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Abstract:

This paper argues that western converts to Islam (especially western white converts) believe for the rest of born-Muslims.  I will begin with the tale of 33 Chilean miners’ who were rescued in October 2010.  This story was witnessed by more than a billion people around the world.  Included in that tale was the figure of one exceptional man, Mario Sepúlveda.  Immediately after the disaster, when most of the miners were in despair and doubt about their survival, the 39-year-old Mario, known up to that time only as a mere “prankster” and “storyteller,” had a “vision” that he and the rest of the miners will survive.  The American Journalist Jonathan Franklin, who covered the collapse of the mine and had access to the miners while trapped underground and since, credits this man with the most crucial function of invoking hope through his belief in their survival and eventual rescue.  He relates that Mario is convinced that all his life was a prelude, a preparation for that moment when his belief in their rescue saved others from despair.

Whether it is the Chilean miners or Nazi concentration camps, in every survival story there is one person whose belief in their eventual survival despite overwhelming odds and evidence against it gives hope to the rest of the desperate people.  Contemporary survival stories are in a way defined by the function of this belief in the eventual outcome of the survival, as if they are modeled on theological assumptions that actions must be motivated and defined by belief.  This particularly resonates with the long and complicated history of Christian theology that has resulted in generally unquestioned assumption by scholars of religion and anthropologists that adherence to any religion must be understood in terms of belief (instead of, for example, in terms of rituals).  
In the case of Islam belief is a much simpler phenomenon.  Islam is not so much about holding certain beliefs and specific knowledge of God or the unseen.  As Sachiko Murata and William Chittick (1998) have shown, in Islam belief can be summarized as recognizing and responding in submission (bear witness) to God.  This simplicity, which at least partly explains the attraction of Islam for some converts, is summarized in the testimony of faith: there is no God but Allah and Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.  I will discuss the Qur’anic term iman, which is a rough translation of belief in the Islamic context with its attending connotations of “peace” and “security.”  The definition of iman according to the prophetic tradition is “… a knowledge in the heart, a voicing with the tongue, and an activity with the limbs.” (Murata and Chittick 1998)  However, I will argue that that knowledge, voicing and activity are signified differently for many contemporary Muslims.  I will also discuss the definition of belief (and its corollary, faith) by scholars of religion who argue that belief is a Pascalian existential “wager” (Cantwell Smith), a subjectively sufficient judgment (Kant) hence weaker than knowledge (Hume), with no need of proof (James, Wittgenstein).  
I will argue that western converts to Islam in effect believe for the rest of the (born)Muslims, they function as the signifiers of belief.  It is the western converts who performatively settle the questions of iman for the rest of the Muslims by acts that are tinged with the converts’ typical zeal to gain an insider status.  Even though this study is a phenomenological approach to belief from a cognitive-cultural perspective, the attending anthropological/political issues of internalized racism and colonized imaginations of Muslims will also be taken into consideration.  Hence, I will discuss the effects race, class and gender of the converts have on the process of belief-production among other Muslims.  It is in this context that born-Muslims’ interest in converts always revolves around their narratives of conversions.  Regardless of converts’ biographical idiosyncrasies these narratives more often than not conform to a predetermined set of scripts.  I will argue that as a subject outwardly embodying the effects of the faith, a western white convert functions as a “fetish.”  Like the sexual arousal of a fetishist, which cannot take place except in the presence of a psychosexual fetish, for (some) Muslims the deepest indications of faith is invoked by the converts’ typical hyper-performativity of their faith.  
Even though a few studies and memoires have explored the issue of conversion to Islam (Ali Kose 1996, Karen van Nieuwkerk 2006, Willow Wilson 2010) there is no study exploring the intersection of westerners’ conversion and Muslims’ belief.  This is the first study that examines this intersection.  As it relates to the presence and rise to prominence of western white subjects who convert to Islam, we are witnessing the emergence of converts as the signifiers of Muslims’ belief.  The prophetic definition of iman as knowing, speaking, and doing still holds true.  But like the trapped miners who turned to Mario Sepúlveda, Muslims turn to western converts to believe for them, which they do when they perform their belief through a superior knowledge of Islam/Arabic, when voicing their belief through scripted conversion narratives, and by hyper-performing outward signifiers of their “muslimness.”  

It is hoped that this study will also contribute to the broader debate on the definition of belief in religious studies.  Muslim belief still revolves around the existence of God, prophets, holly books, angels and the Day of Judgement.  However, this belief remains objectively insufficient until it is fetishistically invoked by the western convert as its signifier.  I suggest that perhaps it is time to reconsider James’ argument that proof is derived from belief.  At least in the case of western converts to Islam we may be witnessing reliance of belief on proof.  
