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Abstract When it comes to sharia regulations – or the question of Islamic norms 

more broadly – there are few areas which are of more direct relevance for the dai-

ly life of Muslims than the question of what to eat. For meat to be halal, several Is-

lamic theologians have claimed that animals must be conscious at the time of 

slaughter. This method of slaughter, however, is not allowed under the laws of 

Norway, which require animals to be stunned before they can be killed. This 

creates a dilemma for Muslims who wish to live in accordance with Islamic norms. 

Is it permissible to eat meat which is not slaughtered according to strict 

interpretations of Islamic law? Various answers have been given, both in Norway 

and elsewhere. This article describes for the first time the history of the halal 

debate among Muslims in Norway. I show that the content of halal regulations in 

the country has been influenced by theology but also by politics, in various bids 

for influence and status. The approach of the Islamic Council of Norway, the 

principal organization dictating halal regulations, has shifted no less than four 

times: from acceptance of stunning, to skepticism, to acceptance, to skepticism, 

and finally to renewed acceptance. Theological concerns among Muslims have 

played a role in this process, but social context and politics have been just as 

important. The debate over the regulation of halal slaughter may provide a 

window onto broader debates on how Muslim communities adapt Islamic norms 

to life in societies in which the ethical norms of non-Muslim majorities are often 

dominant.

Halal slaughter is a hugely controversial topic among Muslims. 
What kind of meat is actually halal, that is, allowed, for Mus-
lims? The traditional mode of performing Islamic slaughter is 
by killing with a cut to the throat to a living animal, while invo-
king the name of Allah. Animals must be healthy, and consci-
ous at the time of slaughter, and the blood must be subsequent-
ly drained from the carcass. This method, however, is not allow-

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 16 (2) · 2022 · pp. 136-155

Regulations in flux: Theology, 
politics, and halal slaughter in 
Norway

Olav Elgvin

Temasektion

Nøgleord: 

Islam in Norway, halal food, Islamic 

slaughter, sharia regulations

Olav Elgvin is a post-doctoral researcher employed on the Cancode project at 

Bergen University, and an adjunct associated professor at MF -Norwegian 

School of Theology, Religion and Society



137

ed under the laws of Norway (and some other European coun-
tries), which require animals to be stunned before their throat 
can be cut. This creates a dilemma for Muslims who wish to live 
in accordance with Islamic norms. Is it permissible to eat meat 
which is not slaughtered according to this interpretation of Is-
lamic law? Various answers have been given, both in Norway 
and elsewhere (Armanios and Ergene 2018: 125). Some have clai-
med that Muslims may eat meat from animals that have been 
slaughtered by Jews and Christians, that is, the people of the 
book. Others have rejected this claim, but have said that 
pre-stunning can be accepted as long as the animal does not die 
when it is stunned, and that the slaughter takes place under an 
Islamic invocation. Still others have rejected both alternatives, 
and have maintained that the only meat that is acceptable to eat 
is from animals which have not been not pre-stunned. 

Why do some of these interpretations prevail for specific 
communities at specific times? This question is of interest not 
only for the study of halal slaughter in itself, but also for the bro-
ader development of Islamic communities and Islamic thought 
in Europe. When it comes to sharia regulations – or the questi-
on of Islamic norms more broadly – there are few areas which 
are of more direct relevance for the daily life of Muslims than 
the question of what to eat. Thus, the debate over the regulation 
of halal slaughter may provide a window onto broader debates 
on how Muslim communities adapt Islamic norms to life in so-
cieties in which the ethical norms of the non-Muslim majoriti-
es are often dominant. 

This article describes for the first time the history of the halal 
debate among Muslims in Norway: what kind of meat can 
Norwegian Muslims eat, and how should this meat be provided? 
I do this by looking at the “interrelated working of religious doc-
trine, and economic and political factors”, as Yakin, Christians 
and Dupret have recently called for in a thorough volume on 
halal debates (2021, 10). Halal regulations in Norway have been 
influenced by both theology and politics, in the broad sense of 
the word. The approach of the Islamic Council of Norway has 
shifted on several occasions: from acceptance of stunning, to 
skepticism, to renewed acceptance, to skepticism, and again to 
acceptance. Theological concerns among Muslims have clearly 
played a role in this process, but politics and power have also 
mattered. The juridical and political opportunity structures in 
Norwegian society have laid out the limits for possible approach-
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es to Islamic slaughter, but halal regulations have also been in-
fluenced by internal power struggles among various actors and 
factions in the Islamic field in Norway, who have contested each 
other’s interpretations in bids for influence and status. 

Islamic slaughter in Norway and the issue of 
stunning

Is Islamic slaughter an important issue to study for researchers 
of Islam in Europe? In 2014 I began research for my PhD, which 
ended up being about the Islamic Council of Norway (often 
shortened as IRN in Norway and in this article), the main um-
brella organization for mosques in the country. As I prepared 
questions for the initial round of interviews, I had some ideas 
about what would constitute the most important or controver-
sial issues. I assumed that these would be related to issues which 
were perceived as contentious in society at large in Norway: the 
role of women, homosexuality, how to deal with violent extre-
mists, and so on. But during several interviews it emerged that 
some of the most important internal issues preoccupying the or-
ganization had nothing to do with the issues perceived as most 
pressing in the media. Questions relating to the Islamic holiday 
calendar and how to determine prayer times had been impor-
tant. Another prominent issue had been Islamic slaughter or the 
requirements of halal meat. An interaction from an interview 
with a prior board member of the IRN about his time in the or-
ganization in the early 2000s shows how this could play out:

Me: Ok, tell me about more about your time in the 
organization. Were there any issues which were 
controversial, which created discussions, etcetera?

Interviewee: Not that I recall actually. Or, you know, 
the halal controversy of course, but I’m sure you already 
know all about that. 

Me: Ah, the halal controversy, interesting, please tell 
me more. 
(Interview conducted 16.04.2019)

I had actually never heard about the halal controversy he men-
tioned before this interview. In the published research on Islam 
in Norway there was not much to be found about the issue of 
halal or Islamic slaughter (for some representative examples, see 
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Bangstad and Linge 2013; Jacobsen 2010; Østberg 2003; Vogt 
2008). But this and other interviews made it clear that disagre-
ements about halal food had been one of the most important di-
sagreements in the organization – and perhaps more broadly 
among Muslims in Norway – in the 2000s and 2010s. 

The major issue, it seemed, was the issue of stunning. Was it 
permissible to eat meat if the animals had been stunned before 
being killed? In a recent reference work on the history of the Is-
lamic approaches to halal food, Febe Armanios and Bogac Er-
gene outline three main positions regarding the permissibility 
of pre-stunning: “1. Permitted with no limitations, if performed 
by the ‘people of the book’; 2. Permitted with limitations; 3. Not 
permitted” (Armanios and Ergene 2018: 125). 

Pre-stunning did not exist in pre-modern times, so there was 
no clear answer to be found among the classical jurists. The le-
nient approach, which has been championed by modern scho-
lars such as Yusuf al-Qaradawi, is based on the long-standing 
principle in Islamic law that Muslims may buy meat from Jews 
and Christians, even if the animal has not been not slaughtered 
according to Islamic regulations. In pre-modern times, this ap-
pears to have been the dominant approach both theologically 
and socially in Sunni-dominated areas, but not among Shiite 
scholars. It has led some scholars, like Florence Bergeaud-Black-
ler and Francois Gauthier, to claim that the modern preoccupa-
tion with halal slaughter is an invented tradition that has more 
to do with drawing social boundaries than with theology (Ber-
geaud-Blackler 2017; Gauthier 2021). As Armanios and Ergene 
note, however, the preoccupation with the correct way of slaugh-
ter does not seem to be a novel concern for Muslims. They cite 
Carsten Niebuhr, a late eighteenth-century traveler to the Mid-
dle East, who noted that “‘Arabians’ had an aversion for hunting 
wild game because if their prey was killed improperly – that is, 
not according to halal slaughter prescriptions – their labor 
would be wasted” (Armanios and Ergene 2018: 397). Further-
more, as they note, most Muslims generally ate very little meat 
in pre-modern times due to scarcity, so the question was not as 
pressing as it has become today. 

The second approach accepts stunning under some circum-
stances, but only if one can be certain that stunning does not 
lead to death. For scholars and groups who advocate this posi-
tion, it is generally not acceptable to eat the meat slaughtered by 
“the people of the book” in contemporary times, not least if the 
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slaughter is not performed according to Islamic regulations. The 
animal must be slaughtered by a Muslim who invokes the name 
of God, and the stunning must use a method that minimizes the 
chance that the animal will die from the stunning. The third ap-
proach is the most skeptical, and rejects pre-stunning under all 
circumstances. The reasoning is not necessarily that pre-stun-
ning can never be allowed, but that it is impossible to be sure 
that pre-stunning does not lead to immediate death (Armanios 
and Ergene 2018: 128–29). 

For Muslims in many European countries, this is, to a cer-
tain degree, a choice. Given that the law allows the performan-
ce of ritual slaughter without stunning in countries like the UK, 
France, and Germany, that seems to be the preference among an 
increasing number of Muslims in these countries (Armanios 
and Ergene 2018: 135). In countries like Norway, Sweden, Den-
mark, and parts of Belgium, however, stunning is not allowed. 
Ritual slaughter without stunning was banned in Norway in 
1929, after a debate in which anti-Semitic arguments were com-
mon (Snildal 2014). At the same time, Muslims and Jewish com-
munities are allowed a certain quota for the import of non-stun-
ned halal and kosher meat from abroad, which makes eating 
meat much more expensive – and rare – than buying locally pro-
duced meat. How should the Muslims of Norway deal with this 
situation? 

My interviews with actors in the Islamic Council of Norway 
revealed a fascinating story: since the early 2000s, their positi-
on with regard to the requirements of Islamic slaughter seemed 
to have been reversed back and forth no less than four times. 
Why did this happen? This is the question I intend to answer in 
the rest of the article. 

Methodological approach

I will assess this by re-using data from my PhD thesis – a lon-
gitudinal, historical study of the Islamic Council of Norway, the 
central Islamic umbrella organization in the country and the ac-
tor that has been most closely involved in regulating halal 
slaughter. While it addressed a somewhat different set of ques-
tions, it contains ample material concerning halal slaughter. 
Methodologically, the article adopts a form of process tracing: 
identifying the extent to which certain historical developments 
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fit with particular theories, perspectives, or social mechanisms 
(Beach and Pedersen 2013). I use data from written sources, oral 
interviews, and fieldwork observations. The written sources 
cover thousands of items, and include contemporaneous news-
paper records from the central Norwegian media archive Atekst/
retriever, all the written statements by the Islamic Council of 
Norway on their website and on social media since 2000, scho-
larly literature on Islam in Norway, and the private archive of 
Prof. Oddbjørn Leirvik, who was instrumental in prompting the 
creation of the IRN and initiating formal dialogue between it 
and the Church of Norway. I complemented these written sour-
ces with 29 qualitative interviews with key actors in the IRN and 
external interlocutors which were conducted between 2015 and 
2019. The analysis is also informed by fieldwork in various Isla-
mic organizations in Norway, from 2008–2018.

When working with this article in 2021 and 2022, I collected 
additional material specifically related to the issue of halal 
slaughter. I conducted a new search through the Norwegian me-
dia archives in order to find out more about the history of Isla-
mic slaughter in Norway prior to the 2000s, and halal-relevant 
material from later years which I might have overlooked in my 
initial data collection. I surveyed the academic literature on Is-
lam in Norway once again in order to find more about halal 
slaughter, and found three additional publications: one article 
on the coverage of halal food in two Norwegian newspapers 
(Thomas and Selimovic 2015), one blogpost based on a research 
project on the governance on Islam in Norway (Bangstad 2017), 
and most significantly, a thorough report on the markets for 
halal and schechita (kosher) meat in Norway, which was only 
published as an appendix to a larger cross-national report and 
therefore had been difficult to discover (Lever et al. 2010; Vramo 
2010). I then constructed an historical storyline which descri-
bes how the approach to halal slaughter has developed and 
changed in Norway over time. Finally, I attempted to make sen-
se of these changes: What can explain the different stances that 
the Islamic Council of Norway took on halal slaughter?

The early phase (70s-90s): Uncontroversial 
accommodation

The story of halal slaughter in Norway seems to begin in the 
1970s. The Muslim population in Norway began growing in the 
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early ‘70s, following labor migration from Pakistan and other 
Muslim countries. This influx instigated the first phase of halal 
slaughter in Norway, wherein accommodation with pre-stun-
ning seems to have been relatively unproblematic. The newspa-
per sources mention the issue of meat and slaughter twice in the 
1970s: in 1974 and 1976 (Jansson 1974; Magnus and Aaserud 1976). 
Both articles describe slaughterhouses which had begun to cater 
to Muslims by slaughtering using methods they regarded as 
halal. The second of these articles goes into some depth on the 
issue. Most of the 9000 “Muhammedans” in Norway would not 
eat meat which had not been “blessed”, according to the article, 
which reportedly left many of them “undernourished” (Magnus 
and Aaserud 1976). The article describes what most of the Mus-
lims in Norway regarded as requirements for meat to be edible: 
the animal had been slaughtered by a Muslim, who had to invo-
ke the name of Allah. Otherwise, the article points out, the 
slaughtering process was common to “ordinary” slaughter, with 
the animal being stunned prior to getting killed. 

According to the article, Islamic slaughter was often perfor-
med on an ad hoc basis during these years. Muslim butchers 
would occasionally go to butcheries and conduct the ritual 
slaughter of sheep, cows, and chickens. The article also notes 
that there were shops in some of the larger cities where Muslims 
could buy blessed meat. 

Given the scarcity of sources, we cannot know whether the-
se two newspaper articles paint an accurate picture of the soci-
al reality among Muslims at the time. Was it the case that most 
Muslims in Norway only ate meat which had been blessed, or 
was this more of an ideal which Muslim spokespersons claimed 
publicly? We cannot know for sure. It is nevertheless reasonable 
to infer that there was, at the very minimum, a discourse among 
Muslims regarding the need to avoid eating meat which was not 
slaughtered according to Islamic rules. This is interesting in it-
self, given Florence Berneaud-Blackler’s assertion that the pre-
occupation with halal slaughter was largely an invented traditi-
on which only gained steam at a later stage (Bergeaud-Blackler 
2017). Even though these Muslims “could” in principle eat regu-
lar meat, according to several theological authorities, there were 
apparently many among them who chose not to do so. But du-
ring this period, it also seems as if pre-stunning was not percei-
ved as controversial. 

The next milestone came in 1984. According to a newspaper 
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article from 1987, this was the year when the major association 
of Norwegian meat farmers decided to institute Islamic slaugh-
ter on a regular basis in one of their butcheries (Bisseberg 1987). 
The initiative reportedly came from one of the employees in the 
association, who more or less single-handedly created this ar-
rangement, and therefore was “regarded almost like a saint in 
Muslim circles”, according to the article. In the 1980s, it seems 
that pre-stunning was no longer regarded as completely uncon-
troversial. During the late 1970s and 1980s, Islam became increa-
singly institutionalized in Norway; several mosques had been 
established employing imams who came from abroad (Vogt 
2008). In the article, it is stated that an agreement was establis-
hed between the Norwegian veterinary authorities and the Mus-
lim “priesthood” which necessitated lengthy negotiations: “It 
took a whole day to convince the priests that the blood will come 
out just as quickly even though the animal is stunned” (Bisse-
berg 1987). The article also mentions that there were discussions 
about pre-stunning and death. The Muslim representatives de-
manded that the animal should be able to regain consciousness 
if it were not killed after being stunned, and by applying a cur-
rent of 240 volts – the method of stunning at the time – “there 
is a theoretical possibility for that” (ibid.). 

This episode has many interesting aspects. To the best of my 
knowledge, the agreement between the Muslim imams and the 
Norwegian veterinary authorities from 1984 represents the first 
agreement of this kind between Norwegian public authorities 
and Muslim religious authorities. It is probably also the first time 
Islamic leaders came together to produce a written standardiza-
tion of Islamic rules in the Norwegian context which was seen as 
binding across Islamic groups. The agreement lent religious cre-
dentials to the Norwegian way of slaughter, using pre-stunning. 
But the agreement also implicitly recognized the Muslim imams 
– the “priesthood” as stated in the article – as de facto authoriti-
es who could speak on behalf of Muslims. Furthermore, the fact 
that prolonged negotiations were necessary also implies that the 
issue of stunning was not uncomplicated by 1984; stunning was 
accepted, but it was an issue which had to be taken seriously. This 
once again speaks against the hypothesis that the preoccupation 
with Islamic slaughter was merely a later invention. 

Still, an agreement was reached. In the following 15 years, 
there is not much information in the media archive about this 
issue. In the published research on Muslims (and Pakistanis) in 

Olav Elgvin · Regulations in flux: Theology, politics, and halal slaughter in Norway

Scandinavian Journal of Islamic Studies 16 (2) · 2022 · pp. 136-155



144

Norway, the issue of halal food also appeared relatively muted. 
In her thorough treatment of Islam in Norway in the ‘80s and 
‘90s, Kari Vogt briefly mentions that the Islamic Council of 
Norway – which was created in 1993 – established a halal com-
mittee in the 1990s (Vogt 2008: 220), tasked with coordinating 
and overseeing the issue of halal meat in Norway. She mentions 
that some were strict concerning what meat to eat, whereas 
others had a more relaxed attitude (Vogt 2008: 197). But where-
as Vogt describes in depth several conflicts and disagreements 
related to various theological topics, she does not mention 
slaughter or stunning as a source of disagreement. All of this in-
dicates that the issue of stunning did not appear to be much con-
tested during most of this period.

Back and forth in the 2000s

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the first signs emerged that the 
issue of stunning was becoming controversial, with occasional 
mentions in the newspaper archive that there were Muslims who 
were unhappy with pre-stunning. In 1996, it emerged that the 
police in Western Norway were investigating a network which 
was illegally slaughtering and selling meat to Muslims (Frafjord 
1996). It is not clear from the newspaper coverage what the main 
motive was, but the article does note that the illegal meat was 
slaughtered by Muslims so it would comply with Islamic norms. 
The article also said that not all Muslims in Norway were wil-
ling to eat meat from pre-stunned animals (Frafjord 1996). In 
2001 there was a mention that the veterinary authorities in the 
Eastern part of Norway had come across a case of a Muslim who 
had slaughtered sheep without stunning (Johansen 2001). Yet 
the instances of illegal slaughter appear to have been rare, as the-
re are not many confirmed cases in the newspaper archive. What 
these cases do indicate, however, is that at this point there was 
no unanimous agreement among Muslims in Norway that 
pre-stunning was acceptable.

Vramo’s report on the halal market from 2010 also indicates 
that doubts about Norwegian halal food were present in the ear-
ly 2000s. In 2002, the Islamic Council of Norway set up its own 
brand of halal food together with Gilde, the major association 
for Norwegian meat farmers. This brand – Alfathi – was to sell 
sausages, pizzas, and so on (Riaz 2002). According to Vramo’s 
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report, the brand came about as the initiative of a Somali man 
whose vision was that Alfathi should “produce real and serious 
halal products which customers could trust” (Vramo 2010: 66). 
But this process had not been easy, partly because of the difficul-
ty of finding a slaughtering method that the various “Muslim 
groups/communities could agree upon and which the Food Sa-
fety Authority would validate”. The Food Safety Authority was 
not interested in dialogue, which made the whole project dif-
ficult, and may have lessened trust among the Muslim inter-
locutors that their concerns were being addressed. The initiator 
of Alfathi therefore “spent long evenings with different Imams 
in Norway in order to explain, create and convince them that 
Alfathi halal was trustworthy” (Vramo 2010: 66). 

Interestingly, though, there are no traces of this uncertainty 
regarding the Norwegian method of stunning and slaughter in 
the official information from the Islamic Council of Norway. 
When mentioning the theological issue of stunning and halal 
slaughter on the IRN website in 2003, there were only two the-
ological documents which were referenced: a classic work by 
Yusuf al-Qaradawi, and a report in Norwegian written by the 
Norwegian convert and academic Nora Eggen for the Islamic 
Information Society (Al-Qaradawi 2013; Eggen 2000). Both of 
these works hailed from a post-Islamist Wasatiyya tradition, 
which had a lenient view of halal slaughter and stunning. The 
more restrictive perspectives on stunning, which apparently 
could also be found among the mosques, were not referenced 
on the IRN website. 

An important backdrop to all this was that the Islamic Coun-
cil of Norway had until this point been heavily dominated by a 
couple of mosques which were connected to Islamist movements 
– the Muslim Brotherhood in the Middle East and the Jameat Is-
lami in Pakistan (Elgvin 2020:140–202). In the Norwegian con-
text, these mosques developed in a markedly post-Islamist dire-
ction, emphasizing dialogue and soft stances. The largest group 
of Muslims in Norway, the Sufi-oriented Pakistani Barelwis, did 
not have a strong presence in the leadership of the Council. 

In 2007, however, signs emerged that the dominance of the 
post-Islamists was not as firm as it had been. The summer 
months of 2007 would be the first time that actors in the Barel-
wi mosques began to challenge the primacy of the post-Islamists 
in the public sphere. During the spring of 2007, uncertainty was 
beginning to spread among some Muslims in Norway concern-
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ing whether the halal-marked chicken they bought was indeed 
halal. The reason was that the largest supplier of halal and non-
halal chicken in Norway – Nortura – had changed its method 
of stunning fowl. Previously, it had relied on electric stunning 
but, increasingly, it had begun to stun chickens with gas. Some 
were concerned that the chicken would die directly from the 
stunning and would thereby not be halal for consumption.

Uneasiness about this issue among some Muslims was first 
reported in March, in the rural-oriented newspaper Nationen, 
which frequently writes about issues of interest for farmers 
(Brandvol 2007). In June, the newspaper Aftenposten reported 
that the Islamic Council of Norway had asked the Norwegian 
food safety authorities to investigate the slaughtering of chick-
ens, in order to verify how many died after being stunned with 
gas. The food safety authorities promptly turned this request 
down, saying that their sole concern was animal welfare, not re-
ligious issues; if chickens indeed died from stunning it was not 
their concern (Engström 2007). Then, at the end of July, chaos 
erupted within the Muslim communities. The newspaper VG 
reported that the Islamic Council of Norway now wanted to 
boycott all Norwegian chicken. Apparently, an SMS was circula-
ting and widely shared in several Muslim communities: 

JOINT DECLARATION FROM ULEMA/IMAMS IN 
NORWAY!!

After a systematic and thorough investigation, all the 
Ulema and Imams in Norway have concluded that 
chickens which are being sold in Norway or on the 
border to Sweden, ARE NOT HALAL!!

Buying and selling of these is not allowed according to 
Islamic law, even though it reads HALAL on them. All 
Muslims are encouraged to avoid eating these.

Sign: - THE ISLAMIC COUNCIL OF NORWAY
- AHLE-SUNNAT IMAM COUNCIL
- JAMIAT ULAMA-E NORWAY
For more information you may contact those 

mentioned above. PS! Send this to all the Muslims you 
know
(Kirknes and Widerøe 2007)

In VG’s article, the representative who articulated this demand 
was Ghulam Sarwar, who was the administrative leader of the  
Barelwi Ahl-e-Sunnat mosque and did not sit on the IRN board. 
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The only problem,it would soon emerge, was that it was actual-
ly not the case that “all the ulema/imams” in Norway had agreed 
to this, and it was unclear whether this was something that the 
board of the Islamic Council of Norway really wanted. Aftenpo-
sten reported two days later that there were several important 
mosques that had not signed the declaration, including the Deo-
bandi or post-Islamist Islamic Cultural Centre – which had been 
important in the IRN – and Idara Minhaj ul-Quran, an impor-
tant Barelwi/Sufi mosque (Riaz 2007, 2007). According to sour-
ces I spoke to in 2018 and 2019, neither had the Bosnian imams 
nor the Rabita mosque. This meant that most of the mosques 
which were dominant in the IRN at the time were against the 
declaration. Nevertheless, at the time, the IRN did not claim that 
they were against it, so the issue was left ambiguous. 

Furthermore, the imam network which had signed the boy-
cott declaration was actually not formally connected to the IRN. 
For a long time, the IRN had an imam committee, where the 
imams in the member mosques could meet to discuss theologi-
cal issues. But a different imam council existed in Norway 
alongside this committee, one which mostly stayed out of the 
media spotlight. It was called the Ahle-sunnat Imam Council at 
the time and convened imams from mosques in the Barelwi tra-
dition. It is reportedly a council whose members meet to discuss 
issues of common interest between themselves. For many years 
they mostly stayed out of the spotlight, until they changed their 
name to Norges imam råd (“the Norwegian Imam Council”) in 
2018, and created a public Facebook page in 2019 (Norges Imam 
Råd 2019). The halal controversy in 2007 was the first instance 
when the council took a clear public stance on a contested issue.

This controversy caused substantial insecurity among 
Norwegian Muslims: Was it permissible to eat Norwegian halal 
chicken, or not? This question created problems for several Mus-
lim restaurants that relied on halal chicken for their business. It 
was a provocation for Nortura, which up until then had coope-
rated well with the IRN and now risked losing many customers. 
It also created a headache for the IRN’s board. By associating 
themselves with the declaration, they were actually empowering 
a network of imams who were operating outside the confines of 
the IRN. Furthermore, the drastic move of boycotting all halal 
chicken in Norway had happened without the approval of se-
veral of the most important mosques. 

What had happened? When I conducted interviews regard-
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ing this issue in 2018 and 2019, there was much confusion among 
my interviewees concerning what had actually transpired, and 
it appeared that the involvement of some committed individu-
als during the summer months had been crucial. Although the-
re was considerable internal disagreement and confusion on the 
IRN’s board, the organization did not officially retract their sup-
port for the chicken boycott. In November, for example, Aften-
posten wrote a new article on the issue, in which the journalist 
stated that the “leader of the IRN, together with 25 imams, has 
signed a declaration that the chicken in Norway and Sweden are 
not slaughtered in an Islamic way. A minority of imams have not 
signed the declaration. They think it is ok to eat chicken” (Riaz 
2007). This makes what the IRN actually thought about the de-
claration somewhat uncertain – a perception of ambiguity that 
seems to have been shared by key actors inside the IRN. About 
one year later, in September 2008, the IRN finally announced 
that it had reached an agreement with the chicken producer 
Nortura (IRN 2008b) in which the IRN essentially accepted the 
slaughter method some of the mosques had rejected since the 
previous summer. Nortura would still use gas to stun the chick-
ens before killing them. According to an article from Aftenpo-
sten, what had convinced the IRN to accept this was Nortura’s 
promising to employ more people in their slaughterhouses to 
shorten the waiting period between the stunning and the slaugh-
ter (Riaz 2008). 

Within the course of one year, then, the organization had 
publicly backed a rather dramatic statement against Norwegian 
halal chicken, before retreating and accepting once again the old 
way of doing things. This back and forth movement seemed to 
be partly related to genuine theological concerns but it also had 
a lot do with power relations within the organization and the Is-
lamic field in Norway more generally. The Barelwi mosques, 
which were not the most powerful within the Islamic Council 
of Norway, had attempted to make their voices heard. In the end, 
however, the post-Islamist mosques dominated the official po-
sition regarding halal meat.

Halal food as a field of symbolic power in the 2010s

It the early 2010s, halal slaughter would become a subject which 
would generate even greater controversy in the Islamic field in 
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Norway. The IRN once again shifted its emphasis in a more 
skeptical direction, even though it continued to condone stun-
ning. New people joined the leadership of the IRN in 2010 and 
2011, and they had new ideas about how the organization should 
be run. Whereas the IRN had long sought to reach many of their 
goals through external dialogue and soft means, the organizati-
on increasingly sought a more independent profile. It also stri-
ved to empower the Muslim community from within, rather 
than relying on external recognition (Elgvin 2020: 291–322). 

One of their most important projects was a large initiative 
on the certification of halal meat. The IRN attempted to become 
a body with the sole right to declare various undertakings halal 
– both meat products and the businesses which sold them. In 
the late 2000s, the IRN had largely outsourced the halal busi-
ness to an external company, which was involved both in certi-
fication and the distribution of halal meat (interviews with ac-
tors in the IRN, April and October 2018; Sleipnes 2010). The 
IRN’s new leadership wanted to do things differently and one of 
the actors on the new board set in motion numerous projects 
relating to halal. The first thing the organization did, he said in 
our interview, was to contact the imams in almost all of the 
member mosques to conduct a review of the theological legiti-
macy of the Norwegian method of halal slaughtering: 

In 2012, for the first time, we wrote a theological and 
technical document which was a halal-standard for 
Norway. It wasn’t just the IRN saying “this is ok”; it was 
an elaborate document which we had worked with 
internally for a long time. I had discussed it with the 
imams in Norway, I had involved imams abroad, we had 
looked at fatwas, we had considered that mechanical 
slaughter and stunning was a challenge. But we reached a 
compromise, based on the rules of exception [from the 
traditional theological requirements] the imams could 
agree to. 
(Interview with actor in the IRN, 30.11.2018)

I was not able to procure the full and complete document from 
the IRN, but the Internet Archive had saved the first part of it 
from the IRN’s website (Mushtaq 2012). The essence of it was 
not very different from what the IRN had previously agreed to: 
namely, to accept stunning before slaughter, as long as the ani-
mal did not die from the stunning procedure itself. The diffe-
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rence seems to be that this document was more extensive in its 
regulation of the slaughtering process and was more compre-
hensive than the statement the IRN had made earlier. Theologi-
cally, it seems to have had a more restrictive starting point, even 
though it arrived at the same conclusion as before. Instead of 
saying that stunning animals before killing them was not pro-
blematic, this document said that it was not ideal, but could still 
be acceptable given the societal circumstances in Norway.

Another difference was that the document seemed to be 
more strongly accepted by a larger group of mosques, particular-
ly among the Barelwis. As previously discussed, the IRN was put 
in a difficult position in 2007 when a group of mosques and 
imams boycotted chicken meat more or less on their own initi-
ative, without the full involvement of the IRN organization. But 
this time, the IRN – where Barelwis now had leadership roles – 
managed to get Barelwis, Deobandis, Somalis, and Arab post-Is-
lamists on board with the halal approach they were promoting.

After they had secured the backing of the mosques, the IRN 
embarked on an ambitious project to secure complete control 
over halal certification in Norway. As has been discussed by 
some scholars of Islam in Europe, controlling the right to pro-
nounce something halal or not confers great symbolic power. 
The person who can say that something is halal is effectively as-
serting a claim to speak for Islam. In France, for example, there 
are several different bodies, all of which compete for the right 
to certify meat as halal (Arslan and Adraoui 2013, Ch. 10). The-
re is a similar situation in other countries, such as Poland and 
Denmark, where researchers have recently described a compe-
tition over the right to pronounce meat as halal (Fischer 2022, 
Pędziwiatr 2021).  When they claimed the right to certify halal, 
the IRN was also laying claim to symbolic power. 

After the new halal standard had been approved, the IRN 
made provisions for certifying businesses or restaurants as halal 
in exchange for a fee which, it was said, would cover the costs 
associated with certifying that the enterprise was indeed halal. 
For example, did the kitchen serve anything non-halal on the 
same plates, even though only halal meat was used for the halal 
dishes? At the beginning of the process, the IRN employed a 
fairly harsh tactic: if a business did not want to be certified 
because they did not want to pay the certification fee, the IRN 
might publish a piece on their website or on Facebook which 
said that this or that restaurant was not halal. When a restaurant 
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or business chose to become halal-certified, on the other hand, 
the IRN would often publicize this, perhaps with a statement to 
the effect that “the Muslim consumer can now safely enjoy the 
good food that is served by this restaurant” (Mushtaq 2013).

Quite understandably, perhaps, this hard-nosed approach 
created friction and resistance. Several business owners thought 
that it should suffice that they only used halal-certified meat on 
their premises, and had difficulty understanding why they ne-
eded to pay a fee to the IRN for the IRN to ensure that they did 
what they were already doing. The argument from the IRN’s 
side, on the other hand, was that the Muslim consumer had no 
way of knowing this. Yes, the individual Muslim restaurant ow-
ner could have a clear conscience, but how could the Muslim 
consumer actually know who conformed to the halal require-
ments and who did not? By creating a system of certification, 
they were enabling the consumers to make informed and safe 
choices: they would know that the business in question was 
halal. 

After the initial period of resistance, the IRN succeeded in 
its endeavor. Increasing numbers of businesses, stores, and re-
staurants owned by Muslims came to the IRN for certification. 
This began to generate a substantial source of revenue for the 
IRN, allowing it to employ two full-time employees – who wor-
ked exclusively with halal certification and halal agreements – 
and to relocate to new and more representative premises in 2016. 
The IRN had succeeded in becoming the de facto certifier of 
halal in Norway, a feat that gave it no small amount of symbo-
lic power among Muslims.

Renewed complications – late 2010s and 2020s

In the late 2010s the IRN would once again quietly reverse its 
course on halal meat, before yet another U-turn in the early 
2020s. The background was that the IRN experienced a split and 
a public fall from grace in 2018 (I have covered this at length el-
sewhere, see Elgvin 2020). During the 2010s deep conflicts de-
veloped within the organization. One faction advocated a dia-
logue path, with an emphasis on soft rhetoric and external 
outreach, while another advocated a community path, which ai-
med at strengthening the internal solidarity of Muslim commu-
nities. After a prolonged conflict, the advocates of the commu-
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nity path won the power struggle, and the proponents of the dia-
logue path broke out and created a competing organization. The 
remaining IRN organization subsequently lost public sympathy 
and, with it, its public funding. As a result, its main partner in 
the halal project, the meat manufacturer Nortura, also broke off 
relations. 

This was a dramatic development for the organization, as it 
had built much of its economic and symbolic power during the 
2010s on the halal project. What should it do now? The next sta-
ge in the halal business mostly happened below the radar, but 
was still significant. When the halal certification agreement 
crumbled, the IRN quietly began another undertaking. It set up 
a daughter company which began importing non-stunned halal 
meat from abroad, selling it under the brand name Nawal (Proff 
2020). Presumably, this was done because the organization wan-
ted a new source of income. Nawal wrote on each of its products 
that it was “slaughtered by hand without stunning” (Matpunkt 
2020). On some of its postings on social media, it used the slo-
gan “No doubt, only enjoyment” (Nawal 2020). From a legal 
point of view, this is not controversial. Norway allows a certain 
quota of imported kosher and halal meat each year, and the IRN 
has the same right as other actors to import and sell meat under 
this quota. But by engaging in this undertaking, and associating 
halal meat slaughtered in Norway with the word “doubt”, IRN 
arguably began to undercut the theological agreement on halal 
slaughter it had so painstakingly worked out in 2012, indirectly 
sowing doubt in the minds of Norwegian Muslims as to whether 
it was Islamically defensible to buy meat from Norwegian halal 
producers. 

But a couple of years later, the IRN had once again changed 
course, renewing its project of halal certification using meat 
slaughtered in Norway. It emerged in 2021 that the organizati-
on had resumed its dealings with several Norwegian slaughter-
houses and were again certifying stunned meat as halal (Capar 
2021). Once more the organization seemed to have come a full 
circle back to its original position.

Conclusion: Understanding the patterns

The overall pattern in the approach of the Islamic Council of 
Norway – the main body in charge of halal certification in 
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Norway – has thus been as follows: during the first years, it ac-
cepted stunning before slaughter without much ado. Then it 
made a dramatic and public turnaround in 2006, and said that 
Norwegian chicken that was sold as halal was actually not halal 
to consume. Two years later, in 2008, it reversed course and said 
that the chicken was halal after all. In 2012 the organization put 
in place more stringent controls on the certification of halal 
meat, but continued to accept stunning. In 2018 the organizati-
on quietly changed course again, implying in their messaging 
that stunned halal meat was maybe not to be trusted, and in 
2020 there was the final change to date when the organization 
made a renewed commitment to halal meat with stunning. 

How can we make sense of these shifting stances? The first 
thing to note is that the way the Islamic Council of Norway has 
produced sharia-compliant regulations in the halal field is clear-
ly impacted by juridical and political opportunity structures in 
Norwegian society. Stunning has simply been illegal. A quota 
system for importing non-stunned meat from abroad was the-
re as an option, but the quota was so small that the meat impor-
ted would become both expensive and rare. Halal meat without 
stunning can thus be thought of as “sour grapes”, using Jon El-
ster’s framing (Elster 2016): it was unavailable, and the IRN the-
refore claimed that it was in any case not that important.

At the same time, theology has mattered. One of the under-
lying reasons that stunning has at times been controversial has 
to do with important debates in Islamic theology. From the ear-
ly stages of the Islamic presence in Norway in the 1970s, there 
seems to have been a preoccupation among Muslims with buy-
ing meat that was “blessed”, as it was phrased in a newspaper ar-
ticle from the time. This religious concern does not seem to be 
only an invented tradition, or only a way of differentiating bet-
ween Muslims and non-Muslims. Religious ideas about right 
and wrong clearly came into the picture. 

But theology cannot in itself explain the variation one can 
see in the stances of the IRN. The level of religious concern 
among Norwegian Muslims, or among key actors in the IRN, 
probably did not change a lot between 2006 and 2008, or bet-
ween 2018 and 2020. What rather seems to be at play are inter-
nal power dynamics in the Islamic field. When Barelwi actors 
challenged the stunning of chickens in 2006, it happened at a 
time when they were not in power in the organization. When 
Barelwi imams publicly accepted stunning in 2012, they were 
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closer to power in the Islamic Council of Norway and probably 
stood to gain more from a halal certification scheme taking pla-
ce on their watch. The two rapid changes in the stance of the 
IRN in 2018 and 2020 also do not seem to have a lot to do with 
theology; rather, they seem to be related to the financial inte-
rests of the organization, with its adopting the stance on each 
occasion that could provide it with a sorely needed source of in-
come. Yet the controversy and repeated U-turns detailed in this 
article constitute the field of halal regulations as one of comple-
xity and considerable importance to Muslims and Muslim or-
ganizations. Understanding the processes that underlie such 
negotiations may, therefore, help us to understand wider pro-
cesses of change in Islamic norms in Europe.
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