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ABSTRACT

Charlene Angkay
01212320003
charlene.angkay@uiii.ac.id
MA in Islamic Studies
Universitas Islam Internasional Indonesia

This thesis examines the Balik-Islam experience in Mindanao, emphasizing that it is
not just a one-time transformative event but an ongoing process of identity formation through
multiple stages over time. It addresses the lack of understanding of post-conversion
experiences among the Balik-Islam reverts outsidle BARMM and the scholarly neglect of
identity development processes among Muslim reverts in Mindanao. Using a qualitative life-
study approach, this research draws on the experiences of fifteen Muslim reverts living outside
the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM), specifically in areas
such as Davao City, General Santos, and Sarangani. The study aims to explore how Balik-
Islam reverts construct and negotiate their religious identity in non-BARMM areas amid
sociocultural and institutional challenges. I introduce the concept of "liminal religiosity" to
describe the spiritual and social state of these reverts, who exist in a limbo due to historical
marginalization, sociocultural ambivalence, and institutional neglect. In Mindanao, Islam
functions as a form of historical memory. Balik-Islam reverts face double marginality—they
are distanced from their Christian family backgrounds and excluded from ethnolinguistic
communities of born Muslims, where ethnic identity often influences religious legitimacy. The
subsequent discussion and analysis draw on Rambo's idea of the "consequences" of conversion
and Turner's concept of liminality to illustrate how they maintain and develop their faith amid
suspicion, bureaucratic invisibility, and legacies of conflict, especially after the Marawi Siege
in 2017, which created new memories of distrust as part of Muslim identity reformations.
Despite these challenges, Balik-Islam participants demonstrate remarkable resilience and
agency. They navigate their uncertain sense of belonging related to their contested religious
identity through informal social networks of fellow believers, grassroots religious learning
methods, and personal spiritual practices. This research, based on in-depth interviews with the
Balik-Islam individuals outside the Bangsamoro region, shows that adopting a Balik-Islam
identity is more than just a return to Islamic roots; it involves moving across places of fluid
faith and belonging, layered with engagement and exclusion. The study provides original
empirical insights into Philippine Islamic studies and global frameworks of conversion. It
highlights the need for future research on how institutions approach and support conversion to
Islam in their long-term efforts for integration and participation within Muslim communities.
It also explores how emerging expressions of religious belonging influence the ability of Balik-
Islam individuals to gain recognition within those communities.

Keywords: Balik-Islam, religious identity, liminality, post-conversion, Mindanao
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CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background of the Study

Religious conversion to Islam has emerged as a prominent and widely studied
global phenomenon in recent decades. Conversion is often conceived of as an intimate,
personal, and even spiritual experience. Still, it is also a social and political process
shaped through historical memory, cultural context, and institutional form.!

This is where the Islamic theological concept of reversion, rather than
conversion, becomes critically important, given that every human being is born in a
state of fitrah, or recognition of monotheism. This theological notion is particularly
salient among Filipino converts to Islam because many articulate their return to Islam
as a reclamation of a precolonial faith that has been suppressed through several
centuries of Christian colonialism.?

In the Philippine context, the term Balik-Islam (literally, "to return to Islam)
refers to individuals, often having a Christian background, who embrace Islam later in
life. While both reversion and conversion to Islam have indeed occurred throughout
the country, it has a distinct history and socio-cultural meaning in Mindanao.?

This study argues that Balik-Islam reversion is not just a spiritual return to
Islam’s original monotheism (fitrah), but a complex, socially embedded process of
identity transformation. The Balik-Islam in Mindanao, especially outside the BARMM
areas, must navigate what this thesis calls liminal religiosity, where the community
isolates them. These individuals have left their Christian communities and often do not
receive full acceptance into the Muslim ethnolinguistic group they join. The study
focuses on their experiences after conversion, including how they maintain their faith,
make claims, and rebuild their religious identity amid historical marginalisation and
institutional neglect.

In the archipelago, Mindanao is the original location of the earliest Islamic

2 Luis Q. Lacar, “Balik -Islam: Christian Converts to Islam in the Philippines, c. 1970-98,” Islam and
Christian—Muslim Relations 12, no. 1 (2001): 39-60, https://doi.org/10.1080/09596410124405.
3 Lacar, “Balik -Islam.”



sultanates and, consequently, the site of a long history of resisting colonial conquest
and religious coercion. From the 13th to 16th centuries, Muslim traders and
missionaries, such as Tuan Mashaika and Syarif Kabungsuwan, integrated with local
communities through intermarriage and introduced Islamic governance, education, and
legal frameworks, particularly in the Sulu and Maguindanao sultanates. These
sultanates institutionalised Islam, fostering organised Muslim communities that
preserved local cultural practices while embracing Islamic teachings. This historical
integration shapes the contemporary Balik-Islam experience, as converts seek to align
with a faith rooted in Mindanao’s heritage.*

This strong historical background notwithstanding, the Islamic tradition in
Mindanao has been severely disrupted by several successive colonial incursions. The
Spanish colonisation of the 16th century sought to abolish Islam and replace it with
Christianity, while also making the "Moro" into otherness as a construct of resistance.
Subsequently, the policies of American colonialism strengthened and reinforced these
divisions by encouraging Christianity as the normative religious identity for the
archipelago. Ultimately, these developments cemented the political marginalisation of
Muslims, as well as established the political hierarchies of religion and ethnicity that
continue to shape Muslims' experiences in Mindanao today.’

Grasping this history of marginalisation is essential for framing our
understanding of current Balik-Islam practice. Contemporary reverts navigate a
religious tradition deeply informed by local historical experience, but often in a region
where Islamic institutions are few and social norms still largely reflect Christian-
majority norms. For individuals who embrace Islam, there is usually a more profound
sense of reversion than simply a personal spiritual journey; it can also be a negotiation
of identity, a belonging, and claims to legitimacy within larger histories of
marginalisation and cultural dislocation. Examining the experiences of Balik-Islam

after their conversion offers valuable insights into how religious identity is formed,

4 Majul, Muslims in the Philippines.
5 J. Nolasco, “Islam and Philippine Society: The Writings of Cesar Adib Majul,” 4sian Studies Review
46, no. 1 (2010): 1-2.



contested, and expressed.®

Furthermore, we must look at the religious conversion process to understand
the emerging Balik-Islam phenomenon in Mindanao. Scholars like Ali Kdse state that
converting to Islam is a gradual and personal process involving spiritual searching,
reflection, and personal interactions with others.” Luis Lacar’s research supports this
view of conversion, Balik-Islam: Christian Converts to Islam in the Philippines,
c.1970-98, where Lacar argues that, especially in the Philippines, conversion usually
takes three to six years and often begins with individuals making contact with Muslim
communities. This gradual approach to religious change highlights the complexity of
adopting a new faith. It helps explain the challenges Balik-Islam face in practising their
religion and feeling a sense of belonging within Mindanao’s diverse socio-cultural
landscape after their conversion.?

Lacar further explains that Balik-Islam (literally return to Islam) refers to
individuals, often from Christian backgrounds, who embrace Islam not as a shift from
one religion to another, but as a reconnection with their innate monotheistic disposition.
This local terminology holds both theological and historical significance, particularly
in Mindanao, where reversion is viewed as a restoration of one's original spiritual
nature, believed to have been obscured by conversion to Christianity. This perspective
frames the conversion not as a rupture, but as a return. While it helps illuminate the
transformative journey of Balik-Islam individuals, this study focuses specifically on
how converts experience selfhood and otherness in the post-conversion period, as they
navigate the socio-cultural landscape in Mindanao.’

Most Muslim scholars in the Philippines posit that the idea of Balik-Islam is
conceptualized from a famous hadith of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him),
which states: "Every child is born in a state of fitrah, but it is their parents who make

them a Jew, a Christian, or a Magian" (Sahth Muslim, 2658). Within this conceptual

® Douglas A Borer et al., “Global Development and Human (In)Security: Understanding the Rise of the
Rajah Solaiman Movement and Balik Islam in the Philippines,” Third World Quarterly 30, no. 1
(2009): 181204, https://doi.org/10.1080/01436590802622615.

7 Ali Kose, Conversion To Islam (Taylor and Francis, 2012).

8 Lacar, “Balik -Islam.”

° Lacar, “Balik -Islam.”



framework, religious identity is shaped by social and cultural contexts rather than being
fixed at birth; thus, returning to Islam can be viewed as a transformative spiritual
process. It resonates with Balik-Islam revert in the Philippine context, particularly in
Mindanao, who perceive their acceptance of Islam as a return to their innate
monotheistic nature. This theological foundation also illustrates the obstacles these
converts face in effectively maintaining their new religious identity amid social and
cultural factors, which the study will investigate. =~ For example, in Christian
communities in the Philippines, when a newborn is baptised (also called Christening),
it signifies their entry into Christianity. However, Islamic belief states that a newborn,
who has not been formally introduced to another religion, is still in the primordial, or
fitrah state, and will be, unambiguously, a Muslim. Thus, when Filipinos, having been
primed in a region with a strong Islamic past but living in a Christian majority society
in Mindanao, are exposed to Islam through self-study, their social relationships, work,
or other life events, they accept Islam as a reversion, not a conversion. This
understanding shaped their progression of experiences, which this study examines by
documenting the identity and belonging challenges experienced in their post-
conversion phase in the complex socio-cultural milieu in Mindanao.

In Mindanao, waves of Balik-Islam reversion saw a revival from the late 1970s,
as intermarriage, international employment, and global Islamic revival played a role,
and growth continued from that point. Even though specific numbers are unavailable,
Yoshizawa estimates that there were more than 200,000 Balik-Islam reverts by 2009,
which has likely grown since then.!” Despite the expansion of conversion, research on
post-conversion experiences remains limited, particularly in non-BARMM areas of
Mindanao. Most studies focus on why people convert, not how they sustain their faith
in socially and institutionally challenging environments."

While prior works like Lacar and Yoshizawa discuss the reversion process,

most of them refrain from asking the next logical question and the 'what next': how do

19 Asuna Yoshizawa, “Religious Conversion as a ‘Winding Pathway’: Experience of Balik-Islam and
Muslim—Christian Relations in the Southern Philippines,” Islam and Christian—Muslim Relations,
December 13, 2024, 1-23, https://doi.org/10.1080/09596410.2024.2436770.

T Lacar, “Balik -Islam.”



Balik-Islam reverts maintain and negotiate their faith, belonging, and adapt to living in
some contexts that may be less accepting of their new religious ownership. These
highlight the need for academia to engage more with Balik-Islam reverts experiences
over the long term, particularly in religious and social isolation areas. Compared

with the studies of the Western contexts of religious conversion, the most frequently
referenced intrinsic motives among converts typically are a spiritual quest, such as
searching for peace, fulfilment, and certainty concerning life and the afterlife. Many
converts express that they are drawn to Islam because of the explicit monotheism, the
moral foundations, and because it infuses a sense of belonging in a values-based
community. For example, Paul Mitchell's doctoral study, Conversion to Islam: A Study
of Australian Muslim Converts, highlights that many converts perceive Islam as
instrumental in shaping a cohesive religious identity while providing a sense of
belonging and moral foundations within their faith communities.'?

In the Southeast Asian setting, specifically in the Philippines, Morados and
Malayang argue that the conversion process for Balik-Islam typically occurs in three
distinct forms, influenced by their unique place in Philippine society.!* For example,
researchers Hariinani and Usamah identify overseas Filipino workers (OFWs) as one
of the largest groups of Muslim converts, particularly those who convert while working
in Gulf countries such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE. By living in a cultural
environment steeped in Islam and having daily interactions with Muslim colleagues
and employers, many OFWs find spiritual fulfilment in Islamic teachings. In the
Philippines, they tend to participate in establishing Balik-Islam centres and are

involved in da‘wah, with some leaning towards Salafi understandings.!*

12 Paul Mitchell, “Conversion to Islam: A Study of Australian Muslim Converts,” with Griffith
University and Halim I Rane, preprint, Griffith University, May 25, 2023,
https://doi.org/10.25904/1912/5717.

13 Macrina A. Morados and Aisha F. Malayang, “Balik-Islam in Some Selected Areas in Luzon and the
National Capital Region: Motivations of Conversion and Challenges Encountered,” 2023,
https://cids.up.edu.ph/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Balik-Islam-in-Some-Selected-Areas-in-Luzon-
and-the-National-Capital-Region-Motivations-of-Conversion-and-Challenges-Encountered.pdf.

4 Mohamed Quadir Harunani and Thameem Ushama, “The Balik-Islam Phenomenon Filipino Muslim
Reverts- Between the Gulf Countries and the Philippines,” Al-Shajarah: Journal of the International
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Additionally, Nadado and Vyhmeister emphasize the importance of
interpersonal relationships, particularly friendships and interfaith marriages, as
significant contributors to conversion decisions. These forays into socializing
underscore the fact that religion is not only a theology but also a relational practice,
influencing people through their sphere of relationships, emotions, and situational
circumstances.!'> These pathways reveal the interplay of theological and social factors
in Balik-Islam conversions, setting the stage for exploring the post-conversion
challenges converts face in sustaining their faith amidst Mindanao’s complex socio-
cultural landscape.

Morados and Malayang further explain that the development of various
pathways to Balik-Islam conversion highlights the more dynamic character of religious
conversions in the Philippines, particularly in Mindanao, through scholarly writing.
Balik-Islam, or "returning to Islam," encompasses spiritual craving and cultural
considerations. Within Mindanao's unique circumstances, converts to Islam adopting
different pathways are composed of key influences, which include (1) marriage to a
Muslim spouse, (2) conversion to Islam for overseas Filipino workers (OFWs) working
in Gulf countries, (3) personal study and conviction to faith change and (4) the
influence of recent development like digital da‘wah, social media, and Muslim
organizations.'¢

These pathways not only alter the religious affiliation of Muslims, but they also
present new theological pathways, such as Salafi influences, to the communities of
Muslims in Mindanao. The study now examines how these conversion pathways shape
the post-conversion challenges of maintaining one's faith and identity in a complex,
contextualised environment marked by marginalisation.

The post-conversion experiences of Balik-Islam in Mindanao are an appropriate

15 Noel Nadado and Shawna Vyhmeister, “Why Christians Converts to Islam: A Filipino Perspective,”
Journal of Asia Adventist Seminary 9, no. 1 (2006): 47-70.

16 Macrina A. Morados and Aisha F. Malayang, “Balik-Islam in Some Selected Areas in Luzon and the
National Capital Region: Motivations of Conversion and Challenges Encountered,” University of the
Philippines Center for Integrative and Development Studies (UP CIDS) — Islamic Studies Program,
UP CIDS Discussion Paper, March 2023, https://cids.up.edu.ph/discussion_paper/balik-islam-selected-
areas-luzon-national-capital-region-motivations-conversion-challenges-encountered/.



topic for scholarly attention, as they can no longer identify as non-Muslims but may
still have to deal with social, psychological, and institutional challenges associated with
their newly adopted conversion. Balik-Islam can be considered to be in a liminal state,
which can lead to all sorts of marginalisation, stress, or discrimination from their
former, pre-conversion social networks, often due to explicit or implicit notions of
Islam being mistaken or misunderstood as a foreign religion. Similar problems are
found in Hakan Emin Ozturk's work on Muslim converts in Canada, which mentions
that as converts encounter stigmas linking Islam to extremism, stereotypes of oppressed
Muslim women, and a limited view of Islam through an Arab lens, it is often fraught
with challenges and may not always lead to meaningful inclusion.’

Moreover, this evidence implies that some studies indicate that Muslim
converts must also grapple with significant lifestyle changes, as evidenced by research
by Krotofil et al. They posit that Muslim converts experience profound transformations
in their beliefs, values, and social life, navigating challenges as members of a
marginalised group. Their conversion involves internal and external dialogues, leading
to various outcomes such as acceptance, rejection, or compromise in their identities. '®

In the same vein, Ozturk's study revealed that moderate or progressive converts
experienced distressful rejection or suspicion from their previous social bonds, in
addition to their established born-Muslim connections, resulting in what he describes
as "double marginalization." Ozturk's observations relate to the experiences of Balik-
Islam in Mindanao. For instance, Colonel Darren Comia of the Task Force Davao, in
his observations, noted that many converts face exclusion from their previous
community in their bureaucratic experience by being unable to acquire proper
identification from the National Commission on Muslim Filipinos (NCMF) as a

mechanism that misunderstands and marginalizes the convert or validates their

17 Hakan Emin Ozturk, “Exploring the Dynamics of Muslim Conversion in Ottawa: Processes,
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attributes as a "neglected sector.

Many Filipino Balik-Islam feel a lack of connection within pre-existing Muslim
communities in Mindanao, even within longstanding Islamic cultures. As Yoshizawa
and Kusaka note, many revertees described feeling socially isolated, even when living
near mosques or participating in religious marketplaces. This feeling is repeated at the
community level through various types of marginalisation, which may influence a
person's perceived religiosity, ethnic identity, or adherence to locally produced Islamic
traditions.*

As a result, new muslims were sometimes viewed as "not fully Muslim" or
lacking in depth, no matter how genuinely converts engage with their faith. This intra-
religious mark of exclusion not only affects a convert's spiritual path but also develops
a hierarchy of belonging that values birthright Islam over spiritual conversion. It
corresponds to the "consequences" stage, as noted by Rambo regarding converts whose
social realities regarding integration are more complicated. This concept is related to
another idea of liminality, Turner, whereby a convert is caught between positions of
acceptance and marginalisation.?!,

The experience of Balik-Islam in Mindanao is heavily mediated by the region's
political history of exclusion and conflict. One notable recent instantiation of this
history 1s the Marawi Siege in 2017. The siege lasted five months and was a
confrontation between ISIS-inspired groups, such as the Maute Group and Abu
Sayyaf.”? As documented by Duya, the blockade resulted in the displacement of over
350,000 people and the destruction of infrastructure, which led to a full-scale

humanitarian crisis. However, aside from the material destruction, it disrupted
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City), May 25, 2022, https://www.sunstar.com.ph/davao/local-news/task-force-davao-commander-
proposes-program-for-balik-islam.

20 Asuna Yoshizawa and Wataru Kusaka, “The Arts of Everyday Peacebuilding: Cohabitation,
Conversion, and Intermarriage of Muslims and Christians in the Southern Philippines,” 1, preprint,
Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University, April 23, 2020,
https://doi.org/10.20495/seas.9.1_67.

2! Victor Witter Turner, Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage, 2014th ed.
(Cornell University Press, 1964).

22 Zachary Abuza, Militant Islam in Southeast Asia: Crucible of Terror (Lynne Rienner Publishers,
2003).



interfaith relations and national perceptions of Islam in enduring ways that hardened
suspicion and stereotyping in the public domain.?

Gray notes that the siege exacerbated distrust between Muslim and non-Muslim
communities and exacerbated narratives that associate Islam, particularly “new Islam”,
with extremism. For Balik-Islam, this stigma has been particularly acute. Many would
experience scrutiny from their former Christian communities, who might view their
reversion as suspicious or dangerous, while also facing distrust from born-Muslim
communities where their adopted faith could be viewed as inauthentic or politically
motivated. The result could be described generally as an ongoing experience of
hypervisibility where the burden of vigilance becomes a near-constant negotiation of
their legitimacy, fidelity, and religious authenticity.**

In the new post-Marawi context, reversion to Islam in Mindanao is understood
not only as a private spiritual transformation but also as a political act, essentially a re-
entry into a territory of heightened counterterrorism discourses, public fear, and state
scrutiny. Compounding this are the historical memories of groups such as the Rajah
Solaiman Islamic Movement (RSIM), a radicalised group formed by a small segment
of former Christian converts. Bartel and Nayve observed that the RSIM represented
only a minuscule portion of the Balik-Islam population. Still, its violent activity
fundamentally altered the public’s imagination of conversion in the province,
effectively creating a spatial narrative that linked spiritual seeking and militancy.?

The result is a social stigma where serious religious returnees can be
criminalised, marginalised, or symbolically excluded from the religious communities
they inhabit. Reverts open themselves to securitisation, not because of their actions,

but because of how they are seen. For Balik-Islam, particularly if they do not belong to
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any of the dominant Muslim ethnolinguistic communities, reversion is not simply a
spiritual life course; it intersects with a field of distrust, religious uncertainty, and
politicisation. The Marawi Siege is not only a historical backdrop, but it is a structuring
event that disciplines how religious identity is claimed, policed, and resisted in
contemporary Mindanao.

Many Balik-Islam continue to face obstacles to complete authentication. They
are caught in a complicated position, distrusted by their earlier Christian communities
but also treated with suspicion concerning their inclusion in Muslim society. In some
instances, their knowledge of the local language and culture, and their predominantly
Christian geography, have all been interpreted through a security lens, developing and
intensifying local distrust or suspicion. These forms of scrutiny collectively create a
dimension of social complexity that most individuals who revert have to deal with in
their everyday lives, balancing loyalties, faiths, and identities.?

This explains why Filipino revert is situated in a somewhat unique social
position. In religious or cultural terms, they are 'in-between' in that they are neither
totally accepted as born Muslims, nor are they entirely free from the cultural extent and
familial domain of the previous identity. They surely and often earnestly perform
recognisably Islamic ritual practices, but they are also sometimes engaged with as
individuals with partial rights to belong in a larger community of believers. This in-
betweenness creates internal and external conflict as Balik-Islam are presented with
opportunities to illuminate their belief in authenticity, belonging, and a spiritual home.

According to research by Morados and Malayang, we learned that Filipinos
regularly experience individual and structural obstacles in establishing their religious
identity in a predominantly non-Muslim area. Examples include tangible challenges
related to access to halal food, services, and income, all of which stem from rural or
urban contexts that were not designed or planned to accommodate Islamic practice.
Reverts also face various ethical obligations, such as avoiding interest (riba), avoiding

vices (makriih), and dietary idolization (haram). As hard as it may be for reverts to try

26 Bartel, The Rajah Solaiman Islamic Movement (RSIM) and the Rise of Radical Islamic Converts in
the Philippines: A Major Security Concern.
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to meet their ethical obligations, the structural obstacles to social and financial
sustainability exist regardless of the will of the newly embraced faith.”

Morados and Malayang further explain that legal and social pressures are
exacerbated through their experience of gender. The upbringing of family and peer
relationships of reverts will often change due to conversion, which contributes to
alienation and separation. In particular for women, this discrimination can manifest
itself regarding non-educational or employment opportunities as they are visibly
expressing cultural Islamism through coverings, such as the hijab, or possibly in some
cases completely losing friendships or experiencing stigmas from peers. The interplay
of faith and visible religious identity points to a broader sociological problem, as
Muslims are discriminated against by their visual appearance and association with
Islam through selective stigmatisation.?®

While the case of Balik-Islam is more than just simply uncovering societal
discrimination, they are also trying to modify their family relations. Family members
who know their reverts can engage in feeling judged, or in some instances, completely
forsaken, when they re-engage with their non-Muslim relatives. Even though the
challenges encountered by Balik-Islam may not be viewed as an isolated issue, such
relationships must be navigated alongside the ordinary practical adjustments that mark
life in accepting and then continuing to cultivate a faith. Each different social layer and
negotiation of the Balik-Islam experiences presents some emotional commitment to
continue their practice, while simultaneously experiencing little support.”

A significant issue that continues to affect the experiences of Balik-Islam in the
Philippines is the lack of institutional or social support in the community that would
enable converts to stay located and connected to the larger Muslim ummah. A recent
fieldwork study from the Institute for Autonomy and Governance (IAG) and the
University of the Philippines Institute of Islamic Studies (UP-IIS) studying Balik-

27 Morados and Malayang, “Balik-Islam in Some Selected Areas in Luzon and the National Capital
Region: Motivations of Conversion and Challenges Encountered.”
28 Morados and Malayang, “Balik-Islam in Some Selected Areas in Luzon and the National Capital
Region: Motivations of Conversion and Challenges Encountered.”
2 Morados and Malayang, “Balik-Islam in Some Selected Areas in Luzon and the National Capital
Region: Motivations of Conversion and Challenges Encountered.”
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Islam in various provinces of Luzon, and a few spaces in Metro Manila, found that
Islamic organizations do not engage most of the time - other than at the initiation and
formalization of a religious conversion. After the conversion process, the journeys of
these individuals in terms of religious and theological alignments, ethical adjustments,
and reconnections to a social community are unique and often limited to a few
organizations. These organizations might offer some post-conversion support and
development, such as individualized contextualised religious education or
psychosocial support. Unfortunately, many Balik-Islam find themselves struggling
with spiritual disorientation and social alienation due to the lack of ongoing support.*

Furthermore, the lack of structured support is at its absolute worst when the
communities in which the Balik-Islam reside are in majority non-Muslim areas, and
must struggle with both faith and social matters alone. In these locations, Balik-Islam
has often not made any spiritual advancements and finds itself accepted nowhere in
already established Muslim communities. The total lack of community support can lead
to frustration, stagnation, and in some cases, an absolute disconnection from the faith
community altogether. Disillusionment can retreat into non-commitment or even
apostasy from the faith in the furthest progression. These confounding questions
become even more complex for Balik-Islam in Mindanao. While non-indigenous
Filipino Muslims still have long-standing connections to Islam, they can still be social
and institutional outsiders as new Muslims. Balik-Islam in Mindanao is more socially
vulnerable than "born" Muslims because they are living in a precarious situation of
profound "in-betweenness" as they reflect on their religious identity. Also, their
distance points to the extended Muslim ummah and the legitimacy and inclusion
factors, which prevent belonging to Muslim families and indicate responsibility to the
ummah.

Islam has existed in Mindanao for centuries, and even though the number of

Balik-Islam converts is increasing significantly, the lived experiences of these

30 Institute for Autonomy and Governance; University of the Philippines Institute of Islamic Studies,
Balik Islam Research (Institute for Autonomy and Governance (IAG), 2021), 158,
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individuals are still dangerously misunderstood and under-researched in both academia
and public discourse. While recognizing conversion is often seen as an act of returning
to one's fitrah or original nature, the experiences of everyday life for Filipinos who
revert are often overshadowed by marginalization. They can be marginalized from both
their former Christian communities and from recognized Muslim ethnolinguistic
groups. The social dynamics altogether put them in a uniquely liminal place, where
they exist in both their cultural nominalism and faith-based attachments.

Living in a region that is historically fraught with conflict, ethnic fragmentation,
and religiously motivated violence, Balik-Islam face social exclusion, cultural
ambiguity, and a lack of organizational or institutional support. While studies on
religion and conversion in the Philippines have primarily focused on the reasons and
process behind conversion, such as marriage, migration, and spiritual seeking, there
has been a glaring and urgent need to delve into the complexities and challenges these
individuals experience long after their conversion. This is particularly relevant for
Balik-Islam in Mindanao, who continue to navigate their faith development amidst
these ongoing issues.

Thus, the study will address this gap by providing a qualitative

nn

contextualization of how Balik-Islam navigate and reconstruct "identity," "community,"
and "spiritual persistence" in light of both internal and external tensions. The study
contributes to the broader discourse as part of the growing field of religious studies
within the Philippines, taking a unique approach that recognizes and centres on the
lived experiences of converts previously described in the literature but have never been
heard from.

Given the limited research on the post-conversion experiences of Balik-Islam
individuals in Mindanao, this study focuses on those living in non-BARMM regions.
These areas, with relatively minor Muslim populations and limited access to Islamic
institutions or support systems, are often overlooked in research. However, this study
will explore the lived realities of reverts in Davao City, General Santos City, Sarangani,

and other non-BARMM areas, shedding light on the challenges they face in negotiating

their identities without the benefit of strong communal or state-supported Islamic
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infrastructures.

This study is grounded in the premise that Balik-Islam in these contexts
encounter different obstacles and utilise different strategies to hold and protect their
religious identity in predominantly Christian contexts. These strategies and struggles
offer a critical lens for understanding how religious identity is affirmed, sustained, or
contested in pluralistic societies.

As Rambo and Farhadian (2014) observe, conversion is a precarious endeavor: it must
be affirmed, sustained, and received as part of a social community; without such external
support converts have difficulty navigating new interpretations of their experiences, deepening
their understanding of religion, and redefining their belongingness to groups both Muslim and
not Muslim, which may include many iterations. Moreover, conversion experiences are not
necessarily all constituted by similar conversion experiences. Some of the Balik-Islam, a term
used to refer to Filipino Muslims who have converted to Islam, find a strength in their new
practice of Islam and assume positions of leadership within the ummah. In contrast, many
others find themselves socially isolated, marginalized, and dealing with disillusionment, all
dependent on variables of education, welfare (such as family welfare, and community welfare),
reception (including gender, and costs of belonging), and economic class status.

In light of this, the study addresses a significant research gap in Philippine
religious studies by providing a context-specific, grounded examination of the post-
conversion experiences of the Balik-Islam in non-BARMM Mindanao. This research
has the potential to not only deepen our understanding of religious dynamics in the
Philippines but also to inform policies and interventions aimed at supporting converts.
It will explore how converts can reconcile their faith and religious identity while
positively rebuilding their sense of belonging in an area with a shared Islamic history
in Mindanao, yet mainly characterized by Christian practices. The study also
investigates how much identity maintenance depends on community support,
institutional inclusion, and redefinition of belonging within the broader Filipino
Muslim ummabh.

1.2 Research Aims and Objectives
1.2.1 Research Aim

This study aims to provide a fuller understanding of the post-convert experience
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of Balik-Islam in Mindanao, emphasising how they can navigate their religious identity
amidst social exclusion, cultural ambiguity, and emotional adjustment. In particular,
Mindanao is a locale rich in Islamic history, culture, and plurality, and this context is
of particular importance as the research focuses on the lived experiences of converts in
a dialectical process of negotiating a new social and spiritual reality.

Using Rambo and Farhadian's final stage of conversion, which involves
consequences of a change, and Victor Turner's concept of liminality, this study
explores the transformation between reverting identities. These often occur in a
transitional or liminal space where individuals simultaneously revert to a previous
identity, complete with prior socialisation, and emerge as a new identity within Islam.
Employing a narrative life-history approach, this research examines how Balik Islam
make sense of their transformation, how they enact and use strategies to affirm their
faith, and the social context in which this occurs during their post-conversion journey.

1.2.2 Research Objectives

1. To investigate how Balik-Islam converts in Mindanao cope with social
exclusion, cultural ambiguity, and limited institutional assistance while
attempting to fulfil their religious commitment, this research will undertake a
thematic analysis of narrative texts.

2. To identify the various coping strategies and spiritual practices (such as
praying, self-study, or community involvement) that Balik-Islam use to
constitute and affirm their post-conversion Islamic identity.

3. An interpretation of the connections between the converted person's long-term
emotional and religious integration into the Islamic faith and the enabling and
constraining factors prevalent in their society: community acceptance, family
relationships, and the political conflict in Mindanao, particularly during the
Marawi Siege.

4. To provide context-specific understandings of Islamic conversion by
highlighting the challenges and negotiations necessary for Balik-Islam in

Mindanao.
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1.3 Research Questions
These research questions guide the core focus of the study by highlighting the
continuing challenges, approaches, and resilience of Balik-Islam converts in
Mindanao:

1. How do Balik-Islam in Mindanao continue to practice their faith while dealing
with social, emotional, and structural barriers to their conversion?

2. What strategies and religious practices do Balik-Islam use to maintain their
Islamic identity and spiritual development in contexts where community
support is limited?

3. How do external aspects, such as community acceptance, regional violence, and
familial relations, impact the capacity of Balik-Islam to continue its religious
journey?

1.4 Theoretical Framework

The current study uses the seven-stage model of religious conversion by Lewis
Rambo and Charles Farhadian, focusing primarily on the "consequences" stage. It also
applies Victor Turner's idea of liminality to understand the post-conversion experiences
of Balik-Islam in Mindanao. These perspectives see conversion as an active spiritual
and socio-cultural process involving ongoing identity change and social uncertainty,
particularly in a region with Islamic heritage and complex interreligious relationships.
By analyzing participants' stories and views through these frameworks, this study
investigates how Balik-Islam manage their spiritual journeys, social exclusion, and "in-
between" status.

1.4.1 Rambo's Conversion Model: "Consequences

Rambo and Farhadian define conversion in seven stages, with the consequences
stage being the most relevant to the current study. This stage analyses the "results" of
conversion, which may facilitate positive results (e.g., spiritual integrity, belonging to
a community) or negative challenges (e.g., social isolation, lack of familial support).
For Balik-Islam, the consequences stage was embodied in the experience of navigating
exclusion from a Christian family and analysing the scepticism experienced moving

into the born-Muslim communities' category, with which they might share some faith
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similarities, but had very few cultural similarities in Mindanao.*!
1.4.2 Turner's Concept of Liminality

The concept of Balik-Islam among the people of Mindanao can be successfully
analysed using Arnold van Gennep's classic model of rites of passage, which comprises
three phases: separation (pre-liminality), liminality, and incorporation (post-
liminality). The separation phase involves distancing oneself from an earlier identity or
social state, leaving behind the Christian upbringing. Liminal is the ambivalent period
of transition when a person has lost their old identity yet has not acquired a new one
entirely. The final stage is the incorporation phase, which once again brings the subject
back to society on a different status/identity, preferably as a recognised member of the
Muslim ummah.?*?

This model represents the process of Balik-Islam reverts as they renounced their
Christian identity (separation), moved between the unknown and dealt with inclusion
into born-Muslim societies (liminality), and sought to become full Muslims
(incorporation). However, this final stage may remain partial or incomplete,
particularly in non-BARMM areas where institutional and social support is limited.

Turner adopted this framework but shifted attention from structure to process
and symbolic meaning, using intensive field research among the Ndembu of Zambia to
illustrate how rituals temporarily invert hierarchy and create communitas, an
egalitarian social bond. Liminality is not mere disorientation but a transcultural zone
of openness in which reclamations of inclusion and exclusion happen. Transitional
experiences of the Balik-Islam convert include the shift between religious conventions,
arduous emotional battles, and the more commonly reported ambiguity or rejections of
the born-Muslim communities against them, particularly within the culturally close-

knit sets of people (such as the Maguindanao or the Tausug).>
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1.4.3 Empirical Evidence
The relevance of the "consequences" stage of Rambo's model and the concept

of liminal space developed by Turner for the Balik-Islam experience in Mindanao is
supported by a few key empirical studies on Muslim converts in the Philippines. Lacar
conducted one of the first studies of Balik-Islam conversion, highlighting the complex
and prolonged transition process. He further explores social dislocation and familial
rejection that many Balik-Islam converts experience after they revert to Islam. Lacar's
article depicts a situation that closely resembles the concept of conversion proposed by
Rambo. Conversion is a process that unfolds over time, where encounters after
conversion, including spiritual doubt, institutional support, and fragmented
experiences of belonging, can become as important a conversion feature as the actual
moment of conversion itself.**

Yoshizawa's ethnographic work in Iligan City adds a layer of analysis to the
complexities of Balik-Islam converts and conversion. He documented the ways
converts negotiate their religious identity at the intersection of ethnic politics, born-
Muslim expectations, and security surveillance. Yoshizawa describes the process of
conversion as a 'winding pathway' through which converts were 'neither fully accepted
nor excluded', a state that mirrors Turner's liminality. Converts find themselves in a
paradoxical state of partial inclusion, where their claims to religious sincerity are
irregularly legitimised by ethnically-feudal Muslims who see them as local cultural
outsiders and by their often-non-Muslim relatives. This paradoxical state of partial
inclusion underscores the complexity of their situation.*

These studies underscore the importance of understanding religious conversion
as a socially anchored and politically contingent process. They demonstrate that in the
context of Mindanao, religious conversion is not merely a personal spiritual journey,
but a process of belonging that is deeply influenced by histories of marginalization,
inter-sectionalises of religious politics, and local and communal hierarchies. This

broader perspective is crucial for a comprehensive understanding of the post-

34 Lacar, “Balik -Islam.”
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conversion experiences of Balik-Islam.
1.4.4 Integration and Application

Rambo's "consequences" stage and Turner's liminality provide a valuable lens
for understanding Balik-Islam's post-conversion journey; Rambo offers an analysis of
spiritual and relational outcomes, and Turner's liminality encapsulates the emotional
and social ambiguity and uncertainty of navigating a space like Mindanao, which has
the uniqueness of religious and ethnic tension. These two frameworks will develop
thematic analysis of interviews, coding for consequences such as 'isolation' or 'spiritual
growth', and liminality such as 'no acceptance by ethnic Muslims.' Both frameworks
are a Western perspective, but can be adapted to Mindanao. However, in addition to
considering the post-colonial framework or experiences, applying the frameworks
should consider intersections of gender and ethnicity (for example, female converts
would have a completely unwitting bias of hijab and prejudice) to offer an inclusive
analysis of the diverse contextual experiences.

1.5 Research Significance

This thesis examines the Balik-Islam experience in Mindanao, emphasizing that
it is not just a one-time transformative event but an ongoing process of identity
formation through multiple stages over time. It draws on life-history narratives of
fifteen Filipino revert living outside the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim
Mindanao (BARMM)—in areas such as Davao City, General Santos, and Sarangani.

It challenges the simplistic view of reversion as a return to one's Islamic
heritage. Instead, it introduces the concept of 'liminal religiosity' to describe the
spiritual and social state of these converts. This state is a result of historical
marginalisation, sociocultural ambivalence, and institutional neglect. In Mindanao,
Islam serves as a powerful form of historical memory. However, Balik-Islam converts
face a double form of marginalisation, being distanced from their Christian family
backgrounds and excluded from the ethnolinguistic communities of born Muslims,
where ethnic identity often determines religious legitimacy.

The subsequent discussion and deep analysis draw on Rambo's idea of the

"consequences" of conversion and Turner's concept of liminality to show how they
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maintain and develop their faith amid suspicion, bureaucratic invisibility, and legacies
of conflict, especially after the Marawi Siege in 2017, which created new memories.

This study contributes academically and socially, in a genuinely meaningful
way, by researching the largely unstudied phenomenon of post-conversion experiences
of Balik-Islam in Mindanao, which has its unique history, experiences, and tensions
formed by Islamic tradition, and tensions that have emerged between Christians and
Muslims.

From an academic standpoint, this study will address a relatively large gap in
the literature on conversion studies. It focuses mainly on dimensions related to
motivations for conversion, but does not explore the lifelong process of sustaining
faith. The study contributes to the research literature on how 'liminality', a term
referring to the transitional or in-between state of being, influences identity within
pluralist, post-conflict situations.

By qualitatively analysing the post-conversion narratives of Balik-Islam
converts, I demonstrate how spiritually and socially positioned these narratives are
regarding integration into wider community life. Socially, this study gives voice to
converts with their lived experience, and fosters understanding and empathy for the
broader social context surrounding their engagement and interactions outside of their
communities, as they navigate upon entering Mosques and other places of worship, in
a community under stigma.

Future studies emerging from this will undoubtedly inform, for example,
expansions of community engagement initiatives and targeted support models, such as
mentorship programs or workshops based on Islamic educational principles regarding
social and spiritual integration into the diasporic Muslim fabric in Mindanao. In terms
of the converts themselves, on an individual level, this study echoes their shared
experiences of struggle and visibility, and perhaps even recognition for their
contributions and honesty, with a heavy emphasis on today's micro complexity of the

sociocultural terrain.

1.6 Research Method
This study utilised a qualitative research design to examine the lived

20



experiences of Balik-Islam converts in Mindanao. The subjective nature of identities
covered within this study, such as emotional, spiritual, and social nuances during a
transformation in identity, requires qualitative methods. Qualitative methodologies are
most appropriate for exploring the lived realities of converts to Islam who are
transitioning or adjusting their faith in the context of conditions of interfaith suspicion,
tensions, and ethnic diversity in Mindanao, consistent with Rambo and Farhadian's
"consequences" or Turner's liminality phases. The use of in-depth interviews explores
how converts cultivate a religious identity within a vulnerable and complicated social

and cultural environment.

1.6.1 Participant Selection and Sampling
The present research involved in-depth narrative interviews with fifteen Balik-

Islam converts and two community leaders from areas in Mindanao that are outside the
BARMM context. Although the sample size of 17 may appear small, it is
methodologically justifiable for qualitative approaches, particularly for a life history
and thematic narrative study. The data collection process adhered to the principle of
theoretical saturation, a core tenet of grounded theory and qualitative inquiry.
Interviews continued until no new themes emerged, signifying that the data collected
were rich and conceptually robust.

While the study sample was limited in size, it was intentionally diverse. It
included a variety of lived experiences regarding factors such as gender, age, ethnicity
(e.g., Cebuano, Tagalog, Lumad), and the duration since conversion (ranging from
newly converted to 15 years). This diversity allows for analytical depth by enabling
cross-comparisons of participant narratives. Unlike quantitative research, which aims
for generalization, qualitative inquiry prioritizes depth over breadth, providing
contextual insights into the identities, experiences of marginalization and
discrimination, and the resilience of Muslims who convert to Islam in a predominantly
non-Muslim environment.

Including the two community leaders offers a meso-level institutional
perspective that reveals how community structures support and integrate converts. This

enriches the micro-level individual narratives of the participants. The sample design
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produced detailed descriptions of the Balik-Islam experience and met the rigorous
methodological standards set for the research.

Participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure representation
across relevant dimensions, including the context of religious conversion pathways
such as age, gender, ethnicity, and time since conversion. Given the challenges in
reaching this target population, some snowball sampling was employed, along with the
researcher's insider status and social networks, which included local mosques,
community leaders, and grassroots organizations in the non-BARMM context. The
eligibility criteria for participants included: (1) having converted to Islam from another
religion, (2) currently residing in the non-BARMM areas of Mindanao, (3) being 18
years or older at the time of the interview, and (4) being willing to discuss their
experiences candidly and publicly. All interviews were conducted in the participants'
preferred local dialects (e.g., Cebuano, Tagalog, Sangil), and interpreters were used

when necessary to maintain linguistic authenticity and cultural sensitivity.

1.6.2 Data Collection Procedures
The researcher collected data through the 60-minute face-to-face in-depth

interviews (e.g., Davao City, General Santos City, Sarangani) in regions of Mindanao
that are not part of the BARMM. Such interviews for reverts encompassed what
inspired them to convert to Islam, how it transformed their lives, how they are accepted
in their communities and families, and how their spirits expanded. Considering a
possible hindrance to such travel by considering the logistics of non-BARMM regions,
composed of a limited number of available mosques and community support compared
to the BARMM regions, it is advisable to hold the interviews in safe and convenient
locations. Interviews were videotaped with consent in order to ease transcription. It
stresses why the respondents have accepted the religion of Islam, their experiences after
accepting Islam, their relations with the community, their relationships with the family,
and their spiritual experiences. A convenient and safe location to conduct the
interviews has been selected. However, due to the differences in the logistics of non-
BARMM areas (compared to BARMM areas), lack of mosques or community support

(or ability to travel due to the socio-political situation on Mindanao) were considered.
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The researcher shall record the interviews digitally to enable proper transcription.
1.6.3 Ethical Considerations
The study has adhered to ethical standards for academics by providing
participants with informed consent forms outlining the study's purpose, confidentiality,
and their choice to withdraw without penalty. Pseudonyms and discarding identifiable
information will preserve anonymity. Given the sensitive topic of religious identity in
non-BARMM areas in which the Muslim populations are minorities and religious
conflict may persist, interviews will be conducted in a respectful, non-judgmental
manner that fosters trust and acknowledges potential community mistrust.
1.6.4 Data Analysis
Thematic analysis will be used to highlight trends found within interview
transcripts, using Rambo ‘s “consequences” stage (i.e., isolation, spiritual fulfilment)
and Turner’s liminality (i.e., ethnic exclusion, in-betweenness) as guides. Coding will
be identified through a manual and iterative process concerning coding thematic
analysis, where initial codes emerged from Rambo and Turner’s theoretical
frameworks and were developed through continuous comparison. Peer review and
member checking will help mitigate inherent biases in the analysis and yield a thorough
interpretation of participants’ experiences.
1.6.5 Limitations
While qualitative approaches lead to rich nuances in narratives, the
generalizability of findings is restricted given a small sample size (/7 participants). It
may not necessarily reflect the complexity and range of Balik-Islam experiences in
non-BARMM areas. Some of the limitations of this study are logistical constraints that
restrict access to Islamic infrastructures or social acceptability in non-BARMM areas,
and language barriers might arise, where data collection took place in the participants'
preferred dialects. Self-reported narratives present a challenge because they are
vulnerable to social desirability bias. Although reflexivity, which regulates subjective
biases and incorporates member checking in the analysis, helps mitigate this concern.
The researcher needs to be cautious against this when interpreting the meanings behind

participants' accounts. Nevertheless, these limitations are pertinent to this study. The
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researcher frames the study to contextualise the Balik-Islam experience to provide
academic and community opportunities.
1.6.6 Researcher’s Position

It has an insider's perspective because my mother converted to Islam; this has
fostered empathy and cultural competence, which helps build rapport and trust with
participants in non-BARMM areas. However, assuming an insider's perspective could
introduce bias based on their background in empirical matters. To maintain objectivity
in interpretation, I use reflexivity to document my assumptions, and member checking
was employed to confirm and validate findings, ensuring they accurately reflect
participants' accounts and are convincing.

1.6.7 Age and Time of Conversion

The participants in respect to this study range in age from 18 to 55 years old,
with years since conversion ranging from 2 years to 15 years, providing diverse insights
into the Balik-Islam faith journey across early adaptation, mid-stage integration, and
long-term commitment in non-BARMM areas of Mindanao. This range of time since
conversion allows us to engage in a more nuanced investigation about how converts
uphold their faith while learning to cope with the potential social and emotional
ramifications of conversion, in which I draw on Rambo and Farhadian's "consequence"
stage®® and Turner's understanding of liminality and liminal processes. *’

To provide a structured approach to the data analysis of post-conversion life
experiences and trajectories of the research participants, I will categorize participants
into three units according to their years since conversion, with the guidelines of Lacar's
work on religious adaptation:

1. Group A (0 - 2 years): Newer converts such as Rhazzyl Dave Elicano (2

years) and Farah (2 years) are experiencing initial disorientation and level
of social isolation at their onset of Islamic faith, demonstrating liminality at

the stage of development, during which they transition from being part of a

3¢ Rambo and Farhadian, The Oxford Handbook of Religious Conversion.
37 Turner, Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage.
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majority group to a minority faith group with little Islamic community
support in a non-BARMM region in Mindanao.

Group B (3 - 10 years): Middle-stage converts such as Fadia Haleema (3
years) and Abdul Rashid (5 years) are struggling to balance spiritual growth
and some of the negative impacts of their journey, which includes some
distance from their families in continuing to adapt to their new faith,
correlating to Rambo's spatial "adaptation" and exclusion "consequences."
Group C (11 - 15 years): Long-term converts such as Jenefer Rebustes (15
years) and Carilto Harinda (15 years) appear to be productive members of
society with some practical coping strategies (e.g., reliance on peer support
networks), demonstrating sustained liminal negotiation within a pluralistic
context. Although these groups are only defined to demonstrate
theoretical ~saturation®®* of each category and not theoretical
representativeness with each unit having a detailed description in Table 1,
and both research questions on the balancing act with
challenges/consequences of conversion and the community dynamics on
the outcome of successful conversion, the thematic analysis will consider
the journeys of the participants and how their life experiences are reflective
of their negotiation of spiritual fulfillment, experiences of social
marginalization, and identity formation, in non-BARMM contexts of

Mindanao.

Table 1: Demographic Profile of Balik-Islam Participants in Mindanao

Name Age | Yearof Ethnic | Previous Religion | Gender

Conversion | Origin

Participant 1 28 5 Cebuano | Roman Catholic Male
Participant 2 30 7 Cebuano | Roman Catholic Female
Participant 3 19 2 Cebuano | Roman Catholic Male

38 Frank Van Rijnsoever, “(I Can’t Get No) Saturation: A Simulation and Guidelines for Sample Sizes

in Qualitative Research,” Academy of Management Proceedings 2016, no. 1 (2016): 12040,
https://doi.org/10.5465/ambpp.2016.12040abstract.
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Participant 4 35 15 Cebuano | Roman Catholic Female
Participant 5 40 9 Cebuano | Catholic Male

Participant 6 33 6 Cebuano | Roman Catholic Female
Participant 7 34 5 Tagalog | Roman Catholic Male

Participant 8 40 5 Tagalog | Roman Catholic Female
Participant 9 55 15 Lumad | Aglipayan Male

Participant 10 36 5 Tagalog | Roman Catholic Female
Participant 11 27 3 Cebuano | Roman Catholic Female
Participant 12 25 6 Cebuano | Roman Catholic Female
Participant 13 39 9 Cebuano | Roman Catholic Female
Participant 14 26 4 Cebuano | Roman Catholic Female
Participant 15 18 2 [longga | Born Again Female

Table 2: Demographic Profile of Religious Leaders

Name Age Years of Position Location | Gender
Experience
Sheikh A 45 20 e Executive General Male
Director, Santos City
Muslim
Religious
Advisory

Council  of
General
Santos City
e Vice
President for
Mindanao of
the  Salaam

Police
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Advocacy
Group
(SPAG)
Sheikh B 50 25 Islamic Educator General Male
Santos City

1.7 Outline

The thesis is structured into five chapters that build on each other to offer an
insight into the conversion journeys of Balik Islam in the Mindanao region of the
Philippines. Chapter 1 of the study presents an introduction highlighting the
background details and setting out the research problem and question alongside the
objectives and significance of the study's scope, implicitly covered in this section. The
chapter also provides an overview of the methodology employed and references
frameworks, like Rambo's stages of religious conversion and Turner's concept of
liminality. This section sets the groundwork for exploring the significance of studying
the journeys of individuals converting to Balik Islam religion in Mindanao, specifically
in non-BARRM areas within academia.

Chapter 2 delves into the body of work on individuals who have converted to
Islam globally and within the Philippines, specifically non-BARRM areas. It starts by
discussing viewpoints on conversion and the reasons that drive individuals to embrace
Islam while also touching on the obstacles that revertees commonly encounter. The
chapter then shifts its focus to the Philippines. It delves into the context of Islam in the
region, the emergence of Balik Islam communities and the social and cultural hurdles
they confront. Furthermore, it examines how previous studies have either addressed or

neglected to address the experiences of Filipino converts after their conversion.
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Chapter 3 delves into an exploration of the present scenario of Islam in the
Philippines, specifically focusing on the Mindanao region. It explains how Islam has
influenced the identity in that area and looks into the social, political, and interfaith
interactions impacting Muslim societies. This chapter provides background to the
experiences of Balik Islam within a location known for its legacy of varied ethnicities
and historical disputes.

Chapter 4 of the study shares findings about Balik Islam in Mindanao through
their narratives and experiences. The chapter delves into the factors influencing their
choice to adopt Islam and the obstacles encountered post conversion, including
isolation, cultural adjustments, and inadequate communal assistance. The chapter
discusses how individuals maintain their faith by developing support systems and
participating in activities while redefining their sense of self.

Chapter 5 of the thesis, as a wrap-up section, summarises discoveries and
discusses the implications of these findings while providing helpful advice for
enhancing support systems for Balik Islam individuals in regions outside the core
Muslim areas of communities. The chapter acknowledges the study's constraints.
Suggests research avenues to further explore the relationship between religion, identity,

and integration within diverse societies such as those in the Philippines.
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CHAPTER II
UNDERSTANDING CONVERSION TO ISLAM FROM A GLOBAL
PERSPECTIVE

In order to analyse the transformation of religious identity among Balik-Islam
in Mindanao, this chapter first situates global conversions to Islam. It defines the
theological notion of reversion as distinct from the sociological notion of conversion
(Section 2.1) with both classical Islamic texts and contemporary academic discourse.
The following section will outline the motivations for converting to Islam (Section 2.2)
as a socio-psychological identity transformation. Motivations for converting to Islam
could be psychological/spiritual needs, a search for meaning, interfaith exposure,
digital da‘wah, or possibly a crisis moment. It will follow up by examining conversion
to Islam and post-conversion experiences (Section 2.3). This could involve being
disowned by family members, experiencing cultural dissonance, facing antiquated
gendered expectations, and being excluded by born-Muslim communities. The chapter
concludes with a summary of coping mechanisms developed by Balik-Islam (Section
2.4), including spiritual resilience, religious education, mentoring, and the growing role
of Islamic online spaces. This chapter has addressed a combination of global and local
perspectives, which lay the theoretical groundwork for understanding the lived realities
of Muslim revert in the Philippine context

2.1 Defining Conversion and Reversion in Islam

In sociology, conversion is commonly framed as a distinction in religious
identification associated with the changes in beliefs, practices, moral values, and social
belonging. For many forms of conversion to Islam, this transformation entails a
deliberate self-reconstruction through new rituals such as salah and fasting, a new
understanding of Islamic beliefs, and a reconfigured social belonging to the ummabh. In
the Philippines, however, Balik-Islam converts face issues with family estrangement,
social opposition, and the cultural histories of Christian colonialism in reconnecting

with an identity that predated colonisatio.*

39 Lori Peek, “Becoming Muslim: The Development of a Religious Identity,” Sociology of Religion 66,
no. 3 (2005): 215, https://doi.org/10.2307/4153097.
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By contrast, reversion is a theological concept rooted in Islam's idea of fitrah,
the innate human tendency to believe in the oneness of God (tawhid). The Qur'an states:
"So direct your face toward the religion, inclining to truth. [Adhere to] the fitrah of
Allah upon which He has created [all] people..."” (Qur'an 30:30). From this perspective,
a convert to Islam is not adopting a new religious identity but rather returning to the
original state of faith. The theological writings support this view. The Prophet (peace
be upon him) explains in one hadith that Allah's joy over the return of a revert is similar
to that of a man who lost a camel in the desert and then found it (Sahih al-Bukhari,
6309). Another hadith states, "...If he comes to me walking, I will come to him
running..." (Sahth al-BukharT, 7405), indicating a divine readiness to receive the return
of'a believer. Sunni theologians emphasise that all humans are born with fitrah, framing
reversion as a return to one's true self rather than transforming into something new.*

The dualism of conversion as identity transformation and reversion as spiritual
return is particularly useful for comprehending Balik-Islam narratives. Converts see
their conversion not as simply adopting Islam as a new belief system but as recovering
a heritage lost due to the impacts of colonialism. In this sense, "Balik-Islam" does not
simply describe a kind of conversion; it describes a reclamation of a self and a
continuation of an identity before colonial contact.*!

Similarly, research by Khalfaoui highlights that legal Islamic texts like Fatawa
al-Hindiyya acknowledged that community integration and social structures were just
as much a factor in choosing one's religion as the individual faith.** As noted, these
historical accounts relate to Balik-Islam converts in Mindanao about the search for
community and an attempt to reclaim their culture, when many may be restored as an

available course of action while navigating post-colonial ethnic conflicts..* This

40T, Asad, The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam, Occasional Papers Series (Center for Contemporary
Arab Studies, Georgetown University, 1986)

41 Sophie Gilliat-Ray, Muslims in Britain: An Introduction (Cambridge University Press, 2010).

42 Mouez Khalfaoui, “From Religious to Social Conversion: How Muslim Scholars Conceived of the
Rites de Passage from Hinduism to Islam in Seventeenth-century South Asia,” Journal of Beliefs &
Values 32, no. 1 (2011): 85-93, https://doi.org/10.1080/13617672.2011.549312.

4 Vivienne S. M. Angeles, “Rethinking Encounters and Re-Imagining Muslim-Christian Relations in
Post-Colonial Philippines,” in 500 Years of Christianity and the Global Filipino/a, ed. Cristina Lledo
Gomez et al., Pathways for Ecumenical and Interreligious Dialogue (Springer Nature Switzerland,
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historical account establishes a basis to acknowledge the social, spiritual, and cultural
complexities of conversions today.

Recent studies of Islamic conversion depict a multi-layered understanding of
reversion as a return to universal spiritual truths. For example, in the Western context,
Latino Muslim communities often frame Islam as a recovery and a return to a
monotheist root.* just as Balik-Islam communities do in the Philippines, who tie Islam
to their pre-colonial Muslim heritage. This continuity is also theologically significant,
as is the Quranic. Islamic theology complements this understanding as the Qur’an
identifies that new converts, or mu’allaf al-quliib (those whose hearts are to be
reconciled), are among the eight categories upon which zakat can be disbursed, Qur’an
9:60 (Surat al-Tawbah).

In that vein, scholars, like Ibn Kathir and al-Qurtubi, discuss the role as central
to the early phases of economic and spiritual stability for new Muslims after they
convert to Islam.  For example, recent studies by Johari et al. in the analysis "The
Role of Zakat and Success Factors for Muallaf Conditions: an analysis in Selangor,
Malaysia" analyse the benefits and effects of zakat assistance on new conversion
(Muallaf) in Selangor. They note that support begins on the same day of their
conversion, and their results indicate that their conditions improved by 0.11, which
suggests that the organization's assistance dramatically improves the conditions and
creates the longing to thrive as a Muslim.®

In the context of the Philippines, many Balik-Islam converts refer to
themselves as "reverts," which reflects their belief that accepting Islam reconnects them
with their suppressed pre-colonial Muslim heritage. Zakat plays a crucial role in
supporting Balik-Islam communities in the Philippines, especially since there are often
no social ties among individuals after conversion and no institutions available to
provide initial resources for a successful transition. This distinction is not only

important semantically but also influences how converts navigate their identities in

2024), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-47500-9_4.

4 Kate Zebiri, British Muslim Converts: Choosing Alternative Lives (Oneworld Publications, 2014).
45 Fuadah Johari et al., “The Role of Zakat and Success Factor for Muallaf Conditions: An Analysis in
Selangor, Malaysia,” Ulum Islamiyyah, 2018, https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:169784473.
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their new faith, which is the central focus of this study.
2.2 Motivations Behind Conversion to Islam

The reasons for converting to Islam encompass many aspects: personal, social,
intellectual, and practical. The research consistently indicates that many people convert
to Islam for the personal pursuit or enhancement of a spiritual connection, an existential
reality, and a coherent worldview. In Korchagina's research, many converts began their
search for meaning through a crisis and a loss of belief or acceptance of the old belief
paradigm. Many converts sought a meaningful life based on a doctrine consistent with

their values, and they identified criteria for a new meaning in their lives through Islam.

46

In addition, Harmsen states that the appeal of Islam's structured moral
framework and its alignment with personal ethics can motivate conversion. This means
that the transition of Balik-Islam converts in the Philippines is also framed by the
historical consciousness that motivates the encounter and desire to reconnect with a
precolonial Islamic heritage. Consequently, conversion is not merely a change in
adherence to the mandates of a religion; it also encapsulates the desire to reconnect to
a previous cultural epoch.?’

Intellectual curiosity is an additional component to consider in the conversation
surrounding conversion. Similar to Korchagina, a common discovery for many
converts to Islam includes the theological coherence that Islam allows and the Islamic
rationality for belief claims regarding tawhid (unity of God).* In addition to intellectual
discovery, many people ascertain a potential conversion experience through pre-
existing relationships with knowledgeable Muslims, in which those Muslims regularly
practice the Islamic religion, who access da‘wah, and those who share Islamic-based

content and videos online as they explore a conversion to Islam.* These experiences

46 Anastasia V. Korchagina, “Conversion to Islam: Its Motives and Consequences Through the
Looking Glass of Social and Psychological Research,” Minbar. Islamic Studies 11, no. 2 (2018): 375—
85, https://doi.org/10.31162/2618-9569-2018-11-2-375-385.

47 Egbert Harmsen, “Nieuwe Moslims in West-Europa: Bekering Tot de Islam Als Keuzemogelijkheid
in Hedendaagse Westerse Samenlevingen,” Religie & Samenleving 3, no. 3 (2008): 173-96,
https://doi.org/10.54195/RS.13152.

48 Korchagina, “Conversion to Islam.”

4 Khalid Rhazzali, Islam Online: A Netnography of Conversion, 6 (BRILL, 2015),
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outline that converting to Islam is typically not a spontaneous experience. There is often
an amalgamation of unique and layered motivations influenced by an internal desire
for meaning and the overlapping external influences that may have culminated before
ever considering converting.
2.2.1 Spiritual and Existential Motivations

For many Balik-Islam converts in Mindanao, the acceptance of Islam is more
than a change in belief; it is an existential journey that encompasses psychological
healing, identity reform, and spiritual longing. This transformation is often mediated
by the region's postcolonial situation, which manifested through distinct and nuanced
struggles over indigenous identities and the erasure of Islamic legacies within
consecutive epochs of Christianization. As Asad argues, the lasting effects of
colonialism displace collective self-understanding; past identities cannot be converted
into a collective spirit. However, this void can be filled by Islam's intrinsic commitment
to tawhid, which offers a coherent worldview and ethics.>

Many converts claim that their previous religions or secular beliefs could not
provide feelings of inner calm, order, or a moral compass. The structured rituals of
Islam, namely, the salah (prayer), Ramadan fasting, and recital of the Qur'an, became
not just religious obligations but also personal means of emotional regulation and
spiritual intimacy. These must likewise help reconnect individuals to the Divine and
their reestablished sense of purpose.”’ For many, the ummah becomes a sense of
belonging, lost in their previous isolation. The Qur'an and Sunnah, which provide moral
certainty of right and wrong, are juxtaposed to the relativism and ambiguity of modern
secular life, drawing in recent converts seeking stability in an unpredictable

environment.>?

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004302549.

30 Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, Cultural Memory in the
Present (Stanford University Press, 2003).

5! Raymond F. Paloutzian and Crystal L. Park, eds., Handbook of the Psychology of Religion and
Spirituality (Guilford Press, 2005).

52 Fenggang Yang, “God in Chinatown: Religion and Survival in New York’s Evolving Immigrant
Community,” American Journal of Sociology 109, no. 6 (2004): 1531-32,
https://doi.org/10.1086/422072.
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This return to spirituality is intertwined with identity, meaning, and
community. Catic contends that converts typically undergo transformations that
reshape their beliefs, religious practices, and public identity. Many of these converts
adopt new habits, clothing marked by Islamic dress, and even change their name as
part of their commitment to redefine their identity. It would even be accurate to indicate
that these changes are fundamentally more profound than a shift in a person's identity,
which reflects an amended understanding of themselves about a more encompassing
social and moral context.’* While her work is situated in a predominantly Western
context, similar shifts also occur among Filipino converts, who frame their conversion
moment as restoring a lost identity rather than an identity change. There is much
literature on precolonial narratives of Islam in the Philippines, where their sense of
return is spiritual and a reclaiming of culture.

Gender adds another dimension to this transformation. Sukarma and Farah note
that social expectations and gender norms inform the experiences of converts. Women,
for instance, may face condemnation for wearing visible religious dress such as the
hijab, while men may face new meanings of leadership and masculinity in Muslim
communities. This typology of experience is based on studies conducted within the
West, and it helps articulate new dimensions of the Filipino context as well, where
converts, especially women, must engage with public visibility, opposition from
family, and potentially institutional marginalisation.*

Nonetheless, this transition is not without its complications because converts
are often subject to internal tensions and external pressures that negatively impact their
post-conversion experience, as per the "consequences" stage of conversion suggested

by Rambo. Internally, as Iyadurai®® and Warraq® indicate, converts may experience

53 Nuray Catic, “Persuaded by the Qur’an: Converting to Islam in Canada,” Religious and Socio-
Political Studies Journal 2, no. 1 (2024): 33-77, https://doi.org/10.29173/rssj18.

34 Mark Juergensmeyer, Global Rebellion: Religious Challenges to the Secular State, from Christian
Militias to al Qaeda, Rev. ed, Comparative Studies in Religion and Society 16 (University of
California Press, 2008).

55 Joshua Iyadurai, “Religious Conversion: A Psycho-Spiritual Perspective,” Transformation: An
International Journal of Holistic Mission Studies 31, no. 3 (2014): 189-93,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265378814526823.

56 Tbn Warraq, Leaving Islam: Apostates Speak Out (Prometheus books, 2003).
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cognitive dissonance between their prior beliefs and new faith. The resulting internal
struggle can lead to a more profound understanding of a spiritual journey or deepen a
spiritual experience. However, in some cases, it can also lead to spiritual
disillusionment or apostasy when inadequate support systems exist. Socially speaking,
disapproval or change in relationships with family and friends can exacerbate a
convert's sense of spiritual isolation.

Spiritual satisfaction, identity reconstruction, and moral consistency are strong
motivations for Balik-Islam converts to choose Islam as their faith. When people come
to their faith, many reclaim it. Some are not assuming faith but rather self-recovering
to a deeper level of identity, healing, and realignment, depending on the orientation of
our predominantly plural and sometimes antagonistic society.

2.2.2 Role of interfaith relationships, dawah exposure, and digital influence

Interfaith experiences, exposure to da'wah, and the influence of media are critical
to conversion experiences for many Muslims today. For example, research by Elius
asserts that interfaith interaction often deepens an appreciation of different ways of
seeing the world, which enhances theological comparison. For many converts, these
experiences do not just offer theological comparison; they allow for increased
appreciation of the spirituality and ethics of Islam, often resulting in strengthening ties
to their new religion. *’

Da’wah, which is inviting people to Islam, is often understood as both a religious
obligation and a way to reach out to the community. Da’wah is a way to introduce
Islam as a way of life and allow for reflection among non-Muslims. While historically,
da’wah was conducted mainly through one-on-one conversation, the digital age has
changed da’wah delivery.

Jima’ain notes that in the digital age, anyone can access Islamic religious
teachings digitally, reconfiguring how people search for religious identity. He also
points out those social media platforms, such as YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, and

WhatsApp, can establish two-way communication and embed da’wah more actively

57 M Elius, “Interfaith Dialogue: An Islamic Framework,” Journal of the Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh, Humanities 68, no. 2 (2023): 193-2006, https://doi.org/10.3329/jasbh.v68i2.70363.
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and easily. This medium enables Islam to be expressed through visual material,
podcasts, and livestream discussions, which add yet another layer and reach to its
messages. This medium works exceptionally well for engaging with young people.
Furthermore, social media spans layers of time and space like no other medium while
also providing a safe, confidential, and comfortable space for religious engagement. *®
The digital landscape has its flaws. There are significant issues with authenticity
and orthodoxy when there is no formal vetting process for online religious content.
This is especially problematic for new converts whose early theological understanding
relies heavily on material that is not contextualised and sometimes even lacks
traditional academic rigour. While these changes reflect global shifts, they are
especially felt in the Philippine context. Morados and Malayang argue that many Balik-
Islam converts trace the start of their spiritual journey to websites, online spaces, or
conversations with Muslim friends. In areas where access to institutional Islamic
education is limited, particularly outside Muslim-majority regions, digital da'wah,
combined with personal reflection and peer interactions, creates an interactive
environment for religious exploration. Filipino converts, in particular, recall this blend
of digital exposure and relational engagement as the catalyst for their reversion,
entering Islam through a modern and personally meaningful process.
2.3 Post-Conversion Challenges
The journey of a convert does not end with a new belief in Islam. The post-
conversion phase may present new challenges - spiritual doubt, weak ‘aqidah, social
excommunication, family rejection, etc., that could impede Islamic identity integration,
and sometimes lead to apostasy.
Rusli and Kadir have identified weak foundations of belief as an important
contributor to apostasy among muallaf in Malaysia. Suppose the muallaf are not firmly
grounded in some of the bare acts of being a Muslim, such as salah, taharah, Rukun

Islam and Rukun Iman. In that case, the muallaf will often be confused by the new faith

58 Muhammad Talhah Ajmain Jima’ain, “Dawah in the Digital Age: Utilizing Social Media for the
Spread of Islamic Teachings,” Journal of Current Social and Political Issues 1, no. 1 (2023): 1-7,
https://doi.org/10.15575/jcspi.v1il.444.
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and consequently must practice their religion inconsistently. %

Converts often selectively engage with aspects of the faith or practice
inconsistently, particularly in matters of “aqidah, partly due to the absence of structured
religious guidance. Some mullaf retain pre-conversion habits regarding fardhu ‘ayn,
which were never systematically taught the foundational obligations, further
complicating their integration into the faith. In addition to the lack of post-conversion
education, Rusli and Kadir have pointed out the absence of culturally responsive
programs, ranging from mentorship to fardhu ‘ayn instruction, which contribute to
disengagement and spiritual disorientation among converts.

Moreover, Rusli and Kadir further explain that family and community pressures
complicate their challenges. Family members may emotionally abuse them, reject or
abandon them, which may lead to identity conflict and a decrease in motivation to
practice. Converts experience this emotional pressure when they feel it is their
responsibility to honour their family ties or friendship ties at the risk of faith. The
convert's journey is also vulnerable in the case of marrying into Islam, when marriages
dissolve through divorce, abandonment, or spousal neglect. Many converts will
disengage from Islam in their new identity if they are left without a support network.*

2.3.1 Rejection from Family and Community

Experiencing rejection from family and the greater community represents a
complicated challenge many Muslims converts face. Norhana et al. note that Chinese
Muslim converts residing in Malaysia face the added emotional burdens from both
forms of dual rejection. Converts are seen at first glance as simply "betraying" their
cultural or family background, leading many converts to suffer tension, emotional
distancing, and feeling excluded and/or belonging in their social networks before

converting to Islam. ¢!
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This disconnection is often made worse by marginalisation within Muslim
communities. To illustrate, Casey has noted that converts may be viewed with
scepticism about their faith and devotion as converts in racially or ethnically
homogenous Islamic contexts. As converts from outside of inherited or customary
religious expectations and cultural practices, they often struggle to attain the kind of
acceptance to be open and defend their beliefs without being viewed with suspicion or
rendered invisible.®

Subsequently, Martinot and Ozalp note that social isolation can create
emotional and psychological strain on converts due to the disconnection from their
non-Muslim family and unfamiliar Muslim communities. This social isolation
diminishes the support systems available to converts and could exacerbate feelings of
loneliness during a transition that typically is enjoyable and fulfilling on a spiritual
level.®

In the Philippine context, Balik-Islam conversions occur amidst complications of
cultural dissonance and regional variations; many people do not simply lack
acceptance, but feel continually absent and not completely belonging, situated between
a Christian upbringing and Mindanaoan Islamic culture, which can be a feeling that
there is a regional difference, or cultural unfamiliarity—being between means a silent,
but sustained struggle for spiritual rootedness and social connection.

Building on Lacar's idea, many Balik-Islam converts are not simply alienated
from their family while becoming Muslim, but they are alienated from any established
Muslim communities, particularly in the Philippines, where ethnicity and region can
determine the accepting boundary. Religious identity is more complex for Balik-Islam;
they do not belong to established networks like born Muslims or people who are born

into a religion, and every conversion process would naturally be more turbulent,
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accentuated, and drawn out for all Balik-Islam in the Philippines. All this emphasises
the obstacles of reidentification shared by Balik-Islam and all others entering a
community as a religious disruptor in a pluralistic society and cultural style. The need
for sincere and appropriate religious and community support is troubling.*
2.3.2 Isolation from Born Muslim Communities

Muslim converts often encounter a fair amount of social and cultural obstacles
to community integration, especially in born-Muslim communities. Sealy, for instance,
observes how British Muslim converts report frequently feeling like "strangers" in
born-Muslim communities due to their personal cultural experiences, upbringing, value
system, and social codes. This disconnect often reflects itself in subtle forms of
exclusion, where the convert perceives a lack of full recognition or legitimacy as a
Muslim. Some converts will go as far as to say that they do not mind being treated as
"intimate strangers," as belonging to a religion will override social acceptance;
however, when the cultural codes change, unfamiliarity affects the social
understanding. There are tensions at play, especially when converts articulate criticism
regarding particular cultural practices in Muslim-majority settings, further distancing
themselves from the community generally and undermining their legitimacy as
Muslims. %

Similarly, Catic indicates that converts experience intense loneliness and
alienation, encountering judgmentalism and a lack of support from those they thought
were their communities. These feelings are emotional and structural, as converts often
cannot access inclusive worship spaces and mentoring networks that cultivate their
spirituality. %

In the broader European context, Abdullah et al. illustrate the conditions of
inclusion and the systemic barriers to social inclusion for Muslim minorities in
Germany. This included discrimination, a lack of educational access, and economic

disparity. The forms of exclusion facing converts, although not exclusive to them,
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reflect the marginalisation of converts who enter Islam as non-Muslims and must
negotiate boundaries of belonging, both internal and external to Islam. ¢’

These global insights provide considerable comparisons to the Philippine context,
where Balik-Islam converts go through doubtful experiences of subtle exclusion and
marginalisation, not only from their Christian-origin communities but even in
culturally homogenous Muslim spaces. As Asuna indicates, the break from familial
and ethnic continuity in religious identity adds to the complications of converting to
Islam. It highlights the need for more inclusive spiritual communities and culturally
appropriate supports. ¢

2.3.3 Learning curve in rituals, language, and doctrine

In addition to the external rejection, many converts also experience forms of
acceptance crisis within accepted communities. A second layer in the acceptance
process, Muslim converts can't simply embrace a faith; they must learn to navigate the
presented ritual, language, theology, and culture of Islam. Establishing Curtis
perspective, as new Muslims living in the United States, new Muslims needed to learn
how to pray (salah), fast (sawm), and perform wudi’ (ritual ablution) quickly while
learning how to formulate this within a niyya (infention) and Arabic recitation. These
skills are often difficult for new Muslims to learn without exposure. *

Also, learning Arabic for prayer and Qur’anic recitation is not just a technical
challenge but a communal challenge since linguistic fluency is often intertwined with
notions of authenticity in Muslim spaces. Snook et al.note that converts often show
developing religious conceptualisations, which may produce increasing divergence
between belief and practice, as exemplified by the inner negotiation involved in

developing a new faith identity. 7
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In addition to the above-mentioned study, Powers highlights the spiritual tension
converts face when engaging with Islamic ritual and its legalistic structures. For
example, niyya is commonly taught as an obligation by new Muslims rather than a
spiritually conscious intention. So, they may experience a disconnect when trying to
participate with more spirit in their beliefs. This disconnect may result in anxiety and
worry about making mistakes and being unfaithful to their adopted religion, as well as
a hesitancy to engage in communal worship when possible. ”!

Nevertheless, converts also navigate unfamiliar Islamic cultural practices,
including gender ratios, dress codes, and communal prayer behaviour, which can be at
odds with previous experiences, causing discomfort or exclusion. In secular countries
like the Netherlands, converts must balance Islamic obligations with social
expectations, and any contradiction leads to a fracture that creates tension internally.”

Likewise, in the Philippines, Balik-Islam converts negotiate similar boundaries,
in addition to restrictions caused by limited access to Islamic education and the pressure
stemming from residual tension between Moro and non-Moro Muslim identities.
Learning about Islam is not simply obtaining religious knowledge; it is personal, social,
and perhaps even spiritual. Without a better-structured mentoring process with more
inclusive religious education and compassionate communal spaces, converts are often
left vulnerable to burnout or being socially overwhelmed. In sum, the conditions
indicate the importance of having a clear support network.

2.3.4 Identity crisis and cultural dissonance

Muslim converts often experienced profound internal transformations in identity,
which can lead to psychological dissonance and social dislocation because it involves
reconciling a new religious identity with existing cultural, family, or national identities.
It is a crisis that stems from the need to be a good citizen of the world and by respecting

and embracing one's previous selves. In his study of religious converts, Radford notes
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that accepting a new religion is not just conceptualised as an act of theology but also
about redefining the self in social networks that are often hostile or resistant to that
choice. Radford's case studies examined Kyrgyz Christians but applied them to the
broader understanding of Muslim converts in the Philippines region of Mindanao. The
reconstruction of identity and structure involves negotiation for every convert
concerning personal beliefs and the community's expectations.

This negotiation produces identity tension for Muslim converts that creates
cultural dissonance. This occurs when Islamic practices, such as gender roles, dietary
rules, and prayer customs, conflict with established norms or family customs. For
example, Wharton mentions that this dissonance worsens when the setting is secular or
pluralist and religious expression is marginalised. Converts may feel stuck in a liminal
state, stuck "betwixt and between" among their old and new communities, never fully
belonging to either of these worlds. There is no direct evidence of this liminality.
However, instead, it manifests in subtle disregard, uncertainty about authenticity, or
internal conflict concerning which aspects of their previous identity are redeemable. 7

In the Philippine context specifically, Balik-Islam converts endure this identity
tension explicitly, as their identity transition returns a sense of spiritual self but also
brings about a cultural reorientation, especially when this new identity challenges long-
nurtured Christian-focused cultural belief systems, familial expectations, or non-Moro
ethnic roots. As mentioned by Eder, Balik-Islam converts in the Christian Philippines
are experiencing their version of an identity crisis as layered with ambivalence related
to alienation from their traditional family, but also to social distance from the rest of
the larger Moro Muslim community, which often relies on being thought of as notably
belonging to a geographic, regional, ethnic, or historical group as part of their

membership in the larger ummah.
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2.3.5 Gender-specific struggles

As new Muslim converts navigate their spiritual and social identity
transformation, they often face gendered challenges, especially when attempts to
embrace a new Islamic identity meet everyday cultural expectations and religious
expectations. Mahmood contends that religious practices, such as sitting at the prayer
rug or donning the hijab, are not just external impositions, as some explicitly reject
religious practices, but may be accepted as acts of ethical self-cultivation. ™

While Mahmood's work chose to engage born Muslims, her concepts are still
valuable for converts to Islam who have internalized religious disciplines in service of
constructing a new identity based on Islamic faith. For female converts, they may don
the hijab as a spiritual sign, and as a public signifier of change where others may
witness and then observe their changes, inviting social scrutiny, misunderstanding, or
downright hostility, particularly in non-Muslim societies. On the other hand, male
converts may be pressured to perform their presumed role as leaders or representatives
of the religious and community, regardless of their disposition, which highlights
additional gendered expectations that shape convert experiences. ”’

McGinty's ethnographic research on female Swedish converts, including
Marianne and Cecilia, described how women must manage competing frameworks,
affirming a religious identity while also asserting for themselves agency as gendered
beings both within the Muslim ummah and, more broadly, within the society outside
of the faith. ™

In a similar vein, Mitchell et al. also discusses how female converts stand out as
having a much heavier load of surveillance than male converts, often because of
stereotypes that represent Islam as problematic because of associated patriarchal

qualities. This social vantage point places restrictions or expectations on women that
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complicate their integration into the Muslim community. ™

Furthermore, Turner explains how female converts are also required to manage
psychological discomfort as they move across the dimension of secular and Islamic
moral universes, which she describes as "convertitis". These tensions are not binary
nor simple, and they run through everyday life about their choices on food, socialising,
or public appearance, or any number of choices that require negotiating multiple
cultural codes or cultural practices.’® While Amiano has identified conflicts stemming
from a lack of social understanding of what it means to be a Muslim woman, this adds
to the sense of disintegration into a sense of belonging for many female converts. 8!

On the other hand, Zebiri conceptualises the pressure for male converts to take
on the role of someone who personifies religious leadership, or as a person who
represents the community, regardless of their readiness for that identity. Male identity
in approaching faith is, therefore, located in gendered dynamics that shape how men
engage faith in private and public spaces. %

In the Philippine setting, Balik-Islam converts in the Philippines manifest specific
gendered challenges with previous Catholic legacies, non-Moro heritage, and Islamic
expectations. For example, Vivienne Angeles in her study From Catholic to Muslim:
Changing Perceptions of Gender Roles in the Balik-Islam Movement in the Philippines
found that female converts face family resistance to wearing the hijab, a visible break
from Catholic values and norms, while also dealing with Moro expectations of piety,
modesty, and domesticity which aided convert status from urban or secularised

backgrounds.®
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While male converts also experience their own set of pressures, and it is evident
in the research of Angeles (2013), where she posits that men may not be competent in
Islamic knowledge; however, they are perpetually called to lead a prayer or represent
the religious community in public. These expectations mirror global patterns, where
male converts are assumed to embody religious authority by default, adding to their
cognitive and social burden. 3

These dynamics illustrate what Angeles terms a "gendered identity shift,"
whereby Balik-Islam adherents will need to navigate a reconciling of their ancestral
Muslim cultural background with the socio-cultural imprint left by their Christian
upbringing and non-Moro ethnicity. The resulting cultural dissonance demonstrates a
specific form of cultural dislocation, necessitating not just a spiritual accommodation
but also negotiation of their gender roles.* Similarly, Lacar mentions that Balik-Islam
organisations in Mindanao positively contribute to facilitating this transition towards
reconciling gender role expectations through religious instruction, peer mentors, and
inclusive networks that give converts space to embody their faith at their discretion
while resisting strict cultural expectations.®

2.4 Coping Strategies among Muslim Converts

Coping strategies among Muslim converts are deeply influenced by their
religious beliefs and spirituality, whereby Muslim converts can interpret and make
sense of adversity, trauma, and psychosocial stressors through a coherently integrated
framework: The Islamic lens. Although these strategies come about from challenges
and not necessarily a premeditative stance, they are typically shaped through an Islamic
worldview that emphasizes divine purpose, personal accountability, and moral growth.

Bondarchuk et al. argue that coping strategies can be dealt with in two main
areas: problem-focused coping—which involves addressing the root causes of stress—
and emotion-focused coping—where the one dealing with the psychological distress

regulates it from the related emotions. Both strategies moderate these lived experiences
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for the control, particularly during instability in the post-conversion period for many
of them. ¥’

Many converts may provide testimony to turning to the Qur'an for comfort and
clarity, using its verses as spiritual tools for resilience and guidance. Achour et al.
suggest that acts of worship, such as salah (prayer), dhikr (remembrance of God), and
du‘a’ (supplication), can reinforce the capacity for inner calm and train behaviours to
deal with and form purposeful interactions with internal chaos. Further, these acts are
deeply contextualised in tawhid (a monotheistic belief in the oneness of God). Thus,
these acts also promote the ability to constructively process trials before dealing with
random life occurrences.®

In addition, Hatta et al. report through the use of semi-structured interviews that
Muslims utilizing religiously informed coping strategies (primarily, proactive
behaviors and spiritual acceptance) to cope with life stressors displayed significantly
higher instances of psychological resilience and significantly lower levels of post-
traumatic stress as compared with individuals engaging more necessitated coping
strategies through their experience of trauma. For converts, these dimensions created
immediate relief and a directed long-term pathway towards stability, identity
construction, and spiritual growth. %

2.4.1 Spiritual resilience and personal discipline

The transition from non-Muslim to Muslim identity is often accompanied by a
radical transformation in behavior, particularly concerning resilience and discipline
when performing Islamic rituals. This process of transformation reflects the complex
relationship between spirituality, the support of the larger community, and personal

motivation. For many converts, spiritual resilience emerged and was used as a coping
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mechanism to process the social and emotional challenges of life in the immediate post-
conversion phase.

In Surabaya, Indonesia, a study by Wiwik reveals that Muslim converts who
demonstrate spiritual resilience and firmly adhere to Islam, despite family resistance
and their doubt. Many converts engaged in worship practices such as prayer and other
Islamic behaviours to find stability and purpose, believing strongly in tawhid and the
ethical nature of the Qur’an. From the interpretations of the convert, salah, dhikr, and
following the teachings of the Prophet were important mechanisms of anchoring
spiritual resilience during difficult times.*

Moreover, Gumiandari et al. elaborate on this idea by emphasizing how the
Islamic virtues of sabr and tawakkul (trust in God) can build resilience, support, and
discipline. These virtues encourage converts to experience hardship calmly and
faithfully, framing trials not as punishments but as opportunities for spiritual
refinement. It was supported by research by Achour et al, who emphasize that prayers
are the primary means that Muslims employ to cope with stress because they provide
repeated outlets of divine engagement throughout the day.”!

However, resilience comes with its own pitfalls. In the context of the
Philippines, Yoshizawa posits that many Balik-Islam converts found it easy to say or
declare the shahada (declaration of faith), but encountered great difficulty in
continuing their Islamic practice through the five daily prayers, fasting during the
month of Ramadan, or wearing Islamic clothing, particularly due to pressures and non-
approval of family or non-Islamic family members.”? Therefore, the current situation
illustrates that conversion should not be perceived as a singular event but instead as an
ongoing negotiation between conviction and social circumstance. Provided by

Morados and Malayang's research reveals how Filipinos negotiated the issue of familial
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estrangement by reinforcing their faith, strongly invoking a reliance on du‘a’ and a
patient approach to contacting family. ** For instance, one Balik-Islam convert shared:
“I keep on asking (du‘a’) Allah that He may include my parents among those whom
He guides, and those to whom I give da ‘wah whenever there is an opportunity.

Although the pattern of spiritual coping is recognisable globally among
converts, the pressures they experience are culturally specific. In the Philippines, a
predominantly Christian population, Balik-Islam often needs to balance its faith with
the structures of their Christian family or social expectations. In Western contexts,
however, the predominant pressures are Islamophobia, public scrutiny, and social
alienation. Bullock’s study of white converts in Canada, for example, showed that some
were coping through increased religiosity and advocacy, while others resorted to
avoidance strategies to cope with the absence of community. **

2.4.2 Role of religious education and convert-support programs

Religious education and support programs are central to the spiritual formation,
moral development, and community integration of persons who accept a new faith.
While the programs impart doctrinal knowledge and other intellectual functions, for
Muslim converts, education and support programs primarily serve to develop character,
provide emotional support, and create a sense of belonging.

Islamic and Christian religious education instil foundational values — honesty,
trustworthiness, humility, and community responsibility. For instance, Arlina et al.
suggest that these moral virtues support personal development, particularly when
someone changes their spirituality. For Muslim converts, a phased learning experience
of tawhid, ritual practice, and ethical attitudes provides a significant transition point
into their new religious life.”> Aderele argues that Islamic religious education fosters

theological literacy and a deeper connection to the ummabh, reinforcing identity and
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emotional resilience.”

Recent studies suggest that the experiences of Indonesian converts demonstrate
how institutional support can significantly relieve the transition for converts. In their
research, Lamsir et al. demonstrate how organisations such as YASMUI and
Muhammadiyah significantly assist Baduy Muslim converts. These organisations
provide formal Islamic learning and offer social welfare and humanitarian programs,
including health care and economic opportunity. These programs ensure that the
learning of Islam is backed up and supported by services that can help a person prosper
spiritually and socially.

In contexts where religious minorities are at risk of being the subject of
solicitation for proselytization, the combination of religious formation and social relief
is essential. Lamsir et al. even note that charitable agencies and governments should
collaborate to support these endeavours, particularly in counteracting rival
missionaries, which may undermine or destabilise newly formed Islamic identities.”®

In the Philippines, the madrasah has also taken a significant role as a site to
capture and frame Islamic values. According to Yusri Madrasah, education is also
rooted in its capacity to transform individuals, and therefore, cannot be seen as only
consisting of the level of information; instead, Islamic Religious Education involves
values, moral competence, and how converts can be incorporated into the Muslim
communities. *

The argument over education-based conversion support is echoed by Tsani and
Sauri, who concluded that education-based conversion support acts as a launchpad for

new Muslims to learn new Islamic content and learn to navigate supportive spaces that
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shape the evolving faith of the new Muslim through pedagogical patience, consistency,
and compassion. '
2.4.3 Importance of mentorship, community belonging, and digital spaces

The process of religious conversion is not only an individual transformation but
is also a social process shaped by access to guidance, a sense of community, and more
digital networks. For Muslim converts, especially converts without familial or ethnic
ties to the Islamic faith, these communities are vital for negotiating the otherwise
difficult work of post-conversion life.

Personal mentorship is one of the most valuable forms of support. Experienced
Muslims, whether they were born into the faith or are fellow converts, can support new
Muslims in learning foundational practices such as salah, fasting, and Qur'an study.
They can also support them in providing reassurance in moments of doubt or confusion.
Mentors can also model how to live Islam as a routine in someone's everyday life and
respond to inquiries and situations where they recognize cultural traditions or
conventions but are trying to understand the core principles of Islam. Therefore, they
will help convert Muslims to gain deep confidence, as well as emotional confidence
and social inclusion in the ummah.'”!

Equally noteworthy is the feeling of participating in a physical Islamic
community. When a convert feels that they are welcomed, accepted, and valued by the
local congregation, they can transition from feeling in a state of "spiritual limbo." A
strong physical community can validate their new identity and create opportunities for
social engagement, which are important to well-being. Unfortunately, many converts,
especially in non-Muslim and culturally homogeneous Muslim areas, do not have
immediate access to such communities. This is the importance of the online.'??

Recently, online spaces have become important resources for learning, support,
and identity work. Online spaces include social media groups, YouTube channels, and

forums with instant access to a wide range of Islamic knowledge, from rudimentary
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rituals to sophisticated jurisprudence. The social media groups, forums, and YouTube
channels allow converts to engage anonymously, safely ask challenging questions, and
find mentors internationally. The anonymity and accessibility of online environments
can also be liberating for converts where there are limited Islamic resources or inclusive
communities due to their rural or conservative context.'?

As Treadwell'™ and Parnther'® argue, digital spaces are not initially alienating,
but instead they facilitate community-building, professional development, and
leadership for marginalised communities like women. Piela et al. examined this group
dynamic with Polish female converts to Islam and showed how online spaces allowed
for spiritual growth by navigating doctrinal learning and allowing them to negotiate a
Muslim subjectivity. Their uses of digital places allowed them to shift from rigid, large,
and entrenched ways of thinking (often inspired by Salafism) back to personalised and
contextualised expressions of faith informed by their lived experience.!%

However, this plurality creates epistemological problems, too. Conflicting
understandings of Islam can bewilder some of the newer converts, especially if they
began their exploration to find something specific to believe in religiously. Not only
does the digital realm not gatekeep, and therefore allow for lots of diversity of thought,
but it also creates doubt in whatever seems authoritative. Nonetheless, most converts
learn to differentiate and find some balance in their practice of Islam that reflects their
understanding and realities.'"’

In the context of the Philippines, Balik-Islam converts, particularly those from
regions with little or no relation to Moro-majority geographical regions, indicate that

they place about the same value on these online or digital resources. Online da‘wah
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videos, Islamic groups of support, and even mentorship programs function as lifelines
for those Balik-Islam who are trying to reintegrate into society or who have very limited
or even no access to local madrasahs or masjids. These digital channels, when
combined with community support and informed mentorship, provide a triple set of
supportive resources that are also vital components of a healthy and resilient Islamic
identity'*®

2.5 Conclusion

This chapter has examined the complex experiences of Muslim converts,
particularly around motivations for adopting the Islamic faith, the challenges
immediately faced upon converting, and the coping strategies they have developed to
navigate the spiritual and social aspects of their newly-found religion. Using both
worldwide scholarship and local Philippine contexts, focusing mainly on the Balik-
Islam in Mindanao, I have demonstrated that conversion is a process, not simply a one-
time decision, nor is it just about faith, but rather sometimes about negotiating faith, or
adapting to faith, while continuing to validate beliefs. Converts undergo personal,
psychological, and social transformation through complex interactions between
individuals' beliefs, community responses, family, and institutional support.

Globally, often conceptualises Islamic conversion, primarily on the initial
motivations to adopt Islam, i.e., spiritual searching, cultural rediscovery, or interfaith
relationships. Such literature often fails to acknowledge the long process of acquiring,
constructing, and maintaining a new religious identity. This research demonstrates that
in the context of post-conflict Mindanao, not much is known about how Balik-Islam
converts to Islam navigate their emotional and cultural lives on the other side of

conversion.
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In their recent works, Zuleata!®” and Yoshizawa'' argue that most studies
frame conversion as a singular moment of transformation. Moreover, they fail to
provide insights into the future, ongoing, internal, and external negotiations that these
converts must engage in subsequently. It is the lack of those negotiated, often messy
and overlooked experiences that this thesis hopes to illustrate. This research adds to the
existing body of work by foregrounding the lived experiences of Balik-Islam in non-
BARMM regions, which are largely overlooked in Islamic studies and Southeast Asian
studies. This study has shown how converts trade and transcend liminality, rebuild
religious identity, and construct community in often the most unlikely spaces. In doing
so, it provides a sophisticated and contextually grounded account of religious
transformation as more than belief, but as a means of making meaning and surviving,

enduring, and eventually belonging.
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CHAPTER III

HISTORICAL AND SOCIO-CULTURAL ROOTS OF BALIK-ISLAM REVERSION

Historical accounts show that Islam's arrival in the Philippines is often seen
through a story of introduction and external influence brought by foreign traders and
missionaries from Southeast Asia and beyond. A knowledgeable, historically aware
perspective reveals that Islam was already integrated into certain parts of indigenous
traditions in the archipelago itself, closely linked with local communities' precolonial
social and cultural relationships. For many modern Balik-Islam converts, becoming
Muslim is not an entirely new, foreign experience with a foreign religion; Balik-Islam
represents a more deliberate rediscovery of a long-lost connection to Islam, reflecting
a spiritual identity before colonialism changed and distorted it. This perspective
reminds us that Islam was originally distinct and shaped by local meanings, practices,
and authorities. Revived or reasserted signifies a return to a local spiritual identity that
asserts historical independence, existing before colonial influences.

The chapter examines the historical and socio-cultural roots of Balik-Islam
reversion, exploring how these origins continue to shape the identities and aspirations
of modern Balik-Islam reverts. It starts with the early significance of Islam's
introduction and spread, then discusses the effects of Spanish and American
colonialism to illustrate how these regimes disrupted and replaced Islamic institutions
during colonial times. The chapter also highlights the educational legacies and
challenges faced by contemporary reverts. Through this analysis of different historical
periods, we uncover the spiritual, social, and political currents that, although influenced
by history, continue to strongly shape the lives of modern Muslim reverts in the
Philippines.

3.1 Introduction: Islam in the Pre-colonial Philippines

Before colonisation, Islam had emerged as a cultural and political force in the
Philippines and formed part of a shared identity within the larger Southeast Asian
Islamic world. Although the scholarly community is divided on the exact timing of
Islam's arrival, many agree that it began to be disseminated by maritime traders and

Islamic missionaries from regional centres during the late 13th century. These early
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interactions with Muslim traders and preachers transformed indigenous beliefs and
social structures, weaving Islamic ideas into local systems of meaning and community
organisation.

The establishment of sultanates, especially in the territories of Mindanao and
Sulu, was a significant development in the emergence of Muslim political agency
within the archipelago. These sultanates were not independent political units but
members of a greater Islamic civilisation that spanned maritime Southeast Asia. In
introducing and institutionalising Islamic law, customs, and governance systems, the
emerging polities were consolidating new identities and asserting authority in ways
defined in the local context.

Importantly, any portrayal of precolonial Filipino Muslim communities,
specifically the Moros, has to engage these historical processes, which continue to
shape present political, social, and cultural possibilities today. Islam engaged
indigenous peoples in a theological and cultural transformation before Spanish
colonialism, forging connections between faith, identity, and resistance that still
resonate among Filipino Muslim communities and contemporary Balik-Islam converts.

3.1.1 Indigenous Networks and Early Muslim Encounters

Muslim traders from Arab, Persian, and South Asian regions were already
involved in the expanding Indo-Malay Sea trading networks as early as the 9th century.
While some traders made it to the Philippine archipelago, they intended to trade, not
preach. According to Majul, a noted historian of Islam in the Philippines, not all early
contacts with Islamic traders resulted in immediate conversions. As in other parts of
Southeast Asia, the traders would trade and sometimes marry into local noble families,
but they did not actively seek evangelisation. Their religious engagement was
pragmatic and transient, lacking a sustained religious or institutional presence.'!!

However, as noted by Peter Gowing in his book “Muslim Filipinos Heritage
and Horizon, ” it implies that these first engagements eventually developed into a more

sustained Muslim presence. These included missionaries, scholars, and settlers from

! Cesar Adib Majul, Muslims in the Philippines, 1999 ed (Diliman, Quezon City: Univ. of the
Philippines Press, 1999).
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Sumatra, India, and the Arab world, beginning the gradual process of religious
transformation of the region. Over time, these initial exchanges transitioned into deeper
religious and political connections that would shape how the Islamization of Philippine
societies occurred. The encounters of the 9th century, while not immediately intended
as conversions, laid the socio-cultural foundation for the more deliberate wave of
Islamization beginning in the 13th century, which was driven not only by commerce
but also by sustained missionary efforts, particularly those connected to Sufi
networks.'!?
3.1.2 Integration of Islam into Local Polities

In the 13th century, Muslims' contact with the Philippines was evolving from a
primarily commercial relationship to a relationship based on cultural and religious
relationships, with the introduction of Muslim traders who brought Sufi missionaries
who could draw in worshipers and practice inclusivity, called da'wa. The missionaries
introduced communities to new religious practices, laws, and social organizations for
indigenous communities, such as the Tausug, Maguindanao, Sangil, Maranao, and
other ethnic groups. The beliefs of these communities practiced various forms, such as
animism, ancestor worship, and social and political beliefs that preceded their
awareness of Islam.!!3

Instead of directly displacing the indigenous beliefs in an outright way, Islam,
particularly in its Sufi expressions, engaged with local cultures in a very different way,
creating syncretic pathways to allow indigenous peoples to eventually embrace Islam.
Early practices of Sufi Islam, such as dhikr through rhythmic movement and sound,
suited the animistic worship of nature and spirits that was popularly accepted, allowing
indigenous communities to use familiar forms to embody an acceptance of Islamic
ideas. This integrative way of engaging indigenous peoples allowed Islam to be
appropriately included genealogically in indigenous social systems while working to

change conceptions of spiritual authority and collective identity.!'*

12 pP.G. Gowing, Muslim Filipinos: Heritage and Horizon (New Day Publishers, 1979)
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The rise of the sultanates, especially in Mindanao and Sulu, further
institutionalised these integrative processes. These sultanates did not develop in
isolation but emerged within the larger Islamic civilisation of maritime Southeast Asia.
By adopting and institutionalising Islamic law, governance, and customs, the new
sultanates assisted in consolidating new Muslim identities and claims to political
power.'!> Madrasahs were established, along with the appointment of ulama within the
sultanates, which enabled established practices of religious education and communal
loyalty to the teachings of Islam.!!'®

The actions of Tuan Masha’ikah (7./380 CE) and Shaykh Karim al-Makhdim
(r. late 14th century), who remain prominent figures in the history of Islam in the
region, were key to these developments. Tuan Masha’ikah, who became a member of
Sulu's local nobility through marriage to a local noblewoman, illustrates kinship's role
in establishing Islam in elite social settings. Even if Tuan Masha’ikah had political
connections, the work of Shaykh Karim al-Makhdum is also significant in the history
of Islam in the region. In the 14th century, Shaykh Karim al-Makhdtim built mosques
and centres for Islamic education and built a foundation that for 600 years has formed
the basis for Islamic education and practice. Majul extends this argument by asserting
that these formations were definitive institutions in creating an Islamic identity in the
early history of Islam in the region, contributing to the formation of social communities
who lived within Islamic frameworks and established Islamic formations, social
institutions, and spaces, despite the assumptions of a multi-religious environment.'!’

Notably, the incorporation of Islam into these early polities countered the idea
that Islam was merely a temporary or external phenomenon. Islam became deeply
integrated into the local fabric of kinship networks, legal codes, and governmental
arrangements and was thoroughly incorporated into indigenous political and social life.
This history of incorporation will shape contemporary Balik-Islam converts'

understanding of Islam as a faith with deep local roots and not simply as an imposition
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from the outside.
3.2 Islamization of the Southern Philippines

The Islamization of the Southern Philippines is a transformational and multi-
faceted process that changed the cultural, social, and political matrices of Mindanao
and the Sulu Archipelago. This later stage differed from the earlier stages of contact
through trade alone, because this stage included Muslim scholars and missionaries who
developed long-term religion and political institutions. Therefore, the Muslim scholars
and missionaries made it possible to create sultanates, introduced Islamic education,
and began administering Islamic law.

Additionally, many of these processes provided the foundation for a distinct
Muslim identity that existed despite more than a century of colonial struggle and other
colonising factors. Eventually, the historical consolidation of Islam in the south
provided a historical basis for the contemporary Balik-Islam, as many Balik-Islam
Muslims view Islam in the Philippines as being historically consistent with their
studies. In other words, better institutional consolidation of Islam in the south has
provided historical markers to communities such as the Tausug and Maguindanaos,
while simultaneously giving contemporary Balik Islam Muslims a historical reference

point.'#

3.2.1 The Arrival of Makhdumin and the Role of Tuan Masha’ikah
Sharif Makhdum is recognised by Majul (1999) as the first recorded Muslim

missionary who came to the Sulu Archipelago around 1380 CE. The significance of his
coming lies in the formal and organised attempt to Islamize the people of the southern
Philippines. Unlike traders who may have inadvertently superficially introduced
Islamic ideas, Makhdiim came to make Islam a living reality in these areas. He is
credited for establishing the first mosque in Tubig-Indangan, Simunul, Tawi-Tawi—
which still stands today in renovated form—as the Shaykh Karim al-Makhdim
Mosque, known to be one, if not the oldest, in Southeast Asia.'"”

Tuan Masha’ikah, also known as Tuan Mahaiqah, was a well-respected Muslim

118 Mohamed Quadir Harunani and Thameem Ushama, “THE BALIK-ISLAM PHENOMENON,” 2024.
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holy man who is believed to have arrived in Sulu just before or about the same time as
Sharif Makhdiim. While the details of Tuan Masha’ikah's origins are also somewhat
uncertain, local oral sources report that he may have been of Arab or Persian origin.
Nevertheless, he is listed in the Taustig genealogies and folk tales as one of the region's
earliest figures to preach Islam. According to Majul, Tuan Masha’'ikah earned the
respect of local communities through his great piety and his association with a person
who possessed miraculous powers, which attracted the locals to him and formed the
basis of their initial acceptance of Islam. It is a fair distinction to say that Tuan
Masha’ikah's influence was based more on his sanctity and the atmosphere of reverence
he created, and probably did more to facilitate early conversions than Sharif
Makhdiim's more formal attempts at the dissemination of the Islamic faith.!?°

In addition, Majul's research on Tuan Masha’ikah establishes him as a cultural
intermediary who helped facilitate a process of syncretism between indigenous
practices and Islamic teachings. He embraced both spiritual and cultural authority,
allowing Islam to be adapted into local customs rather than entirely replace pre-Islamic
practices. This gradual integration facilitated the introduction of Islam, allowing it to
be perceived as a traditional way of life alongside the local tradition rather than as a
foreign imposition. Tuan Masha’ikah's legacy was to provide spaces for Islam to
connect with individuals and communities on a personal and cultural level early in
Islam's introduction, which allowed it to take root in the southern Philippines.

Similar to Tuan Masha’ikah, modern-day Balik-Islam in the Philippines must
navigate new (complex) cultural and social terrains to find adjustments to Islamic
teachings to fit their already existing Filipino identities. They reflect a common
approach to adapting Islam, one that is flexible and sensitive to context, very much in
the tradition of Masya’ikah's adherents centuries ago.'*!

3.2.2 Shaykh Karim al-Makhdim and Consolidation of Islam in Sulu
Furthermore, Majul states that by the mid-14th century, the Muslim

missionaries were already contributing to the religious conversion of the local
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communities within the Sulu Archipelago. Shaykh Karim al-Makhdiim was perhaps
the most significant of these missionaries. He is considered one of the most important
Makhdum of the southern Philippines. Historical accounts credit him with building the
first mosques in the Philippines, eg, Shaykh Karim al-Makhdiim Mosque in Simunul,
Tawi-Tawi, which is still known to be the oldest mosque of the Philippines, and
spreading the usage of Islamic laws and practices with the local leaders. The difference
that he made was the ability to develop religious institutions that sustained the region
for more than a century from its initial establishment. All of these contributed to his
legacy as a major architect of Islam in the region and the long-term consolidation of
Islam.'*

At this point, Islamic education was primarily informal and community-driven,
typically occurring in mosques and communal spaces. Local scholars taught children
recitation, memorization of key passages, learning of the Arabic alphabet, and basic
figh principles, often called Pandita or guru. In this context, most instruction was oral,
and memorization played a significant role in the instructional model. While the Qur'an
represented the circumference of their spiritual education, it also represented the ethical
and social education of the community. As Majul insists, the early madrasahs laid a
basic foundation for the formation of a distinct Muslim identity, and they pointed early
converts, as the Muslim community did in general, to the ability to conduct themselves
according to Muslim values despite being in an inter-religious setting.'*

For many modern-day Balik-Islam revert, the lasting legacy of Sheikh Karim
ul-Makhdum gives historical assurance that Islam has deep regional roots in the
Philippines, thus challenging the idea of Islam as a foreign imposition and instead
relocating it in the canon of Filipino identity, to which they could subsequently make
an important and meaningful reconnection.

3.2.3 The Rise of the Sulu and Maguindanao Sultanates
According to the scholarly works of Majul, the spread of Islam in Mindanao

was a gradual yet transformative process, beginning between the end of the 14th
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century and the beginning of the 15th century (/487). Maritime traders connected the
southern Philippines to the larger Malay-Islamic world. Muslim traders from Malacca,
Johore, and Brunei visited the trading ports of southern Mindanao and northern
Mindanao on several occasions, establishing local and regional commercial ties at key
coastal trading ports (Pulangi delta), which facilitated the continual flow of proximate
transactions and cultural and religious exchanges.'*

In many cases, Muslim traders often accompanied Sufi scholars and ulama,
allowing them to assimilate into the local culture and even form marriages with local
women as part of the reconciliation process. Alternatively, they even engaged in
diplomacy, where they solidified their bond with the local tribes and began to infuse
local economies with Islamic identities as local leaders began to establish their
connections to the Islamic world. Amid this increase, the establishment of tuning to
economic and cultural life in Islam began to resonate with Indigenous societies as a
potentially good thing. By the end of the 15th century, coastal areas in Mindanao had
become involved in a larger Islamic network, which manifested as regional and
transregional Islamic networks that would eventually form Islamic polities and future
institutions on the mainland.'*

Sharif Muhammad Kabungsuwan played a crucial role in the Islamization of Mindanao
when he came to the Cotabato area in the late 15th or early 16th century and established the
Maguindanao Sultanate. According to Majul, Kabungsuwan was a sharif from Johore, and he
secured a monopoly on its religious authority by marrying a local princess, thereby merging
his prophetic mission with local kinship. Kabungsuwan engage in da'wah, along with the
assistance of other sharifs and makhdums, fused initiatives to spread Islam and created a
centralized system of governance based on the Malay sultanates. Islamic institutions like
khutbah (Friday sermon) and zakat (obligatory charity) were instituted, thus making Islam a
public religious community. However, although Islamic political norms were introduced to
governance, the sultanate maintained local datus' autonomy, making Islam more acceptable for
different ethnic groups within Mindanao. By creating religious legitimacy and melding Islam

with local political and social systems, Islam was firmly and indisputably settled in
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Mindanao.!*

By the sixteenth century, when Spanish colonizers arrived, Islam was already
well-established, resulting in a resilient Islamic consciousness propagated in
Mindanao's coastal areas. The awareness of a shared identity, regardless of diversity,
enabled people to unify and collectively defend against all external threats. Majul
points out that the shared rituals, legal norms, and political organizations that the
Islamic consciousness produced were indispensable, as these factors enhanced a
campaign of sustained anti-colonial resilience against threats to Muslim autonomy
from Spanish Christianization and colonization. It is challenging to evaluate this
moment of Islamic consciousness without considering tarsilas and the limitations of
European biases; nonetheless, there is sufficient evidence to confirm that the
Islamization of Mindanao was historically significant. Islam substantially reconfigured
the regional political structure, and the Islamic consciousness has produced a durable
Islamic identity that has historical relevance for present-day Muslim communities.'?’

In contrast to events in Mindanao, it is evident in the Sulu Archipelago that
Islam had established a strong presence in the Philippines long before the arrival of the
Spanish. In a historical account, The History of Sulu written by Saleeby, there are clear
indicators that Islam was fully institutionalized as an organized faith by the mid-
fifteenth century supported by the leadership of Sharif Abu Bakr as he introduced
Islamic law into Sulu, and created the first Islamic centralized political unit in Sulu
(drawing inspiration from Islamic centers of Malacca and Palembang). Abu Bakr
represented a political leader as well as a religious leader; he had given Sulu an Islamic
worldview of the legal, cultural, and religious spheres.'?®

In contrast to Sulu's early and expansive maritime Islamization, Mindanao
experienced later and more fragmented forms of religious diffusion driven mainly by
the internal consolidation of native datus. Sulu enjoyed a strategic maritime location

and established trade connections to sustain its wide external relationships with the
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Islamic world (including China, Borneo, and the Malay Peninsula). Jolo was
cosmopolitan, with commercial interconnections to other Islamic societies, by the time
of the Spanish arrival; this maritime-linked geography continued to promote
thoroughgoing Islamic institutions and diplomacy. Mindanao's geographical logic
facilitated the Islamization of its interior, particularly from landlocked regions and
through clan-based governance rather than centralised institutions. This divergence in
historical trajectories continues to manifest today: most Balik-Islam converts in
Mindanao have encountered Islam primarily through informal da'wah, usually through
personal relationships or with limited access to local religious institutions and social
networks, often relying on online platforms. The historical elements of Sulu still retain
many aspects of historical infrastructure that fulfil an integrated Islamic governing
presence.'”

Another significant distinction between the areas was their authority in
religious matters. In Sulu, the Sultan had both political and spiritual authority as a
hereditary leader, and he legitimized his rule through lineage, Islamic law, and a
centralized religious bureaucracy involving appointed ulama and qadis, which
stabilized the transfer of religious knowledge through generations. The sultanates of
Mindanao carried political significance, but there was no centralised religious
structure; instead, Islamic authority was more localised, overlapping with kinship and
varying regionally. As documented by Saleeby, this disparity has persistent
ramifications in the present, as many of the Balik-Islam converts in Mindanao lack
avenues for structured teaching or stable mentorship, while Sulu's histories offer a
mappable legacy of religious community and mentorship.'*°

The decline of Islamic authority in both regions, but especially in Sulu, which
was affected by Spanish and then U.S. colonization, contributed to the wider
fragmentation of Islamic identity across the archipelago. Saleeby claims that the
colonization of the Sulu sultanate was systematic and dismantled the entire political

and religious apparatus, essentially severing nearly a thousand years of religious
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leadership lineage. As a faith within a decentralised religious framework, the
fragmentation of governance and the consequence had social legitimacy, or not, but
limited institutional status. So, disconnected history and the absence of structures were
a two-fold process in the demise of institutions, leaving many of the modern Balik-
Islamists to negotiate their religiosity in marginalization and absence of institutions'?'.
Yet, for converts today, the historical memory of Sulu and Mindanao’s Islamic
sultanates serves as both grounding and aspiration, affirming Islam’s deep indigenous
roots and offering spiritual legitimacy to those reclaiming a faith long intertwined with
Philippine history.
3.3 Colonial Interruptions and Moro Resistance

The colonial invasion of the Islamic polities of the southern Philippines by both
Spain and the United States had profound effects that, some would argue, would lead
to a lasting new form of resistance among the Moro.!*> Both colonial forces
characterized the Moros as a dissimilar "other," often stereotyping them as inherently
violent and incapable of self-rule. The violence of the Spanish colonial period from the
sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, and the later violence enacted by American
colonial forces, including the Bud Dajo massacre of 1906 ', exemplify the violence
of colonialism and how conscious repression of the Moros was used to eliminate
autonomy and fold Muslim territories into colonial governance. The force used by
Spain and the United States against the Moros was not merely a military engagement
but a politics of identity and power. These crusades aimed to erase Islam as a local
authority and implant Christian security systems, laws, and land policies that
undermined Moro identity and sovereignty.

The historical grievances caused by land displacement and cultural erasure

inspired a persistent challenge to experience in the pursuit of self-determination,

131 Saleeby, The History Of Sulu.

132 Eberhard Crailsheim, “Wandel und Ambivalenz der Darstellung der ,,Moros* auf den
kolonialspanischen Philippinen (16.—17. Jahrhundert),” Saeculum 64, no. 1 (2014): 2540,
https://doi.org/10.7788/saeculum-2014-0105.

133 Omar Dphrepaulezz, “Genesis or Genocide? Leonard Wood, Theodore Roosevelt and the White
Man’s Empire in the Southern Philippines,” Theory in Action 9, no. 4 (2016): 65-89,
https://doi.org/10.3798/tia.1937-0237.16025.

64



helping to build a Moro individual and collective consciousness of resistance across
generations '**. Such a protracted conflict eventually yielded several significant
political milestones, including the establishment of the Bangsamoro Autonomous
Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) in 2019, a sign of the slow acknowledgment
of Moro autonomy.'*

Despite these accomplishments, however, the colonial legacy persists and
conflicts with the intentions of self-governance today, with current negotiations often
concerning either ancestral domain rights or addressing historical injustices'*. The
subsequent subsections assess how the Spanish conquest, stripping of Muslim identity
through conversion campaigns, and American colonies were leveraged to redefine and
consume Islamic identity and resistance in the Philippines and how both of these
processes continue to influence the living experiences of modern Balik-Islam converts
and the Muslim Filipino community at large.

3.3.1 Spanish Conquest and the Resilience of Islamic Institutions

The Spanish colonization of the Philippines, which began with Miguel Lopez
de Legazpi's arrival in 1565, involved a mix of political domination, economic
exploitation, and religious conversion. Spain successfully took control of most of
Luzon and the Visayas but faced strong resistance from the Muslim states in the south,
especially Sulu and Mindanao. Before contact with Spain, these regions had developed
centralized Islamic governments, established their own religious institutions such as
madrasahs, and built networks of ulama to oversee religious education, traditions,
jurisprudence, and manage maritime trade routes connecting them with other parts of
the Islamic world."*’

According to Gowing, he argues that Moros's Islamic identity and socio-
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political cohesion created a significant obstacle for the colonial authorities to gain
control over the Moros and Islam. The Spanish might have captured Jolo in 1876, but
their authority over the Muslim territories was fragile and mostly symbolic. Their
protracted resistance not only highlighted the presence and limits of Spanish power but
also affirmed the strength of Islamic institutions in the southern Philippines'*. Today,
Balik-Islam converts use this history of resistance as a historical frame of reference,
where the fact that Islam was not just simply introduced but defended, with dignity,
agency, and faith.

Alongside military invasion, the Spanish also initiated a vigorous program of
religious conversion, attempting to incorporate Muslims and indigenous people into
the Catholic colonial order. Missionary orders, such as the Jesuits, Franciscans, and
Augustinians, were the principal agents involved in these activities in order to convert
Muslim rulers with the ulterior motive of exerting political influence. Legitimate
conversion is also precarious in the context of religious pluralism, and many examples
of conversion in the lives of Muslim leaders, like the baptism of Sultan ‘Azim al-Din
of Sulu in 1751, for instance, were largely politically motivated or expedient. As
indicated in Gowing's scholarly work, although Sultan ‘Azim al-Din accepted
Christianity as an exile, his return to Islam as soon as he returned home in Sulu implies
that at best these types of conversions can be understood as instrumental activity. When
persuasion was not enough to convert the populations to Catholicism, Spanish military
actions became more coercive, and involved burning entire villages, disrupting trade
routes, and enslaving Muslims, with patterns of activity designed to dismantle Islamic
institutions and forcibly assimilate them into the Catholic order'®.

Saleeby states that while there were singleton conversions, the wider Muslim
population of the south maintained their religious institutions and resisted Catholic
assimilation. Spanish attempts to baptize datus and sultans had failed to wear down the

local legitimacy of Islam from the start'*’. As such, Islam remained with its adherents
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both as a spiritual identity and as a mode of anti-colonial resistance that created what
Gowing called a "religious frontier," in direct opposition to the Christianized center of
the Spanish colony. The historical boundary of Catholic hegemony with the autonomy
of Islam creates a historical continuity for today's Balik-Islam. Assimilating to Islam
became part of a larger legacy of resisting colonial powers, while also defending
manifest independence based on long historical connections, framed by Islamic
religious tenets.

Islam was seen by the Spanish colonial government as a serious barrier to their
plan of political and ideological dominion, due to their acquired political and religious
prerogatives in a Muslim context. The Muslim sultanates in Sulu and Mindanao had
well-organized political systems, administered Islamic law, and related economically
to nearby Islamic polities, which helped maintain their autonomy. The Spanish
responded to Islamic authority and power by conducting military operations to wipe
out the Islamic influence, with tactics that included burning settlements to the ground,
disrupting trade, and enslaving Muslim people. In her writings, Gowing states that
these attacks constituted a cultural assault on Islam, designed to erode the institutional
basis of Islam. While the Spanish military succeeded in occupying territory like Jolo
in 1876, Islamic authority and identity persisted, as many communities refused to yield
either spiritually or politically, and they passed along a legacy of resistance to future
generations.'*!

In addition to military conquest, the colonial administration implemented
strategies that aimed to normalize a shift from Islam to Catholicism. Islamic legal
systems (shari‘'a) were replaced by Spanish colonial civil codes, and Muslim leaders
were commonly converted forcibly or substituted with colonial allies. Qur'anic Schools
and instruction were explicitly outlawed through the disallowance of public prayers.
Catholic institutions such as parochial schools and seminaries became the referent of
public education; however, Gowing notes that colonial education reforms eroded the

transfer of Islamic knowledge by asserting Christian doctrine as a normative structure
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in people's daily lives, within the governance of colonized communities.

Observably, by this means, Islam could be increasingly practiced in clandestine
manners or rural enclaves, transformed from a system of public order to a furtive
communicative private faith, mired by oversight and suspicion. Islam occurred as a
mode of anti-colonial resistance, a "religious frontier". The historical silence on Islam
and its institutions has created difficulties today for Balik-Islam generally, particularly
in struggling to access religious education in non-Muslim northwest regions. This
legacy of disallowed forms of defiance situates identity for Balik-Islam converts,

Besides institutional restraints, the Spanish designated a cultural and racial
category on Filipino Muslims, thus recognizing them as “Moros,” a Spanish label
derived from the Moors of North Africa used in an attempt to dehumanize and
stigmatize Muslim Filipinos. Samuel K. Tan in his book “The Muslim South and
Beyond”, contends that the imposition of "Moro" as a category to divide and demonize
was gradually appropriated by Muslims in the Philippines as one of identity, pride, and
resistance.'*?

Tan highlights that the reconceptualization of "Moro" - from a colonial term of
shame to a badge of resistance - is an indication of the historical consciousness of
Muslim Filipinos. While the Spanish "Moro" was always meant to put a label on
diverse Filipino Muslim ethnic groups like the Tausug and Maguindanao, it also went
on to establish a larger Islamic consciousness by putting the groups together in
collective resistance against Spanish, and later American, colonialism, for example, in
the Moro Wars. Because it was a racialized term, it still adversely produced stereotypes
of Muslims, which have ultimately persisted in the postcolonial period. It has inscribed
Muslims into a category that is separate from, less than, and evil in contrast to the
Christianized Filipino majority. By indicating Islam to be foreign and opposing,
Spanish colonizers created a process of 'othering' that provided justification found in
exclusion and ill-will, viably protecting Spain’s colonial priorities for centuries

regarding Filipino Muslims.'*
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With the dominance of Christianity, Islam was gradually marginalized, socially
and culturally. Muslim communities, as groups, were commonly discriminated against
in terms of access to social services, civil rights, and political representation. The
execution of Islamic practices and laws was limited, and almost exclusively embodied
with an identity of resistance. Muslim identity was preserved through the customs of
isolation as communities largely unknown to the rest of civil society were excluded
from national institutions and public space.

3.3.2 American Colonial Policies and Negotiated Islamic Identities

The Treaty of Paris of 1898 marked the Philippines' transition from Spanish to
American colonial control, bringing substantial changes and challenges to the country,
especially its various Muslim communities. The American colonial experience
attempted to fully integrate the predominantly Muslim regions into the system of the
Philippine state. This process involved balancing local governance and religious
practices with a new form of government centralized at the will of the American
colonial government. Various policies and programs carried out by the American
officials, such as disarmament campaigns and restructuring of the administration and
local governance, heightened tensions and mistrust in the predominantly Muslim
regions of the Philippines, as more serious attempts to dismantle the Islamic autonomy
enjoyed for centuries were being initiated in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago.'*

Michael C. Hawkins in his book, Making Moros: Imperial Historicism and
American Military Rule in the Philippines’ Muslim South, considers the way U.S.
colonial authorities in general, and particularly in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago,
viewed Muslims as pre-modern subjects in need of being secularly educated,
disciplined, and incorporated. American authorities, through this historicization
process, attempted to "civilize" the Moros through schooling, restructuring their
administration, and enhancing the militarization of their control. However, Muslim
Filipinos, as Hawkins shows, consistently resisted or negotiated colonial authority that

sought to convert them to Western-style administrative and social practices, while
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retaining an Islamic identity, and reconfiguring their cultural spaces characteristically.
This hybrid colonial Moro identity that emerged functioned through resistance and
accommodation, in different ways, aligns with contemporary struggles of Balik-Islam
in reclaiming faith through enduring colonial structures.'#

American colonial policies utilized an intricate set of governmental, cultural,
and socio-political divisions. The United States marketed its colonialism as a project
of “benevolent assimilation,” but these projects often complicated existing religious
and cultural divisions in the Philippines, particularly between Christian Filipinos and
Muslim or Indigenous populations'*. The colonial state took administrative institutions
from the British Empire and modified them to fit the Philippine context. The U.S.
colonial administrators produced a system of governance that both professed to uphold
the doctrine of American exceptionalism while employing hierarchical and
paternalistic measures.'’ In advancing the assimilation of Indigenous Peoples into a
Westernized culture, colonial policies intensified the division between Christian

b

Filipinos and the so-called “non-Christian tribes,” which merged Muslims into a
marginalized category'#

According to Kirsch!'¥ and Wertz,'® they argue that the infrastructure
development, including new roads, ports, and urban development projects, fostered
both economic integration and colonial domination, with new rules in trades or

ordinances to reach public order being justified by a paternalistic "civilising mission”.

While American administrators suggested that their empire was more democratic than

145 Michael Hawkins, Making Moros: Imperial Historicism and American Military Rule in the
Philippines’ Muslim South (Northern Illinois University Press, 2012).

146 Dina Marie B. Delias, “Dividing Nations: Early American Colonial Policies and Continuing
Legacies in the Case of the Cordillera, Philippines,” Politikon: The IAPSS Journal of Political Science
10 (November 2005): 34-50, https://doi.org/10.22151/politikon.10.3.

147 Thomas R. Metcalf, “From One Empire to Another: The Influence of the British Raj on American
Colonialism in the Philippines,” 4b Imperio 2012, no. 3 (2012): 2541,
https://doi.org/10.1353/imp.2012.0106.

148 Delias, “Dividing Nations.”

1499 Scott Kirsch, American Colonial Spaces in the Philippines: Insular Empire, 1st ed. (Routledge,
2022), https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429344350.

150 Daniel J. P. Wertz, “Idealism, Imperialism, and Internationalism: Opium Politics in the Colonial
Philippines, 1898—1925,” Modern Asian Studies 47, no. 2 (2013): 467-99,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X12000388.

70



other comparable empires in Europe, their narratives of benevolence do not match the
coercive means used to implement these structures on the ground.

Moreover, one of American colonialism's polices is the effort to transform
Moro identity through education. Hawkins points out that U.S. authorities portrayed
Muslims as “pre-modern” subjects who required secular schooling to inculcate
"individuality" and "meritocracy". Public schools were intended to replace madrasahs
as the vehicle of religious knowledge. Even in the context of colonial schooling, many
Moro families nevertheless preferred patterns of support for Islamic education, keeping
madrasahs as their center of religious knowledge and maintaining Islamic education.
Colonial schools allowed a limited number of elite Moros time to gain skills in terms
of administration. Colonial schools provided Moros with a supplementary means to
participate in the colonial state while maintaining elements of their cultural and
spiritual autonomy. He further argues that these experiences reveal a "negotiated
modernity", in which Moro communities did not fully meet the demands of
assimilation, and instead worked within colonial systems for their naked survival.'!

In addition to prevailing educational attempts, American bureaucratic measures
like the Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes and the Legislative Council were mechanisms
of classification and control of Muslim populations through the use of ethnological
studies and legal encumbrances. Anti-slavery campaigns upset existing power
structures; however, Moro leaders were slow to contest these public acts of resistance,
as they were privately and quietly sustaining shari‘a and traditional practices. To the
extent that there was public participation in colonial programs like the Moro Exchange
or the legislative council, this was often simply performative acts of loyalty, which
allowed some of the Moros to engage in shaping policy, while at least partially serving
their independence. As Hawkins notes, drawing from Ann Laura Stoler’s study of
colonial governance, disagreement or resistance to colonial rule was often not overt,

but rather it was responsive that allowed Moros to navigate the contradictions of
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colonial rule and defend their religious and cultural identity.'*

These actions of resistance and accommodation formed a hybrid colonial Moro
identity that was neither fully assimilated nor completely insulated and that evokes the
challenges faced by contemporary Balik-Islam reverts. As Wadi notes, stereotypes
forged during the American colonial period are lodged in the Philippine national
imagination, marking Muslims as outsiders in the context of nationhood and the
challenges faced by converts today. For many Balik-Islam, returning to Islam is as
much a personal return to faith as it is a collective act of reclamation, contending that
the Islamic faith is a significant part of the Filipino identity forged by centuries of
colonial-type governance.'

3.4 Emergence of the Balik-Islam Phenomenon in the Post-1970s

The revival of Islam in the Philippines in the post-1970s period marked a
significant turning point in the country's religious culture. While Islam preceded
Christianity in the archipelago (especially among Moro groups in Mindanao and
surrounding islands), the specific movement known as Balik-Islam did not begin to
take root until after the 1970s. As Morier-Genoud observes, this rise coincided with the
gradual improvement of state-imposed restrictions on Islamic expression, allowing
Muslims to reassert their identity and expand religious outreach beyond the established
contours of traditional Moro populations '**

The rise of Balik-Islam comes from multiple social, political, and spiritual
factors. The 1970s experienced greater Christian-Muslim tensions, especially in
Mindanao, and the violence and discord resulted in distrust, hostility, and
fragmentation. In this context of bitterness, several Filipinos, usually from Christian
backgrounds, and seeking a new spiritual framework, leading them to explore and

eventually embrace Islam. As Lacar notes, this conversion is not often direct; it usually
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takes many years, such as through personal relationships, marriages, or previous
engagement with Tabligh. The experience is profoundly deliberative, born out of a kind
of inner spiritual crisis, shaped by the national crisis and moral ambiguity.'*

Harunani and Ushama argue that the emergence of Balik-Islam was integrally
connected to the wider socio-economic change. For example, in Saudi Arabia and the
Gulf states, Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs) were confronted with more orthodox
following of Islam, such as Salafis and Wahhabis, and adopted these religious
orientations that fundamentally altered their perception. These global experiences
established not only individual commitment but also dynamic new theological and
cultural contexts for local Filipino Islamic practices upon their return. For many
converts, Islam became a navigation pathway towards dignity, discipline, and cultural
restoration against the background of Catholicism as the norm of religious identity.'*®

In this view, Balik-Islam is a emergent phase of Islam in the post-1970s context
that is not only historically remarkable in the religious history of the Philippines, it also
signals individual resilience in reclaiming spiritual agency as well as a re-Islamization
of Filipino society within the continuing backdrop of political instability, global
religious movements, and perpetual experiences of identity and meaning making.

3.4.1 Development of Convert-Focused Da’wah Organizations

The growing number of Balik-Islam converts post-1970s has underscored the
pressing need for organized support mechanisms that are tailored to their unique social
and spiritual realities. While many converts found their way into Islam through
unstructured means, such as solicitation through friendship or marriage, informal
shows of hospitality while abroad, most converts do not have access to ongoing
guidance after they publicly affirm their faith with the shahada. Thus, many of these
immigrants face particular struggles with religious learning, identity construction, and

social belonging.
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Kusuma Wardana et al studied Sarawak, Malaysia, and identified particular
organizations, like HIKMAH and New Muslim Villages (PBI), that were offering
effective post-conversion support. Furthermore, these organizations contextualized
Islamic teaching, provided religious education that was sensitive to cultural realities,
and facilitated the process of becoming a part of the larger Muslim community. While
the Philippine context differs, similar patterns have emerged, reflecting a regional
response to the challenges faced by converts in Southeast Asia.'”’

In the Philippines, the needs of new Muslim converts were first addressed in
urban centers, such as Metro Manila. Pioneer groups, such as the Islamic Da’wah
Council of the Philippines (IDCP) and the Islamic Studies, Call, and Guidance of the
Philippines (ISCAG), developed well-structured programs in the 1980s and 1990s.
Found by Filipino Muslim converts in Riyadh in 1991, ISCAG began as a mechanism
of information for interested non-Muslims but quickly grew into a regular halaqah,
Qur’an reading, and especially for converts, educational seminars focusing on Islam.
These programs were significant for new converts, especially those transitioning from
Christianity, as they were designed to provide Islamic knowledge in a more
approachable and contextualized manner. IDCP also facilitated local mosques and
weekend Islamic education while becoming a key pillar in the urban da’wah
environment.'>

In contrast, convert-based da’wah in Mindanao is more extensive and
grassroots. Islam is entrenched in the region by a family's inherited Moro identity, but
Balik-Islam converts, particularly non-Moro Christians, often contend with added
barriers to inclusion, based on ethnicity or language. Initiatives such as those at the
Marawi Islamic Center have attempted to mitigate some of these barriers by providing
livelihood support, as opposed to focusing solely on religious education, focusing in

part on women converts. These initiatives are usually led by ex-OFWs, interfaith
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families, or independent imams wanting to create a safe, welcoming space, but research
by Lacar and others, indicate that little engagement by existing main stream Moro
organizations, alongside historical Moro vs. non-Moro tensions, continue to limit the
capacity of these initiatives to scale, and their cohesion.!*

Despite their importance, convert-focused da’wah organizations often face
significant difficulties. Many of these organizations work with limited budgets, depend
on volunteer labor, and do not have formalized relationships with state or religious
organizations. In addition, some of the theological differences, most notably between
Salafi-friendly organizations versus those associated with mainline Sunni agreements,
can disorient and even overwhelm new converts trying to figure out the basics of Islam
itself.

Nonetheless, these organizations have begun and continued to establish a key
paradigm shift: seeing that conversion is not a moment-in-time, but an ongoing process
that requires spiritual care, community support, and lifelong education. These
initiatives and organizations have started to build institutional pathways for Balik-
Islam converts to develop their theology, while developing identities based both in
Islam and in negotiation with an increasingly complicated Filipino social life.

3.4.2 Motivations for Conversion among Balik-Islam Converts

The reasons for converting to Islam among Balik-Islam individuals in the
southern Philippines vary greatly based on a wide array of influences, and to better
understand how individuals in this context interpret their conversions, we must note
that its motivation involves a blend of logical inquiry, an emotional yearning, a social
connection, and a cultural sense of familiarity. Rather than being seen as a
straightforward break from Christianity, converts more often than not view the course
of their religious journey as a continuing search for spiritual truth, a "dalan" (pathway)
to kaluwasan (salvation). Yoshizawa further explains that this pathway consists of
theological reflection and discussion, focusing on fawhid as a means of rejecting the

Trinity, as well as social interaction with Muslim friends, spouses, or employers.'®
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In many cases, conversion is not a static event but rather a gradual awakening
that occurs through conversation, observing the practices of Muslims (especially
during the month of Ramadan), or attending a gathering. Da'wah leaders often
emphasize their use of biblical allusions and familiar stories of morality to pitch Islam
as potentially the fulfillment of, rather than a departure from, former Christian
teachings. This approach of smooth continuities, rather than dramatic ruptures, allows
converts to transition to Islam as the culmination of a spiritual pilgrimage they had
already embarked upon.'®!

Spiritual and cultural identity also play an important part in motivating
conversion. Harunani and Ushama state that many Balik-Islam converts prefer to find
a deeper, more stable relationship with the divine, seeing Islam as providing a stronger
framework for personal discipline and morality while practicing worship daily.'®* For
some, especially in Mindanao, conversion is a way to reconnect to long-silenced
Islamic roots, and in this sense, a kind of cultural reclamation in a country where public
life has had a dominant identity linked to Catholic institutions. The act of conversion,
suggested as embracing Islam, is in many ways a form of identity assertion, reclamation
of ancestral heritage, or settler-colonial misalignment to a historic narrative in which
Islam is not foreign but fundamental'®

The geographic sites such as Marawi City, Cotabato City, and Zamboanga City
demonstrate the relevance of this conversation, as Islamic history is at times the only
story of local memory and fluid, inter-generational meaning. Thus, conversion
becomes not only theological, but also historical, as participants anchor their
transformation in the legacy of precolonial and Moro resistance to the Spanish and
American campaigns of Christianization.

Many Balik-Islam converts are former Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs) who
encountered Islam whilst working in the Gulf states. These OFWs were typically

exposed to more orthodox Islamic forms (i.e., Salafism, Wahhabism) which
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emphasized scriptural purity and religious discipline. When they returned to the
Philippines, many OFWs attempted to maintain their spiritual awakening by becoming
involved with a local mosque or da’wah group and felt a sense of belonging and
stability in Islam, as opposed to feelings of alienation and marginalization'®.
Henceforth, Rambo’s view of religious conversion as a process influenced by
interaction, context, and commitment is especially useful to analyze in light of the
Balik-Islam experience. When we consider the ongoing socio-political climate filled
with Muslim-Christian tensions, converting to Islam can also be seen as an act of
resistance and a subtle yet powerful form of cultural and religious agency. Balik-Islam
is referenced not just as a spiritual choice but mainly as a socio-cultural shift happening
at the intersection of faith, community, memory, and power.'%’
3.5 Contemporary Struggles of Balik-Islam Converts

The challenges faced by Balik-Islam converts in the Philippines are complex
and intertwined with layered histories, social constructions, and political contexts that
shape their lived experience after conversion. Although it could be considered in a
'spiritual' context, converting to Islam in a predominantly Catholic country is never
merely an individual act. Instead, it involves discussions of identity reconstruction,
religious practice, social integration, and application of systemic bias. On a day-to-day
basis, many converts struggle with applying Islamic morals and ritual practices,
including regular prayer, dietary laws, and fasting. This is especially true in non-
BARMM regions in Mindanao and rural areas, where the absence of Islamic
educational institutions and mosque communities is often fragmented or lacking
convert-specific resources. '

Gendered forms of discrimination intensify these difficulties, and especially for
female converts who wear the hijab, there is increasing pressure to remove their veils
at work, to be denied a job, or to be dispersed from public spaces. These instances are

reflective of a larger Islamophobic atmosphere reinforced by narratives from the media
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that portray Muslims as cultural outsiders or potential threats to national security'®’ .

The socio-political narrative, especially after events like the Marawi Siege
(2017) or Maguindanao Massacre (2009), has further marginalized Muslims in general
and Balik-Islam in particular. As Susilo et al. reveal, converts in Metro Manila have
tensions with their religious identity, and findings show that these converts reported
social stigma, discrimination, and economic hardship following their conversion.
These are not independent incidents but rather indicative of a broader climate of
suspicion and exclusion.'®

Beyond the personal and interpersonal realm, Balik-Islam converts experience
social dislocation. They are estranged from their old Christian communities and often
are distrusted by born-Muslims, leaving them in a liminal position where they are not
yet or fully accepted as either Islamic or Christian. Converts often talk about this state
of being as one of "in-betweenness," a condition of cultural and religious exile,
constantly in need of negotiation for acceptance and belonging, usually to be denied.
This sense of connectedness can hinder social equity, such as participating in collective
ritual events, deepen emotional distress, and make a return to full baseline social
inclusion in society with the ummah. As Morados and Malayang argue, Balik-Islam
individuals can be easily sidelined in many job opportunities simply because, in some
way, they are or have become Muslim, demonstrating that not only do we see the
interplay of religious transformation with the structural marginalization of religion, but
we also see religious transformation into economic marginalization in society and
employment.'®

These experiences are further complicated by suspicion from the state and the
security profiling process. Acknowledging the state of extremist groups in the southern
Philippines, and the heightened interest and sensationalism placed on "homegrown

radicals," Balik-Islam males in particular have been monitored and profiled at a
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heightened level. Bartel and Nayve for example, document that links, however few
there are, spillover effects from the Rajah Solaiman Islamic Movement (RSIM) are
stigmatizing the Balik-Islam community largely. This is exacerbated by the public
securitization of Islam in state discourses, so that converts to Islam are not considered
spiritual renewers but rather are seen as potential threats to the local and national
community.'”

Henceforth, Abubakar suggests the Philippine government use a securitized
framework to place Islam in this cautionary rhetoric, meaning converts are at greater
risk of suspicion from both the public and institutional space. The risks of suspicion
and profiling are particularly exacerbated in the non-Muslim majority dominant
communities of Metro Manila, Visayas, and parts of Luzon, where the public Muslim
population is smaller and more obvious.'”!

3.6 Conclusion

To conclude, Chapter 3 has examined the rich historical and sociopolitical
backdrops of Islam in the Philippines — from its initial proliferation through trade and
Sufi networks to its institutionalization through the Sulu and Maguindanao Sultanates.
Rather than a foreign takeover, Islam had already been integrated into local
governance, family relationships, education, and social identity and culture in the
southern Philippines well ahead of the European colonial scholarship. In turn, the
Spanish and American colonial regimes-initiated decades-long projects to dismantle
these Islamic foundations through the imposition of Christian domination, racialized
terms (e.g., "Moro"), and colonial-sponsored assimilation and conversion practices.
These colonial projects not only weakened Islamic institutions but also embedded
structural inequalities and enduring narratives of Muslim “difference” into the
Philippine national consciousness.

However, these interruptions did not completely abolish Islam's authority, nor
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did they diminish Islam's cultural resonance. Rather, they produced forms of resistance,
whether military, legal, cultural, or spiritual, which continue to shape Muslim Filipino
identity today. The Balik-Islam phenomenon must be understood within this larger
framework of continuity and rupture, and revival. Converts today do not merely take
on a new religion; they enter into a complicated historical terrain shaped by colonial
trauma, social suspicion, and complex feelings about belonging to a community. Their
embrace of Islam challenges dominant historical narratives that portray Islam as
marginal and instead reclaims it as an indigenous, precolonial legacy.

For that reason, the trajectories of Balik-Islam converts are not only private
expressions of faith. However, they are social and political realities that involve
converts negotiating multiple stigmas from the Christian communities they left behind,
from specific born-Muslim segments of the Muslim population who normalize their
authenticity over the authenticity of the converts, and from the state, which often takes
a prejudicial and hostile view of Islamic revivalism. Their faith journey occurs within
the intersection of belief, identity, stigma, and authority. Challenges such as those
outlined above are significant not only for researchers but also as an opportunity to
inform policies and programs that promote inclusive support and ultimately
substantively support converts as they begin to rebuild their lives in Islam.

These overlapping challenges such as, spiritual, familial, community, and set
the stage for the empirical narratives explored in Chapter 4. The preceding sections
articulated a theoretical context, but it is the narratives and personal experiences of
fieldwork that offer a glimpse into the lived complexities of the Balik-Islam experience.
Chapter 4 comprises narratives of converts in Mindanao. These accounts shed light on
how people undertake the difficult task of navigating torn family relations, economic
uncertain, ideological gatekeeping, and distrust of one another based on similarity.
Nevertheless, However, in their accounts, they also demonstrate resilience, spiritual
rebirth, and the imaginative reconstruction of the self. Transitioning from analysis to
lived experience, Chapter 4 aims to present Balik-Islam not just as a religious
phenomenon but as an evolving and deeply human narrative of transformation and

belonging.
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CHAPTER 1V

THE POST-CONVERSION STRUGGLES AND RESILIENCE OF BALIK-
ISLAM IN MINDANAO

This chapter uses a thematic analysis to guide its discussion of the lived
experiences of fifteen Balik-Islam converts living in non-BARMM areas of Mindanao.
Informed by in-depth interviews from a larger study, this chapter engages with the
complex processes reflecting post-conversion life, demonstrating how religious
identity is constantly negotiated through a landscape marked by structural dislocation,
cultural exclusion, and spiritual resilience. Using Rambo's 'consequences' phase and
Turner's liminality framework, the stories presented in this chapter demonstrate that
conversion cannot be seen as a singular experience, but rather a process of continued
social, emotional, and theological adaptation.

The findings contest dual assumptions about conversion that treat conversion
as either success or failure, instead demonstrating the multilayered and processual
reality of becoming Muslim in a non-Muslim majority context. Converts occupy an
"in-between" space, no longer fully part of their previous religious community but not
fully accepted by some members of the born Muslim ummabh. This liminal space creates
marginalization but also opens doors for creative forms of resistance, identity
reconstruction, and preservation of faith.

To organize this analysis, I identified seven interrelated themes throughout the
chapter. First, I address the role of social exclusion and liminal belonging in shaping
and defining the early struggles of the convert. Second, I illustrate, through a
consideration of emotion-based resilience and spiritual anchoring, how it is possible to
shift one's inner attitude and sense of self in the face of enduring challenges. Third, it
investigates the challenges of religious practice and learning, especially in settings
lacking formal support. Fourth, I address ethnic and cultural exclusions that the convert
experienced in various communities of Muslims; together, they reveal a more nuanced
sense of intra-ummah marginalization. Fifth, I highlight the gendered struggles and
resilience of Muslim women converts, as well as some of the intersectional challenges

they face. Sixth, I analyze how converts negotiate belonging and community,
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particularly through digital and online spaces. Finally, I offer some thoughts on the
institutional roles of da'wah and religious leaders regarding integrated and sustained
pathways for the long-term engagement of converts. These themes collectively
demonstrate that conversion is not a singular spiritual experience but rather a complex
and relational movement shaped by social, cultural, emotional, and structural contexts.

Together, these themes offer insights into the everyday lives of converts to
Islam and how Balik-Islam converts effectively contend with the obligations of
developing a heavy and embodied Islamic identity while fighting their situational
invisibility. In this chapter, I will argue that to understand Balik-Islam's post-
conversion realities, we must adopt a relational and processual perspective on the
emergence of religious identities within the broader socio-political, ethnic, and
gendered contexts.

Ultimately, this chapter posits that Balik-Islam revert in Mindanao exist in a
dynamic tension: their marginality in many spaces is offset by the resilience of their
religion. Their stories suggest a re-conceptualization of conversion as a process rather
than an endpoint, a process that continues to unfold across space and is shaped by
structural constraints, spiritual creativity, and political goals.

4.1 Social Exclusion and Liminal Belonging

A common narrative among Balik-Islam revert solves social exclusion from
their families that identify as Christian, and from the Muslim community that they try
to interact with. This social exclusion can produce feelings of worthlessness, and one
may fail to see oneself as worthy of social participation. Marginalized populations often
contend with structural barriers preventing them from becoming socially integrated
into both former and new communities, thus maintaining their exclusion and lack of
social belonging. Marginality will find Balik-Islam people in a marginally liminal
position--fluidly hopping between two religious and cultural identities. The liminal
condition elaborated by Victor Turner is readily applicable here: individuals in

transition who are neither part of their previous identity nor cohesively accepted into a

82



new one.'”

Numerous converts to Islam have reported being either overtly or covertly

excluded from the community of born Muslims as they attempt to explore their new
religious identity. Abdul Rashid (pseudonym) a convert from Davao City, described
how his Muslim peers who first introduced him to Islam eventually delegitimized his
religious identity:
“They told me my conversion was wrong because I didn’t follow traditional practices
like drinking water mixed with soil, which they considered a ritual for reversion. They
diminished my identity and insisted I could never be a ‘true’ Muslim because 1 was
born a Christian.”

His ‘story’ further highlights the enduring reality of cultural gatekeeping,
whereby authenticity is still judged based on organization and cultural traditions rather
than belief or practice. This maintains the convert in this liminal status, neither entirely
accepted by the Muslim community nor free to return to their Christian home. What is
clear here is how Turner’s idea of liminality has affected Abdul Rashid, who is
spiritually affirmed but relationally estranged. Rambo’s “consequences” phase is well
reflected here, as the ramifications of Abdul Rashid’s conversion are that he not only
loses his previous community but also faces rejection from his new community while
also being pressured to merge with a cultural identity.

Similarly, Rania (pseudonym), a Balik-Islam convert married to a Maranao
family, said she experienced estrangement from the new social group of Muslims:
“Some of my husband’s relatives made me feel like I didn’t fully belong. I experienced
backstabbing and whispers behind my back, not because I lacked sincerity in my faith,
but because I wasn'’t ‘born Muslim.”

Rania's experience demonstrates that conversion does not end social boundaries
that are often based on ethnic identity and cultural expectations. She goes on to describe

her uncertainty about her religious practices and the cultural practices:

172 Turner, Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage.
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“These internal conflicts made me feel torn between two worlds, the Islam I was
studying and the Islam that surrounded me.”

These stories illustrate the extended and varying experience of liminality for
Balik-Islam converts. As outlined by Turner!'” he posits that liminal people are "neither
here nor there," a status that reflects the life circumstances of these participants in social
and emotional reality. According to Rambo and Farhadian'™, the implications of
religious conversion are both internal changes, along with social ruptures and the need
to reconstruct identity. Furthermore, George and Selimos note that social exclusion
constrains the extent of the individual's liminal belonging by restricting the emotional
access to surrounding support networks and heightening ambivalence to self-identity
perception.'”

In summary, Theme 1 indicates that for numerous Balik-Islam revert, the first
consequence of the conversion is not spiritual reaffirmation, but social disconnection
from the Christian context of their upbringing and from the Muslim communities they
aspire to join. This dual feeling of being excluded places converts in a precarious,
liminal state of belonging in which they do not fully belong to their communities of
origin, but they also have not been received as members of the new religious
community. This idea of liminal belonging resonates with Turner’s idea of liminality
or "betwixt and between," where individuals are assumed to possess an unfixed and
unstable identity. Furthermore, Rambo's consequences phase indicates that when
individuals go through the conversion process, the consequences will include not only
their inward journey, but also a disconnection with their previous relational and
communal way of life. Abdul Rashid's and Rania's accounts thus highlight that cultural
gatekeeping, not doctrinal misunderstanding, frequently serves as the primary point of
access or exclusion into the Muslim community, wherein being "born a Muslim" still

emerges as more significant than sincerity and devotion. Unless Muslim communities
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more readily develop inclusive, affirming space for reverts, our Balik-Islam will often
thusly experience Islam not as a journey toward home, but as a prolonged limbo of
social and emotional consternation.

4.2 Emotional Resilience and Spiritual Anchoring

One consistent theme among the testimonies of Balik-Islam participants was
the growing resilience provided through spiritual foundations. For most participants,
conversion to Islam was not only acceptance of beliefs, but also a highly personal way
to cope with and understand emotional distress, psychological suffering, or a loss of
purpose. For these converts, Islam provided not only a religious system of ritual but
also clarity, direction, and healing in times of struggle.

This emotional and psychological change is consistent with Rambo and
Farhadian's'”® observations regarding the “consequences” of religious conversion
period of inner reconstruction that follows a radical alteration of worldview. Likewise,
Turner's notion of liminality implies that converts construct meaning during a
transitional stage that mediates their former identity and their new identity, and have
not completely experienced a 'symbolic resurrection'. During this period of transition,
many have relied on Islam as a stabilizing force: an emotional and spiritual scaffold
that creates an opportunity to reconstruct their emotional core.

The spiritual and emotional drivers of Balik-Islam revert in Mindanao often
follow patterns similar to other non-mainstream faith trajectories. Rijal notes that his
ethnography of urban Muslim youth in Jakarta reveals that participation in more
traditionalist dakwah identities, such as Majelis Rasulullah, fulfills not just religiosity
but emotional and psychological needs. The imaginative spaces that arose through this
experience were not only composed of da’wah that has a charismatic quality to it or via
collective rituals and interactions online, but were also places for what Asef Bayat
identifies as "youthful piety" at the margin of urban precarity. Similarly, Balik-Islam
Muslims often fill identity gaps and emotional voids through informal social networks,

online learning, and repetitive bodily practices to support their development in their

176 Rambo and Farhadian, The Oxford Handbook of Religious Conversion.
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faith. Like Rijal's experience, these expressions of faith are often not legitimized
through the more formal Islamic institutional gatekeepers because the emphasis is
placed on the search for contentment, legitimacy, and the opportunity to connect with
deeper spiritual empowerment.!”’

The extent of change is especially evident in the words of Rhazzyl
(pseudonym), a young military cadet who converted into a restrictive and unsupportive
institutional environment. Rhazzyl described his life before Islam as lacking direction,
living in a context where vices were normalized, and there was no spiritual discipline:
“Before I converted to Islam, I lived the kind of life that was common in many Christian
communities—open to alcohol, vices, and little to no boundaries... it wasn’t necessarily
because I wanted that life, but because my environment encouraged it.”

After embracing Islam, Rhazzyl was not met with a supportive community; he
faced organizational indifference and systemic barriers that hindered him from
fulfilling the simplest of religious obligations. The five daily prayers (salah) became a
daily hurdle—not just due to time constraints, but because the structure of cadet life
did not afford a physical or spiritual place for Muslim worship. In an astonishing
display of disrespect, the academy would not permit Jumu'ah (Friday congregational
prayer) on its prescribed day, and instead relegated it to Saturday:

“Practicing Islam in the camp was a daily battle, not just against time, but against the
invisible walls of indifference... Every missed prayer, every delay, especially of moving
the Jumu’ah congregational prayer from Friday to Saturday, carved a small ache in
my heart.”

Notwithstanding these challenges, Rhazzyl was committed. His resilience was
not realized through comfort but through difficulty. In a sociocultural milieu that failed
to acknowledge or accommodate his religious re-orientation, Islam was the only
framework to hold onto. There are psychological consequences of conversion, not only

emotional disengagement from the past but also re-shaping the self in a new moral and
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spiritual orientation. Rhazzyl's journey also illustrates Turner's liminality; he was
"betwixt and between": neither fully accepted into the academy's dominant religious
tradition nor securely grounded in a Muslim community.'”

Using self-guided initiative, he began learning Arabic on his own, memorizing
surahs, and ultimately led fellow Muslim cadets in prayer and suhoor during Ramadan.
His case illustrates how emotional resilience sometimes comes not from validation
from others but from the internalization of spiritual discipline. Rhazzyl's daily acts of
worship, conducted with restrictions, became psychological and spiritual anchors so
that he was able to resist assimilation and remain true to his identity and faith.

A journey from institutional exclusion to personal suffering, Jenefer
(pseudonym), an OFW in the Middle East, offers another expression of resilience, one
situated in solitude, sickness, and tawakkul (zrust in Allah). Jenefer had just been
diagnosed with cancer while working as a domestic worker in Kuwait and was at the
peak of a crisis in her life, far from family and support systems. Jenefer's spiritual shift
was inspired by the quiet and sincere nature of her Muslim employers, who took action
instead of talking about their beliefs. On the day of her flight home, Jenefer embraced
Islam, describing it not a random event, but as a divine plan:

“I actually embraced Islam on the very day of my flight back home... Everything
happened very quickly, like it was meant to be.”

After Jenefer returned to the Philippines, she learned Islamic practice through
YouTube videos and Qur'an apps, with the occasional message to her prior employers.
Although she was physically weak and broke, she still relied on prayer and Qur'anic
listening for emotional medicine:

“I used to have a short temper, but now my patience has grown... You don’t always
have control over your situation, but Allah does.”
Jenefer's story shows spiritual anchoring in isolation. Although Jenefer did not

have strong community support or religious institutions, it highlights the strength of a

believer who is recreating her identity and emotional health through self-taught
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spirituality. Jenefer exemplifies Turner's idea of liminality in that, she is held between
spaces; geographically distant from Muslim community, relationally disconnected
from Christian relatives and her compromised health has limited her physical activities;
yet, she finds an inner stability through faith.

While Rhazzyl and Jenefer have obvious misery, Melvin (pseudonym), exhibits
a more reflective and internally motivated type of resilience. Melvin grew up in a
Catholic family, was active in a Christian youth group, but felt something missing in
his life, which he describes as a “spiritual void.”

“With all of that, I couldn't find peace in myself. I often felt like there was something
lacking. I would describe it as a void, something I cannot quite explain.”

His path to Islam began with some self-examining reflection and a single visit
to a masjid, where he experienced such tranquillity that it revolutionized his definition
of worship and spirituality:

“There was a quiet reverence that resonated deeply within me... it was as though I was
finally hearing the voice of my soul.”

Melvin's emotional progression resonates well with Edara et al.'”, who noted
that belief systems associated with religion allow individuals to manage emotion and
navigate changes. While Melvin faced less opposition from family, he did face
discrimination at work after his conversion. However, he did not become bitter but
rather chose to focus on prayer and gratitude:

“Each prayer and visit to the masjid have become a source of spiritual healing... There
is no worldly substitute for the inner tranquillity that Islam provides.”

His transformation is evidence that resilience can also come from a quiet
realignment, willingly taking a different path, not from crisis, but seeking spiritual
coherence and emotional well-being. His story provides a nice counterpoint to the
others and shows that even in a non-conflict situation, Islam can serve as a solid anchor

for people who are going through emotional change.
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Collectively, these three narratives provide a rich yet consistent picture of how
conversion cultivates spiritual and emotional resilience. Whether they were confronted
with institutional exile, health issues, or spiritual encounter. Each participant was able
to rebuild their inner life through learning, prayer, and trust in a divine being. Rambo's
theory of emotional reconstruction and Turner's frame of liminality articulate the
psychological work the individuals engaged in, moving into a process of reconstruction
from a state of brokenness, confusion, and suffering into coherence, clarity, and
whatever follows suffering. For Balik-Islam revert, Islam does more than change their
religious affiliation; it transforms how they suffer, how they endure, and ultimately,
how they heal.

In summary, Theme 2 has shown that for many Balik-Islam revert, Islam is not
only a new belief system but also a significant source of emotional support and spiritual
healing. From institutional neglect to physical illness to an existential sense of spiritual
emptiness, all of the participants found that Islam provided a stabilizing force, an
anchor when they were facing psychological hardship. Rambo's "consequences" phase
is also pronounced here, as the converts are engaged in the emotional and cognitive
reconstruction of the self and reorienting their identity and coping strategies within a
new spiritual worldview. Turner’s idea of liminality is also a useful framework: all of
the converts inhabit a transitory space: a space situated between a prior self and a newly
born religious identity, in the interstice of communities, affiliations, and emotional
worlds. But importantly, in that in-between state, new meaning, purpose, and stability
emerge. The narratives suggest that post-conversion resilience is made possible not
only by some external support but also, quite literally through internal spiritual
anchoring—a quiet but definite transformation, through which they are also able to
endure, resist, and transcend suffering, through faith.

4.3 The Struggles of Religious Practice and Learning

In the Philippines, particularly in Mindanao, one of the most enduring
challenges for Balik-Islam converts is the challenge of learning and enacting Islam
without formal instruction or a structured community. After declaring their faith,

converts find themselves having to learn, without assistance or support, many
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important elements of Islamic life, including daily prayers (salah), rules for
purification, and the ability to read the Qur'an. This experience is often fraught with
confusion and emotional burden, which can last an extended time and is especially
impactful for converts who are also living in a non-Muslim area or do not have a
madrasa or someone to assist or mentor them in their journey as a new Muslim.

These challenges are not limited to the context of the Philippines. In Malaysia,
Samuri and Khan'® note that converts commonly experience legal and social
uncertainty and may feel distanced from religious institutions and their previous
networks. Likewise, Abu-Raiya et al. point out that some converts may experience
spiritual anguish, uncertainty, and conflict when performing new rituals and moral
obligations.'®!

In this context, Rambo and Farhadian's'®*> model of the consequences phase of
religious conversion is especially noteworthy. During this decisive stage, converts must
learn to make their new faith and practice personally meaningful and viable, often
without any support structure. Turner's'® concept of liminality is also very significant;
it describes the convert's status as an intermediate state between two religious identities,
no longer fully part of their previous faith, yet not entirely integrated into their new
faith.

The personal narratives that follow reveal more about these particular learning
struggles. While we can hardly consider these Balik-Islam individuals to have any
institutional scaffolding, they demonstrate remarkable persistence, creativity, and
authenticity in their attempts to connect to their new religion.

Delma (pseudonym), who was raised in a deeply religious household and was
a devoted Catholic, described converting to Islam as intellectually and emotionally

intense. Even with her spiritual upbringing, she knew right away that embracing Islam
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meant a learning and unlearning process:
“I quickly realized that when you convert to Islam, it is not just about converting; it's
about learning and growing.”
To comprehend the obligations of Islam, Delma enrolled in structured Islamic
education courses (e.g., MI1-MI4, e.g., Madrasah Ibtida’iyah (beginners’ school). She
learned about tawhid, Islamic worship activities, and the moral bases of the Muslim
way of life. However, structured learning and education do not reject the emotional
encounters associated with a conversion to Islam. Delma's expanding faith complicated
her relationships with her Christian family, leading to difficult separations between her
Muslim children and her mother:

“It breaks my heart to feel like ['m caught between two families... Sometimes I have to
make excuses just to get them to visit their grandmother.”

Delma's narrative represents Rambo's consequences phase, in which converts
have to restructure their everyday experiences, family roles, and religious practice
around a new identity. It's also showing Turner's liminality, as she is connected
emotionally to her new faith but socially tied to her old community, living in between.

In the same way, Mark (pseudonym), a 34-year-old convert from General
Santos City, also faced intense learning challenges following his reversion. Mark came
from an active background in Catholic youth ministry, so his initial spiritual crisis led
him to seek answers in Islam. Although he converted after substantial conversations
with an Islamic scholar, it was in the aftermath of conversion—the “consequences”
phase, as framed by Rambo, that the real difficulties began. He lacked formal Islamic
education as well as any past exposure to Arabic and felt completely overwhelmed. He
stated to me in one of our discussions:

“I had no background in Arabic, while my peers were already far ahead. I was starting
from scratch. But I didn’t give up. I wrote the Surah Al-Fatiha on a large cartolina and
memorized it line by line.”

Mark’s strategy of self-teaching, improvisation, and solitary memorization
speaks directly to the psychological and behavioural dimensions of Rambo's

consequences stage. The convert has to internalize not only a new belief system, but
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also reverse daily practices and ethics without any institutional support. For him, this
learning challenge is no longer simply about acquiring knowledge; rather it is some
process of personal spiritual reconstruction.

At the same time, Mark's experience is representative of Turner's concept of
liminality. He is in the middle of a symbolic fate about his Christian identity, and he is
still slowly and uncertainly being reborn as a Muslim. He is in an ongoing state of
liminality, suspended in time and space. His commitment to learning and praying
becomes a form of emotional survival and identity work. He endured mockery from
old friends and lacked familial support, yet remained grounded in personal prayer and
the company of supportive Muslim peers.

While individual converts, like Delma and Mark, grapple privately with
growing their Islamic knowledge, learning from community leaders, like Sheikh Abdul
Baki (pseudonym), argues that structural deficiencies exacerbate those private
struggles. Sheikh Abdul Baki, who is an Islamic educator and former da‘iyah in Saudi
Arabia, emphasized the emotional fragility of new Muslims, many of whom cry during
the shahada not only from joy, but out of fear of rejection, abandonment, and
disorientation.

Pangolima underscores the importance of al-mutaba‘ah (continued
mentorship), aligning with Rambo’s assertion that post-conversion transformation
must be nurtured over time:

“Many revert to Islam lack understanding of how to worship correctly. We tell them:
seek knowledge. Worship must follow the guidance brought by the Prophet (peace be
upon him).”

At the same time, he recognizes that da'wah activities still lack funding, are not
supported by zakat funds, and continue to depend on informal mentorship and digital
means of delivering information. Converts often are left in a liminal zone, as Turner
would call it, lacking institutional structure and socially marginalized, even among
some Muslims. Sheik Pangolima's reflections confirm that converts need more than
just information; they require companionship and structured support to move beyond

liminality and become thoroughly grounded in the faith community.
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In sum, Theme 3 reveals that one of the most enduring and emotionally taxing
challenges for Balik-Islam in the Philippines is not with the decision to convert, but
with the long and often isolated challenge of learning and enacting that faith. Many of
these converts are left to their own devices, either teaching themselves, using informal
digital resources, or just trial and error, all of which can be intensely frustrating and
spiritually disorienting. This situation is largely compatible with the consequences
phase of Rambo's model, in that the convert is learning to reconstruct not only beliefs,
but daily practices and routines, emotional orientations, and social roles - all while
lacking formal scaffolding. There is a comparative similarity with Turner’s liminality
as converts exist in this transitory state - religiously committed but socially under-
integrated, emotionally attached but institutionally unsupported. The accounts of
Delma and Mark, and Sheikh Abdul Baki's comments, show that for the Balik-Islam
community, faith development is not so much the process of learning or attending
weekend courses, but ongoing engagement in the midst of disengagement. In other
words, they have persisted, albeit neglected. Their experiences are a call for renewed
attention to formally structured, empathetic, and community-based forms of
mentorship, in which the path of conversion to a stable form of spiritual faith is not one
walked alone.

4.4 Ethnic and Cultural Exclusion within Muslim Communities

One recurring but often unrecognized aspect of the post-conversion trajectory
of Balik-Islam in the Philippines involves intra-religious discrimination, or more subtle
forms of exclusion, within Muslim communities. For many converts, marginalization
comes not from a divergence from correct Islamic theology or practice, but from
cultural, ethnic, or linguistic differences. The shahada represents a formal entry into a
tradition, whereas scholars have pointed out that converts often do not find social or
communal integration into the ummah.

This struggle can be conceptualized in light of Rambo and Farhadian's!®*

"Consequences" stage of religious conversion, which conveys that the time after a
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conversion requires many psychological, emotional, and social adjustments. The
convert experiences significant mental turmoil, realizing that they must not only
reconstruct their internal beliefs but also transition into a new religious environment,
often with very little support. Turner'®® concept of liminality is useful here. It illustrates
that converts occupy an "in-between" space, not identifying with their previous
religious identity, even though they have not yet been fully accepted into the cultural
and social structures of the new community.

Global studies reflect comparable patterns; Singleton draws attention to British
Muslim converts from the period of Victoria, who often faced alienation, harassment,
and exclusion from both Christian society and the Muslim spaces they inhabited!*. For
example, Casey illuminates the experience of white converts to Islam in the United
States, who are racialized and treated with suspicion by both Muslims and non-
Muslims, especially when making visible religious commitments, like wearing a hijab.
These academic studies indicate that converts to Islam around the world often articulate
experiencing a kind of boundary policing—a form of social gatekeeping, which subtly
establishes who is viewed as a "real" Muslim based upon race and cultural familiarity
and not" religious belonging or faith.!’

In the Philippine context, we have Aisha (pseudonym), a Filipina convert from
a devout Catholic background, who illustrates the dynamic at play on the personal
level. After converting through personal study and reflection, Aisha entered into a
Sangil Muslim family (through marriage). She also embraced Islam with clear
intentions, yet still ended up feeling out of place in her in-laws' community. For
example, she refused to participate, during a storm, in a local river offering ritual
because she believed it did not conform to Islamic standards, and her rejection of the
ritual was based on the concept of Islamic monotheism, and she was labelled

disrespectful for her beliefs:
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“I'm in the middle of my husband’s cultural traditions that feel like I need to follow,
and the Islamic teachings I learned online. It’s hard for me because I don’t know what
to do.”

She also said that she was mocked for mispronouncing Sangil dialect words,
which reinforced her position as an outsider. Even after having done Hajj, the most
important spiritual journey in Islam, Aisha still felt that she was somehow perceived
differently:

“Even in new circles, I could still feel a subtle difference, as a convert, there’s always
something that sets you apart.”

Her narrative exemplifies the social and emotional costs discussed in Rambo's
consequences phase, in which internal conviction does not guarantee full social
belonging. Even with her genuine faith and completion of Hajj, her inability to
assimilate emphasized Turner’s notion of liminality—a state where she was spiritually
affirmed but socially suspended between deemed religious legitimacy and cultural
exclusion.

Carlito (pseudonym), a Balik-Islam da'wah worker from Sarangani, is another
powerful example. Carlito is the grandson of a Balik-Islam revert, but he was also born
to Christian parents. There was no formal religious education for Carlito: growing up
Christian with no introduction to Islam, Carlito was exposed to Islam through a local
tradition that misinformed him. As part of the tradition of completing the first step in
the process of becoming Muslim, a misinformed version of the shahada process, Carlito
was instructed by the traditionalist to dive into the river and drink muddy water. He
later learned from attending a formal Islamic lecture series that he had not been
introduced to Islamic teachings.

“I came to realize that it is not the process of shahada as I learned. I am confused
because I'm not sure whether my shahada last year is accepted or not.”

In pursuit of proper religious growth, Carlito moved to a majority-Muslim
community to progress in his understanding and practice of Islam. But rather than

support, Carlito found ridicule after forgetting a line in the adhan (call to prayer):
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"Honestly, I was embarrassed because I heard Muslims laughing at me. [ felt
disrespected."”

Instead of having the compassionate correction or instruction provided to
Carlito, he experienced public humiliation, with the reality that certain born Muslims
place cultural and ritual expectations on shared rituals while relegating converts,
especially those with little access to systemic education in their new religion. This
reaction also highlights the policing of boundaries often experienced by reverts, in
which there seems to be a messing up of their sincerity when they cannot observe and
enact cultural norms.

Similar to Aisha, Carlito also finds himself in a conflicted space, the Muslim
community does not fully accept him, but he is not able to return to his faith roots as a
Christian either. His attempts to live into his new faith were not met with an open
communal welcome but instead subtle forms of exclusion, which put him in the middle
of the social and emotional tensions encompassed in Turner’s notion of liminality and
recalled Rambo’s consequences phase.

Even with these challenges, Carlito converted his suffering into purpose.
Together with a few other converts, he began grassroots da'wah efforts with limited
resources in far-flung barangays by distributing food, dispelling Islamic teachings and
sometimes providing spiritual advice to marginalized people:

“Even with little, if you act for Allah, it reaches hearts.”

Carlito's narrative demonstrates how, for many converts, faith serves as a
vehicle for resilience and social change. Without institutional support, he constructed
meaning and belonging through action, authenticity, and service. His journey testifies
that for many Balik-Islam, community is often forged by and from the margins, not
granted by the center.

The presentation of ethnic exclusion, cultural gatekeeping, and liminal
belonging is the main driver of a complex, poorly understood issue known as intra-
religious discrimination among Muslim converts. Many Balik-Islam converts in the
Philippines believe that after they formally declare, they will be fully received and

acknowledged in the Muslim community. Nevertheless, many Balik-Islam converts
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experience rejection in secret or even publicly. Their rejection, not because of the
sincerity of their belief, but instead from their ethnic background, linguistic
proficiency, or cultural heritage.

Overall, Theme 4 illustrates that the biggest struggle for many Balik-Islam is
not becoming Muslim, but being accepted and embraced by the Muslim community.
Their accounts echo the urgent calls for a more inclusive ummah that places taqwa
(consciousness of God) and sincerity of belief as the criteria for belonging, not
ethnicity, language, or culture. In the words of Rambo and Farhadian shows the work
of conversion fundamentally does not finish with the shahada, and for many reverts,
the conversion process, toward acceptance and belonging in Islam for themselves, is a
continuous and difficult path.'®8

4.5 Gendered Struggles and the Resilience of Muslim Women Revert

An important but under-researched area of life after conversion among Balik-
Islam converts in Mindanao is the gendered aspect of their struggle. For many women,
conversion to Islam is not simply a religious change but a radical change involving
gender roles, family relations, and societal expectations. As these women cross the
threshold into a new faith, they find themselves in liminal spaces, in between identities,
communities, and often, between visibility and exclusion.

Their resilience is not formed in comfort but rather through overcoming
structural barriers, social detachment, and religious misinterpretations. Many of these
female converts must navigate the challenges of practicing piety in patriarchal settings,
maintaining Islamic practice in unsupportive environments, and sustaining their belief
with no validation from an Islamic community. During these challenges, they inhabit
Rambo and Farhadian's'® "Consequences" phase of religious conversion, whereby the
real consequences and often painful challenges of conversion begin to take shape. At
the same time, their liminal existence, which is neither fully formed in a Muslim

community nor fully part of their former social world, embodies Turner's'” concept of

188 Rambo and Farhadian, The Oxford Handbook of Religious Conversion.
189 Rambo and Farhadian, The Oxford Handbook of Religious Conversion.
190 Turner, Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage.
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liminality, where they have an opportunity for transformation, even when they are in
the liminality of not fully belonging in one social world or another.

The stories of Carelle (pseudonym), Fadia (pseudonym), and Amina
(pseudonym) demonstrate this highly gendered reality. Despite the distinct socio-
historical contexts of each story, their testimonies collectively reveal how gender is not
only a site of struggle but also a source of spiritual resilience and ethical clarity. These
women do not just accept their realities and conduct themselves with patience; they
reformulate what it means to be a Muslim, a woman, and a Filipino in contemporary
society.

Carelle, a single mother and aviation worker in Davao City, exemplifies
resilience after her religious conversion. Raised in a Catholic family and educated in
Catholic schools, Carelle's early spiritual beliefs were shaped by traditions like
Simbang Gabi, rosary rituals, and praying to saints. Her shift to Islam, however, did
not occur until she left the Philippines to work in Qatar. During this time, after her
husband betrayed her and she felt her world in Qatar was falling apart both personally
and professionally, Carelle began to reevaluate the foundation of her beliefs.

Carelle experienced a spiritual reawakening after long discussions with her
aunt, a practicing Muslim, and reflecting on the Qur'anic story of Maryam A.S. She
had seen Mary as significant in her former faith, but she was not as central as she is in
Islam. Therefore, she shared with her aunt a sense of female piety, strength, and dignity
that Maryam embodied—qualities that resonated with Carelle's desire for spiritual
agency and recognition.

Nevertheless, her journey was not without challenges. Upon her return to the
Philippines, she found herself negotiating her new religious identity within her job in
the aviation industry, which is often secular and subtly Islamophobic.

"In my industry, women who wear the hijab are often passed over for promotion for
leadership roles... While I haven't worn a hijab yet due to practical reasons, I try to
dress modestly and live by the tenets of Islam."

Her choice to wear her hijab part-time is not a step back from her faith; she

intentionally occupies this space because she assesses her devotion to Islam and the
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severe oppression and discrimination against her gender and religion from her
employer. Her struggles extend beyond her employer, too; she experiences
discrimination within her Muslim faith community, too. As a single parent, she feels
she is often seen and judged at mosques, which produce a woman's worth in terms of
her husband or marital status.

"Often, I feel I don't belong at mosques once people discover that I am a single mom.
They presume men will approach me not for sincere, interested companionship, but
simply because I am a single mom."

In these dual settings of a workplace and a worship space, Carelle faces layered
and intersecting forms of marginalization as a woman, a mother, a convert, and a
worker. While Carelle's resilience is not about glorious acts, it is about small and
habitual acts of devotion: making a corner of her house a prayer space, searching for
Islamic content online, and finding strength in the stories and lives of pious women in
Muslim history.

Carelle's experience reflects the argument made by Islamic feminist scholars
such as Kecia Ali"! that patriarchy in religious spaces often marginalizes women,
especially if they do not fit into patriarchal spaces. Carelle's journey disrupts some of
these boundaries and reimagines what dignity in Islamic practice looks like outside an
ideal context.

Fadia journey adds another layer to the theme, from professional liminality to
domestic negotiation. Growing up in a culturally Catholic household in General Santos
City, Fadia had no intention of converting to Islam. However, during her high school
days, she met a Muslim classmate, and her worldview changed. A class visit to a
mosque for a school field trip, as part of a project, became a spiritual pivot.

"Hearing the Adhan gave me chills... I couldn't explain it, but something inside me
stirred."

She began to read, listen to Islamic lectures, and challenge the religious

assumptions of her upbringing. Though she faced emotional opposition from her

Y1 Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islam: Feminist Reflections on Qur’an, Hadith, and Jurisprudence,

with American Council of Learned Societies (Oneworld, 2013).
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family, Fadia secretly and solemnly took her shahada on June 13, 2023, by phone,
marking her entrance to Islam as a solemn act of will.

However, her transformation took place within a household of suspicion toward
Islam. Every day, acts of worship, prayer, modest dress, and dietary restrictions became
silent struggles and quiet battles. Her religious expression had to be hidden to maintain
domestic peace.

“I would wear my abaya and hijab only after I left the house and remove them before
I arrived home to avoid conflict."”

Fadia’s liminal position as a young, religious Muslim in a Christian family
illustrates the emotional and spiritual weight that falls on female converts. She had to
suppress certain parts of her identity to avoid confrontation, exemplifying Turner's
liminality in its most natural form, neither fully accepted in the old Christian faith nor
accepted entirely in the new one.

Fadia found salvation in the community at her local mosque. At the mosque, she found
not only a place to pray but also emotional and material support.

"The community not only supported me emotionally but also provided help in practical
ways... That made me feel like I had found my true family in Islam."

Her story reinforces the need for conversion programs like hers to include
families and have youth-specific support structures for young women, so they feel they
can explore Islam without feeling like they have to choose between faith and family.
Fadia's strength comes from her ability to hold onto an Islamic identity while at the
same time existing in a space of silent resistance with faithfulness, as faithfulness
carries a strong code of ethics even when under pressure.

Suppose Carelle's struggle occurs in a public space, and Fadia's struggle takes
place in domestic secrecy. In that case, Amina's story exemplifies the tendencies to the
deep vulnerabilities faced by converts who are unsupported in their struggles regarding
emotional, legal, and spiritual support. Without da'wa or being part of a collective event
to welcome her, Amina checked into Islam. Her conversion identity was a reflection
and an observation of the Muslim individuals she first encountered in Cagayan de Oro

City, who reflected a quiet dignity that inspired her.
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’

“When I embraced Islam, I was completely alone.’
Without mentors, her learning was reliant on self-study and online sources.
However, the "consequences" of her conversion began to reveal themselves after she
married a Tausug Muslim man. It was only while she was pregnant that she discovered
he was already married, and that he had hidden this fact from her. After she found out,
he abandoned her completely.
“I accepted it. What’s done is done. I believed it was part of Allah’s qadr... But since
then, he has completely abandoned me.”

Now in the maternity ward alone, Amina finds herself grappling with religious
uncertainty, legal confusion, and spiritual isolation in facing childbirth. She does not
know anything about talaq, what rights she may have to any inheritance, or the nikaah
or religious implications of separation. Her situation serves as an example of how
gendered betrayal and institutional neglect work together to impact female converts.
“I have no mentor. My Muslim friends live far away and have families of their own.
I'm afraid of being a burden.”

Her vulnerability is enhanced by cultural isolation, and a lack of assistance and support
systems to understand her needs as both a convert and a woman. And yet, her
connection to Islam remains unshaken.

“I always return to how I started. Quiet. Alone. But true.”

Her story calls for immediate reforms, accessible Islamic legal advice,
community-based marital support, and formal systems of post-conversion support,
especially for women who do not have family and cultural connections to the ummabh.
Amina's strength is her convictions, and that conviction was dictated by her own
relationship to Allah rather than institutions.

The narratives of Carelle, Fadia, and Amina illustrate a broader reality: the
experience of women who are Balik-Islam converts in Mindanao, particularly in the
non-BARRM areas, is not just a spiritual reorientation but a gendered negotiation of
faith, identity, and belonging. The women are not just adjusting to a new religion; they

are transforming that religion within themselves, under pressure, and often alone.

Their experiences illustrate Rambo’s “consequences” stage in bold relief. The
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costs of conversion are not just theological; they are social, emotional, and institutional.
Each of the women grapples with the disparity between belief and belonging, often
without the support they need. Turner’s theory of liminality deepens this reading: these
women are living in a threshold space, disoriented, uncomfortable, yet profoundly
transformative.

In summary, Theme 5 suggests that the conversion experience for Muslim
women in Mindanao is deeply situated within gendered considerations, shaped not just
by spiritual transition, but by multiple struggles that are either familial, legal, or
communal. The women characterizing experiences of gradual enculturation deal with
complex understandings of their realities within their conversion cycle: experientially,
they have faced workplace discrimination, family abandonment, spousal betrayal,
institutional losses, etc. Their struggles advance their resilience, propelled by their
piety and spiritually rooted.

What Rambo refers to as the "consequences" phase emphasizes that the
newness of conversion requires emotional and structural change; both of which are
especially challenging because women often do not have male sponsors nor the
protection of their community. Turner also pointed to the significance of liminality
here, suggesting that many females convert exist in a liminal space, given that they are
neither completely recognized and included within the Muslim community nor
completely separated from their previous lives. Their faith is not theoretical; it is
embodied, intimate, and quietly revolutionary. Theme 5 suggests not only complex
recognition but also urgent actions, including inclusive mosques, legal advocacy,
mentoring opportunities, and family-sensitive support systems. Overall, the narratives
provided by individual participants illustrate that the strength of these women, who
acknowledged and experienced power, did not exist independently of their struggles
but because of them.

4.6 Digital Ummah: Finding Belonging in the Margins of Post-Conversion
Life
While the previous theme focused on the gendered challenges and resistance

strategies of Muslim women converts, this theme shifts focus to the broader landscape
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of post-conversion belonging. For Balik-Islam converts in particular, this transition to
Islam was not only a spiritual realignment but also a socially embedded process filled
with challenges related to finding acceptance, connections, and legitimacy in digital
and physical spaces.

This process of adjustment is not only personal or spiritual for many converts.
Rather, it requires some change in boundaries as they navigate their new religious self
within a wider public and community context!®2. For example, Singh recognized the
importance of this negotiation because conversion for converts is often a complex
adjustment process where the responses they encounter fall outside the typical
academic narratives'®® For younger converts, the post-conversion phase usually also
requires an evaluation of their subjectivity as they work to articulate their prior selves
with their new conversions.'**

As a growing number of Balik-Islam converts in non-BARMM locations
grapple with notions of religious identity and belonging, many seek out digital
platforms for guidance, learning, and connections. Such platforms function not only as
resources for Islamic knowledge but also as spaces for meaning-making and self-
construction. Saenong utilizes Hall's encoding/decoding theory in his study of online
Islam in Indonesia as a way to unpack the potentiality of critical reception of religious
messages through platforms like YouTube. Audiences are not simply passive recipients
of da'wah content but act with agency in the interpretation, negotiation, or even
opposition to messages being communicated to them. This level of reception clearly
resonates with the experiences of Balik-Islam converts in Mindanao who follow online
scholars selectively, customize teachings, and embrace social media to legitimize their

spirituality. Their relationship with digital da'wah was not one of passive consumption
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but of actively shaping an identity to belong to in a decentralized ummah, where
religious authority has become augmented through algorithmic visibility and personal
connectedness over traditional institutional authority.!'*

In recognizing their new identity, there exists an interaction between individual
experience and social narratives in ways that influence how reverts narrate their life
stories and grow into new meanings about their changing identities'”. As this theme
will demonstrate, the process of negotiating belonging occurs not only in local mosques
and Islamic communities but also increasingly within digital spaces, where many
reverts find their first real experience of the ummah. The following accounts, based on
direct interviews and interpretively adjusted as needed, demonstrate actual patterns of
lived experience among Balik-Islam converts.

Fatima (pseudonym), a young Filipina who had identified as part of the
LGBTQ community, gave a very spiritual narrative of how she came to Islam through
a series of powerful dreams. In one dream she described, she saw three Bibles on a
table. When she picked one of them up, she realized that the words in that book were
not from the Bible but rather from the Qur'an. In another dream, she was preparing for
a test and found two Qur'ans in her bag. But the dream that impacted her most
dramatically showed a man dressed in white robes who led her into a building that she
thought was a church. It was a masjid full of Muslims, praying. "Follow them," the man
told her. She followed them and began praying, crying, and asking Allah for
forgiveness, and then she said,

"When I opened my eyes, the man was gone. Deep in my heart, I knew he was an
angel—that Allah was calling me."

Fatima eventually converted to Islam, accepted her shahada, and devoted
herself to her new spiritual pathway. But, like so many converts, the pronouncement of

her faith did not protect her from struggles. Her parents, stating they felt betrayed,
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dropped her and condemned her for abandoning her religion. Left to support herself,
she worked while studying just to survive. She anticipated support from the Muslim
community, but she found suspicion, hatred, and exclusion.

“Some born Muslims would insult me. They would tell me, ‘We are going to Jannah,
but you? You are not a real Muslim—jyou were not even born into it. And it stabbed me
like a knife.”

Even her work was a site of struggle. Although she had free housing, she was
counselled for passively listening to an Islamic lecture and Qur’anic recitation on her
phone. The boss dismissed her religious interests as “just useless,” in addition to the
stress she felt from other sides. Nevertheless, she valued her calm moments with Allah.
“I was scared most of the time, but I still would listen. Just hearing the Qur’an made
me feel calm.”

Fatima experienced insult in both her family and community. However, she
found comfort in many unexpected situations, particularly in the digital space. Fatima
discovered a sense of connection and belonging through online da’wah forums, group
chats with other reverts to Islam, YouTube lectures, etc. Fatima felt that these online
spaces provided a sense of belonging that her surrounding community did not seem to
provide. The digital world acted as a virtual mosque for Fatima, allowing her to learn
about Islam and receive emotional support from other reverts.

“I turned to the digital world when the physical world did not welcome me. I found
people online who understood the loneliness, the rejection, and the beauty of finally
finding the truth. It felt like a digital ummah.”

Even while fulfilling religious obligations—praying five times a day, observing
Ramadan—she still has a nagging sense of difference in physical spaces like the masjid,
where stares and silence reinforce, she is "not quite one of them." In digital spaces, she
feels her legitimacy is recognized.

"Online, I found people who listened. Who reminded me I am Muslim—fully, truly,
completely."

Fatima’s testimony illustrates Turner’s liminal state; she is in the “in-between,”

having left her earlier self behind, yet not fully embraced by the mainstream Muslim
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community. This void creates emotional isolation, yet creates resilience. In addition,
while it is clear that Rambo's consequences stage is evident in the ruptured family
bonds, the financial strain of independence, and the evolving sense of self forged
through digital interaction and spiritual growth.

Her story also affirms how digital spaces exist as pivotal sites of belonging for
Balik-Islam converts in the Philippines. When acceptance is not present in physical
mosques and communities, the online ummah inhabits a space nourished by no cultural
gatekeeping, language scrutiny, or sectarian biases. For Fatima and numerous others
like her, digital spaces are not a secondary or alternative option, but their first
experience of belonging in religious kinship.

Being a Balik-Islam is difficult. But it is beautiful. I may still be stuck in two worlds
right now, but I know my direction. And I know that even if the world turns its back on
me, Allah never will.”

While Fatima transitioned to Islam through vivid dreaming and yearning for
closeness to God, Azzahra's transition to Islam began when she read an online post that
caused her to self-reflect and change her lifestyle, demonstrating that social media can
act as a vehicle for self-reflection and transformation.

Azzahra (pseudonym), a Filipina Balik-Islam convert, transitioned to Islam
through social media, a medium she was already familiar with, rather than a religious
institution. Azzahra was an active Facebook user, often uploading personal snapshots;
none of these images reflected her former lifestyle as much as the ones of her
previously wearing shorts and not wearing a hijab. As for the hijab, at the time, she
wore one occasionally - only on Friday and saw that as something she could switch on
and off.

Her change began unexpectedly in 2019 while scrolling through her Facebook
feed. She saw a post from a family acquaintance that served as a religious reminder to
Muslim women about the enduring impact of posting inappropriate photos on the
internet. The post explained that a person could be held accountable for those photos
long after they die, as long as they are still visible. That night, she couldn't shake that

message. She said it was like a spiritual jolt.
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“That post really resonated with me. I couldn't sleep. I felt like Allah was calling me.
The next day I deleted over 2,000 photos, with hijab and without, and said to myself:
'Be conscious of Allah."”

This moment was a spiritual turning point. From that day onwards, Azzahra
intentionally committed to avoiding the practice of posting pictures of herself on social
media, not only for her own modesty but also to avoid implicating others, friends, and
family, by what she viewed as a source of moral distraction. Soon after, Azzahra found
a Facebook page (QTMO) that offered a Qur'an Tajweed class and enrolled despite not
knowing any Arabic. She studied for 5 months and began following da'wah videos and
Muslim scholars on social media.

"Alhamdulillah, I have never studied formally in a madrasah, however, I never stopped
learning through online studies. I am still learning."

Azzahra’s experience shows how digital platforms can serve as effective
initiators of religious transformation, particularly for converts who had limited access
to traditional Islamic learning. While social media initially functioned as an avenue for
self-expression, it became her means of developing spiritually and holding herself
accountable ethically. In addition to representing a form of dress, her transition from a
variety of ways to "occasionally" wearing hijab to wanting to wear the niqab indicates
a more developed and potentially more complicated change.

"From being a hijabi, I now want to wear the nigab. I am also trying my best to avoid
the relationships that are impermissible and be patient until Allah sends what is meant
to be.”

Yet, while she sought spiritual growth, there was social rejection. As someone
who grew up in a devout Roman Catholic home and had an active part in church life,
her conversion shocked and repulsed people. Many people doubted her sincerity,
reducing her change to a fleeting phase. Some used her past against her, questioning
the point of wearing modest clothing now when they remembered her differently.
"People said things like, 'What a waste—Azzahra became Muslim." Others expressed
disbelief and mocked me: 'You used to be so open, and now, you're covered? It just

won't last." But they don't know how much I've thought this through—a thousand times."
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Still, she stuck to her decision. Her exploration of Islam had begun in high
school when she saw her close classmates wearing hijab and was curious about it. But
she pushed those feelings down for a long time because of her concern about being
misunderstood and because she feared her family would not approve. However, her
curiosity never subsided. In college at MSU General Santos, which is a really
multicultural space with lots of different cultures and practicing students, her curiosity
only intensified. She also remembered getting goosebumps any time she heard the
adhan, and she recognized that her heart had always yearned towards Islam.

"I saw then—I have always loved Islam. I just was too afraid to admit it."

At first, her parents had a hard time acknowledging her choice. But over time,
there was some small support. Her mom would buy her hijabs, and her dad would
prepare halal food while she was home. These were not blatantly out in the open space,
but were their quiet and subtle way of tolerating her choice. For Azzahra, this was all
the product of continual prayer, patience, supplication, and putting her trust in Allah's
plan for her.

Her position is still complex. She continues to dwell in-between her past and
her present. In some family circumstances, she takes off her hijab so as to not make a
scene, a choice she admits she is taking with humility.

“Be patient with me, I am still learning. I am trying to live in ways that I believe are
right.”

Azzahra's experience is illustrative of Turner's liminality because she embodies
a space of religious identity, neither fully part of her Christian background nor always
accepted by the born-Muslim community. Azzahra's journey also demonstrates
Rambo's "consequences" stage, which refers to the lasting effects of conversion on
one's social relationships, identity, and everyday practices.

Azzahra's sense of belonging centered more on the community, which exists
not in physical form but online. The online ummah even provided solace when all her
real-life relationships did not; she was offered emotional support, religious education,
and an embrace, which were often absent in her physical surroundings. Her experience

reinforces the broader theme of how the act of negotiating belonging and community
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becomes important in a person's life. Although Azzahra has yet to find complete
acceptance from the people in her life, she has found meaning and comfort in online
communities, religious sites, and fellow reverts. Although she has not physically met
with these groups of women, it has provided her with not only guidance and mentorship
but also sovereignty over a unique church where, instead of being questioned, her
Muslim identity is acknowledged, understood, and publicly celebrated.

While Azzahra's shift was sparked by a digital encounter, for Farah, her
experience is one of the quiet resilience of spiritual yearning, to which she became
aware amidst some of the painful isolation, and ultimately, along with the healing
solace of Islamic teachings, she accessed digitally.

Farah (pseudonym) is a young Filipina from the Eastern Visayas who was
raised in a very Catholic family and involved with her parish as a youth leader.
Throughout her childhood, she was engaged with the parish and participated in the
youth group and Bible study, and enjoyed singing in the choir. But following the
unanticipated death of her oldest sister, she began to lose interest in her faith and
experienced some doubt about the meaning of suffering. These emotional struggles
remained covert while she continued to pursue her degree in nursing.

Farah spent more time online during more COVID-19 lockdowns. One night,
she had been watching a YouTube video, and out of the blue, a Filipina Muslim convert
shared her reversion story. This unexpected encounter led her to other Islamic content,
lectures about the character of the Prophet, videos about Tawheed, and short da’wah
clips on TikTok. The more she watched, the more her interest grew.

“It was basic curiosity to begin with, but as I listened, I felt more and more at peace.
This was the first time that a religion felt right with my heart.”

She started by following Muslim content creators and joined a private Facebook
group for Filipino reverts. After a few months of studying online and reflecting
privately, Farah took her Shahadah secretly on June 30, 2022, with the help of a revert
support group on video call.

But becoming a Muslim was only the beginning of the journey for her; Farah

kept her conversion a secret from her family for nearly a year. At home, she prayed
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silently in her bedroom and practiced Ramadan without publicly announcing it, just
skipping breakfast and dinner without mentioning it. Farah felt challenged by trying to
practice her faith privately while engaging in school and attending family engagements.

She struggled to connect with the local Muslim community. The nearest masjid
was a jeepney ride away and, as a new person who didn’t know the first thing about
appropriate behavior in the mosque, she was reluctant to go alone. On her first visit,
she observed that everyone seemed to know everyone else. Nobody spoke to her. She
attended to the prayer, left quietly, and never went back.

"I didn't feel judged. But I also didn't feel noticed. Everyone had their group. I was just
the new girl with a soft voice and mismatched hijab."

With limited opportunities for face-to-face support, Farah returned to the online
world, in which she found comfort and community. She signed up for a free Qur’an
reading class on Messenger, received da’wah reminders on Telegram, and watched
weekly talks by female scholars on YouTube. It was through this "digital ummah" in
which she learned to make du'a, memorize short siirahs from the Qur'an, and gradually
develop her identity as a Muslim woman.

"It was online that I felt I could ask questions without being judged. It was where |
found sisters who said it was okay to take small steps."

However, upholding her public image was difficult; friends from the past
remarked on the differences in her appearance, asking leading questions. She wore the
hijab publicly only in places where she was far away from home, out of fear of what
her family would think of her. There was one time when she made an anonymous
account online to write about her thoughts and connect with other people about her
reflections on becoming Muslim.

Eventually, her mother discovered her prayer mat and Qur'an books and had a
frank, yet somewhat tense conversation with her. Even though her family did not fully
adopt her reversion, they stopped publicly opposing it as well. Her mother began to ask
softer questions, and her father started calling her the "Muslim girl" and smiling.

Farah’s story illustrates the emotional and social negotiations many converts

make in their post-shahadah lives. She exists in a liminal realm, as described by Victor
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Turner, being situated between her previous life and her new faith, and also between
the constraints of her family and the unknowns of the Muslim community. Instead of
traditional religious institutions, her sense of belonging is developed in digital spaces,
where integrity, collective struggle, and a virtual sisterhood helped develop her new
identity.

From Rambo's "consequences" phase, Farah's experience reflects the delayed
consequences of conversion, shifting her family dynamics, self-concept, and social and
spiritual scaffolding. Her account highlights the important role of contemporary da'wah
movements, especially via the internet, as sources of support for converts who are
struggling through spiritual development and identity change in isolation.

"I'm still finding my place. But I know who I am now, and even if I don't show it all the
time externally, Allah sees the commitment. That's good enough for now."

The stories of Fatima, Azzahra, and Farah offer a wonderfully thick account of
the ways that Balik-Islam converts in the Philippines navigate belonging after
accepting Islam. Each example is evident in different ways - one case led to family
abandonment and stigma, another case demonstrated modest lifestyle change through
social media, and the final case was of secrecy related to composition for prayer and
anonymous practices online. Still, there are shared experiences across their narratives:
conversion does not equate to acceptance or belonging in the community.

A recurring theme across their stories is the need for active and continuous
negotiation of belonging. This need is particularly pertinent when viewed with
suspicion, because converts are judged for their pasts or are not given proper
institutional support. Fatima's case demonstrates that cultural gatekeeping still exists in
certain born Muslims who do not allow reverts full inclusion in their Muslim identity
based on their lineage. Azzahra's case represents both internal and external conflict as
she negotiates a reformed spiritual life with her social and digital past. Finally, Farah's
quiet reversion brought light to a widespread and somewhat overlooked issue:
practicing Islam in secret, a private, intimate reversion wherein she is solitary,
navigating religious anticipatory anxiety and familial pressure.

Together, their lived experiences vividly illustrate Turner’s conceptualization
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of liminality as a state of “in-betweenness,” where the convert is temporally situated at
the threshold between the old and new, at the threshold of rejection and recognition,
and between spiritual certitude and social exclusion. Some converts likely feel the
conditions of their liminality are not ephemeral, and that they will exist in that state for
many years while they continue to validate their legitimacy, membership, and
spirituality. Nonetheless, the threshold also appears to cultivate considerable resilience,
clarity, and forms of self-making in religious identity.

Similarly, Rambo’s ‘“consequences” stage is a critical framework for
understanding these paths. The outcomes of conversion are not simply a matter of belief
change, but an extreme renegotiation of identity, interpersonal relationships, and
lifestyle organized around a changed frame of reference. The costs of conversion are
often overt: severed family ties, loneliness, unarticulated exclusions in mosques, and
the stress of spiritual negotiation and re-invention. This stage also highlights
possibilities for transformation, especially with the emergence of the digital ummah.

Online platforms are increasingly both a means of survival and a sanctuary. In
physical contexts where converts might encounter silence, scrutiny, or indifference,
online spaces offer something local mosques sometimes do not: accessibility,
compassion, peer teaching, and a community free of judgment. This trend reflects
wider-ranging transformations in Southeast Asia, where digital religious engagement
is augmenting or replacing traditional forms of religious involvement. As Khafidz and
Kurniasih point out, even significant da’wah entrepreneurs are engaging with
YouTube, Telegram, and Instagram to exert authority and reach others!” For Balik-
Islam converts such as Fatima, Azzahra, and Farah, those same technologies are not
just a source of knowledge but also a life-supporting one.

Overall, Theme 7 demonstrates that for many Balik-Islam converts in the
Philippines, the path to belonging does not end with the shahadah but begins there,

underpinned by emotional negotiations, social rejection, and a search for acceptance,
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Muslim Societies 6, no. 1 (2022), https://doi.org/10.30821/jcims.v6i1.9660.
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both online and in person. While conversion may entail a spiritual commitment, the
implications reveal themselves as realities lived in relational exchanges: tense family
dynamics, social exclusion from mosques, and the daily work of establishing one's
sincerity. Turner’s state of liminality establishes the context of traditional faith
conversion in these women's lives: each emerges in some space between their prior
selves or traditional identities and their newly established Muslim selves or identities,
and the complex spectrum of recognition, rejection, disconnection, and solidarity that
surrounds the shift. Similarly, Rambo's "consequences" phase characterized another
moment of emotional, psychological, and structural impact of their conversions when
the social reality of their converted faith had to be reconciled with their faith. Most
central to this theme is the important role these online spaces played as a primary, not
secondary or stand-in space for belonging to an ummah, as often these women were
looking for belonging sans any institutional support. Their lived experiences show they
had both meaningful validation and mentoring, and a sense of spirituality when their
fleshly lived experiences of belonging were failing. Their stories were invitations to
rethink the structure of Muslim community-based living and how to construct
belonging through sincerity, not kin.
4.7 The Role of Religious Leaders: Between Support and Structural
Fragility in Post-Conversion Integration
The post-conversion journey of Balik-Islam in Mindanao is shaped by not only
their resiliency or the community attitudes that they encountered, but also the presence
or lack of continued overall institutional support. This includes any presence of
religious leaders, mosque-based educators, and da'wah centres, and this theme will
explore the institutions through Sheikh Andang (pseudonym), Executive Director of
the Muslim Religious Advisory Council of General Santos City and Vice President for
Mindanao of the Salaam Police Advocacy Group (SPAG)
Sheikh Andang (pseudonym) stated that reverts should be treated over time
just as one treats a newborn. "We should treat our brothers and sisters who revert to
Islam like newborn babies. An infant cannot stand by themselves and must be guided

and taught over time, step by step.” This perspective coincides with Rambo's
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"consequences" stage, which emphasizes the affective, cognitive, and behavioral
changes that occur after the instant of conversion'®®. This view also aligns with
Turner'’, who describes liminality, where converts, suspended between two identities,
require social and spiritual scaffolding in a structured manner to support their transition
to full membership of the ummah.

Historically, Masjid Arabiya has had 1- to 3-month reorientation programs in

the form of Qur’an classes, counseling, temporary housing, and family mediation,
especially to converts disowned by their families due to their conversion.
“Some of the reverts you interviewed earlier came to Islam through this center,”
Sheikh Andang emphasized, indicating that personal transformation is tied to
institutional reach. These programs exemplify a form of compassionate, relational
da’wah based on lived experience, not abstraction.

Despite this, his narrative exposed considerable institutional fragilities. The

center's educational program and shelter had been placed on hold due to financial issues
and limited manpower. More importantly, there is no formal connection to zakat
institutions that could support indigent converts.
"Many leave Islam and face financial problems, they are often tempted to revert back
to their old ways. When we catch it in time, we can help them stay, but some are lost
no matter what," he said. This reality indicates a material dimension of post-conversion
vulnerability, one of the recurring themes within this study.

Sheikh Andang also stressed the disproportion between Islamic da'wah
infrastructure and Christian missionary infrastructure. "They are building churches in
the remote. If they can do it, why can't we? We have the truth; we just need a better
strategy.” Sheikh Andang's critique brings to attention the lack of logistical and
strategic planning needed to make Islamic institutions in the Philippines responsive to
the demands of converts in their social and geographical landscapes. While the faith of
Islam has deep-seated and historical roots in the Philippines, the contemporary Islamic

institutional base has not caught up to the demands of increasingly larger communities

198 Rambo and Farhadian, The Oxford Handbook of Religious Conversion.
199 Turner, Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage.
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of converts.

In addition to education, the center is involved in interfaith programs and civic
engagement through partnerships with barangays and the City Mayor’s Office
Integrated Cultural Affairs Division (CMO-ICAD). Sheikh Andang, as the chair of the
Muslim Religious Advisory Council (MRAC), perceives da’wah not simply as
proselytization, but as public moral formation, including character and example. He
states: “Let your change be seen, let the talk be less.” His ethic resonates with the
desires of many Balik-Islam converts featured in this chapter, who are interested in
proving their faith through everyday life.

However, institutional da’wah remains fragile and inconsistently funded.
Programs depend on volunteerism, partnerships, and intermittent donations. Without
foundational investments from zakat organizations or non-existent governmental
integration into social services, many are inevitably sidelined. This creates a
dichotomy: Islam may be historically embedded in the Philippines, but many of its new
adherents are left to navigate the faith in isolation, between cultural exclusion and
institutional neglect.

Theme 7 illustrates how leaders such as Sheikh Andang exemplify the
importance of compassionate leadership in religion, while also highlighting the need
for community involvement and policy changes to support their efforts effectively in
Balik-Islam's identity transformation following conversion.

4.8 Conclusion

This chapter has provided a qualitative, human-centered examination of the
post-conversion experiences of Balik-Islam converts in non-BARMM regions of
Mindanao. Through a thematic analysis of fifteen participant narratives, I demonstrated
the relational dynamics between marginalization, identity-making, and spiritual
renewal. By utilizing Rambo's "consequences" phase and Turner's definition of
liminality, the chapter has shown that conversion is an extended, relational process
influenced by institutional neglect, intra-ummah discrimination, gender performance,
and digital mediation.

Converts frequently find themselves caught between their former identities as
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Christians and their new identity as Muslims and encounter rejection from their
families, scrutiny from their social circles, and cultural gatekeeping from born
Muslims. Still, many find service in creating grassroots da’wah, building online
communities, and constructing their spiritual journeys with honesty and in service to
others. The stories that emerge in this context reveal a paradox: while Islam is
diacritically located in the region’s history, converts often experience it alone.
Therefore, this chapter proposed a new way of visualizing conversion and its
support. Faith is not merely an internal conversion, but it is a lived, contested, and
structurally conditioned experience. Thus, effectively supporting Balik-Islam converts
will take a multi-dimensional approach involving community-based mentoring,
gender-responsive programming, digital literacy, and sustained investments in a variety
of institutions. Only then will they be able to occupy the ummah fully, not only as
believers but also as full and equal members in a spiritually and socially inclusive

Islamic community.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 Concluding Remarks

Change, tension, and resilience determine the post-conversion lives of Balik-
Islam reverts in Mindanao. Although there is a deep-seated historical connection that
Mindanao has with Islam, reversion here is not just about revisiting roots. Reversion
starts a long process of identity negotiation in most Balik-Islam, and this process is
characterised by social exclusion of their previous Christian lives, institutional
marginality, and, to some degree, acceptance by other born-Muslim communities who
tend to define religiosity through ethnolinguistic parameters.

The idea of conversion to Islam comes out as not just a spiritual affair but as an
institution of a continuous policy to deal with the dislocation of emotions, suspicion
towards the social environment, and displacement in culture. In the areas beyond the
Bangsamoro Autonomous Region (BARMM), including Davao City, General Santos,
and Sarangani, a revert still needs to build a religious life in an area with no Islamic
infrastructure, and kinship support or spiritual guidance. The religious practice is
transformed into a daily improvisation, extended by a community of friends, self-
education, and digital dawah.

The concept of Balik-Islam in this study is based on the stages of consequences
developed by Rambo and Farhadian and the liminality concept developed by Turner,
which explains that Balik-Islam spans an extended transition period. These converts
feel disconnected from their previous social networks but are not entirely accepted by
the born-Muslim community. This liminal state of religious identity is a space of
trauma and possibility, where converts struggle with invisibility yet also find ways to
strengthen themselves and reinvent the community. Within these margins, they develop
a unique form of spiritual discipline; they are also inspired by sympathetic patriarchs
such as Sheikh Andang (pseudonym) and Sheikh Abdul Baki (pseudonym), creating a
new kind of Muslim identity that is both individual and communal.

This analysis's gendered and generational aspects also reveal that reversion is
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experienced variously along the social lines. Women especially voiced greater
stigmatisation by both their families and the institutions. Hijab, as is often the case with
any other phenomenon, turns out to be not just the indicator of a spiritual concept but
also the sign of difference, which always causes a misunderstanding in social
life. These personal experiences can also be cemented into their perceptions of power
and validation. However, in comparison, long-term converts possess mentoring
capabilities and cultural and spiritual mediating roles in the faith development process
that are developed through hardship and personal progress.

This research reveals that reversion is not about reaching a specific place but
rather an ongoing journey. Testimonies from the actors show that religious identity is
not merely an internal, personal thing; it is continuously created, challenged, and
negotiated within family, community norms, and political contexts. The lasting impact
of regional conflicts, especially the legacy of the Marawi Siege, has heightened public
suspicion toward Muslim converts, making their reversion an obvious act that is often
interpreted through security concerns and political motives. For reverts, the display of
religious authenticity is under intense scrutiny, and they all seek moments of silence
where they can belong and enjoy spiritual fulfilment.

Nevertheless, in many respects, Balik-Islam participants could be viewed as
absolutely agentic and determined people amid all these burdens. Most of them created
their community variants and kept their faith alive by meeting regularly in informal
spaces and practising online or in other small groups, where they mentor others. Their
action is a personal commitment toward a wider need for inclusion at an institutional
and communal level. In a world where there is no formal support and where it is most
likely absent in the non-BARMM regions, then it is the convert who will become the
architect of his or her religious life.

Overall, this study argues that the Balik-Islam experience in Mindanao is a sign
of religious belief and a powerful lens through which to understand the intersection of
religion, marginalisation, identity, and resistance. Conversion is an act of reclaiming
oneself, but it is also an act of survival. For these reverts, the journey to Islam is not a

return to certainty but an ambitious exploration into a complex spiritual realm that is
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constantly contested. In this thesis, there is a need for support systems—social,
institutional, and spiritual—that are intentional and long-term, considering Muslim
converts' unique needs and contributions in such diverse and post-conflict societies as
those in Mindanao.

5.2 Recommendations

This study contributes significantly to the scholarship surrounding religious
identity, marginalisation, and conversion to Islam in Southeast Asia, paying special
consideration to the understudied Philippines setting. Placing the voices and life
experiences of the Balik-Islam converts in the non-BARMM regions, the study will be
a primary source of information in understanding the extent to which religious identity
is attributed to contestation, negotiation, and redefinition of this identity in the
pluralistic and postcolonial world.

That conversion to Islam is conditioned not only by theological belief but also
by the transverse movements of ethnicity, gender, geography, and historical memory
underlines the findings. Where Islam is indigenous and marginal at the same time, as
in regions beyond the BARMM, reversions are particularly complicated. The type of
experience found in Balik-Islam conveys the message that the converts may need to
struggle in a situation where there are rival legacies of legitimacy and may be regarded
as alien in both their former Christian circles and their born-Muslim circles.

Sociologically, the research contributes to knowledge of how religious identity
can be created in the scarcity of communal support, the lack of infrastructure, and social
ambivalence. It demonstrates the results of religious liminality and how people create
meaning, belonging, and continuity with uncertainty and exclusion. It also
demonstrates the relevance of online environments to be locations of spiritual
development, but also possible ideological dispersion, therefore implying a necessity
for future studies of the role of online Islamic practices on the post-conversion paths in
modern contexts.

The study also presents theoretical issues concerning the sustainability of the
liminal religious identity. This leads to one question: How do converts maintain faith

daily, create support networks where they lack serious organisation, and how does their
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agency redefine ideas in the Muslim community as marginal actors? In this way,
participants of the Balik-Islam are also subjects of religious change, but also play the
active role of authors in the development of the textures of Filipino Islam.

Future academic inquiry can look at inter-regional comparative studies,
including BARMM settings or even settings where there is a greater extent of Islamic
institutional solidity. Further gender-specific research may also discuss the declaration
of Muslim women converts regarding attending the public presentation of religiosity,
family, and views on piety. In this regard, they should consider the knowledge of
Muslim women converts regarding their visibility and concrete actions of religiosity.
The religious identity across generations could also be studied in a longitudinal
research among the children of Balik-Islam reverts.

The thesis finally gives a situated and empirical explanation of Balik-Islam in
Mindanao. It indicates that reversion is not only a theological event but a process that
is dynamic socially and spiritually, challenging, and made-determined. Their narratives
provide an insight into the intricacies of religious conversion, its nuances and the long-

lasting intricacies of preservation and praxis on the fringe of religious life.
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