directly is the 
very small literature that has covered Muslim Councils and Islamic umbrella 
or interest organisations more generally, in political science and sociology 
(Bayrakli, Hafez, and Faytre 2018; Braginskaia 2015; Bruce 2018; Ciciora 2018; 
Dazey 2021a; Godard 2015; Laurence 2012; Rosenow-Williams 2012). In order 
to understand the field and landscape that the IRN represents, I have also 
immersed myself in the large literature on Muslim movements and currents 
in Norway and Europe, and contemporary Islamic theology more broadly 
(Ahmed 2015; Jacobsen 2010; Jouanneau 2013; Larsen 2018; Maréchal 2008; 
Østberg 2003; Peter and Ortega 2014; Schiffauer 2000, 2010; Vogt 2008; Vogt, 
Larsen, and Moe 2011). The analytical concepts in the book, however, are 
mostly drawn from the field of organisational theory in sociology and polit-
ical science (Ahrne and Brunsson 2008; Kraatz and Block 2008; Oliver 1991; 
Rosenow-Williams 2012; Scott 2013). Throughout the book, I will often talk 
about what the IRN or other organisations do, what the organisations wants, or 
what their interests are. This is line with a long-standing practice in the study 
of organisations, where organisations are often assumed to have some kind of 
collective agency or group agency (Gehring and Marx 2023).

I believe that this book gives a contribution to several bodies of work. Most 
immediately, it is a contribution to the literature on the political representa-
tion of Muslims in Europe. It engages in the discussion on Muslim councils 
and umbrella organisations, following important earlier contributions from 
Jonathan Laurence, Benjamin Bruce, Alice Ciciora, Kerstin Rosenow-Williams, 
Margot Dazey and Ekaterina Braginskaia (Braginskaia 2015; Bruce 2018; Ciciora 
2018; Dazey 2021a; Laurence 2012; Rosenow-Williams 2012). More broadly, 
however, this is one of the first scholarly works to deal explicitly analytically 
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with conflict in Muslims organisations and in the Muslim field in Europe, fol-
lowing earlier work by Bernard Godard, Uriya Shavit and Werner Schiffauer 
(Godard 2015; Schiffauer 2000; Shavit 2016). The analytical categories I place 
centre stage – cross-pressures, unstable institutionalisation and multipolarity – 
may be of value for understanding conflict among Muslims in Europe more 
broadly, beyond Muslim councils or umbrella organisations.

Within a broader political science debate, this book is a contribution to the 
literature on the political integration of Muslims in Europe. This literature has 
focused on issues like legal integration (Joppke 2013), value orientation and 
ideology among political and religious Muslim elites (Klausen 2005; March 
2011), values and opinions among Muslim populations in Europe (Laurence 
and Vaisse 2007), willingness to include or exclude Muslims in the majority 
population (Ivarsflaten and Sniderman 2022), and collective organisation 
among Muslims (Pfaff and Gill 2006; Warner and Wenner 2006). The story 
I tell in this book follows Jonathan Laurence and Kerstin Rosenow-Williams 
(Laurence 2012; Rosenow-Williams 2012) in emphasising that the organisa-
tional meso-level matters: That representative Muslim organisations play an 
important role in the integration of Muslims and Islam in Europe.

1.4	 Data, Analysis and Ethics

The data in this book come from several kinds of sources, and was collected 
over the course of several years. These sources are of varied types – archival 
written sources, media items, oral interviews, and field work observations. 
The written sources I consulted include thousands of contemporaneous news-
paper records from the central Norwegian media archive Atekst/retriever, 
sources in private archives, posts on websites and social media, and scholarly 
literature on Islam in Norway.

The relevant scholarly literature on The Islamic Council of Norway, the 
Norwegian mosque landscape, and similar organisations in other European 
countries was an important starting point. I then continued by searching 
through the Norwegian media archive for all mentions of The Islamic Council 
of Norway, and related terms. I also read through all posts that the organisation 
made on their website and on social media, and I also accessed deleted posts 
through the Internet Archive.

Two private archives proved central. An important source of data for the 
first couple of decades of IRN can be found in the personal archive of Professor 
Oddbjørn Leirvik. Leirvik was instrumental in establishing the IRN, and was 
engaged in the formal dialogue between the Church of Norway and the IRN 
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from the start. He maintained a personal archive from the very beginning, 
where he recorded all the letters that were sent to and from the Church of 
Norway concerning the IRN, minutes from meetings, as well as personal hand-
written notes and scribblings from different occasions. He generously allowed 
me to consult those records. Another written archive I was able to consult 
from the 1990s was the personal archive of Bente Sandvig from the Norwegian 
Humanist Organisation (HEF). In the 90s there was much cooperation between 
the IRN and HEF. Sandvig’s archive contained newspaper clippings, minutes 
from meetings and seminars, letters, and personal notes. She also generously 
allowed me to consult her archives.

I contacted the Islamic Council of Norway and asked for access to any 
archives they might have had. I was told by several actors that the histori-
cal archives of the IRN apparently vanished in 2010, because of the burglary 
of the laptop of the secretary general at the time. For the developments in 
recent years, when conflict was rife, I was not granted access to the internal 
archives of IRN. Some actors in IRN – both past and present – agreed to share 
some of their written records with me, such as emails, personal notes, minutes 
from meetings, and some key documents from the organisation that they still 
had in their possession. This was often done on the condition of anonymity. 
I approach these written sources with some caution, as some of them have 
been shared with me to “set the record straight” from the perspective of the 
actors, and may therefore omit information which does not fit the narrative 
they wanted to share with me. Nevertheless, many of these documents did 
contain information that proved vital for piecing the picture together.

I was also granted access to some official documents about the contact 
between IRN and Norwegian authorities, as Norwegian law mandates that 
communication with the authorities should generally be made available to the 
public upon request. I also accessed the administrative documents about IRN 
in the administrative Brønnøysund registries of Norway, to which organisations 
such as IRN are required to send reports about statutes, board members, etc.

Due to the sheer amount of written documents I surveyed, I did not do a 
complete coding or classification of all this written material. I used the mate-
rial to build a historical timeline of the trajectory of IRN, as such an historical 
timeline did not yet exist. This involved reading and re-reading the material, 
fill in any gaps, and assess the evidence. A basic methodological principle was 
the use of triangulation: to use several sources of data to increase the chance 
of arriving at the most reasonable interpretation.

I complemented these written sources with 29 qualitative interviews with 
key actors, in both the IRN and external interlocutors. A full list of the inter-
viewees is provided in appendix 1, except for two bureaucrats who asked that 
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their names should not be published. The function of these interviews was 
partly to fill in gaps in the historical timeline. But I also relied on the interviews 
to understand more about why the events transpired as they did.

When conducting these interviews, I promised all the interviewees that it 
was done on the condition of anonymity; but that I could ask them to grant 
permission to be quoted by name on specific issues if they consented. Roughly 
half of these interviews were recorded, when the interviewees consented to 
that, and partly or fully transcribed later. I took extensive notes during the inter-
views which were not recorded and filled in these notes immediately after the 
interview. Some of the recorded interviews did not contain much important 
information. These interviews were partly transcribed by me, where I tran-
scribed the most important parts and summarized what was more peripheral. 
The interviews which I deemed to contain essential information were fully 
transcribed by research assistant Malena Kyvik Martens.

To ensure anonymity when required, I will refer to the interviews in two 
ways. When I refer to interviewees by name, I also provide the date of the 
interview. When I refer to the interviewees anonymously, I assign each a 
letter – such as “B”, or “Z”. I do not provide the precise date or year for the inter-
view for these anonymized referrals, as that could make it possible to identify 
some of them in conjunction with the interview list in appendix 2. The date for 
the interview is then provided as “2017–2019”. The actors I interviewed belong 
roughly to three groups: current and previous key actors in IRN; current and 
previous key actors in organisations or institutions the IRN had much contact 
with, either public officials or persons in civil society; expert interviews, with 
external actors who had followed closely the development in the IRN, but who 
were not involved with IRN in a personal or professional manner.

The book also draws on some interviews I did earlier, for other research pro-
jects, and is also informed by fieldwork and over the course of many years. This 
fieldwork started in 2008, when I began doing work on what would become my 
master’s thesis (Elgvin 2011). After working with that master’s thesis, I made a 
habit of visiting mosques, Islamic organisations and organised Islamic events 
at regular intervals. I also kept in touch with many of the persons with whom 
I became acquainted at that time, both meeting them face to face and inter-
acting with them on social media. In 2017 and 2018, I also participated as an 
observer in a joint programme between the municipality of Bergen and the 
mosques in Bergen, which was attended by imams, mosque activists, and 
employees in the municipality and Norwegian public services.

Even though I have tried to assess the data as objectively as possible, there 
is no getting around the fact that my biases and judgments as a researcher 
will inform this book. This is a qualitative work, where my own analysis of the 
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events that transpired is central. In 2011 I was for example appointed to the 
contact/dialogue group between the Church of Norway and the Jewish com-
munity in Norway, as a lay representative from the Church (I was appointed 
due to the fact that I spent several years of my childhood in Jerusalem, and 
speak Hebrew fluently). Due to stays abroad I was not able to attend many of 
the meetings, and when I began working on this thesis the contact group had 
in any case become dormant. There is nevertheless a danger that this affiliation 
could predispose me to have a too positive outlook on the kind of dialogue that 
took place between IRN and MKR. Throughout working with the material in 
the book I have attempted to be mindful of such possible biases, and to think 
through whether the conclusions I draw are supported by the data or not.

The central question for readers of this work remains whether what I write 
can be trusted. The best way to achieve the trust of the reader is to ensure a 
sufficient level of transparency – to make “the essential components [of the] 
work visible to fellow scholars” (Moravcsik 2014, 48). In this thesis, this is only 
possible to a certain degree. As the oral interviews were done on the condi-
tion of anonymity, they cannot be made publicly available in complete form. 
Most of the interviews contain material that would make it easy to identify 
the speakers to people with some knowledge of the Islamic scene in Norway. 
But given that I list the people I spoke to in Appendix 2, they can in princi-
ple be contacted and asked whether what I wrote in this thesis rings true to 
them. I concluded that it was ethically acceptable to list the interviewees in the 
appendix, as long as I took care that individual citations could not be identified.

Most of the written sources, on the other hand, can in principle be made pub-
licly available. The totality of the written sources I consulted – the Norwegian 
media sources, secondary literature, Leirvik’s and Sandvig’s personal archives, 
the postings on IRN’s website – amounts to several thousand pages. All of these 
sources cannot be made easily available. What I do instead is to reproduce in 
an online appendix what can be regarded as key documents from the IRN. 
Some of these documents have been publicly available previously as well, but 
most have not. When providing these documents, it becomes possible for the 
reader to assess whether my analysis of these documents is reasonable.

In addition to the issue of transparency, it was important to think through 
ethical issues throughout the work with the thesis and this book. As Islam is a 
heavily politicized field in Norway, conducting this study required an empha-
sis on informed consent, privacy and confidentiality. Norwegian guidelines 
on research ethics state that research subjects are entitled to confidential 
treatment of all information about personal circumstances, and that research 
data should usually be anonymized (Norwegian National Research Ethics 
Committee 2016, 13–15). I ensured consent by telling the informants about my 
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research project before each interview and made it clear that participation 
was voluntary.

An additional ethical requirement when doing qualitative research is the 
ideal of not causing harm to those one does research on. In this study, there 
is a non-negligible risk that my research may cause serious pain or stress to 
people who have been involved in the IRN. As will be seen in some of the 
next chapters, there are several actors in the IRN who experienced a heavy 
personal toll as a result of their involvement in the IRN, in particular relating 
to how they felt they were treated by the media. Some actors in the IRN have 
even gone through bouts of personal depression and burnout. Given that my 
PhD thesis and this book is the first scholarly study of the IRN, any negative 
depictions of particular persons may add to this stress. At the same time, it 
would be impossible to describe the IRN’s history without talking about some 
of the actual persons involved. Some of them have moved on from the IRN and 
would maybe prefer not being associated publicly with the IRN anymore. But 
it would not be possible to anonymise the names of the two secretary generals 
of the IRN, for example, who played important roles in the organisation. How 
should this be balanced against the larger benefit of the study?

This is a dilemma without any definite answers. I have attempted to 
solve this dilemma through a delicate balancing act. Details which may put 
particular persons in a negative light and which I do not deem essential for 
understanding the trajectory of the IRN have been left out. In the cases where 
it was not possible to understand the trajectory of the IRN without describ-
ing particular actions by particular persons, I have included the most essential 
details. I have nevertheless tried to present the persons and their actions in a 
nuanced way, and to use wording they will hopefully be comfortable with. It is 
my hope that I have found a balance in the writing of the book which provides 
a good account of why events unfolded as they did, while at the same time 
respecting the persons involved and not causing them any unreasonable harm 
through the act of writing.

1.5	 Overview of the Book: Multipolarity, Cross-Pressures and 
Unstable Institutionalisation

Throughout the book I elaborate on three analytical concepts, or social con-
ditions, which led to the conflicts and splits in the Islamic Council of Norway: 
Multipolarity, cross-pressures and unstable institutionalisation. The book is 
structured in a chronological way, where each chapter deals with one impor-
tant period in the history of the organisation. At the same time, the various 
chapters also delve into different analytical concepts.
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Chapter 2 chapter asks how and why IRN was created and deals with the 
late 1980s and the early 1990s. I show that IRN was created as a result from 
demands from both above and below – what I call a double search for rep-
resentation. There were external actors who wanted to have an accountable 
organisation to relate to, but there were also Muslim actors who sought a repre-
sentative organisation which could advance their interests. This double search 
for representation sowed the seeds for what would later emerge as a key chal-
lenge for the organisation; that it simultaneously faced pressure from many 
directions at once. In this chapter I also introduce how the concept of multipo-
larity can be used for understanding the Islamic field. The central challenge for 
the initiators who set up IRN was not diversity per se, i.e. that Muslims were 
different from each other. The challenge was rather multipolarity – the exist-
ence of several centres of power which competed with each other. It proved 
possible to overcome this challenge, however. The solution was to create an 
umbrella organisation that would not meddle too much in the internal affairs 
of its members.

Chapter 3 looks at how IRN developed in the consolidation phase, which 
lasted from roughly 1993 to 2006. This chapter surveys how the organisation 
attempted to balance the different demands it was facing during the first years, 
and the challenges it faced when doing so. Whereas the earliest discourse of 
IRN had an exclusionary bent to it, the organisation soon adapted to a discourse 
which was softer and more inclusive and aligned its goals to the political reality 
it faced. The organisation chose not to isolate itself but attempted to reach 
its goals in close cooperation with other organisations  – notably the Jewish 
Community of Oslo, and the Norwegian Humanist Association, in addition 
to the Church of Norway. Analytically, the chapter introduces the concept of 
cross-pressures. The various members of the organisation had different goals, 
as had the authorities and its external dialogue partners. This led the organisa-
tion to engage in delicate balancing acts. It adjusted to demands from society 
at large, but nevertheless tried to find solutions that could be acceptable to 
most of their members.

Chapter 4 looks at the period between 2006 and 2012, in which the organ-
isation attempted to grow and become more institutionalised. During the 
Cartoon Crisis in 2006 and 2007 the organisation played a role as a bridge- 
builder which Norwegian policy makers appreciated. As a result, the organi-
sation received public funding for the first time and increased in visibility and 
standing. The main approach thus became to continue to engage in the art of 
balancing, along with changes in its internal discourse.

A conflict in the organisation emerged in the early 2010s, however, when 
new persons joined the leadership of the IRN. They had new ideas about 
how the organisation should be run. Under their leadership, the organisation 
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increasingly sought a more independent profile. They sought independence 
from state funding by relying on income from halal certification and began to 
voice more criticism towards external actors. This created opposition on the 
part of the old leadership in IRN. Analytically, I claim that this development 
can be understood through the concept of unstable institutionalisation. Even 
though the organisation became institutionalised following the cartoon cri-
sis in 2006, this institutionalisation was inherently unstable, both internally 
and externally. The internal structure of the organisation was not equipped to 
deal with the kind of conflicts and pressures that its new responsibilities could 
entail. The external environment, moreover, was unstable and unpredictable: 
actors in the organisation did not know how much they could rely on external 
support from the authorities. These conditions made it more likely that disa-
greements could become full-blown conflicts.

Chapter 5 covers how conflict and disagreements in the organisation deep-
ened and ultimately led to a split between 2012 and 2018. In 2018, a faction 
decided to break out of the organisation to create the competing umbrella 
organisation Muslim Dialogue Network (MDN). The disagreements that led to 
the split were partly about personal conflicts. But there were also ideological 
disagreements over what kind of approach the organisation should pursue – 
an approach dedicated to soft outreach and external dialogue, or an approach 
dedicated to internal community building. I label these approaches the dia-
logue path and the community path.

Chapter 6 is short and deals with the aftermath of the split. After the split, 
the two competing umbrella organisations slowly moved closer to each other. 
After an initial fall from grace, the IRN was let back into the fold as a partner for 
Norwegian authorities, not least during the covid pandemic.

Chapter 7 summarises the book and discusses whether we can learn any 
lessons from the story of IRN regarding Muslim representation in Europe. This 
chapter brings together the various analytical building blocks from the book 
and proposes an answer to why the IRN ultimately split up. The cross-pressures 
the organisation was under became more intense in the 2010s and led to com-
peting approaches of focusing on either dialogue or community building. This 
also made the condition of multipolarity even more challenging. The disagree-
ment over different approaches towards society at large overlapped partly with 
other cleavages in the organisation, related to theology and ethnic background. 
This made it more difficult to arrive at compromises in the organisation that 
were acceptable to all. The result was a split, and one umbrella organisation 
became two.

The chapter includes a brief comparison with shadow cases from other 
countries – the UK, Germany, Austria and France (Soifer 2018). These shadow 
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cases do suggest that the factors I identified in the Norwegian case have been 
at play in other Muslim councils as well.

The larger lesson from the story I tell in this book, I argue, is that successful 
representation of Muslim communities though representative councils may 
necessitate better institutionalisation of such organisations, and less pressure 
from the government and society at large. Muslim councils seem to be stable 
and perform well when they face predictable conditions – be it in form of guar-
anteed support from the state, or independence at a distance from the state. 
The Norwegian story also indicates that the IRN adapted to norms in main-
stream society even in the 1990s, when there was less pressure from society 
at large and the organisation became engaged in dialogue and friendly alli-
ances with other organisations. In the 2010s, however, when external pressure  
became stronger than it had ever been, the organisation went in a more 
inward-looking direction and ultimately split up. Getting Muslim representa-
tion to work well, for both Muslim communities and society at large, may 
require that authorities and society at large strikes a balance between demands 
and leniency towards representative Muslim organisations.
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Chapter 2

Overcoming the Challenge of Multipolarity:  
the Road to the Islamic Council of Norway 
(1989–1993)

Why has it often proved difficult to be a Muslim council or umbrella organ-
isation, in Norway and elsewhere? To the degree that there is an answer to 
be found in the existing literature, it is about diversity or pluralism among 
Muslims. Muslims are so different from each other and disagree on so many 
things, the argument goes, that cooperation becomes difficult. I begin the book 
by showing that this argument is too simple.

The chapter surveys how the Islamic Council of Norway came into being. 
What were the challenges, and how did the actors who were involved over-
come these challenges? The main challenge the early actors in the IRN were 
facing was not about diversity per se. It was rather about multipolarity: That 
the Muslim field had several centres of power, who all vied for influence. But 
as the developments in these years show, it was not impossible to overcome 
this challenge. The creation of the IRN also hints about another challenge that 
the organisation would have to face in the years to come. It was created due to 
pressure from both inside and outside the Muslim field, what I call a double 
search for representation. Actors from the society at large asked Muslims to 
organise, to have someone to speak to. But Muslims also sought such organ-
isation themselves, to defend what they saw as their interests. From the very 
beginning, the IRN thus faced pressure from many directions at once.

2.1	 Foundational Research on Muslim Councils and 
Umbrella Organisations

To the degree that the research on representative Muslim councils can 
be said to be a defined field of research, it is largely owed to an influential 
series of publications by the American political scientist Jonathan Laurence 
(Laurence 2005, 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015; Laurence and Vaisse 2007). There were 
other researchers who also published valuable early studies on the emergence 
of such councils (Haddad and Golson 2007; Silvestri 2007), partly in dialogue 
with Laurence’s early work, but these did not attain the same influence as 
Laurence’s studies.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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Laurence’s focus from early on was on representative councils that were cre-
ated from above, i.e. by the authorities and state actors. The backdrop for the 
interest in such councils from state authorities was what the political scientist 
Jytte Klausen has aptly named the Islamic challenge: the perception that the 
integration of Muslims and Islam in European societies posed some particu-
lar challenges (Klausen 2005). In Laurence’s telling, policymakers thought for 
a long time that Muslim migrant workers would at some point return home. 
From the 1980s there was an increasing recognition that this was not going 
to happen. European governments realized that the temporary workers were 
not temporary, and wanted to deal with problems such as unemployment, 
social unrest and the nascent wave of religiously framed political violence. 
They therefore began to seek interlocutors who were locally grounded. At the 
same time, religion became a more important identity marker in Muslim pop-
ulations. In his book The Emancipation of Europe’s Muslims. The State’s Role in 
Minority Integration (2012), Laurence describes this policy shift in the following 
way (italics in original): “Religion had previously been but one characteristic of 
this population of immigrant origin. Religion became the relevant characteris-
tic for policymakers, and as such, the door through which social integration of 
this minority population would come to pass” (Laurence 2012, 148).

The expectation of Laurence – and many of the European government offi-
cials he interviewed – was that this would lead to moderation and adaptation 
in Muslim organisations and communities. Laurence saw this attempt to incor-
porate Muslims and Muslim organisations closer into the societal apparatus as 
being similar to previous attempts at corporatist incorporation of groups which 
had been more or less marginal in European countries: The Jewish communi-
ties in the 19th century, and labour/worker movements in the 20th century. The 
title of the book – the Emancipation of Europe’s Muslims – is a deliberate allu-
sion to what has been called the Jewish emancipation in the 19th century, when 
Jewish communities received rights as citizens in several European countries 
(Brenner et al. 2003). Laurence takes particular note of the Jewish emancipa-
tion in France under Napoleon, and the emancipation in Germany/Prussia and 
under Kaiser Wilhem II. In both of these cases, Jewish emancipation consisted 
of a double process. Jewish communities and individuals were granted more 
rights as citizens. In return, the Jewish communities had to acknowledge the 
authority of the state and foreswear some theological ideas, such as the ban on 
intermarriage between Jews and non-Jews.

When Laurence began working on this topic in the early 2000s, the topic 
was novel and relatively unexplored. But soon other researchers also began 
working on the topic. Some of them emphasized that Muslim councils could 
also emerge from below, not only from above. Muslim actors also thought that 
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they had interests to pursue, and that organising collectively could be a way 
of advancing these interests. The first articulation of this view came in 2010, 
before Laurence had published his major book. Emily Cochran Bech, then a 
PhD student in political science at Columbia University, wrote a conference 
paper in 2010 on Muslim councils in Europe (Bech 2010). It was a compara-
tive case study on the emergence of Muslim councils in France, the United 
Kingdom, Denmark and Sweden. Bech’s question was how Muslim councils 
emerged. This paper was never published in a journal, and the empirical 
analysis remained rudimentary. But some of the topics Bech focused on in 
her analysis would later resurface in other studies. Bech challenged what she 
saw as an overly state-centric tendency in the work of Laurence, in which the 
heavy hand of the state was seen as essential for the emergence of Muslim 
Councils. Based on the examples of the UK and Sweden, she claimed that such 
councils could also evolve from the ground up. Even though the initial impetus 
for the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) had been gentle prodding from the 
Conservative Home secretary Michael Howard in 1995, it was nevertheless 
the Muslim organisations themselves that took charge of the process of creat-
ing the organisation (Bech 2010, 16–17). The same applied to Sweden, according 
to Bech. A Muslim council emerged in Sweden in 1990, which continued to 
function well until 2000s and 2010s – the Swedish Muslim Council (SMR). Even 
though it was not formally acknowledged as an official partner for the gov-
ernment, it did function as “the government’s main consultative partner” [on 
Muslim matters], and it “represents a majority of Sweden’s Muslims through 
its constituent organisations” (Bech 2010, 10–11). And crucially for Bech’s argu-
ment, the SMR emerged largely bottom-up, it was not created top-down by 
the state.

A similar picture emerged in the PhD thesis of Ekaterina Braginskaia 
(Braginskaia 2015). Braginskaia compared Muslim councils in two very differ-
ent contexts, Russia and the UK. In the UK she looked at the Muslim Council of 
Britain (MCB), and in Russia she looked at the Russia Council of Muftis (SMR). 
These councils have very different histories and make-ups, and the environ-
ments they operate within are also very different. The MCB in the UK primarily 
sought support horizontally and from below, and was created bottom-up. The 
SMR in Russia, meanwhile, primarily sought support from above, from the state 
and the authorities. This had to do with the opportunity structures the organi-
sations faced. The SMR could rely on the state, but not so much on civil society 
and other organisations. The MCB could not rely on the state, which did not 
want to cooperate intimately with the organisation, and therefore turned to 
other organisations for support.

Political scientist Alice Ciciora (Ciciora 2018) later expanded upon these 
claims. She created a useful overview of all the Muslim councils in Europe 
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defined as organisations or groups that “the state has in some manner desig-
nated to be the organisation with which it will consult” (Ciciora 2018, 336). She 
claimed that far from all Muslim councils were created by the state. Ciciora’s 
claim was that the Muslim councils in Europe varied in two crucial dimen-
sions. The first is whether the councils are generated top-down (state-created), 
or evolved; bottom-up. The second dimension is whether the organisation is 
exclusionary or umbrella – i.e. whether it includes all Muslim sects and denom-
inations, or only some of these. According to her, Muslim councils of all types 
could be found across Europe.

Some studies have approached Muslim councils or representative umbrella 
organisations with different research questions. Political scientist Benjamin 
Bruce wrote a detailed historical monography on how Turkey and Morocco 
attempted to govern their diasporas in Europe (Bruce 2018). While it was not 
the primary focus of his work, he nevertheless touched upon Muslim coun-
cils in France and Germany. According to Bruce, the councils in France and 
Germany could only be deemed to be partially successful. They faced sev-
eral internal and external obstacles that made their work difficult (Bruce  
2018, 127–41).

The German Kerstin Rosenow-Williams also published a thorough book 
in Muslim umbrella organisations in Germany, based on her PhD thesis 
(Rosenow-Williams 2012, 2014). She distinguished between umbrella organ-
isations and peak organisations (Rosenow-Williams 2012, 88). Umbrella 
organisations are federations of mosques and smaller Islamic associations, 
which is a common way to organise Islamic organisations in countries such 
as Germany, France and Sweden. Peak organisations, on the other hand, are 
essentially umbrellas of umbrellas, consolidating bodies that bring together 
different umbrella organisations – and come closer to what I refer to as Muslim 
Councils in this book. What distinguishes her study from the other studies on 
Muslim umbrella organisations, is that she studied their strategies and choices 
in depth. Drawing on insights from organisational theory in sociology, she 
claimed that an important factor influencing how Islamic organisations behave 
is the expectation structures they operate within (Rosenow-Williams 2012, 89). 
These organisations are often met with different expectations from different 
stakeholders. The members these organisations are supposed to represent, 
member mosques and individual Muslims, may wish for these organisations 
to take clear stances and voice their grievances. But the cooperating partners – 
the state, the municipalities, or other life stance communities – may expect 
these organisations to show themselves as responsible and cooperative players 
who refrain from making too many claims and demands. Rosenow-Williams’ 
neo-institutional approach to organisations and institutions is an inspiration 
for this book, and I will return to her work in chapter 3.
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2.2	 Why So Many Conflicts?

None of these studies, however, have attempted to understand why there have 
been so many internal conflicts in Muslim councils or umbrella organisations. 
As was mentioned in the introduction, the existence of such conflicts has 
been mentioned in many publications, in countries as different as Germany 
(Bruce 2018, 135–42; Rosenow-Williams 2012, chapter 6), the UK (Shah 2016, 
12–19), Austria (Kurier 2018), Russia (Braginskaia 2015, 15–16), the Netherlands 
(Atkinson 2016; Houten 2019), Sweden (Sorgenfrei 2018, 105–31), Spain 
(Laurence 2012, 196), and Belgium (Loobuyck, Debeer, and Meier 2013, 69–70). 
But there have not been systematic attempts in the research to understand 
why these conflicts occurred.

The only exception is what could be called a semi-scholarly book on Islam 
in France, by the French public servant Bernard Godard. He is a former offi-
cial at the French Ministry of the Interior who was instrumental in setting up 
the Conseil Français du Culte Musulman (CFCM), who drew on his extensive 
experience with Muslim communities to write two books on Islam in France 
(Godard 2015; Godard and Taussig 2007). In the latter book, he devoted a whole 
chapter to developments in the CFCM and the conflicts that occurred. His 
perspective was that the conflicts were about internal reasons: Muslim organ-
isations were simply too different from each other, in theological and political 
and ethnic orientation, and this made cooperation difficult. Godard did not 
explore whether there could be other reasons for the conflicts.

A similar argument can be found, however, in a few other works which 
also deal with conflicts and collective action among Muslims in Europe. In an 
influential article from 2006, the sociologists Steven Pfaff and Anthony J. Gill, 
explored the seeming lack of collective action among Muslims in Germany and 
Europe (Pfaff and Gill 2006). Their theoretical assumption was that Muslims 
«should» be likely to organise collectively, given that they have obvious collec-
tive interests in doing so. Nevertheless, this seldom happened, they claimed. 
They used Germany and the relations between mosques and authorities in 
Berlin as an example and showed that Muslims articulated their demands 
through narrow and small groups, and not through broad organisations or 
coalitions. Pfaff and Gill provided several possible explanations. Their most 
important explanation highlighted what they called the «decentralized char-
acter of Islam». According to them, this aspect makes it difficult for any actor 
to speak in the name of Islam and therefore makes it more difficult to organise 
Muslims across their differences.

Another influential article from the same year was written by the political 
scientists Carolyn Warner and Manfred Wenner. They made essentially the 
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same claim. They too explored the political organisation of Muslims in Europe 
and noted a striking lack of organised collective action. Their explanation for 
this also had to do with the nature of Sunni Islam as a “decentralized” reli-
gion: “Islam is not conducive to large-scale, sustained collective action in the 
European context. Islam is a decentralized, non-hierarchical religion with mul-
tiple and often competing schools of law and social requirements” (Warner 
and Wenner 2006, 461). They did note that Shiʾa Islam was centralized and 
hierarchical but claimed that this was not the case for Sunni Islam. Hence, 
this decentralized diversity of Sunni Islam made it difficult to come together 
to achieve common goals. Although Pfaff and Gill and Warner and Wenner’s 
theory had to do with coming together, it may be extended to account for the 
stability/instability and functioning of Muslim councils.

An explanation along the same lines can be found in an article by the 
Islamologue Uriya Shavit, who explored the issue of fasting during Ramadan 
and how the two mosques in Iceland relate to each other (Shavit 2016). This 
article is particularly interesting given how small the Muslim community 
in Iceland is. Still, the one existing mosque split into two mosques in 2006. 
According to the interviews Shavit did, this split was not about doctrinal issues, 
but rather about personal conflicts. But after the split, doctrinal disagreement 
seemed to have reinforced the conflict. The split concerned a dilemma that 
Muslims who live in the north of Europe face during Ramadan: Should they 
follow the traditional ruling on fasting as it applies to Muslim lands? This rule 
states that one must refrain from food and water from dusk till dawn. But what 
happens if the sun never sets, as is the case in the Arctic during early summer? 
Or what happens if this leads to a fast of 18, 20 or 22 hours, like in recent years 
in Iceland?

This has led to two different interpretations. One interpretation is that fast-
ing should then be done in accordance with the times of Mecca when the day 
surpasses 18 hours. The stricter interpretation is that as long as there is a dif-
ference between night and day – and two hours is sufficient for that, according 
to the adherents of this view – one should strive for fasting according to local 
times, as long as it does not endanger one’s health. In Iceland, Shavit shows 
that this issue deepened the split in the small Muslim community. For some 
reason, the two mosques decided to opt for different approaches to fasting. 
This was a choice they had to make on their own, since there was no absolute 
authority in place to tell them what to do. One mosque follows the local hours, 
while the other follows Mecca. Because of this, the iftar – the breaking of the 
fast – occurs at different times in the two mosques in Reykjavik. The doctrinal 
and institutional diversity of current Western Islam, where the believers have 
a certain freedom in deciding which opinion to follow, seems to have played a 
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role here – even though the split between the two mosques did not start out as 
a theological dispute.

2.3	 Diversity vs. Multipolarity on the Muslim Field

But is diversity the best concept to use for describing the Muslim social field in 
European countries? The concept of diversity has often been used by schol-
ars for describing the Muslim landscape in Western Europe is (Triandafyllidou 
2010). Other scholars have used the related notion of pluralism (Maréchal 
et al. 2003, 36). Yet others have used concepts such as decentralized or 
non-hierarchical (Peña-Ramos and Medina 2011; Pfaff and Gill 2006; Warner 
and Wenner 2006). My suggestion in this book, however, is that the best way 
of conceptualizing the challenge of organising and collective action among 
Muslims in Europe is through the concept of multipolarity.

Even though the claim that Islam is a non-hierarchical religion is frequently 
made, it is not entirely correct. In Muslim majority societies, there have always 
been hierarchies and a state-governed way of organising religion, both his-
torically and today. This is seen most clearly in the case of Shiʾa Islam, which 
comprises approximately 10 to 13 percent of the global Muslim population. 
Shia Islam has a clear hierarchical and clergical structure, which goes back at 
least to the 18th century (Babayan 1996). It is often said that Sunni Islam does 
not have a church, with less formal hierarchies than the Catholics or the Shia 
Muslims have. But this is also a simplification. The Ottoman empire, which 
alongside the Mughal empire was the largest Muslim empire before the advent 
of modernity and European colonialism, had Islamic «curricula» beginning 
in the 16th century and onwards, which made clear what was and what was 
not deemed Islamic, and the institutions for higher religious education were 
controlled by the authorities (Ahmed and Filipovic 2004). In contemporary 
Turkey, this legacy continues with the state “church” Diyanet.

With the advent of European colonialism, new centralized ways of gov-
erning Islam were instituted (Gottschalk 2017). Decolonization and the rise 
of the nation state then once again led to a re-organisation of authority in 
Muslim-majority societies. In many countries, there were elaborate state-led 
attempts at organising and shaping how Islam should be interpreted and prac-
ticed. At the same time, networks and organisations emerged and organised 
expressions of Islam at a distance from – or in opposition to – the new Muslim 
states. Sufi brotherhoods had always been a fundamental feature of the organ-
isation of Islam. In some states, such as Senegal, the Sufi brotherhoods became 
co-opted by the state and took part in governing (Diouf 2013). In other places 
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they operated at a distance from the state. In addition to the Sufis, Islamist 
networks dominated by lay Muslims also emerged, frequently challenging the 
authority of the state. Claims about the “decentralized” or “non-hierarchical” 
nature of Sunni Islam are therefore exaggerated at best, and mistaken at worst. 
During the past centuries, Islam has been organised in a centralized manner in 
most Muslim states, both before and after colonization, and continuing after 
the rise of the nation state.

Still, the oft repeated claim about the decentralization of (Sunni) Islam 
does capture something, which is of relevance for understanding the Islamic 
field in both Europe and Norway. Sunni Islam does not have one big church. 
Regulation of religious affairs in Malaysia has not been managed by a “pope” 
in Mecca, but rather by local authorities. This is quite similar to Protestant 
Europe after the Reformation, where national kings wrested control of the 
Church from the hands of the Vatican. Because Muslims in the West come 
from all over the world, lines of authority may appear mixed and confus-
ing. The institutional structure that provided clear lines of authority in their 
country of origin may no longer function in the same way in the new country. 
Transnational non-state networks may also be important. The religious back-
drop against which we may understand Muslims and Islamic organisations in 
Western Europe is not non-hierarchical or decentralized. We might instead 
think of it as multipolar – an environment with several structures and organi-
sations interacting with each other and with the society of which they are part, 
and where several actors wield nearly equal amounts of influence.

Conceiving of the Islamic landscape through the concept of multipolarity 
rather than the concept of diversity or non-hierarchy provides us with several 
insights. What is the difference? The concept of diversity invokes difference as 
the primary challenge to overcome. Muslims may simply be so different, the 
argument from diversity goes, that collective action becomes difficult. They 
come from different language groups, have different theologies, and occupy 
different classes and social positions. This is similar to the challenge that may 
arise if 10–20 people with very different culinary tastes have to agree between 
themselves about what to have for dinner. The argument from multipolarity, 
on the other hand, assumes that the challenge rather is that there are several 
power centers among Muslims in Europe, which compete over influence. This 
is similar to the challenge that may arise if three top chefs are tasked with 
making a dinner for a special guest, and they all want to use this opportunity 
to shine.

My analytical proposition is that when understanding collective action in 
the Muslim field in Europe, the situation with three chefs who all want to pre-
pare a dinner is a more apt analogy than the situation with 10–20 people who 
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have different culinary tastes. Yes, Muslims in Europe are obviously diverse and 
very different from each other. But if we talk of devout and practicing Muslims, 
at least, they also have some interests in common: Access to halal meat, Muslim 
holidays, Muslim burial sites, the right to bear the hijab, the right to construct 
mosques, etc. To the degree that they have difficulty cooperating to reach these 
common goals, it may not be because they are too diverse, but because there 
are competing centers of power who all want to have a say.

2.4	 Multipolarity and Diversity among Muslims in Norway

The Islamic landscape in Norway exhibits both diversity and multipolar-
ity. Muslims have varying types of religiosities and religious practice, and 
they have different national, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. Some have 
migrated from Somalia; some have migrated from European countries like 
Bosnia or Albania. Some are first generation immigrants; some are the chil-
dren of immigrants; and some are the grandchildren of immigrants. Some are 
native converts, and some are converts from an immigrant background. But 
there is also multipolarity at play. Various organisations have sought to organ-
ise and represent in the name of Muslims and Islam. At times, the relationship 
between these organisations have been competitive.

These tendencies could be seen from the very beginning, when Islam was 
established on Norwegian soil in the 1970s. The main scholarly work on organ-
ised Norwegian Islam in this period is a book on the Norwegian mosques 
and Muslim organisations by the historian of religion Kari Vogt originally 
published in 2000 (Vogt 2008), alongside some other early works on the soci-
ological reality of Islam and Muslims in Norway (Ahlberg 1992; Jacobsen 2002; 
Østberg 1998). Vogt describes the organised Islam of the 80s and 90s as pri-
marily divided along the lines of ethnicity and sectarian orientation. These 
divisions came to the fore gradually. In the beginning, there were so few 
mosques and so few Muslims that people congregated together across ethnic 
and theological divisions. As the number of Muslims grew in the 1970s and 
1980s – and as the ethnic and linguistic diversity among the Muslims grew as 
well – a number of new mosques were established.

The most salient division on the Norwegian scene in the 1980s and 1990s 
was between what we may label as South Asian competitors – between 
Deobandis and Barelwis, and internally among Barelwis. As mentioned previ-
ously, Pakistani Muslims constituted the single largest group in Norway until 
well into the 2000s. The first mosque created was the Islamic Cultural Centre 
(ICC), which was founded by Pakistani labour migrants in 1974 (Vogt 2008, 38). 
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From the very beginning, the founders had sympathies with Jama‌ʾat e-Islami, 
an Islamist movement and party in Pakistan that also had a strong presence 
in the Pakistani diaspora in the UK. But according to the informants in Vogt’s 
book, only a few people were actually members of the party (Vogt 2008, 39). 
The congregation was instead united by an ideological affinity and an interest 
in following the teachings of Abul Aʾla Mawdudi, the towering Islamist intel-
lectual of Pakistan who had founded the Jama‌ʾat e-Islami. In the Norwegian 
context, though, ICC soon moved in a more liberal post-Islamist direction. 
More broadly, the ICC and the Jama‌ʾat e-Islami grew out of the Deoband 
movement in South Asia, which was founded in the late 19th century in India 
(Metcalf 2002). Deoband is a reformist, puritan movement, which has been 
critical of some traditional Sufi practices like commemorating Muslim saints.

But on the Islamic scene in South Asia, Deobandis have seen sharp com-
petition from the Barelwi movement, which was also founded in the late 
19th century (Jackson 2013; Tareen 2020). The Barelwi movement has main-
tained more of the traditional Sufi practices in South Asia, like singing songs 
together in the mosque, commemorating Muslim saints in the shrines and 
following spiritual leaders  – the pirs. The Barelwis of Pakistan also created 
political parties, just as their Deobandi competitors did. The distinction 
between Deobandis and Barelwis is highlighted in Vogt’s book (Vogt 2008). 
But Western scholarship on Islam has probably underestimated the depth of 
this conflict, as is documented in an excellent historical PhD thesis on this 
conflict by historian William Kessler Jackson (Jackson 2013). He documents 
several instances when central representatives from either the Deobandi or 
Barelwi school accused their opponents of not being Muslims (Jackson 2013). 
This is a very strong accusation, as apostasy from Islam is punishable in several 
Muslim countries.

So in 1976, only two years after the founding of the ICC, Pakistani migrants 
who sympathized with the Barelwi movement decided that they needed their 
own mosque. They founded what was soon to become the numerically largest 
mosque in Norway, the Central Jama‌ʾat-e-Ahl-e-Sunnat, often abbreviated as 
CJAS. Central Jama‌ʾat-e-Ahl-e-Sunnat congregated in several different loca-
tions for the next years, before subsequently moving to a location in Urtegata 
in downtown Oslo. CJAS soon became a large and influential mosque, as 
the clear majority of the Pakistani labour migrants were Barelwis and not 
Deobandis. The Barelwi congregation soon proved to be internally divided as 
well. In 1984 a split occurred, and some of the people in the mosque created 
another Barelwi mosque – the World Islamic Mission. This new mosque also 
experienced splits in the late 80s. The final major actor on the South Asian 
Islamic scene was the Tablighi Jamaat, often referred to as Tabligh. The Tabligh 
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was founded in colonial India in the 1920s, as a puritan movement which 
aimed at reforming the mores and religious habits of Muslims. It is generally 
regarded as having grown out of the Deoband movement and is closer to the 
Deobandis than to Barelwis.

In addition to the Pakistani mosques, a number of Turkish mosques were 
founded in the 1980s. At the start of the decade, there was a single Turkish 
mosque, but this mosque experienced conflicts during the 1980s and split into 
three communities (Vogt 2008, 60). The largest community was connected to 
Diyanet, the official «state church» in Turkey. But the Islamist/post-Islamist 
Milli Görus also had a significant following, as well as the Sufi-oriented 
Süleymanci movement (J. Elgvin 2007). Other currents also set their mark 
on the Norwegian Islamic landscape during the 1980s and early 1990s, although 
the Pakistanis and the Turks were the largest groups numerically. In 1987, a 
mosque was founded by young Arabs which would later become a power centre 
in the Norwegian Islamic landscape, known colloquially as the Rabita-mosque 
(al-Rabita al-Islamiyaa fi Norvij) (Vogt 2008, 70). This mosque was founded by 
young activists who were loosely associated with the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Still, Rabita would soon move beyond traditional Islamism. It advocated 
for dialogue and reaching compromise with society at large, and attempted 
to avoid conflict and controversy. Throughout this book, I will therefore efer to 
their theological and ideological orientation as post-Islamist, not as Islamist. 
When using the term post-Islamism, like Werner Schiffauer did on his study 
on the Milli Görus (Schiffauer 2010), I want to make clear that these actors 
within the European context do not have any intentions of Islamising society 
as a whole. They come from an Islamist heritage, but their actual politics on 
European soil are usually very different from the politics that their Islamist 
brethren espouse in Muslim countries. Even though the Rabita mosque never 
had as many members as the largest Pakistani mosques, the level of activity 
was very high, and it set an outsized mark on the larger Islamic field in Norway.

There were also other kinds of mosques and Islamic associations in Norway 
which were established in the 1980s. Several smaller mosques catered to spe-
cific ethnic or national groups, such as the Gambian community or Turkish 
Kurds. Mosques from the Balkans or central Europe – from Bosnia, Kosovo or 
Albania – began to set their mark on the Islamic scene later on, but were not 
a significant presence in the 80s or the early 90s. There were some currents 
in Norwegian Islam, however, which were influential and had a substantial 
number of adherents but nevertheless stayed on the margins of the Islamic 
landscape more broadly. Most importantly there are the Shia: The 80s saw the 
foundation of a large Shia mosque, the Anjuman e-Hussaini. In the beginning, 
this mosque was dominated by Pakistani Shias. But with an influx of refugees 
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from Iraq, Iran and Lebanon, Arab and Iranian Shias gradually became more 
influential. Still, the main Shia imam throughout the 80s was a Pakistani. As 
will be seen later in the chapter, the Shia cooperated with Sunni mosques in the 
fight against Rushdie’s novel Satanic verses, but after that, they largely stayed 
out of the IRN, and did not cooperate much with other Sunni mosques – before 
rejoining in the 2010s (Elgvin 2023b).

Whereas Sunnis generally accepted the Shia as belonging to the Muslim 
fold, that was not the case with the quintessential outsider on the Islamic 
field in Norway: Ahmadiyya. Ahmadiyya is a religious community originat-
ing in Pakistan. It was founded by Ahmadi Kadiyani, a preacher who lived in 
present-day Lahore in the late 19th century. They define themselves as Muslims 
but are presently not recognized as Muslims by virtually any Muslim states 
or Islamic organisations. The reason is that they claim that their founder, 
Kadiyani, was a prophet. This is a stance which is in conflict with the tradi-
tional Islamic doctrine that Muhammad was the seal of the prophets, the last 
prophet to emerge. The first Ahmadiyya missionaries came to Norway already 
in the 1950s, and established a mosque in Oslo in 1980 (Vogt and Chaudry 2022).

The Islamic field thus demonstrated both diversity in terms of sectarian and 
theological orientation, and multipolarity in terms of competing power cen-
tres. In this regard, the Islamic field in Norway is similar to the Islamic fields 
in many other European countries. The organised Islamic field in Norway nev-
ertheless has some unique features. In several European countries – such as 
France, Germany, and Sweden  – mosques or Islamic associations are often 
organised through larger federations or umbrella organisations, and seldom 
receive funding from the state. In Norway, by contrast, the main organisational 
unit is the individual mosque. Mosques in Norway also receive funding from the 
state conditional on their formal membership size. This funding arrangement 
is required by law and has to do with Norway’s history of having independent 
churches alongside the Church of Norway, which was the state church until 
2012 (KUF 1995; Schmidt 2015). The independent churches and faith communi-
ties receive funding from the state based on their membership size, calculated 
from the sum that the Church of Norway receives. When adherents of other 
religions started setting up congregations in Norway in the post-war period, 
they were included in the same system. This means that mosques in Norway 
have a strong incentive to enrol people as members, and sometimes enter into 
a competitive relationship with each other.

The story in the rest of the chapter indicates that this multipolarity indeed 
can be a difficult challenge to overcome for Muslims who want seek collective 
representation. But the Norwegian story also shows that it is far from impossi-
ble. In this process, both internal and external factors played a role. The process 
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that ended with the creation of the IRN did not happen solely due to an inter-
nal wish for representation, nor solely due to initiatives from external actors. 
It rather resulted from a double search for representation, from both within and 
without the Muslim communities themselves. This double pressure from both 
above and below, though, would later lead to difficulties in keeping the organ-
isation together.

2.5	 Coming Together for the First Time: the Rushdie Affair

In Norwegian public debate, it has sometimes been claimed that the IRN actu-
ally originated with the mobilization during the Rushdie affair in 1988 and 
1989 (Akerhaug 2016). As this sub-chapter will show, there is a kernel of truth 
in this proposition. At the same time, the organisation that arose during the 
Rushdie affair was very different from the IRN organisation that was founded 
some years later.

The main facts of the affair are well known by now. The Indian-British 
novelist Salman Rushdie had published the novel Satanic Verses in late 1988, 
detailing the life of two Indian Muslims living in England, and grappling 
with questions of multiculturalism and belonging. Even before the publica-
tion of the novel in India, it created controversy. The title in the novel refers 
to a controversial episode in Islamic theological history, in which the prophet 
Muhammad allegedly received some verses which he thought were from God, 
but which actually came from heathen goddesses (Ahmed 2017). The threat-
ening implication for orthodox Muslims was that if these verses were false, 
who is to know if other verses in the Quran may be false as well? As Shahab 
Ahmed shows, this led to the creation of an orthodoxy in which the existence 
of these verses was denied. By invoking these verses in the title, Rushdie was 
making a statement about doubt, insecurity, and ambiguity. But even though 
he likely did not know it, Rushdie also reproduced tropes from anti-Islamic 
discourses by using this title. The phrase “Satanic verses” itself was coined 
by a Christian Western orientalist in the 19th century who thought that the 
revelations Muhammad received had in fact come from Satan, not from God 
(Anthony 2019, 219). Muslim scholars, on the other hand, had throughout his-
tory referred to the verses as “the story of the maidens” (Anthony 2019, 216). 
By referring to these verses as Satanic, Rushdie was lending credence to tropes 
from orientalist anti-Islamic discourses. The novel, in many ways explorative 
and fantastic, also includes passages which are quite explicitly blasphemous. 
In one passage the narrator describes a brothel in Mecca, where the prostitutes 
carry the names of the wives of the prophet Muhammad. It is no wonder that 
Muslims perceived this as insulting.
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It is nevertheless likely that very few of those who reacted against the novel 
had actually read it. It still created an immediate stir in India and Pakistan. 
Because of the tense communal relations between Muslims and Hindus on 
the Indian subcontinent, India and Pakistan have had strict laws on blas-
phemy since colonial times, which were meant to serve communal relations. 
In Pakistan, these laws became harsher in the 1980s during the reign of 
Zia-ul-Haq (Bangstad 2009, 139–85). Accusations about blasphemy regularly 
incited strong feelings among both Hindus and Muslims, and there have been 
several well-publicized cases in both countries where blasphemy accusations 
were brought before the law. The fact that Rushdie was Indian and Muslim 
in origin probably contributed to the fuss, and also the fact that Rushdie had 
achieved global acclaim as an author with his masterful first novel, Midnight’s 
Children, which depicted the story of India from the beginning till the late 
1980s. It was therefore one of «their own» who ruffled feathers.

Soon, the case went global. Ayatollah Khomeini, the spiritual and politi-
cal Shia Muslim leader of Iran, published a fatwa in which he said that it was 
the duty of every Muslim worldwide to kill Rushdie, as well as anybody who 
aided in the publication of the book. A fatwa is an edict from a Muslim theo-
logian which explains what is permitted and not permitted for a Muslim to do. 
When publishing a fatwa on Rushdie, Khomeini was in fact laying claim to be 
a normative source for every Muslim in the whole world. This quickly led to 
reactions in other parts of the world.

Norway was one of the Western countries with the strongest mobilization 
efforts against Rushdie’s book (Engelstad 2013, 55). Soon after Khomeini’s fatwa, 
an ad-hoc organisation called the Islamic Defence Council was formed. This 
cooperation council involved most of the mosques in Norway. For nearly one 
and a half year, they contested the publication of the Norwegian translation of 
the book. They arranged a major demonstration in Oslo on the 25.02.1989, in 
which nearly 3,000 people took part. This is a large number, given that there 
were only about 40,000 people from Muslim countries in Norway at the time, 
19,000 of whom were members of the mosques (Daugstad and Østby 2009, 
15). This implies that opposition against Rushdie’s book must have been quite 
common in the various Muslim communities. The adopted slogans were «Stop 
Satan Rushdie» and «Respect for religion». Following that demonstration, the 
Defence Council decided to take the publishing house Aschehoug to court on 
charges of blasphemy, without much success.

The Islamic Defence Council was controversial from the very beginning. It 
always maintained an ambiguous view on Khomeini’s fatwa and on its legal-
ity. On the one hand, they said that every Muslim in Norway had to follow 
Norwegian law, and that it was illegal for any Muslim to act against Rushdie or 
his associates. Their approach was to use legal means, and they sued Aschehoug 
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for publishing the book. On the other hand, they refused to outright condemn 
the fatwa against Rushdie. The organisation was therefore met with much 
scepticism from other actors in Norwegian society.

For the purpose of this book, the unique feature of the Defence Council was 
that it was able to unite probably all of the mosques in Norway – and there-
fore functioned as an important precursor to the IRN. Given the multipolarity, 
conflicting identities and diverging interests among mosques and Muslims in 
Norway, how were they able to organise collectively in such a successful man-
ner? Today, there are few publicly available written sources about the Defence 
Council. In her book from 2000, Vogt only mentions the Rushdie affair in 
passing. The journalist Ann-Magrit Austenå discusses the council in her book 
on the Rushdie affair from 2011, which included interviews with some of the 
actors (Austena 2011). Marianne Engelstad’s master thesis is probably the most 
thorough treatment of the organisation so far, largely based on the aforemen-
tioned sources as well as newspaper articles from the period (Engelstad 2013). 
However, none of these authors specifically discussed the problem of collec-
tive action with regards to the Defence Council. For this thesis, I was able to 
access one additional source: An interview with Trond Ali Linstad, who func-
tioned as the secretary of the council.

In my interview with Linstad, he stated that the Defence Council indeed 
functioned as a bridge between three of the main currents in Norwegian Islam 
in the 1980s: Barelwis, Deobandis and Shia. It was formed on the initiative 
of imam Mushtaq Ahmed Chishti in the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque, the largest 
mosque in Norway. The imam, Chishti, seemingly enjoyed much authority. 
Linstad recounted it as follows:

It was alama Chishti who stepped forward, and said that now we must 
unite, we must create a council, and we must stand against this attack on 
the prophet and on Islam.

Interview with Trond Ali Linstad, 10.05.2018

Chishti was employed by the Barelwi mosque Ahl-e-Sunnat as imam in 1981. 
He passed away in 2002, and I never got the chance to meet him personally. 
But Vogt’s book – and some of the interviewees I spoke to in 2017 and 2018 – 
depict him as an energetic, towering but also controversial figure. Later on, he 
become involved in long-standing conflicts. But in the 1980s, it does appear 
as if Chishti was the single most influential and predominant figure on the 
Islamic scene in Norway, and Ahl-e-Sunnat was the dominant mosque. When 
he called for unity and action, it appears that other actors and factions followed 
suit. Chishti convened a meeting, according to Linstad, and at this meeting, the 
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agenda called for a discussion about how to proceed. At this meeting it was 
decided to form the Defence Council, and that imam Chishti would lead it.

The Defence Council also instituted a leadership board. It was composed of 
imam Chishti, and two other important figures with other sectarian orienta-
tions. The Deobandi Islamic Cultural Centre (ICC) – which was the first mosque 
in Norway  – also joined. It was represented by imam Mehboob ur-Rehman. 
Rehman had been hired as imam in the ICC in 1985, and he would continue to 
serve as the main imam in the mosque until he retired in 2016 (Islamic Culture 
Centre Norway 2016). In the meantime, he would become one of the most 
influential Islamic figures in Norway. Lastly, the Shia also participated in the 
leadership board of the Defence Council. The third important religious figure 
was Mawlana Rizvi, who was the imam in the Anjuman e-Hussaini mosque, 
the largest Shia mosque in Norway. Like the other two imams, Mawlana Rizvi 
was also from South Asia. When these three men convened, they united the 
three main factions of Norwegian Islam at the time: Pakistani Barelwi Islam, 
Pakistani Deobandi Islam (and Islamism/post-Islamism), and Shia Islam.

Even though the Defence Council did not achieve their goal of stopping the 
publication of Rushdie’s novel in Norway, they did achieve something else: they 
brought together the multipolar world of Norwegian Islam. Was this a difficult 
feat to bring about? According to Linstad, it was not too difficult. According 
to him, theological lines of demarcation was not a big deal in the Norwegian 
Muslim milieus of the 80s:

I don’t think it was such a demarcating line back then. I ran a Muslim 
community centre. On our board we had both prominent Shia Muslims 
and prominent Sunni Muslims, and it was never a problem.

Interview with Trond Ali Linstad, 10.05.2018

Linstad’s assessment may have been influenced by the fact that he himself 
never emphasized the intra-theological differences in Islam. When he con-
verted to Islam and became a Shia in the 1980s, it was mainly because of the 
Iranian revolution. Shia Islam seemed ascendant, and most promising from a 
political standpoint. “It just felt natural, with the revolution in Iran. Also, I have 
never been very obsessed with literalism and all the small details in Islam. I am 
concerned with the big questions, with politics and society”, he said in our 
interview. It is thus possible that Linstad downplays the sectarian fissures dur-
ing the late 80s, because he never perceived them as important.

The tight cooperation in the Defence Council does nevertheless lend some 
credence to Linstad’s assessment. But as will be shown later in the chapter, 
this was not to last. Only a few years later, Shias silently disappeared from the 
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IRN project, and there was opposition among some of the Sunnis to includ-
ing them in the organisation. As I have argued in an article in The Journal of 
Muslims in Europe, the strong alliance during the Rushdie affair probably had 
to do with the existence of a strong common goal or enemy (Elgvin 2023b). In 
the absence of such a common goal later on, it would be more difficult to build 
bridges across lines of division.

After some time, the activities of the Defence Council seemed to die down. 
They lost the battle in court and were not able to stop the publication of 
Rushdie’s novel. In my interview with Linstad, he made it clear that things did 
not transpire as he had hoped after the affair. Things went back to a certain nor-
mality in the mosques. They did not concern themselves much with activism 
in the public sphere, but rather took care of internal communal life, just like 
they had done before the Rushdie affair. For Linstad, this was a source of grief:

During the Rushdie affair, I had hoped that something would change. But 
people withdrew back to their mosques. They conducted their activities 
in their own mosques. If one approached them and tried to get them out 
on the street again, they were hesitant. “We all need to be nice”, that kind 
of stuff. Some of the dynamics had disappeared.

OE: What do you mean by “we all need to be nice”?
It was very important to them that the Norwegian public should cud-

dle them on their heads. The Church should be our friend, etc. That is a 
good thing in itself, of course. But who defines that dialogue? Who has 
power in that relationship? That is the Norwegian public. Or the Church. 
Mainstream society. Take one of the mosques that I used to have con-
tact with. They invited Sonja, the queen of Norway, to visit them. So, the 
queen visits, and everybody was very happy. That’s how it became.

Interview with Trond Ali Linstad, 10.05.2018

This indicates that the kind of activity and organisation that the Defence 
Council had instigated could not be sustained for a prolonged period of 
time, and the mosques went back to normal. A similar story was told by two 
other activists who were active during the Rushdie affair, who would also get 
involved with IRN in the early years, and who did not want to make public their 
involvement during the Rushdie affair. Their version of the events is similar to 
Linstad’s. At some point, the activity in the Islamic Defence Council largely 
faded away, they said. They had lost the battle in court, and most of those who 
had been active in the Council wanted to go back to normal: “The energy just 
wasn’t there anymore”, one actor told me, although he did not want to talk pub-
licly about his activity in the Defence Council (interview with K, 2017–2019).
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In 1991 there were reports in the media that there were internal conflicts in 
the Defence Council, and the organisation seemed to be in trouble (Stanghelle 
1991). When Rushdie visited Norway in August 1992, there was no mention of 
the Defence Council in the national press, suggesting that the organisation 
either had ceased to exist or lay dormant. Three mosque leaders protested pub-
licly, including the sheikh from the Shiʿa Anjuman e Hussaini mosque who had 
been a part of the leadership in the Defence Council, but they did so in their 
own name and in the names of their mosques, not in the name of the Defence 
Council (NTB 1992). The other leaders from the old Defence Council were nota-
bly silent, suggesting a change of approach. The Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque – the 
CJAS – which had dominated the mobilization against Rushdie in 1989, even 
came out publicly against these imams, and said that the imams were only 
speaking for themselves (Engelstad 2013, 54–55). This was a remarkable devel-
opment. CJAS had led the Defence Council just a few years earlier, but now 
they distanced themselves from such protests – which were milder and softer 
than the protests which had taken place earlier.

One reason for this may have been that a new chapter in the institutional 
history of Islam in Norway was about to be written just around the time of 
Rushdie’s visit: The IRN was about to be founded, because of an invitation let-
ter from the Church of Norway.

2.6	 The External Impetus: the Initiative from the Church

The initiative the led to the creation of the IRN was external and hailed 
from the church of Norway in 1992. It is impossible to know whether IRN 
would have materialized as an organisation without such an external impetus. 
What seems very probable, however, is that it would not have happened at this 
point in time. As will be shown in the following sections, there did not seem 
to be a strong demand for collective organisation in the Norwegian mosques 
in the early 1990s. It is of course possible that the mosques would have cre-
ated such an organisation later. The decisive event happened in early 1992. The 
MKR – the Council on Ecumenical and International Relations in the Church of 
Norway, more or less functioning as a kind of ministry of foreign affairs in the 
church – sent a letter to all the Islamic congregations it could locate in Norway, 
and invited them to a meeting with the goal of establishing “formalized con-
tact” (Bakkevig and Tveit 1992a).

Some background may be necessary to understand the context for this invi-
tation. By the early 1990s, Muslims had become a more established part of 
the Norwegian societal landscape. Like in other Western European countries, 



34 Chapter 2

Muslims moved to Norway with post-war labour migration, and the numbers 
subsequently increased with refugee and family migration. This resulted in a 
public and political debate where the presence Islam and Muslims increas-
ingly became an issue, even though it still received less focus than it would 
later do. Figure 1 includes the mentions of the word Islam in Norwegian print 
media. Norway maintains an encompassing searchable media archive, where 
almost all Norwegian media can be searched all the way back to 1945 (https:// 
www.retrievergroup.com/no/product-mediearkivet-atekst). As can be seen, 
the largest uptick happened after the attacks on 9/11 in 2001. But in the 1980s, 
there was a rising number of mentions of Islam and Muslims in the Norwegian 
media, with a particularly noted increase during the Rushdie affair in 1989.

This tendency can be easier to understand if we compare the mentions of 
“Muslims” “Pakistanis” and “immigrants” – three categories that could be used 
to refer to the same people. At the turn of the 1980s, Pakistanis constituted the 
largest group by far among the immigrants in Norway, and an overwhelming 
majority of the Pakistanis were Muslim. Figure 2 contains the annual mentions 
of Muslims, Pakistanis and immigrants in Norwegian print media, from 1970 
to 1995. The timeline goes from 1970 – the year before the first major wave of 
Pakistani migrants arrived in Norway – and 1994, the year after the founding 
of the IRN.

In the 1970s, there was almost no mention of Muslims in Norwegian media, 
whereas Pakistanis, and subsequently immigrants, were mentioned. At the 
end of the decade, this began to change. From the early 80s and onwards, 
immigrants were the dominant category for a time. The mention of Muslims, 
however, was also increasing, and the shift seems to have started in 1979 – the 
year of the revolution in Iran and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Muslims 
were mentioned with increasing frequency throughout the 1980s, until it 

Figure 1	 Mentions of ‘Islam’ in Norwegian 
print media
Source: Retriever/Atekst, the 
Norwegian media archive

https://www.retrievergroup.com/no/product-mediearkivet-atekst
https://www.retrievergroup.com/no/product-mediearkivet-atekst
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surpassed immigrants as the most mentioned topic in 1992. Some of these 
mentions did not have to do with Muslims in Norway, though. It is likely that 
Pakistanis and immigrants would usually be used to refer to persons in Norway, 
whereas Muslims could also denote Muslim groups who were involved in 
developments abroad. The increased use of “Muslims” throughout the 1980s 
and early 1990s nevertheless indicates that there was a stronger focus on 
Muslims and Islam in the Norwegian public sphere – as in in other countries 
in Europe (Brubaker 2013).

The political environment in Norway during these years also resembles the 
environment in other countries in Western Europe. A political culture which 
may be described as soft multiculturalism gradually gave way to a more criti-
cal discourse in immigration, Islam and multicultural society. There has been 
some debate among Norwegian scholars as to whether Norway has ever had a 
policy that can be labelled multiculturalist – where some aspects of cultural 
difference are promoted and celebrated, and minorities enjoy certain rights 
as groups (Bygnes 2013; Djuve 2016; Gripsrud 2018; Hagelund 2003; Simonnes 
2013). It is safe to say that Norway has never had a formal multiculturalist policy 
that awarded group rights to immigrants or that doubled down strongly on cel-
ebrating diversity. But it can still be argued that there was a stronger discourse 
in the late 1970s and the first part of the 1980s empasising that one needed to 
meet migrants with understanding, and that migrants should be allowed to 
keep some of their norms and customs. We may label this soft multiculturalism.

But this began to change towards the end of the decade. The discourse of 
soft multiculturalism was challenged by a new political discourse that aspired 
to place harder demands on the migrants, and also by a sub-discourse of out-
right racism and Islamophobia. In the mid-1980s there were several violent 
attacks by Norwegian neo-Nazis which received much attention in the press, 
including an attack on an Ahmadiyya mosque in 1985. The far right also started 
to gain political influence for the first time. Before the municipal elections 
in 1987, the leader of the Norwegian populist far-right Progress Party Carl I. 
Hagen claimed to have received a letter from a Muslim man called Mohammad 
Mustafa, which warned that Islam would “gain victory in Norway too”, and that 

Figure 2	  
Mentions of “Muslims”, “Pakistanis” and “Immigrants” 
in Norwegian print media, 1970–1994
Source: Retriever/Atekst, the Norwegian 
media archive
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“the infidel cross in the flag shall go away”. The letter was soon revealed to be a 
fabrication, and the alleged sender of the letter – who was in fact a real person, 
located at the very address which was stated in the letter – took Hagen to court. 
Hagen claimed that he was not aware that it was a fabrication and apologised 
for having publicized it. It nevertheless created a stir, and the Progress Party 
went on to have their best election ever shortly thereafter, after a boost in the 
polls following the episode (Jupskås 2015, 85).

Such events led to a concern about racism and discrimination, and in the 
next decade there would be several academic and political debates revolving 
around immigrants and racism in Norwegian society (Eriksen 1995; Midtbøen 
2017). In Norway, this situation led to an interest in interfaith and intercul-
tural dialogue as a remedy against discrimination. Norway witnessed several 
high-profile dialogue projects in the late 1980s and the beginning of the 90s 
involving secular humanists, Muslims, Christians and Jews. These projects 
were carried out under the auspices of Nansenskolen, “The Nansen academy” – 
a humanist educational institution that had pioneered several influential 
dialogue projects in Norway in the 1980s and early 1990s (Eidsvåg 1993). Many 
of the actors who later became active in organised interfaith dialogue had their 
first encounter with inter-religious dialogue through Nansenskolen.

The Church of Norway also became a part of this trend. The Church of 
Norway is probably the oldest existing organisation in Norwegian society, going 
back all the way to the Reformation and the creation of a Danish/Norwegian 
protestant kingdom in 1536. In the 1990s, it was still a state church. The bish-
ops were appointed by the government. Fundamentally, the leadership in the 
Church had to operate within the norms that were seen as somewhat appro-
priate within Norwegian society, even though it also aspired to maintain some 
independence towards the authorities and had at times been at odds with the 
influential labour movement (Haugen 2015). The prevailing ideology in parts 
of the church was that of a “folk church”: A church which was not only for the 
few faithful, but for large segments of society, including those who only went 
to church occasionally (Hegstad 1999, 22–27). Many in the church felt respon-
sible not only for saving souls, but also for the general welfare of Norwegian 
society. Activists in the church were also influenced by a more general preoc-
cupation with interfaith dialogue within Western Christianity, in which people 
in the Church of Norway took part.

The very first records in Leirvik’s archive have to do with international ini-
tiatives for inter-religious dialogue. In 1984 and 1985, several meetings took 
place in the Lutheran World Federation on the topic of dialogue between reli-
gions. These meetings called for the member churches to engage in dialogue 
with people from other religions. In Norway, this led the MKR – the Council on 
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Ecumenical and International Relations in the Church of Norway, more or less 
functioning as a kind of ministry of foreign affairs for the church – to establish 
a working group that was tasked with working on the “relationship to other 
religions in Norway” (Seim 1986). The MKR had previously written a report on 
how the Church could deal with the arrival of refugees in Norway. The previ-
ous report had been focused on issues of welfare and integration, while this 
new working group were to work on questions dealing with theology and iden-
tity. This work culminated in a book published in 1991 with the title Når tro 
møter tro – “When belief meets belief” (Nordhaug 1991). An overriding concern 
in these publications is that religious minorities are discriminated against – 
and that interfaith dialogue can be of benefit to society and the minorities 
themselves.

In 1991, the Church of Norway then took steps to formalize dialogue with 
Muslims in Norway on its own behalf. The MKR decided to take the initia-
tive to arrange a “formalized contact” with Muslims in Norway – deliberately 
keeping the wording vague, as they didn’t want to take for granted what form 
this formalized contact should have (Mellomkirkelig råd 1991). In order to get 
the “formalized contact” with the Muslims up and running the MKR enlisted the 
support of the theologian and priest Oddbjørn Leirvik. Leirvik had been one 
of the earliest clergymen in Norway to heed the call to have dialogue with peo-
ple from other faiths, and had a broad contact network among Muslims and 
Muslim congregations.

Leirvik went to work and penned a draft of a letter, which contained an invi-
tation to a meeting which was to be held in April. This letter was later sent out 
to all the mosques he became aware of on 20 January 1992, signed by the lead-
ers of MKR (Bakkevig and Tveit 1992a). The invitation was also sent to several 
Christian organisations and to representatives from the authorities and other 
civil society organisations. The letter was formulated in an open-ended man-
ner and avoided any mention of controversial topics. This open-ended strategy 
seems to have worked. In Leirvik’s archive, one finds several positive responses 
from different mosques. No mosques declined the invitation formally.

But there does appear to have been some reluctance on the part of some 
mosques, as several mosques, including some of the largest, did not send a 
response, and some made it clear that they were not available on that date. 
Because of this, it was not possible to hold the meeting in April as planned. 
What happened instead was that several of the mosques tried to regain control 
over how to organise themselves – and created an umbrella organisation prior 
to the meeting with the church.

On 20.08.92, MKR received a letter dated 18 August 1992, which stated that 
some of the mosques had pre-empted the process: They had held a meeting 
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among themselves, and it also emerged that they had created what they referred 
to as the “Islamic Council”. The letter reads as follows:

With reference to your letter from the 20/01/1992, where 1–2 persons 
from every Muslim organisation and congregation in Norway was invited 
to a meeting on the 26.04.1992. As you already know, this meeting was 
cancelled from our side, and you expressed that this meeting could take 
place at a later occasion.

Later on, all Muslim organisations and congregations in Norway 
have come together and taken the decision that we will name an offi-
cial delegation which will meet you, and which will represent all Muslim 
organisations and congregations in Norway. This in order to facilitate the 
communication between us.

With this, we thank you again for your invitation, and we are looking 
forward to getting a suggestion for a meeting date from you. A response 
to this letter can be sent to this address.

Regards,
Zahid Mukhtar
Secretary of Islamic Council

Mukhtar 1992a

It is not clear from the sources what kind of organisation this was – if they 
had a formal leadership and membership, etc. But the meeting between the 
mosques had at least led to the creation of a proto-organisation which was to 
function as their representative.

2.7	 The Internal Response: the Wish to Represent Islam

The fact that the mosques organised between themselves prior to the meeting 
with the MKR and created an Islamic Council without input from the MKR, 
underlines how Muslim representation in Norway was the result of a double 
search for representation, from both the inside and the outside.

In August, a proto-IRN seemed to have been founded. What had happened? 
The sources from the period indicate that important issues had to with inter-
nal struggles about orthodoxy and correct representation: Who were proper 
Muslims and who were not? Who had the right to speak in the name of Islam? 
The MKR received a letter in April from the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque. It was writ-
ten in English and is reproduced verbatim below.
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Contact between the Church of Norway and Muslim organisations in 
Norway

Your letter dated 20.01.92 & 05.03.92
We acknowledge with thanks for your above two letters. But regret to 

say that we cannot contact you well in time, due to Ramdan our holy 
month’s engagements.

We have come to know that your church has invited all the muslim org. 
and religious muslim org. in Norway.
	 For your information, we mention that in muslim world the under-
noted two named are not treated as muslim org:
1.		  Ahmediya Menighet, Frogner Oslo
2.		  Taloo-e Islam, Oslo
Therefore, they are not entitled to take part on behalf of muslims in 
Norway.
	 The detail has already discussed on telephone.
	 Thanking you again.

	 Yours faithfully,
Mohammed Ashraf
President

Ashraf 1992

This letter, from the largest mosque in Norway, makes clear what boundaries 
they wished to set – for what Islam is, and who should count as a Muslim. The 
first name is a reference to the Ahmadiyya – the Muslim movement originat-
ing from Pakistan which defines itself as Muslim, but which is not accepted 
as such by most other Muslim organisations. Somewhat more surprising is 
the mention in the letter of the group Taloo-e Islam, more commonly spelled 
Tolu-e-Islam. This is a modern rationalist Muslim group, which was founded 
by the Pakistani scholar and activist Ghulam Ahmed Parvez (1903–1986) 
(Reetz 2010, 316). In the early 90s they had around a couple hundred adher-
ents in Norway. Tolu-e-Islam espouse a rationalist interpretation of Islam in 
which the Quran reigns supreme, and most of the hadiths are discarded. The 
hadiths are sayings and stories from the prophet Muhammad and his com-
panions, which were collected and written down some hundred years after 
the death of the prophet. In most traditional interpretations of Islamic the-
ology, the hadiths have traditionally constituted a normative source on a par 
with the Quran. Some of the most famous Islamic commandments, such as 
the commandment to pray five times daily, can only be found in the hadiths. 
But the hadiths are also the source of some of the most controversial parts of 
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traditional Islamic teachings, such as capital punishment for apostasy. There 
has therefore been a tendency among modern reformist Islamic groups to place 
more emphasis on the Quran, and less on the hadiths. Tolu-e-Islam goes quite 
far, in that they explicitly say that most of the hadiths are false. But they uphold 
that Muhammed is the final messenger of God, and the Quran is the word of 
God. While Islamic groups in Pakistan have put much focus on Ahmadiyya, 
there has not – to my knowledge – been a similar focus on Tolu-e-Islam. The 
fact that it was mentioned by Ahl-e-Sunnat at this time does nevertheless indi-
cate that Tolu-e-Islam was also regarded as controversial, probably because of 
their stand regarding the veracity of the hadiths.

There are other indications as well that it was a preoccupation at this early 
stage to determine who should have the right to properly represent Islam, and 
particularly to avoid including heterodox Muslim groups. Olav Fykse Tveit, 
who was an advisor at the MKR and in charge of organising the planned meet-
ing, wrote an internal memo to the MKR after the meeting which can be found 
in Leirvik’s archive. He provided the following assessment in an internal report 
written some months later:

In the process around the cancellation [of the first meeting], we received 
information that several Muslim organisations were considering how 
they should respond to the invitation and how they should conduct 
themselves. As far as I understand, the Islamic Council was created 
around this time. Their secretary, Zahid Mukhtar, contacted me in order 
to acquaint himself to me and in order to ensure that the meeting would 
be between MKR and the Islamic Council. As far as I could understand 
it was a strong wish from some of the largest Muslim organisations that 
that the Muslims should conduct themselves collectively when meeting 
with us, and to avoid that representatives from Ahmadiyya would partic-
ipate at the meeting.

Tveit 1993

In their letter to the MKR, the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque therefore wanted to lay 
down the limits of Islam – in terms of whom could and should be allowed to 
represent Muslims in Norway. Both the Ahmadiyya and the Tolu-e-Islam were 
deemed to be outside the fold.

The initial meeting between the interested parties among the Muslims was 
held on the premises of the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque, according to several inter-
viewees. There were also other kinds of organisations for migrants and migrant 
workers who came to the meeting, and who wanted to have a seat at the table, 
according to interviewees who were present at the meeting. In the 1970s and 
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1980s, the mosques were not the only important organisations for migrants in 
Norway – welfare unions and worker unions had also been important (Korbøl 
and Midtbøen 2018, 269–303). When it became a question of representing 
Muslims, should these older organisations have a seat at the table as well? 
Zahid Mukhtar, the first secretary of IRN, recalled it in the following way in 
our interview:

We called in these organisations to the meeting, and there were more 
than 100 organisations there. Literally everybody. Among them was, for 
example, Pakistan Welfare Union. So, we discussed whether they should 
come along as well. But we made the point that MKR was a religious 
organisation, they want to meet about religious, theological stuff, so the 
welfare organisations do not have anything to do with that. Then it was 
decided that the mosques should go on with the process alone. So, we had 
two or three more meetings with the mosques. Some mosques stopped 
coming to the meetings as well. They did not have any particular interest 
in it. But some mosques continued, and that in time became the IRN.

Interview with Zahid Mukhtar , 24.10.2018

Two other interviewees put the numbers of organisations attending the meet-
ing as being respectively in the 40s and the 50s, so the number of organisations 
that attended is uncertain. The letter from the Church and this meeting nev-
ertheless marks a turning point in the organisation of Muslim migrants in 
Norway. The welfare unions, which had for a long time been important, were 
now being sidelined and the mosques would go on to become central vehicles 
for representation vis-à-vis mainstream society.

It is not clear  – neither from the written sources in Leirvik’s archive, nor 
from the interviews – when the mosques took the ultimate decision to form 
the Islamic Council. What is clear is that by 18 August, when Zahid Mukhtar 
sent the letter to the MKR, a proto-IRN had come into being, even though it 
was still a nascent organisation without any statutes. This was accepted and 
recognized by the MKR . In a new letter of invitation dated 28.10, they once 
again invited to a meeting, this time on 15 December, acknowledging that the 
last meeting had to be cancelled. They upheld their original list of invitees, but 
also said that the new Islamic Council was “specially invited” (Bakkevig and 
Tveit 1992b).

The Islamic Council nevertheless responded positively to this new invita-
tion, in a letter dated 4 December. They also stated that their delegation would 
consist of 19 people, and provided their names in a list (Mukhtar 1992b). When 
doing it this way, these mosques took back ownership of the process. They 
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could decide who to include, and who not to include. This way, they were not 
only acted upon through the invitation MKR – they became proactive actors 
who shaped their own trajectory.

According to those I interviewed who were present at the meeting on 
15 December, the meeting was deemed to be a success. It was attended by close 
to 50 people. The IRN sent their delegation of 19 people. Two other mosques 
who were not represented through the IRN also sent representatives. From the 
Christian side there was a comparable number of participants, ranging from 
the MKR to the bishop of Oslo, missionary organisations and the major theo-
logical institutions in Norway. There were also other observers present. There 
were journalists from many of the major newspapers, a representative from a 
government ministry, and Inge Eidsvåg, who was the head of the aforemen-
tioned dialogue-initiator Nansen Academy. Jan Opsal, an academic and scholar 
of Islam who was present at the meeting, emphasized later that this broad pres-
ence gave the initial meeting strong institutional weight (Opsal 2013, 24–25). 
It was decided that the MKR and the Islamic Council should continue with 
discussions on how to proceed with contact and dialogue. After this meeting it 
also appears that the IRN decided to form a proper organisation with statutes 
and a board.

After that initial meeting, the nascent organisation would become nar-
rower in scope. At some point – the exact time is unclear – a committee was 
appointed which was to write statutes for the organisation, two of the inter-
viewees told me. According to several interviewees, they took inspiration 
from a similar Swedish organisation, which had been founded a few years 
earlier – perhaps the Muslim Council of Sweden, which was founded in 1990 
(Sorgenfrei 2018, 122). The committee then worked to harmonize the statutes 
from the Swedish organisation to the Norwegian context. On 22 October 1993, 
these statutes were signed, during the first annual plenary meeting of the IRN. 
Whereas it had called itself Islamsk Råd – “Islamic Council” – in the initial con-
tact with MKR, it now called itself Islamsk Råd Norge, “The Islamic Council of 
Norway”. These statutes were signed by only five mosques:
1.	 Ahl-e-Sunnat (Pakistani Barelwi)
2.	 The Rabita mosque (Arab/international post-Islamist)
3.	 The Islamic Cultural Centre Union (Turkish Süleymanci)
4.	 Tanzeem ul Muslimun (Pakistani Tabligh)
5.	 The Moroccan Cultural Centre (Moroccan traditionalist)
The MKR had invited over 40 Muslim organisations and congregations in 
January 1992, and the meeting at Paulus in December 1992 had attracted at 
least ten. Now they were now down to five.
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2.8	 Overcoming Multipolarity: Idealistic Entrepreneurs  
and Post-Islamists

At this early stage IRN was not in fact representative of most of the mosques 
and Islamic organisations in Norway. At the meeting on 15 December 1992, 
there were mosques that sent their own representatives, who apparently 
did not feel represented through the proto version of IRN. The data material 
I uncovered implies that the difficulty in uniting during this time had to do 
with both multipolarity – competition between centres of power – and diver-
sity and differences.

The names of those who were not part of the official IRN delegation are 
preserved in Leirvik’s archive. I was able to identify four of these people as 
belonging to two Pakistani Barelwi mosques: Ghousia Muslim society, and the 
Minhaj ul-Quran. The Ghousia mosque broke away from World Islamic Mission 
in 1989, which had in turn broken away from the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque in 1984. 
The Norwegian branch of Minhaj ul-Quran, created by the Pakistani cleric 
Taher ul-Qadri was also created around the same time, in 1990. When the IRN 
was founded formally in October 1993, other mosques who had been repre-
sented at the meeting in December 1992 were not present anymore.

According to a couple of my interviewees, the disagreements during this 
period were not so much about theological profile, but simply about com-
petition between mosques who often had a similar profile. This was most 
clearly the case in the Pakistani Barelwi community. One of the interviewees 
described the rivalry between the Barelwi mosques at the time in this way:

All of these prejudices against each other  … These organisations were 
created because of personal conflicts and personal grudges, you know. It 
is not religious, theological stuff. They stand for the same thing! They are 
the same! Theologically they are exactly alike. But still, they are different 
organisations.

OE: So, it has been personal conflicts which made it to be … [inter-
viewee interrupts]

There were personal conflicts they had, yes. These old men. That is 
why they broke off from each other. You know, World Islamic Mission, 
everyone who created that mosque had been some of the most impor-
tant people in the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque. The same with the Ghousia 
mosque. They were in World Islamic Mission and broke away. That’s why 
cooperation was difficult.

Interview with K, 2017–2019
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Given the fact that the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque was the initial driving factor in 
the early stage of the organisation, one interpretation is that the other Barelwi 
mosques were sceptical. In our interview, Zahid Mukhtar also indicated that 
there could be distrust between the mosques:

I remember some of the mosques being sceptical when I tried to get 
them to come along. They were looking at me like, ‘this Zahid Mukhtar 
guy who runs around being so active. But whose project is this really’?

Interview with Zahid Mukhtar , 24.10.2018

This does indicate a certain rivalry between some of the mosques. When 
Mukhtar tried to get the other mosques on board with the project, it was inter-
preted as being the project of someone – of somebody trying to gain something 
through the IRN project. At this point in time, some of the mosques which 
were close competitors – meaning that they competed over the same pool of 
potential sympathizers and members, and therefore had conflicts of interest – 
seemed to have been locked into a pattern of competition.

But there were also processes of exclusion that had to do with sectarian dif-
ferences and theology. The archival record makes clear that this at least applied 
to the heterodox Ahmadiyya and the Tolu-e-Islam, as was discussed earlier. 
Even if they were interested, they would not have been let into the fold by the 
orthodox mosques. Among the Turkish mosques, the Sufi-oriented Süleymanci 
movement that was in opposition to the Turkish state took part, but not the 
state-connected Diyanet.

What about the Shia? They had been important players during the Rushdie 
affair, and they were part of the IRN’s delegation to the meeting with the MKR 
in December 1992. But they did not sign the statutes in 1993 and would not take 
part in the work of the IRN in the years to come. A couple of the interviewees 
alluded to simmering conflicts between Sunni and Shia Muslims in the early 
90s. This is also in line with Kari Vogt’s assessment. She mentions that there 
had been debates on whether to include the Shia or not in the IRN (Vogt 2008, 
216). She also mentions that the IRN decided not to exclude the Shia. But 
although there was no formal exclusion of the Shias, the fact that their later 
admission was controversial indicates that there was some scepticism towards 
the Shia among some of those who were active in the IRN. This may have led 
the Shia to feel they were not particularly welcome, even though they were 
formally allowed to participate.

A key difference from the mobilization during the Rushdie affair seems 
to have been that the perceived need for collective mobilization was much 
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lower in 1992/1993. At this point, the potential reward for taking part in the 
IRN project was uncertain: Would the IRN become successful? Would it pro-
vide any benefits to those involved? Would the organisation reach their goals? 
Responding to a letter and showing up at a meeting  – like the IRN project 
entailed in the very beginning after the invitation from the MKR – is compar-
atively easy. To spend one’s time and resources building a new organisation is 
more demanding.

One of the activists from the early years of IRN was clear that most of the 
mosques did not see any reason to take part initially:

In the beginning there was zero interest for IRN in most of the mosques. 
They laughed at us! Really, there was zero interest. I think the reason is 
that it didn’t provide them with any reward. Muslim organisations need 
to, you know, they have to kind of see a value in it for themselves.

But when IRN really became something and people got to read about 
it in the paper, they got to know that the authorities wanted to engage 
with the IRN, that we met the prime minister … that was like honey for 
these organisations. It attracted them. Suddenly IRN had value for them. 
Then, one by one, they wanted to become a member.

Interview with K, 2017–2019

The key to getting the organisation off the ground in these early years, was the 
presence a few highly devoted and idealistic organisational entrepreneurs. For 
them, the perception of a Muslim interest was the deciding factor, according 
to several interviewees. They simply thought that they had a duty to defend 
the interests of Muslims in a non-Muslim country. They therefore spent a lot of 
time and resources in making that happen. In this process it was particularly 
actors with a post-Islamist orientation from the Rabita mosque who became 
dominant, alongside some actors from other mosques who report to have been 
driven by a strong sense of idealism and duty.

When the proto-IRN started up in 1992, the Barelwi Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque 
had been dominant. Zahid Mukhtar, the first secretary of IRN, came from that 
mosque, and the very first meetings among the mosques where they discussed 
whether to form the IRN took place on the premises of Ahl-e-Sunnat. But 
Ahl-e-Sunnat soon became less influential and did not become the most dom-
inating force in IRN. Zahid Mukhtar continued to be active in the IRN for the 
years to come. But he did so completely on his own, and told me that he did not 
receive any support from the mosque. He spent time being active in the IRN 
because it just seemed important to him that someone should do it:
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I think I just wanted to contribute. I spent a lot of my spare time and 
my own money on going to these meetings. I was driven by the fact that 
I should contribute with what I could do. I could write good Norwegian, 
could write minutes from the meetings, could keep the meeting activ-
ity going, could hold things in place. The secretariat was in a way driven 
by me.

Interview with Zahid Mukhtar , 24.10.2018

Other important actors in the early years who may have been driven by a 
similar kind of motivation include Abdullah Tanatar, who was Turkish and 
represented the Süleymanci mosque, and Kebba Secka, who was from Gambia 
and represented the Gambian mosque. Both of them would fill important 
roles in the IRN in the years to come, and they have been mentioned by several 
interviewees as being important in the early phase (I was unable to conduct 
interviews with them myself). The records show that these actors were more or 
less the only representatives from their mosques throughout the next decade. 
That may indicate that they were driven by a personal belief that the work in 
the IRN was important, more than by pressure from their organisations.

Mukhtar provides an illustrative example of how the work was done in the 
early years:

In the start we had absolutely no funding. There was no membership fee 
from the start. But we needed some money to run an office. Most of it 
came from our own pockets. We bought coffee and biscuits out of our 
own pocket. The travel expenses were never covered! At this time, we had 
a small office in Trondheimsveien [a street in downtown Oslo]. One small 
room. I remember that it was often cold there. There was a toilet in the 
hall and a small kitchenette. That’s how it was. One bought a printer, 
the other bought paper. No organisations gave us any money. We had to 
repeatedly collect money to pay the rent. One guy donated the carpet. 
These guys, [Mohamed] Bouras and Abdullah [Tanatar], they painted the 
walls of the office themselves.

Interview with Zahid Mukhtar, 24.10.2018

It is a reasonable interpretation that this kind of activity requires a fair share of 
idealism. To spend one’s own money on a project like this, to spend one’s free 
time, up to the point of paying for office expenses and spending time paint-
ing the walls, requires quite a lot of commitment and devotion to the cause.

The only mosque which seemed strongly devoted to the IRN in the very 
beginning was Arab-dominated Rabita mosque. Even though it did not sign 
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the foundational statutes, the Pakistani Islamic Cultural Centre also became 
an important supporter of the organisation soon thereafter. Both in the foun-
dation phase and in the years to come these two mosques would wield more 
influence in IRN than any other groupings. In the first couple of years, Rabita 
would be most influential by far. The two first leaders of the IRN, and several 
other activists in the IRN, belonged to that mosque.

The first leader of the IRN was Abdelmounim Elamin. He was a man of 
Sudanese origin who had come to Norway in 1973. I interviewed him over 
skype, and he confirmed that he wanted out of the organisation as soon as 
there were others who could take over:

You know, I never wanted to have any of those positions. I had been 
the secretary of the Rabita mosque in the late 1980s. I didn’t want that 
position either! But some people pressed me to take that position [as sec-
retary in Rabita], because they needed somebody to do it. Then when 
the IRN came, people wanted me to be the leader of that organisation. I 
said no at first, but they insisted. So, I accepted, because I thought it was 
important that somebody did it. But as soon as there were others who 
could take over, I said that I didn’t want to do it anymore.

Interview with Abdelmounim Elamin, 17.04.2019

It is difficult to know whether Elamin’s recollections of his motivations are 
accurate, given that almost 30 years have passed. What his recollection does 
indicate, however, is that people from the Rabita mosque quickly became 
influential in the IRN, and that there had been people  – presumably in the 
Rabita environment  – who had asked him to be the leader. When Elamin 
stepped down in 1994, the next leader became Mohamed Bouras, who also 
came from Rabita. He served as the leader of the organisation until 1998. Other 
activists from Rabita also played important roles in the organisation in those 
early years.

Why did the Rabita mosque become so influential? It is reasonable to see 
this in light of the larger pattern of Muslim activism in European countries. 
Activists, mosques and organisations with a similar post-Islamist orientation 
have been hugely influential in many countries, far beyond what the numerical 
membership in their organisations should imply, not least when it comes to 
contact with authorities and other organisations in civil society. In an inter-
nal memo that Oddbjørn Leirvik wrote in 2003, in which he summarized the 
preceding decade of dialogue between the Church and the IRN, this very pat-
tern was noted: “Those we have contact with are for the most part ‘Islamists’ 
of a moderate or relatively liberal kind, who stand for Islamic more than 
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national-religious interests. This is otherwise a typical pattern in all organised 
Christian-Muslim dialogue, internationally as well” [quotation marks and ital-
ics in the original] (Leirvik 2003).

By “Islamists”, Leirvik was probably referring to Rabita and to the Pakistani 
mosque, Islamic Cultural Centre, which would also become influential early 
on. As mentioned previously, this mosque had ties to the Islamist party Jameat 
Islami in Pakistan in the early years, and the founders were inspired by the 
Islamist scholar Mawdudi. Throughout the 90s, this mosque maintained a 
steady presence in the IRN. As Leirvik notes, this has also been seen inter-
nationally. Mosques and organisations with a post-Islamist orientation have 
been active in many different umbrella organisations (Khan 2013, 216–19). One 
reason may be their ideological and organisational heritage: Social activism 
and responsibility for society was encouraged and was been seen as a worth-
while ideal. While some mosques may have been content with tending to the 
communal life in the mosques, activists within the post-Islamist lineage may 
have wanted to set their mark on the broader society of which they were a 
part. When I interviewed activists from the post-Islamist camp, several of the 
interviewees volunteered an explanation along these lines, without being 
prodded. One leading activist identified himself in our interview as “very much 
a reformist”:

I have always been against Islamist politics. Always! Take Jameat Islami 
in Pakistan for example. It is just so completely backwards. And it is not 
only me. Even the people I know have been positive to the Jameat Islami 
in our mosque have said that it was more like that back in the day, that 
they do not support them that much now.

That does not mean that I reject our heritage. I get inspiration from 
Mawdudi [the intellectual father of Pakistani Islamism] as to being 
engaged in society. For what is politics, you know? Politics is to care about 
society, isn’t it? I need to care about whether that road is maintained, 
about how the kindergarten in my neighbourhood functions, about how 
things are in society. The alternative is to just lock yourself in and only 
have the vertical relationship [to God]. But that will not take you very far. 
It is about making society better for everyone, not just for the Islamist 
party … I am very much against them.

Interview with C, 2017–2019

This quotation indicates that this activist interprets the legacy of Mawdudi 
and political Islamism as being about a certain mode of being Muslim in soci-
ety, rather than about adhering to specific policies or opinions that Mawdudi 
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or the Jameat Islami might have held. He still held Mawdudi in high regard, 
but seemingly interpreted him in a way that is compatible with his scepticism 
towards political Islamism.

Another interpretation of why the post-Islamists became so central in the 
IRN can be found in a contemporaneous assessment that Oddbjørn Leirvik 
made in 2003. He wrote in an internal report that the Islamists or post-Islamists 
were ideologically more concerned with representing Muslims or Islam as 
such – they had a stronger pan-Islamic ideology (Leirvik 2003). Other mosques 
may have had identities which were more particularistic, and more oriented 
towards their own movement.

When looking back on the early phase of dialogue between the MKR and 
the IRN, this was also the impression that had stuck with Olav Fykse Tveit, 
who worked in the MKR in that period. His perception in our interview was 
that some mosques were interested in participation, while others simply were 
not interested:

There was some narrowing in IRN very early on. Some mosques wanted 
to participate. Others did not seem as interested. I am not completely 
sure why. It seems as if some had an interest in participating in the dem-
ocratic process, you know, being a part of society. Others mostly wanted 
to do their own thing.

Interview with Olav Fykse Tveit, 24.08.2018

One interpretation of why the membership in the organisation became nar-
rower following the initial meeting with the MKR is therefore that it may have 
been a question of commitment. To engage in the IRN at this point required 
quite a lot of investment. There were no paid positions, and almost all of those 
who were active in the IRN had demanding jobs on the side. Furthermore, the 
potential reward was uncertain: 1993. At this point, the potential reward for 
taking part in the IRN project was uncertain. The only ones who seemed to 
have had such a level of commitment to the cause of the IRN in the early phase 
were the post-Islamists in ICC and Rabita, and some idealistic and ideological 
individuals who belonged to other mosques.

The public record backs up elements in this story: Only five mosques 
signed the statutes in 1993. But in the years to come, the number of member 
mosques would start growing. Part of this pattern, at least, can probably be 
explained by the fact that IRN was an uncertain project in the early phase, and 
most of the mosques were not sure if it was worth the investment. In addition, 
the multipolarity on the Islamic scene and the competition between some 
of the mosques was a barrier to cooperation. To invest in the organisation 
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during this early phase, one would have to be deeply convinced, ideologically, 
that it was a worthwhile endeavour.

The record thus shows that IRN was created due to a double search for rep-
resentation. Externally there was a push for someone to represent Muslims. In 
the Norwegian case, this external actor was the Church of Norway when the 
organisation was founded. But there was also an internal push for representa-
tion. Idealist entrepreneurs and actors with post-Islamists orientations felt a 
duty to advance the interests of Muslims. Orthodox Muslims were also con-
cerned that the wrong kind of Muslims would not end up representing them. 
This double search for representation, from above and below, led to the crea-
tion of the IRN. In the years to come, this kind of cross-pressure would be one 
of the most important challenges that the organisation had to handle.
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Chapter 3

Dealing with Cross-Pressures: a New Organisation 
Finds Its Place (1993–2006)

The previous chapter detailed an internal challenge for the IRN – multipolarity. 
The next phase in the history of the organisation soon began. In this phase, 
the challenge was not only about internal challenges or diversity, but also 
about relations to the external world. Throughout the next years, the IRN had 
to balance pressures and demands from both the inside and the outside. For 
understanding this predicament, I use the concept cross-pressures, adapted 
from voting research in political science.

This chapter surveys how the organisation attempted to balance these dif-
ferent demands during the first 13 years of its existence, from its foundation 
in 1993 until the cartoon controversy in 2006. Whereas the earliest discourse 
of IRN had an exclusionary bent to it, the organisation soon adapted to a 
discourse which was softer and more inclusive and aligned its goals to the 
political reality it faced. Throughout these years, the organisation sought to 
find balancing solutions: To avoid external conflict, while keeping their mem-
ber organisations satisfied with the work of the organisation.

3.1	 A Muslim Umbrella Organisation under Pressure

What kind of organisation was the IRN? When the organisation was for-
mally founded, it was structured as an umbrella organisation. Within the 
sociology of organisations, such organisations have sometimes been called 
meta-organisations, following influential publications by Göran Ahrne and 
Nils Brunsson (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005, 2008). Their rationale for using the 
concept meta-organisation is that it directs our attention to one of the most 
important facets of such organisations: its members are not individual human 
beings, but other organisations. In this book, however, I will simply use the 
more common concept umbrella organisation, given that I think it works just 
as well. Ahrne and Brunsson’s theorizing on meta-organisations, however, is 
highly useful for understanding some inherent challenges for the IRN project.

As Ahrne and Brunsson point out, organisations are often more goal- 
directed than individuals. Individuals have goals as well, of course, and 
organisations do not always operate in a very goal-directed manner. But  
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goal-direction is nevertheless more pronounced in organisations (Aldrich 
2008, 4). This means that the problem of collective action may be even more 
pronounced in a meta-organisation than in an individual-based organisation. 
In organisations where the members are individuals, the members can usually 
be moulded and socialized into some dominant norms or ways of thinking. 
This is less likely in a meta-organisation. The member-organisations have their 
own goals and will probably be less malleable than individual persons. They 
also have their own survival as an organisation to think about. If there is a 
conflict between the interests of the meta-organisation and their own interests 
as organisations, the member-organisations of a meta-organisation will usu-
ally prioritize their own interests. In order to overcome this challenge, meta/
umbrella organisations often have a structure which grants substantial auton-
omy and leeway to the member organisations.

The organisational set-up of the IRN fits neatly with the Ahrne and Brunsson’s 
theory. The statutes emphasized that the organisation would not encroach 
on the autonomy of the member organisations. The IRN would not interfere 
too much in the internal life of the members, and the members were to keep 
their autonomy in many matters. This principle was laid down in the statutes: 
“IRN’s statutes do not limit the sovereignty and independence of the member 
organisations in their work. The members can, within the limits of the statutes, 
work independently and have contact with the authorities and organisations 
in Norway and abroad” [sic].

When I interviewed Mohamed Bouras, the second leader of the IRN, this 
was one of the few topics he mentioned concerning how the IRN was organ-
ised in the early phase:

Of course, we had our discussions. But if we quarrelled, we did it between 
ourselves. We don’t go to the public with it. In that way we kept the respect 
for each other. Everybody had to follow and respect the laws of Norway, 
of course, but otherwise we tried to accept our diversity.

Interview with Mohamed Bouras, 20.01.2018

Ahrne and Brunsson also hypothesized that meta-organisations may find it dif-
ficult to deal with conflicts (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005, 441). Meta-organisations 
often have weak hierarchies, given that they depend to a large degree on their 
members. This makes it difficult to solve conflicts by authority or managerial 
decree. When conflicts cannot be solved by authority or decree, they must be 
solved between the members themselves. This makes it essential to be able to 
reach consensus within the organisation.
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The challenge for IRN, however, was that it would soon be asked to take a 
stand on many different issues. From the very beginning the IRN was expe-
riencing various conflicting demands from above and below  – from their 
members, and from actors in society at large. The pressure from the media, in 
particular, could at times be rather intense. Whereas multipolarity had been 
a challenge when setting up the organisation, the main challenge in the first 
period revolved around balancing the various demands the organisation was 
facing. In the interviews I did with actors who were active in IRN in the 1990s 
and the early 2000s, none of them mentioned internal multipolarity as a major 
challenge for the organisation during this period. Most of them described 
the experience of the 1990s, in particular, as a period when they had a sense 
that they were working towards the same goal. To the degree that they per-
ceived challenges and difficulties for the organisation in the 1990s and early 
2000s, it was about how to deal with different constituencies and stakehold-
ers. Key actors perceived that the IRN consistently had to balance different 
demands and interests against each other, both among Muslims and between 
Muslims and mainstream society. The later deputy leader of IRN Asghar Ali – 
who became active in IRN at a later stage, in the 2000s – expressed this in clear 
terms in our interview:

IRN is kind of in a squeeze. We are in a double bind. We are squeezed 
in between Muslims and mainstream society. Muslims, that includes 
everyone from persons who say that they don’t believe in Islam, but 
nevertheless want to claim the Muslim identity hat in debates on TV, to 
those who say “we need to kill all the non-believers”, or who’ll call me an 
apostate because I’m on good terms with some politicians. I’m joking and 
exaggerating here of course, but I’m just trying to get the point across. 
This diversity is enormous! And all these people from the Muslim side 
look to the Islamic Council of Norway and want us to do what they want. 
Because we are the most authoritative organisation. And then you also 
have mainstream society, with politicians and the media, who also want 
us to do what they want.

So, what to do? It’s not always easy. Sometimes, you know, if you see 
that large groups of Muslims are angry, maybe it’s better to give peo-
ple a way to blow off steam … but in a constructive way which will be 
understandable to people in mainstream society. But maybe such a 
demonstration will back-fire, if there are people there who will not act 
peacefully? That could give Islam a really bad name. One needs to weigh 
those things. Basically, it is about advancing the interest of Muslims in 
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Norway. That’s the heart of it. But what is the best way of doing that in 
specific situations? It’s not easy.

Interview with Asghar Ali, 25.04.2019

These different expectations were there from the very beginning. IRN faced 
some expectations from its members, other expectations from its dialogue 
partners in MKR, and other expectations from the media and policymakers. 
There are different ways of making theoretical and conceptual sense of this 
predicament. In organisational theory and the sociology of organisations, the 
term multiple institutional logics has gained prominence in the past couple of 
decades (Kraatz and Block 2008; Pache and Santos 2010; Thornton, Ocasio, 
and Lounsbury 2015). This term emphasizes that an organisation like the IRN 
simultaneously needs to operate within several institutional spheres  – the 
world of the Norwegian mosques, transnational Islamic organisations, con-
tact with the authorities, relationships with other faith-based organisations, 
contact with the media etc. Each of these spheres contain different logics 
concerning the appropriate modes of behaviour – the rules of the game differ 
(Kraatz and Block 2008, 243). The term institutional logic makes it clear that 
this is about more than expectations that certain actors hold. It is also about 
norms of behaviour which may be more or less formalized. The problem with 
this concept is that it is complicated and difficult to understand if one is not 
initiated into organisational theory.

A more intuitive way of making sense of this predicament is to use the term 
cross-pressures. This term was introduced in political science in the 1940s. 
The concept was introduced in 1948, when Paul Lazarsfeld and his associates 
published a study of the American presidential election in 1940 (Lazarsfeld, 
Berelson, and Gaudet 1948). Their idea was simple: People usually belong to 
more than one social group, and these different social groups or identities may 
draw them in different directions. In 1940, Protestants tended to vote for the 
Republicans, and Catholics for the Democrats. Likewise, richer people tended 
to vote Republican, and poorer people tended to vote for the Democrats. But 
what about those who were rich and Catholic at the same time? These vot-
ers were said to experience cross-pressure. According to Lazarsfeld et al., this 
would result in a tendency to abstain from voting, since there would be some 
unease connected to choosing either choice over the other. In recent years, 
several studies have confirmed the prediction of the theory (Belanger and 
Eagles 2007; Mutz 2002; Therriault, Tucker, and Brader 2011). In sociology, a 
similar kind of phenomenon has been accounted for through the notion of 
role conflict developed by modern classics in sociology such as Talcott Parsons 
(Goffman 1959; Merton 1957; Parsons 2005). This notion does not focus on the 
inner convictions, values or opinions of a person, but rather on the behaviour 
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one is expected to display towards others. The idea is simple: In daily life  – 
at work, in family and with friends – people assume different roles. Each of 
these roles carry with them certain expectations from people in the surround-
ings. Sometimes, these roles come into conflict with each other. When using 
the notion of cross-pressures in this book, I am understanding it in a rather 
common-sensical way: That different actors and environments placed differ-
ent demands on the actors in the IRN.

This experience of facing cross-pressures and competing demands both 
internally and externally led the IRN to a search for compromise  – finding 
balancing solutions which hopefully could make everyone somewhat 
happy. This approach may remind of the organisational strategy the soci-
ologist Kerstin Rosenow-Williams called adaptation in her book on Islamic 
peak-organisations in Germany. Rosenow-Williams used the terms adaptation, 
decoupling and protest for describing the strategies these organisations engaged 
in (Rosenow-Williams 2014, 762–64). This conceptualization was inspired by 
a seminal work on organisational strategy by Christine Oliver (Oliver 1991). 
By adaptation she meant a broad range of actions which accommodate the 
demands of society at large. Organisations could also respond to pressure from 
the outside by decoupling – which meant that they tried to continue business 
as usual by creating a buffer between the core activity of the organisation and 
the external demands. Protest means direct confrontation with the external 
environment – clear resistance to the expectations of the external institutions.

One limitation of this conceptualization, though, is that organisational 
strategies are conceptualized as occurring between the organisation and one 
set of external demands, typically from the authorities and society at large. But 
an organisation like IRN faces cross-pressures and operates within multiple 
institutional logics. It deals with several conflicting demands at once – from 
member organisations, from unaffiliated Muslim actors in the Islamic field, 
from the media, from authorities, from partner organisations, and per-
haps from international and transnational Muslim actors. Here I will therefore 
instead draw on an influential account by the organisational theorists Matthew 
Kraatz and Emily Block (2008), who explicitly dealt with how organisations 
react to multiple institutional logics. They proposed four different strategies 
through which organisations can try to deal with competing demands or log-
ics. Adapting their framework somewhat for the case at hand, I propose that 
IRN throughout its history attempted to deal with conflicting pressures in four 
fundamental ways: balancing – decoupling – withdrawal – independence.

Balancing means to balance the different demands, by finding solutions all 
parties can live with. Decoupling means to compartmentalize the demands, 
by decoupling some of the demands from the activity of the organisation, 
for example saying one thing externally, and another internally. Withdrawal 
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means to avoid having to deal with some demands in the first place, for exam-
ple by staying out of the media spotlight. Kraatz and Block conceptualized 
withdrawal strategies as being part of a larger pattern of resistance or defiance 
strategies, where an organisation tries to resist one or more of the demands it 
faces. Due to the fundamental power imbalance between IRN and society at 
large, however, overt defiance has rarely been seen through its history. I will 
therefore focus mainly on withdrawal as the preferred strategy for resisting 
certain demands. Finally, an organisation like the IRN may try to achieve inde-
pendence, by acquiring enough resources and power to be able to withstand 
demands from the outside.

Figure 3 shows how these different strategies relate to each other, from least 
to most accommodation of the various conflicting demands:

Figure 3	 Organisational strategies when facing conflicting demands

These categories are abstractions, of course, and real organisational strategies 
may not always conform easily to a continuum like this. Throughout most of 
IRN’s history, there were elements of all of these strategies. Even on the occa-
sions when IRN pursued a strategy motivated by a wish for independence, it 
nevertheless tried to balance different demands to a certain degree. This cat-
egorization can nevertheless serve as a useful typology for understanding the 
kinds of strategies a meta-organisation like the IRN decided to pursue.

3.2	 The Rushdie Case Once Again: Early External Pressure

The cross-pressure the IRN was facing was evident from the very beginning. 
On the exact same week that the organisation was founded in the end of October 
1993, the organisation found itself under fire. The controversy was once again 
connected to the Rushdie case. A couple of weeks before the founding of the 
IRN, there had been an attempted assassination on William Nygaard, Salman 
Rushdie’s Norwegian publisher and the editor-at-large of Aschehoug, one of 
the oldest and most prestigious Norwegian publishing houses. Aschehoug had 
been one of the first foreign publishing houses to translate Rushdie’s novel, and 

Balancing Decoupling Withdrawal Independence
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was the first to publish a cheaper pocket version of the book (Engelstad 2013, 
27). Nygaard was shot outside his house on the 11 October by an unknown 
shooter, who managed to flee and was never caught.

Nygaard was only one out of several people associated with the Rushdie 
novel who had been attacked. The Italian translator of the book only barely 
survived a knife attack in July 1991. The Japanese translator of the novel was 
stabbed to death in another attack only a week later. In June 1993, a hotel in 
the Turkish town of Sivas was torched by a mob because the Turkish trans-
lator of the novel was staying there. The Turkish translator survived, but 37 
other people died. Then, some months later, in October, Nygaard was attacked. 
The identity of the attacker has never been determined, even though several 
of the journalists who have covered the case have claimed that signs point to 
involvement by Iran (Isungset 2010, 2018).

It was only natural that this would create public debate in Norway. Nygaard 
had become a famous figure in Norway, and Norway had witnessed a large 
mobilization against Rushdie’s novel only a few years earlier, during the hey-
day of the Islamic Defence Council. At this juncture, however, the IRN did not 
want to have that much to do with the Rushdie affair. This was evident in the 
opening speech that a representative from the proto-IRN delivered at the ini-
tial meeting with the Church of Norway December 1992. He emphasized that 
Islam should not be confused with various social ills, and “last but not least – 
Khomeini’s death penalty over Salman Rushdie” (Qureishi 1992).

In spite of this reticence, it was the Rushdie affair that prompted IRN’s first 
public appearance. The publisher Nygaard had been shot on 11 October. On 
October 20, two days prior to the formal founding of IRN on October 22, the 
still very young Zahid Mukhtar had been invited to participate in a discussion 
on the TV channel TVNorge and it was mentioned in the debate that he was 
the secretary of the IRN. In that debate, Mukhtar apparently made statements 
which were equivocal. I have not been able to find a recording of the debate 
itself. Some commentators, however, got the impression that he did not con-
demn the attack on Nygaard (Harket 1993). Mukhtar immediately sought to 
rectify this impression, and issued a communiqué the next day clarifying that 
he did not support the attack on Nygaard. In this communiqué, he notably did 
not sign as secretary of the IRN, even though he had been presented as such 
in the debate.

What Mukhtar said on the program was that Nygaard could expect such 
a reaction after publishing Satanic Verses.
–	� We are sorry for what has happened to Nygaard, Mukhtar says, who is 

the information secretary of the mosque in Urtegata in Oslo.
VG 1993



58 Chapter 3

The fact that Mukhtar did not sign this communiqué as secretary of the IRN 
may indicate that other actors in the IRN did not want to associate themselves 
with the Rushdie affair. When the IRN  – through Mukhtar  – and the MKR 
started discussing a joint meeting some weeks later, Mukhtar let it be known 
that they preferred not to discuss the Rushdie affair. This issue also indicated 
to the IRN that the relationship with the media and society at large would not 
necessarily be easy.

3.3	 Choosing Moderation and Dialogue: from Early Discourse to 
Educational Policies

As the organisation began its work in the fall of 1993, it nevertheless became 
clear that the organisation attempted to find balancing solutions and strate-
gies, and that they chose moderation and dialogue over confrontation.

From the statutes, it was not immediately clear what the organisation 
should do. The statutes outlined goals and activities which were rather gen-
eral, such as to “represent Norwegian Muslim organisations in relations with 
Norwegian authorities and institutions”, “help and give advice to the member 
organisations”. The statutes also made clear what the aims of the organisation 
were. Most of the aims had do with the Muslim ummah, the imagined Muslim 
community, and have a clear defensive ring to them:
3.1.	 To unite all Muslims living in Norway in an Islamic community/union/

society [“samhold” in Norwegian]
3.2.	 To promote, protect, maintain and strengthen our Islamic identity.
3.3.	 To create external conditions which enable Muslims to live in accordance 

with Islamic teachings.
3.4.	 To spread knowledge about Islam in Norway by information activity.
3.5.	 To meet and respond to all attacks on Islam such as distortions/

propaganda or attempts at making Muslim life and culture difficult.
3.6.	 To strive to strengthen the ties of brotherhood and solidarity with the 

Ummah of the Muslim world.
3.7.	 To maintain the language of Al-Quran and its key position as the best 

means of maintaining the Muslim religious, cultural and political unity 
by offering all Muslims in Norway the possibility to acquire a fundamen-
tal knowledge of Arabic.

3.8.	 To give all Muslim children in Norway a thorough education in Islamic 
belief, doctrine, history and culture.

These aims are clearly marked by the Islamist or post-Islamist ideals that were 
present among some of the founders at the time. Muslims were construed as 
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a distinct community, apart from Norwegians. It is noteworthy that these aims 
contain nothing about Norwegian society at large.

The only other source I have come across which contains clues to the early 
discourse in IRN circles is the speech that was preserved in Leirvik’s archive. 
It was delivered at the meeting between the proto-version of IRN and rep-
resentatives from the Church on December 15th in 1992, prior to the formal 
foundation of IRN in 1993. This speech was given by Tanveer ul-Islam Qureishi, 
a representative from the Tanzeem Ul Muslimun mosque, which was part 
of the Quraishi Tabligh movement. The impression that stands out in the 
speech is that Muslims was discriminated against, and that Islam was a mis-
understood religion. When Islamophobia or scepticism against Muslims are 
discussed today, they are sometimes attributed to the development after 9/11. 
But Qureishi’s opening speech in 1992 indicates that Muslim activists felt sin-
gled out as Muslims already back then:

In times where political events happen in a so-called Muslim country, 
the individual Muslim can often feel attacked or being held responsi-
ble for what happens. It can be the Iran/Iraq war, the events in Algeria 
or the Gulf war. During the Gulf war we could read in the media about 
direct threats to Norwegian Muslims. During this time many people were 
stopped on the street and other public places by the police, who ordered 
them to show their passport. These were often Pakistanis who had been 
living in Norway many years. Such things scare the Muslims and we know 
that many women and kids were afraid to go out during the Gulf war. […]

When Muslims in Norwegian cities want to have mosques where they 
can perform the prayer together with fellow believers, they are met with 
much scepticism. We feel the fear from many Norwegians. It is the fear 
that Muslims will be too well established in the country. We think this is 
a great shame. Islam means peace. I believe in more information in order 
to increase our knowledge of each other, promote openness and toler-
ance and de-escalate images of the enemy.

Qureishi 1992

The only hint towards potentially conflictual issues is that he wants to work 
together with the Church to contribute towards what he labelled as “raising 
morals: The defence of values”. Qureishi said that “we see that the limits of what 
is morally acceptable are continuously moved. We regard this as a grave threat”.

This speech was clearly designed to reach a specific audience – the repre-
sentatives from the Church and mainstream society who were present at the 
meeting. The image of Islam that is painted is therefore one which emphasized 
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universal issues like human rights and tolerance. The most interesting aspect 
now, almost 30 years later, is that it shows how activists in the IRN, from the 
very beginning, had a sense of being in a defensive position. Their religion was 
misunderstood, they thought, and Muslims were discriminated against. This 
perception also found its way into the first statutes, which devoted much space 
to the defence of Islam and Muslims.

But the IRN would quite soon choose a route of action that was different 
from what these statutes and the earliest discourse could imply. The written 
sources indicate that there were few issues that engaged activists in the IRN 
more in the early phase than the issue of schooling and religious education. 
The importance of education was evident from the very start, in the statutes 
that were adopted in October 1993. The only formal requirement on activity that 
the member organisations had to comply with was that “the organisation must 
run a Quranic school [instruction in the Quran] for children and adults”, even 
though the board could provide dispensation from this point.

The importance of the education issue was also evident in the first con-
tact between IRN and MKR . Following the formal foundation of the IRN in 
October 1993, there was contact between Zahid Mukhtar from IRN and Olav 
Fykse Tveit from MKR. IRN had no formal contact with the authorities, and 
they still had only a small membership. The contact with MKR was therefore 
one of the most important pillars in their organisational life. In my interviews 
with the actors who were active in IRN in these years, all the informants men-
tioned the dialogue with the MKR as being central.

The first meeting between IRN and MKR was held on the premises of the 
Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque on 22 January 1994. In an internal memo which he 
wrote prior to the meeting, Olav Fykse Tveit wrote about his discussions with  
Mukhtar. He mentioned that he had suggested to Mukhtar that they should 
talk about education, which was “well received”. In a later formal invitation 
to the meeting, Mukhtar mentions two topics they would like to discuss  – 
international aid/relief, and an Islamic school (Mukhtar 1994). It appears from 
Mukhtar’s letter that the IRN set the agenda for this first meeting. The agenda, 
which was attached to the letter, shows that a series of three introductory 
remarks were to be made by representatives for the IRN. The most promi-
nent was an introduction by Trond Ali Linstad, the veteran from the Defence 
Council, on the topic of “an Islamic school in Norway”. After the remarks, the 
IRN wanted MKR to provide comments, particularly on the topic of “an Islamic 
school in Norway”.

At this early point, it may appear that the IRN were considering pursuing 
the idea of a separate school for Muslims. The Norwegian school system is 
largely public. But some groups have been granted the right to open private 
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schools, if they want to give their pupils a programme of study based in either 
a different pedagogy or in a particular life-stance. Obtaining the right to open 
such a school is not easy, however, and the authorities have strict requirements 
before they will allow the school to open. In the 1990s, there were a good num-
ber of Christian private schools scattered around the country, but no Muslim 
private schools.

The project of a Muslim school had been pursued for some time by Linstad, 
more or less on his own. He had enlisted the help of other Muslims in Norway 
and sent an application to the ministry of education to gain approval for a 
Muslim primary school. Neither the IRN nor the largest mosques in Norway at 
the time – Ahl-e-Sunnat, Rabita, ICC or World Islamic Mission – had been for-
mally involved in this project. There is no information in the sources, neither 
the written sources nor the interviews, as to whether the IRN were intending 
to lend their support to Linstad’s school project. But it seems safe to assume 
that they were considering it, at least. If not, why would they invite Linstad 
to give introductory remarks on his project? The letter of invitation makes 
clear, though, that they were interested in hearing MKR’s take on this idea. One 
interpretation is that they were gauging the level of the support such a pro-
ject might receive. If the IRN threw their support behind the project, would 
they be able to enlist the support of the Church, a powerful institution in 
Norwegian society?

Leirvik’s archive contains a summary that was written by an unnamed 
participant from the MKR after the meeting (Mellomkirkelig råd 1994). This 
summary mentions that the delegation from the MKR met among themselves 
prior to the meeting, in which they clearly expressed that they were sceptical 
of the idea of a Muslim school, because they feared that Muslims would iso-
late themselves. In the meeting with the IRN, they attempted to express this 
scepticism in constructive and positive terms: Would it be in the best inter-
ests of Muslims to have their own schools? Was there not a danger that this 
would let the authorities off the hook, so that they would not develop the pub-
lic school in a way that could make it more palatable to Muslims? Leirvik’s 
archive reveals that MKR continued to work proactively on the issue after this 
meeting. They were sceptical towards the idea of an Islamic school and wanted 
the IRN and the Muslim communities to engage pro-actively with the public- 
school system. They therefore attempted to provide the IRN with options on 
how to proceed.

At this time, in 1994, the future of religious instruction in the public-school 
system in Norway seemed open. There was uncertainty and unease among 
several political actors about how the education in religion was functioning 
in an increasingly multicultural and multi-religious society. MKR therefore 
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suggested that they and the IRN should propose a solution together. For the 
IRN, this provided them with the option of providing input to the political 
process while piggybacking on the Church of Norway, a much more powerful 
actor. Even though the actors in MKR had some strategic interests, namely to 
avoid that Muslim private schools would lead to segregation, they also made a 
real effort to accommodate the IRN’s concerns.

Leirvik proposed that the best solution was a model where there would be 
a core curriculum in religion and ethics that was compulsory for all, and sepa-
rate instruction in Christianity and Islam (Leirvik and Birkedal 1994). IRN and 
MKR later agreed that they should send a common statement to the ministry 
of education, with an agreed-upon model for religious education in school, 
which was based on Leirvik’s original proposal  – one common subject, and 
separate subjects in Christianity and Islam.

One should not underestimate the importance of this decision on the part 
of the IRN. To commit to an Islamic subject in school was arguably a significant 
leap of faith for an organisation like the IRN. What would be the outcome for 
this subject? Would Islam be presented in a manner that is acceptable to the 
IRN? Who would control it  – they, or the authorities? In addition, having a 
subject like this ran the risk that the mosques would lose out on an important 
source of funding. From 1986 and onwards, it had become possible for parents 
to ask for their children to get religious instruction from the congregation or 
religious community to which they belonged (Bakke-Lorentzen 2000, 45; KUF 
1995, 46). Their congregation would then receive funding from the municipal-
ity, proportional to the number of children in the congregation that did not 
receive instruction in religion in the schools. For several mosques, this became 
a significant source of income. If Islam became a school subject, it was far from 
certain that this funding would continue. To advocate for an Islamic subject in 
public school was thus a large symbolic step towards integration – committing 
to common and public institutions, rather than defending their own turf. 
Given how short the IRN had been in existence, and that they were seemingly 
considering public backing for Islamic private schools only some months ear-
lier, this was a remarkable development.

There seems to have been some disagreement on this issue within the 
IRN, however. Zaheed Mukhtar, the young secretary of the IRN, does not 
seem to have been fully on board with the idea initially. In an interview with  
the Christian daily, Vårt Land, he said that he was not principally opposed 
to the idea of an Islamic subject in school but that it was more important to 
solve other practical issues that Muslim pupils were facing (Guttormsen 1994). 
Nevertheless, on 9 July, the IRN had a meeting after this interview at which 
they discussed the matter, according to Leirvik’s later memo (Leirvik 1995a). At 
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that meeting, they decided to give their full backing to the idea of an Islamic 
school subject.

This moderate course could also be seen in the official statements of 
the organisation. In September 1994, they issued the first issue of what was 
planned to be a regular magazine for Muslims in Norway, published by the 
IRN (Veiviseren 1994). It was called Veiviseren, “Guideposts”. Leirvik kept one 
copy of it in his archive. I have not been able to find other issues of the mag-
azine, so it is unclear whether this was the only issue of the magazine that 
was published, or if there were other issues that have not been preserved  
in the archives.

The editor was Abdelmounim Elamin, the first leader of the IRN. He intro-
duced the magazine with an article on the IRN in which he made clear what 
the most important goals would be for the organisation:

One of the aims of the council is to improve the contact between the 
member organisations and Norwegian authorities. […] There is a steady 
stream of information from Norwegian society. It is important that infor-
mation reaches the Muslim organisations. IRN will work to facilitate 
this contact, at the same time as it will promote wishes from Muslims to 
Norwegian authorities. IRN will make sure that correct information goes 
both ways.

The council will work to provide a correct image of Islam and the 
Muslims; their wishes, duties, needs and problems.

IRN will work actively to make the integration of Muslims in Norway 
easier, and at the same time work so that Muslims will be able to keep 
their identity and religion.

Veiviseren 1994, 2

If we compare this text with the statutes, we see clear differences. The word 
integration is not used at all in the statutes, but it is used in the text. The stat-
utes do not mention that the IRN will try to help Norwegian authorities to 
reach Muslim groups with information. In the statutes, the focus is only on 
the IRN as a voice for the Muslim, while the focus in this text is on the IRN as 
an intermediary between the authorities and the Muslims. Furthermore, there 
are some topics which are conspicuously absent. There is no talk of uniting 
Muslims, or of creating solidarity with the larger Muslim ummah. This does 
not mean, of course, that the IRN or Elamin had stopped thinking that these 
issues were important, but it is indicative of the priorities of the IRN at the 
time. The main priority seems to have become the double aim of making  
the integration of Muslims easier, while allowing Muslims to “keep their 
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identity and religion”. This goal was not absent in the statutes, but it had 
become much clearer in the year that had passed since their signing.

The magazine also mentions that the IRN had been working with the topics 
of the instruction of Islam in the public-school system, and the general situa-
tion of Muslim pupils, which encountered many “practical problems” such as 
common/joint swimming, prayer areas, shower after gymnastics, hijab, sexual 
education, Muslim holidays, etc. (Veiviseren 1994, 3). What is notable about the 
language used in the text is the conciliatory nature of their wording. They do 
not make ultimatums or absolute demands, but rather suggestions. They are 
developing “a suggestion” for a curriculum. And they claim that the subject 
and curriculum should be developed “in cooperation with” Muslim experts, 
not “by” Muslim experts.

This suggests that the IRN, early on, had begun to understand their role 
within Norwegian society and the Norwegian state. They could make sugges-
tions or demands but this only counted as input in a democratic process where 
their voice was one out of many. As we will see, however, the work they devoted 
to this issue did not bear fruit. Instead of an Islamic school subject that would 
exist alongside the subjects on Christianity and Life stances, all the pupils 
would be obliged to follow instruction in Christianity. In a paradoxical devel-
opment, this led the IRN to become even less exclusivist in their approach.

3.4	 New Allies and a New Direction: the Battle for the Public School

As was discussed in the previous chapter, the IRN had been founded in a period 
during which the public discourse on immigration and multiculturalism was 
in a period of flux. The first part of the 1980s had been marked by an official 
discourse which could be labelled soft multiculturalism. But towards the end of 
the decade, that soft multiculturalism was increasingly challenged by both the 
far-right Progress Party and by voices closer to the mainstream.

For various reasons, the 1990s and early 2000s saw a decisive end to what 
remained of the soft multiculturalism of the early 80s. The labour party in Oslo 
won the municipal elections in 1991 on a programme that promised to end 
what they called snillisme, literally meaning “kindism”, a policy they described 
as being naïvely over-generous towards people who received welfare benefits 
(including immigrants) (Bakken 2010). One large policy shift was to stop teach-
ing the mother tongue to the children of immigrants in the primary schools 
of Oslo. At the time, most teachers and pedagogues claimed that children of 
immigrants would have an easier time learning Norwegian if they had a good 
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foundation in their mother tongue. But the ruling labour coalition wanted to 
prioritize instruction in Norwegian only.

There were other changes as well. In 1995, Norway followed Sweden in crim-
inalizing female genital mutilation, with strict punishment for those who were 
found guilty of doing it. A few lone voices at the time claimed that criminaliz-
ing the practice could be counter-productive, and representatives of the Somali 
community were critical. But these voices did not resonate among the politi-
cians and organisations in mainstream society that supported the law more or 
less unanimously (Bråten and Elgvin 2014, 112–14). Last but not least, the issue 
of education and the public-school system went through significant changes, 
with a stronger focus on a shared national identity and culture.

One of the thorniest issues in the emerging multicultural Norwegian society 
was the teaching of religion in the schools. How should religion be taught? 
Norway had a state church at the time and was a confessional state: the con-
stitution stipulated that “the Evangelical-Lutheran religion remains the public 
religion of the state”. This had implications for the school system, which had 
a formal aim of educating children as Christians. This principle had been 
watered down throughout the previous decades, however (KUF 1995, 9–17). 
With the advent of modernity in the 19th century an increasing number of 
Norwegians did not identify with the Lutheran-Evangelical state church. Some 
of them were not happy that the public-school system was tasked with turning 
their children into Lutheran-Evangelical Christians.

From 1936 and onwards, it was no longer obligatory for all pupils to be 
taught Christianity, if their parents were not members of the Church of Norway 
(Bakke-Lorentzen 2000, 36). Beginning in 1971, these parents could also ask 
for their children to be offered a school subject called livssyn, “life stances”. 
This subject covered different religions, and also secular and non-religious life 
stances. It was to be explicitly neutral towards the different life stances or reli-
gions being taught. From 1986 and onwards, as I mentioned previously, it also 
became possible for parents to ask for their children to get religious instruction 
from the congregation or religious community to which they belonged.

In the early 1990s, a number of actors in Norwegian society were becoming 
increasingly uneasy about how this system was functioning. As an example, 
the social democrats in Oslo started to consider whether they should control the 
Islamic curriculum that was being taught to the children in the mosques, 
given that the mosques received public funding for this instruction. They also 
considered whether the municipality should provide teaching in Islam. I inter-
viewed Bente Sandvig from the Norwegian Humanist Association (HEF), who 
worked with schooling issues at HEF at the time. According to Sandvig, part 
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of the reason for this concern was that there were several schools in central 
Oslo where fewer students were enrolled in the official subject of Christianity 
than there were students enrolled in the alternative Life stances subject, or 
who received instruction in the mosques in the evenings. One school – Ila – 
had attempted to create one neutral subject for all students, but this was 
turned down by the government. This led to a political reaction, according  
to Sandvig:

I think this situation was perceived as a threat by two different politi-
cal factions, for different reasons. The social democrats perceived it as 
a threat to social cohesion and were afraid that pupils from different 
backgrounds would not develop a common identity based on what was 
perceived as a potentially divisive topic. The Christian democrats per-
ceived it as a threat to the dominant position of Christianity in school. 
That is when they began talking about Christianity as a cultural her-
itage and as a school subject aimed at creating identity. The Christian 
Democrats then decided that they saw it as a goal to get more pupils 
to study the Christianity subject. These two political movements then 
joined forces.

Interview with Bente Sandvig, 20.05.2019

The social democratic government appointed a governmental advisory com-
mission in 1994 that was tasked with discussing the teaching of religion in 
school. Their report – delivered in May 1995 – proposed upending decades of 
educational policy with regards to religious minorities (KUF 1995). From now 
on, according to the working group, the teaching of Christianity would be com-
pulsory for all pupils, with only limited rights to exemption. Their proposal 
was to broaden the existing subject and include ethics and other religions. 
But Christianity was to remain dominant and was to function as a normative 
framework aimed at equipping the pupils with a secure identity. In the first 
years of schooling, the pupils were to learn only about Christianity; only later 
were they to broach the issues of other religions and secular ethics. Later on, 
when the pupils got older, they would also learn about what working group 
sometimes referred to as “foreign religions”. When the advisory committee 
unveiled their proposal, several interviewees described to me that that they 
were in a state of shock and disbelief. This led to a counter-reaction which 
few had expected. Elin Bakke-Lorentzen, in a comprehensive master’s thesis 
on the inner workings of the advisory commission, cites one of the key actors 
in the commission describing what happened after the committee published 
their proposal: “all hell broke loose” (Bakke-Lorentzen 2000, 75).
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The most important actor in the emerging protests was the Norwegian 
Humanist Association (HEF), which was the most powerful and resource-rich 
actor among the minority life stance communities who felt affected. It had 
been established in 1956 and had a large and often resourceful membership 
base. In 1995, the Norwegian Humanist Association had 33 full time employees. 
The IRN had none, and the Jewish Community of Oslo (DMT) – which would 
play an important role in the protests as well – had one part-time employee 
(Bakke-Lorentzen 2000, 116).

Lars Gunnar Lingås, the leader of HEF at the time, told me that they quickly 
decided to form a broad alliance against the proposed compulsory school 
subject. When creating this alliance, HEF decided to tone down any wording 
which other actors in the coalition might find offensive. His story about the 
events is worth quoting in full:

When the Pettersen working group came with their proposal, I and Levi 
[Fragell, a former leader of HEF] told each other: Well, now it is time to 
buckle up and do something here and get others on board! So, we took the 
initiative to form an action group we called ALIS (“action for life stance 
liberty in school”). We then made a T-shirt where there was a priest who 
was chasing an innocent pupil with a cross. It was really like that … yeah 
[laughs]. After a while I started to calm down and thought that if we are 
to cooperate with others, we can’t just think about ourselves and our own 
members. We came to an internal consensus that this T-shirt here, well, 
let’s just say we’ll shelve it and store it away in the archives.

Then we got in touch with the group which had been part of the 
most recent dialogue project at the Nansen Academy. What should we 
do now, sort of. Oddbjørn Leirvik very soon came and said that he did 
not agree with what had been proposed. He was one of the most pro-
nounced dialogue people in the Church, particularly with the Muslims. 
Then we called for a joint meeting and discussed the action group against 
the proposal of the Pettersen group – we should share the work between 
us, how we should lobby the politicians, how we should make a powerful 
organisation.

Then I remember that we had an open meeting down at our premises. 
There was a panel, and on that panel sat the leader of the IRN at the time 
[Mohamed Bouras], the Jewish rabbi Michael Melchior, and Oddbjørn 
Leirvik. And me. And one from the Buddhist organisation. There was one 
thing I’ll never forget. The Jew and the Muslim were talking on stage. And 
they called each other brothers. That made a deep impression on me.

Interview with Lars Gunnar Lingås, 03.05.2019
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This version of events is confirmed in the written sources that I could find in the 
written archives of Bente Sandvig, who worked with schooling issues in HEF at 
the time, and who kept a comprehensive personal archive.

In a letter dated 29 August 1995, one of the secretaries in HEF sent a letter 
out to the secretaries in the local branches of the organisation, which revealed 
that the action group had become very broad and that the IRN was joined by 
organisations such as The Heathen Society (bold text in the original):

As you may have noticed the action group has now reached a breadth 
in life stances and political affiliations which may be of great help. The 
Jewish Community, The Islamic Council, The Buddhist Association, 
Alternative Network and The National School Association, and also 
the Free Democrats, International Socialists, Liberal Youth of Norway, 
Women Against Fundamentalism, The Heathen Society and oth-
ers have joined the action group, something that has created much 
press coverage.

Mathiesen 1995

The Islamic Council of Norway  – which was run by conservative Muslim 
actors – suddenly found themselves in an alliance with very unexpected bed-
fellows. ALIS embarked on a prolonged campaign through which they asked 
people to sign postal cards that signalled protest. Some 25,000 postal cards 
were signed by people and handed to the minister of education Gudmund 
Hernes in September 1995. Their initial demand was to scrap completely the 
proposition of the Pettersen working group and start the process from scratch. 
As this demand was not heard, they tried to lobby the politicians and debate 
in the media, in order to influence what kind of subject the compulsory school 
subject would become. Sandvig’s archive documents that representatives from 
the IRN met with the other organisations in ALIS all through the fall of 1995, 
and for quite some time in 1996 as well. Leaders from the IRN met with leaders 
from other organisations, often at the premises of HEF. The minutes from the 
meetings seem to indicate a friendly atmosphere.

The organisations in ALIS did not succeed in fundamentally changing the 
school subject, but they did succeed in influencing the new common school 
subject to a limited degree. The result was a somewhat more open subject 
than the initial proposal from the Petersen group. The IRN and the other 
organisations in ALIS then decided to follow two different tracks. They tried to 
influence the curriculum of the new subject at the same time as they fought for 
the right to full exemption for pupils. In 1998, both the IRN and the Humanist 
Association took the state to the court in two different cases. They argued that 
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obligatory instruction in Christianity, with the chosen profile, represented a 
violation of their human rights.

Why did they not cooperate and launch a joint lawsuit? Bente Sandvig 
from HEF indicated to me that they discussed whether they should cooperate 
on the case but decided it would be better to pursue the matter in separate 
cases. The reason was that their arguments were somewhat different. Whereas 
HEF argued for the right of the children to shape their own identity without 
being forced into a certain religious tradition by the state, the IRN argued that 
the Muslim pupils should have the right to keep their identity as Muslims. 
There were differences of opinion within the ALIS coalition, even though 
they shared a common goal. But Sandvig emphasized that they cooperated all 
through the process and that HEF provided informal counsel to the IRN on 
how to proceed. In the end, both HEF and the IRN lost their court cases in 
1999. The IRN could not afford to appeal, whereas HEF did. HEF went on to lose 
again in the Norwegian supreme court, but finally emerged victorious in the 
European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg in 2007.

For the IRN, this cooperation signalled a new direction, and it arguably 
went further than before in adapting its discourse and goals to the realities of 
Norwegian society. In their initial positive response to the invitation from the 
MKR in 1992, key actors in the IRN had signalled that they thought they could 
find common ground with the MKR in their scepticism against moral relativism 
and the erosion of traditional values. Even though it is not stated in the written 
sources, it is reasonable to assume that atheism was not held in high regard in 
IRN circles in the mid-90s. When I did field work in the mosques of Oslo for my 
master’s thesis in the years 2008–2011, I found that the key antagonists in the 
discourse in many mosques were not Christians or people belonging to other 
religions. The key antagonists were instead atheists or strong secularists. There 
is little reason to believe that the discourse was fundamentally different at the 
90s. Key Islamic thinkers who were widely read in mosques like Rabita, such 
as Yusuf al-Qaradawi, wrote books presenting the main challenge for Muslims 
in Western societies as godlessness, not other religions such as Christianity or 
Judaism (Al-Qaradawi 2003, 22).

But when accepting to join this action group, the IRN joined forces with 
the secular Humanists, and became part of an ad hoc organisation that the 
Humanists had created. Equally significant was the cooperation with the Jewish 
community, and the fact that Jewish and Muslim leaders were actually able to 
call each other “brothers” publicly. The Palestine conflict had for many dec-
ades been one of the most important issues for Muslim activists all across the 
globe (Haddad 1992). In my interview with Trond Ali Linstad, he mentioned 
that the only issue on which he was able to get the mosques to engage in 
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collective activism after the Rushdie affair was on the Palestine issue. There is 
every reason to believe that actors in IRN at the time had strong feelings about 
Israel and Palestine. The Jewish rabbi in Oslo, Michael Melchior, was not only 
a Jewish rabbi, he also held Israeli citizenship. Later on, he would be elected 
to the Israeli parliament as a representative for a moderate, left-wing religious 
party. It would not be unnatural to expect some animosity between Jewish 
and Muslim activists at the time, even though the Oslo accords had just been 
signed. But both Bouras and Melchior seemed to put whatever differences they 
had aside, joining forces for a common cause, and called each other brothers.

Was this seen as controversial inside the IRN at the time? The sources I have 
had access to for this period – the oral interviews and the written sources in 
Leirvik’s and Sandvig’s archives – are silent on this issue. In my interviews with 
Mohamed Bouras and Lena Larsen, who were IRN’s main representatives in 
ALIS, I did not ask specifically on whether this tight cooperation was contro-
versial. I did pose a general question, however, as to whether there were any 
decisions or questions that created internal controversy and disagreement in 
the IRN in the 90s. The informants mentioned several issues, but none of them 
mentioned the participation in ALIS. That may indicate that IRN’s participa-
tion in this action group was not seen as very controversial internally – or at 
least that is not remembered as such today. Kari Vogt, however, does mention 
in her book that one mosque decided to leave the IRN in 1996 because of IRN’s 
approach on the schooling issue (Vogt 2008, 219). This means that there must 
have been some debate on the IRN’s choice of direction, even though only one 
mosque left the organisation. A broader tendency seems to have been that 
the IRN was backed by the mosques on this issue, beyond the membership 
of the IRN itself. Six mosques that were not members of the IRN gave the IRN 
authorization to take part in the ALIS committee on their behalf (Vogt 2008, 
219). This may indicate that the struggle against the compulsory Christianity 
subject was seen as so important by many mosques that they were willing 
to accept the cooperation with the Jewish and Humanist communities that  
it entailed.

The joint undertaking in ALIS also seems to have influenced how the IRN 
approached the instruction in religion in schools. The minutes from the meet-
ings show that ALIS – and in particular HEF – were very keen on encouraging 
the member organisations to provide written input to the government on 
how they wanted the school subject to be. The previous joint statement the 
IRN issued with MKR in 1994 had emphasized that they wanted a separate 
Islamic school subject, with an additional subject which was common to all 
and emphasized ethics and dialogue. But in their official comments on the 
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proposed subject, the IRN now emphasized the need for a unified subject that 
would be common to all:

1.		�  A common subject which has common norms and values as its 
starting point, not a particular religion/life stance to the detriment 
of other religions or life stances. The children must experience 
community through instruction in common, universal moral val-
ues; visit each other’s religious communities/houses of worship, be 
present at each other’s festivities when religious feasts occur.

2.		�  All children in the lower classes should get instruction in their own 
religion/tradition to create the necessary foundation for their iden-
tity before going into dialogue with children from other religions or 
life stances.
Islamsk Råd Norge v/ Undervisnignskomiteen 1995

This was a marked departure from the language and the proposals the IRN had 
employed previously. They still said that children in the lower classes should 
familiarise themselves with their own religion before entering into dialogue 
with others. But they did not advocate a separate Islamic subject. Of note also 
is the fact that they emphasise “common, universal moral values”. The tone 
here is strikingly different from the tone in the statutes from 1993, where the 
emphasis was on the separate and distinct identity of Muslims and defending 
Islam and Islamic identity against external attacks.

The fact that IRN provided such an official response to the request for com-
ments on the proposed school subject (høringssvar in Norwegian) was highly 
symbolic in itself and an important milestone in the institutional incorpora-
tion of the IRN into the corporatist aspects of Norwegian society. Before the 
government of Norway proposes major amendments to parliament, it is cus-
tomary to appoint a governmental advisory committee  – like the Pettersen 
committee – and to task them with writing a proposal. This proposal is sent 
out on a consultation round to organisations and parties who may be affected. 
Based on this feedback, the government or the ministry usually take both 
the proposal and the feedback into account when making a formal proposal 
to parliament. When the IRN wrote a full response to the proposal from the 
Pettersen group, as a høringssvar or response to the request for comments, they 
had in many ways become full members of corporatist Norwegian democracy.

This cooperation between the actors who were involved in ALIS – secular 
humanists, Muslims, Jews and Buddhists – also had another, indirect and unan-
ticipated result. It led to the creation of an organisation that would become 



72 Chapter 3

heavily influential in Norway in the next decades, the Council for Religious 
and Life Stance Communities in Norway (STL). When the anthropologist Cora 
Alexa Døving wrote an article about the history and impact of STL in 2016, one 
of her informants – the former minister of education from the Socialist Left 
Party Bård Vegar Solhjell – was quoted as saying, “Where STL says that there is 
agreement, the road is short to it becoming Norwegian policy” (Døving 2016, 
362). As Døving documents, STL would have a large influence on Norwegian 
policy in the 2000s. But it would also have an important impact on the trajec-
tory of the IRN.

The idea of creating STL grew out of the ALIS network. Several of my 
sources – inside and outside the IRN – have indicated that it was Mohamed 
Bouras, the second leader of the IRN, who initially came up with the idea. After 
some discussions between the founders, it was formally founded in May 1996. 
STL adopted two goals: to work for equality for all life stances and religious 
communities in Norway, and to work for increased respect and understand-
ing between life stance and religious communities (Døving 2016, 363). They 
chose an organisational model that emphasised consensus. Each and every 
life stance community was to have one vote, irrespective of their size. STL 
thus became a meta-organisation which partly had meta-organisations as 
members. The latter factor may have made it even more important to make 
decisions by consensus.

On the Muslim side, the IRN became the organisation that got the one vote. 
In addition, an important feature of the organisation was that the Church of 
Norway – represented by MKR – decided to join. This lent much weight to the 
consensus decisions of STL. When STL decided to support a cause, it meant 
that it was also supported by the Church, which had about 90 percent of the 
Norwegian population as members. Still, STL could make statements even 
though not all of its members agreed. They therefore developed a distinction 
between strong and weak statements. When a statement was strong, it meant 
that all the member organisations agreed, and the organisation would throw 
their full weight behind the statement. When a statement was weak, it meant 
that not all the members agreed, and STL would be more careful when promot-
ing the statement. The quote from Solhjell reflects this: If the politicians heard 
a statement that the STL had thrown its full force behind, they would know 
that all of the life stance communities in Norway agreed on an issue, from the 
small Bahai to the Church of Norway.

In her article, Døving documents how STL proved important in the process 
that led to the formal separation between church and state being implemented 
in Norway on 2017. By committing to STL, the Church also committed to the 
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rights-based and dialogue-based discourse that prevailed in the organisation, 
where minority rights were seen as paramount. STL provided central input to 
the policy-making process throughout the 2000s, which led the government  
to appoint a governmental working group in 2010 that wrote the proposal 
essentially ending the status of a state church in Norway (Døving 2016, 371). 
The annual reports of STL document that the leadership of the IRN frequently 
participated in joint activities with the STL, in addition to the dialogue they 
were engaged in with the MKR. Through STL, IRN became even more inte-
grated into the corporatist structure of Norwegian society and democracy.

3.5	 Internal Agreements on Contested Issues

Throughout these early years, it appears that the external compromises of the 
organisation did not endanger their internal cohesion. The organisation was 
able to deal with its internal multipolarity, and even managed to reach agree-
ment on issues that were heavily contested among its member organisations. 
The most important achievement was an agreement which strengthened the 
symbolic ties between Muslims in Norway – the adoption of a shared lunar 
calendar for determining when the Islamic holidays should occur.

When visiting the old IRN website from 2001 through the Internet Archive, it 
becomes clear that the lunar calendar was an issue of great importance to the 
organisation. Prior to 2001 there are no captures. Kari Vogt mentions in her book 
that the website of the IRN – which had a different URL address when it was 
introduced in the 1990s – become dormant in the late 1990s (Vogt 2008, 309), 
so it may appear that the website was rebooted in 2000 or 2001. The website 
in 2001 did not contain much information. It had an entry on the organisa-
tion: what its aims were, what it worked with and what it wanted to achieve. It 
listed its members. It also had an entry presenting the dialogue/contact group 
with MKR. The only other main entry on the front page was an entry about 
the hilal committee, which was to determine when Islamic holidays should be 
celebrated. This pattern repeated itself throughout the early 00s: One of few 
recurring topics on IRN’s website were postings about the hilal committee, and 
when it had decided that the celebration of the Eid holidays would take place.

This indicates that the question about when the holidays should occur was 
of deep importance to the IRN and the Islamic field in Norway. Curiously, how-
ever, there is almost no research on this topic, neither in Europe nor abroad. 
Kari Vogt devoted three pages to the issue in her book (Vogt 2008, 187–90), and 
mentioned that there was a contentious topic in an encyclopaedia entry on 
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Eid al-Fitr, the holiday which marks the end of the Ramadan fast (Vogt 2019). 
The disputes over when to celebrate Eid have also attracted some newspaper 
coverage in Western media during recent years, as the disputes have become 
more public (AP 2019; Khoury 2019). Nevertheless, a thorough search on google 
scholar turned up only two articles focusing specifically on the discussions and 
disagreements over the lunar calendar and when to celebrate Eid (Moosa 1998; 
Vahed and Waetjen 2014). It is difficult to know for sure what the reasons are 
for this scholarly neglect, but one possibility is that the calendar controversy 
has been mostly an internal problem for Muslims up until now – and there-
fore has not generated any interest from the outside world.

The challenge for Muslims, in brief, is twofold: it is about both theology 
and social/political power. The Islamic calendar, like the Jewish calendar, is 
a lunar calendar. A lunar year is eleven days shorter than a solar year, which 
means that the lunar months will “move” from one year to another. For this 
reason, all Muslim countries except Saudi Arabia have adopted the Gregorian 
calendar for administrative purposes, as it makes it easier to plan ahead. The 
Islamic calendar has been retained for religious purposes and for determining 
holidays, which thus move every year, compared to the Gregorian calendar. 
In addition, the determination of when a new month occurs, coinciding with 
when the holidays take place, has been a thorny issue. The traditional theolog-
ical requirement is that the new month starts when the new moon – hilal in 
Arabic – can be observed with the naked eye by a qualified observer (there are 
some additional requirements as well).

In premodern times, before modern science and before the globalization 
of Islam, this was not a problem. The religious authorities in each country or 
region determined when the new moon had been sighted, and when the holi-
day should take place. The problem occurred in modern times, for two reasons. 
Firstly, the development of scientific astronomy meant that there were ways 
of determining when the new moon occurred which were in principle more 
reliable than sighting by the naked eye. As modern science penetrated Muslim 
societies in the 19th and 20th centuries, people began asking themselves 
whether the requirement of sighting by the naked eye should be upheld, given 
that there were more robust scientific methods available. Another theological 
hurdle was what to do about those regions of the world which lay far north or 
far south, such as Norway and South Africa, where it was not always clear that 
the new moon could be observed according to the traditional requirements. 
Secondly, new information technology and the globalization of Islam and the 
Muslim populations meant that lines of authority became blurred. A South 
African Muslim of Indian origin might hear from relatives in India through 
telegraph or telephone that the religious authorities in India had decided that 
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Eid should take place one day, whereas the religious authorities in South Africa 
had decided that it was to take place the next day. Should he then celebrate Eid 
with his fellow Muslims in South Africa, or rather celebrate with his relatives 
back home?

In addition, this was turned into a political problem. As there were few prac-
tical religious issues more important for Muslims than when to celebrate their 
main religious holidays, several countries and religious bodies fought over the 
right to decide when this should occur, as the right to determine this issue 
conferred great symbolic power. Saudi Arabia, for example, developed its own 
method for calculating the lunar calendar, which it attempted to get other coun-
tries to follow. In 2019, Saudi Arabia unexpectedly announced that the moon 
had been sighted after Ramadan on a day which surprised most observers. 
Some analysts assumed that they did not want its announcement to coincide 
with the Eid announcement of its political arch-rival Iran (Khoury 2019).

Particularly among Muslim groups in non-Muslim countries, this has cre-
ated difficulties and challenges. Some reformist groups claimed that one 
should adopt a scientific method for determining when the new moon occurs, 
but most groups opted to follow one authority or the other from the Muslim 
world. This meant that different Muslim groups often celebrated Eid on differ-
ent days. There were also many activists – in Norway and other countries – who 
felt sorrow for this state of affairs, and thought that it would be difficult to 
achieve the long sought-after goal of uniting Muslims as long as they contin-
ued to celebrate their main holiday on different days. Both the media reports 
that exist and the sparse scholarly literature indicate that this has often cre-
ated challenges and difficulties for Muslims. Vogt relates in her book about an 
episode from the year 2000. The ICC mosque had at that time opted to follow 
Saudi Arabia’s announcement. That year, most people had assumed that Eid 
ul-Fitr after the fast would take place on 8 January. On 6 January, however, ICC 
received a fax from Saudi Arabia which stated that Eid would take place the 
7th, i.e. the next day, “to the great despair of all the housewives” (Vogt 2008, 
189). The South African historians Goolam Vahed and Thembisa Waetjen also 
tell about several cases from South African history when this debate created 
significant difficulties for poor Muslims in South Africa, who sometimes pre-
pared Eid food only to see it go to waste if Eid did not occur as planned (Vahed 
and Waetjen 2014, 57).

In many ways, this was another instance of a collective action problem. For 
the large majority of Muslims worldwide, it would solve many practical prob-
lems if one could follow one jointly approved calendar for religious holidays. 
But given the vested interests of some parties on the multipolar Islamic field, 
this has proven difficult to achieve.
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Given these difficulties and challenges, it was no small feat that many of the 
mosques in the IRN managed to agree upon a shared lunar calendar late in 
the year 2000. Once again, the solution which was agreed upon was an attempt 
at balancing different interests. Fundamentally, there were three different 
approaches Muslims could take to the issue. One approach was that sighting 
with the naked eye was the only legitimate method. Another approach was to 
rely only on astronomical calculations. A third approach was to rely on some 
combination, for example to accept sightings only when it was scientifically 
possible that the new moon could be seen.

In a document which was agreed upon 17 November 2000, twelve of the 
largest mosques in Norway agreed on a method for calendar calculation that 
was closest to the third approach (Hilalkomiteen 2000). This method relied 
on a complicated calculation which was gaining some steam among differ-
ent Islamic organisations in the late 1990s and which relied on astronomical 
calculations for determining a common start for Eid for Muslims worldwide. 
Crucially, however, the proponents of this method did not say that the sighting 
method was invalid – but they claimed that the new method was a reasonable 
approximation of when the moon could in principle be expected to be seen. 
In addition, the calendar committee in IRN had agreed upon a further require-
ment: The calendar committee of IRN could never say that Eid had occurred 
before at least one Muslim country had done the same. In this way, IRN and 
the Muslims in Norway would avoid having to deal with the controversy that 
might be entailed by being the first to determine that Eid had begun. Prior to 
the implementation of the agreement in 2000, however, the mosques decided 
that they would follow Saudi Arabia’s decision on Eid ul-Adha, the other 
main Islamic holiday a couple of months after Ramadan, for that particular 
year. Once again, this displayed how IRN attempted to take different interests 
among the members into account when arriving at balanced decisions.

IRN was actually among the first national Islamic umbrella organisations to 
decide that Islamic holidays should be decided nationally, in accordance with 
astronomical principles. In the US, for example, it was not until 2006 that the 
Fiqh Council of North America – a body of American Islamic religious scholars – 
decided to follow the same approach. When this happened, a British Islamic 
scholar called this a “very courageous decision”, given that the Islamic Council 
of Britain had not yet been able to arrive on a similar decision (Masood 2006).

When the major mosques in IRN adopted this calendar, it took a signifi-
cant step towards reaching one of its aims: more unity among Muslims and 
mosques in Norway. Although it did not get any attention in the media or from 
scholars besides Kari Vogt, this agreement also signalled an accommodation to 
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life in Norwegian society: IRN decided that they would decide on this hugely 
symbolic issue between themselves, instead of depending on transnational or 
foreign Islamic authorities. It also showed that the organisation was able to 
deal with the internal multipolarity it was facing.

3.6	 Limits to Compromise: Decoupling and Withdrawal

The sections above may give the impression that IRN adapted easily and 
smoothly to Norwegian society, without conflicts or fissures, or that balancing 
was the only approach the organisation chose. This, however, was not always 
the case. The first time the organisation chose not acquiesce fully to external 
demands occurred in 1995, one and a half year after their founding. This was 
occasioned by human rights abuses in Pakistan, which the Norwegian media 
showed an interest in. The case in question was a blasphemy case against a 
Pakistani Christian teenager, Salamat Masih. Over the previous decades, the 
policies of the Pakistani state had become increasingly hostile towards reli-
gious minorities (Ispahani 2017). One law which was often used to target 
minorities was the blasphemy law, which had become stricter under the reign 
of the Islamist-sympathizing general Zia ul-Haq in the late 1970s and the 1980s. 
In 1995, one particular case created a global outcry. Salamat Masih, a boy from 
a poor Christian family, was accused of having committed blasphemy when 
he was 12 years old, along with his father and uncle. According to the accus-
ers, they had written blasphemous slogans on the wall of a mosque. But no 
evidence was presented, as the accusers claimed that they had erased the blas-
phemous graffiti right away when they saw it. During the trial, it emerged that 
Salamat Masih was illiterate and could not read or write. It also emerged 
that one of the accusers was illiterate as well, which made it somewhat myste-
rious in terms of how he had been able to understand what the accused three 
persons had allegedly written on the wall (Dahlburg 1995). Still, the case went 
to court. During court proceedings, Salamat Masih’s father was shot and killed 
outside the courthouse. Salamat Masih and his uncle were initially sentenced 
to death at February 1995, when Salamat Masih was 14 years old. Some weeks 
later they would be acquitted in the high court of Lahore.

This created a stir in many Western countries, including Norway. Some 
journalists had travelled to Pakistan to cover the case in detail, which was 
uncommon at the time. Norwegian politicians condemned the verdict in harsh 
terms. Carl I. Hagen, the leader of the far-right Progress party, proposed that 
all development aid to Pakistan should be halted immediately. It is difficult to 



78 Chapter 3

say why this particular case created such a stir. After all, there is no shortage 
of human rights abuses or discrimination of religious minorities in the world. 
Possible reasons may have included that this happened only a short time after 
the Rushdie affair, which meant that Western publics were sensitive to issues 
that had to do with blasphemy and Islam. It may also have played a role that 
the accused in this case was Christian, and that Christian groups in Western 
countries were mobilizing in solidarity. In any case, this was a case that was 
much talked about in Norway, and the IRN could not avoid being drawn in.

The IRN started receiving questions about the case after it emerged that two 
large Norwegian mosques publicly supported the capital punishment verdict 
against Salamat Masih and his uncle. The imam of the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque, 
Nehmet Ali Shah, stated in an interview that he supported the blasphemy law 
in principle and that he did not think it made a difference that Salamat Masih 
was only 12 years old when he allegedly committed his act of blasphemy (VG 
1995). Shah said that he could not comment on this specific case, as he did 
not know the details, but he seemed supportive of the verdict. This was not 
insignificant, as Ahl-e-Sunnat was still the largest mosque in Norway, and it 
was also a member of the IRN. From the interview, though, it would seem that 
the journalists were the ones who had sought out comments from the imam, 
rather than the imam reaching out to the newspaper to offer commentary. But 
representatives from another mosque actively tried to make it known that they 
supported capital punishment in the case. This was the Turkish Islamic Union 
in Oslo, a mosque connected with the Milli Görus movement in Turkey. This 
was one of the largest Turkish mosques in Norway, even though they were not 
part of the IRN. They sent out a press release stating the following:

We wish to make it known to the Norwegian people that the Turkish 
Islamic Union shows understanding for Pakistan’s death penalty towards 
a 14-year-old boy and thus supports it. This is on the condition that the 
court which has treated the case is independent.

Soløy 1995

Why would a mosque voluntarily put itself in the spotlight in this way, with a 
statement that it knew would be harshly received and judged by most actors 
in Norwegian society? A couple of the leaders in the mosque were inter-
viewed in Aftenposten and explained their reasoning. They stated that their 
dispute was mainly with the actions of Norwegian politicians, and in particular 
the call to halt development aid to Pakistan from the Progress party. It seems 
like they wanted to double down on the case, in order to show the Norwegian 



79Dealing with Cross-Pressures

politicians that they would not bow down to the criticism (Soløy 1995). It 
emerged a couple of weeks later, however, that this was a controversial matter 
internally in the mosque. Aftenposten reported that many of the other leaders 
in the mosque were highly critical of their statements. Other leaders in the 
mosque claimed that these statements had not been cleared with the board 
of the mosque, and some were even trying to get the secretary of the mosque 
fired (Brudevold 1995).

Given that representatives from two of the largest mosques in Norway had 
publicly supported the verdict, or at least supported Pakistan’s right to issue 
such a verdict against a 14-year-old boy, there was increasing pressure on 
the IRN to make a statement. In an internal memo to MKR from 21 February, 
Leirvik mentions that he had been in touch with some actors in the IRN. He 
wrote that:

According to what I’ve heard, they were going to discuss the issue on 
17 February. According to the signals I have received, there are several in 
the council who wish to distance themselves from what the two mosques 
have stated.

Leirvik 1995b

Leirvik made it clear in the memo that he was very unhappy with what the 
mosque representatives had said, and that he sincerely hoped that the IRN 
would come out with other statements. On the same day that Leirvik signed 
his memo, 21 February, the IRN called for a press conference. They had asked 
Leirvik and Tveit from MKR to be present at the press conference, “probably 
to signal a dialogue-oriented and moderate profile”, as Leirvik wrote in a later 
memo (Leirvik 1995c).

Before the press conference, Leirvik and Tveit had an “open conversation” 
with them, according to Leirvik’s memo. The message IRN gave at the press 
conference was somewhat vague, and not altogether easy to decipher. On 
the one hand, they said that the capital punishment against the boy was not 
“according to the Quran”, given that Islamic law required that a person had to 
be able to take responsibility for his actions in order to be held accountable by 
a court – and this was not the case with such a young boy. But at the same time, 
they specifically did not condemn the ruling in this particular case. The rea-
son they gave was that the IRN could only provide general opinions on Islamic 
law, so they did not have the right to weigh in on cases where they did not 
know all the details. This mixed message led to a mixed newspaper coverage as 
well. The Christian daily, Vårt Land, wrote about the press conference with the 
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title “Death penalty is against the Quran” (Navestad 1995), while Aftenposten, 
the newspaper of record, wrote an article with the title “The Islamic Council 
does not dare to condemn death penalty” (Stokke 1995).

Overall, it is fair to say that IRN’s message was perceived in a negative way 
by most commentators in the media. One example is an op-ed by Asbjørn 
Kristoffersen, a respected veteran commentator in the liberal-conservative 
newspaper Bergens Tidende, who had not been known for writing critical com-
mentary on Muslims or migrant groups. After this press conference he wrote 
a scathing op-ed, where he chided the IRN for giving fodder to those who 
wanted to promote fear of Muslims. His op-ed ended with these harsh words: 
“The Islamic Council of Norway has let all of us down” (Kristoffersen 1995). The 
IRN was also criticized by their dialogue partners in the Church. In the internal 
memo on the press conference, Leirvik wrote that

we have told them that we appreciate their wish to make moderate state-
ments, that we understand their problem with internal disagreements, 
but that we nevertheless would have wanted clearer words than what 
they have expressed.

Leirvik 1995c

This also became a topic at the next meeting in the contact group between 
the MKR and the IRN on 19 April, according to the minutes from the meeting 
(Steinsland 1995). Jan Opsal, a scholar of religion and a member of the contact 
group, gave an introduction on the topic. The minutes from the meeting indi-
cate that some of the representatives from the IRN seemed on the defensive 
and claim that they would have liked to do more in cases like these, but that it 
is a “question of resources”. The only Pakistani representative in the meeting, 
from ICC, went on the offensive, and said that he knew for a fact that there 
were no problems between Muslims and Christians in Pakistan. But the over-
all message was that IRN did not have the capacity to engage in issues which 
were not related to Norwegian issues, a response that the MKR representatives 
do not seem to have found convincing. Leirvik’s response seems to have been 
fairly blunt, even as it is preserved in the dry language of the minutes from the 
meeting: “If you have the resources, it would be a good thing if you showed 
some engagement [on such issues]”. Internally, at least, the IRN was facing 
pressure and disapproval from its closest ally.

Why was it so difficult for the IRN to condemn the death penalty in Pakistan 
more forcefully? The rationale they gave for not weighing in is not particularly 
convincing. The facts of the case were widely reported, and could be available 
by picking up any contemporary newspaper: the accused boy had been 12 years 
old when the alleged blasphemy case took place, he could not read or write, 
and one of the witnesses could not read. The appeal court in Lahore easily 
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came to the same conclusion some weeks later. It would have been possible 
for the IRN to issue a mildly-worded statement saying that the information 
provided in the press about the case gave them cause for concern, for example. 
Such a response was more or less what the Rabita mosque  – the dominant 
mosque in IRN – gave on its own some weeks later, around the time the high 
court of Lahore acquitted the accused.

For the IRN as an umbrella organisation, however, who had to keep all of 
its members reasonably happy, it was apparently difficult to provide such a 
response. Several of the mosques that were members of the IRN at this point 
were fairly conservative, and occasionally frustrated with society at large. 
If the leadership in IRN wanted to keep their standing with these mosques, 
there were limits to how far they could go in accommodating demands from 
the outside.

A few months after this affair, the newspaper VG published an article which 
gives some hints about the landscape the IRN operated within. It was an arti-
cle about the 30 largest mosques in Oslo, to find out who these mosques were 
and what they were about (Schmidt and Hansen 1995). Out of the 30 mosques 
VG contacted, almost a third declined to answer or said that they did not 
want to have anything to do with the media. Of those that answered, several 
provided answers which appeared antagonistic towards the media. If VG’s arti-
cle is indicative of the state of mind among mosque leaders at the time, this 
would obviously present the leadership of the IRN with a dilemma. They had 
a stated goal of uniting the mosques and the Muslims in Norway. But they also 
had a goal of engaging with the authorities, with the media and with external 
organisations. How then were they to deal with the fact that a large number of 
the mosques in Norway were sceptical of dealing with the media or with actors 
in mainstream society?

The IRN leadership seemed to follow a balancing approach, where differ-
ent demands could be met through compromise. But among its members, the 
approach of withdrawal seems to have been more prominent. This is evidenced 
by the fact that many mosques sought to stay completely out of the media 
spotlight and did not want to talk with VG when the newspaper approached 
them. In her brief treatment of IRN, Kari Vogt also mentions that the criticism 
the IRN received internally was that it was “too Norwegian” (Vogt 2008, 219). 
During this early period, it does appear that the pressure from the member-
ship was towards more caution and withdrawal, not towards more balancing 
and external engagement. The IRN thus had certain organisational constraints 
on how far they could go along with the demands that external stakeholders 
placed on them.

This double bind first came to the fore with the blasphemy case in 1995. 
But it would continue to be a challenge for the IRN. The next mediatized con-
troversy occurred five years later, in 2000, revolving around female genital 
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mutilation (FGM). At the time, FGM had been criminalized in Norway for five 
years. But no cases had been prosecuted, and the authorities did not prioritize 
working with the affected communities once the ban was in place (Bråten and 
Elgvin 2014, 114–15). The IRN had not been much involved in the issue and had 
not been asked by the media to comment on issues relating to FGM.

In 2000, all of this changed. A TV crew did a hidden camera documentary 
on the advice Norwegian imams and Muslim leaders would give to a young 
woman who came to them and said that her mother wanted her to get cir-
cumcised. The Norwegian TV channel TV2 employed the young Somali woman 
Kadra Noor as an undercover investigator. She went to several mosques in Oslo 
and asked them for advice. According to the story she presented to them, her 
mother wanted her to go Somalia to undergo female genital mutilation, and 
she was not sure what she should do. One of the mosques she contacted was 
the Gambian mosque in Oslo, which was an active member of the IRN. She had 
talks with the imam, Ebrahim Saydi, who had also been involved in the IRN. 
Saydi said in his conversation with Kadra that FGM was not obligatory in Islam, 
and that it could create difficulties. He said it was better if she could avoid 
doing it. He said his wife was not circumcised and that he would not circum-
cise his own daughter. He also said that he had never heard of any Gambian 
girls growing up in Norway who went abroad to get circumcised. Nevertheless, 
he said that if a decision to disobey her mom would lead to Kadra losing con-
tact with her family, it would be better to do what her mom said.

In the documentary that was aired on TV, TV2 left out the part where he said 
that it would be better not to get circumcised, and only included his advice to 
not disobey her mom. Still, Saidy assumed full responsibility for his statements, 
said that he had given them in good faith, and apologized for what he had said. 
A charitable interpretation of his advice is that he thought that losing contact 
with her family would be a bigger evil than becoming circumcised. Still, what 
he did was actually a punishable offense, as he condoned an action that was 
illegal according to Norwegian law. He later said that he did not know that it 
was illegal to get circumcised outside of Norway.

But the largest scandal was the interview in the program with Kebba Secka, 
who had been chosen as the leader of IRN in 1999. Secka was a highly respected 
leader of the Gambian community in Norway who was active in the same 
mosque as imam Saidy. He had been active in the IRN almost since the begin-
ning and was often perceived by people outside the IRN as one of the most 
progressive actors in the IRN. He had for example been appointed as the 
deputy leader of the value commission, a government advisory commission 
which the government appointed in 1998, with the task of starting a national 
conversation on values and social cohesion. Leirvik’s archive reveals that this 
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appointment probably happened as a result of a recommendation by Leirvik 
himself, who had penned a recommendation letter for Secka to the prime min-
ister’s office (Leirvik 1998).

As far as actors in IRN go, Secka was probably one of the more well-liked and 
respected in external circles. My interviews with actors who were active in IRN 
around this time also indicate that Secka commanded a high degree of respect 
internally. In 1999 Secka was chosen to be the leader of the IRN, as the first 
leader who did not have a background in the Rabita mosque. But then the TV 
documentary appeared. In the parts that were shown on TV, Secka was seen 
as advising Kadra not to disobey her mom and to get circumcised. When the 
full transcript was released somewhat later, it emerged that the conversation 
between Secka and the woman had been more complex. The transcript is actu-
ally somewhat confusing, and it is not completely clear what Secka is trying to 
say. He does say that he thinks it is better for a woman not to get circumcised. A 
theme he keeps returning to is finding out what Kadra wants or thinks herself. 
The parts of the conversation TV2 aired were the ones where he said that it is 
important to avoid ruptures with one’s family, and where he seemingly gives 
her the advice to obey her mom. But he also says repeatedly that it is Kadra 
who must make the choice herself, and that he will give her his full support 
whatever she ends up doing.

Secka’s case is still puzzling. I spoke to several independent sources in the 
Gambian community, and they are adamant that Secka had spoken out against 
FGM internally in the Gambian community in the years prior to the Kadra 
affair. It is a possibility, of course, that he was speaking with two tongues, and 
secretly was open to FGM in private – or thought it was a lesser evil than diso-
beying one’s parents – while being against it publicly. At the very minimum, he 
is shown advising a young woman to prioritize relations with her mother over 
maintaining her bodily integrity, in the choice between two evils. But Secka has 
to this day maintained that it was all a misunderstanding. His claim is that he 
early on became suspicious of Kadra’s story, because it did not seem convinc-
ing to him, an experienced youth worker. He was not sure what it was about. 
He thought that she was not telling the truth, and that she was hiding some-
thing from him. Secka then started to wonder if she had experienced sexual 
assault. According to him, he therefore just tried to talk with her, to go along 
and build trust, in order for her to open more up. According to Secka, he also 
tried to provoke her in order to get her to reveal what was really on her mind.

What may strengthen Secka’s version is that the transcript shows that he 
repeatedly asks about what Kadra wanted herself – what was her motivation, 
her thoughts? It does seem from the transcript that he is inquiring about what 
she is on to, since he tries to remain as vague as possible in his answers. There 
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is no way of knowing definitively what the truth of the matter was. Secka was 
either caught up in a misunderstanding that toppled his life, or he was indeed 
caught advising a young woman to circumcise herself so as not to rupture her 
family ties. Whatever the truth of the matter is, this scandal led to a fall from 
grace of enormous proportions for Secka. From being a highly respected pro-
fessional, IRN leader and deputy leader of a governmental commission, he 
became a persona non grata almost overnight. He reportedly became clinically 
depressed and was not able to continue working. When I approached him, 
almost 20 years later, he did not want to be interviewed for this research project, 
citing that he was not able to trust outside professionals anymore. In addition 
to Secka’s personal fall from grace, this episode created a breach in trust for the 
IRN among many of IRN’s partners.

In the trajectory of the IRN, the Secka case also marked a turning point 
when strategies of decoupling and withdrawal also became apparent, meaning 
that actors in the organisation either tried to “talk the talk” without engaging in 
internal change, or attempted to stay out of the spotlight altogether. Up until 
then, the IRN had mostly attempt to find balancing solutions, without trying 
to decouple of withdraw. In my interviews with activists from the IRN around 
2016–2018, it was clear that Secka’s case still resonated with them. Nobody 
thought that what happened to him was right. Everybody who was involved, 
from the most reformist-minded to the most conservative, thought that he 
had been the victim of a grave injustice, and that it was a misunderstanding 
that cost him his professional life. Nevertheless, the IRN did not take this fight 
to the public. Secka had stepped down and did not want to put up a public 
fight. In its press release on the matter, the IRN said that it was critical of the 
methods used in the programme, and that the press had acted as a pillory (IRN 
2000). But it also reaffirmed that it was against FGM, and that it had mostly 
been a non-issue up to that point in time, given that the vast majority of the 
Muslims who were represented in IRN came from countries where FGM was 
not practised. The IRN also made the point that it had engaged in dialogue 
for many years with the Church of Norway and with the authorities and was a 
member of STL. In this way, the organisation was seemingly trying to uphold 
its reputation. In the data I have had access to, this is the first occurrence in 
IRN’s history where there developed a clear gap between what key actors 
thought and believed internally, and what they said to the external world. 
Internally, they all felt that a grave injustice had been committed against their 
previous leader Secka. Externally, the organisation was attempting to rebuild 
trust through other kinds of statements.

A similar occurrence happened a few years later, in 2004. Zahid Mukhtar, one 
of the veterans of IRN, was at the time the spokesperson of the organisation. 
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He participated in a debate on TV following the assassination of the Dutch 
filmmaker Theo van Gogh. In that debate, he was asked whether he could 
understand that some Muslims became so provoked by blasphemy that they 
committed murder. He answered, “I can understand it, although there is no 
justification for it”. This created a public outcry. The leaders of the two larg-
est political parties in Norway both demanded that the IRN should denounce 
Mukhtar’s statements, which they thought were too lenient towards those who 
committed murder in the name of Islam. The IRN did not denounce Mukhtar’s 
statements. But key actors in the organisation did not lend him their support 
publicly. As a result, Mukhtar subsequently decided to opt out of the organisa-
tion. Like others who left the organisation during this period, he told me in our 
interview that he left the organisation with mixed feelings.

In my interviews with IRN actors in recent years, some of them brought 
up this episode as an example of pragmatism. None of them perceived that 
Mukthar had actually said anything wrong. One previous board member of 
IRN said it like this:

Mukhtar did not actually say anything wrong. Or, you know, he didn’t 
find the best words, because Norwegian is not his mother tongue. But in 
terms of what he said, he was extremely clear in his condemnation of the 
attack. But still, we thought that the best option was that he didn’t con-
tinue representing the organisation. It was about pragmatism and not 
taking unnecessary fights.

Interview with C, 2017–2019

Once again, this demonstrates a gap between what actors in the organisation 
thought internally, and their external public actions.

The 2000s also saw the birth of another phenomenon: The gradual with-
drawal of key actors from the organisation and the public sphere, due to the 
personal toll of being a public Muslim. Some people also began to become 
involved in IRN in secret, because they feared what public involvement would 
do to their career, according to two interviewees (interviews with T and M, 
2017–2019). One of those who withdrew was Lena Larsen, who was elected 
as the new leader of the IRN after Kebba Secka withdrew. It is worthwhile to 
quote her at length, as this quote provides a vivid illustration of how some 
activists in IRN began to feel (she also described some of these experiences in 
an essay in the weekly newspaper Morgenbladet in 2009 (Larsen 2009)).

In the beginning I was seen as a fresh breath of air in the media. As I said, 
the Muslims had for the first time done something which was politically 
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correct, completely by accident, and elected a woman as their leader. 
I had a portrait interview in one of the major newspapers. This honey-
moon period lasted about one week, I think. Then I was immediately cast 
as a religious bogeyman, a conservative figure who was a threat to others. 
You know, I was wearing the hijab, and that probably played a role as well.

And then I remember I got my first real hit in the media. There was a 
debate about forced marriage. I said something along the lines that forced 
marriage was unacceptable but that we can’t forbid arranged marriages. 
What we can do is to ensure exit opportunities, to work for the autonomy 
of women and young girls, etc. But that was not enough for some, and you 
know how the media dynamics work. You have three roles, basically: The 
victim, the perpetrator and the expert. Suddenly I was cast in the role of 
the perpetrator. I had assumed that my background, as a native convert 
with an academic education, would allow me to build bridges between 
mainstream society and the Muslim communities. But that was not how 
it turned out.

And it continued like that. It was just swimming against the stream, 
again and again and again. When I look at pictures of myself from that 
time, I look terribly serious. I am on the defensive. I am tired. You can see 
it in my body language. So, at the first opportunity, after my first period 
ended, I stepped down. That night, when I had quit, I went home and 
cried. I cried when I was elected, and I cried when I stepped down.

I was broken down mentally, and it took me about ten years to really 
get back together. You know, if you go on the subway you need to have a 
ticket. Normal people just need to have a ticket. And then you are fine, you 
can go on the subway if you want to. But for me, representing a Muslim 
organisation, I felt like … not only did I need a ticket to be accepted onto 
the subway, I needed to wave it constantly, up and down. Hey, look at me, 
I have a ticket. Here is my ticket! That feeling, of having to wave my ticket 
constantly, to prove myself for Norwegian society … That feeling of con-
tinuously being under suspicion does something to you.

It was academic life that became my safe haven. I was finally admitted 
to a doctoral programme in 2006, where I was to investigate the issuing 
of fatwas on women’s issues in the European context. I had dreamt about 
that for a long time. And I just cherished the freedom of going to con-
ferences, to write articles as myself, to represent only me and nobody 
else … I have vowed that I will never again represent a Muslim organisa-
tion publicly.

Interview with Lena Larsen, 22.01.2018
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Similar feelings and experiences were expressed to me by another former 
activist in the IRN, who preferred to stay anonymous. Just like Larsen and 
Secka, he also went into a period which was mentally challenging after leav-
ing the organisation and had isolated himself from other people. He claimed 
that the 90s had been fine, even though “it wasn’t a walk in the park”, but that 
the 2000s had been difficult. After our interview had formally ended, we began 
talking about Norwegian politics. The conversation turned specifically to the 
woes that the Social Democratic party was experiencing at the time, as both of 
us had friends and acquaintances who were active in that party. We discussed 
whether there were any politicians who would be able to rise to the top and 
become party leader once the current leader stepped down. I mentioned that 
one candidate could be Hadia Tajik, a talented and articulated politician who 
was the deputy leader at the time, whose parents were migrants from Pakistan 
and who identified as a Muslim. Tajik had often taken vocal stands against 
fundamentalism and conservative interpretations of Islam. The former IRN 
activist then paused, looked me straight in the eye and said with emphasis:

Do you really think they will ever let somebody like us become prime 
minster? A Muslim? No, that is never going to happen.

Interview with V, 2017–2019

I had known this activist as somebody who was seemingly well at ease in 
Norwegian society. And yet, all of these years of contact with actors in main-
stream society had left him with the impression that “they” would never let 
a Muslim become prime minister, even a Muslim as liberal and progressive 
as Tajik. As will be seen later, these experiences and perceptions – of being 
unfairly treated and singled out as Muslims – would have an impact on the 
organisational development of the IRN.

3.7	 Redefining the Muslim Interest: towards a Norwegian-Muslim 
Identity

But these tendencies towards a withdrawal approach coincided with a con-
tinued process of accommodation and balancing towards Norwegian society, 
where key actors subtly redefined what it involved to advance the Muslim 
interest. Even though there were tendencies towards decoupling and with-
drawal, the main tendency in the organisation was an attempt at continuing 
the balancing process – to find a way to compromise that the different parties 
could live with.
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This period also saw a larger presence in the organisation of young second- 
generation Muslims who had grown up in Norway. These activists came of 
age during the 1990s and early 2000s, and were influenced by transnational 
Islamic intellectuals of the period who emphasised that Muslims needed to 
develop what may be labelled hybrid identities – being good Muslims, but also 
full-fledged citizens of the countries they lived in. Chief among these intellec-
tuals was probably Tariq Ramadan, a charismatic Swiss Islamic theologian and 
public intellectual. I did an informal interview in 2009 with Imran Mushtaq, 
one of the key second generation activists in IRN at the time. In that interview, 
he explicitly mentioned that Ramadan’s first book – “To be a European Muslim” 
(Ramadan 1999)  – had been a source of inspiration for him. The impact of 
Ramadan is confirmed by the anthropologist Christine Jacobsen, who did 
thorough fieldwork among young Muslims in Oslo in the 1990s and 2000s and 
published the results in a book in Norwegian for the general reader and later 
in an academic monography (Jacobsen 2002, 2010). Writing on the 1990s and 
2000s, respectively, Jacobsen attested to Ramadan’s importance, particularly 
as mediated through local elites:

Although their writings [Ramadan and others] were unfamiliar to most 
of my interlocutors in the late 1990s, their material addressed to ‘Muslim 
youth’ had a certain impact as their ideas were read, transmitted and made 
relevant to the Norwegian context by local figures of religious authority 
who acted as ‘brokers’ within the Muslim communities in Norway. […]

Tariq Ramadan was already familiar to some in the late 1990s and 
during the last decade he has visited Norway several times, giving talks, 
among other things, addressing Muslim youth in particular. Although 
Ramadan is highly controversial among non-Muslims as well as Muslims, 
his ideas have become increasingly known and mediated in Norway in 
the last few years.

Jacobsen 2010, 79, 126

In recent years Ramadan has fallen from grace, both among Muslims and in 
the general public. He has been accused by several persons of sexual harass-
ment and rape, a behaviour which according to the accusations goes back 
many years. Even though Ramadan has forcefully denied the rape accusations, 
he has acknowledged sexual relations with several of the accusers. At the very 
minimum he led a double life, having several extra-marital affairs with young 
Muslim women whom he met as a public speaker, all the while praising the 
virtues of marriage and pre-marital chastity. While this behaviour is hardly 
unheard of among powerful men, he nevertheless lost the backing of some of 
his previous supporters when it became public.
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But in the early 2000s, none of this was publicly known. He was surrounded 
by controversy then as well, but more so in terms of his ideological leanings 
than about his personal life. Some pundits accused him of being an Islamist in 
disguise. When reading his books, these accusations seem far-fetched. A rea-
sonable interpretation of Ramadan’s writing is that he championed a hybrid 
type of Islamic identity, in which young Muslims were to feel fully Muslim 
and fully Norwegian/French/British. What he encouraged was a conservative 
Islamic piety in the personal sphere, combined with a kind of leftist-oriented 
political activism for global social justice, and a respect for the fundamentally 
liberal and secular nature of the states in Western Europe (March 2007, 2011).

The influx of young Muslims who were influenced by Ramadan probably 
had an impact on the direction of the IRN, which can be seen in two subse-
quent revisions of the statutes. These statutes were not meant for public 
use – in fact, I had some difficulty finding copies of them – and they are there-
fore indicative of genuine processes inside the organisation. The first revision 
came in 2002, and there were further revisions in 2005/2006 (there were only 
minor revisions in 2006 compared to 2005). I will call them the first edition, 
second edition and third edition of the statutes (they are all reproduced in the 
appendix). The new statutes from 2002 and 2005/2006 reveal several interest-
ing differences compared with the original statutes from 1993. These statutes 
are generally formulated in a more precise and concise manner; the language 
is better, and it is easier to understand what the organisation is about. The lan-
guage is also less exclusionary, and there is an increasing emphasis that the IRN 
and Muslims form an integral part of Norwegian society.

The revision from 2002 was mainly an update of the first statutes. The struc-
ture and organisation from the first edition was kept, but the wording was 
different. The third edition, on the other hand, was a fundamental restructur-
ing and rewriting of the statutes. In the first statutes, the IRN’s relationship 
to Norwegian society was expressed in this cumbersome and almost inexpli-
cable way: “IRN is a voluntary, religious and democratic association, to the 
degree that this distinction can be transferred to a society and is in accordance 
with the laws of Norway”. In the second and third edition, it was presented in 
this simplified manner: “IRN shall be a voluntary, religious, democratic and 
politically independent organisation whose activity is in line with the laws 
of Norway”.

A change along similar lines was made to the statute which laid out that the 
IRN was to follow Islamic doctrine. In the first edition it was as follows: “IRN 
has no right whatsoever to take decisions which are against the Al-Quran and 
the Sunnah”. In the second and third edition, it does not say that IRN has no 
right to take decisions against the Quran or the Sunnah. After all, this require-
ment creates an immediate need for interpretation: Who is to say whether a 
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certain decision is against the Quran or the Sunnah? Was it against the Quran 
and the Sunnah when the IRN got a woman as its leader, or was this in line with 
the Quran and the Sunnah? In the second and third edition, it is simpler: “IRN’s 
decisions shall be in line with the Quran and the prophet Muhammed’s (peace 
be upon him) sunnah”.

Additional differences from the first edition of the statutes can be seen in 
the aims. In the first version of the statutes, the list of aims was quite long, 
and had a clear tendency to prioritize the internal Muslim community. In 
the second edition, there were some revisions. Much of the intent from the 
first edition was kept, but with a different wording. In the third edition from 
2005/2006, these sections had been thoroughly and fundamentally simplified. 
Now, the IRN only stated three basic aims:
1.	 Work towards the goal that Muslims can live in accordance with Islamic 

doctrine in Norwegian society and contribute to building up a Norwegian- 
Muslim identity.

2.	 Promote unity among Muslims in Norway and work for the interests and 
rights of the member organisations.

3.	 Be a bridgebuilder and dialogue partner who creates understanding and 
respect among Muslims and non-Muslims in Norway, with regards to reli-
gion, culture and moral values.

These aims are strikingly different from the aims in the first two editions, partly 
in tone and partly in content. Some important aims are kept and maintained: 
To ensure that Muslims can live according to Islamic doctrine in Norwegian 
society, to create unity among Muslims, and to work for the interests of the 
member organisations. But the wording is now very different. The term “Islamic 
identity” is not used, but instead the term “Norwegian-Muslim identity”. Two 
further terms were added: Bridgebuilder and dialogue partner. Furthermore, 
one aim is strikingly absent: There is no talk of Norwegian Muslims being 
part of global Muslim ummah. The focus throughout is on Norway and the 
Norwegian context.

Why did the discourse of the IRN change in this way? Based on the language 
used in the third edition, one interpretation is that the discourse changed as 
a result of the influx of a younger generation, who were influenced by Tariq 
Ramadan’s ideas about a “Norwegian-Muslim” identity. The aims in the third 
edition emphasize precisely what Ramadan often spoke about: Being Muslim 
and being Norwegian, being a bridgebuilder and engaging in dialogue. The IRN 
still attempted to advance Muslim interests, but it construed this in a different 
way: It was to be achieved together with other actors, through a Norwegian 
society where different groups respected each other.
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Chapter 4

Unstable Institutionalisation: New Responsibilities 
and New Divisions (2006–2012)

The next period in the history of the organisation would end with a split and 
a public fall for grace. The period started with increased public recognition. 
During the Cartoon Crisis in 2006 and 2007, the organisation played a role as 
a bridge-builder which Norwegian policy makers appreciated. As a result, the 
organisation received public funding for the first time and increased in visi-
bility and standing. Conflicts emerged in the early 2010s, however, when new 
persons joined the leadership of the IRN. They had new ideas about how the 
organisation should be run. Whereas the IRN had long sought to reach many of 
their goals through external dialogue and soft means, the organisation increas-
ingly sought a more independent profile. The IRN sought independence from 
state funding by relying on income from halal certification, and began to voice 
more criticism towards external actors. This created opposition on the part 
of the old leadership in IRN.

The chapter builds on the preceding chapters, and shows that the heart 
of the conflict was a disagreement about how to respond to cross-pressures 
and competing demands. This can lead to different organisational strategies: 
To deal with conflicting external demands by a balancing approach, or to seek 
independence by building strength from within. The chapter also introduces 
the final analytical building block, which is the importance of internal and 
external institutionalisation. I argue that the institutionalisation of the IRN 
was inherently unstable. Internally, the organisation took on new responsibil-
ities and new funding with an unstable organisational structure. Externally, 
the environment the organisation operated within was unstable and unpre-
dictable. This instability made it more likely that conflicts and disagreements 
could emerge.

4.1	 On the Importance of institutionalisation and the  
External Environment

In organisational theory among sociologists and political scientists, scholars 
have long recognized the importance of institutionalisation for stability in 
organisations. Institutionalisation is a concept that has been used by scholars 
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in different ways. When I write about institutionalisation here, I have in mind 
a process which the sociologists Leonard Broom and Philip Selznick defined 
as “the development of orderly, stable, socially integrating forms and struc-
tures out of unstable, loosely patterned, or merely technical types of action” 
(Selznick and Broom 1977, 222). An important part of such processes has to do 
formal rules and regulations. At a work place, for example, institutionalisation 
of the relationship between the manager and the workers occurs if it is written 
down that the manager has to have formal talks about work with his employ-
ees once or twice a year, as opposed to having such talks whenever or if he sees 
fit. In an organisation like the IRN, institutionalisation can mean that rules 
and regulations come in place for various procedures: How and when to elect 
leaders or board members, procedures for dealing with conflict, rules about 
what happens if an employee quits, et cetera. Philip Selznick, one of the most 
influential sociologists of organisations of the 20th century, emphasized that 
institutionalisation in organisations is also about what he called “character”: 
Certain ways of dealing with issues, beyond what is written down in rules and 
regulations (Selznick 1996, 271). If an organisation behaves in a similar way 
over time in response to various challenges, even if it is not written down as a 
rule, the organisation may also be said to have become more institutionalised.

The external environment of an organisation can also be more or less 
institutionalised. For an organisation like the IRN, for example, the exter-
nal environment would be institutionalised if their relationships with other 
actors take place within formal structures: Annual meetings with partners, for-
mal expectations from the authorities, and more. In organisational research, 
internal institutionalisation and institutionalisation or predictability in the 
external environment has been extensively studies. A key finding across many 
studies is that internal institutionalisation and centralisation in an organisa-
tion leads to stability (Fleck 2007; Larson 2009; Zucker 1977). In management 
studies, this has sometimes even been framed as a bad thing: institutionalisa-
tion may hinder innovation and the ability to respond to challenges in new and 
creative ways, the argument goes (Fleck 2007). As to the external environment, 
results are less clear-cut. This may be because it is difficult to measure and 
operationalize institutionalisation in the external environment. Some schol-
ars have talked about stable versus unstable environments, others have talked 
about changing vs unchanging environments, others about predictable vs. 
non-predictable environments (Aldrich 2008; Jurkovich 1974). Here I will talk 
about institutionalisation of the external environment. By that I mean that the 
external relations of the organisation take place within an environment that 
is regulated by formal rules and regulations. Conversely, the external environ-
ment lacks institutionalisation if it is not regulated by rules and regulations, 
and is more unpredictable.
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My argument in this chapter is that the IRN experienced institutionalisa-
tion from 2007 onwards. This institutionalisation was inherently unstable, 
however, both internally and in the institutional environment. This made it 
more likely that conflicts would arise, and also made it more difficult to solve 
the conflicts once they had occurred.

4.2	 Becoming a Trusted Partner: the Cartoon Affair

The event that led to the increased institutionalisation of the IRN was the 
cartoon affair in late 2005 and early 2006. The outcome of this affair gave 
the IRN external recognition and public funding. The basic facts of the affair 
are fairly well known by now  – see for example the seminal work by Jytte 
Klausen (Klausen 2009). The editor Flemming Rose in the Danish newspaper 
Jyllandsposten invited different cartoonists in Denmark to make cartoons of 
the prophet Muhammad in 2005. He believed that freedom of expression was 
threatened, and that Westerners censored themselves with regards to Islam, 
and he wanted to challenge this tendency. Twelve cartoonists responded and 
created cartoons, five of which actually made fun of Jyllandposten and Rose 
himself. But there were some cartoons that explicitly mocked the prophet. 
The most famous of them was drawn by Kurt Westergaard and depicted the 
prophet Muhammad with a bomb in his turban. This created a stir among 
Danish Muslims, and also came to the attention of Muslims abroad.

The case reached global proportions when a delegation of imams and 
Muslim leaders from Denmark decided to take the case further. They travelled 
to the Middle East, where they implored governments and Muslim leaders to 
take diplomatic action. The imams had previously attempted to engage in 
dialogue with the Danish government, but did not even receive an answer 
to their invitation, and then took the case abroad. Eleven ambassadors from 
Muslim countries also asked then prime minister Anders Fogh Rasmussen for 
a meeting and were turned down. When the imams went to the Middle East, 
they took a dossier containing the cartoons with them, including a couple of 
cartoons that had nothing to do with Jyllandsposten, which were included to 
make the case appear even worse.

The result was an emerging global crisis. There were riots in many places and 
calls for a boycott of Denmark. In January 2006, the crisis spread to Norway. The 
newspapers Aftenposten and Dagbladet had printed small facsimiles of their 
cartoons in the autumn, without inciting notable reactions. What created a stir 
were the actions of the small Christian weekly magazine Magazinet, edited by 
Vebjørn Selbekk. It printed the cartoons in full format on the 10 January, with 
the explicit motivation to contend that Muslims in Europe were threatening 
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freedom of speech. This created reactions from many Muslims in Norway. It 
became the IRN’s big and defining moment in Norwegian political history: 
they stepped onto the stage and changed the outcome.

The events that transpired have already been written about elsewhere, 
both by some of the participants themselves (Hamdan 2006; Horsfjord 2013; 
Kobilica 2006; Leirvik 2006b; Selbekk 2006), as well as by outside observers 
(Austena 2011; Engelstad 2013; Klausen 2009; Malik 2010; Steien 2008). According 
to Vebjørn Horsfjord, who was the assistant secretary general of MKR at the 
time, nobody had expected that the cartoon crisis would blow up in Norway as 
well, even after the publication of the cartoons in Magazinet (Horsfjord 2013, 
409). When Magazinet published the cartoons, several Christian leaders imme-
diately made it known that they were against the publication. MKR and IRN 
met on 19 January 2006, only nine days after the publication of the cartoons by 
Magazinet. On this meeting, MKR suggested that MKR and IRN should publish 
a joint statement. But participants from the IRN were skeptical and were afraid 
that condemning the cartoons would mean playing the game according to the 
rules set by Magazinet. They made it clear that they were indeed offended by 
the cartoons, but preferred to let the affair blow over by itself, and did not want 
to respond in the way they thought Magazinet expected them to, by condemn-
ing the publication (Horsfjord 2013, 409). MKR and IRN therefore made a very 
bare-boned statement:

Freedom of speech is a fundamental right which must be upheld, but 
this freedom also involves big responsibility.

The cartoons published in Jyllandsposten and Magazinet offend reli-
gious feelings

Speech acts must not be met with violence and threats. We disapprove 
of threats against those make such speech acts.

Kontaktgruppen mellom Islamsk Råd Norge og Mellomkirkelig råd 2006

It is notable that this statement – rather remarkably – does not outright con-
demn the publication of the cartoons by Magazinet. According to Horsfjord’s 
account, this was due to reticence from the IRN, not from the MKR. The board 
of the IRN, at this time, consciously avoided a combative approach. They pre-
ferred working with friendly actors in society, rather than working against 
actors such as Magazinet.

Following this meeting and this statement, there were developments which 
made it mandatory for IRN and MKR to respond in a more forceful manner. 
Media outlets in several Muslim countries reported on the cartoons and 
Magazinet’s publication, and there was a growing perception that this was the 



95Unstable Institutionalisation

beginning of an anti-Islamic campaign by Western countries (Austena 2011, 
157). There were calls for boycotts of Norway and Denmark, and violent riots 
erupted in several Muslim countries. On the 3 February, persons from MKR, 
IRN and the Christian Council of Norway (NKR)  – a Christian umbrella 
organisation  – therefore convened at the house of the bishop of Oslo, Ole 
Christian Kvarme. NKR is an umbrella organisation or meta-organisation which 
includes not only the Church of Norway, but also the Catholic church and sev-
eral independent Lutheran or Evangelical churches. This meeting therefore 
represented more or less all the Christian congregations in Norway, and all 
the Islamic congregations who were represented in the IRN. The participants 
at this meeting issued a joint statement, which went further than the previ-
ous statement from MKR and IRN. This statement said that they “disapprove 
of the publication of cartoons of the prophet Muhammad, as well as of the 
violent reactions the cartoons have caused” (Medlemmer og ledere i Islamsk 
råd i Norge, Norges kristne råd og Den norske kirke 2006). The statement also 
stressed that relations between Muslims and Christians in Norway were good 
and defended Norwegian humanitarian organisations who had a presence in 
Muslim countries. To a large degree, this statement seems oriented towards 
calming the emotions that were running high in several Muslim countries.

On the same day – Friday, 3 February – the leaders of the IRN also met with 
Jonas Gahr Støre, the foreign minister at the time. They proposed that a del-
egation from IRN, together with representatives from MKR, should travel to 
Muslim countries “in order to provide true and accurate information about the 
position of IRN and other religious leaders in Norway (in particular the Church 
of Norway)” (Hamdan 2006, 1). This meeting was followed up by a formal meet-
ing with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where MKR also participated. The MFA 
was positive to the idea, and would provide funding, but emphasised that this 
delegation was not to have an official mandate from the Norwegian author-
ities. At the same time, the IRN also reached out to Selbekk and Magazinet 
through the media and asked him to apologize.

During the following week, the leader of the IRN – Mohamed Hamdan – 
would have a meeting with Magazinet’s editor Vebjørn Selbekk. This 
meeting was not organised through MKR or the Church, but through peo-
ple in the Christian Democratic Party (KrF). The leader of KrF at the time, 
Dagfinn Høybråten, hailed from the same part of the Christian landscape 
as Magazinet  – the charismatic evangelical congregations. He therefore had 
good indirect connections to Magazinet and Selbekk. KrF also had one nota-
ble Muslim politician, Ali Khan, colloquially known as KrF-Ali. While people 
close to Høybråten worked to get Selbekk onboard, Khan worked with the IRN 
(Austena 2011, 167). Hamdan and Selbekk met, and Selbekk wrote a statement 
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in which he stopped short of apologizing for publishing the cartoons, but nev-
ertheless said that he was sorry that the feelings of Muslims had been hurt. 
On Friday, 10 February, Selbekk and Hamdan held a joint press conference. 
At the press conference, Selbekk offered a half-apology. Hamdan said that he 
accepted Selbekk’s statement and said that no harm should come to Selbekk.

Later that same day, the IRN held a press conference of its own. Fourteen 
imams were present at this press conference (Stokke and Hegtun 2006). 
Never before had so many imams gathered together for a press conference of 
this type. This lent their statements considerable religious and institutional 
authority. At this press conference, the IRN and the imams specifically talked 
to Muslims in Norway and abroad and said that they now regarded the car-
toon affair as over, as far as they were concerned, and that they had accepted 
Selbekk’s apology. The IRN’s leader was also interviewed directly on Al-Jazeera 
and Al-Arabiyya, the two largest Arabic satellite channels (Engelstad 2013, 81). 
Some days later, IRN would send delegations to the Middle East and Pakistan to 
ease tensions and act as goodwill ambassadors for Norway. The delegation 
to the Middle East consisted of Mohamed Hamdan and Olav Dag Hauge, who 
was the dean of the cathedral of Oslo, and the Pakistani imam Zulqarnain 
Sakander (Hamdan 2006, 1). The delegation to Pakistan consisted of Senaid 
Kobilica, the main imam of the Bosnian religious community in Norway and 
the deputy leader of IRN, imam Mehboob ur-Rehman from ICC who was the 
leader of the imam committee in IRN at the time, the two vicars Geir Valle and 
Knut Kittelsaa from the Church of Norway, and Arne Sæverås from Norwegian 
Church Aid (Kobilica 2006, 1). Both of these delegations met with highly 
influential figures in the countries they visited, ranging from religious figures 
to ambassadors and political leaders. The participants themselves, both the 
Muslims and the Christians, had the impression afterwards that these meet-
ings had helped in easing tensions and bettering Norway’s image in these 
countries (Egeberg 2006).

At the same time, this affair also showed that the IRN and the imams in the 
major mosques did not wield unlimited authority over Muslims in Norway. 
The day after the press conference of the IRN and Selbekk, a large peace-
ful demonstration was held in Oslo, in which 1500 Muslims demonstrated 
against the publication of the cartoons. This conference was organised by a 
loose group who called themselves De frivillige, “the volunteers”. They did not 
hail predominantly from any of the established organisations or groups. Both 
the IRN and nearly all major mosques – with a couple of minor exceptions – 
actually warned against participating in the demonstration (Fosse 2006; 
Grimstad 2006). It is notable that most of the people who gave speeches during 
the demonstration, and who provided comments to the media, were unknown 
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to the general public, and did not have particular institutional affiliations. This 
does indicate that the demonstration reflected a swell of frustration among 
ordinary Muslims in Norway, who wanted to make their voice heard, and who 
thought that the conciliatory approach of the organised Muslim leadership 
was not a sufficient answer. The only speaker with a known institutional affili-
ation was Fuad Ahmed Iman, who was the imam at the time in Masjid Bilal, a 
relatively small Arab mosque in Oslo. He spoke at the demonstration, and later 
claimed in an interview that the IRN “did not represent Muslims in Norway” 
(Geard 2006).

In the same interview, there were other voices as well who said that the 
IRN did not represent them, for example Saera Khan, a Muslim politician from 
the labour party. But whereas imam Iman seemed to criticize IRN for being 
too soft and dialogue-oriented, Khan claimed that IRN was more conservative 
than the average Norwegian Muslim. This foreshadowed a development that 
would continue in the following years: IRN was criticized by some for being too 
soft, and by others for being too conservative.

4.3	 Funding with Strings Attached

In Norwegian public discourse, the role of the Norwegian government, the IRN 
and the Church during this crisis has been much criticized in recent years – 
for example the fact that the Norwegian delegation met with the controversial 
Islamic cleric Yusuf al-Qaradawi, or that the government chose to participate 
in the press conference with Hamdan and Selbekk, even though it had stated 
that the government did not interfere in such issues at all (Austena 2011, 227). 
Nevertheless, it is fair to say that the IRN put in quite a lot of effort into eas-
ing the tensions during the cartoon crisis; and that key actors from the IRN 
acted as goodwill ambassadors for Norway in the Muslim countries they vis-
ited. The affair also attested to the possible value of a unifying organisation 
such as the IRN: When called upon, the IRN was able to calm spirits and reach 
out to Muslims worldwide in the interest of both the Muslims in Norway and 
Norwegian society at large. This provided the IRN with much goodwill in polit-
ical circles.

For IRN, this became a symbolic and strategic victory of an importance it 
is hard to overstate. They had managed to obtain something amounting to an 
apology for the publication of the cartoons, which gave them high standing 
across the Muslim world. Mohamed Hamdan, the leader of the IRN, was tour-
ing the Middle East and met a veritable who’s who list of Arab and Muslim 
leaders. Secondly, they had been taken seriously by the Norwegian authorities 
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as a legitimate power-broker and increased their symbolic standing with the 
government. Some months later, then foreign minister Jonas Gahr Støre – who 
later became leader of the Norwegian Labour Party and prime minister  – 
visited the World Islamic Mission mosque in the multicultural quarter of 
Grønland in Oslo, where he gave a speech which became famous. This speech 
was highly symbolic: It was Støre’s first visit to a mosque as a foreign minister. 
He was invited to speak just after the Friday prayer on 8 December, while the 
mosque was full to the brim with congregants who had come to pray and hear 
him speak. The speech itself was well-prepared and charged with symbolism. 
Støre chose this very occasion to introduce for the first time a term he would 
continue to use during the years to come, both as foreign minister and sub-
sequently as party leader: That people in Norway needed to develop a “new, 
big, Norwegian we” (Berge 2013, 124). In his speech he also complimented the 
Muslims and mosques of Norway and said that they were important parts of 
the new Norwegian we. He specifically mentioned the cartoon crisis and the 
role of the IRN and the MKR:

During the cartoon crisis it was the trust and the dialogue that helped 
us along. The IRN and MKR became important – even more important –  
both in domestic and foreign policy. Representatives for different com-
munities made statements, and they did it together – about values and 
belief, about belonging and freedom of speech. This was decisively 
important.

Rodum 2006

Next year, in 2007, IRN would also, for the first time, be mentioned in an official 
government document. As was mentioned in the previous chapter, STL – the 
Council for Religious and Life Stance Communities in Norway  – had been 
mentioned in such government documents almost since its founding in 1996. 
It was not until now, 14 years after its founding, that the IRN was formally 
acknowledged by the government, in a parliamentary proposition on volun-
tary associations. Once again the cartoon crisis was specifically mentioned: 
“The council became particularly visible during the cartoon affair” (St.melding 
nr. 39 (2006–2007). Frivillighet for alle. 2007, 149). It seemed as though the 
IRN had finally accomplished the goal that was set out in the very first statutes 
from 1993: To “represent Norwegian Muslim organisations vis-a-vis Norwegian 
authorities and institutions”.

This recognition from the Norwegian authorities was not only symbolic. 
When the government proposed their budget for 2007 in the fall of 2006, the 
IRN was included for the first time. I have not been able to ascertain exactly 
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how the process unfolded. None of the interviewees remembered in detail how 
the process started. Several interviewees in the IRN told me that the question 
of funding had been there for a long time; they had been thinking about how to 
secure some basic level of funding. It was only now, in the aftermath of the car-
toon crisis, that it came to fruition. The Ministry of Church and Culture – which 
has since been reorganised administratively – shared with me the application 
and the documents pertaining to the matter. The email that accompanied the 
application was written by board member Arshad Jamil, and referred to a prior 
conversation by telephone with one of the ministry’s senior advisors (Islamsk 
Råd Norge 2006a, 2006b). This means that there must have been some contact 
between the IRN and the ministry before the application was sent. In a later 
interview, Jamil confirmed to me that they indeed received informal signals 
that an application would be viewed positively (interview with Arshad Jamil, 
06.02.2023).

The IRN wrote a detailed application, containing a short application letter 
and a longer background document. In the application, the main point was 
that the IRN did not have sufficient resources to fulfil its assignments and obli-
gations, neither vis-à-vis its Muslim member organisations nor vis-à-vis society 
at large. The IRN mentioned that all its work was done on a voluntary basis, 
in stark contrast with the situation of its “dialogue partners”, who had several 
funded, full-time employees (Islamsk Råd Norge 2006a). One consequence of 
this was that the IRN could not participate in important meetings during day-
time, for example, as most of them had other jobs they needed to attend to.

The most interesting aspect of the application and the response, however, is 
what the IRN applied for, and the answer they received. IRN applied for a sub-
stantial yearly sum – almost two million Norwegian kroner (NOK) – which was 
to cover a secretary general in a full position, an information/press secretary 
in a full position, and an office secretary in a part-time position. The aim was 
to better serve both its member organisations and the Muslim communities in 
general, and society at large. Even though this was a substantial sum, such a 
sum was not very large compared to what many other organisations in Norway 
of a similar size received from the state. In response, however, they were only 
granted a quarter of this sum, 500,000 NOK.

Furthermore, the ministry decided to support only one part of IRN s 
activities  – the external and dialogue-oriented part. IRN had stated several 
aims in its application letter. It said that the aim of the organisation was 
to “ensure that Muslims can live in accordance with Islamic teachings in 
Norwegian society and contribute to building a Norwegian-Muslim identity. 
In addition, IRN shall build a community among the Muslims in Norway and 
work for the interests and rights of its member organisations. The IRN was also 
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to be a bridgebuilder and dialogue-partner that creates mutual understanding 
and respect between Muslims and non-Muslims” (Islamsk Råd Norge 2006b). 
The letter from the department meanwhile stated that the aim of the funding 
was that the IRN could “be a bridgebuilder and dialogue-partner who cre-
ates mutual understanding and respect between Muslims and non-Muslims” 
(Kultur- og kirkedepartementet 2007). The department did not say expressly 
that they did not support the other internal aims, but it chose to highlight 
only one of IRN s stated aims as the specific area they were willing to fund 
and support.

This funding, as is customary with funding from the state in Norway, also 
came with several strings attached. The IRN needed to submit an annual report 
which clarified how the funding was spent, and it was made clear in the letter 
that the ministry had the right to control that the funding was spent according 
to how it was intended. Even though it was not stated in clear terms in the 
letter, this was a goodwill gesture from the government and the authorities, 
which could, in principle, be taken away.

When the IRN, in 2006, learned that they would receive funding from 
the state, there was a call for applications to the post of secretary general. It 
was decided by the board that the post would be on åremål; which means a 
fixed-term contract. The applicant chosen for the job was Shoaib Sultan, who 
had reportedly been approached by people on the board who wanted him to 
apply. He hailed from the ICC mosque, and had a dialogue-oriented profile the 
IRN board deemed suitable.

Sultan had grown up in Norway and was perceived by many of those I inter-
viewed as a soft-spoken and intellectual type. Like many resourceful young 
persons of immigrant background, Sultan had studied «hard sciences» (econ-
omy and business administration in his case), even though his main interests 
lay elsewhere. After a brief stint working in business in the early 2000s, he 
began working as a freelance journalist and commentator, writing and com-
menting on various issues relating to Islam and integration. During the 2000s 
he had occasionally worked as an unpaid secretary for the IRN board. He 
had also worked for the European Council of Religious Leaders, a network of 
leaders from Islam, Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism and 
Zoroastrianism. This council was established in 2002 by Gunnar Stålsett, the 
bishop of Oslo at the time, and maintained a small office in Oslo for a period of 
time. The office employed Sultan, together with Vebjørn Horfsfjord, who would 
go on to work in MKR.

When Sultan was approached by people in the IRN, they had asked him 
whether he would be interested in applying: “They told me I had a profile that 
might suit the position”, he told me in our interview. This indicates that the 
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leadership of the IRN in 2006 were interested in employing someone who 
would give the IRN an open and dialogue-oriented profile, who could in that 
way secure their status as a trusted partner. One of the most important princi-
ples for Sultan was indeed to develop good relations to people in the media, he 
told me in our interview:

It was important for me to develop a good network among people work-
ing in the media. If they called, I always tried to answer. There was a 
pronounced scepticism to the media among several of our communities. 
I always told them that it didn’t help to just sit on the sidelines and be 
angry, if the media wrote something they didn’t like. It was better to pick 
up the phone and explain why you think it was right or wrong.

Interview with Shoaib Sultan, 12.09.2019

This open approach seemed to work. Sultan was able to command much 
respect, both internally in the Muslim milieus and in mainstream society, even 
from actors in the anti-Islamic camp. When I wrote my master’s thesis in the 
late 2000s, I also did some interviews with high-profile activists or journalists 
who could be deemed as critical of Islam. Several of them mentioned that they 
were on good terms personally with Shoaib Sultan from the IRN. Sultan seems 
to have been able to develop a good relationship with actors one might have 
expected would be highly critical towards the IRN or himself. This indicated 
that IRN had indeed succeeded in becoming a trusted partner for large seg-
ments of society.

4.4	 New Responsibilities and External Expectations

This new situation of being a trusted partner, having an employee and a reg-
ular source of funding, was something key actors in IRN had sought for a long 
time. At the same time, this situation brought with it new challenges. The 
experience of being between in the squeeze intensified. The new situation 
intensified the experience of facing cross-pressures and competing expecta-
tions. Its Muslim member organisations wanted the organisation to provide 
them with services and work for their interests. The authorities, meanwhile, 
from now on the main funder of the organisation, allocated money to the IRN 
only to work for external dialogue and bridgebuilding.

In the previous chapter I discussed the term multiple institutional log-
ics (Kraatz and Block 2008; Pache and Santos 2010; Thornton, Ocasio, and 
Lounsbury 2015) This term emphasizes that the different spheres or fields 



102 Chapter 4

the IRN operated within  – the world of the mosques, transnational Islamic 
organisations, contact with the authorities, relationships with other faith- 
based organisations, contact with the media  – contain different logics con-
cerning the appropriate modes of behaviour. The rules of the game in each of 
these spheres differ from each other. The situation of having public funding 
and a paid employee seems to have made this situation more acute: On all 
sides, stakeholders and parties were expecting the IRN to deliver more than 
before. Muslim activists expected the IRN to do more than before, and politi-
cians, public officials and dialogue partners had other expectations to the IRN.

One of the first indications that the IRN was facing increasing scrutiny was a 
controversy about homosexuality 2007. The deputy leader at the time, Asghar 
Ali, had participated in a public debate on homosexuality. He also held assign-
ments in the Labour Party and worked in one of the largest labour unions of 
Norway. Ali had grown up in Norway, had a master’s degree in political sci-
ence, and was perceived by persons in the organisation as an articulate and 
intelligent person. IRN then received an invitation to join a debate on homo-
sexuality and Islam. He volunteered to go, he told me in our interview, because 
he thought that someone should go – and that it should be somebody who was 
prepared to take the heat. He was asked during the debate whether he could 
condemn the death penalty for homosexuality in Iran. He said that he did not 
support the death penalty but would not outright condemn it either. It was a 
“theological question” (Kumano-Ensby 2007).

This led to a huge debate: Did the IRN support capital punishment for homo-
sexuality? A government minister, Manuela Ramin-Osmundsen, condemned 
Ali’ statements in harsh terms. Shoaib Sultan, the new secretary general, 
attempted to diffuse tensions and tone down the issue, and said that he was 
personally against capital punishment as a general principle, even though he 
regarded homosexuality as a sin (Gran 2007). This did not appease many crit-
ics, however. Politicians and journalists in the media wanted to know what the 
IRN as an organisation thought about the issue: Did it condemn capital pun-
ishment for homosexuality, wherever it occurred, yes or no?

This was a tricky issue for the organisation and its representatives. The view 
among many orthodox Islamic theologians, up until recently, has been that 
acts of anal penetration between men in fact should indeed be punishable by 
death (El-Rouayheb 2009, 6). Throughout most of pre-modern history, how-
ever, many Muslim countries in fact had a thriving culture of sex between 
consenting men, as well as pederasty (sexual relations between adult men 
and teenage boys), which was tacitly accepted by large segments of society 
(Bauer 2011; El-Rouayheb 2009; Lapidus 2014, 1429–31; Mujtaba et al. 1997). 
Part of the reason for this was that religious Islamic law prescribed that the 
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act of penetration needed to be witnessed as it occurred by four witnesses to 
be adjudicated in court. This seldom happens, of course. This requirement 
made it a largely dormant law, which could not be applied in practice. Actual 
cases of prosecution of men for homosexual relations were therefore rare all 
across the pre-modern Muslim world. What was probably not accepted – or 
even assumed as a possibility – was being homosexual, as an exclusive public 
identity. Sex between men was something which was assumed to co-exist with 
marriage between men and women and the rearing of children. Some scholars 
have assumed that this pattern changed with the onset of modernity, when 
Muslim countries were colonized and affected by the more restrictive Victorian 
European laws and discourses regarding sexual relations (Lapidus 2014, 
1429–31). Still, modern anthropologists have noted that sex between men has 
apparently been relatively common in Muslim countries from Morocco to 
Pakistan up until today (Mujtaba et al. 1997; Rebucini 2013). At the same time, 
there is no doubt that many modern Muslim countries have instituted harsher 
policies regarding homosexuality in recent decades, arguably retaining the let-
ter but not the spirit of earlier Islamic laws.

The IRN, when facing the issue, was asked to comment explicitly on the issue 
of capital punishment – yes or no? For modern moral sensibilities in Norway, 
it is not sufficient to say that homosexuality (or anal penetration) in prin-
ciple should be punishable by death, but not in practice, as the evidentiary 
requirements are so difficult to attain. But if IRN said that it was against capital 
punishment for homosexuality as a matter of principle, it would intrude on 
an issue which is still hotly theologically debated in Muslim countries. When 
Tariq Ramadan attempted to create social change on these issues, for exam-
ple, he called for a “moratorium” on corporal punishment in Muslim countries, 
as he thought this would be easier to attain than an outright theological or 
political ban (Ramadan 2005, 2009). But even this requirement was largely 
rejected by most theological bodies in Muslim countries (Ramadan 2009). 
Among IRN’s members, it is likely that a substantial number were not ready 
to say publicly that capital punishment for homosexuality was categorically 
wrong – particularly given that IRN and the member mosques did not have any 
time to process or discuss the issue. In our interview, Ali stated that he simply 
did not think he had the theological stature to weigh in this question, which 
was so hotly debated among theologians.

The IRN attempted to solve or bypass the problem by sending a letter to the 
European Fatwa council, headed by Yusuf Al-Qaradawi, to ask for counsel. In 
many ways, this was a withdrawal approach: By sending the problem to another 
theological body, they hoped to avoid having to deal with the issue. They did 
not receive an answer, though. Asghar Ali subsequently lost all his positions 
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in the Labour party but retained his job in the labour union and his position  
in IRN. This controversy would continue to dog the IRN in the years to come. 
As a result of the controversy, politicians in various parties began talking about 
taking away the public funding of the organisation (Utrop 2007).

At the same time, the interfaith dialogue the IRN was involved in became 
more encompassing than ever, according to several of those involved (Horsfjord 
2013, 413). In the last couple of years before the cartoon crisis, documents from 
the MKR show that the dialogue activities between the MKR and the IRN had 
been declining (Horsfjord 2005b, 2005a). The internal documents from MKR 
do not indicate that the lack of dialogue meetings was due to ill will on the part 
of the IRN. Before the cartoon crisis, the last meeting IRN had with the MKR 
occurred on 30 November 2004. Throughout 2005, no meetings were held. 
Horfsfjord and others in the MKR seemed to attribute this to a certain lack of 
organisation in the IRN – not to a lack of will.

After the cartoon crisis, the dialogue activities with the MKR picked up 
steam. The number of meetings increased, and they seemed to have increased 
in status and importance. The main outcome of the dialogue activities that 
occurred during these years were three joint statements from the IRN and 
MKR, concerning contested theological and political issues. These statements 
were significant steps for the IRN, where they weighed in on controversial 
issues which were contested internally. The first statement was issued in 2007. 
It stated that all people, irrespective of their faith, had the right to convert to 
another religion (IRN and MKR 2007). In Muslim circles, this was not – and is 
not – uncontroversial. In premodern times, all the four Sunni law schools as 
well as the main Shia law school, stated that apostasy away from Islam was 
forbidden according to Islam, and should be punishable in a proper Islamic 
society (Peters and De Vries 1976; Saeed 2017). Some Islamic scholars claimed 
that the punishment should unequivocally be death, while others advocated 
milder punishments, or the possibility of repentance for the apostate. With 
the advent of modernity, influential Islamic scholars claimed that this view 
had originated from a misinterpretation of the Islamic sources. The punishable 
offence, according to these scholars, was not apostasy in itself, but only rebel-
lion against the state or the community, and this was what the sources had in 
mind when they condemned apostasy (Alibasic 2016; Peters and De Vries 1976, 
14–18). The traditional view that apostasy was a capital offence continued to 
prevail in other theological circles, however. It was not until the 2010s that 
important Islamic theological institutions, such as al-Azhar in Egypt, began to 
endorse the reformist opinion (Pellegrino 2017; al-Tayyeb 2012).

Nevertheless, the IRN ended up taking a clear stand on a question that was 
disputed and controversial in Muslim countries and in conservative Muslim 
circles in Europe. Leirvik’s archive indicates that the process leading up to the 
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joint declaration started with an initiative from him, at a meeting between IRN 
and MKR in May 2006 (Leirvik 2006a). There were actors in IRN, however, who 
were also interested in working on this issue, and Leirvik’s initiative was well 
received. The joint statement was made on 22 August one year later, after a 
process which anchored the statement in the organisations.

Following this joint declaration, the contact group between IRN and the 
MKR soon began working on a new joint declaration. Once again it was on 
a contested issue, on gender-based violence. The initiative to this seems to 
have originated with the theologian Anne-Hege Grung, one of the participants 
from the MKR. She had been engaged in interfaith dialogue for a long time and 
had focused on women’s rights within religious communities. Back in 2000, 
she and Lena Larsen had published a book together which documented the 
experiences of women who were engaged in interfaith dialogue (Grung and 
Larsen 2000). She started raising the issue at one of the meetings between 
MKR and IRN in May 2007.

At a meeting between the IRN and MKR in March 2008 it was decided that 
a small working group would work on a draft on gender-based violence (MKR 
2008). This working group worked on the draft throughout 2008 and planned 
publication in 2009. It was finally made public at a press conference on the 
9 November 2009 (IRN and MKR 2009). Just like with apostasy, this issue is 
not uncontroversial among Muslims. In the writings on this issue in the ortho-
dox juridical Islamic tradition before modernity  – which have been looked 
into by the scholar Ayesha Chaudhry – the common view was that men had 
a right to discipline their wife physically, if she was disobedient (Ayesha S. 
Chaudhry 2013; Ayesha Siddiqua Chaudhry 2009). The recommendation was 
to do it in a “non-extreme” way (Ayesha S. Chaudhry 2013, 82). However, men 
did not face any penalty according to Islamic law if they did not follow this 
recommendation  – only beatings which resulted in broken bones or death 
were punishable offenses (Ayesha S. Chaudhry 2013, 89). The actual legal prac-
tice may have been different, and works in the genre of philosophical Islamic 
ethics also contain other recommendations. In the 20th century there was 
also an increasing number of traditionalist theologians who argued that one 
needed to reinterpret the idea that men had a right to physically discipline 
their wives.

But Shoaib Sultan, the secretary general who was in charge of adopting the 
declaration in IRN, said in our interview that the declaration on gender vio-
lence received zero pushback internally:

SS: I actually can’t remember that I heard anything negative on that dec-
laration at all. Nobody contacted me to voice their disaffection, and 
I didn’t pick up any resistance from any of the mosques. I think I would 
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have remembered it if anybody contacted me, and I don’t think any-
body did. I really perceived this declaration as very non-controversial.

OE: Why?
SS: Well, it is very hard to vocally make the case that a man actually has 

a right to beat his wife, you know. I would say that the norms against 
that in the different Muslim communities in Norway have become 
pretty firm by now. Sure, it happens, like in many places, but it is not 
something that anybody will stand up and defend. Even for the small 
minority that might think theologically that men have this right, it is 
not … it is just not something they will say out loud.

Interview with Shoaib Sultan, 12.09.2019

Following this declaration, representatives from the IRN and the MKR decided 
to go on their first joint study trip abroad, to the Balkans, which was well 
received among all of the participants. They also issued a final joint declara-
tion in 2011, against religious extremism, which was relatively uncontroversial 
(Den norske kirke 2011).

4.5	 Internal Tensions

At the same time, the IRN began getting pressure internally, from other actors 
in the Islamic field and from members who had previously not held much 
influence in the organisation. As was detailed in chapter 2, the IRN had been 
dominated by the post-Islamists in Rabita and ICC ever since the beginning. 
In the 2000s there was also an increasing presence from the Bosnian mosques.

One example of this dominance can be found in the domain of halal food, 
which was of huge importance and concern to most devout Muslims in Norway. 
IRN instituted a halal committee in the 1990s, which was tasked with coordi-
nating and overseeing the issue of halal meat in Norway (Vogt 2008, 220). Halal 
slaughter is a hugely controversial topic among Muslims: What kind of meat is 
actually halal, i.e. allowed, for Muslims? The traditional requirement for both 
halal/Islamic and kosher/Jewish slaughter is killing through a cut to the throat 
when the animal is conscious, while invoking the name of God/Allah. Animals 
must be alive and healthy at the time of slaughter, and all blood must be 
drained from the carcass. This, however, is not allowed under Norwegian law, 
which stipulates that animals must be stunned before their throat can be cut.

The issue of stunning is contentious. Some Islamic groups are categorically 
against it. Some support it, whereas others accept it, but do not regard it as 
ideal. During the 90s and early 00s, the IRN had put their mark of acceptance 
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on this method of slaughter  – stunning the animal first, then a cut to the 
throat, as long as the other requirements were met. When referring to the the-
ological issue of stunning and halal slaughter on the IRN website in 2003, there 
were only two theological documents which were referenced: A classic work 
by Yusuf al-Qaradawi, and a report in Norwegian written by Nora Eggen for The 
Islamic Information Society (Al-Qaradawi 2013; Eggen 2000). Both of these 
works hailed from the wasatiyya or Islamist/post-Islamist tradition. More 
restrictive perspectives on stunning could also be found among the mosques, 
particularly among some of the Barelwis. But these perspectives were not ref-
erenced on the IRN website.

The summer months of 2007 would be the first time that actors in the 
Barelwi mosques began to challenge the primacy of the post-Islamists in 
the public sphere. During the spring of 2007, uncertainty was beginning to 
spread among some Muslims in Norway concerning whether the halal-marked 
chicken they bought was indeed halal. The reason was that the largest sup-
plier of halal and non-halal chicken in Norway – Nortura – had changed their 
method of stunning fowl. Previously, they had relied on electric stunning. But 
increasingly, they had begun to stun chickens with gas. Some were concerned 
that the chicken would die directly from the stunning and would thereby not 
be halal for consumption.

Uneasiness about this among some Muslims was first reported in March, 
in the rural-oriented newspaper Nationen, which frequently writes about 
issues of interest for the farmers (Brandvol 2007). In June, the newspaper 
Aftenposten reported that IRN had asked the Norwegian food safety authori-
ties to look into the slaughtering of chicken, in order to verify how many died 
after being stunned with gas. The food safety authorities promptly turned 
this request down, saying that their sole concern was animal welfare, not reli-
gious issues. If chicken indeed died from stunning it was not their concern 
(Engström 2007). Then, in the end of July, chaos erupted within the Muslim 
communities. The newspaper VG reported that IRN now wanted to boycott all 
Norwegian chicken. Apparently, an SMS was circulating and widely shared in 
several Muslim communities:

JOINT DECLARATION FROM ULEMA/IMAMS IN NORWAY!!
After a systematic and thorough investigation, all the Ulema and Imams 
in Norway have concluded that chicken which are being sold in Norway 
or on the border to Sweden, ARE NOT HALAL!!

Buying and selling of these is not allowed according to Islamic law, 
even though it reads HALAL on them. All Muslims are encouraged to 
avoid eating these.
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Sign:
THE ISLAMIC COUNCIL OF NORWAY
AHLE-SUNNAT IMAM COUNCIL
JAMIAT ULAMA-E NORWAY
For more information you may contact those mentioned above. PS! Send 
this to all the Muslims you know

Kirknes and Widerøe 2007

In VG’s article, the representative who articulated this demand was Ghulam 
Sarwar, who was the administrative leader of the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque and 
did not sit on the IRN board. The only problem, it would soon emerge, was that 
it was actually not the case that “all the ulema/imams” in Norway had agreed to 
this, and it was unclear whether this was something that the board of IRN really 
wanted. Aftenposten reported two days later that there were several important 
mosques who had not signed the declaration. Islamic Cultural Centre – which 
had been important in the IRN – had not signed it. Neither had Idara Minhaj 
ul-Quran, an important Barelwi/Sufi mosque (Riaz 2007b, 2007a). According 
to sources I spoke to in 2018 and 2019, neither had the Bosnian imams or the 
Rabita mosque. This meant that most of the mosques which were dominant in 
IRN at the time were against the declaration.

Furthermore, the imam network which had signed the boycott declaration 
was actually not formally connected to the IRN. For a long time, the IRN had an 
imam committee, where the imams in the member mosques could meet to dis-
cuss theological issues. But alongside this imam committee, a different imam 
council existed in Norway, which mostly stayed out of the media spotlight. To 
my knowledge, this committee has never been written about by researchers or 
journalists in Norway. It was called the Ahle-sunnat Imam council at the time 
and convened imams from mosques in the Barelwi tradition. It is reportedly 
a council where the members meet between themselves to discuss issues of 
common interest. For many years they mostly stayed out of the spotlight, until 
they changed their name to Norges imam råd (“The Norwegian imam council”) 
in 2018, and created a public Facebook page in 2019 (Norges Imam Råd 2019). 
The halal controversy in 2007 was the first instance when they took a clear 
public stance on a contested issue.

This controversy caused substantial insecurity among Norwegian Muslims: 
Was it ok to eat Norwegian halal chicken, or not? It created problems for sev-
eral Muslim restaurants that relied on halal chicken for their business. It was 
a provocation for Nortura, which up until then had cooperated well with the 
IRN and now risked losing many customers. It also created a headache for 
the IRN board. By putting their name on this declaration, they were actually 
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empowering a network of imams which were operating outside the confines 
of the IRN. Furthermore, the drastic move of boycotting all halal chicken in 
Norway had happened without the approval of several of the most impor-
tant mosques.

What had happened? When I conducted interviews on this in 2018 and 
2019, there was much confusion among my interviewees concerning what had 
actually transpired. It does seem as though Shoaib Sultan did sign the boy-
cott declaration on behalf of the IRN, but it seemed unclear to many actors 
in IRN why he did so. Some interviewees attributed this to Sultan’s style of 
working: He was relational and attempted to balance different demands, even 
though he did not always follow organisational protocol. Because many of the 
board members in the IRN were on vacation, it was also difficult to communi-
cate and agree on what to do. Some of these board members claim that they 
never agreed that the IRN should sign the declaration, and that there was never 
a formal vote about it.

Although there was much internal disagreement and confusion in the IRN 
board, the organisation did not officially retract their support for the chicken 
boycott. In November, for example, Aftenposten wrote a new article on the 
issue, and the journalist stated that “the leader of the IRN, together with 
25 imams, has signed a declaration that the chicken in Norway and Sweden 
are not slaughtered in an Islamic way. A minority of imams have not signed 
the declaration. They think it is ok to eat chicken” (Riaz 2007a). This makes 
it somewhat ambiguous what IRN actually thought about the declaration  – 
a perception of ambiguity that seems to have been shared by key actors  
inside IRN.

About one year later, in September 2008, the IRN finally announced that 
they had reached an agreement with the chicken producer Nortura (IRN 
2008b). In the agreement, IRN essentially accepted the slaughter method 
some of the mosques had temporarily objected to from the summer of 2007 
and onwards. Nortura would still use gas to stun the chicken before killing 
them. According to an article from Aftenposten, what had convinced the 
IRN to accept this was that Nortura promised to employ more people in their 
slaughterhouses to shorten the waiting period between the stunning and the 
slaughter (Riaz 2008).

This episode revealed that an important development had taken place. 
Most of the Barelwi mosques had begun to cooperate among themselves and 
began to assume a larger role in the IRN and on the Islamic field in general. The 
Barelwis constituted the largest group among Pakistanis by far and, together, 
amounted to the largest denominational group among Muslims in Norway. But 
as was mentioned in chapter 2, the Barelwis had seen significant competition 
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between themselves in the 80s and 90s. This competition seems to have hin-
dered any collective action. They could seemingly not enter the IRN together, 
it was only the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque that became a part of the IRN in the early 
years. But in 2007, at least, it appears as if their internal competitive relation-
ship had transformed itself into a pattern of coopetition. They still competed 
among themselves but could also come together to advance some common 
interests, such as a more restrictive approach to halal slaughter. The develop-
ment during this controversy indicated that the Barelwis were still not speaking 
with one voice. The Minhaj ul-Quran mosque, for example, did not agree with 
the statement that the Norwegian chicken was not halal. However, the fact that 
many Barelwi mosques had overcome their divisions and had begun to cooper-
ate in an imam council that was independent of the imam committee in IRN, 
was significant.

The halal controversy was not the only internal controversy, where the IRN 
received pressure from actors on the Muslim field. Among Muslim youth, ten-
sion arose during war in Gaza in late 2008 and early 2009. This led to huge 
demonstrations in which both far-left activists and Muslim youth – leftist or 
otherwise – participated. Between 8 and 10 January 2009, there were riots in the 
streets, with widespread destruction of store fronts and property. According to 
several interviewees, many Muslim youths had said to the IRN that they per-
ceived them as too meek and careful in their response to the war.

In 2010, tensions mounted once again following a somewhat bizarre epi-
sode in Norwegian media history. Dagbladet, the second biggest tabloid in 
Norway, published a large caricature of the prophet Muhammad as a pig on 
the front page, seemingly for no reason at all. The occasion was that it had 
been contacted by Arfan Bhatti, who would later become one of the most infa-
mous jihadist entrepreneurs in Norway. He was a former violent criminal who 
had gone on to become a devout and radical Muslim, and had been indicted 
for shooting at the Jewish synagogue in Oslo in September 2006. He proba-
bly had delusions of grandeur as well, as he apparently had plans to become 
a symbolic leader for Muslims in Norway (Rasch 2010). Bhatti sometimes 
engaged in debates on Facebook with non-Muslims, and one of the forums he 
used for these debates was the public Facebook page of the Norwegian secret 
police, which saw much public debate from actors who had no connection to 
the secret police at all. In one of these debates, another Facebook user had 
posted a caricature of the prophet Muhammad made out to be a pig. Bhatti 
contacted Dagbladet, and told them that the secret police would not remove 
such caricatures from discussions on their Facebook page (Hultgreen 2010). 
Dagbladet wrote an article which claimed that the secret police allowed racism 
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and Islamophobia on their Facebook page. But at the same time, Dagbladet 
chose to put the caricature of the prophet as a pig on their front page, thereby 
angering Muslims in Norway far more than the Islamophobic Facebook users 
on the page of the secret police had ever been able to do.

This led to large-scale protests. Many Muslim owners of shops and kiosks 
refused to sell Dagbladet that day, and many hundreds of Muslim taxi own-
ers went on strike and parked their taxis the following weekend. Furthermore, 
Bhatti and some of his associates took the initiative for a large demonstration 
against the caricature, allowing Bhatti to take the role as a leader for young 
Muslims. This led to accusations from others that Dagbladet had been played 
by Bhatti for his own gain (Saum 2010). Internally among Muslims, IRN warned 
strongly against the demonstration – particularly because it was spearheaded 
by Bhatti, and other young Muslims they suspected of sympathizing with radi-
cal interpretations of Islam. Asghar Ali, still the deputy leader at the time, told 
me that IRN actively tried to dissuade the protestors from going through with 
the demonstration.

We did not want to have a situation that would get out of control in 
Norway. We felt that it was unpredictable. This was only a few years after 
the big demonstrations against the Danish cartoons, and right after the 
Gaza demonstrations. We also didn’t know the persons in charge. Now 
Bhatti and Mohyeldeen have become famous, but back then we still wer-
en’t sure what they were about, whether Bhatti had changed his ways etc. 
So, we didn’t know what to expect; but we had a bad hunch, if I remem-
ber correctly.

The second aspect concerned what we thought the prophet would 
have done. If we go along with this and call for a demonstration in the 
name of Islam, and it gets out of control and property is destroyed, or 
something like that – we will give Islam a bad name. We need to present 
Islam in the best light possible. So, we thought that our job as Muslims 
was to stop that from happening.

Interview with Asghar Ali, 25.04.2019

But despite IRN’s warnings, the demonstration proceeded. It was well- 
attended, attracting 3000 participants. The demonstration also marked 
one the first major public displays of radical Salafi-jihadism in Norway. One 
of the speakers at the demonstration was Mohyeldeed Muhammad, a young 
man who had grown up in a small town in Southern Norway as the son of an 
imam. He gave an impassioned speech, in which he gave some words which 
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became famous in Norway: “If this [caricatures and discrimination against 
Muslims] is allowed to continue it will in the end be too late. Then we will have 
11 September and 7 June on Norwegian soil. This is not a threat; it is a warning” 
(Granbo 2010).

This statement was widely condemned, including by some of the other 
organisers of the demonstration. But the episode demonstrated something for 
the leadership in IRN: There was a large group of Muslim youth in Norway 
who felt disaffected, and who could react strongly when something like this 
happened. This left key actors in IRN with a lingering question: Had they cho-
sen the right approach? Would it perhaps have been wiser to do something, in 
order to give the youth a possibility to vent their frustration in a controlled and 
less aggressive manner?

4.6	 Diverging Approaches: the Dialogue Path vs the Community Path

The situation the IRN found itself in in the late 2000s was thus one where they 
faced ever stronger cross-pressures – both from society at large and from their 
own Muslim member organisations and constituencies. For a long time, the 
overall pattern was that IRN attempted to meet these competing expecta-
tions with an ever clearer focus on dialogue and bridge-building. It engaged in 
external dialogue and attempted to find compromise with external demands 
from society, but also sought to keep its internal Muslim constituents reason-
ably satisfied.

As was detailed in the section on the homosexuality controversy, this bal-
ancing act did not involve acquiescing to all of the demands from external 
society. Such an approach would effectively have jeopardized IRN’s internal 
standing among the member mosques and the larger Islamic field. Throughout 
these years, IRN nevertheless attempted to reach many of its goal as an organ-
isation in a mild-mannered way, through dialogue and external alliances. IRN 
attempted to achieve their goals by employing a rhetoric which struck a bal-
ance between talking about Islamophobia, and taking a pro-active, positive 
role. I will label this approach as the dialogue path. The key goals of those who 
championed the dialogue path was that the organisation should function as 
a bridge-builder, and that they should reach their goals through building alli-
ances with external partners. This made it important to engage in dialogue, 
balancing acts and public outreach. Such an approach can also be labelled as 
respectability politics – a concept which has been used for describing the pro-
cess in which members “of marginalized groups comply with dominant social 
norms to advance their group’s condition” (Dazey 2021a, 2021b). Given the 
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centrality of dialogue for this approach in Norway, however, I will rather use 
the term dialogue path.

Both the oral and written sources indicate that this was a discourse they 
sometimes struggled to maintain. In 2010, for example, the Socialist Left party 
was briefly considering banning the wearing of the hijab in primary schools. 
For the Socialist Left party – usually considered as a party with a soft multicul-
turalist approach – this would have been a substantial departure from their 
earlier positions. Ultimately, they decided against pursuing the policy. But the 
very fact that they considered it was something that people in the IRN took 
notice of. In a meeting with their dialogue partners in the Church of Norway, 
one representative from the IRN is quoted as follows:

This proposal is frustrating. Particularly because of all the youth who 
thinks that society is against them. We in the IRN try to argue that 
Muslims are not discriminated against in Norway today, but we find it 
increasingly difficult to defend this position in relations with young peo-
ple in light of what the politicians are saying.

MKR 2010

The idea seems to be that the Muslims should not perceive or present them-
selves as victims, but rather take an active role. The minutes from this meeting 
do not go into detail about what this meant: Was it something that the MKR 
and the IRN had discussed on their meetings? This statement does indicate 
two things, however: there were youth outside the IRN who may have wanted 
IRN to argue more forcefully against discrimination. It also indicates that there 
was an idea in elite circles, in IRN and MKR , that it was better to be “construc-
tive” than to play the victim card, and – rather remarkably – that Muslims were 
in fact not discriminated against.

Even though the dialogue path was the dominant approach of the leader-
ship in the organisation during these years, there were already signs that some 
actors in the organisation thought that other tasks were equally important 
for the organisation. If we are to put a label on this other approach, we may 
say that it was about building the Muslim community – so I will label it the 
community path. In early 2008, for example, an internal strategy document cir-
culated among some of the key actors in the organisation and was shared with 
me by a former board member (Anonymous 2008). This document was never 
adopted by the board of IRN, and it is unclear who wrote it originally, but it was 
discussed among some of the IRN activists, at least. As such, it offers a glimpse 
into the internal discussions at the IRN at the time. The document discusses 
what it mentions as “possible and necessary projects” for the organisation in the 
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decade ahead. It does not go into detail on most of the projects it mentions – 
the idea seems to be to brainstorm different projects that IRN could pursue 
in the years ahead. The document does mention “cooperation with important 
actors in society”, and “close cooperation with political parties and author-
ities”. But the main focus in the document is on various internal challenges 
in the organisation, among the mosques and in the Muslim communities in 
general. It mentions, for example, “independence from public funding”, and 
adds: “it is an eternal discussion about the funding of the IRN”. The document 
also mentions certification of halal food, developing a joint fund which could 
help congregations build mosques, imams in prisons and hospitals, legal aids 
to Muslims, and more. The emphasis in several of the projects mentioned is 
on services. For the proponents of the dialogue path, the most important job 
of the IRN was to advance common interests through a soft dialogue-centric 
approach. For other actors in the organisation, it was equally important that 
the organisation should provide services to its members and the Muslim com-
munities at large.

Furthermore, 2008 saw the birth of another project which would become 
even more important in the 2010s. This initiative was called Safe Muslim and 
was initiated by Irfan Mushtaq. He was the younger brother of Imran Mushtaq, 
who had been central in the initiative for a joint holiday calendar in the late 
1990s and in the revision of the statutes in the early 2000s. Irfan Mushtaq 
would go on to become a key person on the board of the IRN in the 2010s. In 
the late 2000s, he mainly provided input to other people in the organisation, 
and one of his suggestions was the Safe Muslim initiative. In April 2008, IRN 
made the following announcement on their website:

IRN has the pleasure of introducing a unique service for Muslims in 
Norway – Safe Muslim.

Your Safety, joint responsibility
The Islamic Council of Norway has created a security service, Safe 

Muslim, for Muslims in Norway. This has been done in order to safeguard 
the rights of Muslims according to Norwegian law. With Safe Muslim 
in the Islamic Council of Norway, a unique network will have your back – 
no matter when you are discriminated against as a Muslim. The Islamic 
Council of Norway is an interest organisation for Muslims in Norway.

With Safe Muslim you can be sure that we will engage those who are 
best qualified to support your case. You will get a network of competent 
persons to follow up on your case. You will always know that you have 
a solid and resourceful organisation to follow up on your case. But this 
requires that you as a Muslim contribute to strengthening this work.
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This will not happen to me …
It is a fact that Muslims are unjustly labelled as terrorists. Because of 

this, many are bullied or discriminated against in society. The Islamic 
Council of Norway will work so that you as an individual, with an 
Islamic life stance, will not be bullied or discriminated against because of 
your religion. No matter whether this should happen with a/an:

Employer
Educational institution
Hospital
The state
The police
Anybody else
In addition, we will promote causes like:
–	 Halal food
–	 Circumcision of Muslim boys in public hospitals
–	 Islamic banking

You may have heard the story about the king who had three sons who 
fought between themselves about who should inherit the throne after 
their sick father. The king first gave them a pen each and asked them to 
break it in two. This was easy to do. The king asked them to do it again, 
but this time with three pens each. This was more difficult.

The moral of this story is that we are stronger together.
The IRN is dependent on your contribution to take care of your and 

other Muslim’s rights. Therefore, contact us today to make an agree-
ment how you can contribute to strengthening the Muslim community 
in Norway.

Show solidarity and get into the Safe Muslim arrangement to secure 
that you yourself, your family, friends and coming Muslim generations 
will have your rights secured according to Norwegian laws.

IRN 2008a

The message in the text is that Muslims are discriminated against in Norwegian 
society, and that the solution lies in creating stronger intra-Muslim solidar-
ity. What is not mentioned is a reference to potentially non-Muslim allies, for 
example. It is interesting to compare the sentiment in this text with the senti-
ment which was expressed in the meeting between MKR and IRN and in 2010, 
that was discussed above. In that meeting, the IRN representative said that 
“we in IRN try to argue that Muslims are not discriminated against in Norway 
today, but we find it increasingly difficult to defend this position in relations 
with young people […]”, as was mentioned earlier. This statement stands in 
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direct opposition to parts of the text on the Safe Muslim initiative, which claim 
without qualification that “many Muslims are bullied or discriminated against 
in society”.

It therefore seems likely that there were several ideas or discourses in the 
organisation at this time. The dominant discourse was about dialogue and seek-
ing allies, and to find a balance between pointing out discrimination and being 
a positive and constructive partner. But there were also undercurrents in the 
organisation that emphasised primarily that Muslims were discriminated 
against, needed to stand together and build a community. According to several 
interviewees, Mushtaq’s Safe Muslim initiative was well received by most peo-
ple in the organisation, even though not much came out of it initially and it lay 
dormant for a while. One key actor framed it as follows:

When Irfan introduced that Safe Muslim initiative around 2009 or so, 
I also thought it was a cool concept. It was about creating a fund for 
Muslims; they were to get help from lawyers. But that is the attitude which 
really created problems for the IRN, if you ask me. I think today that the 
IRN should never have supported that kind of initiative, that if somebody 
is discriminated against, then we must be there to help them. Our job 
should instead be to work so that nobody gets discriminated against. And 
then somebody else can help those who is discriminated against. There is 
a substantial difference in vision.

Interview with C, 2017–2019

This indicates that key actors in the organisation did not perceive these 
approaches  – focusing on dialogue or focusing on community building and 
services – as being in conflict with each other at the time. It was only later that 
this kind of initiative, which Mushtaq proposed, would be perceived as being 
opposed to dialogue and outreach.

4.7	 Unstable Institutionalisation and a Shift in Personnel

It is fairly likely that these divergent approaches within the organisation could 
have been handled without ending up in a deepened conflict and a split. As 
will be detailed in this and the subsequent chapters, the organisation was not 
able to reach such an outcome. One reason was the relative lack of internal 
institutionalisation in the organisation. When the organisation hired a secre-
tary general in 2007, it retained the organisational structure and organisational 
culture of the voluntary umbrella organisation it had been up until then, 
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where everything happened on a voluntary basis. The statutes of the organisa-
tion were mostly concerned with relations between the member organisations 
and the central umbrella organisation. The statutes did not say much, however, 
about the relationship between employees of the organisation and the central 
organisation. Several questions were thus left unsettled: What would happen 
in the case of an organisational conflict, involving an employee? Should the 
organisation want to fire the secretary general, were they allowed to do so – 
and who in the organisation had the right to do it? What mechanisms were 
in place for dealing with interpersonal conflict? As long as everything went 
smoothly, nobody in the organisation gave much thought to these issues. But 
as soon as disagreements and conflicts broke out, the lack of institutionalisa-
tion in the organisation became clear.

The major shift in the organisation occurred through a shift in personnel. At 
some point in late 2010, Shoaib Sultan decided to step down as secretary gen-
eral (Brandvold 2010). Over the next year, several new persons became part of 
the IRN leadership and would set their mark on the development of the organ-
isation. The new secretary general was Mehtab Afsar. For many years he had 
been active in the Minhaj ul-Quran mosque in central Oslo and had served as 
their spokesperson prior to joining the IRN. This mosque was part of the trans-
national Minhaj ul-Quran network, a Barelwi and Sufi movement founded by 
the Pakistani Islamic leader Tahir ul-Qadri. Qadri gained international fame in 
2010 when he published a 600-page fatwa against terrorism and suicide bomb-
ing (Casciani 2010), but he had long been well known in Pakistan. In Pakistan 
and South Asia, Qadri and Minhaj ul-Quran have been regarded as fairly tra-
ditionalist, even though they have developed from hard-line sufi-Islamists into 
softer post-Islamists in the last couple of decades (Philippon 2014, 54–58). In 
the Norwegian context Minhaj ul-Quran has for many years been known as 
one of the most progressive and dialogue-oriented mosques. It has been heav-
ily involved in external outreach, and it is one of the few mosques in Norway 
where men and women share a common prayer space, only separated by 
a curtain.

Afsar himself was well-acquainted with Norwegian society when he began 
working in IRN. He had grown up in Norway, moving to Norway from Pakistan 
with his parents when he was only a toddler. He was educated as a dental tech-
nician but had spent most of his working life doing other pursuits. He had 
been active in the socialist left party during the 2000s, and prior to joining 
the IRN, he had been the leader of the Norwegian cricket federation. He had 
also been an accomplished cricket player himself, even playing for a period on 
Norway’s national cricket team. He was also interested in environmental issues 
and was a board member at the Norwegian association for electric cars.
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People I spoke to in the hiring committee in the IRN who made the rec-
ommendation to hire Afsar, said that they did so under the assumption that 
he would continue in the mold of Sultan, i.e. creating contacts with actors 
in mainstream society, focusing on dialogue and generally striking a balance 
between placating the membership of IRN and placating mainstream society. 
This was also how he was perceived in the beginning. He was portrayed in the 
weekly paper Morgenbladet under the heading “A rock n’ roll spokesperson”. 
Alongside a photo of him with long flowing hair and displaying a big smile, 
he was quoted as saying that he did not think it was anybody’s business to tell 
homosexuals how to live: “I am not concerned with whether somebody is gay 
or not. My hairdresser is gay. It is up to each and everyone how they choose to 
live” (Morgenbladet 2010). His first public appearances were therefore more 
or less in line with what the hiring committee had expected. After some time, 
though, he also began to reveal a more combative public persona, which led to 
tension both internally and externally.

Another person who became important in IRN in the following years was 
Irfan Mushtaq, who was briefly mentioned in the last chapter as the prime 
mover of the Safe Muslim initiative. Mushtaq was elected to the board of the 
IRN in 2011 as responsible for IRN’s finances, coinciding with when Afsar began 
in his job. Mushtaq was born in Norway and was educated as an economist. 
According to almost everybody I spoke with in the IRN, he was highly intelli-
gent and disciplined, a doer type with a large working capacity. He already had 
a successful career in business when he joined the IRN; and wanted to see IRN 
move towards delivering professionalised services.

It would not be long before the new leadership in IRN became embroiled 
in controversies. In his very first acts as secretary general, however, Afsar 
acted in the conciliatory manner the hiring committee had expected of him. 
In January 2011, immediately after he started in the job, IRN was targeted by 
a one-person demonstration outside its gates – a protest that received some 
media coverage. The activist was Sara Azmeh-Rasmussen. She was a migrant 
from Syria, who had come to Norway to study, and who stayed on and became 
highly active and visible in Norwegian public life. She frequently wrote op-eds 
in the newspapers and received notoriety when she publicly burned a hijab 
on the international women’s day in 2009. She identified as a lesbian, and 
subsequently as a Lesbian transperson, and campaigned for LGBTQ rights. 
On 29 January 2011, she started a protest outside the Rabita mosque, where 
the IRN office was located at this time. She sat on the pavement outside, with 
a sign that read, “Freedom and dignity for gay and transgender people “. On 
the third day of the protest, she even started a hunger strike. Her demand was 
that the IRN should clearly and unequivocally condemn capital punishment 
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for homosexuality, relating to the controversy about capital punishment from 
2007 which had refused to go away.

Several media outlets reported that Rasmussen was harassed during the 
sit-in demonstration. When she was interviewed for the online Norwegian 
magazine/blog Religioner.no, the journalist remarked that it even happened 
during their interview. The journalist described it as follows: “Suddenly the 
interview takes an unexpected turn. A box with a fluid which looks like vomit 
is released from a window in IRN’s building. The fluid hits its target, but also 
splashes over her belongings, and us standing nearby. It is probably leftovers 
from dinner, and you can see that it includes tomatoes, cabbage and eggshells” 
(Arnesen 2011). When the journalist interviewed one of the people who came 
out of the mosque, the mosque attendee said that the leadership in the mosque 
had implored people to be nice and polite to her – but this call was apparently 
not heeded by all the people who visited the mosque.

During this mediatized crisis for IRN, Afsar managed to strike a balance that 
made most people happy. Afsar met with Rasmussen several times and had a 
dialogue with her concerning whether they could reach a compromise. After 
five days, Rasmussen accepted IRN’s offer. The IRN did not back down on its 
claim that homosexuality was wrong according to Islam, but they did empha-
sise in stronger terms than before that the organisation “neither wishes nor 
seeks capital punishment for homosexuals”. It also made this statement:

The parties have agreed that the most important thing in this situation 
is to stand together in order to ensure the rights of all Norwegian citi-
zens. To achieve this, we must all contribute to working with values and 
opinions in order to fight against denigration, harassment and violence 
against homosexuals.

NTB 2011

In her first public op-ed after the demonstration, some days later, Rasmussen 
was equivocal in her reaction, and stated that she had “met a simplistic religion 
where reflection was replaced by blind faith and pure repetition”, even though 
she also emphasised that some Muslims in the Rabita mosque had given her 
perfume and food as signs of support (Rasmussen 2011). Some months later, 
though, she had changed her tune, and appreciated IRN’s efforts. In the mean-
time, she had travelled to Dublin, to do a similar protest outside the premises 
of the European fatwa council. While she was there, she was not granted the 
right to talk to any representatives from the council at all, unlike with the IRN. 
She also experienced harassment of an altogether worse and different kind, 
with some people even going as far as threatening to kill her (Gran 2012). She 
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wrote in an op-ed from October that she had an appointment with Afsar when 
she came back from Dublin. He had invited her to meet in his office and even 
told her that she was free to visit the prayer room of the mosque – an offer she 
did not expect and strongly appreciated (Rasmussen 2011). Some months later, 
she said that she had met a positive attitude in Afsar, and now had a different 
understanding of the organisation:

I understand of course that the IRN cannot change Islamic theology with 
a decree. But if attitudes among Norwegian Muslims change, it may also 
lay the groundwork for IRN to become clearer in their attitudes.

Gran 2012, 20

One may argue Rasmussen here displayed an understanding of the fact that 
IRN was a meta-organisation facing cross-pressures: It could not simply change 
what its member organisations were thinking. Afsar had seemingly managed 
to approach Rasmussen in this conciliatory manner, without getting negative 
pushback from inside the IRN. According to people I spoke to who were active 
in the IRN, most people were happy with how he handled the situation. This 
controversy had dogged the IRN for four years by 2011, and Afsar’s ability to 
cooperate with one of their strongest critics, without getting internal push-
back, was no small win for him. It was textbook balancing strategy, namely to 
make some adjustment, in a way which can be acceptable to different parties 
with different interests.

4.8	 Internal and External Tensions

This early win would soon be overshadowed in the public by other conflicts 
and issues. Quite soon, Afsar began to show a more combative side when 
responding to demands from the outside. This led to negative reactions among 
journalists and politicians as well as discontent among IRN’s dialogue partners 
in MKR and STL. What seems particularly to have irked some of IRN’s dialogue 
partners was an episode that had to with antisemitism in Oslo. In June 2011, the 
municipality of Oslo published a report on racism and antisemitism among 
pupils from the 8th through 10th grades in the schools of Oslo (Perduco 2011). 
The report had an explicit focus on antisemitism, more than on Islamophobia, 
but also looked into the experiences of Muslim pupils. Some of the context 
for the report  – which was mentioned in the introduction  – was that there 
had been several media reports focusing on antisemitism among Muslims. The 
report found that a full third of the Jewish pupils in Oslo had experienced neg-
ative episodes every month relating to their religious affiliation, whereas only 
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5.3 per cent of the Muslim pupils experienced the same. An important caveat 
is that the report only had 36 respondents who identified as Jewish. But the 
report also showed that over a half of the respondents had heard “Jew” used 
negatively as a slur.

When the report was published, there was a discussion panel with com-
ments from both Afsar and two representatives from the Jewish community 
(DMT). The discussion on this report seems to have become heated, and some 
comments from Afsar rattled some of the IRN’s dialogue partners: “If there is a 
minority which really gets rough treatment, then it is Muslims, and it is about 
time that we got a report about discrimination against Muslims” (Sylte 2011).

The newspaper article did not go into the context  – was this Afsar’s first 
response to the report, or was it a response to something the other partici-
pants said? Whether there may have been a qualifying context or not, Afsar’s 
statements were not well received by the Jewish community, STL or MKR, and 
not in the wider public sphere. The perception was that the IRN did not take 
antisemitism among Muslims seriously, and preferred to play the victim card.

This episode seems to signal a new development in IRN’s relations to outside 
actors. Subsequent to this debate, there were other instances where Afsar did 
not want to accept publicly the premise that Muslims needed to work towards 
reform, but rather claimed publicly that Islamophobia was the real problem. 
In STL and MKR, which had been the most important external partners of the 
IRN, this attitude was increasingly perceived as a significant problem, accord-
ing to several actors in these organisations. As I wrote in the introduction, 
I was appointed to the contact/dialogue group between the Church of Norway 
and the Jewish community in Norway in 2011, as a lay representative from the 
Church of Norway (I was appointed due to the fact that I spent several years of 
my childhood in Jerusalem, and speak Hebrew fluently). Due to stays abroad 
I was not able to attend many of the meetings, but I nevertheless met many 
actors in STL and MKR during early 2010s. I had an informal conversation on 
the developments in IRN with a representative from MKR in March 2012. Even 
though I did not study the IRN in particular at that time, I did do academic 
work on Islam in Norway. I wrote down the main points of the conversation in 
my field diary when I came home, because I was surprised by what the MKR 
representative had said. Before this conversation, I did not know that the rela-
tions between the IRN and the MKR had soured. The conversation started with 
the MKR person – called MKR below – asking me if I had any advice, as she/he 
perceived the situation with the IRN as challenging:

MKR: Do you have any knowledge about what’s going on over at IRN? 
Maybe you have any thoughts about what we can do … the situation is 
difficult now.
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OE: Oh, how so?
MKR: Well, things are challenging with the IRN. They don’t seem that 

interested in dialogue anymore. We’ve been thinking about whether we 
did something wrong …? But we’re not sure what it might have been. And 
Mehtab … do you have any ideas about how we may approach him?

OE: What do you mean?
MKR: I think he’s made his fair share of mistakes by now. I mean when 

you start in a new job, we all know that you’re allowed to do some mis-
steps. That’s how it is. But by now I think he’s filled his quota … I mean, 
we had built up something so good. It was working so well. I really think 
he has used up his quota.

OE: What do you think the main problem is?
MKR: For one, they don’t answer emails, don’t seem to want to have 

contact. But also, how Mehtab answers when journalists ask … you can’t 
always say that the answer is Islamophobia to every possible question. 
You know what I mean? Even though we have stood together against 
Islamophobia many times.  … You know, several people have actually 
reached out to them and said that we can help them if they need some-
thing concerning how to deal with the media. People from the Church, 
from the MKR, we have experience with the media. It’s part of the job for 
most of us. But that didn’t seem to work, either.

Conversation, March 2012, reconstructed from field notes

Seen in retrospect, this conversation and quotation says a lot about the sit-
uation between the IRN and external actors at the time. It reveals that the 
relationship between the MKR and IRN had already began to sour. But what it 
also reveals, though, is that some persons outside the IRN actually perceived 
that they had some ownership to developments in the IRN. They felt that they 
had stakes in what was going on. The person from MKR thought that they had 
invested a lot in IRN, and that it previously “was working so well”, until now – 
and also thought that Afsar had “used up his quota”.

When I did interviews with IRN activists, some of them also mentioned this, 
but from different perspectives. One of those who was at the IRN board during 
this time told me that they had received emails from the MKR, but that he had 
perceived them as very condescending:

Suddenly we started to receive emails from the MKR. They were like “you 
should do this”, or “maybe you shouldn’t say that”. But who were they to 
tell us what to do! I really didn’t like getting those emails.

Interview with R, Oslo, 2017–2019
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Another person in the IRN, who would later have a fall-out with Afsar, also 
mentioned in our interview that the MKR were sending them some emails 
offering help. But for him, this was not an indication that the MKR were med-
dling in affairs they shouldn’t meddle with, but rather that things were not 
functioning as they should in the IRN.

At some point we began getting emails from our partners. Like in the 
Church. They were offering to help us, to use their expertise to guide us 
a bit … What does this tell you? That they need to offer us such help? It 
means that things were not going so well with IRN, no?

Interview with F, 2017–2019

From different perspectives, all of these interviews point to the same phenom-
enon: The IRN – represented by Afsar – had changed its rhetoric, adopting a 
more combative tone. This did not go down well with some of the IRN’s dialogue 
partners. This probably also influenced how IRN was seen by other important 
actors in Norwegian society – authorities, politicians and journalists.

In addition to these external tensions, there were also mounting tensions 
internally, according to several interviewees. It got to the point where board 
members got up and left meetings in protest. One interviewee described an 
episode in this way:

At one of the board meetings, I was actually afraid that it would turn 
into a physical fight. Two of the board members where shouting insults 
at each other. At the end one of them got up, all red in the face, and was 
raising his fists as if he was getting ready to hit the other. It was really dra-
matic. In the end nothing happened and they did not start to fight. But it 
was like that quite often. It was not a very pleasant atmosphere.

Interview with C, 2017–2019

Some of the interviewees attributed this to the personalities and personal 
disagreements. Several of the board members from 2011 and onwards could 
become combative if conflict erupted. Many of them were persons who were 
not afraid to speak their mind and did not shy away from criticizing others 
publicly if they thought it was warranted. Some of the disagreements, however, 
were about organisational goals – disagreements about what goals and strate-
gies the organisation should pursue.

Importantly, none of the interviewees said anything about such intense 
conflicts being dealt with through institutional channels or venues. Work 
places in Norway are often highly institutionalised. In many work places, such 
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a quarrel – almost leading to a physical fight – would lead to some kind of inter-
vention. The persons involved would be called to a meeting with a superior, or 
a mediator, and would attempt to work out their differences. Sometimes, one 
or the other will get a warning. But in the IRN, this did not happen. Instead 
of the conflicts being solved, the disagreements remained. The interviewee I 
referred to above, chose to leave the board, for example, as he did not want to 
deal with all those conflicts anymore.

4.9	 Emergence of the Community Path: Halal Food and  
Muslim Solidarity

Little by little, the IRN did change its direction as an organisation, and began 
to focus on new activities and goals. In my original thesis, I had described 
this as choosing a new strategy. One key actor in the organisation, however, 
took issue with this description, and said that it was not a conscious choice 
between strategies:

It was not a conscious choice about strategy. We didn’t sit down and 
decide that we were going to take the organisation in another direction. 
At least I did not perceive it that way. It was more that we did one thing, 
and then that led to another thing, which again led to another thing. And 
suddenly we were at a different place, kind of.

Personal communication by email from R , 12.12.2020

In this book, I will therefore refer to this as a new approach, not as a new  
strategy. In any case it is clear that some of the new actors who entered the  
organisation in the 2010s did have some new ideas about where to take 
the organisation. Irfan Mushtaq. for example, said in out interview that he had 
been sceptical towards how the dialogue work had been conducted until then:

IM: I think that ‘dialogue’ had been kind of holy cow in the IRN. You could 
not ask questions about it! They were always talking about it – dialogue, 
dialogue, dialogue. But it was always an elite phenomenon.

OE: So you were sceptical towards the dialogue activities?
IM: No, I was sceptical to what one would get out of those dialogue 

meetings. Dialogue is always good, but you should have a goal with it. My 
understanding of dialogue is that the two of us meet, for example. We 
discuss Islam and Christianity. Next time we will bring a couple of friends 
along. Then we get to know each other, and hopefully we get wiser. That 
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kind of contact between people is very important. And I was asking what 
do we get out of the kind of dialogue we’ve been having until now? Why is 
this dialogue group so closed? Why can’t we enlarge it and include people 
from our two organisations? I was not sceptical to dialogue as such. I just 
wanted it to become more accessible to ordinary people. The way they 
had done it was only a closed, “holy” group.

Interview with IRFAN Mushtaq, 03.05.2019

This critique of the dialogue activity was not entirely new. This concern had 
in fact been voiced by people inside the dialogue groups themselves for many 
years, even though many people also saw much value in this kind of high-level 
dialogue between leaders (Brottveit, Gresaker, and Hoel 2015; Opsal 2013). 
Nevertheless, the internal magnitude of Mushtaq’s challenge to the existing 
way of doing dialogue should not be underestimated. IRN’s whole existence had 
come about as a result of an initiative from the Church of Norway, who wanted 
to have somebody to do dialogue with. The high-level dialogue with MKR – and 
with other actors, such as STL – had in fact given IRN access to the corridors of 
power, particularly after the cartoon crisis. This dialogue had probably helped 
the careers of some of the individuals who were active in the dialogue group, 
among both Christians and Muslims, as the previous dialogue participant and 
academic Jan Opsal noted in his description of the dialogue group (Opsal 2013, 
208). Arguably, the larger elite network which emerged as a result of the 
dialogue had also helped IRN reach some of their goals as an organisation. 
Norway retained a fairly liberal policy towards Muslims and Islamic commu-
nities, compared to several other European countries, and this probably had a 
lot to do with the dialogue work that IRN had been engaged in through the STL 
(Elgvin 2023a). Mushtaq was therefore challenging fairly fundamental aspects 
of how key actors in the IRN had been running the organisation for a good 
number of years.

The leader of IRN at the time, Senaid Kobilica, told me more or less the same 
story in our interview, but from a different perspective. He had been the leader 
since 2007 and stepped down as leader in 2013. According to Kobilica, a conflict 
emerged over how much importance one should assign to dialogue activities.

There began to develop some disagreements on the board. I understood 
that there was talk about the dialogue work, that some people were scep-
tical. Some people wanted to reduce the number of meetings with MKR 
and STL. So we sat down, and I was trying to understand what it was 
about. Those arguments that we should not focus that much on dialogue, 
or that other organisations were using us for their own gain  … I really 
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could not accept that. Dialogue had been one of the cornerstones of the 
IRN. Almost everything we had achieved had been through dialogue.

Interview with Senaid Kobilica, 21.10.2019

Interviews with activists from both the MKR and IRN indicated that this disa-
greement on how to conduct dialogue was not fully resolved within the IRN. 
The board continued to be comprised of some people who wanted to con-
tinue the elite- or leader-based way of doing dialogue, and some people who 
had more sympathy with the dialogue-critical view. In the MKR and STL, there 
was much frustration because they could not get clear answers from the IRN. 
Did they want to engage in dialogue and joint activities, or not? The leadership 
in STL became very frustrated, and described what they perceived as a lack of 
engagement and professionalism from IRN’s side. One actor in STL described 
it in this way:

They would often come to meetings completely unprepared. Or late. Or 
both. They did not respond to emails. They did not work with us on pre-
paring documents and issues. And then in the end they would sometimes 
complain that we didn’t listen to them! Or demand that they should have 
the final say on personnel! It was incredibly frustrating. You know, if 
you want to have an influence on something, you need to put down the 
work, you can’t just sit on the sidelines and do nothing for many months, 
and then demand in the end that everything should be served to you on 
a plate.

Interview with M, 2017–2019

In part, at least, this lack of engagement may have been a result of the disa-
greement about dialogue in the IRN. Rather than say a clear yes or a clear no, 
the organisation withdrew gradually, something which led to much frustration 
among its external partners.

This criticism of the dialogue work was part of a larger conviction among 
some actors on the larger Islamic scene: They thought that the IRN needed to 
focus more on building a sense of community among Muslims and find other 
sources of income beyond the state. Part of the rationale was the assumption 
that the IRN would not be able to rely on the funding from the state forever. 
The funding from the state was not sanctioned by law – it was predicated on 
good will. On several occasions, politicians and media pundits had called for 
IRN’s funding to be cut off. The external environment the IRN operated within 
was therefore both unpredictable and not highly institutionalised.
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Irfan Mushtaq told me that this had been an ongoing discussion almost 
since the beginning of the funding:

We didn’t think that we could rely on that money. We assumed that one 
day we would not get it anymore. All the time there were politicians talk-
ing about taking the funding away from us. So we thought: How can we 
stand on our own two feet, not rely on the handouts from the politicians?

Interview with IRFAN Mushtaq, 03.05.2019

Kobilica confirmed that there was disagreement on whether the IRN should 
rely on the funding from the state, but had a different take on the disagreement:

There was talk about becoming more independent. That we should not 
rely on money from the authorities, that the halal revenue could be 
enough, etc. I didn’t agree with that. Don’t we pay taxes? We, the Muslims, 
we are part of this society and we pay taxes like everybody else. Why 
should we not then apply for funding from the government, like every-
body else does?

Sometimes there were people who accused us of being too close with 
the authorities. But let me say this: I have been doing dialogue activities 
and have had contact with authorities and other actors for more than 20 
years. I have never experienced that somebody has put pressure on me. 
It doesn’t work like that. There are many actors in Norway who get their 
funding from the government. Do they also just do what the government 
tells them to do?

Interview with Senaid Kobilica, 21.10.2019

Kobilica and Mushtaq were on different sides of the disagreement, but both of 
them confirmed what it was about. It does seem that Mushtaq, Afsar and oth-
ers soon managed to implement some changes in their desired direction. The 
first change was a revitalization of the Safe Muslim initiative, which had mostly 
laid dormant since 2008. Sometime during 2012, the IRN redesigned their web-
site, and updated, among other things, the text on Safe Muslim. The text was 
shortened and simplified, and a section was added at the beginning of the 
text: “Allah says in the Quran: ‘The believers, men and women, are protectors 
and supporters one of another’ (Quran 9:71). Ummah is a joint responsibility, 
together we are stronger” (IRN 2012).

This section highlights the joint responsibility of Muslims for strengthen-
ing the ummah – the community of believers. This very phrase – Ummah er 
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et felles ansvar, “Ummah is a joint responsibility” – would go on to become a 
semi-official slogan for many of the IRN’s activities. Starting in 2013, a picture 
with the slogan became the top picture on IRN’s Facebook page, and it has 
remained so until the present. Ummah means community or group in Arabic 
and is usually used to designate the religious community of Muslims as such, 
which transcends ethnic and national barriers. The different endeavours of the 
IRN during these years can then be understood as aiming towards strengthen-
ing the Muslim community in Norway.

In order to distinguish this approach from the dialogue path which was 
described in the previous chapter, I will label it the community path. It must 
be emphasised that these currents were not completely opposed to each other, 
at least early on, and did not crystallise as clear choices until later. Proponents 
of the dialogue path would emphasise that it was an important goal to 
strengthen the Muslim community, and proponents of the community path 
were not opposed to dialogue per se. It was instead a question of emphasis. 
Whereas proponents of the dialogue path thought that the Muslim interest 
was best served by dialogue and alliances with external actors, proponents 
of the community path thought that the Muslim interest was best served by 
strengthening the Muslim community internally. Nevertheless, the overall pro-
file and activity of the organisation became markedly different in the 2010s, 
and it makes sense to label it as a new path for the organisation.

4.10	 Halal Certification and Financial Independence

In addition to the Safe Muslim initiative, the most important endeavour by the 
proponents of the community path was a large project on certification of halal 
meat – alongside enrolling a lot of new mosques as members. After he joined 
the IRN board, Mushtaq soon started to voice critical questions about how IRN 
was handling the issue of halal meat. As stated in the last chapter, the halal 
issue had led to a large controversy in 2007 and 2008. Was the meat marked 
halal really halal? Even though the IRN’s imam committee had accepted 
the way of slaughtering of chicken in 2008, doubts apparently remained in 
some quarters.

When Mushtaq joined the IRN board, the person responsible for halal food 
on the board was Asghar Ali. IRN and Ali had made an arrangement in 2010 
where they outsourced much of the responsibility for the halal certification 
to one external business – the small and newly founded company Al-Salam 
(Sleipnes 2010). This company was owned and run by Alexander Mousavi. 
Mousavi had migrated to Norway from Iran in 1992 when he was in his early 20s. 
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In 2003, he had founded an organisation or think tank called Samarbeidsrådet 
for integrering, “The cooperation council for integration” (SARFI) (Flatøe 2003), 
the objective of which was to advise different actors and bodies on integra-
tion. There are almost no traces of what this organisation did in the newspaper 
archive. But the organisation did open several businesses, among them one of 
the largest stores for halal meat in Oslo (Bleskestad 2010; Haakaas, Magnussen, 
and Stokke 2010).

In my interview with Asghar Ali, he revealed that he and Sultan were unsure 
as to how to deal with the halal situation. How were they to ensure that the 
meat that was slaughtered as prescribed? At this time there were few major 
actors on the Norwegian market providing halal meat. Mousavi, through his 
involvement in the halal meat store, was one of those who was most involved 
in the business. What the IRN did in 2010 was therefore to make an agreement 
with Al Salam, a new company founded by Mousavi, given Mousavi’s knowl-
edge of the market. Al Salam got the right to be a distributor for IRN-certified 
halal meat in Norway, and distributed this meat to different supermarkets and 
restaurants (Sleipnes 2010).

This arrangement seems to have worked out reasonably well, as Al Salam 
quickly got contracts with several meat producers. However, among some 
actors in the more conservative Muslim communities, this arrangement was 
controversial, partly because Al Salam had effectively been granted a large 
share of the market for halal meat in Norway. Moreover, it had to do with the 
fact that Mousavi himself had never had a pronounced public profile as an 
outwardly practising Muslim. As leader for SARFI he had also espoused views 
calling for stricter integration policies, for example (Brandvold 2009). Could 
practising Muslims put the halal certification business into the hands of some-
one whose religious credentials were not clear-cut? These were questions that 
Mushtaq raised when he joined the IRN board. According to several of those 
involved, strong arguments and disagreements ensued. It ended with Mushtaq 
taking over the responsibility for the halal certification, and Asghar stepping 
down from the board.

Mushtaq immediately set in motion many projects relating to halal. The 
first thing he did, he said in our interview, was to contact the imams in almost 
all of the member mosques to conduct a review of the theological legitimacy 
of the Norwegian way of halal slaughter:

In 2012, for the first time, we wrote a theological and technical document 
which was a halal-standard for Norway. It wasn’t just the IRN saying “this 
is ok”; it was an elaborate document which we had worked with inter-
nally for a long time. I had discussed it with the imams in Norway, I had 
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involved imams abroad, we had looked at fatwas, we had considered that 
mechanical slaughter and stunning was a challenge. But we reached a 
compromise, based on the rules of exception [from the traditional theo-
logical requirements] the imams could agree to.

Interview with Irfan Mushtaq, 30.11.2018

I was not able to procure the full and complete document from IRN, but the 
Internet Archive had saved the first part of it from IRN’s website (Mushtaq 2012). 
The essence of it was not that different from what the IRN had previously 
agreed to, namely to accept stunning before slaughter, as long as the animal 
did not die from the stunning procedure itself. The difference seems to be 
that this document was more extensive in its regulation of the slaughtering 
process and was more comprehensive than the statement the IRN had made 
earlier. Theologically, it seems to have had a more restrictive starting point, 
even though it arrived at the same conclusion as before. Instead of saying that 
stunning animals before killing them was not problematic, this document said 
that it was not ideal – but could still be acceptable given the societal circum-
stances in Norway.

Another difference was that the document seemed to have a stronger 
acceptance in a larger group of mosques, particularly among the Barelwis. As 
was previously discussed, the IRN was put in a difficult position in 2007 when a 
group of mosques and imams took the initiative to boycott chicken meat more 
or less on their own, without the full involvement of the IRN organisation. At 
that time, the Pakistani Barelwi/Sufi mosques in particular seemed to be the 
ones that had revolted against the more lenient approach the IRN had been 
advocating. But this time, Mushtaq  – himself from a Barelwi background  – 
managed to get Barelwis, Deobandis, Somalis and Arab post-Islamists on board 
with the halal approach he was promoting.

After he had secured the backing of the mosques, Mushtaq and the IRN 
embarked on an ambitious project to secure complete control over halal certi-
fication in Norway. As has been discussed by some scholars of Islam in Europe, 
controlling the right to pronounce something as halal or not confers great 
symbolic power. The person who can say that something is halal is effectively 
asserting a claim to speak for Islam. In France, for example, there are several 
different bodies, all of which compete for the right to certify meat as halal 
(Arslan and Adraoui 2013, chap. 10). When they claimed the right to certify 
halal, the IRN was also laying claim to symbolic power. One of the first steps 
the IRN took was to stop cooperating with Mousavi and Al Salam and take the 
process of halal certification into their own hands. After the new halal stand-
ard had been approved, the IRN made provisions for certifying businesses or 
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restaurants as halal in exchange for a fee. This fee, it was said, would cover 
the costs associated with certifying that the enterprise indeed was halal. For 
example, did the kitchen serve anything non-halal on the same plates, even 
though only halal meat was used for the halal dishes? In the beginning of the 
process, the IRN employed a fairly harsh tactic. If a business did not want to be 
certified because they did not want to pay the certification fee, the IRN from 
time to time published a piece on their website or Facebook which said that 
this or that restaurant was not halal. When a restaurant or business chose to 
become halal-certified, on the other hand, the IRN would often publicise this, 
for example accompanied by a statement that “the Muslim consumer can 
now safely enjoy the good food that is served by this restaurant” (Mushtaq  
2013a, 2013b).

Quite understandably, perhaps, this hard-nosed approach created friction 
and resistance. Several business owners thought that it should suffice that they 
only used halal-certified meat on their premises, and had difficulty under-
standing why they needed to pay a fee to the IRN in order for the IRN to ensure 
that they did what they were already doing. The argument from the IRN’s side, 
on the other hand, was that the Muslim consumer had no way of knowing this. 
Yes, the individual Muslim restaurant owner could have a clean conscience – 
but how could the Muslim consumer actually know who conformed to the 
halal requirements and who did not? By creating a system of certification, they 
were enabling the consumers to make informed and safe choices: They would 
know that the business in question was halal.

After the initial period of resistance, the IRN succeeded in its endeavour. 
More and more businesses, stores and restaurants owned by Muslims came 
to IRN and asked for certification. After a while, this began to generate a sub-
stantial source of revenue for the IRN, allowing them to employ two full-time 
employees who only worked with halal certification and halal agreements. It 
also allowed them to move into new and more representative premises in 2016. 
IRN had succeeded in becoming the de facto certifier of halal in Norway, a feat 
that gave the IRN no small amount of symbolic power among Muslims.

Additionally, Afsar, Mushtaq and others on the board made a point of 
recruiting new members. They had an active policy of getting new mosques 
to join. They frequently visited mosques, members and non-members alike, 
many of them on the outskirts of the big cities. Thus, the number of members 
nearly doubled in only a few years. The membership base of the IRN had been 
stable for many years, ranging from 16 to about 20 mosques. In 2013, accord-
ing to minutes acquired from the Brønnøysund registry, they had 43 members. 
That kind of growth was remarkable. All of these developments went in the 
same direction: Emphasising that the IRN should be an interest organisation 
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for Muslims, advocating the interests of Muslims, in a society in which Muslims 
frequently felt that they met hostility: ummah, a joint responsibility.

4.11	 Seeking Community or Seeking Allies

Why did these two competing visions emerge in the organisation? The dia-
logue path, which crytallised during Shoaib Sultan’s tenure as secretary 
general, emphasised that the IRN should reach its goals through dialogue 
and alliances with external partners. It also emphasised that the IRN should 
not paint itself – and the Muslim communities in general – primarily as vic-
tims of Islamophobia, but should also attempt to be seen as constructive and 
pro-active partners in society. The community path, which crystallised during 
Mehtab Afsar’s tenure as secretary general, emphasised that the IRN should 
focus on building solidarity between Muslims, and provide services to Muslims 
such as halal certification and legal support for Muslims who experienced dis-
crimination. It also emphasised that IRN should take a more independent 
stance with regards to the authorities and its dialogue partners.

To a certain degree, these changes happened by chance. The immediate 
cause for the change of direction  – and the resulting conflicts between the 
adherents of the two visions for the organisation – was a change on the micro 
level, with the introduction of new persons into the leadership. In an article on 
internal conflicts in organisations, the sociologists of organisation Anne-Claire 
Pache and Filipe Santos suggested that such changes may be partly accidental: 
“[internal disagreement] can be the outcome of hiring practices that, acci-
dentally or purposefully, bring into the organisation members who adhere to 
various normative and cognitive templates” (Pache and Santos 2010, 468). The 
fact that Afsar, Mushtaq and other new persons joined the IRN and set their 
mark on the organisation came about partly by chance. It is likely that the tra-
jectory of the organisation would have been different without the presence of 
Irfan Mushtaq, for example, who was able to set up their successful system for 
halal food certification. In a similar way, both of the two secretary generals – 
first Shoaib Sultan, and then Methab Afsar – set their distinctive marks on the 
organisation. Whereas Sultan was usually soft-spoken and mild-mannered, 
Afsar could become combative when conflicts arose.

But these personal patterns were also impacted by patterns and devel-
opments at the macro level – in society at large, and in the general external 
environment outside the organisation and its members. Pache and Santos 
expressed it in a somewhat cumbersome way: “Internal representation is also 
influenced by broader societal institutional logics that provide organisational 
members with cognitive templates that influence their perception of which 
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objectives and practices are appropriate” (Pache and Santos 2010, 460). I take 
this to mean that individual persons in organisations are influenced by broader 
norms and patterns of thought in society.

Both the dialogue path and independence path were responses to the same 
external environment in which the IRN was facing increasingly strong pressure 
from multiple directions and from different actors – and these pressures made 
it more difficult to navigate in a flexible and balanced way. The 2000s and first 
half of the 2010s saw an intensified public debate over Islam in Norway. This 
also affected the IRN and made it pertinent for the organisation to find a way 
to respond to external demands. In line with the theory of Kraatz and Block, an 
organisation may react to competing pressures by balancing acts, as has been 
detailed in previous chapters. But it can also respond by attempting to decou-
ple or withdraw from sources of pressure, or by reaching independence (Kraatz 
and Block 2008). Fundamentally, when the IRN met hostility and difficult 
demands from mainstream society, it could live with these demands by seek-
ing allies, by seeking independence, or both. In the late 2000s, several of these 
approaches had been employed at the same time. The balancing approach was 
most prevalent  – but the withdrawal and decoupling approaches were also 
employed at times.

Signs of the independence approach could also be seen, for example with 
the original introduction of the Safe Muslim initiative in 2008. As the happen-
ings from 2008 and onwards show – i.e. the youth demonstrations, the push for 
a more combative IRN – there was a clear sense among many young Muslims 
that they were alienated and discriminated against and needed to stand their 
ground. Indications of this can be found in several interviews, in fact in par-
ticular among those who supported the dialogue path. Some of them said, for 
example, that certain positions might be “popular on Facebook”. One of them 
put it in the following way, with reference to a controversy in 2016 which will 
be covered later, when the IRN had hired a woman wearing the niqab to work 
in their office:

When the conflict came out in the open, they started to attack us on 
Facebook. Every time they did that, they got lots of “likes”! They were just 
playing on emotions. They got lots of support. So, when they hired Leyla 
Hasic [who used the niqab], they received a whole lot of support from 
the youth, who thought – hey, now the IRN has done something really 
cool here.

Interview with C, 2017–2019

This quotation does indicate that the community path tapped into something 
real among segments of the Muslim youth. The later hiring of the niqabi Leyla 
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Hasic was met with empathy. This was probably not because of support for 
the niqab as such, which remains a marginal garment in Norway, but rather 
because it was seen as an assertion of Muslim rights.

Around the time when Hasic was hired, I did a group interview with activ-
ists in the largest mosque in Bergen, which has a soft and dialogue-oriented 
profile. Most of them said that they were critical towards the niqab themselves, 
and most of them thought that the IRN had become too combative in recent 
years. They nevertheless had much sympathy with the IRN when it came to 
how the niqab controversy had been handled in the media. One of interview-
ees explained it as follows:

You know, it is not that we support the niqab as such. I don’t think there’s 
anybody in this mosque who really likes the niqab. It is rather that we 
think that if the politicians ban the niqab, what will come next? The 
hijab? The right to have halal food? So it is a symbol, in a way. To support 
Hasic and her right to be employed with the niqab is, in a way, a show 
of support for the rights of Muslims more generally. We need to stand 
our ground.

Interview, Bergen, 05.05.2017

And as will be recalled from previous chapters, the approaches of with-
drawal and independence were seen all the way back to the 1990s in several of 
the mosques. During the blasphemy controversy in 1995, representatives from 
one of the Turkish mosques had made a point of letting it be known to the 
Norwegian public that they supported the blasphemy verdict in Pakistan, even 
though they had nothing to gain from this in society – and did not even hail 
from Pakistan themselves. This was clearly an act of defiance – and possibly a 
way of asserting independence. When VG interviewed mosque leaders in 1995, 
many imams and mosque leaders let it be known that they did not want to 
answer any questions (Schmidt and Hansen 1995). In the 2000s, as was seen in 
the previous chapters, several key actors in the IRN began to withdraw, as they 
perceived the media atmosphere as too challenging.

The anthropologist Christine Jacobsen also documented in her thorough 
study of Muslim youth in Norway that several competing discourses existed 
among young Muslims in the 1990s and early 2000s. Some wished to follow 
Tariq Ramadan in proudly proclaiming that they were 100 percent Muslims 
and 100 percent Norwegians. Others were sceptical, and “suspected that 
Muslims would never be fully accepted as a part of Europe unless they were 
willing to ‘give up their identity’ and ‘become assimilated’” (Jacobsen 2010, 
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127). The community path was therefore not something new in IRN’s history, or 
in the broader Islamic field in Norway. It was a crystallisation and clarification 
of tendencies that had been there for a long time, but which were forced to the 
fore by the more intense debates about Islam in the late 2000s and early 2010s.

The dialogue path, meanwhile, emerged as an alternative way of navigat-
ing the same external environment. Actors in the IRN early on understood 
that they could achieve significant gains in the Norwegian context by focus-
ing on dialogue, and by allying themselves with actors who were trusted in 
mainstream society. In the 1990s, their contact with the MKR, and later with 
the broader alliance of minority religions in ALIS and the STL, ensured that 
they received both significant gains and symbolic recognition. Later on, in 
2006, the dialogue path chosen during the cartoon crisis propelled the IRN 
right into the halls of power. Furthermore, this dialogue path gave them a clear 
sense of having some friends in an otherwise hostile environment – MKR, STL, 
some journalists and policymakers – friends who could help the IRN to achieve 
their goals. Several of the interviews I did with key actors indicate that this way 
of thinking had become common among key actors in the organisation. Senaid 
Kobilica, who was a key actor in the IRN throughout the 2000s and well into 
the 2010s, put it as follows:

We knew [during the conflict in the 2010s] that what IRN had achieved, we 
had achieved through dialogue and cooperation with others.

Interview with Senaid Kobilica, 21.10.2019

A similar statement was made by one who was on the other side of the conflict. 
In an IRN meeting in 2015, he told me that the discussion happened like this:

There is one meeting which I remember very clearly. One of the others 
opened the meeting by saying this with great emphasis: “Our friends are 
unhappy!”. I remember that I was like: “Who are they exactly, our friends?” 
But they didn’t want to specify it. They just said that these friends were 
unhappy, and that this was not good for the organisation.

Interview with R, 2017–2019

It also appears as if the dialogue path became even clearer to its proponents 
during the conflict, when it was contrasted with the independence path. Both 
of these two organisational visions, which crystallised as distinct options for 
the organisation during the 2010s, were therefore related to the broader macro- 
environment the IRN found itself within.
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Chapter 5

Towards the Split (2013–2018)

This chapter details how the conflict and disagreements in the organisation 
deepened and ultimately led to a split. In 2018, a faction decided to break out 
of the organisation in order to create the competing umbrella organisation 
Muslim Dialogue Network (MDN). The disagreements that led to the split were 
partly about personal conflicts. But there were also ideological disagreements 
over whether the organisation should pursue the dialogue path or the commu-
nity path.

This chapter brings together the various analytical building blocks from 
the book, and proposes an answer to why the IRN ultimately split up. The 
cross-pressures the organisation was under became more intense in the 2010s, 
and led to the competing strategies of focusing on either dialogue or commu-
nity building. Coupled with the multipolarity on the Islamic scene in Norway, 
this made it more difficult to arrive at compromises in the organisation that 
were acceptable to all – particularly given the low level of institutionalisation 
both within the IRN and in their external environment.

5.1	 Deepening Conflicts

Around 2013 and 2014, it began to seem as if those who favoured the commu-
nity path had prevailed in the organisation. IRN had thrown its weight behind 
the halal certification project; the Safe Muslim project was slowly gaining 
ground, and the membership of the organisation had increased substantially. 
Most of the pronounced critics of the new course had left the board. A new 
board was elected in 2013, headed by the veteran Mohamed Bouras. Although 
there were disagreements on this board as well, relationships were less con-
flictual than they had been previously.

At the same time, conflicts were never far away, both internally and exter-
nally. Simmering below the surface was a continued disagreement within 
IRN on how it should relate to its external dialogue partners. This became 
pronounced in early 2013, when IRN, MKR, and the Jewish community 
embarked on its most ambitious dialogue project so far. Starting in 2011, the 
three communities – Christians, Muslims and Jews – had engaged in a tripar-
tite dialogue/trialogue project called “Abrahams barn”, Children of Abraham. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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In February 2013 representatives from these three communities as well as the 
Catholic Church in Oslo went on a joint trip to Israel and Palestine. The idea, 
according to the official report from the trip, was to decrease tension between 
Christians, Muslims and Jews in Norway (MKR, IRN, and DMT 2013, 1). The 
Israel-Palestine issue had been a thorny issue for many years, which had led to 
tension in the dialogue meetings. This tension had partly been between Jews 
and Muslims, but also between Jews and Christians – as MKR was very critical 
towards Israeli policies, and supported limited sanctions against Israel.

The idea behind the trip, I was told by two of those who had organised it, was 
to tackle the most difficult issue between them head on (interviews with D and 
F, 2017–2019). If one was able to deal with Israel-Palestine issue, they thought, 
one would be able to deal with other issues as well. The result, however, was 
the opposite. Discussions became heated between the participants, and the 
atmosphere was not always pleasant. In the report from the trip, IRN mentions 
specifically that they found it upsetting that the Muslim participants were 
held back for several hours in the checkpoint when they left Gaza, whereas 
the Jewish and Christian participants were allowed to leave straight away 
(MKR , IRN, and DMT 2013, 9). For both the Muslim and Jewish participants, 
the trip evoked strong emotions, according to the report. Instead of improving 
inter-religious relations, the trip ended up doing the opposite. Following the 
trip, there would never again be any tripartite dialogue between MKR, IRN and 
DMT, as the newspaper Vårt Land reported in 2015 (Lindekleiv 2015).

An issue which was not reported in the media or in the official report from 
the trip, however, was that this project also led to subsequent complications 
within the IRN. Interviews with actors in both IRN and MKR revealed that 
there had been significant disagreement in IRN about the trip. Parts of the 
board had thought that the trip was premature. According to one interviewee, 
the board actually decided in 2012 that IRN would not participate. Some peo-
ple in IRN were nevertheless so interested in participating that they said yes 
without getting the final approval of the board, and presented it to the board as 
a fait accompli, according to one interviewee (interview with R, 2017–2019). A 
representative from MKR also had the perception that the IRN representatives 
were unusually quiet about their participation in the trip, and did not post any-
thing about it on social media – unlike what they usually did with such trips or 
projects (interview with S, 2017–2019). The fallout from the trip was therefore 
that IRN became more sceptical towards participating in dialogue activities. 
None of the interviewees from IRN mentioned anything about the precise dis-
cussions that took place following the trip. The perception in MKR, though, 
was that the trip to Israel/Palestine effectively killed off all dialogue with IRN.
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Conflicts began to rekindle again in 2014. This time the issue was Afsar’s 
employment status as secretary general. Both Sultan’s and Afsar’s positions 
had been defined as temporary. They were to last for a term of three years, with 
the possibility of renewal. Sultan stepped down after his first period ended. 
After being hired, Afsar started to enquire about the possibility of a permanent 
position. When his period was about to end, at the end of 2013, he stepped up 
his enquiries, according to several sources. According to Afsar, he needed a 
permanent position for several reasons. He needed the economic security and 
stability a permanent position would provide, and it also played a role for what 
kind of mortgage he could get in the bank. Afsar also wanted to have a higher 
salary, as his original salary was indeed fairly low by Norwegian standards.

Many on the board and in the broader organisation were undecided. Some 
were actively against making the position permanent, particularly people from 
the ICC, the Rabita mosque and the Bosnian mosque. When it came to the 
salary, the conflict lines were somewhat different. Irfan Mushtaq – who had 
been allied with Afsar when it came to halal food for example – was actively 
against raising the salary. According to several sources, Afsar exerted quite a lot 
of pressure to get his way and said that if he did not get an offer of a permanent 
position, he would not seek a new period and would immediately resign. The 
board then hired a lawyer, who gave the board legal advice about what their 
obligations were and what options they had. The end result was that the board 
offered Afsar a new contract with a permanent position, which was approved 
by the annual IRN meeting in April 2014 with only a few dissenting voices, after 
a prolonged discussion during which Afsar had to leave the room.

This disagreement, though, seems to have deepened and exacerbated the 
conflict in the organisation. Several sources claimed that the affair had an 
impact on Afsar – he felt hurt that there were actors in the organisation who 
did not want to offer him a position. On the other side of the conflict, this 
outcome also had an effect. One of the members, who later broke out, framed 
it in this way:

After Mehtab got that permanent position, many of us felt that it became 
even more critical. Now it was not only temporary, how he affected the 
IRN. It had become permanent. So we thought about what we could do.

Interview with U, 2017–2019

Whatever the cause, disagreements became increasingly heated. Ordinary 
interactions could suddenly turn into conflicts. Some of those involved seemed 
to change their behavior during this period. They became more combative, 
and became less interested in reacting to others in good faith.
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5.2	 The Dynamic of Conflict and the Role of Individuals

Why did this development take place? In my original PhD thesis, I attributed 
most of this development to structural challenges for the IRN organisation 
on the meso and macro level. Multipolarity and cross-pressures became even 
more difficult to deal with in the 2010s. As will be detailed in the next section, 
IRN was put under an increasing amount of pressure in the 2010s concerning 
how to deal with radicalisation and terror. This coincided with a continuation 
of the conflict about approach and direction: Should IRN seek allies, or seek 
internal strength? Such external and internal pressures could make it easy for 
conflicts to flare up.

When various actors in IRN and other organisations read my thesis after 
my PhD defence, however, this was the point where I received most pushback. 
Some of those who read it thought that I placed too little emphasis on the per-
sonal aspect. There were those who thought that the conflict in IRN was more 
or less in its entirety about difficult personalities who were not able to cooper-
ate. Some pointed in particular to the secretary general, Mehtab Afsar and his 
increasing stridency – at least those who had found themselves in a conflict 
with him. Others did accept that cross-pressures and multipolarity had played 
a role. But they still thought that there was an interplay between these larger 
societal developments and the personal aspect. Others, though, mostly agreed 
with the framing I had chosen. This disagreement over the ultimate causes of 
the conflict reflects the disagreement in the organisation about what they were 
actually disagreeing about.

This criticism nevertheless led me to reassess the data, both the material 
from the interviews and the posts from social media I had collected from this 
period. The interviews indeed contained several stories about conflicts, quar-
rels, manipulations, etc, some of which are fairly dramatic. The different actors 
who were involved had very different versions of who did what to whom. This 
much I had written in my thesis. But after reassessing the data, it did become 
clear to me that many of these interactions were not only about factual disa-
greements on whether the IRN should do this or that. Many interactions and 
disagreements also had a clear personal angle. In the thesis I had left out most 
of these stories, partly because it was difficult to corroborate what actually 
went down, partly out of a respect for the privacy of those involved, and partly 
because I thought that the personal issues were less interesting than the larger 
analytical and structural arguments. But after reassessing the data when work-
ing with this book, I concluded that the critics had a point: Leaving out the 
personal quarrels altogether probably left the reader with a picture that was 
not complete.
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I will therefore include one such story which was recounted to me, which 
illustrates how interactions could be during this period. The reason I include 
this story is that it was recounted to me by a person who was not party to the 
conflicts in the organisation, and therefore did not have a motive in painting 
people in the organisation in a bad light. I met this person at an informal gath-
ering in 2016, and he asked me what my thesis was about. When I told him that 
I wrote a thesis on the Islamic Council of Norway, he immediately erupted: 
“You write on THEM? You know, I actually had a very strange interaction with 
them.” (fieldwork notes, October 2016). This person was working in the Church 
of Norway in a smaller town, and had attempted to set up a dialogue project 
with a local Muslim organisation. Prior to this project, according to his recount-
ing, he had no interactions with IRN and had not held any strong opinions on 
the organisation. Then the following episode happened, in his telling – here 
reconstructed from my own notes later that day:

Suddenly one day I received a phone call. I didn’t know the number 
and picked up. The caller introduced himself as calling from the Islamic 
Council of Norway. After some courtesies, he started asked rather briskly 
about this dialogue project, and asked why we had not contacted the 
Islamic Council of Norway when setting up this project. I replied that 
we didn’t think it was necessary, you know, it was a small local project, so 
why should we contact the Islamic Council of Norway? Then he exploded! 
Like out of nowhere! He said that it was unacceptable to undermine the 
authority of the IRN in this way, and asked why we were working against 
them. I hung up afterwards and wondered what had just happened.

Reconstructed from fieldwork notes, October 2016

The result was the dialogue project continued, but without the involvement 
of the IRN. The phone call convinced some of the organisers that IRN was not 
a good dialogue partner, according to my interlocutor.

When I went home that evening, I wrote the story down, as I thought it 
was rather remarkable. I did not include it in the thesis, as I could not corrob-
orate independently that the episode happened in that way. I have therefore 
anonymised the persons involved. I was able to corroborate, however, that 
the person who spoke to me did initiate a local dialogue project around this 
time, which happened without the involvement of the IRN. Furthermore, he 
did not have a public record of speaking out against the IRN or other Muslim 
organisations.

The phone conversation may not have transpired exactly as he told it to me, 
of course. I still regard it as likely that his recounting contains an element of 
truth. I do not think that this person had any interest in misrepresenting to me 
what happened. Whatever the truth of the matter, the episode at the minimum 
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reveals that there were outside actors during this time who perceived actors in 
the IRN as difficult or behaving in an erratic way – even when they were not 
involved in a conflict with them. The story also indicates that there were actors 
in the IRN during this time who acted in a combative manner, even when it 
could have been possible to solve disagreements without resorting to force-
ful language. In this case there was no conflict to begin with, and it is not 
unlikely that the IRN could have become a partner in the project if their initial 
approach had been softer. The communication style of the person from IRN 
therefore seems to have played a role in the ensuing outcome.

I have not picked up that the main actors in the conflict were involved 
in similar conflicts prior to the conflict in the IRN. Some of them were also 
involved in other organisations. I asked some people in these organisations 
about them, whether they were perceived as combative or difficult, and the 
answer was no. It is therefore likely that it was the features of the situation – an 
escalating conflict due to internal disagreements – led many of the persons 
involved to act in a more conflictual manner. They were caught in a conflict 
dynamic, which made them more likely to act in a certain way (Bar-Tal 2013). 
This behaviour may then have had spillovers to other situations. In the 
recounting of the phone call above, for example, the representative from IRN 
claimed that the lack of involvement of IRN amounted to an undermining of 
their authority. Would he or others in the organisation have perceived it the 
same way if there was no ongoing conflict? We cannot know for sure. But it 
is not unlikely that the conflict led him and others to perceive episodes in a 
more conflictual way, and to behave more combatively  – even to outsiders. 
At the same time, the way certain individuals reacted to this situation clearly 
mattered. Combative behaviours became more common. This made it difficult 
to solve disagreements, and the conflict became ever more entrenched.

5.3	 Turning Up the Heat: the Debate over Fundamentalism  
and Radicalization

At the same time, an important piece of the puzzle is also that there were 
developments during this period which increased the pressure on key actors 
in the IRN. In the 2010s, the politicization and securitization of aspects having 
to with Islam reached new levels. The wars in Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria; and 
the Jihadi networks in these countries and their attacks in Europe had made 
jihadism and radicalization a key issue for most European states in the 2000s 
(Nesser 2019).

The 2010s witnessed additional developments that further increased the 
politicization of Islam in Norway. On 22 July 2011, Norway had its worst ever ter-
rorist attack. Far-right activist Anders Behring Breivik bombed the government 
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quarter in Oslo, and then attacked the summer camp of AUF, the youth divi-
sion of the Norwegian Labour Party (AP) on the island of Utøya. He killed 
69 children and adolescents and severely injured more than 50. Even though 
this attack reinforced the commitment of some policymakers to the notion of 
a multicultural society, it also had a paradoxical effect on the public sphere. 
Some politicians and media commentators drew the conclusion that Breivik – 
and those like him – had been radicalised because they had not been invited 
into the public discussion, where their arguments could be met (Tajik 2013). As 
a result, far-right actors such as Hege Storhaug and Breivik’s ideological guru, 
Peder “Fjordman” Jensen, would go on to publish more op-eds in the press about 
the threat from Islam than they had ever done before the attack (Figenschou 
and Beyer 2014, 442–44). Key politicians from the far-right Progress Party also 
intensified their rhetoric against Islam and Muslims (Bangstad 2016, 57–61). 
The IRN also faced mounting criticism from Muslim actors for being too con-
servative and too hesitant to confront Muslim radicals (VG 2013).

In addition, there were recurrent calls from policymakers and journalists for 
the state to discontinue the IRN’s funding. Ever since the IRN began to receive 
funding, there were political actors who wanted to take it away. This included 
far-right politicians from the Progress Party, but also politicians in the Socialist 
Left and the Labour Party. The first time this occurred was after the homo-
sexuality controversy in 2007, right after the IRN started receiving funding for 
the first time (Utrop 2007). The next time these calls came with force was in 
2011, when the activist Sara Azmeh-Rasmussen had her sit-in demonstration 
outside the premises of the IRN. This time it was an MP from the Labour Party 
who called for the government to stop the funding the IRN, even though the 
minister – also from Labour – turned the proposal down (Dagsavisen 2011).

On the Muslim side, the IRN was also facing challenges it had to deal with. 
In 2012, Norway for the first time saw the establishment of a full-blown Salafi- 
Jihadist group, called The Prophet’s Ummah. Mohyeldeen Mohammad  – the 
man who had warned of a terror attack on Norwegian soil in 2010 – was a cen-
tral person in the group, although he was not formally the leader. Irfan Bhatti, 
the former criminal who had taken the initiative to the demonstration in 2010 
which was covered in the previous chapter, was another member. The group 
seemed to be fully organised by January 2012, when they arranged a demonstra-
tion outside the Norwegian parliament against the Norwegian participation in 
the NATO’s war in Afghanistan. A person in the group – who would later join 
ISIS in Syria and be killed there – also published a video on Youtube which 
made explicit threats against the Norwegian prime minister, the Norwegian 
crown prince and the Norwegian foreign minister (Ihlebæk and Færaas 2012).
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The IRN needed to decide how to deal with the challenge from the jihadists. 
Later in 2012, the jihadist group once again made noise and forced the IRN 
to act. This was occasioned by the short anti-Islamic movie The Innocence of 
Muslims, an amateurish film uploaded on Youtube on 12 September by anti- 
Islamic Christian activists in the USA. For some reason, this movie attracted 
significant attention from the media. This led to international protests against 
the film, including in Norway. Once again, people associated with what was 
now publicly known as The Prophet’s Ummah were calling for a demonstra-
tion. But this time, the IRN chose a different tactic: rather than warning against 
demonstrating, they decided to hold a demonstration of their own, to give 
Muslims a peaceful venue for venting frustration. The IRN therefore arranged 
a large peaceful demonstration in central Oslo, which drew 3000 participants. 
But they cooperated with other actors in society, such as the bishop of Oslo, 
Ole Christian Kvarme, and were careful not to create an us-vs-them narrative. 
At the same time, the Prophet’s Ummah held their own small demonstration 
outside the American Embassy in Oslo, in which around 150 people partic-
ipated. In that demonstration, they hailed “sheikh” Osama Bin Laden, and 
carried the black Jihadist flag (Hirsti 2012). But even though the IRN attempted 
to counteract the appeal of the young Jihadists, they were also criticized by 
other Muslim organisations that claimed the IRN was not doing enough to 
combat radicalization (Decap 2013).

The 2010s also saw the emergence of a non-violent and peaceful Salafi- 
inspired movement in Norway, which also challenged the IRN at times. The 
largest and most influential of these was Islam Net, which emerged in 2008 as 
an Islamic Student Society at the University College of Oslo – an educational 
institution for vocational education. In later years, Islam Net has changed their 
profile, have moderated their stances and arguably become part of a reformist 
post-Salafi tendency (Qadhi 2014; Thurston 2018). In the first years, however, 
Islam Net attracted fairly large numbers of young Muslims to large-scale con-
ferences, to which they invited charismatic speakers from abroad. Several of 
the guest speakers were on record for having made controversial statements. 
This led to heated public debates on several occasions. In early 2012, a public 
conflict erupted between Islam Net and the IRN, following some statements by 
IRN leader Senaid Kobilica (Brandvold 2012; Qureshi 2012).

When the authorities, the media, society at large and various Muslim groups 
began placing stricter demands on the IRN, it became more difficult to navi-
gate the field in a flexible way and to find balanced solutions that could satisfy 
all the different parties. This kind of tension between different demands had 
been a part of IRN’s predicament since the very beginning, as the preceding 
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chapters have shown. But the tension arguably grew more intense in the 2010s, 
forcing key actors in the organisation to take a more defined stand on how the 
organisation should respond to these pressures. It is fair to say that the IRN 
leaders in the 2010s faced more cross-pressure than previous leaders in IRN. 
Combined with the more combative way of responding to conflict that some 
of the leaders displayed, this led to more quarrels and disagreements than 
before. It also led those who were in charge to double down on the community 
path as the way forward for the organisation.

5.4	 The Challenge of Multipolarity Once Again

Even though the conflict was not primarily about doctrinal or theologi-
cal differences, the diversity and multipolarity of the IRN membership and 
on the Islamic field in Norway also contributed to the entrenchment of the 
conflict. IRN’s membership had been stable for a good number of years, 
and the organisation was dominated by a few influential mosques – particularly 
the post-Islamists and the Balkan mosques. During the 2010s, membership 
increased substantially, which meant that the relative standing of the mosques 
which had been dominant became weaker. The 2010s also saw an increased 
assertiveness among the Barelwi mosques, which had previously stayed out 
of the spotlight – and occasionally had internal conflicts between themselves. 
This tendency first came to the fore with the halal controversy in 2007 but 
intensified later – and coalesced around the new halal certification project in 
the 2010s.

According to several sources, there were actors in the organisation who 
mobilised around the conflict by playing on the identities of Barelwi or Sufi 
Muslims and the post-Islamists. When I did interviews with people from 
Barelwi mosques from 2017 to 2019, I was initially surprised that several of 
them spoke disparagingly of the post-Islamists or Islamists in the Rabita and 
ICC as “Wahhabis”. Previously  – in the late 2000s, and in the early 2010s  –  
I had never encountered those kinds of accusations. One former key actor in 
IRN, for example, who had worked alongside the post-Islamists for a long time, 
said this:

They are Wahhabis. Not like us, the Muslims. You know, the Sunni 
Muslims. They just follow the Saudis, do whatever they say.

Interview with K, 2017–2019

Wahhabism is a term often used for describing a Saudi-oriented type of Islam 
which emphasizes very strict readings of the Islamic tradition. These days it 
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is more common to call it Salafism. Most researchers of Islam see clear dis-
tinctions between Salafism and the Islamist or post-Islamist interpretations of 
Islam (Shavit 2015). As a practical example, Salafis in Norway have sometimes 
warned against greeting non-Muslims with sayings such as “merry Christmas”, 
because they think that it involves an implicit recognition of the religious 
validity of the Christmas holiday. The post-Islamist groups in Norway, on the 
other hand, only see sayings like that as customary expressions which are about 
politeness and social norms. This is only one of several fairly fundamental dif-
ferences between the Salafi and the post-Islamist approaches to Islam in the  
West. I was therefore surprised, initially, to hear the Barelwi Muslims label  
the post-Islamists as Wahhabis. But research on the relations between Barelwi 
and Deobandi Muslims in South Asia indicates that these Barelwi Muslims were 
tapping into a long-standing discourse in South Asia. Leading Barelwi scholars 
have made such claims since the late 19th century – often calling their South 
Asian Deobandi competitors “Wahhabis” (Jackson 2013, 113). The discourse 
in which Barelwi Muslims themselves are said to be nothing but Muslims or 
Sunni Muslims also has long historical roots (Jackson 2013, 5). What I heard in 
these interviews, then, was probably the re-activation of a discourse that had 
been used previously in their movement in Pakistan, but which to my knowl-
edge had not been used much in the Norwegian context previously.

Indirectly, some actors from Barelwi mosques confirmed that the conflict 
between Barelwis and Deobandis/post-Islamists had been activated. One of 
them framed it like this:

I grew up in a Barelwi household. But as kids we were only raised to be 
Muslims, not more than that. It wasn’t like we were told that we were Sufis 
and that the other guys were Deobandis or Wahhabis. When I became an 
adult I kind of thought we were finished with that stuff, you know? But 
then I understood that it mattered a whole lot. The Arabs, the Ikhwanis 
[the Muslim Brotherhood], they had been used to being in control. And 
then suddenly it was the Sufis who were in charge. They didn’t like that.

Interview with R, 2017–2019

On the other side of the conflict, I did not hear equally distinct allegations that 
it was about Sufis or Barelwis vs the post-Islamists. What I did hear, however, 
was talk of ethnicity. One IRN activist said straight out that it may have been 
about “the Pakistanis”:

For a long time, it was the Arabs who dominated IRN  – not only the 
Arabs  – there was also the ICC and the Bosniaks. But the Arabs were 
important. And then the Pakistanis increasingly took over. You know 
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what we call it now, jokingly? Not “the Islamic Council of Norway” but 
“the Pakistani council of Norway”. The Pakistanis have all the important 
positions. I haven’t studied it in depth, so I will not make any grand claims 
here. But it is interesting, right? Before the Pakistanis took over, things 
were going well. Then the Pakistanis took over, and it all went down the 
drain. It is interesting, I think.

Interview with T, 2017–2019

It does not seem that these disagreements played out as strong theological con-
flicts, though. The clearest disagreement that can be attributed to doctrinal 
differences was about halal slaughter, as was discussed in the previous chapter. 
Traditionally, the Pakistani Barelwis have been more focused on the minutiae 
of halal meat than the Deobandis, the post-Islamists or the Bosniaks. This 
could be seen already in 2007, when the Barelwi Ahle Sunnat Imam Council – 
led by the Ahle Sunnat mosque in Oslo – led the charge against the slaughter of 
halal chicken involving stunning, with opposition from mosques like the ICC.

Some of those in the post-Islamist camp went as far as to say publicly that 
the halal certification was “not important” (Brandvold 2016a). In one interview 
with an activist in the post-Islamist camp, when I brought up the subject of 
halal certification, he responded:

Oh my … the halal thing, what a disaster that was. A disaster! We should 
never have started to get entangled in that. Never! Halal meat is, well, 
halal, and it doesn’t matter what we in the IRN do about it.

Interview with T, 2017–2019

For many Barelwis, it would be unthinkable to say something like that. This 
disagreement about halal seems to have been joked about internally, even 
though not everybody thought that it was a thing to joke about. One of the 
Barelwi interviewees mentioned to me that he had been sitting alongside an 
imam from one of the post-Islamist mosques at an IRN gathering, which took 
place in the mosque this imam belonged to. They were eating pizza.

Then the imam turned to me, looked at me mockingly, and said in what 
was apparently a joke to him: ‘Hm … are you 100 percent sure that the 
cheese on this pizza is halal? Perhaps not, hm?’ I was shocked! How could 
he as an imam not be sure whether he was eating cheese which was halal 
or not? Didn’t he know that cheese can be made with animal leftovers, 
that may not be halal? How was this a joke for him?

Interview with K, 2018
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One may of course interpret this story in different ways. It is likely that the 
imam actually knew whether the cheese was halal or not, given that it was 
in his own mosque, and that he instead was mocking what he perceived as 
over-zealotry in his interlocutor. But the exchange does reveal that they disa-
greed on this issue and had different perceptions of how one should approach 
the issue of halal food. This disagreement on the importance of halal certi-
fication does seem to have theological roots, at least in part, and played out 
through the shifting importance of the different mosques in the organisation.

But beyond differences of theology, relations between Barelwis and 
post-Islamists may therefore have been about basic mechanisms from group 
psychology. People supported other people in their own in-group, irrespective 
of whether there was any substantial theological disagreement or not. Even 
though the conflict probably did not begin as a conflict about sectarian dif-
ferences, the multipolarity and diversity among IRN’s members probably 
contributed to the prolongation and intensification of the conflict.

5.5	 Unstable Internal Institutionalisation and the Failed Intervention

All of these factors may have contributed when some of the actors in the 
organisation decided to undertake what some of them referred to as “an inter-
vention”. Had the IRN been more instutionalized internally, it is not unlikely 
that this intervention would have succeeded  – or never taken place in the 
first place.

The final phase in the history of the IRN as a more or less unified organisa-
tion began at the annual meeting in the spring of 2015. One year previously, in 
2014, the annual meeting had chosen an electoral committee. This committee 
consisted of many people who were sceptical towards the new course of the 
organisation. Their proposal for the new board included many candidates who 
hailed from the large mosques that for a long time had been central in the 
IRN – Rabita, ICC and the Bosnian mosque. Many of the proposed candidates 
were IRN veterans: Basim Ghozlan, Senaid Kobilica, Arshad Jamil and Ghulam 
Abbas. In addition, and significantly, the original proposition of the electoral 
committee was that Irfan Mushtaq should not be re-elected to the board. They 
proposed another candidate for the position as the person responsible for 
halal food.

At the annual meeting, Mushtaq made it clear that he wanted to continue. 
This was not taken lightly by several of those who wanted another direction. 
Many of those who were candidates for the new board made it clear that 
they would not stand for election if Mushtaq was part of the board. But in 
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the end, those who were elected to the new board – Kobilica, Ghozlan, Jamil 
and others – accepted Mushtaq’s candidacy, and they were elected together. 
The majority of the new board, however, wanted to reverse what they saw  
as the new course in the IRN. This seems to have been a conscious decision 
from early on by several of those involved. One of the newly elected board 
members confirmed as much to me in our interview:

When we got elected to that board … it was an attempt at an intervention. 
We saw that everything was going the wrong way. So we wanted to give it 
a shot. To see if we could put the ship on the right course.

OE: What made you intervene?
Everybody was complaining. Everybody! All of our partners and 

friends. Everybody! Journalists, people from the authorities, our dialogue 
partners … there were complaints about the IRN all the time. IRN did not 
answer the phone, IRN could not be trusted; it was difficult to cooper-
ate with IRN, and so on. There were only complaints. So we felt that we 
needed to do something, so that it would not all go to waste.

Interview with U, 2017–2019

I heard similar stories from others among those who wanted to change direc-
tion. Almost all of them mentioned that people on the outside were unhappy 
(interviews with D, C and T, 2017–2019). They seem to have perceived this as 
a significant liability for the organisation. Their view was that the IRN had 
achieved victories through cooperation. They perceived the worsened rep-
utation of the IRN as a significant liability. Without a good reputation, they 
assumed, the IRN would not be able to achieve its goals.

What happened after that depends somewhat on perspective. The people I 
spoke to, on different sides of the conflict, tell more or less the same story – but 
from different viewpoints. What seems clear is that the majority on the new 
board attempted to rein in Mehtab Afsar in his role as secretary general and 
were also trying to isolate Irfan Mushtaq. In the words of those who were scep-
tical of Afsar, it was a question of having him fulfil his actual duties as a general 
secretary  – writing reports and minutes of meetings, answering the phone 
when journalists called, etc. In the words of Afsar and Mushtaq and their allies, 
it was an attempt at micromanagement: stripping Afsar of his proper respon-
sibilities as general secretary. One of the new board members put it this way 
in our interview:

When we were elected to the new board, we wanted to give Afsar a 
chance. We made clear what the expectations were, what we were asking 
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of him. We wanted him to show that he could deliver on that. But he did 
not fulfil his obligations.

Interview with C, 2017–2019

When Afsar was interviewed one year later, by the newspaper Vårt Land, he 
claimed that he had been “stripped of responsibility” early on (Huseby 2016). 
In an interview with me a couple of years later, he repeated this, and said 
that he had been micro-managed by the board (interview with Mehtab Afsar, 
08.10.2017).

The journalist Åse Brandvold at the newspaper Klassekampen, who fol-
lowed the conflict closer than any other journalists at the time, received access 
to internal emails, and could reveal that people on the board began to discuss 
firing Afsar early on  – from May 2015, just one month after taking on their  
roles (Brandvold 2016b). Two people, independently of each other, told me  
that this email discussion had not been a formal email discussion between  
all of the board members. It had rather been a selective discussion between 
some of the board members, who discussed how to get rid of both Afsar and 
Mushtaq. It is clear in any event that a majority on the board were unhappy 
with Afsar and with the general direction of the organisation that Afsar, 
Mushtaq and others had pursued. At some point in late 2015, Irfan Mushtaq 
decided that he had enough, and resigned from the board. Another board 
member – the imam Najeeb Naz from the Barelwi mosque World Islamic Mission –  
did the same.

The board then gave Afsar a notice that he was fired, and on 4 June con-
vened the council of the IRN  – consisting of representatives from all the 
member mosques – to brief them on the decision. This did not work out as 
planned, in part due to the unstable institutionalisation in the organisation. 
The board had assumed that it had the legal right to fire Afsar. The problem 
was that the IRN did not have any statutes for such cases. Afsar had become 
a regular employee in 2014, but neither his contract nor the statutes specified 
the person actually authorized to fire him. Was it the board, or the larger coun-
cil? This was juridically unclear. The board took a chance and fired him. At 
the council meeting, though, most of the delegates voted to reinstate Afsar. 
The result was clear: 16 delegates voted to uphold the firing of Afsar, whereas 
40 voted to reinstate him. When this happened, the sitting board dramatically 
announced that it would step down.

In their place, an interim board was appointed. This interim board consisted 
of veterans of the IRN who stepped up to be caretakers while the organisa-
tion figured things out. Kebba Secka – the leader who had to step down after 
the FGM controversy in 2000 – was appointed as the leader. Zahid Mukhtar,  
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the first secretary of the board, who left the organisation after a media con-
troversy in the 2000s, also sat on the board. The last person was Mohammed 
Ibrahim, from the Somali Tawfiiq mosque. The job of the interim board was to 
assess the situation and prepare the ground for an election of a new board. The 
reason they were chosen for this task, according to a couple of interviewees, 
was that they were veterans who knew the IRN but who did not have any stakes 
in the conflict. They had not been involved in the IRN for a long time and were 
therefore expected to be more impartial than those who had recently been 
involved in the organisation.

But in the larger public sphere, it was not taken lightly that two controver-
sial figures who had previously fallen from grace  – Kebba Secka and Zahid 
Mukhtar  – would now be leading the organisation. The fact that the board 
stepped down also led to widespread public and political unrest among jour-
nalists and politicians. The minister of culture and religion, Linda Helleland, 
therefore wanted to send a clear signal to the IRN that she expected them to get 
their house in order. She decided to withhold their funding until she received 
clarification about what was happening. This was the first time that the minis-
try told the IRN in such strong and unequivocal terms that they were not happy 
with what was happening; not only through words, but also through actions.

Then in October, a new board was elected. For the first time, there were no 
representatives on the board from Rabita, the ICC or the Bosnian mosque, all 
of which chose not to have any candidates stand for election. Quite soon, in 
October and November 2016, some of them began talking publicly about break-
ing out and creating a new organisation (Brandvold 2016a). It thus became clear 
that the interventionists had failed in their intervention – and were considering 
other options. Nevertheless, the new board managed to get the funding from 
the government back, and thus the operation of IRN continued.

In October 2016, the new board was elected, with Zaeem Shaukat as the 
leader of the board, who hailed from the same mosque as Afsar. Even though 
some of the former board members from the losing side had begun to talk 
publicly about breaking out, they hesitated to do so. During the winter of 2017, 
a fact-finding task force was commissioned, comprising a team of lawyers from 
the law firm Aurelis in Oslo. Their report largely cleared Afsar, and said that the 
firing had in fact been contrary to Norwegian law (Brandvold 2017b). Even 
though those who had attempted to fire Afsar accepted the legal ruling of the 
report, they thought that the report was unbalanced and mostly presented one 
side of the story.

This nevertheless gave Afsar a moral victory. It seemed as if Afsar and those 
who supported him had won, and that they had consolidated power over the 
organisation. In retrospect, it is possible that this could have been the final 
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result, and that the organisations and actors who lost the battle over the direc-
tion of the organisation would have accepted the loss. What changed all of this, 
however, was an affair that came under the scrutiny of the public eye at the 
end of March 2017.

At some point during 2016, the IRN had applied to the ministry for addi-
tional funding. The application stated that they had too much work and too 
few resources; they needed more funds to do their work – including dialogue 
and bridge-building. They therefore applied for funds that would cover a new 
part-time position as secretary and office-manager. According to one board 
member at the time, this had happened on the initiative of the ministry:

We had a meeting with two persons from the ministry. They said that 
they were unhappy with the direction of the organisation, particularly 
our focus on halal certification. They thought that, as a voluntary organ-
isation, we should not make money on halal certification that way. We 
told them that we made a clear distinction between the two: The money 
from the halal certification went to the salaries of those two employees 
who worked with halal, whereas the funding from the ministry went to 
fund Mehtab’s job, and other assignments. We also said that the funding 
from the ministry wasn’t enough to cover all the activity the organisa-
tion did. We said that we had applied for more funding several times and 
had been turned down. So why were they complaining that we got other 
sources of revenue?

Interview with F, 2017–2019

According to this board member, the representatives from the ministry then 
proposed that the IRN should apply for additional funding. I interviewed a 
couple of bureaucrats from the ministry, and they also confirmed that they 
had told the IRN that the funding could not be used for internal purposes such 
as the halal business – and that they attempted to meet IRN with flexibility by 
offering them additional funding (interviews with H and X2, 2017–2019). One 
interpretation is that the ministry saw this as a way of giving the IRN a car-
rot: To get the IRN to adjust their profile to align more with what the ministry 
wanted, by providing them with further incentives.

The ministry said yes to the request for additional funding, which IRN 
then used to create a new position as a part-time office secretary. There were 
16 applicants for the position. The person offered the job was not just anyone. 
It was Leyla Hasic, one of the most publicly vocal niqabis in Norway. She was 
of Bosnian origin and had grown up in Norway. I did an interview with her in 
2012, long before she showed any interest in the IRN. A couple of years before 
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our interview, she had been «born again» as a Muslim, after having lived an 
essentially secular life during the previous decade. At the turning point in her 
life, she was a single mother working in a bar and had come to the conclusion 
that she was living a sinful life. She soon became more conservative and at 
some point, decided to wear the niqab, as one of very few women in Norway. 
She started to write comments online and in newspapers, in which, among 
other things, she accused the Muslim leadership  – including previous IRN 
secretary Shoaib Sultan – of not supporting her and thus of abandoning the 
cause of the Muslim community. She also had loose associations online with a 
group of Muslim radicals, among whom several would go to Syria to join IS at 
a later stage.

After this, she moved out of the spotlight for some years and then suddenly 
re-emerged in 2017. She had applied for the position and wanted to move from 
the smaller town of Fredrikstad to Oslo together with her son. According to 
sources in the IRN, she had left behind the radical ideas she had been toying 
with some years earlier. But she was still wearing the niqab. She was the one 
who was offered the job at an IRN meeting in February.

It must have seemed obvious that this would lead to angry reactions in the 
press and mainstream society. After all, the niqab was and is very controversial 
in Norwegian society, and the government had toyed with the idea of banning 
it in several public institutions. Afsar’s motivation for hiring her was simple, he 
explained to me: She was the best qualified candidate.

She was best qualified. It is as simple as that. Should we not employ her 
because she wears the niqab? Wouldn’t that be very discriminatory? And 
is this not a liberal society?

Interview with Mehtab Afsar , 08.10.2017

According to two independent sources, Hasic had actually not been the first 
choice of the hiring committee. Out of the 16 applicants, there were three who 
had relevant formal qualifications. Hasic, for example, was in the process of 
finishing studies to become an auditor. They had initially preferred another 
applicant, who was actually Christian and who had more experience than 
Hasic doing secretary work. They had called this candidate in to a second 
interview, but the day before the second interview she called and said that 
she had accepted another job. This left them with Hasic as the most qualified 
candidate, according to a couple of the interviewees. This account may vali-
date IRN’s claim that Hasic may indeed have been the best qualified candidate 
IRN had.
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It is impossible to know whether the motivations of the IRN board were 
as pure and simple as reported. One may also see Hasic’s hiring as a sign of 
defiance  – the hiring of a woman who wore precisely the kind of religious 
clothing that the government had talked about banning. Yet another possi-
bility is that Afsar may have wanted to show that the IRN would not bow to 
whatever dictates the government put out. In our interview, Afsar did confirm 
that he understood that there would be reactions:

Of course I understood that there would be reactions. I am not stupid. 
Still, she was the best qualified. I really mean that we needed to hire her 
then. Take a hypothetical case where the best applicant was a woman 
who insisted on wearing a mini skirt and high heels and was the most 
qualified. I would have insisted that we hire that person as well!

Interview with Mehtab Afsar , 08.10.2017

There are no indications that Afsar or others on the board themselves sup-
ported the use of the niqab for Muslim women. Quite to the contrary, Afsar 
appears to have advised Hasic in private to stop wearing the niqab, even 
though he never said so publicly. Whatever Afsar’s motivations were, the con-
sequences were dramatic.

The affair became known in the media at the end of March. The reactions 
from politicians and media pundits were fierce (NTB 2017b). Many politicians – 
several of them Muslims – said that the IRN had outlasted its role, and that it 
was time to remove their funding. This sentiment was echoed widely in the 
traditional media and on social media, and the voices who defended the IRN 
were close to non-existent in the public sphere (Henriksen 2017). The Church 
of Norway – which usually refrained from public criticism of the IRN – was 
among the voices that criticized the hiring of Hasic (Brandvold 2017c). The min-
ister of culture, Linda Helleland, called the IRN to a meeting to ask about what 
was happening. When the IRN showed up, they had brought a lawyer along. 
One of the bureaucrats I interviewed remarked rather dryly in our interview:

As you may imagine, it is not exactly a boost for the social atmos-
phere when you bring a lawyer with you to a consultancy meeting with 
the minster.

Interview with H, 2017–2019

The minister said afterwards that this meeting did not restore her trust in IRN. 
Other developments also made the situation difficult for the organisation. 
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Leaders in several of the largest mosques – the Bosnian mosque and Rabita – 
announced that they were thinking of leaving IRN. They also spoke of setting 
up a new umbrella organisation (NTB 2017a).

After the summer, STL did an unusual thing. Their leader went public in 
the media and said that they no longer had confidence in the IRN as a part-
ner (Huseby 2017). This was new ground for STL, which almost never chose to 
criticise its own members publicly. The backdrop was prolonged frustration 
in STL circles with Afsar and the IRN. Apparently, there had been several per-
sonal disputes between persons in STL and the IRN, some of which became 
relatively heated. In October, STL and IRN jointly announced that the IRN 
would take a six-month “leave of absence” from the organisation (STL and 
IRN 2017). According to several sources in the STL and MKR, the IRN would 
have been at risk of being expelled from the organisation otherwise – and this 
leave of absence was a way for the organisation to save face. When the leave 
of absence ended in 2018, the IRN announced that it had withdrawn entirely 
from the organisation.

Later in October, the IRN took another blow. Nortura – the main purveyor 
of halal meat in the IRN’s halal system – stated that they no longer knew if IRN 
was a partner with whom they could cooperate and broke off their business 
relations with the IRN (Nortura 2017). They would still produce halal meat in 
the same way but would not have an agreement with IRN which allowed the 
IRN to certify the products. This meant that one of the main sources of income 
for the IRN – the halal certification – was about to crumble. Finally, several 
of the largest mosques in IRN announced that they no longer had confidence 
in the IRN and that they were discontinuing relations. These included the 
Bosnian mosque, the Rabita mosque, the Moroccan Centre Rahma mosque, 
the Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque, the Albanian mosque, and the Islamic Cultural 
Centre. All in all, these mosques had around 25,000 members, and their exit 
from the IRN was a significant blow to the organisation. After a lot of ifs and 
buts, the Barelwi Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque – still the largest mosque in Norway – 
decided to re-join the IRN.

Then, in November 2017, IRN received the coup de grâce. The ministry 
announced that they would not transfer the second half of IRN’s funding for 
2017 (Kulturdepartementet 2017). According to bureaucrats in the ministry, 
arriving at this decision involved a huge amount of manpower. Legally, it would 
have been non-problematic to only refuse to renew IRN’s funding for the next 
year, 2018. Stopping their funding during the year, however, was a legal mine-
field which could leave the ministry vulnerable to lawsuits. They therefore 
prepared their case very thoroughly, through a detailed document consisting 
of 21 pages. This apparently led to some raised eyebrows in the bureaucracy. 
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The decision was seen as being driven mainly by political considerations. One 
of the bureaucrats in the ministry had this to say:

You know how much money it was? 650,000 NOK. It is peanuts. Every 
year, we disburse millions and millions to all kinds of organisations and 
causes. But we spent huge amounts of time dealing with this. I would 
assume 20 man-years in total. Not only here, but in lots of departments 
and ministries. It was a huge undertaking. Everything needs to be totally 
vetted you know. We send it to someone over at that section; they send it 
back; we send it back to them again, and so forth. We needed to be com-
pletely sure that we had covered every angle so we would not be in danger 
of a getting a court ruling against us. An enormous amount of resources 
was spent – just to be able to stop the funding a few months early.

OE: Why was it important to stop it in the middle of the year, instead 
of just stopping it next year?

It was political. Around that time, the negative atmosphere against the 
IRN was fairly massive, in the media and among politicians. It was prob-
ably quite difficult for the government to be seen as continuing to give 
money to the IRN.

Interview with H, 2017–2019

When this happened, it was ‘game over’ for the IRN organisation in the form 
it had had for the past years, with a paid secretary-general, a part-time office 
administrator, a burgeoning halal franchise with two full-time employees, all 
located at a centrally located office. Key actors in the IRN decided to continue 
the organisation, but they had to do it without any paid employees, without an 
office of their own, and without a halal franchise.

5.6	 Unstable External Institutionalisation and the New Organisation

The mosques who broke with the IRN announced around the same time  –  
at the end of October – that they would form a new organisation, called Mus
limsk dialognettverk – “Muslim dialogue network”, or MDN as it would be called 
colloquially (Kvamme 2017). This was an organisation that consisted of the five 
mosques which had broken away from the IRN – Rabita, ICC, the Moroccan 
Mosque Centre Rahma, the Bosnian mosque, and the Albanian mosque. This 
constellation of mosques gave MDN a clear theological and ethnic profile: It 
consisted of the post-Islamists in Rabita and ICC, a profile which also found 
sympathy in the Moroccan Rahma-mosque, and of the two mosques in Norway 
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that hailed from the Balkans. The numerically largest groups of Muslims in 
Norway – Somalis and Barelwi Pakistanis, as well as the Shia – were absent.

In the first interview that representatives of the new organisation gave to 
the press, they spoke about the need to “regain the trust” of actors in society 
at large. When asked if they would work with halal certification, Arshad Jamil 
from ICC said this:

For our part, the dialogue work is most important, and then we’ll see 
what the future brings. Right now, there is a vacuum we are trying to fill. 
We need to regain the trust of society and actors in society, and we have 
a big job to do.

Kvamme 2017

There were many signs that this new organisation was immediately met with 
goodwill from important actors in society. The leader of STL, Ingrid Rosendorf 
Joys, and the general secretary of the MKR, Berit Hagøy Agen, both wel-
comed the organisation (Kvamme 2017). Right before Christmas, it was also 
announced that the new organisation would receive some of the funding that 
had been taken away from the IRN (Brandvold 2017a).

During the following year, the MDN held a relatively low profile. In March 
2018, MDN was also taken up in STL as a member. In October, it was announced 
that MDN would formally start receiving state funding on an ongoing basis, as 
had the IRN previously (NTB 2018). This meant that MDN had all but replaced 
the IRN in all the ways that mattered to society at large: It had taken its place 
in STL; it was receiving the funding from the state that IRN had previously 
received, and it was consulted by journalists and policy makers on vari-
ous issues.

This was by all accounts a conscious strategy from the organisation, as 
Arshad Jamil had said in the first media interview. They saw it as their job to 
regain the trust of mainstream society. This was also reflected in their first 
large undertaking, which was a “Dialogue conference” which took place on 
28 January 2019 (MDN 2019). This conference was by invitation only, and was 
attended by a large number of influential policymakers, dialogue partners from 
the church and STL, journalists, etc. The first session was called “Dialogue – a 
necessity in 2019?” (MDN 2019). Both in content and format, this conference 
signalled what the MDN saw as their most important job – to create ties with 
influential actors in mainstream society and become a trusted partner. This 
was a break with the direction that the IRN had pursued since 2011.

An important institutional feature which made the option of break-
ing out more attractive was the unstable institutionalisation in the external 
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environment of the IRN. The most common way of conceptualising the incor
poration of interest groups like the IRN in Norway and Scandinavia is by 
referring to it as a neo-corporatist arrangement – where representative inter-
est groups get a formal seat at the table, in exchange for moderation and 
displays of societal responsibility. This term was the one Laurence employed 
in his study of Muslim councils in Europe (Laurence 2012). Neo-corporatism 
has been distinguished from pluralist arrangements, where interest groups do 
not get formal seats at the table but have to compete with each other over 
influence. Pluralist arrangements are often more unstable than corporatist 
arrangements: There is no guarantee that one will be heard, get funding or 
have a seat at the table.

In some ways, the public funding of IRN was clearly neo-corporatist: The 
authorities chose IRN as a partner and gave it funding. At the same time, sev-
eral scholars have noted that Norway has grown less corporatist in the last 
couple of decades, and some have proposed that neo-pluralism is a more fit-
ting descriptor than neo-corporatism (Rommetvedt 2005). A central venue for 
interest group influence of Norwegian policy has traditionally been tempo-
rary advisory commissions, for example, which examine major policy issues 
and provide advice about solutions. In the words of Johan Christensen and 
Cathrine Holst, “advisory commissions have played a particularly vital role in 
the formulation of public policy [in the Nordic countries], to the point that 
they have been described as a core element of the consensual Nordic model of 
government” (Christensen and Holst 2017, 1). But when it comes to the actual 
composition of such advisory commissions, there has been a “marked rise in 
the participation of academics over time and a stable or declining representa-
tion of interest groups” (Christensen and Hesstvedt 2019, 91) This may be an 
indication that interest groups have less corporatist influence over Norwegian 
policymaking now than they had in the past. Rommetvedt et al. have proposed 
that interest groups in the Nordic countries have begun to engage in lobbying 
rather than representation. Interest groups do not necessarily have a formal 
seat at the table, but they attempt to influence politics informally through lob-
bying and influencing members of parliament (Christiansen and Rommetvedt 
1999; Rommetvedt et al. 2013) A recent analysis by Daniel Arnesen has indi-
cated that this development may not actually have weakened the influence of 
interest organisations per se, but has favoured the interest organisations that 
are most organised and resourceful (D. Arnesen 2019, 49).

Restricting ourselves to the kind of sector in which the IRN operated  – 
religion and multicultural society – it may be argued that what can be seen 
in Norway is a hybrid between corporatism and pluralism. We may label it as 
a pluralist corporatism: it is a type of corporatism with pronounced pluralist 
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traits. Organisations are funded by the state and meet clear expectations asso-
ciated with this funding. They also get a certain standing due to this funding, 
and are therefore invited to participate in public events; they may be asked to 
make statements to the media, etc. For faith communities and congregations, 
this funding is mandating by law and not subject to political whims. But for 
other kinds of religious organisations – umbrella organisations like the MKR or 
STL, or religious organisations which are not tied to a congregation – funding 
or representation is far from guaranteed. These organisations are not given any 
formal representation in the policy-process, and have to compete for influence 
and power. Furthermore, their standing is not necessarily dependent on dem-
ocratic representation – that they represent certain constituencies – but rather 
on their broader reputation in society. The result is that the state funds and 
incorporates a number of groups that compete with one other for standing  
and influence. This is different from how corporatism in Norway functions 
on the labour market, for example. Labour and employer unions play roles 
in society that are tightly regulated by both laws and convention, and repre-
sentativeness is paramount. On the multicultural and religious field, however, 
influence and representation is more fluid.

To the best of my knowledge, this development has not been described in 
detail elsewhere, but it is in line with research from other countries (Laurent 
et al. 2020). How this has played out can be seen in the development of the 
Norwegian multicultural NGO field during the 1990s, 2000s and the 2010s. During 
this period, when questions having to do with Islam and integration became 
increasingly politicized, the government started to fund particular organisa-
tions working on integration issues. In the early phase, this funding went to 
associations of a more or less multiculturalist orientation: The Norwegian 
Centre against Racism, and The Organisation against Public Discrimination. In 
the early 2000s, as a part of a deal with the far-right Progress Party, the govern-
ment also began to fund the far-right anti-Islamic NGO Human Rights Service. 
In the 2010s, the focus began to shift once again. Now, the authorities began to 
fund organisations consisting of people of a Muslim or migrant background, 
who wanted to reform their own communities. Examples include the think 
tank Minotenk, the anti-radicalisation organisation Just Unity, the organisa-
tion for secular Muslims LIM, and finally an organisation that worked against 
the honour culture and social control, Born Free. All of these organisations 
became formal or informal advisors to the authorities, politicians or public 
bodies at various periods. But given that they were funded via goodwill – and 
their funding could be taken away – they also had to compete for the favour of 
the politicians or the bureaucrats. Some representative faith-based umbrella 
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organisations also received funding during these years  – STL, IRN, and the 
Christian Council of Norway.

For many of these organisations, reputation can be as important as rep-
resentation, when it comes to gaining standing and legitimacy. In the earlier 
period of IRN’s history, formal representation seems to have been a more 
important aspect in the external environment of the organisation, even 
though the organisation was not officially recognized by the government on 
a central level. The Church sought a representative partner it could deal with, 
as it sent out a letter to all of the mosques in Norway. Later on, some of the 
assignments of the organisation were formalised. In the 1990s, it got the right 
to comment on the content pertaining to Islam in the books that were to be 
used in the Norwegian public schools, just like the Jewish community got the 
right to comment on the content pertaining to Judaism. These were formal 
types of representative roles that were tied to the very fact that IRN was a rep-
resentative. After some years, this arrangement was discarded, and the IRN did 
not retain any formal public assignments that were explicitly about its repre-
sentative functions. To gain influence, the IRN had to work through informal 
channels – lobby, build alliances with others and be present in the media. This 
does not mean that representation completely lost its importance later on. The 
standing STL has enjoyed, for example, has to a large degree been based on 
the fact that it has functioned as a representative for almost all religious com-
munities in Norway. But for key actors in IRN, ensuring a good reputation was 
nevertheless seen as crucial.

When a faction in IRN decided to leave the organisation, they did so with 
the knowledge that they would have the full support of powerful players in 
Norwegian society. The reason was that they knew that their new organisation 
would be met with more goodwill and have a better reputation, and that this 
could matter more than representativeness. If the role of the IRN had been 
formalised and institutionalised more, and tied to its role as a representative 
organisation, it is doubtful that the organisation would have split in two in the 
same way.
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Chapter 6

Breaking Up and Starting Over (2018–2024)

This short chapter details the most recent part of the history of the IRN, and 
its new competitor, the MDN. After the split, it was uncertain whether IRN 
would survive as an organisation. After a rough start, however, IRN managed 
to reestablish themselves as the major umbrella organisation for Muslims 
and mosques in Norway. They clarified their profile, and sought to be both 
an interest group for Muslims and a partner in dialogue. The MDN and IRN 
increasingly accepted each other’s presence, and engaged in a relationship of 
both competition and cooperation.

6.1	 Clarifying the Profile

Following the loss of funding – both from the government and from the halal 
certification – IRN went through a period of introspection. Throughout 2018, 
it was difficult for me, for the first time, to get in touch with key actors in the 
IRN. When I tried to contact board members about interviews, I received no 
response. It was later revealed that Mehtab Afsar stepped down during this 
year, and IRN stopped having employees. For some time, it appeared uncertain 
whether the IRN would in fact survive as an organisation. But during 2019, it 
became clear that the IRN not only survived, but envisioned a clear role for  
itself as the largest umbrella organisation for Norwegian Muslims and 
mosques, and a partner for the authorities and other organisations. A new 
board was elected in 2019, which decided to re-enter the public sphere and 
wished to continue playing a role. At some point during 2019, they also set up 
a new office, which was located on the premises of the Barelwi World Islamic 
Mission mosque in the Grønland area of downtown Oslo. The organisation also 
re-started their contact with MKR and the Church, and has even been contem-
plating re-enter the STL – even though it has not happened so far (Kruse 2019).

The new leadership of the IRN did attempt to become less combative in 
its rhetoric. One example was that the text on its website on the Safe Muslim 
project was revised. From 2008 and onwards, the text had only emphasized 
that Muslims were discriminated against, and that Muslims needed to stand 
together. In 2019, it was revised, and now said:

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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The Safe Muslim service […] contributes actively so that Muslims 
in Norway shall feel safe everywhere, both privately and in the public 
space. Norway is a pioneering country in many areas, and [gender] equal-
ity, equal treatment and freedom of religion are some of those areas. But 
we have an important job to do on these particular areas for Norwegian 
Muslims.

You will get this as a member of Safe Muslim:
	 [……….]
As a member of this service, you take part in strengthening IRN’s 

role as a dialogue partner and bridgebuilder, and you give a contribution 
to activities for Muslims in Norway in the form of resources and eco-
nomic support.

IRN 2019c

In this new version, the sole focus was not only on intra-Muslim solidarity, but 
also on dialogue and bridge-building – and it is emphasised that all is not bleak 
in Norwegian society. When adopting this kind of rhetoric, IRN moved closer 
to the rhetoric MDN was using.

At the same time, IRN and MDN did continue to distinguish themselves 
from each other. IRN changed its self-description on the website in 2022. They 
now began calling themselves an “umbrella and interest organisation” (Islamsk 
Råd Norge 2022). They also began to formally accept Muslim organisations 
which were not mosques as full members. In this way, they continued to dis-
tinguish themselves from the smaller organisation MDN, which continued to 
only focus on dialogue. This was also laid down in the statutes, which were 
revised in 2021. The new statutes were mostly similar to the older statutes, but 
added that the organisation should “safeguard the interests, needs, and rights 
of Muslims in Norwegian society” (Islamsk Råd Norge 2021). MDN, on the other 
hand, adopted statutes which did not include anything about being an inter-
est organisation, but were primarily focused on dialogue and bridge-building 
(Muslimsk Dialognettverk 2022). In a more recent strategy document, however, 
the organisation also maintained that they were a “mouthpiece” for Muslims 
in Norway, and that they worked for “Muslim perspectives being respected” 
by policy-makers (Muslimsk Dialognettverk 2024). This means that MDN also 
moved closer to the profile of IRN, and attempted to represent Muslim inter-
ests in addition engaging in dialogue.

One consequence of the split and IRN’s initial fall from grace was that the 
halal certification project crumbled. For actors who did not want the IRN to 
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have a significant source of income independent of the state, that could be 
seen as a positive development. But the actual consequence seems to be that 
key actors in IRN and some Muslim communities once again became more 
sceptical towards the slaughter method that is used in Norway; namely stun-
ning prior to slaughter. When the halal certification agreement crumbled, the 
IRN quietly began another undertaking. The organisation set up a daughter 
company which began importing non-stunned halal meat from abroad, and 
sold it under the brand Nawal (Proff 2020). Presumably, this was done because 
the organisation wanted a new source of income. On all its products, Nawal 
wrote that it was “slaughtered by hand without stunning” (Matpunkt 2020). 
On some of its postings on social media, it used the slogan “No doubt, only 
enjoyment” (Nawal 2020b).

From a legal point of view, this was not controversial. Norway allows a cer-
tain quota of imported kosher and halal meat each year, and IRN has the same 
right as other actors to import and sell meat under this quota. But by engaging 
in this undertaking, and associating halal meat slaughtered in Norway with 
the word “doubt”, IRN arguably began to undercut the theological agreement 
on halal slaughter it had so painstakingly worked out in 2012, and indirectly 
sowed doubt in the minds of Norwegian Muslims as to whether they could 
be sure that it was Islamically defensible to buy meat from Norwegian halal 
producers. Later on, however, the Nawal business undertaking seemed to 
stop. On its Facebook page, for example, the last posting was from June 2020 
(Nawal 2020a).

A couple of years later, the IRN renewed its project of halal certification 
using meat slaughtered in Norway. It emerged in 2021 that the organisation had 
resumed its dealings with several Norwegian slaughter-houses and were again 
certifying stunned meat as halal (Capar 2021). But the halal certification pro-
gram continued to be a source of conflict and tension. In 2024, tensions erupted 
once again with full force. Nortura, the largest producer of chicken in Norway, 
had for many years slaughtered chicken according to the halal agreement with 
IRN. In the fall of 2024, however, they moved their slaughtering operation to 
a new slaughterhouse. For various reasons, IRN did not accept that Nortura 
could just change to a new slaughterhouse without consulting closely with 
IRN (Tassamma 2024; Vogl 2024). Nortura, however, apparently did not want 
to involve IRN in the process. They did not see a need for external certification, 
and were adamant that the slaughtering process in the new slaughterhouse 
would be controlled even more tightly according to halal standards than pre-
viously. As a result, IRN announced rather dramatically in the summer of 2024 
that there was “No more halal chicken in Norway” (Islamsk Råd Norge 2024). 
In that blog post, they also emphasised that their goal as an organisation was 
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to “defend the interests of Norwegian Muslims”. Later on, they announced that 
they had entered into a certification agreement with a different producer of 
chicken. This hard-nosed way of dealing with external disagreements and con-
flicts bore some resemblance to how IRN had comported themselves in the 
years prior to the split.

But in the years following the split, IRN also renewed their status as a dia-
logue partner for Norwegian authorities. During the pandemic, the authorities 
cooperated with both MDN and IRN about reaching Muslim populations with 
information about the pandemic and the vaccines (Eggen 2021). The organisa-
tion also began to send input to governmental commissions, which was a way 
of participating in the Norwegian corporatist system of government (Islamsk 
Råd Norge 2023).

It thus seemed as if IRN had landed on a defined profile which distinguished 
them from MDN. It did not continue to be as combative and strident as it had 
been in the years prior to the split, and was called back into the fold as a coop-
eration partner for Norwegian authorities. At the same time, it had firmly 
defined itself as an interest organisation for Muslims, and continued to employ 
confrontational strategies if they thought it was needed.

6.2	 Competition and Cooperation between Two  
Umbrella Organisations

In the years after the split, MDN and IRN operated as competitors – but increas-
ingly in a relationship of coopetition, where they competed but also cooperated 
at the same time (Azzam and Berkowitz 2018). Following the split, there were 
in the beginning some rough tumbles and public rows between representatives 
of the organisations (Gilje 2019; IRN 2019a). But after some time, the organ-
isations also showed an ability to cooperate. Immediately after the split, the 
long-established theological agreement on Eid celebration and the lunar cal-
endar initially seemed to be in danger. In the last days before Eid ul-Fitr after 
Ramadan in June 2019, several mosques announced that they would not follow 
the IRN calendar, but rather follow the calendar in Saudi Arabia or their home 
country. I witnessed firsthand how this created chaos and frustration among 
Muslims. In an announcement on their Facebook page, the IRN defended 
the decision to follow the local astronomical calendar. But as the discussion 
revealed, many of the largest mosques in Norway decided to not follow the IRN’s 
advice (IRN 2019b). Significantly, this included the Rabita mosque, which had 
previously been among the mosques which had been most vocal in creating an 
astronomy-based local calendar that would not be dependent on calendars in 
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other Muslim countries. But this year, they decided not to follow the calendar 
they themselves had defended previously. They made this announcement only 
two days before Eid was supposed to take place, and announced that it would 
take place the following day (Det Islamske Forbundet  – Rabita 2019). Many 
Muslims expressed deep frustration on social media. They simply were not 
sure when to celebrate Eid and were also frustrated that their Muslim friends 
celebrated Eid at different days.

Following this episode, key actors in the IRN and MDN decided to pursue 
a shared holiday calendar once again, according to a couple of interview-
ees. They set up a shared calendar committee that once again worked out a 
calendar agreement. This time it was accepted by almost all the mosques in 
Norway. The result was that Eid ul-Fitr in 2020 was celebrated on the same day 
(May 24th) by almost all Muslims in Norway. Significantly, the national public 
broadcaster NRK dedicated a separate live broadcast to the Eid-celebrations 
on this day, modelled on similar broadcasts that have traditionally taken place 
during Christmas. Most Muslims who shared their thoughts on social media 
were very happy about this broadcast and felt that it was a significant recogni-
tion of their faith and culture. It is difficult to imagine that the broadcast could 
have been done in the same way if the mosques had not been able to agree 
among themselves on a shared calendar for celebrating Eid.

In the coming years, there were also other cooperative projects. The most 
significant initiative was adopting a joint prayer schedule (Hauge, Acharki, 
and Bakken 2022). Previously, many mosques in Norway had followed separate 
prayer schedules, often based on prayer schedules originating from mosques 
or Islamic organisations in other countries. Following a long process, which 
involved theological discussions and consultations over a period of a year, 
IRN and MDN were able to adopt a prayer schedule which got the backing of 
almost all the mosques in Norway. Almost all the mosques in Norway decided 
to adopt this new prayer schedule. The most significant hold-out was some 
mosques connected to the Tablighi movement, which decided to adopt their 
own prayer schedule, and published a video explaining why on Youtube (Den 
nye IRN tabellen 2022).

The cooperation between the two umbrella organisations was not limited 
to internal matters among Muslims, such as the prayer schedule or the hol-
iday calendar. In 2024, the leaders of IRN and MDN published a joint op-ed 
about the Gaza war in Aftenposten, Norway’s newspaper of record, where they 
warned against dehumanization of Palestinians and genocide (Kobilica and 
Zubair 2024). The op-ed received much push-back from pro-Israeli actors. The 
publication of this op-ed was significant as a joint undertaking, as the Gaza 
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war was heavily controversial in the Norwegian public sphere. By publishing 
an op-ed together, MDN and IRN sent a signal that Muslims in Norway were 
speaking with one voice on the issue.

The split between the two organisations thus resulted in a situation with two 
umbrella organisations which assumed different roles and responsibilities. In 
spite of their differences and the conflict that lasted for almost a decade, they 
did manage to put their differences to the side and cooperate on issues of com-
mon interest.
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Chapter 7

Lessons Learned? Islamic Representation  
in Norway and Beyond

Why did IRN end up splitting in two? This has been the animating question 
of this book, and it is time to offer some answers. This chapter discusses the 
major findings in the book. It also provides a brief comparison with Muslim 
Councils in other European countries, and argues that the story of IRN and 
Norway does offer analytical lessons for other cases. The chapter also provides 
a short assessment of the larger societal consequences in Norway of the kind 
of representation that was achieved with IRN and later MDN.

7.1	 The Consequences of Islamic Representation

This book has been mostly concerned with understanding conflicts in Muslim 
representative councils, through the case of Norway. But the Norwegian case 
is also a testament to the benefits that Muslim representation may bring. 
Overall, the trajectory of the IRN is in line with Jonathan Laurence’s theory 
about the effects of corporatist incorporation of Muslim representative coun-
cils (Laurence 2012). The IRN often displayed moderation in its demands, and 
attempted to find what I have here called balancing solutions. Throughout 
most of the IRN’s history, the leaders tried to advance the goals of IRN, and 
the goals of their member organisations, but attempted to do so in ways that 
would not alienate mainstream society, their partners or the authorities.

This could be seen from the very first phase, when Salman Rushdie visited 
Norway right before the formal formation of the organisation: Those mosques 
that continued to act defiantly and engaged in public protest were primarily 
the mosques that were not taking part in the IRN project. During the blas-
phemy controversy in 1995, the actor which publicised most strongly that it 
supported the capital punishment for the Pakistani boy was likewise a repre-
sentative from an Islamist-leaning Turkish mosque that had never been part of 
the IRN project.

In addition, a key result of the early contact between MKR and IRN was 
probably that the IRN decided to throw its weight behind the public-school 
system, and abandoned plans to pursue Muslim private schools. It is diffi-
cult to know counter-factually what would have happened if the IRN had 
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pursued Muslim private schools. Perhaps all such requests would have been 
turned down. If Muslim schools had been opened, we do not know how it 
would have affected social cohesion and academic results. A recent monog-
raphy on Islamic private schools in France, for example, argued that several 
Muslim schools have achieved excellent results for their pupils, far surpassing 
the national average for Muslim pupils in the French public school system. The 
same pattern has been seen in the UK and in Sweden (Bourget 2019, chapter 3; 
Domes et minarets 2019; Friskolornas riksförbund 2017). Nevertheless, there 
is no doubt that it has been a political wish in Norway that the public-school 
system should be the main vehicle for education of youth. Scepticism has been 
voiced towards the idea of private Muslim schools, partly arising from the idea 
that such schools could result in less integration and lack of social cohesion. 
IRN thus aligned itself with an important Norwegian policy goal.

In the late 90s and early 2000s, the IRN helped to popularise and spread 
ideas about the possibility of being at the same time a good Muslim and a good 
Norwegian citizen. There were several times when Norwegian politicians pub-
licly let it be known that they were not happy with the IRN – particularly during 
the controversies over FGM in 2000 and Theo van Gogh’s murder in 2004. But 
beyond these controversies, there is little doubt that the IRN attempted to find 
balancing solutions aimed at finding compromise that both Muslims and the 
Norwegian society at large could live with. For the authorities it was arguably 
during the cartoon crisis in 2006 that the IRN played its most decisive role. 
Today, the role of the Norwegian government and the IRN during the affair 
has become a contested issue (for an analysis of the Norwegian discourse sur-
rounding the events, see (Hovland 2012)). But there can be little doubt that 
the IRN invested a lot of effort during the affair and that this benefitted the 
Norwegian authorities and Norwegian society at large. The organisation sent 
delegations to the Middle East and Pakistan to ease tensions and act as good-
will ambassadors for Norway. If the IRN had chosen not to play this role, events 
would probably have unfolded differently. The IRN played similar roles later 
on, during similar controversies in 2010 and 2012.

Even during the final years before the split, when the IRN was generally 
perceived as playing a more combative role, there are indications that the 
organisation did try to find balancing solutions in several areas. During the pro-
tests against the Innocence of Muslims film in 2012, for example, IRN actively 
sought to diffuse the spirits by organising a large and peaceful demonstration 
in close collaboration with external partners in society at large. The large halal 
certification project also displayed a clear balancing profile. Islamic actors and 
mosques who had long been sceptical towards stunning animals before slaugh-
ter chose to accept theologically the Norwegian regulation of halal meat. This 
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tendency was displayed in reverse when the IRN’s halal certification agree-
ments broke down. For a period, the organisation then reverted to the more 
restrictive stance that key actors in the Barelwi movement had championed 
prior to the halal certification project.

At the same time, the trajectory of the IRN does not adhere to all the facets 
of Laurence’s theory. The organisation displayed a clear pattern of balancing 
and compromise-seeking from the earliest period, even though there was 
no formal recognition from the state, and no legal pressure to adapt – which 
Laurence indicates is important for moderation to occur. In the latter period, 
when they received public funding with strings attached and generally were 
on the receiving-end of more public pressure than previously, key actors took 
the organisation in a more critical and independent direction. This pattern can 
be interpreted in several ways. But in the Norwegian case, at least, it seems 
as if the mere fact of recognition and public incorporation had a moderating 
effect. It also seems as if the soft interventions of trusted intermediary organi-
sations like MKR, ALIS and STL led to moderation – just as much as the stricter 
demands from the authorities and the media. The most recent period, where 
one witnessed a revised course and a split, also demonstrates that public pres-
sure on an organisation like the IRN can result in backlash effects.

The IRN also achieved several goals during the last decades. Organisation
ally, it managed to achieve recognition as the official voice of mosques and 
Muslim communities in Norway. This, as was discussed earlier, was one of 
the aims it set forth in the original statutes. To a certain degree, the organisa-
tion was able to use this position to work for goals which were important for 
its members. Internally in the Muslim communities, the coordination of the 
lunar calendar in 2000 was a milestone, when IRN was among the very first 
national Islamic umbrella organisation to adopt a calculation method based 
on astronomy, which could unify Muslims. The IRN also achieved some con-
cessions from the Norwegian authorities in terms of concrete policy measures. 
It was involved in projects to open up more Muslim burial grounds, which was 
deeply important to Muslims, even though the topic has not been covered in 
this thesis. The main struggle it engaged it during the 1990s and early 2000s 
together with its allies – on the teaching of religion in school – was crowned 
with victory when the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg ruled 
against the state of Norway in 2007.

Some of the most important outcomes the IRN achieved during these years 
were achieved indirectly, through its role in helping create organisations like 
ALIS and STL, and what the researcher Cora Alexa Døving referred to as a 
cross-cutting network of religious elites (Døving 2016). For IRN, STL led to sev-
eral important outcomes. Firstly, the representation of IRN in STL constituted 
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an early formal recognition of the IRN as the official voice of Muslims. To a 
certain degree, this had already happened earlier through the dialogue the 
IRN had with the MKR. ALIS had also been a large step towards recognition, 
as the IRN would cooperate with new partners, write an official response on 
the new school subject, and even sue the state with informal counsel from the 
Norwegian Humanist Association. But through STL, the IRN was officially rec-
ognized by the state early on, albeit indirectly. STL solidified and expanded 
the network that had come to the fore with ALIS, a network of religious lead-
ers, where representatives of different life stance communities would become 
acquainted with and trust one another. The IRN itself did not have a lot of 
resources available, given that it was run on a voluntary basis for much of its 
history. But the IRN had found some important allies in STL and MKR, which 
may have helped the IRN and the Muslim communities it sought to represent 
to reach some larger goals.

How about larger effects on society? It is noteworthy that Norway unlike sev-
eral other European countries did not institute many illiberal policies directed 
at Islam or Muslims during these years, even though the public debate was 
at times heated. Policy towards religious communities and congregations  – 
including mosques  – remained more or less as it had been. There were 
occasionally politicians who discussed banning the hijab in school, removing 
funding from religious congregations if it did not adhere to certain values, etc. 
Such policies have been instituted in several European countries. But crucially, 
none of these proposals ever became actual policy in Norway. Compared to 
most other European countries, Norway has continued to have a fairly liberal 
policy regarding religious minorities and congregations. Norway’s neighbour-
ing country Sweden, for example, instituted a rule in the 1990s that religious 
congregations needed to have 3000 members to get financial support, and were 
also required to uphold the “fundamental values of society” (Ekström 2011, 
4–7). In Norway, nothing like this ever transpired – even though the Norwegian 
law on religious congregations was changed in a somewhat more restrictive 
direction in 2021. It is highly likely that STL played a role in ensuring that 
Norway maintained a liberal regulation of religious congregations, given the 
institutional weight and breadth of the organisation. The IRN therefore had an 
impact, but indirectly – through alliances with others.

It is also likely that the incorporation of the IRN in STL and other networks 
had effects which can be difficult to measure. When I interviewed Bente 
Sandvig and Lars Gunnar Lingås from the Norwegian Humanist Association 
(HEF), both told me that HEF had seen internal conflicts between “hardlin-
ers” and softer dialogue-oriented people, from the 90s and onwards. Whereas 
the hardliners wanted HEF to attack religion and what they regarded as 
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superstition, the dialogue faction preferred to work together with other minor-
ities on ensuring equal rights and treatment for all, irrespective of religious 
belief. Sandvig, who would become one of the first leaders of STL, told me that 
the dialogue faction had won, and that STL played a role in this process. When 
HEF got results through the dialogue approach in the STL, it lent weight to 
the arguments of the dialogue faction. Without STL and IRN’s involvement 
in STL, it is possible that the Norwegian public sphere would have seen even 
more anti-religious critique or Islamophobia directed against Islam and IRN, 
of the type that can be seen in France or Denmark, for example (Brun and 
Hersh 2008; Purbrick-Thompson 2019).

In the last years before the split, the most important goal the IRN achieved 
was the implementation of the halal certification project. For those who sup-
ported this project, it was a milestone achievement. The project provided the 
IRN with valuable symbolic standing, as the arbiter of what was and what was 
not halal. It also drew together the IRN, Muslim businesses and Muslim cus-
tomers in a tighter ecosystem. Arguably, it thereby contributed to the creation 
of a symbolic ummah, a group of Norwegian Muslims who showed solidarity 
with each other. This project also provided the IRN with a significant source 
of additional income, which was used to rent new and representative office 
premises. Nevertheless, this project was contested internally. And as has been 
detailed, this was not to last.

7.2	 Causes for the Split

At the same time, there were challenges in the project of Muslim representa-
tion through IRN which caused a split, and made it work worse than it could 
have. The following sections contain an analytical summary of why the organ-
isation split in two, and thus ceased being a functional representative for a 
number of years.

7.2.1	 Multipolarity
The existing research on conflicts in Muslim organisations – or the lack of collec-
tive action in Muslim organisations – has often pointed to diversity, or as I have 
labelled it here – multipolarity (Godard 2015; Pfaff and Gill 2006; Shavit 2016; 
Warner and Wenner 2006). As has been shown in this book, this observation 
does contain some truth. But the challenge was not diversity in itself, but 
rather the existence of different centres of power within the Islamic field. In 
the most recent years the post-Islamists  – Arabs, converts and Pakistanis  – 
constituted one centre of power, and Barelwi Pakistanis constituted another. 
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There were other mosques and organisations which also welded influence, like 
the mosques which catered to the Turks, the Balkan Muslims or the Somalis.

This multipolarity was a challenge when setting up the organisation. It is 
important to emphasise, however, that this challenge was not insurmountable 
once the organisation was up and running. Once in place, the organisation 
was able to deal with the challenge of multipolarity, partly because one of the 
factions initially became dominant. The process of dealing with multipolar-
ity also became easier when the organisation had some flexibility concerning 
how to work out solutions that were acceptable to the different factions of 
the organisation. Multipolarity did become a challenge once again, however, 
when the organisation started experiencing conflicts and difficulties. When 
new mosques and actors challenged the hegemony of the old dominant coali-
tion, conflicts ensued. In the years that led up to the conflict, the heart of the 
disagreement was not about theological or ethnic divisions. But theological 
disagreements and divisions began to overlap with broader disagreements of 
strategy and approach to the authorities and society at large.

7.2.2	 Different Ways of Responding to Cross-Pressures
There was a clear element of ideological conflict in the organisation, relating 
to organisational strategy and approach. This conflict cannot be reduced to a 
simple question of being “moderate” or “conservative”. On different sides of 
the conflict there were people who were theological traditionalists, and peo-
ple who were inclined towards reform. The ideological difference had more to 
do with how IRN and the Muslim community should adapt to the situation it 
found itself in, with cross-pressures and different expectations and demands 
from authorities, media, external partners, member organisations and the 
Islamic field in general. The proponents of the dialogue path – which included 
some theological traditionalists  – preferred a dialogue-oriented and balanc-
ing approach, with an emphasis on building alliances with external partners. 
Like Margot Dazey has argued in her work on the UOIF in France, they sought 
respectability (Dazey 2021b, 2021a). The proponents of the community path, 
meanwhile, thought that the IRN and the Muslim communities could not rely 
too much on external alliances, and instead needed to build up the community 
internally and pursue more independence. These ideological currents were 
not isolated to IRN but could be found in the larger Islamic field as well.

Ever since the late 2000s, both of these lines of thought had been internally 
represented in IRN, and proponents of the different approaches were able to 
co-exist. This co-existence became more challenging once the cross-pressures 
on the organisation grew ever stronger. This began in the late 2000s, during 
the years of the “war on terror” and the controversies related to cartoons and 
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freedom of speech. Internally, actors on the Muslim field wanted the organisa-
tion to take a tougher stand against Islamophobia and discrimination towards 
Muslims. But when the organisation did so in the 2010s, it was also criticised by 
other actors who thought that the organisation became too strident.

These intensified cross-pressures made it more difficult to arrive at balancing 
solutions that were acceptable to a large number of actors inside and outside 
the organisation. Instead, the organisation sought withdrawal and independ-
ence. This, however, led to both internal and external tension.

7.2.3	 Unstable Institutionalisation
The internal conflicts in the organisation were also related to the lack of suf-
ficient institutionalisation internally and externally. Seen in retrospect, the 
funding from the authorities which led to increased institutionalisation was 
a double-edged sword. It provided the organisation with sorely needed funds. 
At the same time, this increased the number of demands placed on the organ-
isation. The financial support came with clear strings attached, as it was only 
directed towards external engagement, not to building up the organisation 
internally. Crucially, this financial support was not enshrined by law. From 
time to time, politicians from various parties threatened to remove this fund-
ing. This created insecurity in the organisation, where some actors thought 
that they could rely on the public funding, whereas others thought that they 
could not.

Internally, the organisation largely continued to operate in the way it had 
operated when it was run as a voluntary organisation. The rules for how to deal 
with employees was not sufficiently developed: Who had the right to fire an 
employee? Who could step in if there were conflicts between an employee and 
the board? How could one deal with conflicts between members of the board? 
In organisations and firms which are deeply institutionalised and stable, there 
are usually rules and regulations in place for different kinds of difficult situa-
tions which may arise. In the IRN, this was not the case.

7.2.4	 Contingency
Lastly, we cannot escape the conclusion that the outcome in the IRN was to a 
certain degree contingent – meaning that it could have gone in another direc-
tion as well. There were no sociological iron laws which led to this particular 
outcome. In a small organisation like the IRN, differences in personality mat-
ter. If other persons had been involved, it may be that they could have worked 
through the differences. Ultimately, if the board had not decided to hire a 
woman with niqab in 2017 – since the non-niqabi Christian applicant with-
drew in the last minute – it is uncertain whether some of the mosques would 
have broken out and formed a new organisation.
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We may thus propose an answer to the overall analytical question in the 
book, on why IRN split into two. The cross-pressures the organisation was 
under became more intense in the 2010s, and led to competing strategies of 
focusing on either dialogue or community building. Coupled with the multipo-
larity on the Islamic scene in Norway, this made it more difficult to arrive at 
compromises in the organisation that were acceptable to all. At the same time, 
the specific persons who were involved clearly played a role for the outcome. 
Given the low level of institutionalisation both inside and outside the IRN, it 
was difficult to solve the conflicts once they had erupted.

Were these factors unique to Norway? That will be discussed in the next and 
final section, where I compare the outcome in Norway with outcomes in other 
countries.

7.3	 Comparative Outlook: Muslim Councils in Other Countries and the 
Case of Norway

Does the Norwegian story offer insights which may be of value for the study 
of Muslim countries as well? And can we understand the Norwegian case 
even better by looking at the trajectory of Muslim councils in other countries? 
Muslim councils of various types differ a lot from each other across Europe, as 
was described briefly in the second chapter. Some have been created by the 
state, some have been created by Muslim organisations themselves, and others 
have been created as a result of a double search for representation. Some of 
these councils are recognised as official partners of the state or the authorities, 
others are independent. Some are democratic, others are not. Nevertheless, I 
do believe that several of the social conditions that were important for the IRN 
also mattered in other countries – both when it comes to the creation of the 
councils, and how they functioned afterwards.

The shadow cases I will cover come from France, Germany, the UK and 
Austria. The reason for choosing these countries as comparative cases is that 
they offer much variation in the make-up of the Muslim councils in these 
countries – they are “most different systems”, in a way (Anckar 2008). If there 
are similar patterns at work across these cases, it is an argument for the larger 
generalisability of the patterns I identified in Norway.

7.3.1	 France
The Muslim Councils in France are among the most well-studied Muslim 
Councils in Europe (Bayrakli, Hafez, and Faytre 2018; Bruce 2018; Ciciora 2018; 
Godard 2015; Laurence 2012; Laurence and Vaisse 2007). In France, the nation-
ally designated Muslim council was for many years the Conseil Français du 
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Culte Musulman (CFCM), created in 2003. It has been the subject of several 
studies (Bayrakli, Hafez, and Faytre 2018; Bruce 2018; Ciciora 2018; Godard 2015; 
Laurence 2005, 2012; Laurence and Vaisse 2007). The story of the CFCM, how-
ever, has been conflict-ridden from the very beginning. CFCM was created as 
a kind of federation between the various factions in French Islam – Algerian, 
Moroccan, Turkish, and post-Islamist. Only five years after the creation of 
the organisation, the Algerian faction in the CFCM decided to boycott the 
elections for the board of the CFCM in 2008. Three years later, in 2011, they 
re-joined the elections. In 2013 it was the UOIF – the largest Islamic federation 
in France  – that decided to boycott the elections. In 2015, the future of the 
CFCM was thrown into doubt when the government wanted to create an addi-
tional consultative body for Islam in France, in which many Islamic currents 
and organisations could be represented, for annual dialogue meetings with the 
French authorities (Guénois 2015). Later, in late 2018, a large group of Muslim 
intellectuals, imams and activists decided to launch a new organisation, the 
AMIF  – l’Association musulmane pour l’Islam de France (Ben Rouma 2018; 
Hoffner 2019). Formally launched in April 2019, the organisation wanted to 
take on the role of being the main institution for Muslims and France – and a 
direct reason was that the state seemed to disengage from CFCM (Piser 2019). 
As if the challenge from AMIF was not enough, CFCM was also challenged from 
the grassroots, by an initiative from the anti-Islamophobia activist Marwan 
Muhammad, who joined up with several influential activists on the French 
Islamic scene. They launched the organisation L.E.S. Musulmans in 2018, and 
later on an association for imams in 2019, which aimed at being a democratic 
organisation for French Muslims – and not state-dependent like the AMIF or 
the CFCM (Le Priol 2019).

In 2020 and 2021 a new conflict erupted in the CFCM. The French state 
demanded that the CFCM and its member organisations should sign a charter 
where they adhered to certain points and principles. Some of the organisa-
tions refused, and deep conflict ensued (Sifaoui 2020). In 2022 the leader of 
the CFCM voluntarily took the initiative to disband the organisation, after 
prolonged conflicts during 2021 and mixed signals form the French authorities 
(AFP 2022). In early 2022 the French state gave what seemed like a death blow 
to the CFCM, as they announced the creation of a new kind of representative 
and consultative institution for Islam and Muslims in France (Morrow 2022). 
The organisation still exists, however, even though it is unclear how represent-
ative the organisation is.

In the French case, all of the analytical conditions I identified in Norway also 
seem to be a play. Multipolarity mattered: Many of the conflicts seem to have 
been between different factions, which had different national and theological 
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orientations and belongings. Such disagreements clearly mattered in the con-
flicts in the early years, which has been attributed to struggles over influence 
and power in the organisation (Godard 2015). But crucially, also in France there 
seems to have been challenges with external institutionalisation. Externally, 
the state sent mixed signals – did it trust the CFCM as a cooperating partner 
or not? These mixed signals probably affected the creation of the AMIF – as 
an alternative to the CFCM – in 2018. The issue of cross-pressures and how to 
respond to them also mattered. The conflict in the 2020s was largely about 
how to respond to cross-pressures from their own communities and the state. 
Should the CFCM go along with the requirement to sign the charter the state 
wanted them to sign, or not? Different strategies appeared, just like in Norway. 
Some wanted to go along, some did not. And from the grassroots the L.E.S. 
Musulmans initiative arose, which was an attempt to represent Muslims in a 
more democratic, assertive and bottom-up way.

7.3.2	 Austria
We then turn to Austria. In this country, the official council has been set up 
in a way which is different from both Norway and France, which is interest-
ing for analytic reasons. The Muslim council in Austria is probably the most 
institutionalised such council in Western Europe, with several important 
representative functions which are enshrined in the law. But even this organ-
ization has experienced deep conflicts in recent years. Austria has a longer 
history of accommodation of Islam than other Western European coun-
tries, due to the continuities between the modern Austrian state and the 
multi-ethnic Austro-Hungarian empire before WWII (Sezgin 2018, 4–7). In 
the late 19th century, the Austro-Hungarian empire ruled over a large number 
of Muslim subjects in Bosnia-Herzegovina. In 1912, the empire instituted the 
“Islam law”, which formally recognized Islam and Muslims as equals before 
the law, and extended to Muslims the rights that had been given to Christian 
denominations. When the Austro-Hungarian empire broke down after the 
WWI, the number of Muslims under Austrian jurisdiction became diminutive, 
and the legal statutes concerning Islam became dormant. This began to change 
in the 60s, when Austria started receiving Muslim labor migrants. In the 1970s, 
Muslim organisations and activists started to seek recognition, and wished to 
reignite the Islam law from 1912 (Mattes and Rosenberger 2015, 134). They suc-
ceeded in doing this in 1979. One part of the new Islam policy was empowering 
a national IRC, the Islamische Glaubensgemeinschaft in Österreich – the IGGÖ.

The IGGÖ was set up as a democratic federation of Islamic organisations, 
with rather complex election rules. Those who vote in the internal elec-
tions are individuals, not organisations, but they vote through their member 
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organisations, according to a system which also attempts to create a balance 
between different ethnic groups and denominations. The IGGÖ received 
important public assignments. One of the most important ones being tasked 
with creating curriculums and providing diplomas for teachers who wish to 
teach Islam in the public school (Mattes and Rosenberger 2015, 134).

Existing research indicates that the IGGÖ was relatively stable for a good 
number of years. There were some conflicts and disagreements, but they played 
out within the organisation in a peaceful manner (Heine, Lohlker et al. 2012, 
55–64). This changed during the 2010s. In late 2018, the young chairman of the 
IGGÖ, 30-year-old Ibrahim Olgun, was forced to step down after an intensive 
public dispute. The Schura council, which elects the board of the organisation, 
decided that all the leadership positions in the organisation needed to be filled 
anew, and called for an extraordinary extra election (Kocina 2018). Elections 
were held on December 8th. Ümit Vural was elected as the new president 
(Simsek 2018). This was about more than individual persons: Olgun belonged  
to ATIB, which is connected to the Turkish state-led Diyanet. Vural belonged to  
the Islamische Föderation, which is connected to the post-Islamist Turkish 
organisation Milli Görus.

The Austrian press reported that this conflict was related to two devel-
opments in the IGGÖ. One development had to do with the response of the 
organisation to the new Islam law that was instituted in 2015. Throughout  
the 2000s, the far-right FPÖ party became increasingly influential in Austria, 
and managed to get the Christan-Conservative ÖVP to take hardline stances 
with regards to migration, Islam and Muslims (Sezgin 2018, 13–14). This culmi-
nated with the new Islam law from 2015. Ostensibly an effort to create a more 
national form of Islam, it forbade mosques and Islamic organisations from 
receiving any funding from abroad  – while not placing similar demands on 
Jewish or Christian denominations. Until 2018, the new law was not applied 
(Sezgin 2018, 15). But in the summer of 2018 the Austrian government closed 
down seven mosques because of accusations about foreign funding, even 
though they were eventually reopened. The IGGÖ president Ibrahim Olgun 
was accused by internal critics of cooperating with the government about 
this, and that he had used it as a pretext to close down mosques which were 
critical of him. Olgun responded that he only did what he was legally obliged 
to do. When looking at the case, it does indeed look somewhat curious that 
a disproportionate number of the mosques which were closed down were 
Arabic-speaking, and were run by people who had been critical of Olgun 
(Kurier 2018). Whatever the motivation of Olgun might have been, this cre-
ated a backlash against him in the organisation, and led the Shura Council to 
demand new elections and a new leadership.
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Another issue at play seems to have been rivalry between different Islamic 
federations (Kurier 2018). According to reports in the Austrian press, the IGGÖ 
had witnessed several internal conflicts. Arab-dominated organisations were 
reportedly in conflict with Turkish-dominated organisations. There were also 
reports about a conflict between ATIB, the state-led Turkish Islamic federa-
tion, and the Islamische Föderation, dominated by the post-Islamist Milli 
Görus. Some commentators noted that the Turkish organisations had been 
relatively absent from the IGGÖ until 2009/2010, but had played a larger in 
the organisation since then, which seemingly led to tensions (Kocina 2018). 
This conflict seems also to have been related to a new internal politicization 
and democratization of the IGGÖ. Partly as a result of political criticism about 
being conservative and not sufficiently representative of Muslims in Austria, 
the IGGÖ had adopted a new constitution in 2010, which included new elec-
tion rules. The old election system had not been strictly majoritarian, but had 
tried to balance the interests of the different groups among Austria’s Muslims. 
The new election system was more majoritarian, where the individual vote was 
more important. This seems to have led to a sharpened competition among 
Austria’s Muslim groups over power in the IGGÖ.

The case of Austria and the IGGÖ thus shows that even a country with as 
long a history of institutionalising Islam as Austria can witness the type of 
deep conflicts that we have seen in other European countries. The IGGÖ did 
not break apart, and internal activity did not stop. But a conflict which results 
in the removal of the entire leadership of an organisation must nevertheless be 
said to be fairly encompassing.

Several of the factors which mattered in Norway seem to have mattered 
in IGGÖ as well. The initial reason for the conflict in the organisation was a 
disagreement over strategy, concerning how the organisation should respond 
to the cross-pressures and different demands it was facing. Should it comply 
with the governments demand to shut down mosques or not?

Furthermore, multipolarity clearly played a role. The Islamic field in Austria 
was composed of both Arab mosques and Turkish competitors, and this had 
an impact on relations in IGGÖ. The conflict which led Olgun to step down 
as leader, was also related to an internal conflict between different Turkish 
Islamic organisations.

But institutionalisation, both internally and externally, clearly also mat-
tered. Up until 2010, it appears as if the different streams of Austrian Islam 
had found a way of dealing with their disagreements through the IGGÖ. But 
when they were made to change their decision-making system due to external 
pressure, this upended the balance of power in the organisation and laid the 
seed for new conflicts.
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But still, the organisation did not break apart. One reason for this may be the 
corporatist arrangement the IGGÖ was tied to, with a much stronger external 
institutionalisation than in Norway or France. IGGÖ’s role and public assign-
ments were determined by law. If anybody wanted to break out, they would not 
be able to take on a similar role, even if they secured a better reputation. This 
differs from the situation in France and Norway, where the Muslim Councils 
did not have any legally defined roles, and different factions in the organisation 
could in principle be able to secure the government’s favor if they broke out.

7.3.3	 Germany
Another well-studied case of Muslim councils is Germany (Aguilar 2018; Amir- 
Moazami 2011; Bruce 2018; Laurence 2012; Loobuyck, Debeer, and Meier 2013; 
Rosenow-Williams 2012, 2014). Germany currently has two organisations 
which can be labelled as Muslim councils. The state-sanctioned council is The 
German Islam Conference – Deutsche Islam Konferenz (DIK). It was created by 
the German interior minister Wolfgang Schäuble in 2006, as the official repre-
sentative of Muslims in Germany. Unlike the French CFCM which was founded 
a few years earlier, it never pretended to be a democratic council or umbrella 
organisation, where the seats on the board were up for election. It still aspired 
to be representative of Muslims in Germany. Fifteen of the seats were given to 
Muslim representatives, and 15 seats to representatives of the state. Only 5 
of the Muslim seats were given to the largest member-based Islamic federa-
tions and umbrella organisations. As in France, several of the large federations 
have a national or ethnic character. The DITIB has close ties to the religious 
ministry of Turkey, like the French branch of the organisation. The Islamrat 
(IRD) is also mainly Turkish and is dominated by the Islamist/post-Islamist 
Milli Görus. The Verband der Islamischen Kulturzentren (VIKZ) is Turkish as 
well and associated with the Turkish Sufi-oriented Süleymanci-movement. 
The Alevitische Gemeinde Deutschlands (AABF) also has a Turkish character 
and organises persons of Turkish descent who belong to the Alevi community, 
a heterodox Muslim group which is not recognized as Muslims by all ortho-
dox Muslim groups. The Zentralrat der Muslime in Deutschland (ZMD) is the 
only large federation that is truly multi-ethnic and multi-national and is domi-
nated by post-Islamist Arabs and German converts. The other ten Muslim seats 
were given to “independent” Muslim individuals – activists, researchers and 
intellectuals – who were assumed to represent the non-organised Muslims in 
Germany (Bruce 2018, 137).

The pressure from the government in the DIK was instrumental in creat-
ing another umbrella organisation for the member-based Islamic federations 
in 2007: The Koordinationsrat der Muslime in Deutschland (KRM). The Islamic 
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federations wanted to resist what they perceived as a policy of divide and 
rule – that the German authorities seemingly were happy to play the Islamic 
federations against each other when it suited them (Rosenow-Williams 2012, 
360). The KRM was an umbrella organisation for the four largest federations – 
DITIB, ZMD, IRD and VIKZ – but it did not include the Alevis. The reason for the 
exclusion of the Alevis appears to be related to theology and the historical rela-
tionship between Alevis and Sunnis in Turkey, and scepticism about the Islamic 
credentials of the Alevis (Gorzewski 2010, ch. 6; Rosenow-Williams 2012, 345).

Both of these organisations have experienced several conflicts, and several 
of the factors that could be identified in the Norwegian case have played a role. 
For the DIK, lack of external institutionalisation and stability mattered. At the 
end of the first phase of the DIK – the consultations between the state rep-
resentatives and the Muslim representatives – a final declaration was issued. 
The declaration bore the heavy mark of the state. It did not take a clear stand 
against Islamophobia, and it did not recommend that Islamic communities 
should be legally recognized by the state on a similar footing as Christian and 
Jewish congregations. As a result, the Milli Görus-dominated Islamrat refused 
to sign the declaration. Partially as a result of this, they were not invited by the 
state to participate in the next phase of the DIK. In solidarity, the multi-ethnic 
Zentralrat (ZMD) also refused to participate further in the DIK. The strident 
policy of the German authorities thus destabilised the very organisational 
structure it had created. According to a central interviewee of Bruce (2018, 
140) there was even a danger that DITIB, the largest Islamic federation, was 
going to withdraw from the DIK process after the completion of the first phase. 
This would effectively have finished the entire DIK project. What the German 
authorities did when they sensed this danger was to engage the Turkish state 
directly. Even if it does not want to acknowledge it openly, DITIB is controlled 
by Diyanet, the official Turkish “state church”. When the Turkish state put 
pressure on DITIB in Germany to stay in the DIK, it did decide to stay put. 
External meddling thus destabilised the organisation – but also stabilised it 
again. Following this episode, the state invited in other federations, and from 
2014 onwards the DIK seems to have been able to function in a somewhat sta-
ble manner. Increasingly, however, it does not have any pretence of being a 
representative organisation, but is presented more as an arena for discussion 
on Islam in Germany.

KRM also experienced conflicts. But given that KRM was fully independent 
from both German and Turkish authorities, the challenges seem different  – 
internal multipolarity seems to have been the most pronounced problems. 
The original goal of the KRM was to create a democratic and representative 
organisation, with regional branches, in which all the mosques in Germany 
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could be represented (Rosenow-Williams 2012, 367). But DITIB – the largest 
Islamic federation – soon decided against this, probably because they feared 
losing influence. This led to internal disenchantment with the KRM, and inse-
curity about the role the KRM could play in the future. In the years to come, 
the role of the KRM therefore became more limited than envisioned, and the 
organisation does not seem to have played any important role for several years. 
New conflicts erupted in 2016, when it came to light that imams in DITIB had 
worked as spies for the Turkish government against the Gülen movement, a 
Turkish Islamic movement which had fallen out of favour with the Erdogan 
government (Bruce 2018, 141). This led to souring of the relations between the 
main Islamic federations, as well as between the Islamic federations and 
the state. According to media reports from the 2010s, activity in the KRM also 
suffered during this period (Arens 2016).

It nevertheless appears that the KRM managed to get through these diffi-
culties. In 2019, it was announced that the KRM would take up several new 
members, organisations representing both Albanian and Moroccan mosques 
in Germany, which would make them the representative of around a fourth 
of Germany’s Muslims (KNA 2019). It was also announced that it would open 
up local branches in different parts of Germany (IslamiQ 2019). This had been 
on the agenda in the early phase of the organisation, but was then turned 
down, as the DITIB feared that they would lose power as a result. But in 2019, 
it did seem to come to fruition, and the KRM thus seemed to be able to finally 
become a functioning organisation. In the 2020s, the organisation increasingly 
took on representative roles. Representatives from the organisation engaged 
in inter-religious dialogue with representatives from both the catholic Bishop 
conference in Germany, and the Evangelical church in Germany (Deutschen 
Bischofskonferenz 2022; EKD 2022).

In 2023, however, one of the founding members – VIKZ, representing the 
Süleymanci movement – announced that it was leaving the organisation (KNA 
2023). There were no newspapers reports which hinted towards underlying 
conflicts. The issue seems to have been that VIKZ wanted to be completely 
independent, and not be bound by statements that the KRM was making. In a 
sense, then, the leaving of VIKZ may be connected to the fact that KRM was fac-
ing external pressure and cross-pressures, and sometimes had to take stances 
on controversial issues. But the fact that this organisation left did not lead to a 
larger conflict in the organization.

In the German case as well, then, we see the importance of both multipo-
larity, institutionalisation, and cross-pressures. The fact that KRM was riddled 
with conflict early on, but later managed to become a functioning organisation, 
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may indicate that its independence from the state provided it with a level of 
institutional and organisational stability: It could decide for itself how to act 
and how to respond to external pressure, without having to rely partly on the 
state and partly on its members. That may have been a reason why the leaving 
of VIKZ seemingly happened peacefully and orderly, without threatening sta-
bility in the organisation as such. In order to know whether this was indeed 
the case, empirical research on the organisation would have to be conducted.

7.3.4	 The UK
Taking a look at the British case  – the third European state with a Muslim 
population numbering in the millions, alongside France and Germany – also 
shows us two different Muslim councils, with very different trajectories. One – 
the MCB – is marked by low acceptance from the authorities, but also a high 
level of stability and internal institutionalisation. The other – the MINAB – was 
marked by high acceptance from the authorities, but also a low level of stabil-
ity and internal institutionalisation.

The Muslim Council of Britain was created in 1997. Even though the MCB 
does not have an official status as a mouthpiece for Muslims or mosques in 
Great Britain, it nevertheless enjoys an unofficial status as the most important 
Islamic umbrella organisation. The MCB grew out of an organisation that came 
into being during the Rushdie affair  – the UK Action Committee on Islamic 
Affairs (UKACIA) (McLoughlin 2005, 88–89). In 1994, they received political 
signals that indicated to them that they would have a better chance of being 
heard if they were able to unite. Michael Howard, the conservative home sec-
retary, called on them to get together and speak with one voice (McLoughlin 
2005, 89). UKACIA activists were quick to respond. After extensive consulta-
tion with over 1000 Muslim organisations, the MCB was formally founded in 
1997. It was formed as a democratic organisation, but with a rather complex 
organisational structure (MCB 2011). The creation of the MCB thus has sim-
ilarities with the Norwegian case. The MCB emerged as a result of a double 
search for representation, where both internal and external actors saw a need 
for stronger Muslim representation.

Even though the MCB was in principle open to all Muslim organisations and 
mosques in Great Britain, certain strands of Islamic activism became more 
influential than others. Post-Islamist or reformist-Islamist activists became 
particularly influential. Some other strands of Islamic activism have been 
underrepresented in the MCB, in particular Shia and Barelwis. A few Shia 
organisations are affiliates, but they were for a long time not influential in the 
activities of the MCB (Bowen 2014, 160). Kashmiri Sufis, who may constitute 
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the largest group among Muslims in Great Britain, also have very few affiliates 
in the MCB (Seddon 2014, 226). Compared with other national Muslim coun-
cils in Europe, the membership of the MCB has been relatively homogenous.

Relations between the MCB and the authorities remained good until 2005 
and the London bombing on 7/7 that same year (Braginskaia 2015, 109). This 
led to a general securitisation of Islam, and disagreement on how one should 
deal with jihadism and radicalisation. The government wanted stricter and 
harsher policies than did the MCB. Soon, the MCB were no longer a trusted 
partner for the government – and throughout the 2010s there would be no offi-
cially designated representative Muslim council.

Over the years, MCB has proved to be institutionally stable. None of the 
studies that have been done on either the MCB directly or the Islamic land-
scape in the UK more generally has revealed any large defections or splits in 
the MCB (McLoughlin 2005, Bowen 2014, Braginskaia 2015, Hamid 2016). This 
does not mean that there have been no conflicts at all. There are reports of 
conflicts and tensions, but none of these seem to have put the organisational 
unity or functioning of the MCB in danger.

The trajectory of the MCB stands in stark contrast to the trajectory of the 
other British Muslim council, MINAB, which currently appears dormant. When 
MCB fell out of favour with the British government, the authorities created a 
new representative council in 2006 which was closer in structure to the French 
CFNM and the German DIK – the Mosques and Imams National Advisory Board 
(MINAB). The goal of this board was to “promote best practice” in British 
mosques (MINAB N.D.). It was set up with four member organisations, each of 
which appointed members to the board directly. These organisations were the 
MCB, the Arab-dominated post-Islamist the Muslim Association of Britain, 
the Sufi-dominated British Muslim Forum, and the Shia Al-Khoei founda-
tion. The funding of the MINAB came from the government. It did not formally 
launch its activities until 2009, however (Hussain and McLoughlin 2013, 689). 
Curiously, the MINAB displays some of the same patterns as the CFCM and 
the DIK. I have found two scholarly investigations of the organisation, a mas-
ter’s thesis at Leiden University by Zahra Shah which includes interviews with 
some of the main actors involved (Shah 2016), and an article by Nadiya Ali 
which takes a critical look at the political process surrounding the organisation 
(Ali 2014). According to Shah’s interviewees, activity in the organisation largely 
broke down as a result of disagreement between the member organisations 
(Shah 2016, 15). At some point, the MINAB decided to relaunch. It is unclear 
when this relaunch occurred and who was in charge of it, but a “letter from 
the chairman” from the summer of 2018 indicates that they got a new board 
on 30 June of that year and also indicates that the MINAB organisation was 
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envisioning a new start (MINAB 2018). Later activities seem sparse however, 
and there are few indications that the organisation has become robust. The 
webpage seems defunct, and the last post on its Facebook page is from 2022.

In the two cases in the UK, both multipolarity, institutionalisation and 
stability seem to have played role. In MINAB’s case it was created by decree, 
and was to include all the different factions of British Islam. At the same time, 
Laurence’s study shows that MINAB was facing an unstable external environ-
ment, even though he does not go into details. MINAB was set up the Labour 
government in 2006, but the successive conservative government “abruptly 
changed tack”, and did not uphold its commitment to MINAB (Laurence 2012, 
194). The main authority which had set up MINAB therefore disappeared from 
the organisation – and it had no ultimate arbiter in place which could force the 
different factions to work out their differences.

In the case of the MCB, its stability may have been aided by two factors: 
Its relative lack of internal multipolarity, and the fact that it was not depend-
ent on the government. Given its independence it did not have to deal with 
competing expectations from the government and its membership, it was not 
destabilised by shifting political signals, and no factions had any impetus to 
opt out and thus secure funding and symbolic recognition – as there was no 
such funding or symbolic recognition available. But like with the German case, 
detailed studies would be needed to know whether such mechanisms were 
indeed at play.

7.4	 Concluding Remarks: Better Models for Representing Islam  
and Muslims?

Does the trajectory of the IRN, and the experience from other European 
Muslim councils, offer any hints as to how Muslim or Islamic representation 
in Europe might fare even better? The trajectory of the IRN does indicate that 
corporatist incorporation of Muslim councils can have value, both to Muslims 
themselves and to society at large. How can that be achieved without conflicts 
and splits?

Out of the social conditions and factors that have been surveyed in this book, 
there are some facts of life for Muslims and society at large which are not likely 
to change anytime soon. The Islamic landscape in Norway and other countries 
in Europe will not stop being multipolar. Mosques and Muslim organisa-
tions in Europe are connected to a variety of transnational movements, states 
and organisations, and take different positions on important theological and 
social questions. The Islamic landscape will therefore stay multipolar for the 
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foreseeable future. We must nevertheless remember that multipolarity in itself 
does not seem like an insurmountable challenge for a Muslim council to func-
tion well. The IRN was able to make their organisation work for many years, 
even though it organised a multipolar landscape with different power cen-
tres and a variety of theological orientations. The same can also be seen other 
places. The German KRM seem to have overcome the challenge of multipo-
larity and competition between member organisations, and is now able to 
function as a representative for a large part of the German Muslims. The same 
is the case in the UK: MCB holds together and seems to function well, and does 
an important job in coordinating and representing Muslims in Britain – even 
though it is not acknowledged as an official partner by the authorities.

If the condition of multipolarity is not going to change, how about 
cross-pressures and the related issue of competing strategies? The shadow 
comparison with other Muslim councils does point to some interesting pat-
terns. The IRN was more stable in the years before it started receiving public 
funding and was drawn into the corporatist apparatus of the state. In Germany 
and the UK, it seems that those Muslim councils that operated at a distance 
from the state – MCB and KRM – ultimately proved more stable. One expla-
nation for this pattern may be that these organisations have been under less 
intense cross-pressures than the Muslim councils who have been closer to the 
state. Their primary stakeholders have been their members, and they are less 
beholden to what representatives from the government or the authorities want 
them to do. This may have made it easier to find compromises that the differ-
ent members could live with. Following the defence of my PhD, this was the 
take-away of some of those in the IRN who read the thesis. Their interpreta-
tion was that it would be easier for the IRN going forward to be completely 
independent  – and not seek funding from the state once again. Then the 
organisation could have more say on what terms to engage with authorities 
and external actors.

But that is probably not the only option available. Looking at the Muslim 
council in Austria, the IGGÖ, we saw that it was stable and well-functioning 
for many years, even though it was closely connected to the Austrian state. 
Conflicts seem to have begun in earnest after 2011, when political pressure led 
to a restructuring of the organisational structure in the organisation. Given 
the lack of in-depth studies about the IGGÖ, we cannot be sure about why the 
organisation proved so stable. But one interpretation is that it was about stabil-
ity and predictability in the conditions the organisation was facing. The rights 
and duties of the organisation were enshrined in the law. Its institutionalisation 
was stable, both internally and externally. When deep conflicts hit the organi-
sation in the 2010s, the organisation nevertheless survived – possibly because it 
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was so deeply institutionalised in Austrian society. This may hint that Muslim 
representation works better when it happens under stable conditions – be it 
connected to or at a distance from the state. If Muslim representation is going 
to work better in the years ahead, European states may be well-advised to grant 
Muslim councils rights and obligations which are deeply institutionalised and 
regulated by law, and not subject to changing political whims.

Finally, the story of the IRN is a testament to the complex effects of public 
and political pressure. The public and political pressure on IRN did not lead 
it to seek balancing solutions in the 2010s, in contrast with how it comported 
itself earlier when the pressure was less intense. When authorities interact 
with representative Muslim organisation, it may be crucial to strike a balance 
between demands, control and laissez-faire. To step back and let organisations 
undertake some actions the authorities and the public may not like in the 
short-term, may in the long-term ensure that Muslim councils become more 
representative, and that new groups over time become moulded into the logic 
and norms of society at large.
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide

Example of interview guide ( for interview with N)
First part: Introduction
Introduce myself and the project
Research ethics – you can withdraw at any time during the interview
Everything you say will be anonymized. I might ask to cite some parts by name in the 
thesis, but that will be fully voluntary, and if you say no I will fully respect that.
Do you have any questions before we proceed?
Second part: Warming up and generally about IRN
Ok, just to start, say a little bit about yourself (occupation, age, family, etc)
Ask more about mosque background if it is not already covered.
The topic of this interview is IRN. When did you become involved in that organisation? 
How did it happen? Why did you become involved?
You were involved in IRN from (year) to (year). When you think about that period now, 
what is the first thing that springs to your mind?
When you think about your time in IRN, was there anything which surprised you? Were 
there things you did not expect would be like that, before joining the organisation?
( follow up on any leads)
Third part: Specific questions
I heard that you were involved with (a certain project in IRN). Can you tell me a bit 
more about that?
During that project, were there any disagreements on the board about how you should 
proceed?
This might be a bit sensitive, but I heard that there was a conflict with (person B) dur-
ing (year X). Could you say a bit about that?
IRN has cooperated with many external organisations during the years. How do you 
think this cooperation has worked?
( follow up on the leads and ask follow-up questions)
Wrapping it up
Ok, we’re almost finished here, thank you so much. This has been very useful. Is there 
anything you would like to say we haven’t spoken about?
… ok, that’s interesting. Can you expand a bit?
Thank you!
(tell about the process with the thesis going forward. You can always contact me)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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Appendix 2: Persons Interviewed in Depth 
for This Project

Yasir Ahmed, 17.04.2019
Asghar Ali, 25.04.2019
Mehtab Afsar, 22.09.2017, 08.10.2017
Mohamed Bouras, 20.01.2018
Åse Brandvold, 12.05.2017
Abdelmounim Elamin, 17.04.2019
Bård Folke Fredriksen, 17.09.2018
Basim Ghozlan, 12.01.2018
Berit Agøy Hagen, 10.09.2019
Smaira Iqbal, 17.04.2019
Arshad Jamil, 16.04.2019, 12.02.2023
Ingrid Rosendorf Joys, 01.04.2018
Senaid Kobilica, 21.10.2019
Lena Larsen, 22.01.2018
Oddbjørn Leirvik, 19.01.2018
Marius Linge, 15.03.2017
Trond Ali Linstad, 10.05.2018
Lars Gunnar Lingås, 03.05.2019
Zahid Mukhtar, 24.10.2018
Irfan Mushtaq, 30.11.2018, 03.05.2019
Imran Mushtaq, 22.04.2017; 12.05.2020
Bente Sandvig, 20.05.2019
Zaeem Shaukat, 14.11.2019
Anne Sender, 01.04.2018
Maryam Trine Skogen, 05.04.2017
Shoaib Sultan, 05.06.2017, 12.09.2019
Olav Fykse Tveit, 24.08.2018
Bureaucrat 1 in the ministry of culture and religion, 18.01.2018
Bureaucrat 2 in the ministry of culture and religion, 18.01.2018
These interviewees were given following codes in order to be quoted anonymously 
(not all of them have been quoted in the thesis though):
A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P, Q, R, S, T, U, V, W, X, Y, Z, X2, Y2, Z2

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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Appendix 3: Key Written Sources

The website and Facebook page of the IRN can be found at www.irn.no and 
https://www.facebook.com/islamskraadnorge/?locale=nb_NO. Earlier pages and blog 
posts which have now been deleted can often be found with the help of the Wayback 
Machine, http://web.archive.org.

The Norwegian media archive, Atekst, can be found here: https://www.retriever 
group.com/no/product-mediearkivet-atekst. This is a searchable archive of almost all 
Norwegian media outlets going back to 1945, with a few exceptions like the business 
newspaper Dagens Næringsliv.

Private archives: Oddbjørn Leirvik’s archive is in his personal possession. Bente 
Sandvig’s archive is in her personal possession.

I reproduce below a key written source from the IRN  – the various iterations of 
the statutes These sources are reproduced in the original Norwegian language. Even 
though the majority of the sources I have used for this book are not publicly available, 
the fundamental development of the organization can be seen in how these stat-
utes have developed over the years. I also include the statutes of MDN, as their statutes 
documents how their profile differs from IRN’s.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.irn.no
https://www.facebook.com/islamskraadnorge/?locale=nb_NO
http://web.archive.org
https://www.retrievergroup.com/no/product-mediearkivet-atekst
https://www.retrievergroup.com/no/product-mediearkivet-atekst
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IRN’s first statutes from 1993
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IRN’s second statutes from 2002
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IRN’s third/fourth statutes, from 2005/2006
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IRN’s most recent statutes, from 2021
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MDN’s most recent statutes, from 2022
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