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The cohering network

Today’s Khoja Shi’a Ithnaasheries number over 100,000, under the umbrella of its world federation. The world federation serves as a means to giving direction and leadership to the Jamaats (communities) across the world. The abiding concern of the world federation is how to ensure the cohesion and survival of its Shi’a communities within the impact of secularisation and globalisation. The challenge for those who live in the west is the complex one of being muslims in non-muslim (and largely secular) societies. Migration to the west left them with no religious infrastructure; they had to establish jamaats from scratch. At the same time, typically, the first generation migrants had to establish themselves economically. The competing priorities of economic and religious survival took its toll. Some Khojas prioritised the first over the second out of necessity. Also, religious survival depended upon finding suitable marriage partners. There was also the need to establish effective madrasas in order to nurture the western born first generation in the faith and subsequent generations. Accordingly, the main priorities centred on the construction of jamaats that served the community, across its generations, appropriately; the establishing of effective arranged marriages, given that the communities were thinly spread across western countries in Europe and North America; and the faith education of the children born in the host country. Debate on these issues has been widespread and there is still no overall consensus as to how they will be resolved. What follows provides examples of the flavour of that debate, the issues involved, and the views expressed.  

The older generations: issues of adaptation

This article focuses on the Khoja Shi’a Ithnasheeris, but it echoes many of the issues that Shi’as face in the west and in relation to globalisation. A majority of these issues are faced by Islam generally, but responded to in different ways by different groups within Islam. Some relate to other religious groups also. For example, one of the most pressing challenges is seeking to ensure that the young born in Britain (mostly first generation British born in the case of the Khoja Shi’as) grow up to be religiously observant Muslims.
There is no socio-cultural ambiance that reinforces the community’s religious practice as a ‘natural’ observance. Numerous aspects of the youths’ enculturation mitigate against it, from schooling, to friendships, to higher education, to supermarkets. There can be a tendency of the older generations, parents and grandparents, to be restrictive in the codes they place upon the young; for example, in terms of the friendship groups they can mix within outside school. Should they be allowed to mix with non-Muslim friends? Should they be allowed to mix with both boys and girls? These issues, and others, can lead to the youth questioning whether their elders actually understand the world they, the youth, are living in. As a result, obedience to their elders (an important aspect of the code of Shi’a practice) can be impoverished to a level of secrecy, lip service, or questioning of the elders advice-which can be seen as disobedience in itself.
The transition to a new host culture, across generational understandings, is a complex business. What constitutes adaptation and what constitutes adoption is not always clear. One way in which guidance is sought in these matters is discussed below. The complexity of this situation is one that the Khoja Shi’as are well aware of, as is alluded to in the following quotation from chapter one of A Code of Practice for Muslims in the West:

A Muslim who is born and raised in a Muslim country where he consciously and unconsciously absorbs the laws, values and teachings of Islam, grows up into a person who is aware of the customs of his religion, following its path and is led by its guidance. On the other hand, a Muslim who is born, and brought up in a non-Muslim country demonstrates the influence of that environment very clearly in his thought, ideas, behaviour, values and etiquette unless his Lord helps him. (Hadi al-Hakim, 1999, p.39)

This situation has not been made any easier since the above text was written. It is readily apparent, given the events of the last few years with the twin towers tragedy in New York and the Iraq war, that British and American Muslims in general and Shi’as more particularly are likely to face local difficulties in living in a western society. Shi’as, unlike Sunni Muslims, follow guidance given by jurists (ayatollahs) as to how to make judgements on their conduct (the process is called taqleed). This is done by the community asking for guidance and the spiritual leader (jurist) issuing a ruling (fatwa). We are well aware of the dramatic fatwa given by Ayatollah Komeini in relation to Salman Rushdi, but most fatwas are of a more mundane kind. The Khoja Shi’as follow the rulings of the Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Husaini as-Seestani. His name will now be familiar to us as the leading Iraqi cleric in the news due to his influence over Shi’as in Iraq, in relation to the coalitions attempts to form a new Iraqi government. His influence is pivotal in the Khoja Shi’as understanding of how to adapt but in what ways not to adopt. But, to take rulings from a Shi’a cleric in Iraq whilst you are living in the UK does not solve all your problems.

There are intra-cultural issues (for example: should worship be conducted in Urdu or in English, should the zakirs (preachers) be speaking on intra-muslim differences (Shi’a and Sunni) or wider challenges to British Muslims?). These will be resolved in time. There are also inter-cultural issues: how should Muslims adapt to the host society and how far should it separate itself from the mores of that society? What is the cost – either way?

For example, try answering this relatively simple question on alcohol.
Question: A Muslim enters a café and sits down at a table to drink tea or eat, then a stranger comes at the table to drink wine. Is it obligatory on the Muslim to leave the table?
Think about the question carefully. What would you advise in this situation?
Answer: It is haram to eat at the table on which alcohol or any other intoxicants are being consumed. Based on obligatory precaution, it is haram to even sit at such a table…There is no problem though in sitting at a table near the table on which wine is being consumed.
As a result the Muslim should move to another table should a stranger come to the table with a glass of wine. (see Hadi al-Hakim,, 1999, pp.118 and 123)

Now, let’s complicate this further. You are a professional within a specific management organisation (Khojas value higher education and professional standing and the influence it brings). You arrange for a meeting with other professional representatives that includes a meal. Some of those invited are women. Do you offer wine? Do you shake hands with the women, or just the men? Do you sit down with them, when they are drinking alcohol, or distance yourself? Do you represent your company or Islam or both? These are hard decisions that come with professional responsibility and religious integrity. The microcosm of western life dictates the way in which you determine your response to adaptation, adoption, their limits and the necessity of re-interpretation of practice.


The new generation in the west: issues of adoption

The significant issue in the difference between the older generation’s experience and that of the children in the West is one of being in a culture that you feel you have some ownership of and one where you need to create your own separate culture. It falls to the present adult generation to establish this and to the next generation to maintain it. The need to preserve identity in the context of new cultural influences has made the Jamaat, as a centre of worship and a place of belonging, a critical force for survival. As, more recently over the last 40 years, Khojas have dispersed further into the western world, the pervasiveness of secularism in the wider culture has brought a new challenge to their relationship with the social and cultural environment in which they find themselves:

The new generation, born and bred in the West is questioning the modus operandi and the insularity of the community whilst the old guard insists upon retaining what has worked well for the community for almost a century
(History of the Khoja Shi’a Ithnasheeris, www.world-federation.org/bigissue/education.htm, pp.13-14; quoted in Erricker C. (2001) ‘The diaspora of the Khoja Shi’a Ithnasheeris’ in Erricker C. and J. eds. Contemporary Spiritualities: social and religious contexts, London, Continuum, p. 214) 



An indication of how these tensions manifest themselves in relation to children’s lives and experiences can be gleaned from the following address at the Husaini Islamic Centre, Stanmore, UK during Ramadan on the 14th December 1999. The speaker is an 11-year-old boy:

My Dad always tells me that being a Muslim is the easiest thing to do. Our Prophet he says has never meant life to be difficult or painful to the point where you feel that being a Muslim means a life of continued hardship and sacrifices without fun.
Although I agree with my Dad, sometimes I feel that we live on two different planets. He has not been to the same school as I have-most certainly-and he has no idea regarding what my friends get up to or watch on TV or read.
My friends-I have so many non-Muslim friends-seem to be having so much fun and I feel at times that I am being forced not to enjoy…
Furthermore none of my friends have to worry about Salla or Saum or learning Qu‘ran and Duas. At home they can do whatever they like…I also find that so much of my life is spent in the Stanmore Centre-whereas my friends just play and have fun and follow in the steps of their heroes…(including the Spice girls)…My life seems to be filled so much with trying to be a Muslim than enjoying without worry. So much fuss being a Muslim
(Erricker C. 2001, p.216)

We can recognise that young Muslims in this community, like the boy above, have to deal with new difficulties. This impacts on family life and the whole family is involved. Religious observance and family/ community cohesion throw up new difficulties in the West. These need to be reflected in the way we approach Islam in the classroom. The business of adapting and adopting, or otherwise, is played out across generations and, often, in the minutae and mundaneness of everyday life. For young Khojas born in Britain the issue is often seen in reverse – the host culture is their culture. Why should they need to adapt in order to adopt Islam?
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