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Abstract  

This chapter highlights the importance of social inclusion for 
wellbeing, with a focus on religion and the role of place. We develop 
a theoretical approach to study the role of religion for wellbeing by 
diving into practices of inclusion that grant legitimacy to the material 
and visible enactment of religion. We illustrate our argument by 
drawing on empirical evidence from a qualitative project on 
experiences of diverse groups of young Muslims, conducted in 
Groningen, The Netherlands. The empirical data highlights that the 
interaction of materiality, visibility and legitimacy is key to 
understanding the spatial embeddedness of religious practices and 
their importance for inclusion and wellbeing. The chapter concludes 
by discussing that in so-called western and secular societies, it is 
essential to consider the place for religion, for instance through 
planning, in thinking about wellbeing today and in the future 
religion. 

4.1. Introduction: wellbeing, inclusion, and place 
This chapter highlights the importance of social inclusion for 
wellbeing, with a specific focus on religion and the role of place. It 
contributes to current wellbeing debates in two ways. First, it develops 
a theoretical approach to study wellbeing through practices of 
inclusion of social groups. Second, we correspondingly argue that, in 
so-called western and secular societies, it is important to consider 
places for religion in thinking about wellbeing today and in the future. 

Wellbeing is a powerful and commonly used concept that is 
defined, measured, and applied in many ways (Schwanen and 
Atkinson 2015). Recent efforts propose to spatialise wellbeing research 
as a promising alternative moving beyond predefined and generic 
categories of what it means ‘to be well’ by bringing in everyday 
experiences into wellbeing debates (Atkinson, Fuller and Painter 2012; 
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Schwanen and Atkinson 2015; Smith and Reid 2018). As Lefebvre 
(1991) suggests, ‘space is fundamental to our lived experience in the 
world’ (Watkins 2005, 209); hence, it is essential to understand 
wellbeing. Evidence can be found in notions of therapeutic landscapes 
(e.g., Gittins, Wynne-Jones and Morrison, 2021). Sampson and Gifford 
(2010) argue that places are vital in supporting the wellbeing of 
refugee youth by building a sense of belonging and security. Watkins 
and Jacoby (2007) maintain that places can harm wellbeing since it 
contributes to shaping inequality, for instance, by the power dynamics 
at play which exclude particular persons or groups (see Amzi 2021 
(war widows); Tartarini 2021 (prisoners); Alfaro-Simmonds 2021 
(children in urban settings). Atkinson’s (2013) work enhances the link 
between wellbeing and place. She demonstrates how places evoke 
embodied experiences through relational and situated processes of 
wellbeing. Experiences are relational since they are always in 
interaction and negotiated with others present, the material, and the 
objects of a place.  

Furthermore, experiences are never isolated in a specific place, 
but situated through time and space and thus inevitably embedded in 
a particular sociohistorical and political context (Lefebvre 1991; 
Atkinson 2013). Following Smith and Reid (2018, p. 823), we 
‘understand wellbeing as an emergent entanglement of networks of 
wellbeing and illbeing, both produced by and producing space 
through practices performed by persons situated in specific cultures’. 
Thus, by applying the spatial focus on lived experiences, we take up 
the book’s focus on situated and relational experiences of wellbeing 
(Searle, Pykett and Alfaro-Simmonds 2021) which does not solely 
concern the individual level but also unfolds wider sociopolitical 
structures (Schwanen and Atkinson 2015; Smith and Reid 2018; 
Zielke 2021)  

While departing from place, we can approach wellbeing as 
socially differentiated through practices of inclusion. We specifically 
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focus on social inclusion. This multi-dimensional concept can refer to, 
for instance, inclusion in the labour market or bureaucratic inclusion. 
Our focus, however, fits within the communal domain of social 
inclusion (Reimer, 2004; Bock, Kovacs and Shucksmith 2015). This 
concerns shared identities and relations to others in the ordinary 
context of everyday society. Sampson and Gifford (2010) show that 
places are essential for feelings of belonging and inclusion to a 
particular group of society. Similarly, Witten and colleagues (2015) 
stress that feelings of inclusion in urban places are significant for 
individual and societal wellbeing. Experiences of inclusion or 
exclusion can depend on which group you (wish to or are perceived 
to) belong to and where you are (Atkinson 2013). Practices of 
individuals or groups can signify belongingness to a group and to what 
extent these fit with the practices for which a place is conceived. It 
raises questions such as, what practices are encouraged or welcomed 
in a certain place? In other words, what practices are considered 
‘normal’ in everyday or public places? Who, as a result, feels ‘out of 
place’ and why? (Valentine and Sporton 2009). Hence, practices reveal 
social inclusion and exclusion processes at particular places that can 
contribute to or prevent wellbeing. Especially in increasingly unequal 
and pluralistic societies, it is essential, as White (2017) suggests, to 
consider ‘whose wellbeing’ is at stake and whether societies or cities 
cater in the same way to the needs and ambitions of all its inhabitants.  

In this discussion, the lens of religion, and in particular Islam, is 
of specific interest. Religion has been mostly absent from current 
academic and societal debates about wellbeing and is underexposed in 
policies dealing with diversity or inclusion (McClymont 2015; Greed 
2016; Manouchehrifar 2018; Hancock 2019). This lack of attention 
contrasts with the resurgence of religion and changing religious 
landscapes in many contemporary western European societies (Henkel 
2014). While religion was expected to fade away through processes of 
secularisation, it proved to remain a substantial dimension of many 
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peoples’ everyday lives, upbringing, and identities. Religion is a 
fundamental part of identity and directly linked to wellbeing by 
providing purpose, structure and community (Stavrova, Fetchenhauer 
and Schlösser 2013; Graham and Crown 2014). In the past decade, 
especially the salience of religion among young Muslims gained much 
attention (Huijnk 2018). Despite the various ways of ‘being Muslim’, 
and intersections with a diverse range of other identity markers or 
personal characteristics, religion functions as a marker of difference 
and is central to processes and experiences of inclusion and exclusion 
(Ryan 2014; Phillips 2015). This chapter emphasises that excluding, 
questioning, or not fully acknowledging such an integral part of 
someone’s identity will influence their wellbeing. In these experiences 
and exclusionary processes, places play a central role.  

In many European societies, religion is largely banned from the 
public domains and often restricted or designated to particular places 
such as private places (home) or institutionalised places (mosques). 
'Being Muslim' can be a marker of sameness at those places, but also, 
for instance, at halal meat shops or at meetups with young Muslim 
peers. At some places, ‘being Muslim’ can be a marker of sameness, for 
example, at homes or mosques, but also places such as halal meat 
shops, or during meetups with young Muslim peers (Salnikova and 
D’Arcus 2019; Kapinga and Van Hoven 2021). For young Muslims, it 
is important to not only be religious in places designated for religion 
or shared with other Muslims but to navigate and explore religion as 
part of their identities in their everyday lives through various everyday 
places (Ahmad 2012; Kapinga and Van Hoven 2021). This chapter 
highlights that wellbeing is influenced by the mere practices of ‘being 
Muslim’ which does not conform to the norm at particular places. This 
engenders feelings of exclusion and raises the desire to openly and 
visibly ‘be religious’ without being seen as an undesired presence. We 
propose a theoretical approach, comprised of the concepts 
(im)materiality, (in)visibility, and (il)legitimacy, to capture the 
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dimensions of spatially and socially differentiated practices of social 
inclusion needed to promote the wellbeing of religious individuals 
and groups.  

The remainder of this chapter consists of three parts. In the next 
section, we briefly introduce the three concepts making up the 
theoretical frame. Subsequently, we illustrate how those concepts 
interact by drawing on empirical data comprised of young Muslims’ 
narratives in the city of Groningen, a provincial capital in the north of 
the Netherlands. We conclude by arguing for including religion in 
future wellbeing debates and discuss the potential role of postsecular 
planning policies in fostering wellbeing.  

4.2. The importance of materiality, visibility and 
legitimacy in practices of inclusion  
We propose a theoretical approach to understand wellbeing through 
practices of social inclusion based on the concepts (im)materiality, 
(in)visibility and (il)legitimacy. In our approach, local places are 
essential in analysing the interactions between these three concepts. 
Local places include various everyday material places, such as a coffee 
shop, supermarket, home, university, school, work, the mosque, 
public parks, squares, and streets, including its material objects and 
the bodies at those places. These materialities of places do not only 
produce certain experiences, but are also produced by 
immaterialities. We zoom in on practices since places are implicitly or 
explicitly conceived for particular practices or ‘ways of being’ which 
evoke (immaterial) experiences of (il)legitimacy or (in)visibility.  

4.2.1 Materiality  

The materiality of place refers to the concrete, tangible and physical 
emplacements of the city, such as buildings, artefacts, bodies, or other 
solid objects. Following Lefebvre’s (1991) accounts of space, the 
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material is inevitably related to lived experiences and spatial practices, 
as material representations contribute to the emergence of feelings and 
practices, which, in turn, can also have material manifestations. 
Radermacher (2016, p. 308) explains that a material building is 
conceived for certain (religious) practices; it shapes the positioning of 
the body, influences the senses, enables interaction and creates a 
certain experience. Some practices are desired or encouraged by the 
materialities of a place, while it does not cater to other practices. 
Johnson and Miles (2014) show that spatial practices of Muslim 
women wearing a hijab, such as the ordinary performance of walking, 
are shaped by the openness of places which engenders feelings of 
safeness and security. At the same time, this practice of walking 
contributes to the production of material space by an embodied 
manifestation, which provides a sense of recognition for other Muslim 
women. While materiality has a rather fixed and static connotation, 
places are always a state of becoming and continuously reshaped by 
dynamic processes between the material and immaterial experiences 
and spatial practices (Lefebvre 1991; Wight 2012; Burchardt and 
Westendorp 2018).  

Materiality and immateriality also interact in the representation 
of a religious congregation or community, which invites some and 
excludes others. Materiality can engender feelings of inclusion by 
marking a building or site as ‘religious’, for instance, with symbols or 
structures associated with institutionalised religion. For some, this is a 
sign of recognition and belonging, a symbol of home and a point of 
orientation in daily life. It is not by coincidence that Medieval or early 
modern churches were often built in the centre of cities – as an anchor 
for the community (Henkel 2014). According to Cesari (2005), 
mosques can provide a sense of community and belonging for 
Muslims, and also function as a space of representation, which can 
foster inclusion. She notes that ‘the fact that mosques are frequently 
relegated to the city’s periphery is often seen by Muslims as a sign of 
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their own marginalisation’ (p. 1020). Beekers and Tamimi Arab (2016) 
discuss the struggles that arise when a community associated with a 
mosque in Amsterdam desires to move away from the mosque as a 
hidden space towards a place that is materially visible and emphasises 
their belongingness in the cityscape. It is often in the conflicts around 
the material construction or location of mosques that anti-Islamic 
discourses become noticeable (see also Tamimi Arab 2013).  

Materiality has a temporal component and represents historically 
embedded discourses and structures in societies (Knott 2008; Beekers 
and Tamimi Arab 2016; Della Dora 2018). The meanings attached to 
a material place can, however, change over time. Havlíček and 
Klingorová (2018), for instance, show how processes of secularisation, 
sacralisation, pluralisation, and de-secularisation change the urban 
religious landscape of Prague. Della Dora (2018) relates new functions 
of vacant church buildings, such as libraries or even trampoline parks, 
to historically embedded and currently dominant discourses and 
social processes. It explains why ‘new’ or other practices are accepted 
or rejected, or considered normal or abnormal in a material place.  

However, practices of inclusion are not only related to places 
materially ‘marked’ as religious, such as mosques. Religion can be 
lived, practised and experienced everywhere (Ammerman 2014). 
Various places can cater to the needs and wishes, identities, beliefs, 
and everyday lives of religious individuals and communities and 
contribute to feelings of inclusion and wellbeing. For instance, 
Salnikova and D’Arcus (2019) found that halal meat shops are also 
significant places for maintaining and negotiating religious identities 
of Muslim communities as they allow people to express similar 
religious views through the daily practice of food shopping. These 
shared spaces can evoke and reinforce feelings of belonging and add 
to social wellbeing. Spatial practices in public places not shared with 
other Muslims, however, are also crucial for young Muslims to make 
sense of what religion means to them in relation to their parents or 
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religious communities (Kapinga and Van Hoven 2021). Those places 
are essential in revealing processes of structural inclusion and 
exclusion since they reflect what is perceived ‘normal’ in wider 
society. There is not much attention to how the materiality of those 
local places contributes to inclusion and wellbeing. Visibility and 
legitimacy can clarify these processes through practices of inclusion.  

4.2.2 Visibility 

Attempts to gain visibility and the ‘politics of visibility’ are related to 
processes around recognition and stigmatisation, which are often 
highlighted in studies on Muslim communities. Studies show that 
Muslim communities search to claim and appropriate the material 
space by making themselves more visible (Beekers and Tamimi Arab 
2016). Especially young Muslims seem to speak up as ‘Muslim’ to gain 
recognition with ‘the desire to be treated not as second-class citizens, 
but as full citizens’ (Amiraux and Jonkers 2006, p. 10). Nevertheless, 
when Islam gains public visibility, it often encounters resistance such 
as in the (re)construction of mosques (Cesari 2005; Tamimi Arab 
2013), or debates where and under which circumstances Muslims can 
wear a hijab or niqab (Johnson and Miles 2014). Resistance can also 
result from non-visible, audible senses, such as the Azan, the call for 
prayer in public places (Tamimi Arab 2013). Islamic spaces that are 
not noticeable from the outside encounter less resistance (Kuppinger 
2014).  

Studies show that visibility and invisibility relate to inclusion in 
seemingly contradictory and paradoxical ways (Staeheli, Mitchell and 
Nagel 2009; Johnson and Miles 2014). The people struggling for 
visibility often strive for invisibility and inclusion at the same time. 
Visibility as a strategy to gain access or claim public space can be 
confrontational for other users, which can be the aim of claiming 
visibility, but also spark othering (see also Bialasiewicz 2017b). 
Moreover, in many European contexts, Islamic spaces are described as 
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hidden, yet can be considered hyper-visualised at the same time 
(Amiraux and Jonkers 2006; Bialasiewicz 2017b). For some minorities 
or groups, visibility in public places can, hence, be undesirable or even 
perilous when they are noticed as different, not belonging, or ‘the 
other’ – as deviant. Politicised minorities are often made wrongfully 
invisible and visible (Arendt 1957; Bialasiewicz 2017b). Staeheli et al. 
(2009) illustrate this complexity posing the question: where can you 
be visible, but also where can you be invisible? The struggle for both 
visibility and invisibility can, hence, engender feelings of inclusion.  

4.2.3 Legitimacy  

Legitimacy refers to power, norms, rules and laws that denote what is 
accepted or normal in a certain place. Staeheli et al. (2009) explain 
legitimacy by referring to relations between the dominant society and 
the members of social groups seeking inclusion in it: ‘a group that is 
seen to be deviant or to violate the norms of the public, for instance, 
is likely to face conflicts as it seeks inclusion’ (p. 641). Thus, what is 
considered ‘normal’ depends on the dominant group in a particular 
place.  

Social (sub)groups can adjust the norms or create alternative 
places to experience legitimacy (Staeheli et al. 2009). Here invisibility, 
hence, offers protection, facilitates existence in a separate place. Yet, 
places can also visibly be appropriated by certain groups. Phillips 
(2015) focuses on an urban neighbourhood ‘claimed’ by its 
inhabitants as an Asian Muslim space, for instance, through the 
opening of multiple ethnic shops and restaurants. This may be 
interpreted as stepping aside and a reaction to be being kept out of 
other places but can also be considered a voluntary move, searching 
for a place of your own. Furthermore, struggles around the legitimacy 
of places are not necessarily related to minority-majority dynamics, 
but can also come from within (religious) communities (Amiraux and 
Jonkers 2006). Young people tend to create their own spaces far from 
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parental control or authority (Trell, Van Hoven and Huigen 2014). 
Studies show that young Muslims, for instance, make sense of their 
personal religious views and identities outside of the mosques where 
older generations are in charge and produce their own places for 
Muslim peers (Kapinga and Van Hoven 2021). As Johnson and Miles 
(2014) show, public places can be appropriated by Muslim women, by 
ordinary practices such as walking. Thus, it is important to emphasise 
that practices of ‘being Muslim’ can conform to the norm in one 
place, while the same practices create a sense of illegitimacy elsewhere. 
In other words, not all places in the city have similar norms or the 
same group of people deciding what a legit practice is.  

The dynamics of materiality, visibility and legitimacy show the 
subtilities and complexities of inclusion through practices that can 
shape wellbeing, and stress that place is fundamental in these 
processes. In the next section, we illustrate how these theoretical 
concepts interact with each other drawing on the experiences of 
young Muslims.  

4.3. Practices and experiences of young Muslims in 
Groningen  
This section analyses the narratives of young Muslims living in the city 
of Groningen (the Netherlands) and emphasises the interaction 
between materiality, visibility and legitimacy in practices of inclusion 
and exclusion which influence wellbeing. This study is part of a larger 
research project scrutinising the spatial embeddedness of a diverse 
group of young adult Muslims (18‒30) making sense of religion in 
several urban contexts (Kapinga and Van Hoven 2021). In the city of 
Groningen, data collection took place between April 2018 and 
September 2019, and twelve young people, both male and female, 
were interviewed. They varied in many ways, such as in religious views 
and ethnic backgrounds, but ‘being Muslim’ was experienced as a 
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central marker of difference. This marker was attributed by others and 
this attribution, as well as the feelings it engendered, differed from one 
local place to another. To highlight the spatial focus of this research, 
we conducted in-depth interviews which included a map-making 
practice. The interviews and map-making sparked conversations about 
their changing everyday spatialities; what places they (dis)liked; at 
what places they felt that they could be themselves; and where and 
how they ‘lived’ religion.  

When analysing and interpreting the participants’ practices and 
experiences, it is important to emphasise how those experiences are 
situated in a historical context. As Maussen (2014) explains, Islam is a 
minority religion in the Dutch predominantly secular society which is 
historically Christian. From the early 20th century until the late 60s, 
religion was organised along different pillars representing the 
dominant ‘religious’ denominations (Catholic, Calvinist, Socialists, 
and Liberal). Those were spatially largely separated in society by 
having different sports and youth clubs, schools and newspapers. In 
the 1960s and 1970s, Dutch society developed into a secular state, 
moving religion from the public to private spheres. During this 
period, the separation between the traditional religious pillars largely 
disappeared, which is known as de-pillarisation. At the same time, 
church attendance decreased, and the religious landscape diversified. 
Islamic spaces emerged with the arrival of Turkish and Moroccan 
guest workers. With their permanent settlement and family 
reunifications, and later the influx of refugees from Muslim majority 
countries, the Islamic landscape transformed from rather ‘hidden 
places’ into more permanent, and sometimes visible, Islamic places 
(Beekers and Tamimi Arab 2016; Tamimi Arab 2013). Some mosques 
were located in vacant church buildings. Muslims today still face 
struggles in creating Islamic spaces and those conflicts, at least in part, 
reflect and result from the portrayal of Muslims as opposite of alleged 
Dutch values in politics and mainstream media (Van Liere 2014). 
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However, the experiences of participants are also situated in the local 
contexts. In the city of Groningen, an estimated 2.5‒5 per cent of the 
population identifies as Muslim. There are three mosques located in 
the city. Moreover, Groningen typically has many young people 
because of its large student population. While this chapter highlights 
the experiences of participants who follow higher education, we want 
to emphasise that not all of them were students. The participants 
generally enjoyed the city as a place to live and often described it, in 
contrast to larger urban regions such as The Hague, Rotterdam or 
Amsterdam, as a rather ‘white city’ lacking cultural and ethnic 
diversity. However, zooming in on practices at particular local places 
unfolded the nuanced experiences of inclusion and exclusion that 
differed from one place to another and in which materiality, 
legitimacy and visibility play a role.  

Very prominent among all participants was the feeling of being 
viewed as different due to practices that made them visible as Muslim. 
This experience depended on where they were. Experiences of 
‘sticking out’ and being marked as different by the dominant group, 
are for instance, based on participants' physical appearance associated 
with ‘being Muslim’. The embodied practice of wearing a headscarf 
evokes, as Zahra explains, Islamophobic reactions and more implicit 
responses, making her feel different when visiting restaurants, coffee 
shops, or walking on the street.  
 

Zahra (21, female, Groningen): I’m stared at a lot. I once 
walked with a native Dutch guy, and he said so too. I just want 
to be able to take a bite from my food without being stared at 
(laughter). I’m used to it now, but sometimes I really think I 
should say something […]. When you walk into a restaurant, 
everyone is staring at you. People really think: ‘What is she 
doing here?’ It's really weird. […] And also people ask: ‘Do 
you like it here in the Netherlands’? And I’m like ‘Yes, why? I 
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was born here.’ […] Or I’m on a sidewalk, and a woman cycles 
by and says: ‘Take your headscarf off in the Netherlands!’ 
 

Similarly, Aziz experiences being visible by the mere practice of being 
present at many everyday places. When he makes himself more visible 
as Muslim, for example by standing up to racist jokes or stereotypes, 
he moves further away from what is considered legitimate in places 
dominated by students resulting in experiences of exclusion. 

 
Aziz (26, male, Groningen)4: I’ve always felt a little bit 
different […] I didn’t feel 100 per cent at home. […] It is also 
my appearance. People notice me. And it is in my name. […] 
They are like, oh yeah, you are different. But no, I’m just the 
same as everyone else. There [pointing to the city centre on 
his map] I have never been able to feel completely at home, 
also because of the dominant prototype of ‘the student’. […] 
That is also what this part of Groningen [city centre] is for 
me, namely if you do not meet the norm then you can bugger 
off. And if there is something I’ve never conformed to, it is 
the norm. So when you show yourself a little more to the 
outside world, the edges become sharper. 

 
Both reflections illustrate that being visibly Muslim does not conform 
to the norm at many places shared with non-Muslims. A fundamental 
part of their identity is not acknowledged as legitimate ‘practice’ in 
that specific place. In line with the literature, participants desire 
invisibility in those places because they feel similar to everybody else 
but are wrongly perceived as being different (Staeheli et al. 2009). Aziz 
contrasts the experience of being perceived as ‘different’ in the city 
centre to more culturally diverse places, such as at a shopping centre 

                                             
4 The presented quotes in this chapter are all translated from Dutch to 
English.  
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outside of the city centre and at the mosque where he enjoys the sense 
of legitimate invisibility.  
 

Aziz (26, male, Groningen): Going to the Mosque on Friday 
felt a bit like a relief to me. Here [shopping centre and 
mosque] you don’t have the feeling that someone is looking 
at you a little longer […]. Among those people, I don't have 
to defend myself, and of course, I don’t have to do that 
verbally or whatever anyway. But that [not being noticed] 
plays a very important role in this [what places I feel 
comfortable]. 
 

Aziz also explains that he goes to this particular shopping centre, and 
thus actively changes his experience of the space, since he feels 
comfortable there, and gains invisibility which provides a sense of 
legitimacy. The ability and opportunity to be invisible ‘when you be 
yourself’ seems to be pivotal in practices for wellbeing when zooming 
in on local places. Jasmine also substantiates how these exclusionary 
experiences of being wrongfully visible influence her wellbeing since 
she never had the feeling she belonged: 
 

Jasmine (22 female, Groningen): I just felt very 
uncomfortable. But at a certain point that started to change, 
but here, I never really had the feeling that I … I have become 
quite lonely now. Here in Groningen, at the University […]. 
Because I really didn’t feel like dealing with this negative 
energy around me. 

 
Jasmine describes the negative energy as a consequence of her visibility 
which seems to be a barrier to connect to her peers. Places do not only 
shape people, but the participants’ narratives also reveal their agency 
to change what is considered normal, notable, or outstanding at a 
particular place (Johnson and Miles 2014). Jasmine enacts her agency 
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by actively challenging stereotypes about Muslims with the desire to 
prevent Muslim peers from having similar experiences as herself. 
 

Jasmine (22 female, Groningen): To show that someone 
with a headscarf is also normal. Really merely to do 
something about that stupid feeling I had in the beginning. I 
just wanted to… for people with a headscarf who will come 
here to study… that they are viewed a bit more normal and 
normally treated, you know. 

 
Jasmine’s attempt to change the norm as an active student does not 
spark resistance, in contrast to Aziz’s experience when he stands up to 
racist jokes. However, when she strives for legitimacy, she needs to 
become more visible as an example of a Muslim student. Here the 
seemingly paradoxical character of visibility comes into play (Staeheli 
et al. 2009). Changing the norms and making a Muslim presence more 
legitimate makes her also more visible as Muslim, while she desires to 
achieve a sense of legitimacy through invisibility.  

As a result, the need for places to meet other young Muslim peers 
emerges. At the University of Groningen, in 2018 the first Muslim 
Student Association of Groningen was founded by and for young 
Muslims. Part of their mission is: ‘to offer the Muslim student a place 
where his/her spiritual and social interests are represented’. Consider 
how Jasmine continues:  
 

Jasmine (22, female, Groningen): A Muslim Student 
Association brings people together, and yeah… you can 
just… you often have the feeling that you are alone when you 
don’t go out to party or drink alcohol. You are often the 
outsider because those things are considered normal here. 

This need for alternative places becomes clear in the narratives of other 
participants as well and is echoed by other studies showing that places 
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shared by young Muslims seem important for coping with experiences 
of ‘being different’ in other everyday places (Kapinga and Van Hoven 
2021). At those places, the intersection between being young and 
Muslims – in all its varieties – seems to be the norm; it provides a sense 
of legitimacy and thus functions as a ‘complementary private sphere 
of invisibility’ (Arendt 1957; Bialasiewicz 2017a). Phillips (2015) also 
suggests that Muslim citizens practice religion in some parts of the 
city, where the absence of feeling different or undesirably visible make 
them feel safe and at home. De Koster (2010) demonstrates that such 
alternative places can also be found online; they appeal to people with 
‘unusual’ and ‘out of place’ identities, and create a sense of invisibility 
and legitimacy. The desire for offline instead of virtual meetings 
demonstrates the importance of material presence. It underlines the 
importance of being legitimate in place and not to be ‘pushed away’ 
to immaterial virtual spaces. Being legitimately present reflects 
inclusion and promotes wellbeing. However, as our empirical 
evidence illustrates, legitimacy at one place can provide a feeling of 
inclusion and belonging, yet signify illegitimacy at other places.  

The complexity of (il)legitimacy becomes evident in its 
interaction with (in) visibility and (im)materiality. Some participants 
reflected upon the struggle around realising a prayer space in the 
university library, which illustrates that religion is a complex and 
sensitive issue when organisations search to promote diversity while 
fostering inclusion and wellbeing. Diversity and inclusion are 
prominent topics at the University of Groningen: in 2019 it was the 
theme of their 405th anniversary, in which they celebrated and 
highlighted various forms of diversity, among which they emphasised 
religion. While university buildings located outside of the city centre 
provided a place to pray, the wish for such a place in the city centre 
raised worries and resistance among the university management. After 
a seven-month pilot at the University Library, a permanent 
contemplation room was created to provide all students with a place ‘to 
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step away from the hustle and bustle of the university life’, to practice 
mindfulness and promote wellbeing. While the pilot had shown that 
the room was mainly used for prayer (78 per cent), mostly by Muslim 
students, the rules prevented any religious appropriation of the room; 
‘the contemplation room is intended for individual contemplation, 
reflection or meditation’, and ‘users may not claim or appropriate the 
contemplation room in any way, for example by means of decorations, 
inscriptions, furnishings, layout or behaviour’. Not acknowledging 
the ‘religious function’ of the room seems ‘safe’ as preventing any 
discussion on religion; it seems inclusive too, as it invites all students 
and allows for various forms of contemplation. However, it evokes a 
sense of illegitimacy of being Muslim. While Aziz explains he is 
pleased with having a place to pray, he says the following about the 
absence of its religious purpose or representation:  

Aziz (26, male, Groningen): Because you cannot say in 
public that you are a Muslim. People will think 
unconsciously – even if they don't want to think that way 
about Muslims – they oppress women or don’t participate in 
society. That is my experience. […] If you give Muslims a 
prayer room, it really doesn’t mean that they suddenly… that 
they are going to blow themselves up or something. That 
really is what people think and ‘joke’ about. […]. That prayer 
room was a struggle.  
 

The contemplation room can therefore be described as what 
Burchardt and Becci (2013) call ‘hidden religious topographies, that 
impart religious signification to networks of sites that are only 
recognisable by insiders.’ (p. 12). Religion is made ‘invisible’ by and 
for others and is, therefore, experienced as an undesired part of this 
material place and engender feelings of being different or undesired. 
The practice of prayer is tolerated and accepted and, thus, formally 
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legitimate, yet, at the same time, preventing from making that visible 
to others engenders feelings of illegitimacy and affects feelings of 
inclusion and wellbeing. 

4.4. Final remarks: A place for religion  
This chapter proposed a theoretical approach to understanding the 
importance of practices of religious inclusion for the promotion of 
wellbeing in which place is central. The approach distinguishes 
between the materiality, visibility, and legitimacy of practices since 
those grant nuanced insight into the spatialities of such enactments of 
religious identity in everyday places. Narratives of young Muslims in 
Groningen (the Netherlands) empirically illustrated the complex 
interaction among these concepts and underlined their spatial 
embeddedness. Wellbeing results from practices fundamental for 
whom you are, such as ‘being Muslim’. This approach is useful for 
studying wellbeing among other social sub-groups facing issues of 
inclusion based on an integral part of their identities such as gender, 
sexuality and race. For instance, same-sex couples in the Netherlands 
are still hesitant to visibly enact their identity at public spaces even 
though efforts are made to make public spaces more inclusive on 
various governmental levels (Engberts and Pierik 2019).  

Religion particularly complicates the discussion on inclusion and 
wellbeing in secular societies such as the Netherlands where religion 
is expected to take place in private and particular places outside of 
public view. Expressing religious identities visibly in everyday places 
evokes resistance, and in particular for Islam as we discussed in this 
chapter. Several other studies showed that Muslim communities feel 
pressured to refrain from enacting their religion outside private or 
conventional religious places (Cesari 2005; Phillips 2015; Bialasiewicz 
2017a). Yet, religion is not only important at mosques, alternative 
places, or private spaces such as homes. In particular, for young 
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Muslims, everyday places are important for making sense of who they 
are and exploring and developing their religious beliefs and practices 
in this process (Kapinga and Van Hoven 2021). This chapter 
emphasised the struggle of being wrongfully visible and invisible as 
Muslim in places shared with non-Muslims. While the empirical data 
demonstrated the agency of participants in producing or changing 
places to gain a sense of legitimacy, we share Smith and Reid’s (2018) 
concerns about the neoliberal and individualistic accounts on 
individuals’ own responsibility for wellbeing. After all, opportunities 
and responsibilities to create inclusive publics and societies also lie 
with the public and society at large (Johnson and Miles 2014; Witten, 
Kearns and Carroll 2015). Equality, diversity, and inclusion are central 
goals of democratic policies since it is a governments’ responsibility to 
cater to all its inhabitants, including religious communities. While 
there is attention for other forms of diversity (such as gender diversity, 
see for example Engberts and Pierik 2019), governmental 
organisations have to set an example and become aware of the notion 
that religion requires a more prominent place in inclusion and 
wellbeing debates. As the prayer space discussion showed, even with 
inclusivity objectives in mind, religion remains a sensitive and loaded 
matter to deal with. Many institutions and (governmental) 
organisations have similar conflicts, struggling with religion and 
supposed neutrality, which sometimes are politically charged as well 
(see for example Bialasiewicz 2017b). Unlike other forms of diversity, 
Greed (2016) argues religion is underexposed and ‘discriminated’ in 
planning for diverse and inclusive societies. Religious groups are often 
not taken seriously, and there seems to be an uncomfortableness and 
ignorance around dealing with religion (Manouchehrifar 2018). Few 
scholars engage with discussions on religion in (urban) planning 
policy and the ones who do all point towards its absence (McClymont 
2015; Greed 2016; Manouchehrifar 2018; Hancock 2019) 



 

Wellbeing and inclusion: a place for religion | 135 
 

Religion also needs to be seriously considered in planning for 
inclusive societies and wellbeing today and in the future. One of the 
promising ways forward is directly related to the spatial environments 
fundamental for practices of wellbeing. Since policymakers seem to 
withdraw from engaging with religion in planning policies under the 
guise of secularity, McClymont (2015) argues for a redefinition of 
religion in planning. Postsecular planning means moving away from 
opposing religion and secularism since these are often approached as 
each other’s constitutive others (Manouchehrifar 2018). Approaching 
religion from a postsecular perspective emphasises the entanglement 
of, and respect for, various forms of belief and non-belief and enables 
planning to move to an agnostic, instead of an antagonistic way of 
dealing with religion (McClymont 2015). This postsecular perspective 
allows to move beyond the institutionalised religions and the places 
assigned to them in the urban context (Hancock 2019). McClymont 
(2015 539) notes that this broader postsecular definition of religion 
‘reasserts the possibility of spiritual and religious values beyond places 
of worship’. This facilitates the connection of contemporary and 
future urban religious landscapes in which religion is imbued in the 
cityscape in explicit and implicit ways (Burchardt and Westendorp 
2018). The latter is important for young Muslims’ wellbeing since 
everyday places are profound in experiences of being different.  

Further research is required into how postsecular planning 
policies can best be implemented. This implementation depends on 
national and local contexts regarding, for instance, planning cultures, 
changing religion–state relations, the development of religious 
landscapes, and the role of the government. Martínez-Ariño (2019, p. 
11) has shown that governmental bodies at several levels play a role in 
defining what forms of religion are ‘acceptable’ public spaces, and also 
influence what is normal in institutions and organisations. Context-
specific expertise is needed to identify the sensitivities and decision-
making processes around religion and to effectively implement 
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postsecular planning and stimulate practices of wellbeing through 
inclusion.  
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