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For me, at this point in my life, religion is part of who I am. 
How can I better explain that? [thinking] Religion is my 
foundation. Yeah, it’s like fruitful soil from which I can reap 
the rewards of life. It’s something [thinking]. For me, it’s a 
way to feel happy, but also a way to give myself peace … 
towards myself, but also towards [others]. It feels good. But 
there is also a social environment component, and then I 
mean both ‘white’, just to put it like that for now, as well as 
‘Islamic’. The moment I feel comfortable with my religion, I 
feel comfortable in the world. Then, I can balance everything 
out. Yeah, that’s what religion means to me. But religion also 
means struggle. An inner struggle to keep doing the right 
thing. To keep developing myself, also with the things around 
me, within the environment around me. At the same time, it’s 
a constant battle toward ‘the outside’, the image people have 
of you, that you always have to defend yourself and stuff; 
being a good ambassador of Islam, and also a little of being 
Moroccan. That all together is actually what religion is to me, 
and who I am. (Aziz, male, 26, Groningen, the Netherlands, 
translated from Dutch) 

 

This quote by Aziz represents what is at the heart of my thesis. His 
reflection emphasises what religion means for who he is, how he feels, 
and his wellbeing, as well as highlights the constant struggle he 
experiences with the negative and hostile discourses surrounding 
Islam in the Netherlands. Aziz’s powerful description resembles the 
experiences of many other young Muslims who shared their stories as 
part of this dissertation. While the participants differed in various 
ways, they grew up in predominantly secular and western societies 
among profound anti-Islamic sentiments. This environment makes 
their religion both a resource and a challenge (Abo-Zena and Barry 
2013, p. 345). In this thesis, I examine how young Muslims experience 
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and navigate their religious identities and beliefs while growing up in 
a Muslim minority context by taking a geographic perspective, a lens 
through which the relationship between people and places is central. 
In so doing, I demonstrate that understanding their experiences and 
the ways they ‘live’ their religion is crucial in contemporary and future 
debates about wellbeing, and argue that this not only holds for young 
Muslims but is also relevant for other (religious) minority groups.  

This introductory chapter begins by presenting the motivation for 
this study and showing that place is invaluable in examining the 
contemporary societal issues involving the inclusion of young 
Muslims (section 1.1). The remaining sections further contextualise 
this research by introducing a spatial and temporal perspective 
(section 1.2), the changing geographies of young people (section 1.3), 
and the concept of ‘lived religion’ (section 1.4). This chapter continues 
by substantiating the adopted research design (section 1.5) and 
concludes with an outline of the themed chapters comprising the rest 
of this thesis (section 1.6).  

1.1 Motivation for this study   
Being inclusive towards Muslims is a key and urgent challenge for 
contemporary societies (Yasmeen and Marković 2014; Hancock 2019). 
Two decades ago, the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center on 
September 11th, 2001 and the London Bombings on July 7th, 2005 
provided an impetus for Islamophobia in many western countries. 
Throughout the years, ingrained negative attitudes towards Muslims 
have impacted the lives of many Muslim citizens in western societies. 
Anti-Muslim incidents and discrimination towards Muslims have 
appeared to increase over the last five years (Hopkins 2020). Various 
studies emphasise the influence of dominant hostile discourse in 
media or politics, misrepresenting Islam as something incompatible 
with the professed national norms and values of ‘the West’ (Sales 2012; 
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Van Wonderen and Van Kapel 2017; Lam and Mansouri, 2020). 
Muslims have been portrayed as the ultimate ‘Other’ (Sales 2012; Van 
Liere 2014). Young Muslims, in particular, are often wrongfully 
problematised and misportrayed as potentially dangerous radicals and 
latent extremists (Sadar and Ahmad 2012; Thompson and Pihlaja 
2018;). Thompson and Pihlaja (2018) note that studies that attempt to 
raise awareness on this issue regarding the younger Islamic generations 
tend to ‘hyper-focus’ on the post-9/11 narratives, in which their 
identities are reduced to reactive modes. More research is needed that 
reflects the diversity of young Muslims experiences and their capacities 
for navigating identities in relation to anti-Islamic sentiments, their 
parents, communities, peers, and other significant people in their 
lives. A focus on the everyday and ordinary captures the complexity of 
experiences of young Muslims (Thompson and Pihlaja, 2018). This in-
depth understanding is crucial for societies to become more inclusive 
for contemporary and future generations of Muslims.  

Spatial approaches provide rich insight into young Muslims’ 
experiences and identity negotiations. A vast body of geographical 
literature presents the complexities, contradictory experiences, 
performances, and negotiations of Muslim identities in relation to 
particular places (Dwyer 2000; Hopkins 2011; Johnson and Miles, 
2014; Shaker, 2021). Places can, in various ways, shape, contest, 
challenge, and refine religious ideas, understandings, beliefs, and 
practices (Kong 2010; Hemming and Madge 2011). Religion is often 
dismissed by western societies as something that belongs to formal 
religious places (e.g., mosques or churches) or private home spaces. 
However, as Nyhagen (2017) explains, ‘religion can never simply be 
private; it is always linked to the social contexts in which individuals 
live and act, and gives adherents a sense “of moral direction, of 
conviction, of belonging” that is ultimately social.’ (p. 496; see also 
Woodhead 2013). Religious individuals are not only religious at home 
or at the mosque. Public places can connote strong feelings of 
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belonging and shape norms, identities, and beliefs (Salnikova and 
D’Arcus 2019; Kapinga and Van Hoven 2020). Since ‘Muslimness’ is 
negotiated and evolves through multiple places, this thesis does not 
scrutinise young Muslims’ experiences in one particular place or 
moment in time, as is common in the existing literature. There is a 
dearth of empirical work on how young Muslims experience and 
negotiate their religious identities and beliefs in several places from 
youth to young adulthood (see Ryan 2014 for an exception). This 
thesis aims to fill that gap while exploring how these experiences and 
negotiations relate to wellbeing.  

Wellbeing remains unexplored in the geographical literature on 
young Muslims in western societies. The pressure placed on Islamic 
spaces, however, raises concerns about the wellbeing of Muslims, who 
explore their ‘Muslimness’ while moving toward young adulthood, a 
phase of profound identity construction (Kapinga and Bock 2021). 
The examples of intolerance towards embodied and material Islamic 
manifestations in the public domain are manifold and well-
documented in the literature (Cesari 2005; Tamimi Arab 2013; Phillips 
2015; Bialasiewicz 2017). Think, for instance, about the conflicts 
surrounding the (re)constructions of mosques, the regulations for 
banning the Niqab from certain public places, and the debates about 
the Azan, the call for prayer. A spatial focus can provide novel insight 
into the experiences and practices through which wellbeing is 
influenced (Atkinson 2013). Places can harm wellbeing by shaping 
inequality and engendering exclusionary experiences for particular 
persons or groups (Watkins and Jacoby 2007). In turn, places can 
contribute to wellbeing by providing self-confidence, a sense of 
security, and feelings of belonging (Sampson and Gifford 2010; 
Huizinga and Van Hoven 2018). This thesis contributes to the current 
debates that advocate for a ‘situated and socially differentiated’ 
perspective on wellbeing (Searle, Pykett and Alfaro-Simmonds 2021). 
So far, the interlinkages between place and wellbeing do not consider 
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religious groups or communities. This is an important shortcoming 
since Islamic spaces are under pressure while being religious remains 
a comprehensive part of a young Muslim’s identity today, and a vital 
aspect of their wellbeing (Huijnk 2018; Kapinga and Bock 2021). 
Additionally, the current generation of young people believes, 
practices, and experiences religion differently than their parents due 
to individualisation, increased mobilities, and globalisation (Duderija 
2007; Speck 2012; Dedemijer and Stoffels, 2019). These forces lead to 
new forms of identification and attachments to transnational religious 
communities or networks (Kibria 2008; Hadad and Schacter 2011; 
Speck 2012), through which wellbeing can emerge. Thus, different 
spatial patterns are likely to play a role in negotiating religious 
identities and beliefs for today's generation of young Muslims 
(Gareau, Bullivant and Beyer 2019). Insight into the relationships 
between these spatial patterns and wellbeing is essential to 
understanding contemporary religion and working towards more 
inclusive societies.  

1.1.1 Research objectives  

The main purpose of this dissertation is to explain the role of place in 
how young Muslims negotiate their religious identities and beliefs 
while moving from youth to young adulthood, and to explore how 
these processes relate to wellbeing. This thesis provides empirical, 
methodological, and theoretical contributions to the literature. The 
study is empirically grounded in the narratives of young Muslims 
located in Newcastle upon Tyne (UK), Vancouver (Canada), and 
Groningen (the Netherlands). The following steps guided the research 
process and reflect the objectives of this study. I began by investigating 
how young Muslims experience their religious identities and beliefs 
while growing up in predominantly secular and western societies. In 
so doing, I was particularly interested in the types of places that play a 
role in shaping those experiences. Subsequently, I examined how 



 

Introduction | 17 
 

young people navigate and explore what religion means to them 
within these places and over time. Based on the empirical data, this 
thesis also offers a theoretical lens to understanding how these 
negotiation processes relate to wellbeing. Additionally, the 
contribution lies in providing methodological tools for studying how 
young people navigate and live their religion through various places 
and over time.  

1.2 A spatial and temporal perspective 
Cresswell (2009) defines place as the interlinkage between 
materialities, meanings, and practices. Places comprise physical 
aspects (real or imagined), multiple meanings for different persons 
and groups, and cater to particular practices or things ‘to do’. Take, for 
instance, a neighbourhood playground. The swings and slides 
(material aspects) reveal that it caters to kids who want to play 
(practices), which may have social, health, and pedagogical purposes 
(meanings). Those meanings are likely to differ across children and 
parents or other local residents. The benches (materiality) are suited 
for parents to keep an eye on their children and, perhaps, talk to other 
parents (practices). These interactions might play a role in establishing 
social cohesion or community building (meaning). Later that day, the 
same swings and benches could be used as a hangout spot (meaning) 
where young people interact away from parental authority (practices). 
This example demonstrates the dynamic and temporal character of a 
place. The assemblages of materiality, meaning, and practices, are, 
hence, subject to change (Cresswell 2019).  

In ‘The production of space’, Lefebvre (1991) argues that place is 
inherently related to time. It is always in a state of becoming and 
imbued with power (see also Massey 2005). Cresswell (2019, p. 197) 
specifies the link between time and power, as follows: ‘Places do not 
emerge organically. They are not trees, or even rhizomes. Gathering, 
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weaving, and assembling are all subject to, and productive of, the 
influence of power. How materialities, meanings, and practices are 
assembled in a particular location is a political process’. The power 
component raises questions revolving around normativity; Who and 
what is considered normal in a particular place? What practices are 
accepted or undesired? Who ‘belongs’ and who is considered ‘out of 
place’? Who has the right or ability to shape or change such normative 
expectations? These dynamics shape the experiences and emotions of 
people that use or encounter these places; it can engender feelings of 
(dis)belonging or ‘being in or out of place’ (Cresswell 2009).  

As mentioned in the previous section, geographers have 
demonstrated the complexities of such experiences in how (young) 
Muslims negotiate their ‘Muslimness’. This process intersects with 
other aspects of identities, such as gender and ethnicity, and is situated 
in particular social contexts (Dwyer 2000; Hopkins 2006). Focusing on 
a British higher education institution, Hopkins (2011) found that this 
particular place evoked complex and contradictory experiences of 
being Muslim, both inclusionary and exclusionary. Shaker (2021) 
highlights the sensory experiences of being seen as ‘the other’ on 
public transport. The body of literature on young Muslims emphasises 
that these situated experiences are never completely isolated (Koefoed 
and Simonson 2012). The meaning of the playground for teenagers 
can, for instance, relate to feelings of being watched or monitored 
when socialising outside of school or home. Hemming and Madge 
(2011) note that religion is negotiated and identities are shaped ‘within 
and across a range of social spaces and contexts’ (p.42, italics added; see 
also Kong 2010; Ryan 2012). Even a neighbourhood playground, 
which is generally not considered significant for religion, could be a 
social context that informs religious identities or beliefs. This thesis 
considers the potential roles of multiple places across different scales 
to understand negotiations of religious identities and beliefs.  
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By centralising individual experiences in relation to various 
places, one should not lose sight of the temporal dimensions 
(Valentine and Sadgrove 2012). Religion ‘takes’ place but is, in turn, 
transformed through place and over time (Knott 2008). As discussed 
before, time is inherent to the concept of place (Lefebvre 1991; Massey 
2005; Cresswell 2009). The contribution of this thesis lies in explaining 
how the role of these places might change over time since religious 
needs and ambitions are likely to develop in emerging adulthood.  

1.2 Young people’s changing geographies  
This thesis focuses on young people in the period from youth to young 
adulthood. While the meaning of religion changes throughout one’s 
entire life, the period between the mid-teens and the early twenties is 
considered profound in identity construction (Bezci 2008; Umaña-
Taylor et al. 2014). ‘Youth transitions’ are not neatly delineated as they 
do not have a clear beginning or end (Worth 2009; Hopkins, Olson, 
Baillie Smith and Laurie 2015). These transitions are non-linear 
processes of becoming embedded in the past, living in the present, and 
being shaped by future ambitions and perceived constraints (Worth, 
2009). While studies show that young people tend to re-evaluate what 
they learned from their parents and explore their own religious beliefs 
and ambitions (McNamara Barry, Nelson, Davarya and Urry 2010; 
Chan, Tsai and Fuligni 2015), the role of religion in youth transitions 
remains largely unexplored. An exception is a study by Hopkins and 
colleagues (2015). They found that Christian youth who volunteer in 
short-term evangelical missions, places away from home are important 
in constructing the notions of their religious adult selves. Spatial 
approaches that include young people’s experiences can enrich our 
understanding of transitional processes (Farrugia and Wood 2017; 
Wood 2017).  

about:blank
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This thesis draws on the work of Valentine (2003) to gain greater 
insight into the role of places during the phase of emerging adulthood. 
The everyday geographies of young people change during this period. 
In many western societies, young people gain more freedom, enter the 
workforce, change educational programmes, become increasingly 
mobile, more financially independent, and less restricted by parental 
authority (Valentine 2003, p. 38). Consequently, they enter different 
types of places, take different routes or modes of transport, gain access 
to other recreational places, and are more likely to connect to and 
identify with transnational networks or digital spaces. Valentine 
(2003) notes, ‘young people’s lives are constrained by space but [..] 
they also actively produce their own space’ (Valentine 2003, p. 39, 
italics added). Young Muslims actively shape their geographies by 
making their own decisions about where to go, and should, hence, not 
be seen as being passively shaped by their environments (Hopkins et 
al. 2015). They are resilient in performing their identities in relation 
to various others and creatively adopt strategies to deal with exclusion 
or religious discrimination (Lam and Mansouri 2020). More generally, 
social groups or individuals who do not feel welcome or accepted, 
often claim or create places elsewhere to find a sense of belonging, 
recognition, security, or a sense of home (De Koster 2010; Koefoed and 
Simonsen 2012; Phillips 2015; Huizinga and Van Hoven 2018). This 
thesis builds on such studies by examining how the role and meaning 
of places might change for exploring religion while transitioning from 
youth to young adulthood.   

1.3 Lived religion approach 
The ‘lived religion’ approach is central to this thesis because it brings 
the everyday and individual experience into the definition of 
religiosity. The term was advocated by scholars such as Orsi (2005) and 
McGuire (2008) and further developed by others (Ammerman 2014; 
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Nyhagen 2017; Ganzevoort and Sremac 2017; Knibbe and Kupari 
2020). ‘Lived religion’ responds to the formal and institutionalised 
understandings of religiosity that are studied through religious scripts, 
dogmas, rules, traditions, practices, and holy texts. This rather 
traditional perspective only shows a portion of the lives of religious 
and spiritual individuals and communities. The lived religion 
approach does not ignore formal or institutionalised dimensions since 
people attach meaning to these religious prescriptions. It does, 
however, include contradictions, doubts, complexities, messiness, and 
the diversity of religious identities, practices, beliefs, and experiences. 
Taking the individual as a point of departure is fruitful for 
understanding the contemporary patterns of religiosity and 
spirituality (McGuire 2008). The individual and ‘ordinary’ 
perspectives provide insight into the broader social structures and 
tensions that shape the conditions in which religion is lived (Gareau 
et al. 2019). 

This approach captures processes that are relevant for young 
Muslims when navigating their identities and beliefs as discussed in 
this introduction so far. It is centred on the everyday creative ways 
through which young people negotiate religion in relation to various 
Muslim and non-Muslim others and deal with misrecognition or anti-
Islamic sentiments (Lam and Mansouri 2020). This approach is fruitful 
in examining the different spatial contexts that might play a role in 
today's increasingly individualised and globalised societies (Hadad 
and Schachter 2011; Speck 2012). Furthermore, it aligns with the 
notion that religious identities are not only shaped by private or 
institutionalised places but in public domains as well (Nyhagen 2017). 

The lived religion approach, thus, pushes researchers to go 
beyond the long-presumed notion of the secular and sacred being 
spatially separated, and challenges the professed secular-religion 
schism, which is still quite prominent in research (Tse 2014; 
Beaumont, Eder and Mendieta 2018). Ammerman (2014) aptly applies 
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the ‘Where’s Waldo’ metaphor to illustrate the effort required for 
‘finding’ the places where religion manifests; it’s often challenging to 
spot the ‘red-white striped guy’. Religion can be anywhere, (dis)appear 
in unexpected ways (Ammerman 2014, p. 189), and is not easily 
observable in material or embodied representations (Elwert 2016). 
Studies in the domain of urban religion demonstrate this 
embeddedness by approaching a city through a postsecular 
perspective. While there are many ways to define the postsecular, these 
studies emphasise that religion is imbued in urban landscapes within 
fixed and flexible structures (Cloke and Beaumont 2012; Tse 2014; 
Elwert 2016; Burchardt and Westendorp 2018; Della Dora 2018). Della 
Dora (2018) uses the term ‘infrasecular geographies’ to emphasise that 
religion is an interstitial space in a city. Structures of belief and non-
belief are entangled in the urban context. Mosques, for instance, are 
often considered formal sacred places, yet they have prominent 
cultural, educational, and social functions. The need to move away 
from the traditional divides between the secular and the sacred also 
emerges from immaterial experiences, practices, and religious 
aspirations that continuously make, unmake, and remake religious 
and urban landscapes (Tse 2014; Burchardt and Westerndorp 2016; 
Mansouri, Lobo and Johns, 2016).  

Studying religion as an integrated and dynamic part of 
contemporary societies is challenging, yet for another reason. Elwert 
(2016, p. 297) addresses this issue by raising the question, ‘Where do 
we as scholars actually look for religion?’. Ammerman (2014) uses her 
Waldo metaphor to problematise the positions of scholars in 
examining religion.  
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So what keeps sociologists from finding Waldo? Truthfully, 
many sociologists are unable to find Waldo because they still 
believe he has disappeared or soon will. In their examination 
of the society around them, Waldo is functionally invisible. 
Religious dimensions of everyday life disappear from 
sociological view, often because sociologists assume that 
Waldo was more suited to a premodern or “primitive” world 
than to the modern, scientific, cosmopolitan world academics 
live in. (Ammerman, 2014, p. 191) 

The claim that researchers are untrained, ignorant, or blind in 
considering religion goes beyond the field of sociology. Henkel (2011) 
similarly asks, ‘are geographers religiously unmusical?’ These concerns 
remind us of the importance of researchers’ positionalities and biases 
in doing research. ‘Although positionality has been well discussed in 
other areas such as feminist research (Rose 1997), little has been said 
on the topic of children, youth, and religion.’ (Hemming and Madge 
2011, p. 47). As researchers interested in the religious lives of young 
people, we need to be reflexive about our subjectivities, biases, 
motivations, and biographies and the ways in which we produce 
knowledge (see chapter 5, Kapinga, Huizinga and Shaker 2020).  

1.4 Research methodology  
This thesis adopts a qualitative research approach to examine how 
young Muslims navigate religious identities and beliefs while moving 
from youth to young adulthood, and how these processes relate to 
wellbeing. The research methodology is situated in the interpretive 
tradition where the participants’ perspectives and experiences are 
centralised (Hennink, Hutter and Bailey 2020). Hence, this thesis is 
strongly grounded in empirical data and adopts an emic approach. The 
empirical data derives from three studies in different urban contexts: 
Newcastle upon Tyne (United Kingdom), Vancouver (Canada), and 
Groningen (The Netherlands). The research approach remained 
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largely the same in all three locations. This section describes the design 
by introducing the participants, the data collection method, the map-
making technique, the three study contexts, the analysis strategy, and 
the researchers’ positionality.  

The participants are young people who self-identified as Muslim. 
They are male and female and from a broad range of cultural 
backgrounds and religious denominations. This diversity is also 
present in religious ideas, practices, and ambitions. In total, forty-two 
young Muslims shared their stories. I combined several purposive 
sampling techniques to recruit participants; snowballing, contacting 
gatekeepers of Muslim organisations, calls on social media, and posters 
placed in public spaces. Social media proved especially successful 
when posts were made on group pages targeting a Muslim audience. 
The selection criteria inductively evolved throughout the research 
process (Hennink et al. 2020). I was initially interested in the age 
group of late-teens to mid-twenties and people raised by Islamic 
parents in western societies who were born in the context where the 
respective study took place. Based on the first empirical insights, I 
included participants up to approximately thirty years old, who did 
not yet have children, and young people who lived the majority of 
their lives in the societal context where the study took place. Besides 
the interviews with young Muslim participants, various informal 
conversations took place with 
people involved in Islamic centres and Muslim youth programmes, as 
well as with social workers and experts on Islam in the specific urban 
contexts. These informal meetings and talks proved valuable and 
formative in becoming familiar with the study context, optimising the 
interview guide, and moderating the interviews.   

The method of data collection comprises of in-depth interviews 
in combination with a map-making exercise. This method aimed to 
generate individual narratives about identities, belonging, and lived 
religion at various times and places in the participants’ lives. This 
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method is inspired by Anthias’ (2002) narrative approach of 
examining identities through location and belonging.   
 

A narrative is an account that tells a story, and a narrative of 
location, as it is used here, is an account that tells a story about 
how we place ourselves in terms of social categories such as 
those of gender, ethnicity and class at a specific point in time 
and space. […]. The narrative is also both a story about who 
and what we identify with (a story about identification) and a 
story about our practices and the practices of others, including 
wider social practices and how we experience them. These 
stories do not necessarily have a beginning, plot or ending; 
they are composed of fragments whose place in the whole text 
is emergent and at times contradictory. (Anthias, 2002, p. 498) 

The participants in this study articulate fragments of their life stories. 
These narratives allow for the research of identity and belonging to be 
a continuous process, rather than focusing on static and powerful 
socially constructed identity markers (Anthias 2002; Hopkins 2007). 
These identity markers often refer to the nation state's scale; ‘Dutch-
Moroccan’ in the case of Aziz, whose quote is presented at the start of 
this chapter. Indeed, during the interviews, the participants opened up 
about experiences and feelings adhering to other spatial scales such as 
transnational identifications or local experiences. Their narratives 
include nuanced and sometimes contradictory experiences in which 
religious identity or belief was in continuous negotiation with other 
aspects of identity and everyday life (see also Burchard and Becci 2013). 
This provides insight into how young Muslims live religion in a 
broader sociopolitical context in relation to others, such as their 
families, friends, colleagues, Muslim or non-Muslim peers, and co-
citizens. The interviews focused on past and present experiences and 
identifications. In addition, I paid close attention to future ambitions 
and expectations since who one wishes to become is vital for identity 
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and belonging (Worth 2009). At the start of the interview, the 
participants were encouraged to share their own stories and 
experiences and I used motivational and topical probes to guide their 
narratives. An interview guide ensured all themes would be discussed 
and it enhanced the flow of the interviews. The structure was also 
determined by a map-making exercise that took place during the 
interviews.   

The map-making technique prompted the participants to 
indicate places that they considered important for their identities. 
Other studies demonstrated the benefits of complementing traditional 
data collection methods (such as interviews) with visual methods (e.g. 
Jung 2014). Map-making techniques can relegate power to the 
participants and place them as the ‘expert’ of their own stories and 
maps (Jung 2014), which enriches the depth of the obtained data. The 
maps were created by the participants. During the interview, the 
participants added places to their individual map that they considered 
important in identifying who they were, are, or want to become. The 
maps and narratives evolved by further discussing the places (see for 
examples of the maps p. 31, 49, 50 and 56). I asked follow-up questions 
such as, ‘can you draw any other place where you feel (un)comfortable 
with religion?’ ‘What are your (least) favourite places in the city?’ ‘How 
did that change over time?’ Additionally, the participants were asked 
to elaborate on the reasons for particular feelings and identifications, 
for instance, by sharing specific experiences. The map-making was 
optional for all participants. The majority of participants actively 
engaged and seemed to enjoy this process. It helped to create an 
informal and open atmosphere and eased the flow of the interview. 
For the participants who preferred to talk, a similar structure was 
followed, but participants were asked to describe the places that came 
to mind.  

Data were collected in three urban research contexts: Newcastle 
upon Tyne (United Kingdom), Vancouver (Canada), and Groningen 
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(The Netherlands). The map-making exercise evolved throughout this 
PhD project, and, therefore, contains some minor differences from 
one study context to the other. Here, I introduce the urban contexts 
where fieldwork took place and highlight some of these refinements.   

Newcastle upon Tyne is the largest city in northeast England with 
around 280,000 inhabitants. The latest census in 2011 shows that 
approximately six to seven per cent of the population identifies as 
Muslim. The young Muslims who participated in this study were 
British-born and of Pakistani and Bengali descent, reflecting the city’s 
well-established Muslim communities. The participants created their 
maps with a GoogleMyMaps tool, which uses the well-known 
GoogleMaps background by default. This proved to be helpful in 
generating rich narratives but also revealed limitations regarding the 
online template and issues with the internet connection (chapter 2). 
The obtained insights sparked the incentive to optimise the map-
making technique further and were valuable for refining the focus of 
the data collection in both Vancouver and Groningen.  

Vancouver1 is the largest city in British Columbia located on the 
West Coast of Canada. It has a population of approximately 2.5 
million inhabitants. Around 3.2 per cent of the population is Muslim. 
Diversity is one of the key features of the city of Vancouver. This 
diversity is also reflected in the various ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds of people identifying as Muslim. The countries where the 
participants – or their (grand)parents – came from, where they had 
lived or were born, included Afghanistan, China, Egypt, Eritrea, India, 
Iran, Japan, Yemen, Malaysia, Myanmar, Pakistan, South Africa, 
Saudi-Arabia, Turkey, and United Arabic Emirates. This urban context 
was characterised by a well-established network of organisations and 
activities for and by young Muslims (see chapter 3, Kapinga and Van 

                                             
1 When we refer to Vancouver, we mean the metropolitan area which 

is also known as Metro Vancouver.  
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Hoven 2020). To refine the map-making technique, we used an empty 
sheet of paper and coloured pencils. This method was practical and 
allowed for more freedom in visualising important places. The 
participants, for instance, could make little drawings to represent the 
places important to them. This methodological tool was very useful in 
examining lived religion and in highlighting the participants’ own 
experiences.  

The same ‘empty sheet’ technique was utilised to collect data in 
Groningen. The data collected here also primarily focused on everyday 
local places in the city. Groningen is a provincial capital in the north 
of the Netherlands with approximately 200 thousand inhabitants. In 
the city of Groningen, an estimated 2.5-5 per cent of the population 
identifies as Muslim. While most young Muslims in the Netherlands 
are of Turkish or Moroccan descent, people with an Irian cultural 
background also participated. Moreover, Groningen is a university city 
and has a vibrant student culture and a relatively young population. 
Unlike Vancouver, however, Groningen is not considered to be 
multicultural or diverse. Participants describe it as ‘a very white city’. 
There are not many established initiatives for and by young Muslims. 
In 2018, an Islamic Student Association was formed at the University 
of Groningen.   

Involving different cities in the study design is valuable for 
understanding the spatialities of making sense of religion. Young 
Muslims in these three contexts deal with anti-Islamic sentiments and 
share experiences of growing up with religion as a resource and 
challenge. However, the brief introductions of the cities above already 
indicate the variety of urban contexts. How the participants' 
experience and live religion is embedded in the sociopolitical contexts, 
the (historical) religious landscapes of the city, the social 
characteristics of the Muslim communities, the place religion holds in 
such societies, and other context-specific characteristics (Yasmeen and 
Marković 2014; Beyer 2014; Frederiks 2016; Thompson and Pihlaja 
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2018). Direct comparison is not the aim of this research. However, 
studying the same questions in three different cities is valuable for 
building theory that explains the importance of a place for young 
people in navigating their religious identities and beliefs while 
transitioning from youth to adulthood.  

The data obtained in each study context were analysed 
separately by applying the same data analysis strategy. Our strategy 
rests on the premises of narrative analysis and grounded theory. The 
association with grounded theory, developed by Glaser and Strauss, 
1967, lies in inductively developing theories from the empirical data. 
The findings in this thesis are grounded in the stories and experiences 
of the young Muslim participants, yet making sense of them was also 
theoretically informed (Hennink et al. 2020). Besides, elements of 
narrative analysis come to the fore in our strategy. Analysing how the 
participants elaborated on important places pertaining to their 
religious identity revealed, for instance, what places were identified as 
playing a role in participants’ negotiations of religion, when those 
places were important, and why the attached meanings of places 
changed over time. An iterative coding process was valuable in 
identifying the overarching themes and narratives. Since the 
participants’ maps were an integrated part of the interviews, the visual 
component was captured in the textual data, allowing for a holistic 
data analysis of the participants' narratives. Qualitative Analysis 
software (Atlas.ti and NVivo) supported the organisation of large 
amounts of textual data and the coding process.  

Furthermore, when making sense of the data, I paid attention to 
my positionality. As addressed before, this is important in 
considering how researchers ‘look for religion’ in contemporary 
societies (section 1.3). Reflexivity is also required in collecting and 
analysing the data. Narratives are always produced in interaction with 
an audience or with a particular audience in mind (Anthias 2002, p. 
499). As a non-religious and non-Muslim interviewer, I was an 
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important part of this audience. As Power (2013) emphasises, religion 
is discursively communicated and constructed in interaction with the 
researcher. Despite attempts to shift some power to the participants 
and centralise their experiences by taking a lived religion approach and 
integrating a map-making technique, researchers will ultimately hold 
positions of power since they disseminate the research findings. This 
knowledge will always be partial and situated because of our biases, 
subjectivities, and positions (Haraway 1988). Being reflexive is, 
therefore, crucial in obtaining transparency (Miled 2019). Chapter 5 
proposes a methodological tool to enhance the reflexive process 
during the qualitative research cycle (Kapinga et al. 2020). Besides 
positionality, other ethical issues were addressed and anticipated upon 
throughout the research process. Here, I only name a few. The research 
design was approved by the ethics committee of the Faculty of Spatial 
Sciences, University of Groningen. The participants were informed 
about the research objectives and interview approach before the 
interview took place. I also explained how their data would be used, 
that it would be treated in a confidential way, and that they had the 
right to end their participation at any moment. I discussed consent 
regarding the use of the maps and anonymised interview transcripts 
again after the interview. This allows participants to add agreements 
to the consent form or exclude specific information from the 
transcripts. Besides, ethical considerations played a role in writing up 
the findings of the analysis in such a way that it represents the 
experiences and perspectives of the young Muslims who shared their 
stories as part of this research.  

1.5 Outline of this thesis  
This dissertation consists of six chapters. Beyond this introductory 
chapter (chapter 1) and the conclusion (chapter 6), the empirical body 
of this thesis is presented in chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5. The chapters have 
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already been published2 in international peer-reviewed journals, in 
collaboration with several co-authors (see p. 4 for an overview). All 
chapters contribute to the overall purpose of this thesis, namely 
explaining the role of a place in how young Muslims navigate their 
religious identities and beliefs and how these processes relate to 
wellbeing. The following research questions guided the overall 
research and contributed to achieving this aim. Each chapter is 
associated with one or two research questions. 

 
Research questions 

1. How do young Muslims perceive their religious 
identities and beliefs while moving from youth to young 
adulthood, and what places play a role in these processes?  

2. How do young Muslims navigate religion through time 
and place?  

3. How do the processes of navigating and ‘living’ religion 
through various places relate to the wellbeing of young 
Muslims?  

4. What methodological tools can provide added value in 
researching how and where young people ‘live’ and make 
sense of religion? 
 

Chapter 2 addresses the first research question by presenting the study 
in Newcastle upon Tyne, UK. It explores the role of places beyond the 
UK in how young Muslims negotiate their religious identities and 
beliefs while transitioning from youth to young adulthood. The 
chapter focuses on how participants perceive their changing 
                                             
2 Chapter 2 is currently under review at an international peer-reviewed 
journal.  
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(religious) identities and are attached to, for instance, where their 
parents migrated from or Islamic holy places such as Mecca. Chapter 
2 emphasises that these transnational relations are inherently related 
to how young Muslims negotiate their religious identities and beliefs 
in the everyday and predominantly secular British context.  

Chapter 3 draws on data obtained in Vancouver and mainly 
relates to the second research question. It illuminates how young 
people navigate and explore religion through their lived religion at 
local everyday places in emerging adulthood. The chapter highlights 
the value of a spatial-temporal approach in understanding young 
people’s religious beliefs in contemporary societies. It zeroes in on the 
changing role of the mosque and the increasing salience of places by 
and for Muslim peers to navigate religion while becoming more 
independent. Furthermore, it demonstrates how these experiences and 
negotiations, in turn, shape the ways religion is imbued in the urban 
context.  

Chapter 4 answers the third research question by discussing the 
experiences of young Muslims at local places in light of current 
wellbeing debates. Based on the practices and experiences of young 
Muslims in Groningen, it develops a theoretical approach to 
understanding how negotiating religion through time and place 
relates to wellbeing (research question 3, section 4.1). The links 
between places, religion, and wellbeing are examined through 
practices of inclusion. This chapter proposes theoretically examining 
these practices through the lens of (im)materiality, (in)visibility, and 
(il)legitimacy. We argue that in the so-called western and secular 
societies, it is essential to consider how places for religion contribute 
to inclusive wellbeing, today, and in the future.  

Finally, chapter 5 delves into the fourth research question by 
advocating for ‘positionality meetings’; a methodological tool to 
enhance reflexivity in researching lived religion or politicised social 
groups. These meetings are characterised by the deliberative and 
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collective practice of reflexivity. In collaboration with Rik Huizinga 
and Reza Shaker, researchers who also conducted studies involving 
Muslim participants, we critically discuss and compare notions of 
self-reflexivity. Together, our identities and biographies reveal 
nuanced insights on insider and outsider relationships and our 
attitudes towards religion as a research subject. This chapter provides 
recommendations for qualitative researchers to further engage in and 
organise such positionality meetings in qualitative research projects. 

Finally, chapter 6 presents the conclusions of this thesis and 
summarises the main findings by answering the four research 
questions. Furthermore, this chapter discusses the limitations and 
directions for future research. Additionally, it speculates about the 
implications of our argument to create ‘places for religion’. Building 
on this discussion, it proposes further research into religious 
governance to move towards normalising religion in the (semi)public 
domain. Those solutions should mitigate the pressure on religion in 
the public domain so that young Muslims can be, and feel, 
legitimately Muslim, which, ultimately, will contribute to inclusive 
wellbeing.  
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