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6.1 Introduction  

This PhD research focused on young people’s religious identities and 
wellbeing in contemporary western and predominantly secular 
societies. Specifically, I examined how young Muslims experience and 
navigate their religious identities and beliefs while growing up in a 
Muslim minority context. In so doing, I depart from a geographic 
perspective. The picture above serves as an example that highlights the 
value of centralising the relationships between places and people to 
understand how young Muslims negotiate their religious identities 
and beliefs. It shows a mural at a street corner in Vancouver, Canada, 
designed by Doaa Jamal and created as a community activity where 
others - mostly young adult Muslims – helped in painting this artwork. 
I encountered the artwork during fieldwork for this thesis in the 
summer of 2018. The mural depicts a surah, a Quranic verse, in Kufic 
script5. The title, Why don’t they see us, refers to the importance of 
making connections to ‘others’ living in the same societies. As Doaa 
explains, this pertains to intracommunity and intergenerational 
relations, interactions between Muslims and non-Muslims, as well as 
applying to minority and majority dynamics of other sub-groups in 
society. The meaning of this artwork touches upon the societal 
relevance of this thesis, namely, the pressure on the visibility and 
manifestation of Islam and Muslims in public spaces due to increased 
Islamophobia and the hostile misrepresentations of especially young 
Muslims (Ali 2008; Thomson and Pihlaja 2018; Hopkins 2020). It also 
illustrates that people can attribute religion in unexpected and fluid 
ways to the cityscape and that it is an integrated part of the material 
and social environment of contemporary predominantly secular 
societies (Finlayson 2017; Burchardt and Westendorp 2018). The 

                                             
5 The translation, presented in small white letters on the left side of the 

mural, says: ‘We have created you from male and female, and made you into 
nations and tribes that you may know one another (49:13). 
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mural captures the focus in this thesis, namely, examining the ways in 
which young Muslims enact, experience, and negotiate their religious 
identities in different spatial contexts and how this relates to their 
wellbeing. Centralising various spatial contexts provided in-depth 
insights into how wellbeing emerges or is undermined through the 
lived experience of ones’ ‘Muslimness’. These nuanced insights are 
essential to becoming more inclusive towards Muslims, one of the key 
challenges for western and predominantly secular societies today 
(Yasmeen and Marković 2014; Hancock 2019). 

Throughout this PhD research, the experiences and perceptions 
of a diverse group of young Muslims are taken as the point of 
departure by focusing on how they 'live'6 religion, perceive their 
changing religious identities and beliefs, and if and how the spatial 
context mattered in that regard. A qualitative research approach was 
adopted, and fieldwork took place in three different research urban 
contexts: Newcastle upon Tyne, UK, Vancouver, Canada, and 
Groningen, The Netherlands. In-depth interviews and map-making 
techniques were used to collect data. This led to rich data enveloping 
diverse individual narratives which included the spatiotemporal 
complexities of identity, belonging, lived religion, and wellbeing. The 
chapters in the body of this thesis present the analysis of the empirical 
data and, additionally, foreground methodological tools for studying 
religious identities in contemporary societies. All four chapters 
contributed to the main aim of this thesis by answering research 
questions as presented on the next page. 

 

 

 

                                             
6 This refers to lived religion approach introduced in chapter 1, p. 11.  
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The main purpose of this thesis was to explain the role of places in 
how young Muslims navigate their religious identities and beliefs 
while moving from youth to young adulthood, and to explore how 
these processes relate to wellbeing. The following questions guided the 
research trajectory:  

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?  

This concluding chapter summarises the main findings by answering 
these questions in section 6.2, followed by a reflection on the 
limitations of this study and directions for future research in section 
6.3. Finally, section 6.4 elaborates on the scientific and societal 
relevance of the results by highlighting the importance of the 
spatiotemporal approach (6.4.1); positioning the results in debates on 
globalised Muslim identities (6.4.2); and discussing possible 
implications of the claim to create ‘places for religion’ to promote the 
wellbeing of young Muslims and move towards more inclusive 
societies. 
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6.2 Summary of the main findings  

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?  

The findings of the three empirical studies in chapters 2, 3, and 4 
showed that young Muslims experience their religious identities and 
beliefs as developing throughout their teenage years. This resembles 
studies that emphasise the non-fixed character of religious identities 
(McNamara Barry et al. 2010; Chan, Tsai, and Fuligni 2015). More 
specifically, the participants experienced their religious identities 
evolve from an identity that is ascribed by birth and upbringing, to a 
self-acquired and chosen identity of ‘being Muslim'. The findings 
show that young people, around their mid-teens, begin to negotiate 
their religious identities, practices, beliefs, and ambitions 
independently from their parents. They re-evaluate what they have 
learned so far at the mosques or at home and start exploring what 
religion means to them in the context of other aspects that become 
increasingly salient in their everyday lives as young people.  

Places play a vital role in these processes of exploring and 
negotiating religious identities while transitioning from youth to 
young adulthood. The second chapter reveals that religious identity 
negotiations are reflected in young people’s relationships with places 
far beyond the (national) context of their residence. The participants 
refer to the home villages, cities, and regions of their parents’ descent 
and to Islamic holy sites such as Mecca. The meanings of these 
transnational relations do, however, change over time. Participants 
consider the places of their family's descent as important for their 
cultural identity. In terms of religion, these places are, however, part 
of their understanding of religion in the past. While growing up, they 
begin to disentangle these places from their religious beliefs and 
identities. This process coincides with disassociating their religious 
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identities and beliefs from how their parents' generation understands 
and practices religion. Some participants perceive young people’s 
practices of Islam as purer and more genuine because it is detangled 
from cultural traditions. These types of disassociations explain the 
changing transnational relations. Chapter 2 highlights that these 
transnational relations are anchored in the local and predominantly 
'secular' context in which the participants reside, in this case, 
Newcastle upon Tyne, UK. These ties to places beyond the UK are a 
reflection or an outcome of the participants' everyday lives and 
identity negotiations in the local and societal context. Therefore, the 
religious identities of the participants can be considered imbued in the 
British cultural and societal context and not as deculturalised or 
deterritorialised.  

The results presented in Chapters 3 and 4 build on the findings 
in Chapter 2 by showing the significance of various local and everyday 
places for how young Muslims perceive their Muslimness. Various 
places evoke different experiences that can shape identities and beliefs 
(see also Kong, 2010; Hemming and Madge, 2011). The supermarket, 
school, streets, libraries, restaurants, mosques, or their house, for 
instance, engender different experiences of ‘being Muslim’. In spite of 
the studies taking place in geographically divergent urban contexts – 
in terms of size, population, Muslim communities, diversity, urban 
structures, and much more - the narratives of the participants in all 
contexts show that multiple local and everyday places play a vital role 
in negotiating religion. Furthermore, the narratives of participants in 
all three contexts underline that we should not focus only on formal 
religious or sacred places to understand how religion is an aspect of 
contemporary society and the lives of (young) people (Ammerman, 
2014).  
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How do young people navigate religion through time and place?  

Young Muslims develop their understanding of religion in the local 
context and at various places in which they 'live' and experience their 
Muslimness. These experiences not only differ from one place to 
another but the role of local places also changes over time, while 
participants transition into young adulthood. Some places gain 
importance while others become irrelevant. It is important to note 
that experiences of lived religion are not the same for all participants 
but differ across race, gender, and class, as well as other dimensions 
of their identities (see also Hemming and Madge 2011; Ryan 2012; 
Eidoo 2018). However, despite the various differences, chapter 3 
presents an overarching spatiotemporal pattern through which 
young people make sense of religion.   

Participants considered the mosque as valuable in their past, yet 
this place became less prominent for their religious identities or beliefs 
while becoming a young adult. In contrast, meeting places intended 
for young Muslim audiences become increasingly salient. The 
changing roles of these mosques and meeting places are 
interconnected. The narratives indicate that participants start to feel 
less comfortable at the mosque for discussing their doubts and 
questions and exploring what religion means to them in their everyday 
lives, such as through career choices, increased independence, 
romantic relationships, friendships, hobbies, and other aspects they 
encounter as young people. Generally, the participants do not feel they 
are able to change the existing norms and power structures at the 
mosque to create a more comfortable atmosphere for discussing these 
matters. Or, in other words, the mosques are dominated by the older 
generation. Hence, the data from Vancouver show that young 
Muslims create multiple alternative places that cater to their religious 
needs and explorations. Those generally revolve around initiatives that 
young Muslims organise for other young Muslims. The making of 
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these places is informed by the normativities at the mosque, yet also 
relates to experiences elsewhere in the city. The experiences of the 
participants in Newcastle upon Tyne, Vancouver, and Groningen 
showed that in emerging adulthood, the participants encounter new 
places and associated social settings such as work, educational, and 
leisure spaces (Valentine, 2003), through which different experiences 
of ‘being Muslim’ emerge. These can engender subtle exclusionary 
experiences but also encounters that raise new insights or questions 
regarding what it means to be Muslim. Based on these rather newly-
lived experiences, young people create their own places that cater to 
their needs which are often fluidly and implicitly part of the material 
environment. These contribute to explorations and developments of 
their religious identities and beliefs and also shape the religious 
structures in the local urban context. 

How do the processes of navigating and 'living' religion through 
various places relate to the wellbeing of young Muslims? 

This thesis demonstrates that wellbeing is affected by a combination 
of experiences of lived religion and practices of inclusion. 
Participants in the three urban contexts that are included in this 
thesis encounter and cope with explicit Islamophobic expressions and 
discrimination, yet their wellbeing is also undermined by subtle 
practices – such as being gazed at (see also Shaker 2021). The mere 
practice of ‘being Muslim’ does not conform to the norm at many 
places shared with non-Muslims, making the participants feel 
unwantedly visible, uncomfortable, or undesired. Fieldwork in 
Groningen, presented in chapter 4, underlines that it is important to 
experience the legitimacy of ‘being Muslim’ in (semi)public places 
shared with non-Muslims, such as educational institutions, public 
transport, and workplaces. The ability to be invisible in these places 
‘when being yourself’ is vital for wellbeing. Chapter 4 argues for 
understanding these subtle exclusionary yet significant dynamics that 
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undermine wellbeing by focusing on the concepts of (im)materiality, 
(in)visibility, and (il)legitimacy. The interaction between these 
concepts explains how the feeling of being legitimate or illegitimate 
in a particular material place is informed by the experience and 
practice (immaterialities) of being a visible or invisible Muslim 
presence. The interaction between these concepts will differ 
depending on where you are, whether in school, on the street, or in 
a restaurant, and are never isolated from experiences elsewhere. Thus, 
the dynamics through which wellbeing is undermined or emerges are 
connected to how religion is lived and experienced in other everyday 
places, both in the past and present, and in relation to future religious 
ambitions.  

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

Based on the empirical studies, this thesis advocates for two 
methodological tools to research religion in contemporary societies, 
and more specifically, to understand the spatialities of how young 
Muslims live and make sense of religious identities and beliefs. First, 
it underlines the usefulness of map-making exercises in generating 
narratives through place and time that tease out complexities and 
dynamics of identity processes (Anthias 2002; Hopkins 2007). I asked 
the participants to pinpoint places on their map that they considered 
important in their past, present, and future. Throughout the research 
process, a map-making technique was explored by using a digital 
format (chapter 2) and hardcopy empty sheets (chapters 3 and 4). 
Both bases have distinct advantages, yet the hardcopy maps were 
most valuable due to the participants’ freedom of drawing and the 
practicality of these suiting every interview location. The maps 
sparked stories and experiences about the everyday places they 
(dis)liked; at what places they felt (un)comfortable, (in)visible, or 'out 
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of place'; and where and how they lived religion. This map-making 
tool generated nuanced and in-depth data on the spatial and temporal 
dimensions of making sense of religion when transitioning from 
youth to young adulthood.  

Second, this thesis features the value of ‘positionality meetings' 
as a reflexive tool that goes beyond accounts of self-reflexivity. 
Especially in researching religion, uncomfortable and 
confrontational reflexivity is important. Many scholars do not fully 
acknowledge, are ignorant to, or shy away from religion as part of 
contemporary western societies (Henkel 2011; Ammerman 2014; 
Frankenberry 2018). Chapter 5 shows the value of this tool in 
considering my - mostly outsider, yet fluid - position in researching 
young Muslims, a religious minority in a political context of which I 
am also part of as a white and ‘non-religious’ researcher. The central 
argument is that the collective and deliberative meetings with other 
researchers about our respective positionalities enhance researchers’ 
transparencies concerning their subjectivities and reflexive processes. 
Positionality meetings can push researchers to go beyond listing 
similarities and differences between the participants and the 
researcher, and enable researchers to reveal 'blind spots'. This 
deliberatively planned character allows the meetings to evolve to 
more uncomfortable and confrontational discussions on social 
locations, potential biases, and relationships with the research 
subjects (in this case, religion) and provides more nuanced insight 
into how and from what standpoint knowledge is generated. 

In summary, the preceding chapters of this thesis provided empirical, 
theoretical, and methodological insights that contributed to the main 
purpose of this thesis. The insights gained from three divergent urban 
contexts helped to explain the role of a place in how young Muslims 
navigate their religious identities and beliefs while transitioning from 
youth to young adulthood and revealed its importance for wellbeing. 
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Vancouver is known for its cultural diversity and, as described by one 
of the participants, it is a ‘booming place for young Muslims’, referring 
to the city’s many initiatives for young Muslims. Newcastle upon Tyne 
and Groningen differed from Vancouver in this way and by many 
others. Groningen, for instance, is referred to by participants as a 
rather white city and has far fewer events and informal meetings for 
young Muslims. Despite these differences, however, the insights 
derived from these three cities revealed the underlying spatiotemporal 
complexities and patterns of the participants’ experiences and 
narratives.  

6.3 Reflections, limitations, and directions for future 
research  
One aspect of this PhD research that needs further reflection is the 
power dynamics that are potentially downplayed in explaining how 
young people navigate religion in emerging adulthood. This thesis 
took a ‘lived religion’ approach in response to the call for nuanced 
insight into young Muslims' diverse, ordinary, messy, and 
contradictory experiences that go beyond reactive notions of Muslim 
identities, often in response to Islamophobia (Thompson and Pihlaja 
2018). Recent insights, however, indicate that centralising the 
participants’ perspectives and experiences might overemphasise 
individuals’ agency and overlook the power structures in which 
religious lives are embedded (Knibbe 2020, Kupari, 2020). Reflecting 
on the research process, I did attend to the ‘embeddedness of religious 
persons in intricate power relations’ (Kupari, 2020, p. 213). The 
adopted spatial approach provided nuanced insights into power 
dynamics as a place always imbued with power (Lefebvre 1991; Massey 
2005; Cresswell 2009, see chapter 1 p. 9). The data include, for 
instance, numerous descriptions of participants feeling 
(un)comfortable in certain places due to existing normativities or the 
various ‘others’ present, such as their parents, the older generations, 
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friends, peers, or colleagues. Having said this, however, the data 
abundantly presents accounts of young people’s agency which raises 
questions about whether that dimension is indeed overemphasised. 
Chapter 4, for instance, highlights how young people create 
alternative places drawn from the limitations to change normativities 
and power structures at, for instance, the mosques or several public 
places. During the interviews, we explicitly asked for places 
participants feel uncomfortable or places they prefer to avoid. 
However, considering their individual experiences as a point of 
departure might imply that participants’ narratives are directed 
towards what young Muslims could change (instead of what they 
cannot) since these are often crucial fragments for their stories. Places 
that become less salient in their everyday lives are likely to play a less 
central role in the remaining part of the narratives since participants 
often simply avoid going to places where they do not feel comfortable 
when they gain independence and more mobility. This does not mean 
that these power dynamics are absent. Hence, the continuous role of 
the power dynamics could be downplayed in the individual narratives. 
Potential follow-up studies could triangulate the data that highlights 
these individual perspectives by integrating other methods into the 
research design, such as observational methods, to validate further 
how making sense of religion is embedded in existing power 
structures.  

The young people that volunteered as participants in this study 
self-identified as Muslim and were raised in Islamic households. We 
approached potential participants mostly via recruitment posts on 
social media and a snowball technique. The young Muslims who 
refrained from participation could have shared other stories or 
experiences that might have been valuable for understanding how 
young Muslims navigate and ‘live’ religion. As mentioned in chapter 
5, my positionality as a white and non-Muslim researcher – part of the 
sociopolitical context in which young Muslims are often 
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misrepresented – is likely to limit the access to participants that were 
worried about misrepresentation, misunderstanding, or ignorance of 
their religious views and practices by an outsider. Hence, those 
participants may have slightly different spatialities of lived religion. 
The positionality meetings also revealed how my position influenced 
the generated narrative data. Some dimensions of the participants’ 
narratives were rather rich (discussions on intra-community 
dynamics) while others were relatively ‘thin’ (discriminatory 
experiences) in comparison with researchers with an Islamic 
background (see the discussions with Reza Shaker and Rik Huizinga 
in chapter 5). It would be interesting to complement the generated 
knowledge with a research project conducted by, or in collaboration 
with, other researchers with different epistemological advantages (due 
to different social locations, biographies, and perspectives) and gain 
access to other stories and experiences to enrich our understandings 
on the spatialities of religious identity negotiation in emerging 
adulthood.  

Moreover, to further expand our knowledge on this topic, a focus 
on the spatiotemporal complexities of formerly or newly religious 
young people is valuable as well. Future studies could focus on the 
spatialities of young Muslim converts or young people that decided to 
step away from religion while becoming more independent in 
emerging adulthood. These negotiation processes are likely to be 
informed by experiences within various local places as well.  

Furthermore, a valuable direction for future research lies in 
longitudinal studies in which participants are involved over a more 
extended period, or several periods, during their lifetime (Ryan 2014; 
Hadad and Schachter 2011). While youth is a profound phase for 
exploring religion, religious identities and beliefs change over one’s 
entire course of life (McNamara Barry, Nelson, Davarya and Urry 
2010; Chan, Tsai and Fuligni 2015). This thesis focused on 
participants´ past, present, and future, yet I took a cross-section of how 
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young people make sense of the fragments of their lives at one 
particular moment in time. At the time of the interviews, participants 
were in a phase in which they studied or started their careers and did 
not have their own families. Making sense of past and present 
experiences might change over time. It would be interesting to explore 
these changing narrations of participants’ religious selves for 
understanding the shifting role of place in other phases of life as well. 
Longitudinal insights can shine a light on whether and how young 
people will return to similar spatialities as their parent’s generations 
when they, for instance, start their own families and have the 
opportunity to transmit their religious values onto the younger 
generation.   

Lastly, the three different research contexts proved to be valuable in 
revealing underlying structures that can explain some of the similar 
spatiotemporal patterns of ‘being Muslims’ in everyday places across 
the three cities. Including the perspectives from different contexts 
contributed to building theories about how young Muslims navigate 
their religious identities and beliefs in emerging adulthood (see 
section 6.4.1 about the importance of the spatiotemporal approach). 
While including three contexts in the research design can be 
considered a strength, it also has a downside. After all, every moment 
of fieldwork could not be invested in one city. First, fieldwork was 
conducted in Newcastle upon Tyne, then in Vancouver, and, after 
that, data collection in Groningen was finalised. During the research 
process, empirical or methodological insights resulted in refinements 
and optimisations in, for instance, research focus (from transnational 
to everyday places), sampling criteria and strategies, and map-making 
techniques (from digital to hardcopy maps). These newly gained 
insights were mostly implemented in the next research context. While 
each case added its own perspective on the same research subject, 
focusing on one city would have benefitted from these inductive 
inferences as well. For instance, if all interviews would have been 



194 | Chapter 6  
  

conducted in Groningen, this could have generated more context-
specific knowledge which is necessary for providing concrete 
recommendations for the city. These recommendations would depend 
on the current religious urban landscapes, how the mosques in the city 
operate and develop, the legislation and norms revolving around 
religion in the public sphere, the sociohistorical places of religion, and 
the characteristics of the Muslim population in the city (Beyer and 
Ramji 2013; Beyer 2014; Yasmeen and Marković 2014; Fredriks 2016). 
There lies a task for future research to generate more context-specific 
knowledge to promote inclusion and wellbeing for young Muslims 
and formulate concrete recommendations for a particular urban 
context. The final subsection of this thesis (6.4.3) outlines some of the 
possibilities to start thinking about the implications of this research 
more generally.  

6.4 Significance and implications of the findings  
This thesis contributes to the current academic and societal debates in 
several ways. This section first highlights the importance of the 
spatiotemporal perspectives for the relevant domains in the literature, 
followed by the significance of the results for discussions on global 
Muslim identities. It concludes with the relevance of a place for 
religion to promote wellbeing among young Muslims and working 
towards more inclusive societies.  

6.4.1 Importance of the spatiotemporal perspective  

The significance of this thesis lies in empirically demonstrating that 
spatiotemporal approaches are crucial in understanding young 
people’s religious identities in which their own experiences and 
perspectives are central. Research on youth and religion remains 
fragmented (Hemming and Madge 2011). Studies towards young 
people’s religious identities seem to prioritise a focus on either time or 
place. The spatial approach is dominant in the vast body of qualitative 
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geographical studies that have demonstrated the complexities and 
dynamics of negotiating religion in relation to other aspects of young 
Muslims’ identities (Dwyer 2000; Hopkins 2011; Johnson and Miles 
2014; Shaker 2021). Our findings show that the temporality of ‘lived 
religion’ at particular places is a vital addition to interpreting identity 
negotiations at a specific time and place. Youth studies traditionally 
take a temporal perspective, yet have recently called for spatialising 
research into non-linear transitions into adulthood to incorporate 
young people’s own experiences (Furrugia and Wood 2017; Wood 
2017). This thesis empirically contributes by demonstrating how 
spatial approaches indeed enrich the understandings of transitional 
phases without losing sight of the temporal dimension.  

Taking a spatiotemporal perspective, however, is not entirely 
new. It resembles the approaches of youth geographers who study how 
and why everyday geographies of young people change over time 
(Valentine 2003; Valentine and Sadgrove 2012). Studies also found 
that unsupervised places, away from parental control or other adults' 
authority, are important in identity negotiation for youth (Trell, Van 
Hoven and Huigen 2014). This thesis builds on these discussions by 
highlighting the potential role of religion, which is underexplored in 
this domain (see for an exception Hopkins, Olson, Baillie Smith and 
Laurie 2015). This is an important contribution since the findings 
show that changing geographies of young Muslims are, at least in part, 
determined by navigating their religious identities and beliefs. As we 
suggest in Chapter 3, for many participants, their religious beliefs are 
overarching and guiding dimensions of a ‘lifestyle’, in which they 
integrate the other aspects of their everyday lives. Religion plays a 
significant role in determining what places the young participants in 
this study liked or tried to avoid. It is important to incorporate insight 
on religion since it is, and remains, vital for young Muslims’ lives and 
geographies. 
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6.4.2. Significance for discussions on globalised Muslim identities 

This thesis contributes to the academic discussion on increasingly 
individualised and globalised youth identities. Young people have 
access to, and can negotiate, global and transnational forms of 
religious identities (Kibria, 2008, Hadad and Schacter, 2011). Some 
studies indeed indicate relatively new forms of identifications among 
young Muslims that transcend national borders (Kibria 2008; Hadad 
and Schachter 2011). Other studies emphasise that, in line with our 
findings, the local context remains crucial in religious identity 
negotiations (i.e Ryan 2012, 2014; Harris and Roose 2014; Eidoo 2018; 
Thompson and Pihlaja 2018). This thesis adds to those studies by 
taking into account both the transnational and local accounts of 
identification depending on what was important to the participants. 
Hence, the findings contribute to the current discussion on global 
(Muslim) identities by showing that these globalised and transnational 
forms of identification are inextricably linked to the local and everyday 
context. For instance, the participants mentioned that they identify 
with transnational communities, such as the Ummah, and associate 
their religious identities to places such a Mecca. The data show that 
those transnational relations and global forms of identification are 
anchored in local identity negotiations, as explained by answering the 
first research question (section 6.2). These results add to the efforts of 
challenging the misrepresentations of young Muslims. More 
specifically, the local anchoring of identities, once again, refutes 
misrepresentations of Islam and Muslims as ‘not belonging’ to the 
western societal contexts (Sadar and Ahmad 2012; Sales 2012; 
Thompson and Philaja 2018). While some participants describe their 
religious beliefs as pure and detangled from their parents’ cultural 
background, these negotiations are a product of agentic and creative 
negotiations in a predominately secular sociocultural context. 
Therefore, these identities and beliefs should not be confused as being 
de-territorialised or uprooted, but as local identities, shaped and 
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informed by seemingly secular places (see also Ryan 2012, 2014). This 
is important since Muslims are still stereotyped and misrepresented as 
intruders and Islam is misidentified as a threat or incompatible with 
the alleged norms and values of predominantly secular societies, while 
the religious identities and beliefs of young Muslims are at least partly 
shaped by these societies.  

Based on these findings, it is important to note that when 
religious material and embodied manifestations are unobservable or 
hidden for outsiders in the public domain, this by no means indicates 
the absence of religion in contemporary societies. This thesis 
empirically demonstrates the value of the postsecular perception on 
the urban context that provides an alternative for the religion-secular 
schism and considers religion as imbued in the urban landscapes and 
entangled with structures of non-belief (Cloke and Beaumon 2012; Tse 
2014; Burchardt and Westerndorp 2018; Della Dora 2018). The mural 
artwork at the start of this concluding chapter illustrates that the 
embeddedness of religion is also shaped by people, in this case, young 
Muslims. They attribute religious dimensions in fluid and contingent 
ways to the everyday urban context. The fact that religion is not clearly 
visible outside of the designated religious places, does not mean it is 
not an integrated part of society or not important to people making 
up these societies. This awareness is valuable since intolerance towards 
religion and religious minorities in the public domain seems to be 
increasing in many societies, while at the same time, religion remains 
an important part of individuals’ lives and their wellbeing today and 
in the future.  
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6.4.3. A place for religion: what does that mean for policy?  

Based on the empirical findings, this thesis claims that in order to 
become more inclusive towards Muslims, it is essential to create places 
for religion in the public domains of western and predominantly 
secular societies. Places for religion does not refer to designated 
‘religious’ or ‘sacred’ places. I mean that religious expressions and 
bodies should be normalised and considered an integrated part the 
everyday (semi-)public domain. Creating places for others that do not 
belong to the dominant group - mostly white and ‘secular’ – who 
generally have the power to shape the norms of the public domain will 
reflect the contemporary dynamic of intercultural and interreligious 
societies. In this final section, I will further elaborate on why a place 
for religion is important, and then reflect on some of the implications.  

This thesis provided novel insight into the interlinkages between 
place, religion, and wellbeing, which were not researched thus far. The 
contribution lies in the proposed theoretical approach based on 
(im)materiality, (in)visibility, and (il)legitimacy. Understanding the 
interactions between those concepts grants nuanced insight into the 
spatially and socially differentiated practices of inclusion through 
which wellbeing emerges and is undermined (see chapter 4, Kapinga 
and Bock 2021). The concepts explain, for instance, that young 
Muslims often feel illegitimate by the mere practice of ‘being Muslim’ 
in particular places. Gaining an understanding of these practices and 
experiences is also relevant in studying the experiences and wellbeing 
of other politicised (religious) minority groups in society. This 
theoretical approach can provide insight into groups with contested 
or stigmatised identities inherent to ones’ ‘being’, such as gender, 
sexuality, or race. Hopkins (2020) notes, for instance, that transphobia 
is an urgent and underexposed form of discrimination through which 
trans people are excluded in many everyday places today. Engbert and 
Pierik (2019) found that, in the Dutch context, same-sex couples still 
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do not always feel comfortable or safe to, for instance, hold hands in 
public places.  

As addressed in chapter 4, religion, and in particular Islam, 
complicate debates on inclusion and wellbeing since expressions of 
religiosity, and especially Islam, are considered something ‘private’ 
and are pushed away to private and institutionalised religious places. 
Yet, religion can never be fully private (Woodhead 2020). This thesis 
demonstrated that it is essential to not only ‘be religious’ in places 
designated for religion or places shared with other Muslims but that 
other places in the everyday context are also important for navigating 
and exploring religion. For many young Muslims, born and raised in 
these predominantly secular societies, religion is vital for their life, 
wellbeing, and identity. When such a vital part of who one is and 
wants to be is not acknowledged or is undesired in everyday (semi-
)public places, this undermines wellbeing. Normalising religion in 
those places promotes young Muslims' wellbeing and contributes to 
creating inclusive societies. Hence, I argue that there should be more 
‘place’ in the public domain where Muslims are and feel legitimate 
without being unwantedly visible. Nevertheless, the call for a place for 
religion immediately raises questions. Building upon the final 
reflection in Chapter 4, the concluding paragraphs of my thesis 
engages with some of these questions and proposes potential ways 
forward to creating such places.  

Whose responsibility is it to create places for religion? In line with 
Smith and Reid (2018), I do share concerns about the neoliberal and 
individualistic accounts on individuals’ own responsibility for 
wellbeing and stress the tasks of governments in this matter. That does 
not mean young Muslims or Muslim communities are not able to 
adopt strategies to enhance their wellbeing, or contribute to 
challenging existing normativities and exclusionary societal structures. 
This thesis indeed underlines young Muslims’ agency in, for instance, 
creating alternative places to negotiate and explore religion. 
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Additionally, Sadar and Ahmad (2012) note that Muslim communities 
could raise their voices to provide valuable insights and different 
perspectives into political and societal debates. Nevertheless, it is 
problematic to make young people responsible for their own 
wellbeing due to structural societal inequalities and persistent 
inequality in opportunities and resources (Smith and Reid 2018). It 
remains a governmental and societal responsibility to create inclusive 
publics and cater to all its inhabitants, including religious 
communities, since equality, diversity, and inclusion are central goals 
of democratic policies (see also Johnson and Miles 2014; Witten, 
Kearns and Carroll 2015; Smith and Reid 2018).  

A common counter-response, however, is that governments 
should not deal with religion in secular societies. Indeed, 
governmental bodies and policymakers often refrain from dealing 
with religion due to antagonistic societal and political discourse, both 
prominent on the left and right part of the political spectrum, in 
which religion is seen as a threat to democratic values and freedom 
(McClymont 2015). Woodhead (2013 p. 98) argues that religion and 
liberalism are too often understood as opposites by politicians and 
policymakers. Banning religion from the public domain under the 
guise of secularity seems to be confused with not dealing with religion 
at all. When a governmental body, on any level, does not accept 
religion or visible Islam in a (semi)public sphere, the government does 
engage with religion and, in that sense, also engages with preventing 
or contributing to wellbeing. Similarly, Martinez (2019) shows that 
local governments shape norms of acceptable religious expression in 
publics of a society or a specific context. The question is not whether 
governments should deal with religion since they already do, but how 
governments deal with religion. Here, I suggest two possible ways to 
explore further implementations of a ‘place for religion’ in 
predominantly western societies.  
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First, the urgency of a place for religion can be framed through 
the insights on wellbeing. Besides revealing socially and differentiated 
experiences at particular places, the concept is powerful in providing 
a ‘transformative lens’ in which wellbeing can be ‘a driver of activity, 
policy, personal behaviour, and social action’ (Searle, Pykett and 
Alfaro-Simmonds 2021, p. 2). By underlining the relevance for 
wellbeing, religion could gain a more prominent position on the 
organisational and political agendas dealing with diversity and 
inclusion policies. Greed (2016) argues that religion is often 
underexposed and even discriminated in debates about diversity and 
inclusion. While there is attention made for other forms of diversity 
(such as gender diversity, e.g. Engberts and Pierik 2019), religious 
diversity needs more prominent engagement in working towards 
inclusive societies. This is challenging since religious groups are often 
ignored and are not well represented in governmental bodies, and 
there seems to be an uncomfortableness and ignorance around dealing 
with religion as well (Manouchehrifar 2018). Besides a diverse 
employee base, one can think of trainings or workshops by experts to 
raise awareness about the importance and embeddedness of religion. 
In these implementations, wellbeing can shine a valuable light on 
these structural inequities to promote social change. With wellbeing 
objectives in mind, policymakers and organisations can advocate for 
places for religion in (semi-)publics and, for instance, in workplaces. 
Raising awareness is also important for policymakers beyond 
committees working on diversity and inclusion; it could, for instance, 
also be fruitful to engage with urban planners, as explained in the 
following paragraph.  

Second, planning policies can contribute to creating a ‘place for 
religion’. Currently, religion and spirituality are also largely 
overlooked in (urban) planning policy and theory (McClymont 2015 
Manoucherifar 2018; Hancock, 2019). McClymont (2015) argues that 
planners need to develop a mindset and strategy for accommodating 
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spiritual and religious values beyond the provision of places of 
worship or religious community centres. She notes that approaching 
religion from a postsecular perspective is an opportunity to raise 
awareness about the entanglement of, and respect for, various forms 
of belief and non-beliefs. Instead of considering religion as 
incompatible with the public domain or something that belongs to 
designated places, both planning policymakers and theorists should 
incorporate religion as an integrated part of society that might enable 
planning policies to move to an agnostic - instead of an antagonistic - 
way of dealing with religion. Further research is needed on how to 
implement this in planning practices.    

This brings me to my final point. As addressed earlier, expertise 
about specific contexts is needed to formulate concrete 
recommendations for governing religion in a particular context. In so 
doing, several context-dependent factors need to be considered, such 
as the political structure and culture, current local and national efforts 
to involve religious communities in politics, the sociohistorical 
religious landscape, and the current involvement of the religious 
communities in a particular context. It is crucial that young Muslims 
should not only be involved in order to monitor potential radical 
attitudes but to engage with the needs and experiences of the diverse 
group of ‘ordinary’ young Muslims. In light of today's changing 
religious landscapes and beliefs, it is crucial to listen to young people 
whose experiences of ‘being Muslim’ are not necessarily represented 
by the spokespersons of the formal religious communities or 
institutions. Especially for those groups, a place for religion beyond 
the designated and formally religious places is important for 
wellbeing.  
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