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Religious norms and homeownership among Norwegian
Muslim women
Kaja Borchgrevink a and Ida Roland Birkvada,b
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ABSTRACT
This article examines how the Islamic prohibition of riba (interest)
shapes ideas about homeownership and housing choices among
Muslim professional women in Oslo, Norway. While
‘homeownership for all’ has been an explicit policy goal of the
post-war Norwegian welfare state, denoting for immigrants a
salient measure of ‘successful integration’, the lack of interest-free
housing finance in Norway makes homeownership unattainable for
parts of the Muslim minority, who consider interest prohibited by
their religion. While research on Muslim immigrants is plentiful,
little attention has been given to the relationship between religion
and homeownership in migrants’ everyday life, and how the
prospect of homeownership relates to questions of integration and
belonging. Examining how Muslim professional women negotiate
majority and minority norms related to housing and finance, we
offer analysis highlighting intergenerational differences as well as
gendered and transnational dimensions. We find that the
prohibition of riba matters to our research participants and that
they actively consider Islamic scripture, their own codes of ethics,
and the wider social and economic consequences of their actions
when deciding to obtain a loan with interest. Negotiating different,
and often diverging, norms, these women straddle expectations of
being ‘a good citizen’ and of being ‘a good Muslim’.
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1. Introduction

I started to read [the Quran] and then found out that [the prohibition of riba (interest)] is
described in really strong words. The Quran is not using such strong words about anything
else… that the one who takes an interest-bearing loan is declaring war against God and his
Prophet… I haven’t come across any other thing described so strongly, so I was taken aback
and thought I have to learn more about it… (Amina, 35)

In Norway, homeownership is the most common form of tenure, and ‘homeowner-
ship for all’ has been an explicit policy goal of the post-war Norwegian welfare state.
The structural features of the Norwegian rental market often leave renters at a
financial disadvantage vis-à-vis homeowners (Nordvik 2000), and in relation to Norwe-
gian immigrants, homeownership has become a salient measure of successful integration
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into Norwegian society (Grødem and Hansen 2015; Vassenden 2014). For most people,
homeownership requires taking a mortgage (Normann 2017). However, to date, there are
no interest-free alternatives to interest-bearing loans available in Norway. This makes
homeownership unattainable for parts of the Muslim minority, who consider interest
to be illegal (haram).

Riba – commonly translated as interest on money – is prohibited in Islam. Detailed in
the Quran (Surah al Baqarah, verses 275–281), there is little disagreement among Islamic
scholars that riba is forbidden and considered a ‘major sin’ (Caeiro 2004). Yet, how to
interpret the meaning of riba in contemporary society and whether legitimate exceptions
to the prohibition exist is much debated among Islamic scholars and ordinary Muslims
alike (Caeiro 2004; Shavit 2019). Indeed, how to interpret this prohibition has become of
particular concern to Muslims in Europe who feel disadvantaged in contexts prioritising
homeownership (Caeiro 2004). In 1999, the European Council of Fatwa and Research
(ECFR) issued a fatwa (religious edict) permitting Muslims to obtain an interest-
bearing mortgage to buy a home ‘out of necessity’ when no other options are available.
In the European context, a dividing line can be drawn between Muslim scholars who
support the ECFR fatwa on housing mortgages and the ones who reject its validity
and advise against taking interest-bearing loans (Caeiro 2004; Shavit 2019).

In recent decades, as part of modern Islamic reform movements, Islamic banking and
finance have developed globally, including in Europe, where Islamic banks have opened
in countries with sizeable Muslim populations (e.g. the UK, France and Germany). These
banks offer interest-free, ‘Sharia-compliant’ financial products. In Norway, however,
alternative, interest-free finance is not available.1 While research on Muslim immigrants
is plentiful, little attention has been given to the relationship between religion, economics
and housing in migrants’ lives, and how these relationships relate to broader questions
concerning integration and belonging (for recent exceptions, see Brekke and Larsen
2020; Borchgrevink and Erdal forthcoming).

In this study, we set out to address this knowledge gap, investigating how Norwegian
Muslim women with family backgrounds from Pakistan and Somalia negotiate the norm
to pursue homeownership and the Islamic prohibition of ‘riba’. In this way, we examine
how they deal with conflicting ideals and expectations from the majority society and from
their respective minoritised2 communities.

While questions related to Islamic finance remain generally understudied, the role of
Muslim women as financial decision-makers remain marginal within the current litera-
ture. In recent decades, we have witnessed a significant increase in educational attain-
ment and labour market participation among children of immigrants born in Norway,
increasing their economic status and opportunity for participating in the housing
market. The trend is particularly striking among women3 (Midtbøen and Nadim
2019). As an increasing number of professional Muslim women are in positions to
become homeowners, it becomes relevant to examine their housing decisions and how
they negotiate financial and religious choices. Indeed, while debates on immigrant inte-
gration tend to focus on education and employment, comparative processes linked to
housing tend to be overlooked (Grødem and Hansen 2015).

In the next section, we place our study within relevant literature on immigrant
housing in Norway. Then we outline the analytical framework from which we draw
our analysis. Following a brief discussion of our methods, data and context for the
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study, we present four different positions on majority and minority norms related to
homeownership, and conclude with a discussion on the significance of our findings.

2. Homeownership and immigrant housing in Norway

Norway is described as a ‘homeownerland’ (Grødem and Hansen 2015) as 78% of Nor-
wegians live in housing owned by themselves or someone in their household, a percen-
tage which is high compared with the Nordic region and internationally (Grødem and
Hansen 2015; Vrålstad 2017). For the immigrant population, the corresponding rate is
53 percent. ‘Homeownership for all’ has been one of the foundational pillars of the Nor-
wegian housing model promoted by all major political parties in the post-war era (Sørvoll
2011). The private rental market, where Norwegian minorities and immigrants are over-
represented in relation to the total population, serves 15% of the population and the
public social housing sector serves only four percent (Vrålstad 2017). The small rental
sector-dominated by owner-let housing – results in a structurally precarious supply
side of the market (Nordvik 2000). High competition among tenants, expensive rent
and precarious and uncertain tenure, place renters at a significant disadvantage vis-à-
vis homeowners. In Norwegian housing policy, renting is considered a temporary
measure, not a life-long housing strategy (Sørvoll 2011). Social housing has become tar-
geted welfare services reserved for particularly vulnerable groups (e.g. refugees, asylum
seekers, and individuals with mental health or substance abuse issues; see Vassenden
2014, 762).

Housing has been identified as ‘the wobbly pillar under the welfare state’ (Torgersen
1987), and as the wobbly pillar in many countries’ integration policies (Grødem and
Hansen 2015). Torgersen’s metaphor of the wobbly pillar point to the complex dynamics
between the public housing sector in an age of welfare state restructuring in industrial-
ised Western nations. Since the introduction of the metaphor, a flourishing field of scho-
larship has discussed the important role of housing and housing wealth in relation to the
evolution of the modern welfare state (Malpass 2008, 3).

Sandlie and Gulbrandsen (2017) show how the deregulation of the housing market
from the 1980s onwards created a boost in homeownership rates in Norway. Following
the 2008 financial crisis, however, stricter deposit requirements for housing purchases
exacerbated existing social inequalities between those with access to financial support
(e.g. from family), and those without. Renters remain further marginalised because of
their exclusion from generous tax schemes reserved for homeowners and the continued
upturns in property prices (Sandlie and Gulbrandsen 2017). Sørvoll and Nordvik (2020)
have further shown how inequalities produced by the divide between homeowners and
renters have consequences for social citizenship, with potentially detrimental effects on
future social integration and civic engagement.

Access to stable and safe housing is central to the structural integration of immigrants
(Nielsen et al. 2015). In Norway, a welfare state with a highly privatised housing sector
that privileges homeownership, immigrants often find themselves in a disadvantageous
position (Shifter Andersen, Turner, and Søholt 2013; Vassenden 2014).

Much research on immigrant housing has focused on socio-economic barriers to
homeownership. This is not surprising as becoming a homeowner is a major investment,
which for most people means acquiring a mortgage (Normann 2017). Much less
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attention has been given to religious and cultural factors in immigrant housing. Recent
research from Canada, however, finds that for Muslim migrants of African origin, reli-
gion is a key factor shaping their housing decisions, identifying the prohibition of riba
as a particular barrier to homeownership (Mensah and Williams 2013). Religion also
factors into Somalis’ decision-making in Nordic countries, shaping the way they perceive
possibilities within housing markets (Horst et al. 2013; Nielsen et al. 2015). Building on
these insights, we probe further the role of religion in immigrants housing in Norway,
specifically. We focus on the significance of the prohibition of riba in a context where
no interest-free alternatives to conventional finance exist, asking how that affects our
research participants’ thoughts and decisions related to homeownership.

In Norway, as in other secular welfare states, religion is commonly considered a
private matter, outside the purview of the state. In dominant discourses on secularity
and religion in Europe, the secular is associated with modernity and rationality and
placed in opposition to religion, often represented as backward and irrational (Aesch-
bach 2020). These discourses of secularism and religion leave limited space for the reli-
gious differences within the state’s institutions and policies. The prohibition of riba when
practiced in non-Muslim majority societies in the West is often viewed as an anachron-
ism, standing in sharp contrast to the normative logics of modern, secular capitalism.
These conceptions contribute to a representation of Muslims as backward and hinders
their integration into Norwegian society.

3. Negotiating norms, identity and belonging

To examine how our informants make sense of their own choices related to religion,
housing and finance, we apply insights from the study of social norms. Social norms
are commonly understood as ‘collective awareness about the preferred, appropriate beha-
viours among a certain group of people’ (Chung and Rimal 2016, 3), producing particular
ideals and expectations that individuals within a social group measure themselves and
others against (Bicchieri 2005). Social norms can be informed and legitimised by reli-
gious authority through religious text, the advice of religious leaders, and established
community beliefs. Here we understand norm negotiation as the process of manoeuvring
different ideals and expectations through compliance and resistance, breaking or aligning
with minority and majority norms. Making choices about whether to comply with or
resist conflicting norms involves assessing and prioritising the perceived consequences
of the different choices. What is considered the right choice is contextual and perceived
differently by different social groups. In the context of our research, these choices relate
to ideas of identity and belonging, and ideas of self.

That home, housing, and homeownership is related to identity and belonging is well
established in housing studies (Bright and Hopkins 2011; Fox 2007; Saunders 1990) and
studies of immigrant housing (Erdal 2014; Vassenden 2014). Saunders’ seminal UK study
argues that homeownership is ‘[…] an emotional expression of autonomy, security and
personal identity’ (1990, 39) with great financial benefits for individuals and society.
These qualities make homeownership a universal, nearly innate value – desired by all,
independent of context. However, more recent studies have found that tenure preference
is a result of cultural norms and the specific conditions of tenure types (Mandic and
Clapham 1996 in Vassenden 2014, 764), and that tenure systems are a cause rather
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than a product of tenure preference (Kemeny, 1992 in Vassenden 2014, 764). These
findings make it necessary to consider the interaction between social norms and contex-
tual factors in the study of housing and homeownership.

While housing provides necessary shelter, it is more than a physical structure.
Housing is associated with ‘home’, a concept closely related to notions of safety and
security and of identity and belonging (Smith 2015; Vassenden 2014). In his study of dis-
advantaged non-homeowners in Norway, Vassenden argues that ‘homeownership con-
stitutes a significant symbolic boundary, distinguishing ‘insiders’ from ‘outsiders’’
locally at the neighbourhood level and at higher levels of country, society, and nation
(2014, 773). Homeownership becomes a symbolic marker of belonging and for immi-
grants, it constitutes the ‘ultimate proof of successful integration’ (2014). In the Norwe-
gian context, the expectation of homeownership is a social norm in the sense of
influencing not only how people act but also their beliefs and perspectives on owning
and renting (Hulse, Morris, and Pawson 2019).

For some descendants of immigrants, religious and cultural norms associated with
their parents’ countries of origin are under pressure to be re-evaluated vis-à-vis domi-
nant majority norms (Kleist 2010; Næss 2020; Rytter 2010). Our research participants
relate to several social groups as part of majority society (e.g. as professionals, resi-
dents in a neighbourhood, and/or parents in kindergarten and schools) and as part
of minoritized communities (e.g. as Somali or Pakistani and Norwegian and
Muslim and immigrant). Being Muslim immigrants, our research participants are
also embedded in transnational social fields (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004), including
those of their families’ countries of origin and transnational and global Muslim com-
munities (Erdal and Borchgrevink forthcoming). As such, they manoeuvre several,
sometimes conflicting, social norms, which in our context, is understood as ideals
and expectations from family and friends within their minoritised community in
Norway and elsewhere, and also include ideals and expectations expressed by
friends and colleagues in ‘majority society’. These norms and expectations are
further complicated by how our participants partake in social networks marked by
complex and changing dynamics of majority and minority positionalities: In one
setting, they might be a minority within an already-minoritized social dynamic, but
in another, they form part of the majority.

By focusing on the negotiations of these norms, we challenge often taken for granted
binary categories such as ‘secular modernity’ and ‘religious tradition’, ‘Norwegian’ and
‘Muslim’, instead, making space for understanding these women’s situated experiences
and reflections. Drawing on these women’s own reflections on riba and homeownership,
we explore how the interrelated nature of various identity markers (e.g. religion, class,
racialised identities, perceived minority/majority positions within society) and structural
factors (e.g. state institutions and policies, and the emergence of new global Muslim iden-
tities) produce multiple, complex frames of references in which our research participants
operate.

To operationalise our analysis, we juxtapose the dominant majority norm of ‘home-
ownership for all’ and two different minority norms related to the use of interest-
bearing loans to finance homeownership – obtaining a mortgage and not obtaining a
mortgage – found among the Pakistani and Somali communities in Norway. The
norms identified and described here are ideal types, simplified for the purpose of this
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analysis. In reality, these norms are not clear cut nor fixed, but rather negotiated and
given meaning by the individual informant in their situated context.

4. Data and methods

In this article, we draw on empirical data from semi-structured interviews conducted in
Oslo between 2017 and 2018. We interviewed 18 Muslim women, 9 of whom had taken
an interest-bearing loan and nine who had not. The research participants were all pro-
fessional women of Pakistani or Somali origins between 27 and 45 years of age with a
higher education degree, and either born in Norway or migrated to Norway at a
young age.

Norwegian Muslims constitute a very diverse, heterogeneous subsection of the popu-
lation. For the purposes of this article, however, we have chosen to focus on Somali and
Pakistani Muslims because they, in the context of housing,

differ markedly from one another in terms of homeownership rates and other factors
such as time and reasons for migrating to Norway, socio-economic indicators, as well as
cultural and religious traditions (see also section 5).

Taking a qualitative, inductive approach, we examine how these women reflect on
their experiences and the choices they have made. In doing so, we adopt a lived religion
approach, placing emphasis on how religion is practiced in everyday life outside of
formal religious institutions (Ammerman 2016). Our interest is to understand how
our research participants interpret Islamic norms and how these and other social
norms influence the choices they make regarding housing and finance. In our interviews
with our research participants, we did not discuss the particularities of Islamic scripture,
nor were we seeking an authoritative or ‘true’ interpretation of Islam. Rather, we under-
stand religion as socially constructed, providing norms and practices that are ascribed
meaning and religious significance by our research participants. All the research partici-
pants self-identified as Muslims (Brubaker 2013) and they were recruited primarily
through our existing contacts among Pakistani and Somali communities in Oslo and
through snowball sampling within the social circles of these contacts. As such, the
research participants are not to be understood as representative of the Norwegian
Muslim population, nor are the four stories we present in more detail (in Section 6) to
be understood as representative of Pakistanis or Somalis in Norway. Rather, these
stories have been selected because they highlight some of the central trends we see emer-
ging from our material.

The interviews focused on our participants’ housing situation, if they had taken a
mortgage, and enquiring about their thought processes in making these decisions. We
also discussed broader ideas about the relationship between Islam and financial
matters, asking them to reflect on how gender, generational and transnational dimen-
sions may have influenced their thinking. Open questions allowed the research partici-
pants to steer the focus of the conversations, often unravelling themes we had not
anticipated would come up. The interviews lasted between one and two hours.

All interviews were conducted in Norwegian and then transcribed and coded. We
have analysed the interviews abductively, coding the interview transcripts through a
set of pre-defined thematic nodes, and inductively, allowing themes to emerge in our
empirical material.
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While doing our research, we made a concerted effort to keep the particularities of our
positionality critically in mind. As such, we recognise our positions of power as two Nor-
wegian female researchers racialised as ‘white’, doing research on minoritised commu-
nities that are often marginalised in Norwegian public and academic discourse. We
have attempted to mitigate this power imbalance by adopting an inductive research
method, creating space for our participants to reflect on their experiences on their
own terms. However, research relationships can never achieve ‘neutrality’, and we recog-
nise that the work of critical self-reflexivity in social science research is a continuous
process.

5. Norwegian Pakistanis and Somalis: background

Starting with labour migration from Pakistan in the late 1960s, the Norwegian-Pakistani
community in Norway is one of the oldest immigrant groups in the country (Erdal 2014).
In 2019, approximately 38,000 people of Pakistani origin were living in Norway, mostly
in and around Oslo (Statistics Norway 2019). Somali immigrants have arrived in Norway
primarily as refugees or through family reunification schemes (Horst et al. 2013), starting
in the 1980s and increasing after the collapse of the Somali state in 1991. Approximately,
42,800 Norwegian-Somali immigrants live in Norway now, most of whom live in Oslo
(Statistics Norway 2019).

According to Statistics Norway, 85% of Norwegian-Pakistanis live in housing owned
by themselves or someone in their household, compared to only 19.8% of Norwegian-
Somalis (Vrålstad 2017). Homeownership among immigrants is seen to increase with
the length of residence in the country, and the 85% homeownership rate among Norwe-
gian-Pakistani is similar to that of immigrant groups with comparable lengths of resi-
dence (e.g. immigrants from Sri Lanka 83%, Vietnam 85% and Bosnia Herzegovina 86%).

Tracing the housing trajectories of Pakistani and Somali immigrants and their chil-
dren also reveals that this gap is shaped by structural opportunities and constraints
related to the reason for migration and the situation in Norway at their time of arrival
(Erdal and Borchgrevink forthcoming; Søholt 2001). When Pakistanis began arriving
in Norway, structural conditions were more favourable for entering the housing
market as more governmental schemes were available then for employment and
housing.4 As those schemes have been constrained in recent decades, Somali immigrants
to Norway find themselves in a less favourable position to buy (Søholt 2014). 5

While structural conditions, reasons for migration and time of migration partly
explain the dominant trends in Somalia and Pakistani homeownership in Norway,
they do not explain the individual stories that break with these trends. To understand
how religious norms influence our informants’ choices and negotiations, we also need
to consider the various ways of interpreting Islam in the two immigrant communities
with an acknowledgment that these ‘ways’ of interpreting Islam are not static nor
fixed, but shaped by the secular Norwegian contexts, and changing religious, global cul-
tural, and transnational trends. The first Pakistani immigrants to Norway arrived at a
time when contemporary conceptions of Islamic finance were in its infancy, and
Islamic adherents generally attached little importance to the prohibition against riba
(Erdal and Borchgrevink forthcoming): From the start, they utilised special state loans
for immigrants and loans from conventional banks to acquire property (Erdal and
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Borchgrevink forthcoming). Today, taking an interest-bearing loan has become the norm
in the Norwegian-Pakistani community.6 However, with the growth of Islamic finance
internationally, and increasing awareness about riba among members of the Muslim
population, the main Pakistani mosques have followed the ECFR fatwa, which legiti-
mized taking interest-bearing loans ‘out of necessity’.

In contrast, the main Norwegian-Somali mosques do not endorse the ECFR fatwa. We
can see that this non-recognition of the fatwa combined with socio-economic barriers to
homeownership can, at least in part, explain the strong norm against taking interest-
bearing loans to buy property within this community.

6. Negotiating minority and majority norms

In this section, we focus our analysis on how Norwegian Muslim professional women
position themselves vis-a-vis the dominant majority norm of homeownership, and two
different religiously informed minority norms on housing and finance, and how they
negotiate their positions. For our Norwegian-Pakistani informants, taking an interest-
bearing mortgage constitutes the minority norm, whereas for our Norwegian-Somali
informants, the opposite is the case: refraining from taking an interest-bearing loan rep-
resents the minority norm. We present the stories of four informants: Merium7 and
Amina with family backgrounds from Pakistan and Alba and Hawa with family back-
grounds from Somalia. In our typology below, we extrapolate four categories based on
our informants’ immigrant background (Pakistani or Somali) and position towards
taking an interest-bearing loan (taken, or not taken, a loan). We are focusing on 4 of
the 18 stories, as we see them as representing the dominant viewpoints expressed
among the larger sample. Where relevant, insights from other parts of our data are
included to bring nuance to their stories.

6.1. Merium, 36, Norwegian-Pakistani, has taken an interest-bearing loan.
Aligns with majority and minority norms

Merium, 36, owns a house with her husband in a suburban area in Oslo where they live
with their three children. Merium works as a teacher in a primary school. She came to
Norway from Pakistan in the early 1980s, when she was 4 years old and consequently
went to school in Norway. Her father bought his first flat in the 1970s and, since then,
the family had changed houses a few times before they bought a multi-generational
family home, where they now live together with Merium and her husband. Merium’s
family’s experiences follow a common housing trajectory among Norwegian-Pakistanis
(Erdal and Borchgrevink forthcoming). To afford the house, Merium’s father acquired
a mortgage in a conventional bank. He, like other early Pakistani immigrants, did not
attach much importance to the prohibition of riba at the time. As ideas and practices
of Islamic finance have developed over the past decades, the awareness of these issues
has also risen among Norwegian Muslims.

Merium is active in the women’s group in the mosque she attends, a mosque estab-
lished by and predominantly attended by Norwegian-Pakistanis. Although Merium
believes awareness about riba has risen among Muslims in Norway in recent years,
she says it is not discussed much in the women’s group. She says taking loans ‘has
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become normal among Pakistanis’. Like many other Norwegian-Pakistanis, Merium
understands the prohibition of riba as prohibiting interest, but she also believes excep-
tions are possible when necessary. Her interpretation aligns with the ECFR fatwa,
which also serves as a guiding authority in many other Norwegian-Pakistani mosques.
Merium explains her interpretation of the fatwa this way:

(The fatwa is) what gives us at least a slightly good conscience or safety… again, like I said,
you take a loan to buy a flat or a house, but then the intention is to try and pay as soon as
possible. It doesn’t mean that you can take a loan for anything. (…) It’s just for what you
need. You can’t (take a loan for) more than one house. That’s what’s given us security
(…) that the imam has said it (…)

Like many others, she emphasises that the fatwa allows interest-based loans for what
you need and not for luxury items that could be obtained through regular savings, such as
cars or household appliances.

And Merium believes that being a homeowner is a necessity in Norway:

Islam is a holistic thing, it’s not just about praying and fasting, and that you can’t have interest,
but then again you can’t do that much [about it]… those who think about this, they try to be
as careful as possible. So instead of having big houses you think about what there is an actual
need for (…) instead of having a loan with interest they try to choose a lower living standard in
order to avoid this, but at the same time we see others who are thinking ‘this is what it’s like in
Norway, we don’t have any choice’ so then of course there is a lot of pressure and that goes for
everyone regardless of religion, it is a part of life to buy a new car, a house, to invest.

When Merium takes an interest-bearing loan, her choice aligns both with the majority
of homeownership, and the minority norm permitting interest-based mortgage ‘out of
necessity’.

6.2. Amina, 35, Norwegian-Pakistani, has not taken an interest-bearing loan.
Breaks with majority and minority norms.

Amina was born in Norway, and today, she works as a medical doctor in a municipal
position with a high income. Amina rents an apartment with her husband and one
child, and she is expecting a second child. She decided not to buy a flat because she
believes riba is prohibited in Islam, a position she arrived at following a religious awaken-
ing in her 20s:

I started to read [the Quran] and then found out that it [the prohibition of riba] is described
in really strong words. The Quran is not using such strong words about anything else… that
the one who takes an interest-bearing loan is declaring war against God and his Prophet… I
haven’t come across any other thing described so strongly, so I was taken aback and thought
I have to learn more about it

Amina came to this realisation when she had just bought a flat together with her
parents. Her parents already owned a flat, which they had sold to finance a larger one.
As Amina was a medical student at the time, the promise of her future earnings was
key to securing a larger mortgage. According to Amina, she nor her parents thought
much about the issue of riba at that time. New religious knowledge, however, made
Amina re-evaluate her position on having a mortgage. To Amina, the solution was to
pay back the loan as soon as possible.
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After I learned about interest-bearing loans not being right [according to Islam], my brother
and I really started working to pay back the loan… I nearly killed myself (laughs) working to
get rid of it.

The prohibition of riba is central to Amina’s faith. However, she relates her decision
not strictly to the situation in Norway but to broader ideas about how an interest-bearing
economy preserves an unjust economic system wherein, as she says, ‘the poorer gets
poorer, while the richer gets richer’.

Amina is active in a mosque in Oslo where many of her interlocutors, like herself, are
pious and ideologically aware Muslims grown up in Norway. They share a universalistic
understanding of Islam, which can be seen as breaking with their parents’more ethnically
oriented religious outlook (Bendixsen 2013; Borchgrevink and Erdal 2017). They seek
knowledge from authorities online and through transnational networks, including
knowledge and authority on questions of Islam and finance (Borchgrevink and Erdal
forthcoming; Brekke and Larsen 2020). They often discuss how Islamic finance can be
made available in Norway.

For a while, Amina was involved in Global Housing, a private initiative set up by a
group of Muslims working to make interest-free housing finance available in Norway.
While the initiative was halted (due to existing financial regulation in Norway), Amina
still hopes alternatives to conventional interest-bearing housing finance will become
available in the future.

While Amina maintains high ideals for herself, she finds the economic realities of
living in Norway challenging. Expecting her second child, Amina sometimes thinks
about foregoing a potentially lucrative long-term financial investment. If she had taken
a mortgage to buy a house, she could have paid down the loan instead of paying the
monthly rent. Yet, her religious conviction and wish for spiritual rewards is stronger
than her desire for material gain:

(…) there is also the spiritual side to this, right? And I am thinking that as long as one is
doing something that one thinks is right, then you will get it back somehow (laughs)…
maybe not here, but some other time(…) in the next life (…) I am thinking that the children
will manage, that education is the most important… I mean, we have managed.

Homeownership has become the norm among Norwegian Pakistanis. When
Amina and other Norwegian- Pakistani informants choose not to become home-
owners due to riba, they break with norms and expectations prevalent in Norwegian
majority society and within the Norwegian-Pakistani community. To these infor-
mants, it has not been an easy decision, as they are frequently questioned by families
and friends.

Amina says the social and practical consequences of her decision have been relatively
few. She worked arduously to pay back quickly the mortgage she had taken with her
parents. Now she is in a position where she and her husband have found an affordable
place to rent in the less expensive outskirts of Oslo.

However, Amina’s case may be exceptional in this way. Irum (32, IT professional in
Oslo) says she faced strong condemnation for her decision not to take a loan:

It is very important in our generation that we have a house, cars, and such things, and you
cannot get that if you don’t take an interest-bearing loan. No one is so rich that they just can
(buy these things without a loan) … and it is a taboo…when you have studied for a long
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time, you have a good job, but still you don’t own a flat, you don’t own anything… that’s like
‘wow.’

The ‘wow’ in Irum’s story refers to a condemnation of her choice not to buy a home
for religious reasons. The normalisation of homeownership means that not taking a loan
seems deviant. Still, Irum is firm about her own decision not to take an interest-bearing
loan and believes others around her, in the end, admire her religious commitment.

My father thinks I am the biggest fool (laughs). We have tough discussions about it (taking
interest-bearing loans), but even if my siblings and friends see it as impractical (not to take a
loan), I think they are proud of me for making that choice and sticking with it…

For Amina and Irum, deciding not to take an interest-bearing loan to become a home-
owner involves breaking with majority norms of homeownership (and the related associ-
ations with being a good Norwegian citizen and an ‘ideal’ immigrant) and minority
norms (the interpretation of riba as being acceptable out of necessity). Furthermore,
their decisions break with expectations from the Norwegian-Pakistani community of
striving for wealth creation (‘you are in a position to do, why don’t you?’) and
conflicts with the prevailing narratives about Pakistanis as being the model immigrant
group.

6.3. Hawa, 34, Norwegian-Somali, has not taken loan. Breaks with majority
norms, aligns with minority norms.

Hawa is a 34-year-old woman of Somali origin. She came to Norway with her parents
when she was three years old and completed all her schooling in Norway. Today, she
works as a nurse and rents a three-bedroom flat with her husband, where they live
with their three children in a residential area in central Oslo. She and her husband
have decided not to take a loan ‘for religious reasons’.

It is not allowed to take an interest-bearing loan in Islam, and that is why we have chosen not
to do it even if we both, my husband and I, work a lot and have the opportunity to take a
loan(…) It wasn’t a big decision really. We had both decided, before we married, where we
stand religiously on such issues. So, we both knew that this was something that we absolutely
didn’t want… even if it is a lot of money to pay (in rent) every month. We could have
bought (a flat), but we have our religious standpoint and have decided that this is how it is.

Hawa follows a strict interpretation of riba, which aligns with what we heard from
many Norwegian Somali research participants. Referring to the Quran, they frequently
explain how taking an interest-bearing loan ‘is the greatest sin’ and tantamount to
going ‘to war with God’.

Hawa further explains how breaking the religious norm, by obtaining an interest-
based loan, is believed to produce negative effects and that these actions are used to
explain economic, health and family-related problems.

there are very few Norwegian-Somalis that take a (an interest based) loan… and of those
who do, well I don’t know how to say this, we don’t freeze them out, we definitely don’t
do that, but at the same time, when you know how great a sin it is in Islam, and they
have decided to do it, and if they get health issues, or financial or marriage problem, then
they will, I think, hear that, if it happens with them, that it is because of that … because
of taking that loan.
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While Hawa is careful to underline that taking or not taking interest-bearing loans are
everyone’s individual choice, it is evident from her and other of our informants’ accounts
that breaking with the minority norm can lead to social sanctions from members of the
Norwegian/Somali community.

While Hawa and her husband have chosen to forego home ownership for religious
reasons, other Somali immigrants have not been in a socio-economic position to
obtain a loan from a conventional bank necessary to buy a house (Horst et al. 2013; Vas-
senden 2014). In these cases, where people are facing socio-economic barriers to home-
ownership, it becomes difficult to distinguish purely between religious reasons and
economic ones. But for Hawa and other informants who have sufficient financial
means to buy, not taking a loan is a conscious choice. Hawa breaks with majority
norms (by not buying a home) but aligns with minority norms (by adhering to prohibi-
tions to riba). To Hawa and others of our research participants who have decided to not
take up a loan with interest, the fear of doing something wrong makes such a decision
‘too risky’: it would be to go against the will of God and against dominant community
norms.

6.4. Alba, 34, Norwegian-Somali, has taken an interest-bearing loan to buy a
flat. Aligns with majority norms, breaks with minority norms.

Alba immigrated to Norway when she was four years old and went to school in Norway.
She holds a bachelor’s degree in social work and is employed in the public welfare sector.
With her husband, she owns a three-bedroom apartment in an Oslo suburb, where they
live with their two children.

Growing up, Alba’s parents rented an apartment in a smaller city outside Oslo. The
rental market there was less expensive and precarious. As a result, she did not experience
the difficulty of shifting from place to place, but now, living in Oslo with her children, the
stories of her friends made her think about the advantages of buying:

I have a friend who told me that she had bought a flat – she was a little more religious than
me really – so I was very surprised thinking ‘wow!’ She told me that she has moved several
times during the years she grew up in Oslo and that she didn’t like it, and that now that she
has two children she thought that her children should not have that same experience that she
has had: moving all the time, changing school… (changing) friends, right.

To guide their decision-making, Alba and her husband sought out different opinions
on the matter, keeping a list of pros and cons. Alba consulted Muslim friends with family
backgrounds from countries other than Somalia. After hearing different opinions on riba
– and seeing that more and more of their friends were buying – she and her husband
decided to buy. After long considerations about how to interpret the religious rule, she
is still not certain if it was the right choice:

I hope, now that we have bought a flat, that He sees our intentions, because in the end, it is
Him we will stand before in the afterlife. This is what I think, and it is a choice I have made
(…) I am not (thinking) ‘yes, I did the right thing’, but I did what I felt I had to do and I
stand for it and I hope, like, that God will forgive me and that He sees the good intention
behind it. This is what I hope. (…) my family came to Norway, I grew up her as a kid, and I
wish to settle and feel like a full citizen, right? Because I am not going anywhere, I don’t plan
to move back to Somalia.
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To Alba, being a homeowner is closely tied to the notion of belonging and citizenship.
By becoming a homeowner, Alba challenges her parents’ opinions:

The most difficult was to tell our parents that we planned to buy a flat, right (laughs) and that
we were to take up a loan. They supported us, but they couldn’t understand why we needed
to do it; you have income, you can rent… it is not a problem to rent when you have an
income, right?… ‘you are not dependent on the state for economic support’ … ’you are
economically self-sufficient’. They didn’t understand. (They said) ‘you can save money,
and look at possibilities of getting a loan from Global Housing or an Islamic bank8 and
look for other possibilities first’. For us it wasn’t urgent, but we were thinking that the
housing market will just get worse and worse, and when you are a first-time buyer it is
not that easy to get into the housing market. So, we thought, we’ll just do it…we
decided ourselves, so we did it – and yes, they supported us after a while…

Alba expresses the tensions of intergenerational differences between immigrant
parents and their children who grew up in Norway (also noted by other respondents
in our study). While some immigrant parents even had difficulty paying rent due to
lack of financial means, they do not see that as a significant problem for their children.

These tensions also reveal the different experiences existing among Norwegian-
Somalis, and how the structural challenges and opportunities that change with time
and place affect individuals and the choices they make. To Alba and many of our infor-
mants, all raised in Norway, homeownership is valued for its concrete material, economic
benefits, and symbolic value of belonging and citizenship:

I am here now; this is where I have settled down. I have grown up here, gotten my education
here. I work here; I have a lot of rights and obligations here, as a citizen (…) To me, to be
part of Norway is to establish myself. I can’t just rent, and my children rent (…) do you
understand what I mean? I need to own, so that my children feel that they have wealth here.

7. Discussion

In our analysis, we have examined how four ideal type positions on the relationship
between the majority norm of homeownership for all and two different minority
norms of taking an interest-bearing loan or not. Our analysis reveals that the prohibition
of riba matters significantly to most of our research participants, although we find great
diversity in how our they reflect upon their decision about taking an interest-based loan.
To some, any kind of interest is seen as strictly religiously prohibited, while others con-
sider it permissible to take one to finance a home ‘out of necessity’. Although the respect-
ive interpretations of riba dominant in the two communities appear strong, we find that
the women in our study actively considered Islamic scripture and their own codes of
ethics when they decide whether to obtain a loan with interest. We find that transnational
and global trends in Islam play a role and that these sometimes break with the established
community norms.

We find that our research participants weigh their religious considerations about riba
with the practical, economic, and social consequences their decisions carry. It is clear that
our research participants do not interpret the religious norms in a vacuum. Across our
data, we find that our informants are making conscious, individual choices, weighing
social norms, expectations, and potential sanctions against each other. These nego-
tiations reflect the changing roles and expectations of Muslim women in Norway,
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whose status and responsibilities, socially and economically, would have been unthink-
able for many in their mothers’ generation.

The intersections between the different temporalities of the two communities’
migration histories to Norway, and historical changes in Norwegian national govern-
mental schemes, create a clear inter-generational effect, productive of our informants’
emphasis on what makes their choices and reflections different from previous gener-
ations. For our Norwegian-Somali informants, their more recent immigration history
to Norway makes them feel like they are in some ways ‘too late’ to the party; they see
themselves as having missed out on the more generous expansionist schemes for home-
ownership in previous decades. This change makes their choice not to take interest-based
loans (for religious and socio-economic reasons) arguably different from the choices
made by our Norwegian-Pakistani informants, whose parents are more likely to have
entered homeownership through various means (including the aforementioned govern-
mental schemes of the 1970s and 1980s). We argue that our informants’ perceptions of
these structural and temporal factors shape their choices today. We find that the duration
of stay in Norway plays a role for our informants and that this is directly related to their
perceived socio-economic situation today. For our Norwegian-Somali informants, this is
seen as particularly salient, as they are often more likely to resist obtaining a mortgage –
for economic, social or religious reasons – than Norwegian-Pakistanis. Hence, the differ-
ence in inter-generational wealth has put otherwise upwardly mobile Norwegian-Somali
women at a significant disadvantage when it comes to achieving the majority norm of
homeownership. Further, the changing nature of the Norwegian welfare state policy
regime produces a significant part of the foundation onto which these women formulate
their own religious practice vis-à-vis expectations and aspirations for being a ‘good
Muslim’ and a ‘good Norwegian citizen’.

To both groups, however, homeownership emerges as a salient metaphor for belong-
ing and allegiance to Norwegian society. For those who have taken a loan, homeowner-
ship is a marker of successful integration and of being a good Norwegian citizen. For
those who have not taken a loan ‘for religious reasons’, homeownership becomes a
symbol of exclusion from the norm and a reminder of difference. This finding corre-
sponds with the Vassenden’s study, where the polarity of homeowner/not-homeowner
represents a symbolic boundary delineating insiders and outsiders (2014, 773). In our
analysis, focused on the religious dimensions, we find that the privileging of homeow-
nership within secular welfare state housing policies do not recognise the religious
differences and presents barriers to being ‘a good Muslim’ and ‘a good Norwegian
citizen’.

We see a growing awareness among our informants towards an identity as ‘global
Muslims’. These identities, shaped by transnational and global trends in Islam, seem
to be more salient than our informants’ feelings of belonging to their own ‘ethnic’
group (although more so for Norwegian-Pakistanis than Norwegian-Somalis). These
feelings exist alongside their strong identification with being Norwegian. Homeowner-
ship and the question of whether to take a loan with interest brings these different iden-
tities into conversation with each other. Our informants did not see these multiple
‘identities’ as mutually exclusive. However, the dominant homeownership norm – and
the lack of interest-free financing alternatives – made some of our informants’ question
whether there is room for them to be both Muslim and Norwegian.
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To some of our informants, religious convictions – often framed as the fear of God
and the promise of rewards in the afterlife – is more important than wealth in the
present day. Among these women, we find that several questions why they should
have to choose. They view the lack of interest-based housing finance as discriminatory,
affecting both their ability to obtain a home and to feel at home. By making choices based
on religious norms in the secular Norwegian context, these women are placed in a dis-
advantaged position economically. As mentioned above (Section 2), this can have
further structurally detrimental effects, with these women’s social citizenship, and their
ability for continued social integration and civic engagement in Norwegian society
being impeded (Sørvoll and Nordvik 2020).

These secular discourses further contribute to the differentiation of ‘the Muslim
other’, where the Muslims that are conforming to secular majority norms (such as that
of homeownership) are defined in majority discourses on integration as ‘good
Muslims’ (e.g. ‘fitting’, ‘integratable’), while those who do not become ‘difficult
Muslims’ (e.g. ill-fitting, non-integratable). Our informants, however, are aware of
these dichotomous framings, which also play into their negotiations over what it
means to be a ‘a good Muslim’, ‘an ideal immigrant’, and ‘a good Norwegian citizen’.

8. Conclusion

In this article, we set out to analyse how Muslim women (from Norwegian-Pakistani and
Norwegian-Somali backgrounds) negotiate majority and minority norms as relating to
questions of obtaining a mortgage and the Islamic prohibition of riba (interest). We
address a substantial gap in the current literature by bringing together research on
Islamic finance, gender, religion, ideas of belonging, and literature on the relationship
between housing and integration. Here, we contribute to the study of immigrant
housing by placing a focus on religion. By adding religion to the equation, we shed
light on the little-understood role of religious norms and moralities in shaping immi-
grant housing options and choices. We find that the religious norm matter but that
these norms are entwined with broader economic and social considerations regarding
housing and finance.

Our analysis of (majority/minority norms) reveals a complex picture where both the
majority norm of homeownership for all and the different minority norms have a signifi-
cant influence on our research participants. Furthermore, through our focus on Muslim
women professionals, we shed light on the new roles and expectations for Muslim min-
ority women in Norway. An investigation into the role of religion opens up the possibility
for a more nuanced understanding of the opportunities and constraints that affect immi-
grant women’s choices and reveals how religious norms are interpreted differently with
the different immigrant groups, providing insights into the agency exercised by the
women in these processes.

In a time characterised by increased cultural diversity, globalisation, and transna-
tionalism, there is a need for policies that take immigrants women’s housing
options and choices into account. Shedding light on the complex negotiation of
these processes could help inform housing policies that make it easier for Norwegian
Muslims to live more fulfilling and productive lives across intertwining social and
relational fields.
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Notes

1. Market assessments conducted by conventional banks have concluded that the market is too
small, and private Muslim initiatives have not managed to launch, hindered primarily by
national regulatory frameworks prohibiting interest-free initiatives (DNB 2007 in Brekke
2018; Brekke and Larsen 2020).

2. We understand the words ‘minority’ and ‘majority’ not as stable, essentialised designations
for group identity, but rather as socially constructed, relational and situated modes of
identification. We underscore this anti-essentialist understanding of these words by
making use also of the word ‘minoritized’ to refer to individuals or groups. We do this to
point to the processual and inherently unstable nature of these identity markers (Brubaker
and Cooper 2000).

3. We understand gender, and the categories of ‘man’ and ‘woman’ as socially constructed,
relational and situated categories of identification (Crenshaw 1991).

4. Such as through the Association for Immigrant Housing (SIBO), later changed to the
Association for Immigrant and Refugees Housing (SIFBO) (Brochmann and Hagelund
2012; Søholt 2001).

5. While the early period was marked by insecure and difficult working and living con-
ditions (Korbøl and Midtbøen 2018), with many Norwegian-Pakistanis experiencing
racism and discrimination, the Norwegian-Pakistani community has in recent years
been heralded as an integration success story (Erdal and Borchgrevink forthcoming).
Conversely, Norwegian-Somalis often have a very different experience of stigmatization
and discrimination, often seen as ‘the most difficult immigrants’ (Fangen 2006; Næss
2020).

6. From the 1970s the Pakistani migrants and their decedents have advanced housing careers
moving from cooperative housing to full ownership, gradually acquiring larger property,
and is today owning more property than the average of the total population (Vrålstad 2017).

7. All names are pseudonyms.
8. The Global Housing initiative has not become operative, and due to international financial

regulations, it is not possible to obtain a mortgage from an international Islamic bank while
residing in Norway.
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