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Introduction  

 

“[Between] 2001 and 2014 it has been estimated that one quarter of a million U.S. 

convicts converted to Islam in the U.S. prison system, making prison converts to Islam 

just from those years account for a significant proportion of all Muslims in the United 

States overall.”1  

 Making conversion to Islam into a statistic has shaped understanding of it into a 

single, but mass, phenomenon. This constructed phenomenon has been the subject of 

public curiosity, fear, and sensational reporting. The reactions to this statistic have 

included political responses, backlash, and policy changes. Through study, the emerging 

phenomenon of conversion to Islam within prison, and statistics about it, have been 

historically detailed, contextualized, and used to situate and define Islam’s place within 

the American experience. The work and strains of thought already traced by cultural, 

political, religious, historical, and sensationalist thinkers have produced a wide array of 

material that, when put together in conversation, is uniquely encompassing, transient, and 

illuminative of the American incarceration complex. By bringing together the topics of 

incarceration, religiosity within America, and Islam’s role within American society under 

one unified node of study, the discourse about the phenomenon assumes quasi-religious 

characteristics. These religious characteristics are not presented through the format of 

theological principles or tenets, but rather manifest themselves through quasi-religious 

                                                 
1Mark S Hamm, “Prison Islam in the Age of Sacred Terror,” The British Journal of 
Criminology 49, no. 5 (2009): 634.  
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modes of thinking one is able and required to adopt for the comprehensive understanding 

of the discourse catalyzed by mass numbers of US prisoners electing to convert to Islam.  

 This method of thought to which the discourse surrounding mass carceral Islamic 

conversion within prison provides access to allows and necessitates one to adopt a lens 

through which the past and present conflate, the world of the material and immaterial 

combine in thought to shed their rigid separation, and seemingly firm boundaries between 

dichotomized peoples are stripped away. These required thought processes strike 

favorable similarity to methods of thinking necessitated by many religions. In a word, the 

mode of analysis evoked by and required for the study of the discourse surrounding the 

phenomenon of mass carceral conversion mimics the mode of conception necessitated for 

the perception of many religious subjects. By utilizing the precedents established by 

Michel Foucault, an acclaimed philosopher and social theorist, it becomes clear that the 

study of prison is both a productive and fruitful arena in which to discover and establish 

quasi-religious modes of thinking which can, in turn, be extrapolated to be revealed in 

and more widely applied to greater society.  

 Various methodological writers have deemed a series of diverging topics to be 

necessary for the full comprehension of mass Islamic conversion within prison. These 

authenticated topics constitute the vehicles through which the quasi-religious qualities of 

the discourse surrounding carceral Islamic conversion are demonstrated and established. 

More explicitly, because comprehension of the discourse about the phenomenon of mass 

Islamic conversion requires an understanding of the roots of the American incarceration 

system, one is forced to recognize the Christian foundations of American punishment and 

further trace the residual Christian elements left latent within and still influential for our 
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current prison models. Consequently, because current Islamic converts interact with 

remnants of the Christian past of the American incarceration complex, it is clear that the 

the study of Islamic conversion within historically wrought prisons cannot be divorced 

from the past. Rather, one must acknowledge the intrinsic interconnection between the 

past and present and conflate the two realms to gain an understanding of the discourse 

surrounding Islamic conversion. Therefore, because a prerequisite for holistic 

understanding is a lens which collapses the distinction between past and present, it is 

evident that the  Islamic conversion within prison possesses the quasi-religious quality of 

existing outside of traditional conceptions of time.  

 Not only does the discourse about the phenomenon of inner-prison conversion to 

Islam allow for a non-linear conception of time, but it additionally necessitates and makes 

possible the conflation of the material and immaterial. The feasibility and mandatory 

nature of this second mode of conflation is illuminated through discussions concerning 

the disparity in benefit and treatment of Islamic conversion inside as opposed to outside 

of prison walls.  The delineated topic requires one to recognize the reciprocity between 

the bodily and real act of inner prison conversion and intangible concepts such as public 

perception, stereotypes, fear, and political attitudes.  This reciprocity illuminates the 

duality in thinking that one must assume for a realistic understanding of carceral 

conversion. To conceptualize the discourse about the phenomenon of mass Islamic 

conversion merely as a bodily act would be to bypass an integral and non-material aspect 

of the discourse about the phenomenon of carceral Islamic conversion. Conversely, to 

merely think of the discourse in terms of the intangible would be an obvious oversight 

due to its ignorance of the actual occurrence which the discourse itself is derivative from. 
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Therefore, the lens made accessible and required by the study of the discourse about 

Islamic conversion within prison consolidates the immaterial and the material into one 

unified node.  Consequently, because one’s ability to attain a multidimensional and thus 

accurate picture of Islamic conversion within prison is dependent upon a transient 

approach to materiality, it is clear that the discourse about mass Islamic conversion, as a 

point of study, possess the quasi-religious quality of existing in an intermediate space 

between the material and immaterial world. 

 Moreover, and perhaps obviously, the work done to highlight the inconsistency in 

treatment of the same event of Islamic conversion inside as opposed to outside of prison 

walls, does conceptual work to lessen the divide between the incarcerated and the free. 

Ideally, when such a vast dichotomy in perception surrounding an occurrence exists, one 

who wishes to gain a complete understanding of the event is required to forgo distinctions 

and instead consider the matter holistically in order to arrive at a viewpoint which 

resembles objectivity. Consequently, in the case of the discourse about the phenomenon 

of Islamic conversion with prisons, the distinctions in perception between those 

incarcerated and those existing outside of prison must be lessened for a comprehensive 

understanding of Islamic conversion. The necessity of conflating the divide in perception 

between two rigidly separate groups of people which exist in America: the free and the 

unfree, mimics a third religious quality of being asked to transcend prescribed separations 

amongst people in the name of a greater understanding.   

 Therefore, the discourse built around mass Islamic conversion within the US 

prison complex, like many religions, produces and requires a lens through which the past 

and present conflate to lose their traditional linear definition, the material and immaterial 
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are irreparably intertwined to exist in unison, and boundaries amongst peoples are asked 

to be lessened. Given that the discourse about the phenomenon possesses quasi-religious 

features which require viewers or intellectual “followers” to conflate the most basic and 

relied upon separations between time, materiality, and people, it appears that by merely 

considering the discourse itself as a religion, even only briefly as a thought experiment, 

the pervasive divides and tensions which characterize both Islam and incarceration’s role 

within America would be eased in the name of an understanding or idea that is 

unequivocally bigger than such human separations. 

 In order to establish the quasi-religious quality of the discourse about the 

phenomenon of Islamic conversion within prison and justify its productive use as a 

method of thinking, I will first confirm the transcendent and boundary-squandering 

potential of penalty through the writings of Michel Foucault. From there, I will discuss 

the delineated elements which have been deemed to be integral for the comprehension of 

the discourse surrounding the phenomenon and demonstrates how each topic possesses 

quasi-religious qualities which necessitates and thus produces quasi-religious modes of 

thinking. Next, I will advocate for the temporary adoption of this religiously mimicked 

conception of the discourse and argue that this shifted mindset performs conceptual work 

to lessen destructive divides amongst the incarcerated and non incarcerated and Islamic 

people and non Islamic peoples. Finally, by revealing the quasi-religious mode of 

thinking able to be found within the discourse surrounding mass Islamic conversion 

within US prisons, I hope to establish the very existence of quasi-religious methodology 

and suggest that it can be found within and productively utilized to approach differing 

societal frameworks, structures, and events.  
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Chapter 1: Foucaultian Building Blocks  

Michel Foucault’s theorization justifies penalty as a heavily weighted, wide 

reaching, and unequivocally fruitful point of study. Further, because he describes 

qualities of prison study which hold favorable comparisons to quasi-religious modes of 

thinking, his writing indirectly serves as an example which supports the notion that quasi-

religious modes of conception are able to be detected. Essentially, because his work 

stresses the importance of the study of prison and because one can pinpoint quasi-

religious elements within his writings on prison, Foucault validates using prison study as 

a conduit to showcase the existence of quasi-religious schools of thought while also 

lending said quasi-religious modes of conception a sense of precedent.  

 David Garland, in his book, Punishment and Modern Society, speaks to the 

importance and scope Foucault was able to assign to the investigation of prison. He 

writes that when discussing prison, Foucault “finds there is a complex of forces and 

relations which he deems to be symptomatic of much more general social patterns, thus 

giving penology a significance which it rarely had before. In light of Discipline and 

Punish, the technical and avowedly apolitical concerns of conventional penology now 

become precisely the areas of most interest to anyone wishing to discover how power 

operates within modern society. Penalty is thus revealed as having an internal and 

intimate relationship with power, rather than being simply its occasional instrument or 

ally.”2 Garland’s interpretation of Foucault, written in 2012, highlights the fact that 

Foucault was able attach long-lasting significance to penological study by demonstrating 

                                                 
2David Garland, Punishment and Modern Society a Study in Social Theory. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2012), 31. 
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prisons ability to reflect and illuminate structures of power. Therefore, because prison is 

established to be a fruitful and significant point of entry for insight into wider 

frameworks, is it clearly justifiable to extrapolate actual prison affairs to discuss a myriad 

of broader concepts and topics.  

 In addition to establishing the productivity and wide range of penological study, 

Foucault establishes prison as capable of collapsing the past and the present into one 

interconnected node. In his heavily cited book, Discipline and Punish, he speaks to the 

non-linear and nuanced conception of history made possible and seemingly necessitated 

by the study of penology. He asserts: “I would like to write the history of this prison, with 

all the political investments of the body that it gathers together in its closed architecture. 

Why? Simply because I am interested in the past? No, if one means by that writing a 

history of the past in terms of the present. Yes, if one means writing the history of the 

present.”3 In his justification for his sustained interest in penalty, Foucault pinpoints the 

notion that prison, due to its reception of “investments”, acts as a current node which 

brings historical inputs to the present and allows them to be conceptualized within and 

through a genuinely contemporary and concretized context. Further, he dismisses the idea 

of separation between the past and the present. Instead, he conflates the two realms and 

suggests that the past exists irrevocably within the “closed architecture” of current 

prisons.  Therefore, because history is internalized, held, and reflected within current 

prison models, it is evident that the past and the present literally occupy the same space 

and the distinctions between the two time periods lose their traditional linear structure.  

Clearly, by advocating for a non-linear historical account of prison, Foucault effectively 

                                                 
3Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1977), 30. 
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establishes that prison allows for the conflation of the past and the present. As a 

consequence, his writing produces a precedent which supports the notion that penological 

matters exist beyond the scope of linear time and thus possess quasi-religious qualities.  

 Foucault’s writing additionally suggests that distinctions between material and 

immaterial are able and should be collapsed. One can see this conflation in his discussion 

of prison revolts, which he cites as an example in which bodily happenings and behaviors 

within prison are targeted towards, illuminative of, and intersected with cultural, societal, 

and political influences. He claims that although “all these movements- and innumerable 

discourses that the prison has given rise to since the early nineteenth century-have been 

about the body and material things,”in a more nuanced sense “they were revolts, at the 

level of the body, against the very body of the prison. What was at issue was not whether 

the prison environment was too harsh or too aseptic…but its very materiality as an 

instrument and vector of power.”4  Here, he writes that bodily based revolts with 

authentically material motivations, address, through the means of the physical, the 

abstract convergences of power that reign over them. Therefore, because the “vector of 

power” which informs and dominates the penal system is necessarily comprised of an 

amalgam of historical, social, and cultural factors, prison itself constitutes a space in 

which the bodily and the conceptual converge to mutually inform each other. Therefore, 

because of this posited convergence, it is suggested that prison requires a dual lens which 

conflates the material and the immaterial in order to attain a full and accurate picture of 

its happenings. It would be too simplistic to merely view prison as exclusively material or 

immaterial. Consequently, because Foucault implies that one must view prison as a 

                                                 
4Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 30. 
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combination of the material and immaterial, he again lends precedent for the existence of 

a quasi-religious mode of conception.   

 David Garland, an author who’s theorizations are self-admittedly molded by 

Foucault, 

further supports and establishes the Foucaultian concept concerning the 

interconnectedness of the material and immaterial. He writes that “punishment can be 

viewed as a complex cultural artifact, encoding the signs and symbols of the wider 

culture in its own practices. As such it forms one local element within the interlocking 

circuits of meaning which compose a society’s cultural framework and can be analyzed 

to trace its patterns of cultural expression…Penal practices are shaped by the symbolic 

grammar of cultural forms as well as by the more instrumental dynamics of social action, 

so that, in analyzing punishment, we should look for patterns of cultural expression as 

well as logics of material interest or social control.”5  Here, Garland illustrates and 

advocates for the necessary duality in thinking one should adopt when examining penal 

practice. On one hand, prisons embody, are reflections of, and express “symbolic” 

cultural influences and thus require one to conceptualize and consider non-material 

intellectual frameworks. On the other hand, prison is logistically driven and must 

function on an intensely material level to properly execute basic operational objectives. 

Consequently, prison must be additionally conceived of on a tangible and procedural 

level. These two distinct mechanisms of conception, however, are not independent of 

each other because “one can never separate out the instruments of punishment on the one 

hand and the symbols on the other: in this sphere (as in every other) symbols have a 

                                                 
5Garland, Punishment and Modern Society a Study in Social Theory,199. 
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practical effect- the signs and symbols of condemnation are, as we have seen, central to 

and constitutive of punishment, while the instruments of penal practice have, as we will 

see inescapable cultural meaning.”6 In recognizing that the cultural relevance and 

operational realities of prison mutually impact each other, are inseparable, and able to be 

collapsed into one multifaceted approach to penology, Garland emphasizes and validates 

the notion that prison constitutes a point of convergence between the material and 

immaterial world.  

 These Foucaultian building blocks suggest that prison, because of its wide scope 

and various interactions with broad sources of power, is a fruitful conduit to demonstrate 

the existence of quasi-religious modes of thinking. Further, because one is able to spot 

quasi-religious qualities within his descriptions and theorizations on prison, Foucault 

additionally creates a precedent and justifies the mere existence of my posited quasi-

religious school of thought. Consequently, in light of his supportive precedents, one is 

able to approach the discourse about the phenomenon of Islamic conversion with the 

baseline confidence that quasi-religious modes of thinking exist and that prison is a 

productive mechanism to further reveal this existence and demonstrate its wider 

productivity.  

 

Chapter 2: The Conflation of the Past and Present 

 

 The capability of penology to restructure and conflate time is exhibited, in 

specific terms, through the study of the discourse surrounding Islamic conversion within 

                                                 
6 Garland, Punishment and Modern Society a Study in Social Theory,199.  
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US prisons. The study of the discourse exhibits the necessity of collapsing the separation 

between America’s carceral history and the current trend of mass Islamic conversion. It 

does so by requiring that one consider the past of US incarceration and then further 

recognize its lasting impacts upon the current prison landscape. As a result, for a full 

comprehension of prison bound Islamic conversion, one is required to conflate the two 

time periods into one unified and thus fully conceptualized understanding.  

 First, the basic requirement to analyze the past of the US incarceration system for 

an understanding of the phenomenon itself is exhibited through much of the coverage 

concerning why imprisoned Americans are choosing to convert to Islam. A pervasive 

trend amongst such reporting paints conversion as a phenomenon that subverts 

expectations and diverges from past penal landscapes. Sensationalist headlines such as 

“Prison Becomes Islamic Recruiting Ground” which, through the emerging rhetoric of 

“becomes” and the inclusion of numerical statistics which perpetuate notions of change 

and the materialization of something novel, highlights the idea that conversion to Islam 

represents a break from the norm or constitutes an outlier behavior. 7 In addition to media 

coverage that overtly emphasizes the novelty of the phenomenon in order to create catchy 

headlines or invoke feelings of fear, there are scholarly sources that express the same 

sentiment. Hamid Reza Kusha writes that “prison-bound conversion to Islam is an 

alternative form of redemption sought by the converts; this poses a powerful 

                                                 
7"BookTalk: American Prisons: A Critical Primer on Culture and Conversion to Islam | 

ACS," American Constitution Society, accessed March 07, 2019, 

https://www.acslaw.org/acsblog/booktalk-american-prisons-a-critical-primer-on-culture-

and-conversion-to-islam/. 
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epistemological as well as ideological challenge to American penology.”8 This, alongside 

his subsequent assertion that the “American penal philosophy in its episematic core has 

remained faithful to its Judeo-Christian thrust in fairness in punishment, conveys that 

Islamic conversion, by confronting and departing from the ideals of the US penal system, 

also consequently diverges from its Judeo-Christian conception of punishment and 

redemption. 9 This generally agreed upon narrative that Islamic conversion constitutes a 

deviation from the established penal status quo, necessitates that one first understand the 

diverted from norm. Therefore, in order to conceive of the current happening of prison-

bound conversion, one must interact with the past, comprehend the foundations of 

punishment within America, and recognize how Islamic conversion challenges, interacts 

with, and is defined by the history of the US penal system.  

 In doing this, one is immediately confronted with the Christian basis of the 

American penal system. In a 1985 issue in the Journal of Correctional Education, 

Leonard Roberts details the seemingly agreed on account of the beginnings of the modern 

US penal structure. First, he discusses America’s inaugural attempt at prison reform, a 

movement that took place in 1787 within a Philadelphia correctional facility. This 

movement to improve the poorly managed Walnut Street Jail was led by prominent 

Quaker leaders who created The Philadelphia Society for Alleviating the miseries of 

Public Prisons. In hopes of instilling Quaker notions of the essential goodness of human 

nature, the society introduced solitary confinement as common practice for rehabilitating 

                                                 
8 Hamid R. Kusha, Islam in American Prisons: Black Muslims' Challenge to American 

Penology. Law, Justice, and Power (Farnham, Surrey, England ; Burlington, VT: 

Ashgate, 2009), 1. 
9Kusha, Islam in American Prisons: Black Muslims' Challenge to American Penology. 

Law, Justice, and Power, 13.  
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convicts because “a convict incarcerated in isolation, they reasoned, could more readily 

reflect on his sins, work out his own path to salvation and thus revitalize the inner 

light.”10 This model, which emphasized separation and the solitary confinement of its 

inmates, was subsequently labeled “The Pennsylvania system” and despite the Quaker 

intention to provide criminals with an arena to rediscover their essential goodness, “the 

benevolent effort at prison reform became a form of punishment itself.” 11 Therefore, due 

to the unforeseen mental anguish produced by the Pennsylvanian model, the US prison 

system adopted a different religiously informed penal model. 

 The second model, labeled the Auburn System, was named after Auburn Prison in 

New York and was built upon the Puritan belief that “the object of prison is not to 

improve his nature, since this cannot be accomplished with even the harshest of therapies, 

but to harness it so completely that it cannot assert itself”. 12 Consequently, in embracing 

the Puritan notion that a prisoner should not and cannot be rehabilitated while in prison, 

the Auburn prison abandoned solitary confinement and instead “imposed on its convicts 

unrelenting discipline and corporal punishment for minor infractions. Inmates toiled in 

congregate workshops and took their meals together in a dining hall but slept in separate 

cells at night.”13 In shifting away from the Quaker ideal of “treatment” in favor of a 

utilitarian approach to prison and prisoners, the Auburn System sought to employ 

criminals for the greater good of society. Ironically, the Auburn system, as opposed to the 

                                                 
10Leonard H. Roberts, "The Historic Roots of American Prison Reform: A Story of 
Progress and Failure." Journal of Correctional Education  36, no. 3 (1985):106. 
11Roberts, "The Historic Roots of American Prison Reform: A Story of Progress and 
Failure,”108.   
12Roberts, "The Historic Roots of American Prison Reform: A Story of Progress and 
Failure,”108.   
13Roberts, "The Historic Roots of American Prison Reform: A Story of Progress and 
Failure,”108.   
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Pennsylvanian model, made greater strides towards rehabilitating inmates because it 

effectively trained and encouraged prisoners to become working members of society. As 

a result, by the middle of the nineteenth century, the Auburn System “eventually replaced 

the Pennsylvania system altogether, becoming the standard paradigm for the American 

penology up to the present time.” 14 Clearly, the US prison system has its roots in 

differing sets of Christian ideologies that continue, as evidenced by the prevalence of 

solitary confinement and the continued use of prison labor, to be latent within the 

American penal system. 

 In addition to shaping the ideological evolution and practice of current modes of 

punishment, one can see also see Christian remnants tied into the physical structures of 

many prison buildings through the “their vaulted ceilings, their small windows high up on 

the wall, and their stoop to enter doorways, still stand today as an architectural reminder 

of this religious vision and its impact upon prison design, as do many other buildings 

which followed this penitential model of imprisonment.”15 Clearly, through the modes of 

corrective punishment, perpetuated narratives of rehabilitation, and concrete physical 

space and layout, the US prison system continues to operate within a Christian-inspired 

framework and therefore inescapably exposes current Muslim inmates to the Christian 

history of incarceration.  

 Here, through a historical overview of its origins, it is evident that Islamic 

conversion within prison challenges, has been defined by, and continues to be shaped by 

latent elements of Christian ideas left within the penal system. Felecia Dix Richardson, in 

                                                 
14Roberts, "The Historic Roots of American Prison Reform: A Story of Progress and 
Failure,”111.  
15 Garland, Punishment and Modern Society a Study in Social Theory, 204.  
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her article “Intersections of Race, Religion, and Inmate Culture: The Historical 

Development of Islam in American Corrections”, reiterates the continued relevance of the 

past and illuminates the need for an understanding of prison-bound conversion which 

operates outside of linear conceptions of time. Richardson posits that Christianity, by 

constituting an oppressive force and controlling entity, served as an enemy of Islam and 

consequently worked to delineate the purpose and alternative appeal of Islamic 

conversion to incarcerated peoples. Richardson details Christianity’s role in establishing 

the benefits and thus character of Islam to black Americans, a population that constitutes 

a majority of the prison bound Islamic converts. She writes:  

It was not uncommon for Islamic ministers to challenge the role that Christianity had 

played in America and the lives of black Americans, portraying it as “the white man’s 

religion” that had been utilized to keep blacks under control and in a subservient 

position (Essien-Udom, 1962; Haley, 1964; and Muhammad, 1965). In these 

teachings, blacks were shown how Christianity was used to justify slavery and further 

oppress them. Drawing upon the negative aspects of Christianity, Islamic ministers 

were able to convince many blacks to reevaluate the role of Christianity in their lives. 

This reevaluation often caused confusion and doubt about Christianity. By casting 

such doubt upon Christianity, the Nation of Islam was able to portray itself as a 

religion that would uplift and empower its followers instead of oppressing them. 16 
 

As established by Richardson, the shape Islam takes within prison is largely molded to 

fill the gaps, correct the pitfalls, and resist against the perceived injustice accompanying 

the utilization Christian ideals. Consequently, one must recognize that the Christian roots 

of America’s penal system aided in defining the motivations, character, and intention of 

Islamic practice within prisons, thus giving the ongoing presence of Christianity 

unequivocal pertinence to the definition and discussion of current prison bound Islamic 

conversion.  As a result of this necessary recognition of the continued and current 

                                                 
16Felecia Dix-Richardson PhD and Billy R. Close PhD “Intersections of Race, Religion, 

and Inmate Culture." Journal of Offender Rehabilitation 35, no. 3-4 (2002): 87-106. 



16 

relevance of the past, it is evident that one forgo linear distinctions between the past and 

the present. For a legitimate, properly nuanced, and accurate understanding of prison 

bound conversion, one must recognize that the current reality of prison-bound Islamic 

conversion operates within and is currently affected by the realm of the past. Therefore, 

when viewing the discourse of Islamic conversion within prison, one must adopt a 

conceptual lens which conflates the two time periods and acknowledges their ability to 

coincide together within the discourse about the phenomenon. 

Chapter 3: The Conflation of the Material and Immaterial 

Worlds 

  Islamic conversion, in addition to requiring an approach that collapses the past 

and present into one unified entity and viewpoint, also necessitates and produces a lens 

through which the material conflates with the immaterial. This conflation is demonstrated 

through the examination of the affects of Islamic practice both inside and outside of 

prison walls. In doing this, it becomes evident that there exists a double-edged effect of 

Muslim conversion within prison. While Islamic conversion brings about about bodily 

benefits such as physical protection, rehabilitation, and structure within prison walls, the 

status of carceral Islamic conversion outside of prison garners scrutiny, stereotypes, and 

is plagued by the negative connotations of prison. Therefore, because one’s conception of 

Islamic conversion within prison would be rendered incomplete without an understanding 

of its role both within and outside of incarceration, one must consequently confront its 

insular material affects and the immaterial consequences it produces in the external 

world. Consequently, because both the material and immaterial elements form and 
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inhabit the same phenomenon, one must subsequently conceptualize the discourse about 

the phenomenon of Islamic conversion within prison with a lens which collapses 

distinctions between the material and immaterial world.  

 Further, it is important to note before discussing the physical benefits and 

intangible drawbacks to Islamic conversion, that the very act of Islamic conversion 

behind prison walls is necessarily characterized, in part, as being real, bodily, and 

material. While conversion could be conceptualized as an intensely intangible 

occurrence, converting to Islam within prison is partially and perhaps obviously defined 

by its enactment “within prison”. Therefore it is inescapably defined by and 

interconnected with the material word. As a result, even aside from the physical practice 

and benefits produced by conversion, one must recognize that the material realm must 

always be invoked, even in the most basic discussions concerning the phenomenon of 

Islamic conversion. 

 In addition to the baseline materiality inherent to Islamic conversion within 

prison, Islam’s role within incarceration produces physical benefits. These physical 

advantages further emphasize and prove the existence the material components held 

within the discourse about the phenomenon of mass Islamic conversion within prisons.  

Harry Dammer, in his article, “The Reasons for Religious Involvement in the 

Correctional Environment”, speaks to the bodily benefits of Islamic conversion by tracing 

motivations for religious involvement within correctional environments.  Through 

observations of and interviews with people involved in two maximum-security prisons in 

the Northeast United States, Dammer gained insight into the benefits associated with 

Islamic conversion within prison.  After concluding his study, one of his primary 
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conclusions was that a yearning for protection constitutes a driving catalyst behind 

religious involvement within prison. He writes that although this desire for security is a 

pervasive motivation behind religious practice, the “Muslim denomination was the most 

frequently mentioned religious group that practice religion for protection…This 

importance of gaining protection from within the Muslim prison community was 

affirmed by all of the other religious denominations. Even the members of the Muslim 

group agreed to the statement that their denomination was most commonly associated 

with protection.”17 Therefore, as evidenced by Dammar’s ethnographic data and special 

emphasis among Muslim groups, one can conclude that many Muslim converts are 

incentivized by and greeted with physical benefits that ease the hardship of incarceration. 

 In addition to what Dammer labels as the “insincere” and logistical motivations 

for conversion, an article published by the Gonzaga Law Review entitled “Muslim 

Radicalization in Prison: Responding with Sound Penal Policy or the Sound of Alarm?” 

states that prisoners find internal benefits from conversion in the form of rehabilitation, a 

sense of community, and access to a clear and positive structure. The article, perhaps 

idealistically, asserts that, “like the impact Muslims have had on prison law, the practical 

impact of the religion on the lives of inmates and prison culture is unmistakable. The 

religion offers a set of practices and doctrines for inmates, including the proclamation of 

faith, prayer, charity, and fasting, among traditional and non-traditional pieties. These 

practices help develop discipline and structure in individuals whose lives are 

characterized by chaos and instability.”18 Here, the article credits, amongst other factors, 

                                                 
17 Harry R. Dammer, "The Reasons for Religious Involvement in the Correctional 
Environment.” Journal of Offender Rehabilitation 35, no. 3-4 (2002):44.  
18 SpearIt, “Muslim Radicalization in Prison: Responding with Sound Penal Policy or the 
Sound of Alarm?” Gonzaga Law Review 49, (2013): 1.  
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the physical aspects of Islamic faith with beneficial notions of material routine and 

structure. In highlighting prayer and fasting as beneficial practices, The Gonzaga Law 

Review proves that Islamic conversion and subsequent practice entails physical action 

which in turn provides the body with tangible structure and routine.  

 One can further see that the physical bodies of Islamic converts are benefited 

through Islamic practice. This direct material benefit is evidenced by a 1960 study that 

found that “recovering alcoholics and drug-addicts were able to cope in prison more 

effectively after converting to Islam” and a study of U.S prisons between “1971 and 1986 

which found that Muslims did not participate in a single riot during the 15 year span of 

the study.”19 Therefore, because rehabilitation is a physically taxing process and because 

riots are inherently dangerous to the physical wellbeing of participants, Islam’s success in 

both realms further exhibits its physically beneficial effects upon followers. Clearly, 

Islamic conversion and practice both constitute material events which, in turn, produce 

bodily benefits. This dual level of materiality proves that the study of the discourse 

surrounding mass Islamic conversion within prison requires one to discuss the material 

world.  

 As has been demonstrated, the insular prison world has been largely characterized 

by the material realm. Both Islamic conversion and the benefits produced by its 

subsequent practice have taken predominantly physical forms. As a result, it has been 

established that one’s understanding of the discourse about the phenomenon of Islamic 

conversion must be in partially material terms. Alternatively, in examining the effects 

conversion has outside of prison walls, one is inevitably confronted with immaterial 
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aspects of the discourse. Therefore, because prison-bound Islamic conversion’s reception 

and interaction with the free world is a clear requirement for a comprehensive 

understanding, incorporation of the immaterial becomes integral for the study of the 

discourse. Just as it showed the necessity of incorporating the material world into one’s 

study, the concept of the double-edged effect of carceral Islamic practice, demonstrates 

that one must also consider the immaterial consequences of Islamic conversion.  

 The Gonzaga Law Review article, through interviews with converted inmates, 

illustrates that despite the physical benefits brought to Islamic converts within prison, 

there are often negative immaterial consequences associated with Islamic conversion 

outside of prison walls. The article states that although there are positive impacts of 

embracing Islam inside prison walls, one “should not ignore certain negative outcomes.” 

For example, as one African-American convert describes, “There are no incentives 

(worldly) to embracing Islam in the prison system, especially since the aftermath of Sept. 

11th, and subsequent events which only cast a negative image upon Islam, but have led 

the U.S government to view Muslim prisoners as potential terrorists.” 20 Here, the 

Muslim convert illustrates the duality of effect that accompanies conversion. While 

converting to Islam may bring about physical benefit and protection from the daily 

threats of prison life, it simultaneously leaves converts helplessly exposed to the 

intangible forces of stereotypes, negative public perceptions, and unfair comparisons.  

 The diverging perceptions of Islamic chaplains inside as opposed to outside of 

prison walls further demonstrate the immaterial byproducts of prison-bound Islamic 

conversion. Again, according to the because there is generally a lack of Islamic 
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chaplaincy available within US prisons “some of those who step up will be from gang 

backgrounds…this phenomenon undoubtedly gives Muslim organizations the appearance 

of gang affiliation to prison officials. As one convert in a Missouri state prison lamented, 

“Since 9/11 we have been viewed as a gang, and are being constantly investigated for 

possible al-Qaeda ties.”21 Here, the duality of Islamic practice and conversion is 

reiterated. On the one hand, the situations of some incarcerated gang members are 

seemingly improved because they are provided with an opportunity to lead, attain an 

elevated status, and live within a structured framework. However, these benefits come at 

a cost. The attainment of them coincides with Islam being tainted with negative notions 

of prison, which thus amplifies a violent perception of the faith. Clearly, Islamic 

conversion’s productions of and interactions with the abstract notions of public 

perception, fear, stereotypes, and other byproducts of intangible structures of power, 

evidences the fact that a complete comprehension of Islamic conversion within prison 

requires the consideration of immaterial elements.  

 In summary, the comprehensive study of the discourse about mass Islamic 

conversion within prison requires one to examine the existence and impact of prison 

bound conversion both inside and outside of prison walls. As a result of this topic of 

study, one is confronted and compelled to recognize both material and immaterial 

elements which converge to exist within the single phenomenon. Therefore, because the 

material and immaterial aspects of prison bound Islamic conversion are reciprocal, 

interconnected, and ultimately consolidated, the lens made accessible and required by the 
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study of the discourse surrounding Islamic conversion within prison conflates the 

immaterial and the material into one unified conception. 

Chapter 4: Lessening Distinctions amongst the Incarcerated 

and Non-Incarcerated 

The phenomenon of Islamic conversion, because of the inverse relationship it 

holds with power and perception inside as opposed to outside of prison walls, works to 

lessen divides between the incarcerated and non-incarcerated world. This dynamic works 

to collapse such separations in two differing ways. First, it demonstrates the reciprocity 

between inner Islamic conversion and the external world. Therefore, because Islamic 

conversion within prison has been affected by the external world, one is required to 

conceptualize the discourse about the phenomenon as an amalgam of internal and 

external happenings. Second, this dynamic highlights the notion that the same event is 

consistently being perceived of in vastly different and opposing ways. As a result, it 

points to the existence of inaccuracy in perception, and calls for one to recognize both 

sides of the disparity and work to unify them into an accurate, nuanced, and informed 

conception of the discourse of mass carceral Islamic conversion.  

 Mark Hamm, in his journal article, “Prison Islam in the Age of Sacred Terror,” 

speaks to the first way in which this dynamic lessens divides by delineating the 

reciprocity between inner Islamic conversion and the external world. He asserts that 

Islam’s increasing visibility and power within the US incarceration system prompted 

Robert Mueller, the then FBI Director to assert, “Prisons are…fertile ground for 

extremists. Inmates may be drawn to an extreme form of Islam because it may help 
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justify their violent tendencies.”22 As a result of his warning, in 2007 the DHS created a 

special unit to combat homegrown terrorists that primarily focuses on the threat of 

Muslim extremists and therefore devotes much of its time to Islamic prisoners. 23 Further, 

“the US Congress subsequently passed the Violent Radicalization and Homegrown 

Terrorism Prevention Act, calling for the establishment of a national commission to study 

and to make recommendations concerning the mitigation of 'violent radicalization' and 

'ideologically based violence in prison.”24 This sequence of events demonstrates that 

Islamic conversion, because of its possession of power within prison, garners and 

produces fear in the external world. This fear, in turn, produces controlling governmental 

action which reciprocates its influence to shape and define how Islam can be practiced 

within prison. In a word, insular Islamic practice has affected and been affected by the 

external free world. One must recognize the reciprocity shared between insular penal 

practice and the external world and understand that prison-bound Islamic practice is 

inseparable from and largely determined by non-carceral happenings. Consequently, 

when approaching the phenomenon of Islamic conversion, the inverse relationship it 

holds with power, exemplifies that it must be studied with a lens that merges external and 

internal prison affairs into one mode of conception.   

 Second, the inconsistency in perception existing between internal and external 

perceptions of the same event of prison bound Islamic conversion further works to lessen 

divides between the two worlds. It does so because the vast dichotomy it creates 

necessarily points to the existence of inaccuracy. This inaccuracy creates an impetus to 
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undercut distinctions, consider the matter holistically, and adopt a bifocal lens which 

accounts for and overlays both versions of the narrative. Consequently, in creating a 

sense of imprecision, the inverse relationship which characterizes Islamic conversion’s 

perception inside as opposed to outside of prison, necessitates that one begin to bridge the 

gap between the incarcerated and the free world in order to correct inaccuracy and attain 

a perception which resembles objectivity.  

Conclusion: Applying Quasi-Divine modes of thought 
 

 As has been argued, the discourse surrounding mass Islamic conversion within the 

US prison system, like many religions, generates and necessitates a lens through which 

the past and present collapse to lose their traditional linear definition, the material and 

immaterial world conflate to exist in unison, seemingly rigid boundaries are traversed, 

and the dichotomies amongst peoples are asked to be lessened. The lenses defining of and 

required by the discourse about the phenomenon of mass Islamic conversion, suggests 

that this discourse qualifies, not in uniform theological directives, but rather in analogous 

scope, unifying ability, and necessitated modes of conception, as a quasi-religion of the 

US incarceration complex. In pointing to the quasi-religious qualities which characterize 

this discourse, I do not aim to establish a novel religion. Rather, I aim to demonstrate that 

because the discourse surrounding carceral Islamic conversion possesses and requires 

quasi-religious modes of thought, it is an easy conceptual leap to place a quasi-religious 

weight upon these quasi-religious characteristics. In adopting an adherence to their quasi-

religious and unifying principles with an equivalent adherence and allowance for 

expansive thought that true believers of a religion appear to possess, one would 

subsequently commit to adopting a contextualized understanding of time, a nuanced 
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approach to the material world, and a viewpoint which collapses divides between 

dichotomized people. Therefore, to conceptualize the discourse about the phenomenon of 

Islamic conversion within prison as a religion, just as a temporary thought experiment, it 

appears that the pervasive divides and tensions which characterize both Islam and 

incarceration in America would be lessened in the name of a greater objective and or 

understanding. Further, in recognizing the existence of the quasi-religious schools of 

thought able to be found within the discourse about the phenomenon of mass Islamic 

conversion within prison, the existence of this method of thinking is established and thus 

able to be more widely recognized and employed to productively think about differing 

societal frameworks, topics, and events with a quasi-religious lens, insight, and 

capability.  
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