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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 



 

Introduction | 13 
 

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 
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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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Abstract 

Young people’s identity negotiations in relation to factors beyond 
where they are growing up can play an important role in their 
transitions to adulthood. In this chapter, we explore how young 
Muslims construct and contest their religious identities by focusing on 
how British-born Muslims experience their changing religious 
identities from late teens until their early twenties. We analyse how 
places beyond the UK shape their religious identities and beliefs in 
Newcastle upon Tyne in the North East of England, and present a 
methodological tool to understand young people's complex and 
changing (religious) identities and spatialities. We draw on in-depth 
interviews - including map-making methods - with a small number of 
young Muslims living in Newcastle upon Tyne whose parents 
migrated from Pakistan or Bangladesh to the United Kingdom. Map-
making techniques are valuable for researching religious identity 
negotiations and integrating the participants' perspectives. 
Furthermore, the findings show that becoming independent plays a 
vital role in negotiating religious identities. The participants begin to 
disassociate the religious and cultural dimensions of their identities 
that are reflected in the changing attachments to places beyond the 
UK. We also observe that changing transnational relations are 
anchored in negotiations in the everyday British context.  

2.1. Introduction  
Sales (2012) states that in the UK 'Muslims have been increasingly 
presented as the alien 'other' (p.40).' Young Muslims, in particular, are 
often labelled as problematic, as potentially dangerous, as clashing 
with the alleged 'British' values, and targeted for their lack of 
anchoring in the UK (Sadar and Ahmad 2012; Sales 2012; Thompson 
and Pihlaja 2018). For young people born and raised in the UK; being 
Muslim is still considered non-British and denotes an undesirable tie 
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directly associated with their migration background and their parents' 
country of origin. Anti-Islamic sentiments are present in public 
discourses, mainstream media, and prominent on the agendas of many 
populist political parties (Hopkins 2007; Ali 2008; Thompson and 
Pihlaja 2018). These simplified and negative stereotypes about 
Muslims play a role in how young Muslims construct and contest their 
religious and cultural identities as they negotiate the transition to 
adulthood. Moreover, young people’s identity negotiations in relation 
to places beyond where they are growing up can play an important 
role in emerging adulthood as well; this is an important consideration 
for children’s geographers and researchers interested in the 
intersections of young people, place and identity. In addition, scholars 
could usefully (re)consider their methodological approaches and tools 
and bring in the perspective of 'ordinary' young Muslims to do justice 
to the various experiences and dynamic identities (Ali 2008; 
Thompson and Pihlaja 2018). In-depth and nuanced insights on the 
spatialities of young Muslim identities add to efforts to challenge these 
simplified and exclusionist understandings.  

The term spatialities refers to identifications with various places 
through (dis)belonging and identity formation. Identities are 
inherently relational and shaped by experiences at, or identifications 
with, various places simultaneously (Koefoed and Simonsen 2012; 
Lyons 2018). For instance, being portrayed as 'the other', as someone 
who does not belong – to a nation, a region, a city, a village, a public 
space, a house, a room, or even an object – influences feelings of 
belonging, which can lead to identifications with other places 
(Koefoed and Simonsen 2012). The focus on identifications with 
places is a fruitful way to gain insights into young people's experiences 
and identity and how they are embedded in the social context in which 
these are shaped and negotiated (Blazek 2011).  

The academic debates on young Muslim identities implicitly or 
explicitly refer to places when discussing religious identity negotiation 
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and development. Being Muslim is often assumed to relate to 
transnational connections and ties. Several studies and reports indicate 
that the number of young Muslims is increasing within the UK and 
other Western countries (Ali 2015). For instance, the 2011 UK census 
showed that almost half of the residents who identify as Muslim are 
British-born (Ali 2015). This is largely the result of immigrant parents 
successfully transmitting their religious beliefs to their children 
(Phalet, Fleisman and Stojčić 2012), and therefore, the religious beliefs 
of young people are also associated with the places their parents 
originate from. However, recent research points out that the current 
generation of young Muslims practice and experience religion 
different from those who immigrated (Demeijer and Stoffels 2019; 
Salnikova and D'Arcus 2019). Young people seem to attach different 
meanings to Islam and find 'new ways of being Muslim', which is not 
only associated with their identifications with 'here and there', but 
influenced by individualisation and globalisation (Duderija 2007; 
Phalet et al. 2012). Hence, 'Muslimness' is sometimes perceived as 
uprooted, placeless, or associated with transnational relations or 
communities that speak to a particular individual (Kibria 2008; Ryan 
2012). Indeed, Duderija (2007) claims that 'the forces of de-
territorialisation and de-culturalisation,' which are 'inevitable 
consequences of the immigrant experience, affect the nature and 
practices of the religious identity' (p. 153). The everyday local context 
seems less essential due to de-territorialised ways of identifications 
(Speck 2012; Frederiks 2016). While acknowledging the influence of 
forces of individualisation and globalisation, youth geographers have 
stressed the remaining significance of place, ranging from the local to 
the transnational, in negotiating religious identities (Hopkins 2007; 
Dwyer 2016; Hopkins, Kwan and Aitchinson 2016; Lyons 2018).  
These debates raise questions concerning the spatialities of young 
Muslims’ religious identities. For instance, how do young people 
experience and negotiate their religious identities and beliefs in 
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relation to different places? What is the role of places beyond the 
national borders? How do young Muslims religious beliefs, identities, 
and spatialities change over time? And how do we take into account 
young Muslims’ perspectives in researching these issues?  

This chapter considers these questions through an analysis of data 
collected in Newcastle Upon Tyne, in the North East of England, UK. 
It contributes to understanding the spatial embeddedness of young 
people's religious identities and suggests methodological tools for 
such studies. Here, we focus on the question: How are places beyond 
the UK related to religious identity negotiations of young Muslims 
living in Newcastle Upon Tyne? As a point of departure, we explore 
the narratives of a small sample of young British-born Muslims living 
in Newcastle upon Tyne, whose parents migrated from Bangladesh or 
Pakistan. We demonstrate the value of a map-making technique to 
gain nuanced insights in the changing spatialities and elicit the 
participants' experiences, perceptions and identities, which are 
developing over time. Data were collected through in-depth 
interviews complemented with an exercise of map-making, through 
which participants constructed narratives around places beyond the 
UK. It showed, for instance, how the spatialities of their identities 
change, moving from an 'ascribed’ to a 'chosen' form of religious 
identity while becoming independent. This chapter challenges the 
automatic association between religious identities and the ethnic-
cultural background of young people, often used to exclude them 
from being British. The findings underline that their religious beliefs 
and identities are spatially anchored in the local British contexts. 

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. Section two 
theoretically frames identity negotiations of young Muslims in light 
of migration experiences. After that, we introduce the methodology 
and, in particular, our map-making technique. The fourth section 
highlights the key findings demonstrating how participants 
disassociate religious and cultural identities, which is spatially 
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reflected in the changing relationships to places beyond the UK. 
Section five concludes and discusses traits for future research to 
understand young Muslims spatial identities. 

2.2. Muslim identities in a post-migration context 

Frederiks (2016) states, 'migration affects and transforms the beliefs, 
practices and community formation of people who migrate' (p. 22). 
Many young Muslims did not move themselves but are born and 
raised in contexts where transnational relationships play a role. 'More 
than their parents', McAullife (2008) notes, 'the individuals of the 
second generation are mediators of cultural difference, negotiating the 
parts of identity that link them to two national cultures' (p. 128). The 
so-called 'second generation' of British-born Muslims are often 
characterised as having multiple frames of belonging and described as 
being 'in-between here and there' (Fleischmann and Phalet 2016). The 
migration context shapes the religious identities of people who are 
born in the UK as well.  

Some scholars expected religion to fade away in successive 
generations of migrants in the predominantly secular resettlement 
context, such as the UK (Scourfield, Gilliat-Ray, Khan and Otri 2013; 
Voas and Fleischmann 2012). Phalet et al. (2012) call this the 
secularisation paradigm in the sociology of religion, which revolves 
around the broader idea that the 'importance and impact of religion 
will decline in modern societies. While this implies that religion 
would have become less central for young Muslims born and raised in 
western societies, there is much evidence for religion being essential 
or becoming more salient in identity negotiation (e.g., Voas and 
Fleischmann 2012; Ryan 2014). Duderija's (2007) review on Muslim 
migrant identities links this to migration experiences by adding that 
'this change in the context prioritises religion as a primary locus of 
identity construction, especially among the western-born generations 
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immigrants.' (p. 153). Previous studies mentioned several reasons for 
this, which are discussed in the following. 

Religion may become a more central part of identity because 
many migrants play an active role in religious institutions or other 
social networks to cope with being religious in a predominantly 
secular context (Peek 2005). Many studies concerning Muslim 
identities refer to experiences of exclusion due to Islamophobia and 
anti-Islamic discourses (Peek 2005; Cadge and Ecklund 2007; Voas and 
Fleischmann 2012; Slootman 2016). These experiences may evoke a 
'reactive religiosity' in which religious identities takes centre stage 
(Peek 2005; Voas and Fleischmann 2012). Zock (2010) explains that 
enhanced religious identities can function as a coping mechanism, for 
instance, when feeling inferior to or excluded from mainstream 
society. Moreover, religion is not taken for granted in predominantly 
secular European societies, and thus 'being' religious becomes a more 
conscious decision and a 'chosen' form of identity (Alba 2005; Peek 
2005). These studies emphasise that religious identities are negotiated 
in relation to 'others' in the societal context in which they reside. 

These reactive forms of identity can lead to the establishment, 
maintenance, or enforcement of relations to places beyond the UK. 
Koefoed and Simonson (2012) demonstrate how the exclusionary 
experiences in the context of resettlement engender feelings of dis-
belonging. As a result, people can seek identification with places 
outside of these societies. Also, Hopkins (2007) underlines that 
religious identities in the local context are influenced by transnational 
forms of identification, such as places of family or ethnic-cultural 
heritage. For example, Haller and Landolt (2005) and Phalet at al. 
(2012) discuss transnational religious practices and participation in 
affairs related to the country of their parent's origin. While religious 
practices (doing religion) do not necessarily imply strong religious 
identities (being religious) (Chan, Tsai and Fuligni 2015), these 
transnational religious practices can be formative for religious 
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identities. The literature suggests that religious identities are shaped 
by the places from where the previous generations migrated. 

These transnational identity processes require a discussion of 
religious identities and ethnic-cultural identities. Several studies focus 
on the intersections between those two dimensions of identity. Cadge 
and Ecklund (2007) show that becoming more religious can be 
explained by the desire to maintain or enforce one's ethnic identity. 
Also, Franceschelli and O'Brien (2015) found that young people who 
enhance their Muslim identity are likely to highlight cultural aspects 
of their identity. Strong ethnic-cultural identification with places of 
their parents’ descent might indicate that this relationship informs 
religious identities too. Other studies show that young Muslims might 
search for a ‘purer’ form of Islam that explicitly stands apart from their 
ethnic-cultural background (de Koning 2008; Voas and Fleischmann 
2012). Voas and Fleishmann (2012) maintain that identifying 
primarily as Muslim can be a strategy to overcome struggles resulting 
from cultural differences between their parents and the society they 
live. In this vein, religious identities can become more salient while 
young people simultaneously reject the ethnic-cultural views of their 
parents (Dwyer 2000; Kong 2010). This form is often perceived as 
uprooted, de-territorialised and de-culturalised (Duderija 2007; 
Frederiks 2016). Especially geographers have demonstrated that the 
ethnic-cultural and religious dimensions of identities intersect and are 
negotiated in dynamic ways (Dwyer 2000; Hopkins 2007; Kong 2010; 
Ryan 2012). Identity negotiation is a dynamic process, which 
continues throughout the life course. We focus on the period from 
mid-teens until early twenties. This is a profound phase of identity 
negotiation since young people become more self-reflective, search for 
a role in society, think about future ambitions and try to find out to 
what groups they belong to (Bezci 2008; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2014). 
While moving from youth to young adulthood, young people explore 
and negotiate their religious beliefs (McNamara Barry, Nelson, 
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Davarya and Urry 2010; Chan et al. 2015). To understand the 
spatialities of making sense of religion, we need to approach the places 
as dynamic in their meaning and importance (see also Kapinga and 
Van Hoven 2021). Hence, we need methodological tools that allow us 
to capture the dynamic spatialities, experiences, and identities that can 
change through time and place, and which bring young Muslims’ 
perceptions to the fore. Before presenting how young Muslims 
perceive places to be related to the development of their religious ideas 
and identities (section 4), the following section presents our 
methodological approach.   

2.3. Methodology: a map-making technique  
To explore the changing spatialities and religious identities of young 
Muslims and, particularly, their relation to places outside of the UK, 
we took a qualitative research approach. Data were collected through 
interviews complemented by an exercise of map-making. We 
conducted eight in-depth interviews in Newcastle upon Tyne. The 
interviewees self-identified as Muslim and were British-born while 
their parents migrated from Pakistan or Bangladesh to the UK. Their 
ages ranged from 17 to 24. Depending on the participants' preferences, 
the interview locations varied from cafes, community centres to 
libraries. 

In-depth interviews enabled us to gain nuanced understandings 
of the participants' perceptions and identities embedded in their social 
context (Hennink, Hutter and Bailey 2020). To elicit the participants' 
perspectives, the interviews revolved around places that the participant 
themselves considered important to whom they have become. We 
focused on places beyond the UK while emphasising how those places 
shape their identities and lives in Newcastle upon Tyne. As Hopkins 
(2007) noted, "focusing on accounts of location, dislocation and 
translocation means that research participants will be able to recount 
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notions of belonging and so tell a story about the social categories that 
they use to locate themselves in particular spaces and times" (Hopkins 
2007, p. 62, based on Anthias 2002). We used the notions of Anthias 
(2001) by providing space for participants to go beyond the national 
scale when considering or referring to significant places. Widening the 
scale was important to enable the participants to go beyond the places 
usually considered as powerful hyphenated identity markers (e.g., 
British-Pakistani). We paid attention to changing relations to these 
places by addressing the past, present and potential future connections 
to understand how their religious ideas and identities developed. This 
approach generates data that reflects dynamic religious identity 
negotiations and challenges the more traditional essentialist and static 
conceptualisations of religious identity (Power 2013). 

The first author conducted the interviews. All interviews started 
with questions that encouraged participants to talk and were useful in 
setting the informal tone of the interview. Three pilot interviews were 
held to refine the interview guide. The key questions were structured 
around a map-making process, addressed in the next paragraph. 
During the map-making, the participants were encouraged to discuss 
the places that they were adding to the map and to share the associated 
stories and experiences. They explained why they added certain places 
or how their meanings differed or changed over time. They elaborated 
on the places by referring to family stories, to memories, to feelings 
that those – sometimes imaginary – places engendered, resulting in a 
detailed description. In the end, future (religious) ambitions were 
discussed by asking for places that might become important over time 
which elicited a natural closure to the narratives. 

During the interviews, the participants created maps on which 
they indicated places that were, are, or might become important in 
shaping who they are and want to be. The interviews and map-making 
initially focused on all possible relations to places beyond the UK, 
which informed their identities and lives in Newcastle upon Tyne, 
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without explicitly asking for relationships that informed their 
religious beliefs or identities. When the participant did not address 
religious ties extensively, we probed this topic later, referring to all 
places they created on the map so far. Figure 1 shows Shahana (19) 
('me' on the map) situated in Newcastle Upon Tyne, who considers 
three places outside of the UK important for who she is (i.e. the village 
her mam was born, the town her parents migrated from, and Mecca). 
Participants were asked to assign symbols, names and short 
descriptions to the places they pinpointed on their maps, which 
sparked further conversations, for instance, about why particular 
places become more or less important for them over time. They also 
indicated their relationship to those places by drawing lines that they 
could describe by naming and colouring them (i.e. cultural 
significance in the map of Shahana). This process of map-making 
revealed how the meaning of places and relations to places changed 
over time. It generated narratives that provided insights into the 
dynamic and ongoing character of identities by reflecting on the past, 
discussing the present, and looking forward to the future (Worth 2009; 
Stock 2014). Discussing their identities in relation to places outside of 
the UK while situated in the Newcastle upon Tyne, enabled us to gain 
insight into the changing identities and transnational connections of 
our participants. In their narratives, the participants referred mainly 
to cities or villages outside of the UK. This map-making technique 
allowed participants to go beyond the relatively static yet powerful 
social constructs of identity that people generally use to describe their 
identities, such as the national scale (Anthias 2001; Hopkins 2007). 

For the map-making process, we used digital GoogleMyMaps or 
printed sheets during the interviews. GoogleMyMaps offers an online 
and free tool in which personal digital maps can be created on the 
world map template (Figure 1). GoogleMyMaps provides possibilities 
for zooming in and out and adding symbols, lines, titles, and 
descriptions and images. Most interviewees enjoyed making digital 
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maps. For example, Kamil (22) said: 'Wow, that is cool', and Shahana 
(19): 'This is cool. I've never done this before'. A disadvantage of 
GoogleMyMaps was the necessity of an internet connection, which 
was not sufficient in every interview location. Therefore, in four 
interviews, alternative printed sheets with a world map were used, 
which provided some freedom in drawing, but mainly presented the 
national scale and did not enable zooming in or out (Figure 2). 

Since the map-making was an integrated part of the interviews, 
the maps and interview transcripts were analysed together. As a 
starting point for the analysis, we identified how the participants' 
relations to the pinpointed places changed over time and how those 
relations shaped (religious) identity negotiations. We used deductive 
coding strategies, for example, to label identity dimensions or 
relations to places, such as 'being' and 'doing', and 'past', 'present', or 
'future' meanings. Inductive coding was used, for instance, to 
categorise the (changing) meanings of places on the maps and analyse 
'feelings of independence' that were central to our findings. Our data 
analysis provided nuanced insights into the spatial dimensions of 
making sense of religion and identity formation.  

We guaranteed confidentiality and voluntary participation. 
Before the interviews, informed consent and confidentiality regarding 
the maps and transcripts were discussed and agreed upon with the 
participants. After sharing their stories, these agreements were re-
assessed to check whether participants changed their mind or wanted 
to point out specificities regarding confidentiality. As a result, 
participants chose pseudonyms, and detailed personal characteristics – 
such as the names of villages where their parents were from – were 
removed from the transcripts and maps. 
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Furthermore, we attempted to be reflexive throughout designing, 
conducting, and writing up this study and the broader research 
project. This is especially important since the primary author who 
asked the questions and made the initial interpretations is a non-
Muslim, non-religious and white researcher. As researchers, we are in 
the position to produce knowledge about politicised minorities as 
outsiders while being part of that sociopolitical context ourselves. 
Since the scope of this chapter does not allow for a critical discussion. 
Yet, elsewhere, we advocate enhancing reflexivity in collective 
positionality meetings as an integral part of the qualitative research 
cycle (Kapinga, Huizinga and Shaker 2020).  

2.4. Spatially embedded religious identities: places 
beyond the UK 
The participants' narratives and maps show that they consider various 
places beyond the UK as important in terms of how they construct and 
contest their identities. The analysis highlights commonalities that 
contribute to understanding the spatial embeddedness of how young 
Muslims make sense of religion. In this section, we focus on how 
participants associate their religious identities and beliefs to places 
beyond the UK. First, the relations to the places their parents migrated 
from reveal that religious identities change when people become more 
independent. Participants perceive this as a move from an ascribed to 
a chosen religious identity when becoming independent (section 
2.4.1). We continue to explain how religious and cultural dimensions 
become (spatially) disassociated in that process (2.4.2). After that, we 
show how relations with places beyond the UK are anchored in the 
everyday context (2.4.3). 
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2.4.1 From ascribed to chosen religious identities when becoming 
independent 

Among our participants, religion has become increasingly important 
over time. Religion became more central for who they are around their 
mid-teens when participants experienced an increase in independence 
and actively negotiated their religious and cultural identities. Tammy 
(17), for example, stated: "I was getting older, becoming more 
independent, and finding out who I was myself." During the 
interviews, participants talked about this phase referring to changes in, 
for example, their social lives, the relationships with their parents, the 
freedom to make their own decisions; plan for future ambitions by 
transitioning from education to work or changing educational 
programmes (Bezci 2008; Worth 2009). This increased independence 
coincides with the period in which they start to negotiate religion 
more actively. The stories of the participants resonate with Chan et al. 
(2015): "With an increase in autonomy", they note, "young adults are 
able to engage in more independent decision-making apart from their 
parents, who have served as one of their primary religious socialisation 
agents" (p. 1563). In the narratives, this agentic and active negotiation 
of (religious) identities, relatively independent from their parents, 
emerged when participants explained their connections with places 
outside Newcastle upon Tyne. 

The participants described their parents' religious beliefs and 
practices as related to the places they migrated from (those places are 
called 'family places' in section 4.2). They mostly referred to local 
places on the maps, such as villages, cities or regions, and some to 
houses where their parents grew up. Those places became familiar to 
them through family stories or visits, and often a combination of both. 
The participants described their parents' religiosity as very similar to 
the religious traditions, beliefs and practices in these places. These 
were transmitted to the participants’ during their upbringing, which 
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they generally described as a valuable basis. However, the maps 
demonstrated that they distinguished their religious understandings 
and identities from the places their parents had migrated from. The 
points on their maps elicited explanations about their own religious 
views developing over time when becoming more independent from 
their families. 

Using the maps, participants reflected on how the meanings of 
places beyond the UK had changed over time and how, 
simultaneously, they began to develop an understanding of religious 
practices and identities on their own terms. In this process, the 
participants felt that 'being' religious was a conscious decision that 
became more central in the present. In the past, religion was 
embedded in family life. The following quotes by Tee and Nida 
illustrate this. 

 
Tee (22, female): It's only in the last couple of years, say the 
last three or four years or so, I like .. looked into my religion a 
lot more. Because growing up, I only knew what my parents 
told me about religion, but now, when I'm more independent 
and stuff, I looked into it myself. 

Nida (early twenties, female): Yes, like before I didn't know 
what Islam meant to me […]. So I already got sixteen or 
seventeen when I first practised Islam properly. Not because 
my mum told me to do it, like: "read the Koran", because you 
have to read the Koran. I wanted to read it by myself at that 
age, and that's when my identity started developing from 
being a Pakistani Muslim in Britain, to like a being a British 
Muslim who is Pakistani. 

When referring to herself as a British Muslim who is Pakistani, both 
Nida's cultural and religious identity are named, but her careful 
selection of words emphasises her choice to 'be' Muslim, rather than 
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to 'do' Islam (Voas and Fleischmann 2012; Franceschelli and O' Brien, 
2015). While Nida refers to the national scale – 'British' and 'Pakistani' 
– religious identity is not necessarily associated with 'nationality' or 
'national identities'. The national scale is the dominant identity 
marker in the UK context and generally used to describe identities 
(Pakistani and British). Indeed, the narratives and maps demonstrate 
that participants negotiate identity through places on smaller scales, as 
explained at the beginning of this section, which evokes more nuanced 
insights on identities (see Anthias 2001; Hopkins 2007). Discussing the 
maps and the places their family migrated from enabled them to 
express the differences between their own and their parents' religion. 
Coming back to Nida's quote, we see a shift from an 'ascribed' to a 
'chosen' form of identity (Peek 2005). Thus, as part of this shift, 
participants dissociated religious understandings from their parents' 
beliefs and the places they moved from. We now elaborate on those 
(changing) spatialities by focusing in on the disengagement of 
religious and cultural dimensions of religion (section 2.4.2) and the 
importance of the everyday context in negotiating religious identities 
(section 2.4.3). 

2.4.2 Disassociating religion and culture 

The narratives and maps demonstrate how participants begin to 
unravel religion from culture when experiencing more independence 
from their parents. In discussing the places on their maps, participants 
separate the previously intertwined cultural and religious dimensions 
of their identities. All maps visualise at least two types of places. One 
can roughly be described as related to family and the other as religious. 
Both those types, either related to family and religion, were put 
forward as important for who they are and have become, however, in 
somewhat different ways.   

The family places were places their parents migrated from, as 
discussed in section 4.1. Participants described those places with terms 
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like 'their culture' and 'their cultural heritage'. They did not identify 
religiously with these places but associated these with their parents' 
ways of 'being Muslim'. For themselves, family places were mainly 
important in the past, but participants stress that this tie remains 
essential for who they are since it reflects their cultural background. 
At the time of the interview, they connect their religious 
understandings and beliefs to the religious types of place; 
predominantly Islamic holy places such as Mecca, or on a smaller scale, 
the Kaaba. Besides, some participants mentioned Medina or the 
'Ummah' (the notion of a transnational Islamic community). Those 
places had become more prominent in the last few years, which echoes 
the move from the ascribed to a more deliberate identification as 
Muslim, as discussed in section 4.1. The participants also identify with 
these religious places, even though they (except Tammy) had never 
visited Mecca in person. Those places helped them talk about how 
religion and spirituality matter to them. Arida's quote illustrates how 
participants try to make sense of their relationships to these Islamic 
places outside Newcastle Upon Tyne. She explains: 

 
Arida (23, female): How can you be attached to somewhere 
that you've never been? How can you be attached to 
something that you've never seen? But I just feel like that. […] 
It is where I would like to say I'm more related to than to 
Bangladesh. Bangladesh is culturally and ethnicity wise […] 
it is rooted there, but I would say my attachment spiritually 
and to like my soul is to God and is to God's house. So I would 
like to go there even more. Even though I've never been, I'd 
say my attachment there is something beyond, like I can't 
describe it.   

The meaning of the religious places is distinguished from the family-
related places as participants associate the latter with their cultural 
background and explicitly not with religion. The spatial separation 
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becomes apparent in their maps. Dissing the changing role of those 
places while growing up also demonstrates that religion and culture 
do not necessarily develop together. For our participants, religious and 
cultural dimensions do not become simultaneously more or less 
dominant as some studies suggest (Cadge and Ecklund 2007; 
Franceschelli and O'Brien 2015). Interestingly, the participants' 
narratives nuance suggestions about religious identities being 
primarily related to the parent's home country (e.g. Haller and 
Landolt 2005). It shows how religion and culture are spatially 
separated and follow their own (spatial) trajectories when becoming 
older. In a sense, the explorative findings echo that the ways of being 
Muslim are individualised and globalised. However, in the next 
paragraph, we emphasise that the dissociation between culture and 
religion, as explained here, should not be confused with de-
territorialisation or de-culturalisation of religious identities. 

2.4.3 Anchored in the everyday context 

While this study particularly revolved around places beyond the UK, 
the participants' narratives are inherently connected to the local 
context in Newcastle upon Tyne. The data shows that participants' 
relations to places such as Mecca are negotiated in the everyday 
context. Whilst religious identities of young people are increasingly 
seen as de-territorialised and de-culturalised (e.g., Frederiks 2016) and 
the participants' maps, indeed, highlight connections to places beyond 
the UK, those relations are challenged, negotiated and confirmed in 
the context and territory of their everyday life (Dwyer 2000; Hopkins 
2007; Zock 2010). In other words, the disassociation between religion 
and culture and the associated changing spatialities (see section 4.2) 
can be explained by navigating religion in their place of residence. The 
following shows how young people explore religious beliefs and 
identities in the predominantly secular British context, and that local 
places are imbued with religious ideas while growing up. 
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Several participants explained that the secular everyday context 
matters in developing what religion means to them. They perceive this 
context, in which they are born and raised, as the reason for the 
difference between their own and their parents’ beliefs and 
understandings of religion. Islam is not historically embedded in 
British society in contrast to the societies where their parents grew up, 
which are often imbued with Islam. Identifying with a minority 
religion in the UK influences the development of their religious 
identities. Shahana (19) shares that this context enables her, and other 
British-born Muslims ('we' and 'people' in the quote below), to 
establish a more 'original' or 'genuine' understanding of Islam. 

 
Shahana (19, female): I think what we will remember is that 
Islam is technically a newish religion in England; it is 
something that migrated. Because of that, we had to go back 
to its roots. So, we often think that religion is much more 
original here, much closer than it was for example, in 
Bangladesh. In Bangladesh, it is going through oral history. 
[…] But here, cause we have had to start at fresh […] people 
had to go back to the original rulings, original scriptures sort 
of […] and because of that the focus on just one culture has 
gone […]. 

Ironically, I think in Bangladesh, for example, if I had lived 
there, it [religious identity] wouldn't be that important 
because it would have been contained within my own culture, 
you know. 

Other participants' stories also indicate that the particular 
sociocultural context of the UK provides a place to negotiate a more 
'genuine' form of Islam (De Koning 2008; Voas and Fleischmann 
2012). This underlines the importance of the place and culture in 
which a deliberate and 'chosen' form of 'being Muslim' is being 
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developed. These findings challenge the notion about 'Muslim 
identities' referring to 'pure Islam' being associated with de-
culturalised and de-terriotorialised notions of religious identities. 
Instead, ‘being Muslim’ become increasingly associated with 'British' 
dimensions of identity. This is exemplified with Nida experiencing a 
shift from ‘being a Pakistani Muslim in Britain, to being a British 
Muslim who is Pakistani’, as addressed at the beginning of this finding 
section. When participants identify as 'British Muslim' this refers to 
the disassociation with the ethnic-cultural background, but does not 
mean their religion is 'de-culturalised'. Based on our exploratory 
findings, religious identities seem to be re-culturalised since they 
respond to the everyday context in the UK.  

The spatial anchoring of religious identity in the secular context 
is also emphasised by experiences of negotiating religion at specific 
local places in the everyday context. Several participants share 
experiences of religious identities becoming more salient when they 
start to negotiate religion in different local places they encounter when 
becoming older. Tee explains: 

 
Tee (22, female): By having joined this sort of groups [Islamic 
charity organisations], I feel like my relations with religion, 
myself, and with other people - in terms of Islam - is a lot 
stronger, because then I can negotiate religion, I understand 
it more and learn from other people. 

Tee creates her own understanding of 'being' religious when being 
able to move beyond their parents' places (such as the home) or her 
parents' culture (the religious community centres or mosques). In this 
case, Tee explores, develops and gives meaning to her religious identity 
in places where she meets Muslim peers that work for the same charity 
organisation. 
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In sum, the narratives around the participants' maps revealed how 
young people's spatialities change while negotiating and developing 
religious identities. This becomes apparent in the changing meaning 
of places beyond the UK that are pinpointed on the maps. This study 
suggests that these changes are inherently connected to exploring 
religion in the everyday context when becoming more independent 
during this phase in the participants' lives.  

2.5. Conclusion 
This chapter aims to explore how places beyond the UK relate to 
young Muslims religious identities in the context of Newcastle upon 
Tyne. By drawing on the narratives of a small number of participants, 
we gain insights into the spatial embeddedness of religious identity 
development. The findings demonstrate that young people start to 
explore and negotiate their religious beliefs and ideas independently 
from their parents around their mid-teens. We argue that young 
Muslims do not orient their religious identities towards places their 
parents are from. Quite on the contrary, during this period, they start 
to disassociate their ‘way of being Muslim' from those places. Family-
related places lose their religious significance while remaining 
important for their ethnic-cultural identities. These findings underline 
the active and agentic negotiation of young people's religious 
identities and beliefs (Thompson and Pihlaja 2018). Over time, the 
cities, villages and towns where their parents are from lose religious 
significance while places such as Mecca or the Ummah gain 
importance. The latter two are connections of identification are 
negotiated ‘at home’ in Britain and as a British Muslim. Hence, those 
transnational spatial connections 'enter' the UK while being anchored 
and reflected in the everyday lived 'British' context. Thus, when young 
people connect their ethnic and cultural identities with the places in 
which their parents grew up, it does not mean that their religious 
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beliefs also strongly relate to those places. The narratives show the 
delicate and dynamic relationship between ethnic-cultural and 
religious identities; and demonstrate that the interaction between 
these two dimensions changes over time (see also Ryan 2014). The 
spatial relations to places beyond the UK reveal that the development 
of young Muslims’ religious and cultural identities do not follow the 
same trajectories. It emphasises the changing character of young 
people's religious identities and the associated spatialities being 
anchored in the local and predominantly secular British contexts. 
Transnational identifications do clearly not imply religious identities 
being non-British. The findings challenge the simplified and 
stereotyped notions of young Muslims, which are prominent in public 
and academic debates in many European societies today. Hence, the 
empirical data counter the automatic association between religious 
identities and the ethnic-cultural identities of young people often used 
to 'enstrange' them from being British.  

Furthermore, this chapter contributes methodologically by 
advocating for a map-making technique to capture how young 
Muslim identities are navigated through time and place; a response to 
concerns about misrepresenting young Muslim identities in academic 
research (Ali 2008; Thompson and Pihlaja 2018). We advocate for the 
use of maps as an integrated part of in-depth interviews and a fruitful 
form of qualitative data collection for children and young people who 
have migrated or have a history of family migration. The use of maps 
elicits the focus on places through which participants construct their 
narratives around 'location, dislocation and translocation' that could 
tease out complexities and dynamics of identity processes (Anthias 
2002; Hopkins 2007). It allows them to elicit who they were, are, and 
want to become. The narratives help bring in the participants' 
perspectives since they pick and choose what places they consider 
relevant. In this study, we initially created the maps using the digital 
format GoogleMyMaps by default. However, this method raises some 
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practical challenges, mostly related to the internet connection. The 
alternative printed maps – with a world map template - showed the 
value of more freedom and flexibility in drawing for constructing the 
narratives but were less helpful since these highlighted the country 
borders and elicited places on other scales. Other bases for the map-
making technique need to be explored, such as mental mapping, in 
which the participants draw on an empty sheet of paper (Kapinga and 
Van Hoven, 2021). These techniques are valuable to reveal 
identifications with particular places on various scales that prompt in-
depth insights on belongingness and changing identities.  

Besides further developing the map-making technique, we 
suggest future research to focus on the changing spatialities in the 
everyday context to understand how young Muslims make sense of 
religion. While we mainly considered the changing spatial patterns 
outside of the UK, our findings underline the importance of focusing 
in on local everyday places to enhance our understanding of how 
young Muslims make sense of religion through time and space. Youth 
geographers have demonstrated that young people's everyday 
geographies change when transitioning to young adulthood and that 
new places will contribute to shaping their identities (Valentine, 
Skelton and Chambers 1998; Valentine 2003). New encounters in 
those local places can play a vital role in developing a personal 
understanding of religion and navigating religious identities (Ryan 
2014; Kapinga and Van Hoven 2020).  
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Abstract 
This chapter demonstrates how young people make sense of religion 
through local places in the urban context while moving from youth to 
young adulthood. We draw on in-depth interviews – including a 
mental map-making exercise – with twenty-four young Muslims (18–
30) from a wide range of cultural backgrounds living in Metro 
Vancouver (Canada). Their narratives reveal that young people ‘live’ 
religion in various local places and show how spatialities of lived 
religion change over time. We highlight how making sense of religion 
is reflected in the changing meaning of the mosque and relates to the 
increased salience of places shared with young Muslims in which our 
participants negotiate religion in the context of their everyday lives in 
the city. While many studies on Muslim identities have established the 
complexities and dynamics of negotiating religion at specific local 
places, we argue for a focus on relations between lived religion at 
various local places over time. These spatiotemporal complexities are 
able to capture how making sense of religion is spatially and fluidly 
manifested in the urban context of Metro Vancouver. 

3.1. Introduction 
This chapter discusses how young people make sense of religion while 
moving from youth to young adulthood in relation to experiences in 
local urban places. It draws on in-depth interviews – including a 
mental map-making exercise – with twenty-four young Muslims (18–
30) from a wide range of cultural backgrounds living in Metro 
Vancouver (Canada). The interviews produced narratives mainly 
reflecting their experiences in various places in the city and the 
changing meaning of religion during the participants' teenage years. 
In the analysis, we focus on the spatiotemporal complexities in their 
narratives. The findings show how participants make and unmake 
places while navigating and negotiating religion in the context of their 
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everyday lives. In the narratives we assembled, we foreground 
experiences in the mosque in particular, and how various places by 
and for young Muslim in the urban context of Metro Vancouver are 
given shape as a result of past and present experiences elsewhere in the 
city. 

To enrich understandings of young people’s lives and non-linear 
transitions to adulthood, scholars in youth studies have recently 
advocated for complementing a temporal perspective with a spatial 
lens (Farrugia and Wood 2017; Wood 2017). We engage with this call 
by providing an empirical case showing how analytical attention to 
place and time contributes to understanding religion during this 
period of the life course. After almost three decades of social science 
research, the field concerned with youth and religion remains 
fragmented (Hemming and Madge 2011). Studies prioritised either 
time or place in understanding young people’s religious identities. The 
long-prioritised focus on time comes to the fore in a review by Hardy 
and King (2019) as part of a special issue on religion published by the 
Journal of Research on Adolescence. They emphasise that temporal 
approaches in many studies verify that religion is vital for various 
youth (health) outcomes such as wellbeing. Yet, they also observe that 
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions are not fully understood and suggest 
research opportunities lie especially in qualitative idiographic 
approaches that are able to capture the dynamics and complexities of 
religion in relation to other aspects of young people’s everyday life 
(Hadad and Schachter 2011; Schachter and Ben Hur 2019). 

Nevertheless, a rich body of qualitative literature has emerged and 
is especially concerned with Muslims living in so-called western and 
supposedly secular societies (e.g. Dwyer 1999; Hopkins 2011; 
Ryan 2014). Those studies generally do centralise place and underline 
the variety and complexities of young Muslim identities (e.g. 
Ryan 2014; Eidoo 2018; Thompson and Pihlaja 2018). Some places are 
well-researched (Hemming and Madge 2011, see also Ryan 2012), but 
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most studies focus on a single or a few predefined places 
(Hopkins 2011; Harris and Roose 2014; Eidoo 2018; Laksana and 
Wood 2019; Salnikova and D’Arcus 2019). There is not much 
empirical work on how young people navigate their religious ideas 
and understandings through these different places as they become 
young adults. As set out by Valentine and Sadgrove (2012), a focus on 
the spatial as well as the temporal can enhance our understandings of 
how people shape their ideas and perspectives over time. We 
contribute to the existing body of literature by analysing participants' 
narratives and experiences with explicit attention to the 
spatiotemporal complexities of making sense of religion in relation to 
their everyday lives in the urban context of Metro Vancouver. 

Before discussing our findings (section 3.4), we briefly position 
our study by conceptualising religion, contextualising experiences in 
local places, and discussing research on where young Muslims 
experience religion in their everyday lives (section 3.2). Thereafter, we 
outline the research methodology and highlight the value of map-
making as a method (section 3.3). 

3.2. Where do young Muslims live religion? 

3.2.1. Lived religion and making sense of religion 
While the meaning of religion changes during the entire life course, it 
is established that between the late-teens and early twenties, a phase of 
profound identity construction, young people explore and negotiate 
their religious beliefs (McNamara Barry et al. 2010; Chan, Tsai and 
Fuligni 2015). During the past twenty years, religion seems to become 
increasingly central in developing youth identities, sometimes even 
more than ethnicity (Ryan 2014). The academic focus on Muslim 
youth derives from concerns about exclusionary effects of anti-Islamic 
sentiments and Islamophobia, but also relates to concerns about 
radicalisation, participation and integration of Muslim youth in non-
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Muslim majority societies. Recently, however, several studies move 
away from labelling Muslim youth as problematic or potentially 
dangerous subjects since it enforces stereotypes and exclusion, and 
they underline the need for insight into ‘ordinary’ young Muslims and 
their personal and everyday experiences (e.g. Harris and Roose 2014; 
Thompson and Pihlaja 2018). Based on Ulrich Beck's accounts of 
reflexive modernity, youth scholars also advocate for a focus on 
everyday life perspectives and experiences regarding religion in light 
of the individualised ways of practising religion in contemporary 
globalised western societies (Hemming and Madge 2011; see also 
Speck 2012). 

Following scholars such as McGuire (2008), Ammerman (2014), 
and Knibbe and Kupari (2020), we conceptualise religion as ‘lived 
religion’. Lived religion expounds personal ‘ordinary’ perspectives on 
religion in the everyday context. This does not necessarily align with 
how religion is understood in religious institutions or by other 
authorities, but provides space for various ways of understanding, 
experiencing, and practising which may differ in various 
environments of the everyday life (see also Hadad and 
Schachter 2011). Drawing on Woods (2012), we approach ‘making 
sense of religion’ as a process of self-exploration and construction – 
oriented in the past, present and future – and negotiated in relation to 
a religious schema, the divine, and various religious and non-religious 
others. As Hemming and Madge (2011) recognise, ‘religious identity 
does not exist in a vacuum but rather takes shape within and across a 
range of social spaces and contexts’ (p.42; see also Ryan 2012). Thus, 
processes of making sense religion seem to be based on experiences 
of lived religion at various places in the everyday context. 
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3.2.2. Situating experiences in the context of Metro Vancouver 

To understand young people’s experiences of lived religion at local 
places in Metro Vancouver, we follow well-known geographers, such 
as Massey (2005), in conceptualising place as fluid and dynamic, as 
non-fixed and unbound entities imbued with processes of power. 
Time is inherently connected to places, which are always in a process 
of becoming and continuously re-constructed through interactions 
(see also Lefebvre 1991; Cresswell 2009; Dwyer, Gilbert and 
Shah 2013). The continuously making of local places is always related 
to (processes in) other places on various scales. Gareau, Bullivant and 
Beyer (2019) state that ‘the global critically informs the local social 
context, in which people, including young people, form their religious 
and broader identities’ (p.2). Youth identities cannot be fully 
understood without positioning them in a global and transnational 
context, and can relate to online and virtual spaces as well. For many 
young people in the west, contemporary society is characterised by 
globalisation and individualisation which provides more 
opportunities in defining who they are and want to become (Harris 
and Roose 2014). Youth, therefore, can experience a burden of the 
responsibility to construct their own identity (Ryan 2014), as well as 
having more freedom to formulate individualised forms of religiosity 
(Hemming and Madge 2011; Speck 2012). Several studies show 
evidence of relatively new and often non-institutionalised identity 
labels created by young Muslims themselves, such as ‘religious-lite’ 
(Hadad and Schachter 2011), ‘revivalist Islam’ or ‘true Islam’ of which 
the latter indicates belongingness to a global Ummah (Kibria 2008; 
Ryan 2014). While constructed in relation to transnational or global 
communities, the local context remains crucial in negotiating these 
youth identities. In the edited volume ‘Muslim citizens in the West’, 
Yasmeen and Marković (2014) address the impact of negative anti-
Islamic discourses depends on contextual differences, for instance: 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632


 

‘You can’t just be a Muslim in outer space’ | 83 
 

(religious) histories, attitudes in mainstream media, processes of 
(de)secularisation, sacralisation or diversification of religious beliefs, 
and political debates on immigration. Furthermore, in constructing 
and negotiating their ‘Muslimness’, young people are dealing with 
direct and indirect experiences of exclusion in their everyday context 
(Yasmeen and Marković 2014; Thompson and Pihlaja 2018). Thus, 
while Islamic identities might be seen as ‘de-territorialised’, they are 
highly connected to societal structures and processes in specific 
geographical contexts (Ryan 2012, 2014). 

With regard to the context of our study, the Canadian model of 
multiculturalism is generally perceived as highly inclusive compared 
to many European countries. Diversity seems to be celebrated and is 
seen as part of ‘being Canadian’ (Beyer 2014; Delic 2014). Having said 
this, it is important to note that there are sustained and serious issues 
and critiques, for example regarding recognising and implementing 
indigenous rights within the Canadian model. However, in relation to 
religious diversity, Delic (2014) argues that the Canadian context 
could be seen as exemplary, allowing for different ways of ‘being 
Muslim’. He found that a strong sense of one’s Muslim identity 
contributes to stronger national identifications and feelings of ‘being 
Canadian’. Yet, in Canada, too, negative and oversimplified 
stereotypes regarding Muslims or Islam affect young Muslims in 
exploring who they are. Bullock (2014) observes that at least some 
young Canadian Muslims feel that cultural diversity is appreciated 
more than religious diversity. 

The Muslim population of Metro Vancouver is culturally diverse 
and makes up 3.2% of the total population (2.5 million) (Statistics 
Canada 2013). Regarding the heterogeneity of Muslims, and in 
acknowledging the many varieties of ‘being Muslim’, it is important 
to emphasise that Muslims in Metro Vancouver or any other context 
cannot be regarded as one Islamic ‘community’ (e.g. Dwyer 1999; 
Ryan 2014). Negotiating ones ‘Muslimsness’ is impacted by 
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intracommunity dynamics as well (Bullock 2014), such as 
generational differences. Those intracommunity dynamics emerge 
when focusing on experiences in everyday local places in the urban 
context. While experiences of young Muslims are situated in a broader 
urban, societal and global context, geographers have convincingly 
argued that the everyday and local remains crucial in negotiating, 
defending and challenging one's sense of ‘being Muslim’ in relation 
to various Muslim and non-Muslim others (Hopkins 2011; 
Ryan 2012, 2014; Kapinga and Van Hoven 2021). 

3.2.3. Local experiences of lived religion 

There are many ways in which everyday spaces can be 
implicated in religious meaning-making, legitimating, 
maintaining, and enhancing, but also challenging religious 
life, beliefs, practices and identities (Kong 2010, 757).  

Being religious or identifying as Muslim can shape experiences at local 
places in the city (Kapinga and Bock 2021). Ryan (2014) notes that ‘the 
ability to enact certain identities is contingent upon the power 
dynamics within particular social places’ (p.454). The normativities of 
places can influence how young people experience their ‘Muslimness’ 
depending, for instance, on other people present, the function of a 
place and who decides what is ‘normal’ at a specific site (Kapinga and 
Bock 2021). Some everyday places in the city are planned or designed 
– often by (local) authorities or entrepreneurs – for certain (youth) 
groups or cultures to consume (Valentine 2003). For example, bars or 
nightclubs tend to attract other groups of young people than halal 
restaurants. Places can also be claimed by certain (sub)groups, such as 
young people. The normativities young people encounter in various 
everyday places may differ greatly at, for instance, school, home, the 
mosque, public places, and sports clubs, especially concerning 
attitudes towards Islam. Through experiences at those places, young 
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people negotiate and navigate their sense of ‘being Muslim’ 
(Hemming and Madge 2011; Ryan 2012). Therefore, we discuss the 
locations of lived religion in the urban context. 

In addition to places that have generally been marked as religious 
– such as institutionalised religious places, Ammerman (2014) 
explains religion can be lived at various other places and in many ways. 
Scholars in the field of urban religion move away from traditional 
dichotomies between ‘secular’ and ‘sacred’ places and have argued that 
religion is embedded in the city in fixed and flexible structures which 
can be visible and invisible, material and immaterial (Knott 2008; 
Kong 2010; Cloke and Beaumont 2013; Elwert 2016; Finlayson 2017; 
Burchardt and Westendorp 2018; Della Dora 2018). Della Dora (2018) 
refers to the location of religion as an interstitial space. She highlights 
the multi-layeredness and fluidity of religious urban landscapes co-
existing with other forms of belief and non-belief. Finlayson (2017) 
explains that ‘spaces beyond our usual definition of ‘sacred’ can be 
made sacred by believers and can, in unexpected ways reflect religious 
belief’ (320). With regard to Muslim identities, some places where 
religion is subtly and implicitly present indeed seem important for 
making sense of religion. Salnikova and D’Arcus (2019), show that 
besides the mosque, the halal meat shop is a vital site ‘to maintain and 
modify some aspects of their religious and cultural identities’. (108). 
Eidoo (2018) found that places where young Muslims meet also play a 
role in negotiating religion in relation to notions of citizenship. Other 
scholars suggest higher education institutions being salient for young 
Muslims to construct their identities and explore who they are and 
want to become (Hopkins 2011; Thompson and Pihlaja 2018). 

Acknowledging the diversity among young Muslims also means 
that not all local places will be experienced in similar ways, nor will 
places be equally important for making sense of religion. Experiences 
of lived religion seem intimately connected to – combinations of – 
other aspects of everyday life and identity, such as race, gender and 
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class (Valentine 2003; Hemming and Madge 2011; Ryan 2012; 
Eidoo 2018). Eidoo’s (2018) research on Somali Muslim girls in 
Canada shows the importance of their shared places for dealing with 
both Islamophobia and patriarchal community structures. In the same 
vein, Ryan (2012) elaborates on young Muslims’ embodied and 
gendered experiences at particular places as becomes evident as well in 
the work by Dwyer (e.g. 1999) on Muslim women and Hopkins’ 
(e.g. 2006) work on youthful Muslim masculinities. While especially 
gender seems well-research, Salnikova and D’Arcus (2019) suggest that 
generational differences between Muslim migrants matter since they 
deal differently with religion as part of their identity and are, as a 
consequence, not similarly attached to local places in their living 
environment. Despite these differences, for both generations, the 
mosque remains salient in negotiating religion (Salnikova and 
D’Arcus 2019). Nevertheless, Ahmad (2012) notes mosques in Britain 
struggle to attract younger generations. However, this might change 
in a later stage of their lives (Ryan 2014). 

The meaning of places with regard to religion can change over 
time. Valentine’s (2003) work demonstrates that as they get older, 
young people often obtain more freedom to decide where to go, what 
places they enjoy to visit or prefer to avoid, and how to behave in 
specific settings. In addition, everyday geographies change because of 
entries into the labour market, leaving or changing education, shifting 
social responsibilities and relationships, increased independence and 
changing consumption patterns. Places can be associated with certain 
age groups and activities and change in meaning as young people 
move to adulthood. For example, the meaning of a high school is 
likely to change after graduation. Thompson and Pihlaja (2018) also 
refer to the temporality of place by discussing how Muslims express 
their uncertain futures realising that universities are unique places 
where (religious) diversity is more tolerated in comparison to possible 
future everyday places. 
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In relation to the focus of this chapter, it is important to 
emphasise that young people’s religious ideas and understandings are 
not passively shaped by places (Dwyer, Gilbert and Shah 2013). 
Indeed, Valentine (2003) notes, ‘young people’s lives are constrained 
by space but they also actively produce their own space’. (39). Youth 
reasserts, appropriates and transforms religion; they demonstrate 
agency in shaping their own religious ideas (Hemming and 
Madge 2011; Gareau, Bullivant and Beyer 2019). Places are 
continuously constructed and become meaningful in terms of religion 
because people attribute certain values to them (Dwyer, Gilbert, and 
Shah 2013; Ryan 2014; Burchardt and Westendorp 2018). While many 
scholars on Muslim identities acknowledge the notion of time being 
inherent to place, there has been little empirical research that has 
integrated a more explicit temporal perspective. We are interested in 
the interrelations between the changing religious urban landscape and 
how young people make sense of religion while moving from youth 
to young adulthood (see also Burchardt and Becci 2013). In doing so, 
we need more insight into how and why experiences of lived religion 
at local places change over time. 

3.3. Research methodology 
In July and August 2018, data collection took place in Metro 
Vancouver. Laura conducted qualitative in-depth interviews with 
twenty-four young adults (nine females and fifteen males), all but two 
aged between 18 and 303, and from a diversity of cultural 
backgrounds. All participants lived in Metro Vancouver, nine of them 
were born in Canada, but some had lived for a period abroad as well. 
The countries where participants – or their (grand)parents – came 

                                             
3 Two participants over the age of 30 were interviewed because of their 

expertise and experience with the young Muslim community in this particular 
context. 
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from, where they had lived, and sometimes were born, include 
Afghanistan, China, Egypt, Eritrea, India, Iran, Japan, Yemen, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, Pakistan, South-Africa, Saudi-Arabia, Turkey, 
and United Arabic Emirates. The participants differed in religious 
views, understandings and practices. At the moment of the interview, 
the participants were in a phase in their lives in which they studied or 
started their careers and did not have their own families. 

Most participants were recruited through Facebook posts calling 
for research volunteers on pages aimed to reach a Muslim audience 
living in Metro Vancouver. A few additional people were recruited 
through snowball sampling. We conducted individual interviews with 
most participants, but three suggested to bring a friend resulting in 
two duo-interviews and one group interview including six 
interviewees. The participants had the option to propose the interview 
location, which varied from coffee shops, their workplace, public 
libraries, university buildings, parks, office spaces, mosques, 
community centres, and youth organisations. 

The interviews lasted between one and three hours. Once we 
scheduled a follow-up interview because of the duration. The 
interview themes included views on inclusivity, opinions on Metro 
Vancouver, everyday places, experiences of inclusion and exclusion, 
and changing religious practices and understandings. Participants 
were encouraged to introduce any theme or experience they 
considered to be important to the research. In discussing interview 
themes, we focused on changes over time resulting in narratives 
reflecting on the period from their mid-teens until the time of the 
interview. As Burchardt and Westendorp (2018) note, ‘narratives 
based on place allow us to trace the ways in which people attach 
meaning to their movements through urban space, the religious 
inspirations that animate them and the urban aspirations towards 
which they are directed’ (p. 172). The interview guide was designed to 
highlight participants’ narratives around places, therefore we asked 
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them to draw a mental map showing their meaningful everyday places 
and how they changed over time. Sixteen participants made such a 
map (see for example 3 and 4 on the next page), while others preferred 
to just talk. The map-making generally started after the introductory 
questions. The maps visualise diversity in the amount of detail, style 
and use of colours. Some maps mainly consist of words (Figure 3) 
while other participants worked with little drawings (Figure 4). 

The mental maps proved to be a valuable tool during the 
interviews for three reasons. First, they gave insight into the multi-
local belongings of the participants (Jung 2014). Many participants 
added places outside of Metro Vancouver or Canada as well. Second, 
the process of mapping created an interview setting in which some 
power was transferred to the interviewee (Jung 2014). Third, in 
comparison with oral interviews, mental mapping as a visual method 
allowed for more freedom in creativity and a different way to share 
personal experiences (Trell and Van Hoven 2010). During the 
interviews, as well as other phases of the research, we were aware of 
the importance of reflecting on Laura's (who carried out the 
interviews) positionality as a non-Muslim, Dutch, white, young, 
female researcher (see Kapinga, Huizinga and Shaker 2021 for a 
critical reflection). In relation to the maps for example, the 
relationship between researcher and researched might have influenced 
the map-making process (Jung 2014). Nabila kept adjusting her map 
until the end of the interview and visualised almost all conversation 
topics (figure 3). Her map can be seen as a co-production between 
researcher and interviewee to a greater extent than Sofia’s, who did not 
add anything while discussing what she drew in first instance (figure 
4). 
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The audio-recorded interviews were transcribed. NVivo was used 
for thematic coding using deductive (such as making, unmaking, 
remaking places) and inductive codes (such as religion as a lifestyle, 
Deen and Dunya). Several themes emerged from the rich narratives of 
the participants, such as transnational relations, and several types of 
places, such as young Muslim places. In the interpretation of the 
analysis, we paid explicit attention to the participants’ narratives to 
capture how the meaning of places and their views on religion 
changed over time. 

3.4. Making sense of religion in the everyday urban 
context 
The analysis of the participants’ narratives and maps reveals a spatial 
manifestation of making sense of religion in Metro Vancouver which 
is changing as participants move to adulthood. We found that lived 
religion in a particular place is established through experiences in 
other places in both the past and present and relates to young adults’ 
(religious) ambitions as well. 

In line with Ammerman’s (2014) account on where religion is 
lived, participants in our study reflected on various everyday places to 
share how their religious understandings and practices had developed 
over time. Their narratives include mosques, as well as seemingly 
‘secular’ places in which religion is contingently and implicitly present 
as suggested by scholars on urban religion (such as Knott 2008; 
Kong 2010; Cloke and Beaumont 2013; Elwert 2016; Burchardt and 
Westendorp 2018; Della Dora 2018). Examples of the latter are (high) 
schools, home, workplaces, university, a friend’s house, and the beach. 
In discussing our findings, we do not intend to provide a typology of 
those local places. Instead, this section focuses on a few places to 
highlight a spatiotemporal pattern prominent in participants’ 
narratives and maps. In doing so, we elaborate on why the meaning of 
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the mosque changes (section 3.4.1), and on a spatial pattern of making 
sense of religion which is shifting over time while participants move 
to young adulthood (section 3.4.2). Thereafter, we zoom in on the 
increased salience of places shared with Muslims peers and 
demonstrate how shaping such places is related to past and present 
experiences of lived religion elsewhere in the city (section 3.4.3). 

3.4.1. The changing meaning of place: experiences at the mosque 

According to the vast majority of participants, the mosque was a 
central place in developing their religious ideas until their early 
teenage years. Maryam was actively involved in the youth activities 
organised by one of the mosques in Metro Vancouver. 

Maryam (mid-twenties, female, group interview): I used to 
be very involved with a mosque youth group when I was in 
high school. I used to go there three days a week. One day was 
like youth group meetings, another day a Halaqa, a 
knowledge circle, and then Quran class on a Saturday. We 
would have Quran class in the morning and then in the 
evening part we had open gym times and a youth knowledge 
circle. So I was like … that was a very big part of my youth. 

While participants were not associated to the same mosque, they 
described ‘their’ mosque – often beside the home – as a place part of 
the family routine, where they generally went with their parents or 
attended youth groups. Regarding making sense of religion, 
participants describe and appreciate their mosque as a place to learn 
about the basic principles, values, practices and routines of Islam. 

While moving to adulthood, these institutionalised religious 
places become less salient for making sense of religion. At the moment 
of the interview most participants still regularly visit a mosque for 
religious practices, networking, helping others, or connecting to their 
community. Muhammed (mid-twenties, male, individual interview) 
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strongly describes his mosque as ‘the heart of the community and 
that’s where my heart is’. This corresponds with other studies pointing 
towards the importance of mosques’ social and community functions 
(Cesari 2005; Salnikova and D’Arcus 2019). While for most 
participants this place indeed fulfils some of these other roles, they all 
agree that young people, from their mid-teens onwards, are largely 
absent from the mosques in Metro Vancouver. For themselves, the 
meaning of the mosque had changed as well. This change is associated 
with the process of exploring what religion means to them personally. 

As established by others (McNamara Barry et al. 2010; Chan, Tsai, 
and Fuligni 2015), the participants’ narratives clearly indicate that 
their religious ideas and views developed over time. Adam’s quote on 
‘becoming an adult’ illustrates this: 

Adam (26, male, duo-interview): Like she [Nora] said, the 
way you incorporate it [religion] into your life will change. 
I'm sure it will change as I grow and develop, but I think 
there's a core level right, because once you're an adult you 
have this core identity of who you are. […]. But the most 
crucial aspect is becoming an adult, that's when you start to 
kind of hold on to … kind of pick up the values you are going 
to take on for the future. I think that's my experience. […] So 
for me, what does religion mean to me [now]? […] It's a way 
of life, it's a lifestyle more than anything. 

Similar to Adam, other participants formulate their understanding of 
religion as something that developed towards a lifestyle. This resonates 
with Ryan (2014) and Hadad and Schachter (2011) who show religious 
youth can create common denominators – such as ‘true Islam’, 
‘revivalist Islam’ or ‘religious-lite’ – to navigate and reformulate their 
belongingness and differentiation to others. Similar to those studies, 
what identifying with such a ‘label’ entails varies greatly among the 
participants in terms of (religious) views, practices, understandings, 
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and beliefs, while it at the same time underlines some commonalities. 
The term ‘lifestyle’ is generally used by participants to refer to religion 
as a ‘guiding’ and overarching dimension inseparable from other 
aspects of their identities and everyday lives. When moving to young 
adulthood, mosques do not seem to cater to participants’ needs of 
exploring and negotiating religion in the context of their everyday 
lives as young people in Metro Vancouver. To substantiate this, two 
experiences of lived religion are discussed below. 

‘You can’t just be a Muslim in outer space’ (Nora) 

Participants reflect on religion in their teenage years as a period in 
which they started to question and doubt what they learned so far. 
This process of negotiating and reformulating is a way in which young 
people enact religious agency (Hemming and Madge 2011). Despite 
differences among mosques in Metro Vancouver, participants 
generally began to experience a ‘judgemental atmosphere’ at their 
mosques while emphasising as well what Khan explains: ‘mosques, or 
any religious place, are supposed to be very inclusive open and 
welcoming’. He continues as follows: 

Khan (24, male, individual interview): When you get older 
and you start becoming more … you’re questioning things 
more … the mosques may not be as friendly as they supposed 
to be […] I think as you get older and you make a mistake, 
let's say you start smoking weed or drink some alcohol or you 
have a girlfriend, if you go to the mosque you feel like, ‘you 
know what, no one here is going to understand me’. Or if you 
have a tattoo or coloured hair, when you walk in you will be 
judged right away. 
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This quote is indicative of participants starting to develop other 
interests and encountering new situations or challenges in their 
everyday lives as young people (see also Valentine 2003). Since they 
feel this does not always align with the normativities at the mosque, 
their experiences of lived religion change as well. Similar to Nabila, 
the difference between the ‘older generation’ and ‘their generation’ is 
often stressed when explaining why the mosque is not as important to 
them anymore. 

Nabila (23, female, individual interview): As a second-
generation Canadian, it is difficult because there are 
preconceived notions of what you need to be in this society 
[…] by the people who travelled here and the ones who are 
running the community. So it is hard for someone like me to 
experience a non-judgmental atmosphere within a cultural or 
religious community centre. 

Feeling uncomfortable discussing ‘taboo topics’, like drinking alcohol 
or romantic relationships, is emphasised by many participants. Sofia 
(22, female, group interview) shares her fear of being judged because 
she might not be seen as ‘Muslim enough’ by the older generation who 
run the mosque. Some participants mention other topics of concern 
for Muslim youth as problematic to discuss in their communities, such 
as, mental health problems, addictions, and challenging gender 
relations. As Nora explains ‘you can’t just be a Muslim in outer space’, 
in other words they wish to explore religion in relation to issues young 
people are dealing with in their everyday life. 

 

 

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13676261.2020.1757632


 

‘You can’t just be a Muslim in outer space’ | 97 
 

Nora (20, female, duo-interview): I would say my biggest 
issue with the mosque and something I would like to change 
is that I feel they look at religion as if it exists in a vacuum. 
Like as if it's just … you're just a Muslim, right? And that's it. 
Whereas they really ignore the fact that it comes with so many 
other things. Like you've got culture, you've got society, 
you've got like your own personal struggles and problems, 
and identity, and like mental health. Like all these different 
things that all sort of factor into you being a Muslim. So you 
can't just be a Muslim in like outer space, in a complete 
vacuum. You can't. And so when I go to the mosque I really 
want to feel like when I leave I'm not only benefiting as a 
Muslim but I'm also benefiting as a person, like mentally, 
spiritually, emotionally, everything, in every way. And that is 
how the mosque is supposed to be. 

This quote summarises our participants’ experiences at mosques of 
religion being approached as a separate and demarcated dimension 
existing ‘in a complete vacuum’. Similar to other studies, we found 
that those experiences contain many nuances and specificities based 
on other parts of their identities, such as gender, race or family status 
(Ryan 2012; Eidoo 2018). Nora’s quote above thus signifies an 
overarching experience of discomfort when participants started to 
religiously reposition themselves in relation to their everyday lives and 
other parts of their identities. 

‘There is no opportunity to actually do stuff at the mosque’ (Azra) 

According to our participants, mosques are generally not places where 
participants could initiate change or integrate new ideas. Experiences 
of being constrained to explore religion are complemented by the 
feeling of not being able to change existing norms. This contributes to 
mosques becoming less appealing to young people as Azra’s quote 
illustrates: 
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Azra (20, female, individual interview): Quite frankly, I 
think the topics [discussed at the mosque] are not interesting 
enough, they're quite boring. And there is not enough ways 
for young people to get involved. There is no opportunity to 
actually do stuff at the mosque. You just sit there. If it would 
be more a place with engagement, yeah I think then it would 
change. There aren't a lot of young people … like there are 
fifty-year-olds and there are like … more fifty-year-olds. Yeah, 
young people are not going to be attracted by anything fifty 
years olds’ organise. 

Unless, as Khan explains, ‘you fit their bowl’, most participants do not 
feel they could partake in the organisational structure or change 
existing power structures at the mosque run by the older generations. 
This generational gap echoes the work of Ahmad (2012) who notes 
one of the key challenges of British mosques is to shift power away 
from ‘older men’ and involve women and young people as well. 
However, in accordance with Salnikova and D’Arcus (2019), we 
showed at the beginning of this section that mosques are valuable for 
making sense of religion, yet our findings emphasise this role changes 
over time (see also Ryan 2014). These institutionalised religious places 
become less important while the participants explore and formulate 
what religion means to them personally. This can be interpreted in 
light of Becks notion of reflexive modernity and more individualised 
(religious) youth identities (see Speck 2012 for a discussion). Yet, 
young people do not necessarily reject all institutionalised forms of 
religion when negotiating individualised ‘lifestyle’ forms of religion. 
Our participants would prefer to change the normativities at mosques 
rather than avoid an institutionalised form of Islam altogether. 
Focusing on both time and place, which is reflecting in the changing 
meaning of the mosque, reveals the complexities of religion in young 
people’s lives by demonstrating the temporality of lived religion. 
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3.4.2. A spatiotemporal pattern: from mosques to places shared 
with Muslims peers 

As Valentine (2003, 39) explains, ‘Young people are constrained by 
places’ but, as became evident in the narrative of our participants as 
well, also ‘actively produce their own spaces’ to shape their own 
cultures and identities (see also Valentine and Sadgrove 2012). Making 
sense of religion is not only reflected in the changing meaning of the 
mosque but also in the production of other places. 

Participants seem to experience an increase in independence, 
mobility and freedom with less parental authority while moving to 
young adulthood (see also Valentine 2003). For example, Youssef 
(early twenties, male) explains many young people were expected by 
their parents or communities to attend activities at the mosque, but 
generally, from their mid-teenage years onwards, they started to gain 
more freedom and make their own decisions. The changing meaning 
of the mosque in combination with more independence and 
opportunities to be empowered elsewhere contributed to producing 
‘alternative’ places to explore religion. Khan explains: 

 
Khan (24, male, individual interview): A lot of young 
people are becoming empowered. Starting to realise: ‘you 
know what, maybe I don't need to go to a mosque to also be 
empowered’. I can rent out [one of the university’s] room for 
free, we can use social media to get people out there for free, 
I can use my network, and I can use my recourses. 

The spatiality of making sense of religion has a temporal dimension. 
A spatiotemporal pattern prominent in the participants’ narratives is 
visible in Nora’s mental map (see Figure 5). On the left side, she drew 
two mosques. The one in Dubai underlines the notion of local 
experiences being connected to places on various scales, such as the 
transnational and global (Massey 2005; Ryan 2012; Gareau, Bullivant, 
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and Beyer 2019, see also chapter 2 of this thesis). The other narratives 
also contain references to where they previously lived or where their 
(grand)parents are from. Continuing with the local scale, during 
Nora’s early teenage years, her parents encouraged her to join group 
discussion circles at the Muslim Association of Canada which 
functions as a mosque. In line with the above (section 3.4.1), she 
explains that those places were important to her in terms of education 
and learning about Islam, but did not contribute to exploring what 
religion means to her later on. Instead, places shared with Muslim 
peers, on the right side of her map where she notes ‘gave a platform to 
rediscover my identity’, became increasingly important over time. In 
the next section, we elaborate on those places created by and for young 
Muslims. 

3.4.3. Making sense of lived religion at places for young Muslim 
peers 

In the context of Metro Vancouver, various initiatives organised by 
young Muslims cater to the (religious) needs and ambitions of a 
diverse group of their Muslim peers. The participants mention 
numerous examples, including Muslim Student Associations (MSAs), 
associated with the universities, and initiatives which derive from 
MSAs, for example, Chat and Chai, Sister Speak and knowledge 
circles. Confirming other studies, higher education institutions seem 
important sites for students to negotiate religion (Hopkins 2011; 
Thompson and Pihlaja 2018). The analysis also reveals various 
initiatives for young Muslims not related to universities, such as Voices 
of Muslim Women, Vancouver Madinah, The Breathing Room, and 
storytelling programmes. Many of those use online spaces as well, such 
as social media accounts or websites (see also Harris and Roose 2014), 
but those online platforms are used to communicate about meetups 
in real life or provide a platform to 'voice' young Muslims 
communities, yet do not replace interactions with Muslims peers at  
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local places in the city. Most participants also use online sources to 
gain Islamic knowledge, but preferred to discuss what they found in 
‘offline’ interaction with peers. Sophia (22, female, group interview) 
stresses that online platforms cannot replace human connections at 
local places in the city with an example on her online search for 
information when doubting about wearing a hijab: ‘It took me 
meeting people who were like me to kind of get there. The Internet 
didn't really help me with that’. Also, Ali (mid-twenties, male, duo-
interview) explains: ‘having like a physical location that you could 
always go to, where you'll find people you could talk to, made a huge 
difference’. With few exceptions, most young Muslim initiatives do 
not have their own building or room. Meetings take place at, for 
instance, higher education institutions, public libraries, parks, or – as 
Ali continues below – the beach. 

Ali (mid-twenties, male, duo-interview): During Ramadan 
[…] we’re literally were going to Spanish banks [a beach in 
Metro Vancouver] like at 2:00 in the morning. Getting like 40 
people there with carpool lane. All young university-aged 
people creating a bonfire, praying together by the water and 
then sharing food. […] Sitting in a circle, talking about 
things, and we would do that every week. 

As literature on urban religion suggests, this excerpt is indicative of 
people attributing religion to the cityscape in subtle and contingent 
ways (Knott 2008; Burchardt and Becci 2013; Elwert 2016; 
Finlayson 2017; Burchardt and Westendorp 2018; Della Dora 2018). 
Young people demonstrate agency in processes of making sense of 
religion by attributing religion to places in the urban context. This is 
reflected in ‘unmaking’ the mosque as important to them for 
exploring religion, but also in ‘making’ places, such as the beach, in 
which religion seems to be fluidly and rather invisibly embedded. 
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Related to experiences of discomfort at the mosque, places shared 
with Muslim peers are often shaped to discuss and negotiate religious 
beliefs in relation to other aspects of everyday life. The participants 
mention, for example, that they explore the balance between ‘Deen’ 
and ‘Dunya’, translated by Nayantara as ‘religion’ and ‘world’. Some 
participants referred to exploring differences between religion and 
culture which is also reflected in other studies suggesting that Muslim 
youth negotiates the cultural traditions of their parents to formulate 
their Islamic identities (e.g. Kibria 2008; Ryan 2014). 

Kabir (20, male, individual interview): When we grow up 
we associated religion with culture. We associated religion 
with race. You know, Afghan Muslims or Fijian Muslims or 
Arab Muslims you know. So when you bring all the youth 
together it breaks that non-existent barrier that we put there - 
that culture and religion are the same. Whereas you know 
religion is it's own. And culture is something we sprinkled on 
top of it. So when you bring all these kids together we can 
grow, we can break that barrier. 

In our study, participants did not reject their cultural background as 
part of reformulating religion, but since places for young Muslims are, 
unlike most mosques, rarely organised along ethnic lines and bring 
together Muslims from diverse backgrounds, it seems to provide new 
insight on how to make sense of religion and culture. These places 
allow to reformulate, explore, and negotiate what they learned so far 
and provide a place where – in contrast to experiences of lived religion 
in the mosque – participants generally feel comfortable to explore 
religion in their everyday lives when moving to adulthood. Ali 
explains: 
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Ali (mid-twenties, male, duo-interview): Chat and Chai, the 
main goal of it was to say ‘hey you have a space you can come 
here and discuss all of the issues that are directly relevant to you’. 
Issues that you might not feel comfortable or you might not be 
able to talk with your family, at a mosque, in school, with your 
colleagues, friends, co-workers whatever, like this is a space 
where you want to talk about identity, you want to talk about 
gender, you want to talk about issues you have in faith or with 
interacting with people XYZ like this is a space that will welcome 
you and that will not judge you for whatever you say or do. 

As Ali’s quote reiterates, shaping normativities at places shared with 
Muslim peers relate to past experiences at mosques, but are also related 
to lived religion at other places in Metro Vancouver (see also 
Hemming and Madge 2011; Ryan 2012). Prominent in the 
participants’ narratives were experiences in everyday places where 
being Muslim is not the norm. Adam (26, male, duo-interview), for 
instance, states: ‘It’s at work where you negotiate your Muslimness’ 
since for him it was challenging to formulate his ‘Muslimness’ in 
interaction with his non-Muslim colleagues. Few participants mention 
incidents of racism or harassment in public places, but many share 
that, as Muslim, they feel ‘gazed at’ or ‘stand out’ at some everyday 
places in Metro Vancouver. Azra refers to experiences at beaches and 
bars. 

Azra (20, female, individual interview): The difficulties are 
being always the odd one out or like sticking out like a sore 
thumb. Maybe not like a sore thumb, but like sticking out. 
Especially for Muslim girls. […] Definitely the fact that we 
look more Muslim is 100% a challenge. Like even if we don't 
wear this [pointing to her hijab]. My friend, she doesn’t, but 
she goes to the beach and she still covers, like she dresses fully. 
And her brothers they go and nobody can tell they are 
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Muslim, but she has to live with that even if she doesn't were 
hijab.  
[…]  
And then it is difficult in the sense that you can't drink and you 
can't eat a lot of things. And like a lot of socialising contexts are 
about drinking and going to restaurants. And you can't go to 
certain restaurants and you can’t go to certain places because you 
have those restrictions. So socialising is definitely a challenge. 
Stuff like that. 

 
In line with Kapinga and Bock (2021), those subtle exclusionary 
experiences engender feelings of being ‘out of place’ among 
participants. Not aligning with ‘the norm’ contributes to the making 
of places for young Muslim peers. In this vein, Mohammed (early 
twenties, male, group interview) notes ‘I think it's important for like 
young Muslims to know other Muslims who accept them for who they 
are’. While other participants also stress the importance of interacting 
with Muslim peers, they do not all attend the same initiatives, nor do 
they experiences those places in the same way (see also Hemming and 
Madge 2011; Ryan 2012). For instance, Azra’s quote above highlights 
gendered and embodied experiences at the beach. Experiences of lived 
religion are shaped by other identities as well and this seems to be 
reflected in the variety of events and initiatives for young Muslims in 
the city. We found, for example, talks on ‘being black and Muslim’ or 
career events for ‘sisters only’ to cater to the need of a specific group 
of young Muslims. Consider the following quotes: 

 
Mohammed (early twenties, male, group interview): Like 
there is already so much stuff. Honestly, we're not the only 
one doing this stuff. There are so many organisations doing 
it. But our main goal is not to compete but to complete each 
other. 
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Ali and Salman (both mid-twenties, males, duo 
interview): Salman: Some (initiatives) cater to different 
people because … like, it won't be like there's only one 
template of how to do things and everybody has to fit the 
mould. It's more like there's different kinds of events for 
different templates of people.  
Ali: And creating spaces for all of them. You don’t try to have 
this template where everybody fits …  
Salman: yeah […] where everybody has to fit into a certain 
kind of a Muslim ideal. Everybody's is Muslim in their own 
way and there's different kinds of events that cater to all these 
different kinds. 

Our participants do not attend just one initiative, nor do they join all 
event. They pick, choose or become involved in what they like, need, 
or where they feel comfortable. Other studies focusing on predefined 
places also show how places can cater to needs of – a particular group 
of – Muslim youth. Harris and Roose (2014) discuss how young 
Muslims’ share particular places to negotiate the self and produce their 
own cultures (see also Ryan 2012) and Eidoo (2018), found young 
Muslim women create places to take refuge from Islamophobia and 
the patriarchal system in their particular communities. Our findings 
complement those studies by highlighting the spatiotemporal 
complexities of how and why various places for Muslim peers are 
made in relation to experiences of lived religion at other local places 
in Metro Vancouver. 

3.5. Conclusion 
This chapter engaged with a rich body of literature on young Muslims’ 
identities by demonstrating the value of focusing on spatiotemporal 
complexities to understand how young Muslims’ make sense of 
religion while moving from youth to young adulthood. We analysed 
in-depth interviews and mental maps produced with twenty-four 
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young Muslims (18–30) from a wide range of cultural backgrounds 
living in Metro Vancouver (Canada). The findings reveal the changing 
spatialities of lived religion and highlight how the meaning of the 
mosque changes and relates to the increased salience of places shared 
with Muslim peers. As reflected in other studies, this chapter 
emphasises local places being crucial in shaping young Muslims’ 
religious identities in the context of their everyday lives (i.e 
Ryan 2012, 2014; Harris and Roose 2014; Eidoo 2018; Thompson and 
Pihlaja 2018). We contribute by adding a temporal perspective which 
can capture the relations between past and present experiences of lived 
religion in particular places. We found that processes of making sense 
of religion are spatially and fluidly manifested in Metro Vancouver by 
young people making and unmaking places while exploring what 
religion means to them in the context of their everyday lives. 

Generalisations to other (urban) contexts would not do justice to, 
for example, the various ways in which mosques operate and develop, 
or the extent to which young adults are able and empowered to make 
and unmake places to express religious identities (see also Beyer and 
Ramji 2013; Beyer 2014). Contextual variations – such as the 
(historical) religious landscape in the city, social characteristics of 
Muslim communities, or sociopolitical debates around Islam – can 
shape how religion or ‘being Muslim’ is experienced and negotiated 
locally (e.g. Yasmeen and Marković 2014; Thompson and 
Pihlaja 2018). Further work is required to establish what and how 
contextual variables influence the spatiotemporal patterns of making 
sense of religion. 

In line with Ryan (2014) and Hadad and Schachter (2011), our 
findings raise further interest in longitudinal qualitative studies to 
understand lived religion in other phases of the life course as well. 
After all, this chapter focuses on young people, but making sense of 
religion is an ongoing process which continues to shape and be shaped 
by past and present experiences in everyday urban context. In further 
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research, we advocate for approaching lived religion with explicit 
attention to spatiotemporal complexities and as imbued in the city in 
various and fluid ways. 

References 

Ahmad, W. I. U. (2012). ‘Creating a Society of Sheep’? British 
Muslim Elite on Mosques and Imams. In W. I. U. Ahmad, 
and Z. Sardar (Eds.), Muslims in Britain: Making Social and Political 
Space (pp. 171–192). London: Routledge.  

Ammerman, N.T. (2014). Finding Religion in Everyday Life. 
Sociology of Religion, 75(2), 189–207. DOI: 10.1093/socrel/sru013 

Beyer, P. (2014). Regional Differences and Continuities at the 
Intersection of Culture and Religion: A Case Study of Immigrant 
and Second-Generation Young Adults in Canada. In S. Lefebvre, 
and G. Beaman Lori (Eds.), Religion in the Public Sphere: Canadian 
Case Studies (pp. 66–94). Toronto: University of Toronto Press.  

Beyer, P. and Ramji, R. (2013). Growing Up Canadian: Muslims, 
Hindus, Buddhists. McGill-Queen's University Press.  

Bullock, K. (2014). Canadian Muslim Youth: Alienated or Engaged? 
In S. Yasmeen and N. Marković (Eds.), Muslim Citizens in the West: 
Spaces and Agents of Inclusion and Exclusion (pp. 143–
156). Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Limited.  

Burchardt, M. and Becci, I. (2013). Introduction: Religion Takes 
Place: Producing Urban Locality. In B. Irene, M. Burchardt, 
and J. Casanova (Eds.), Topographies of Faith: Religion in Urban 
Spaces (pp. 1–20). Leiden: Brill.  

Burchardt, M. and Westendorp, M. (2018). The Im-Materiality of 
Urban Religion: Towards an Ethnography of Urban Religious 
Aspirations. Culture and Religion, 19(2), 160–176. DOI: 
10.1080/14755610.2018.1444656.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/socrel/sru013
https://doi.org/10.1080/14755610.2018.1444656


 

‘You can’t just be a Muslim in outer space’ | 109 
 

Cesari, J. (2005). Mosque Conflicts in European Cities: Introduction. 
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 31(6), 1015–1024. DOI: 
10.1080/13691830500282626.  

Chan, M., Tsai, K. M., and Fuligni, A. J. (2015). Changes in 
Religiosity Across the Transition to Young Adulthood. Journal of 
Youth and Adolescence, 44(8), 1555–1566. DOI: 10.1007/s10964-
014-0157-0 

Cloke, P. and Beaumont, J. (2013). Geographies of Postsecular 
Rapprochement in the City. Progress in Human Geography, 37, 27–
51. DOI: 10.1177/0309132512440208.  

Cresswell, T. (2009). Place. In R Kitchin and N. Thrift (Eds.), 
International Encyclopedia of Human Geography (pp. 169-177). 
Oxford: Elsevier.   

Delic, Z (2014). Constructive Integration: The Case of Canadian 
Muslims. In S. Yasmeen, and N. Marković (Eds.), Muslim Citizens 
in the West: Spaces and Agents of Inclusion and Exclusion (pp. 265–
294). Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Limited.  

Della Dora, V. (2018). Infrasecular Geographies: Making, Unmaking 
and Remaking Sacred Space. Progress in Human Geography, 42, 44–
71. DOI: 10.1177/0309132516666190.  

Dwyer, C. (1999). Contradictions of Community: Questions of 
Identity for Young British Muslim Women. Environment and 
Planning A: Economy and Space, 31, 53–68. DOI: 10.1068/a310053  

Dwyer, C., Gilbert, D. and Shah, B. (2013). Faith and Suburbia: 
Secularisation, Modernity and the Changing Geographies of 
Religion in London’s Suburbs. Transactions of the Institute of 
British Geographers, 38(3), 403–419. DOI: 10.1111/j.1475-
5661.2012.00521.x.  

Eidoo, S. (2018). Pedagogies of Muslim Feminisms: Reflections on 
Faith, Space and Citizenship. Gender and Education, 30(4), 513–
529. DOI: 10.1080/09540253.2016.1225016.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691830500282626
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132512440208
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132516666190
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2012.00521.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2012.00521.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2016.1225016


110 | Chapter 3  
 

Elwert, F. (2016). The Loc/Alis/Ation of Religion. An Introduction. 
Journal of Religion in Europe, 9(4),297–303. 
DOI:10.1163/18748929-00904013.  

Farrugia, D. and Wood, B. E. (2017). Youth and Spatiality: Towards 
Interdisciplinarity in Youth Studies. Young, 25(3), 209–218. 
DOI:10.1177/1103308817712036.  

Finlayson, C. (2017). Church-in-a-box: Making Space Sacred in a 
Non-Traditional Setting. Journal of Cultural Geography, 34(3), 303–
323. DOI:10.1080/08873631.2016.1264262.  

Gareau, P. L., Bullivant, S. C. and Beyer, P. (2019). Introduction: 
Youth, Religion and Identity in a Globalizing Context: Canadian, 
Australian, American, and German Case Studies. In P. 
L. Gareau, S. C. Bullivant, and P. Beyer (Eds.), Youth, Religion, and 
Identity in a Globalizing Context: International Perspectives (pp. 1–
30). DOI: 10.1163/9789004388055.  

Hadad, T. and Schachter, E. (2011). ‘Religious-Lite’: A Phenomenon 
and its Relevance to the Debate on Identity Development and 
Emerging Adulthood. Journal of Youth Studies, 14(8), 862–869. 
DOI:10.1080/13676261.2011.616487.  

Hardy, S. A. and King, P. E. (2019). Processes of Religious and 
Spiritual Influence in Adolescence: Introduction to a Special 
Section. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 29(2), 244–253. 
DOI:10.1111/jora.12509.  

Harris, A. and Roose, J. (2014). DIY Citizenship Amongst Young 
Muslims: Experiences of the ‘Ordinary’. Journal of Youth Studies, 
17(6), 794–813. DOI:10.1080/13676261.2013.844782.  

Hemming, P. J. and Madge, N. (2011). Researching Children, Youth 
and Religion: Identity, Complexity and Agency. Childhood, 
19, 38–51. DOI:10.1177/0907568211402860.  

Hopkins, P. (2006). Youthful Muslim Masculinities: Gender and 
Generational Relations. Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographer, 31, 337–352. DOI: 10.1111/j.1475-5661.2006.00206.x. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/18748929-00904013
https://doi.org/10.1177/1103308817712036
https://doi.org/10.1080/08873631.2016.1264262
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2011.616487
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12509
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2013.844782
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568211402860


 

‘You can’t just be a Muslim in outer space’ | 111 
 

Hopkins, P. (2011). Towards Critical Geographies of the University 
Campus: Understanding the Contested Experiences of Muslim 
Students. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 36, 
157–169. DOI:10.1111/j.1475-5661.2010.00407.x.  

Jung, H. (2014). Let Their Voices be Seen: Exploring Mental 
Mapping as a Feminist Visual Methodology for the Study of 
Migrant Women. International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research, 38(3), 985–1002. DOI:10.1111/1468-2427.12004.  

Kapinga, L. and Bock B. B. (2021). Wellbeing and Inclusion: A Place 
for Religion. In B. Searle, J. Pykett, and M. J. Alfaro-Simmonds 
(Eds.), A Modern Guide to Wellbeing Research (pp. 148-163). 
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. Edward Elgar Publishing.  

Kapinga, L. Huizinga, R.P. and Shaker, R. (2020) Reflexivity 
through positionality meetings: religion, Muslims and ‘non-
religious’ researchers, International Journal of Social Research 
Methodology. DOI: 10.1080/13645579.2020.1853876. 

Kibria, N. (2008). The 'New Islam' and Bangladeshi Youth in Britain 
and the US. Ethnic and Racial 

  Studies, 31(2): 243–266. DOI:10.1080/01419870701337593. 
Knibbe, K. and Kupari, H. (2020). Theorizing lived religion: 

Introduction. Journal of Contemporary Religion, 35(2), 157-176, 
DOI: 10.1080/13537903.2020.1759897. 

Knott, K. (2008). Spatial Theory and the Study of Religion. Religion 
Compass, 2(6), 1102–1116. DOI: 10.1111/j.1749-8171.2008.00112.x. 

Kong, L. (2010). Global Shifts, Theoretical Shifts: Changing 
Geographies of Religion. Progress in Human Geography, 34(6), 755–
776. DOI: 10.1177/0309132510362602. 

Laksana, B. K. C. and Wood, B.E. (2019). Navigating Religious 
Diversity: Exploring Young People’s Lived Religious Citizenship 
in Indonesia. Journal of Youth Studies, 22(6), 807–823. 
DOI:10.1080/13676261.2018.1545998.  

Lefebvre, H. (1991), The Production of Space. Oxford: Blackwell.  

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2010.00407.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12004
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2020.1853876
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870701337593
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2018.1545998


112 | Chapter 3  
 

Massey, D. (2005). For Space. London: Sage Publications Ltd.  
McGuire, M. B. (2008). Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Every 

Life. New York: Oxford University Press.  
McNamara Barry, C., Nelson, L., Davarya, S., and Urry, S. (2010). 

Religiosity and spirituality during the transition to 
adulthood. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 34(4), 
311–324. DOI:10.1177/0165025409350964.  

Ryan, L. (2012). Young Muslims in London: Gendered Negotiations 
of Local, National and Transnational Places. In W. I. U. Ahmad 
and Z. Sardar (Eds.), Muslims in Britain: Making Social and Political 
Space. (pp. 101–119). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Ryan, L. (2014). "Islam does not Change": Young People Narrating 
Negotiations of Religion and Identity. Journal of Youth Studies, 
17(4), 446–460. DOI: 10.1080/13676261.2013.834315. 

Salnikova, M. and D’Arcus, B. (2019). Spaces of Muslim Identity in 
Inverness, Scotland', Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 39, 106–
17. DOI:10.1080/13602004.2019.1575022.  

Schachter, E. and Ben Hur, A. (2019). The Varieties of Religious 
Significance: An Idiographic Approach to Study Religion’s Role 
in Adolescent Development. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 
29(2), 291–307. DOI:10.1111/jora.12479.  

Speck, S. (2012). Ulrich Beck's 'Reflecting Faith': Individualisation, 
Religion and the Desecularization of Reflexive Modernity." 
Sociology, 47, 157–172. DOI:10.1177/0038038512448564.  

Statistics Canada (2013). Vancouver, CMA, British Columbia. 
National Household Survey (NHS) 2011. Statistics Canada 
Catalogue no. 99-004-XWE. Ottawa. Released September 11, 2013.  

Thompson, N. and Pihlaja, S. (2018). Temporary Liberties and 
Uncertain Futures: Young Female Muslim Perceptions of Life in 
England. Youth Studies, 21(10), 1326–1343. 
DOI:10.1080/13676261.2018.1468021 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025409350964
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2013.834315
https://doi.org/10.1080/13602004.2019.1575022
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12479
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038512448564
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2018.1468021


 

‘You can’t just be a Muslim in outer space’ | 113 
 

Trell, E. and Van Hoven, B. (2010). Making Sense of Place: Exploring 
Creative and (Inter)Active Research Methods with Young People 
Making Sense of Place. Fennia, 188(1), 91–104.  

Valentine, G. (2003). Boundary Crossings: Transitions From 
Childhood to Adulthood. Children’s Geographies, 1, 37–52. 
DOI:10.1080/14733280302186.  

Valentine, G. and Sadgrove, J. (2012). Lived Difference: A Narrative 
Account of Spatiotemporal Processes of Social 
Differentiation. Environment and Planning A: Economy and 
Space 44, 2049–2063. DOI:10.1068/a44491.  

Wood, B. E. (2017). Youth Studies, Citizenship and Transitions: 
Towards a New Research Agenda. Journal of Youth Studies 20, 
(9): 1176–1190. DOI:10.1080/13676261.2017.1316363.  

Woods, O. (2012). The Geographies of Religious Conversion. Progress 
in Human Geography, 36(4), 440–456. 
DOI:10.1177/0309132511427951.  

Yasmeen, S. and Marković, N. (Eds.) (2014). Muslim Citizens in the 
West: Spaces and Agents of Inclusion and Exclusion. 
Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Limited. 

 
 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280302186
https://doi.org/10.1068/a44491
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2017.1316363
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132511427951


 

  



 

Wellbeing and inclusion: a place for religion | 115 
 

 

Chapter 4                         

Wellbeing and 
inclusion: A place for 
religion 
This chapter has been published before as Kapinga, L. 
and Bock, B. B. (2021). Wellbeing and Inclusion: A Place 
for Religion. In B. A. Searle, J. Pykett, and M. J. Alfaro-
Simmonds (Eds.), A Modern Guide to Wellbeing Research. 
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing.  
DOI: 10.4337/9781789900163.00019 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4337/9781789900163.00019


116 | Chapter 4  
 

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) 
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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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Abstract 

This chapter contributes to current debates on positionality by 
critically discussing and comparing three researchers’ experiences 
doing research involving Muslims. We introduce positionality meetings 
to enhance reflexivity in qualitative research projects. Based on 
empirical evidence from our independent projects and the 
positionality meetings, this chapter illustrates how efforts to 
understanding each other’s perspectives and positions, which differ in 
identities and biographies, challenges our accounts of self-reflexivity. 
Due to their deliberative character, positionality meetings reveal new 
and sometimes uncomfortable insight into, for instance, insider and 
outsider relationships and our attitudes towards religion as a research 
subject in a particular political context. The chapter highlights several 
stages of the meetings to demonstrate the deliberative practice’s value 
throughout the collective reflexive process. Serving to an 
interdisciplinary audience, we encourage qualitative researchers to 
engage in positionality meetings. Therefore, we conclude by providing 
recommendations on how to organise such meetings.  

5.1. Introduction  
This chapter contributes to debates on positionality, reflexivity, and 
situated knowledges by introducing ‘positionality meetings’ as a 
powerful element within the qualitative research cycle. It builds on 
the experiences of three researchers working in the field of geography, 
whose work, to a different extent, features research involving Islam 
and Muslim people. We emphasise the usefulness of such positionality 
meetings, mainly when conducting research in social locations 
researchers have no direct experience with or do not share similar 
social positions as those researched. Using empirical data, we illustrate 
how collective deliberative reflexivity enriched or changed our 
understanding of data, knowledge production, and research 
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encounters. However, to find such an epistemic advantage, these social 
elements need to emerge in the research process. We argue being 
exposed to critical, confronting, often challenging discussions in 
positionality meetings forces researchers to venture beyond the act of 
self-reflexivity and to incorporate enriching insight into one’s position 
as a researcher in our current research projects as well as in a broader 
sociopolitical world.  

Researchers should be reflexive towards the social processes and 
contexts in which knowledge is obtained (Crasnow 2014). Based on 
the work of feminist researchers such as Gillian Rose (1997) and 
Donna Haraway (1988), many qualitative scholars acknowledge that 
they are imbued in their research projects. Scholars are not able to see 
‘everything from nowhere’ as Haraway (Haraway 1988, p. 581) 
explains the illusion of a ‘Godtrick,’ referring to all knowledge being 
partial and embodied and that power is always involved in its 
production (Haraway 1988; Rose 1997). Miled (2019) explains, 
‘reflexivity is to dig deep into who/what we are. Reflexivity is a process 
that brings the researcher’s self to the central stage and makes her/him 
[sic] visible’ (p. 5). There are many ways in which researchers practice 
reflexivity during the qualitative research cycle, and perform or 
communicate their reflexive processes in writing up their research 
(Pillow, 2003). Several scholars, however, have critiqued the relatively 
static practice of listing one’s similarities and differences since it does 
not acknowledge the complexity and fluid character of positionality 
(Hopkins 2007; Ryan, Kofman and Aaron 2011; De Koning, Bartels 
and Koning 2012; Kohl and McCutcheon 2015; Miled 2019). Indeed, 
Pillow (2003) argues that reflexivity often seems an (unconscious) 
attempt to write towards how our insider or outsider perspectives 
benefit the research or what we think readers might desire to hear to 
justify our research positions. She is wary about the commonness and 
acceptance of those ‘too comfortable’ ways of reflexivity among 
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qualitative researchers, which undervalue relationships and structures 
of power (see also Ward and Wylie 2014).  

This chapter advocates positionality meetings as a process to 
critically engage with these relations of inequality or oppression in 
research. Therefore, we draw on notions of standpoint theory. It 
postulates the researcher’s multiple and fluid social positions to 
achieve a ‘standpoint’ in the research process (Ryan et al., 2011). 
Feminist standpoint theory attempts to ‘transcend the bifurcation of 
the subject and the object, the objective and the subjective’ (Fawcett 
and Hearn 2004, p. 208). Hence, standpoint theory brings about the 
‘insider/outsider who has “double vision”,’ recognising positions of 
subordination, but emphasises the epistemic advantage of those in 
these positions regarding the relevance of certain types of knowledge, 
i.e. the epistemic subject (Crasnow 2014, p. 148). However, epistemic 
privilege is not automatic and therefore oversteps perspective. A 
perspective arises from the shared response to ‘social experiences, 
relations, traditions, and historically and culturally specific ways of 
organising social life’ (Nelson 1993, p. 147). So, where a change in an 
individual’s social location changes their perspective (Crasnow 2014), 
it does not necessarily equip them with the political awareness on the 
practices of power or forms of oppression (Harding 2004). Feminist 
standpoint theory goes beyond thinking of social locations and also 
emphasises the crucial political element in which research encounters 
are embedded and knowledge is produced (Crasnow 2014). The 
feminist standpoint theory, therefore, is about transforming awareness 
and provides opportunities for collective action and establishing a 
political consciousness.  

Over the past years, several papers advocate for collective 
strategies to enhance reflexivity by pointing out the value of involving 
other researchers in reflexive processes. These can be described as 
working separately together (Siltanen, Willis and Scobie 2008); 
perspective-taking (Finefter-Rosenbluh 2017); kitchen-table reflexivity 
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(Kohl and McCutcheon 2015); collective reflexivity (Leggatt-cook et 
al., 2011); collaborative reflexive analysis (Caretta 2015); and affective 
registers in team research (Jakimow and Yumasdaleni 2016). Indeed, 
Ryan et al. (2011) note ‘even within the constraints of budget and 
time, it is invaluable to find some space in which to engage the 
community [peer] researchers in this reflexive process – for example, 
through brainstorming sessions or focus group discussions’ (p. 59). 
These strategies enable researchers to, as Kohl and McCutcheon (2015) 
explain, tease out ‘the nuanced ways in which we, similarly to all 
researchers, perform our identity, continuing to challenge each other 
on assumptions about our identity and its effect on the research 
process’ (p. 758).  

This chapter underlines and substantiates the added value of 
collaborative strategies and con tributes by introducing a reflexive tool 
that we call ‘positionality meetings’. Whereas others have shown the 
value of spontaneous or unintentional accounts of reflecting with 
others (Kohl and McCutcheon 2015), or focus on working in research 
teams towards consensus or an ‘interpretive us’ (Siltanen et al. 2008), 
the positionality meetings we propose are a deliberative reflexive 
practice aimed to achieve meta-consensus. The meetings are 
intentional, structured and provide time and space for careful 
considerations of other perspectives without the necessity of achieving 
a common understanding in team research. Consequently, this 
collective practice not only stimulates to engage in critical and 
confronting discussions, but remains open to disagreements between 
researchers when the meetings evolve.  

To illustrate our argument, this chapter applies research on 
religion in the field of geography as a contextual lens. Section 5.2, 
contextualises religion as a concept of analytical interest and briefly 
introduces our respective research projects based on which we, as ‘non-
religious’ researchers, initiated the positionality meetings. Section 5.3 
highlights four stages of the positionality meetings and presents the 
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empirical data underlying our main argument. It informs the reader 
about the setting in which our positionality meetings took place and 
demonstrates how this deliberate reflexive tool can provide new 
insight into our (changing) perspectives in relation to our research 
subjects and regarding the research themes and processes of 
knowledge production. In conclusion, we serve to a broader audience 
of qualitative researchers, working on different topics from different 
disciplines, by translating our findings into recommendations on 
incorporating positionality meetings as a deliberative reflexive tool.  

5.2. Researching religion  
Feminist theories and approaches in several social science disciplines 
have long neglected the study of religion as a powerful signifier of 
Otherness and its aspect of oppression (Frankenberry 2018). This 
absence is reflected in the field of geography as well, yet religion has 
gained significance in the last decades, partly because it became a 
prominent marker of social difference (Hopkins 2009, 2007; Kong 
2010; Henkel 2011). In recent years, anti-Islamic sentiments and 
growing Muslim populations seem to have nourished an increased 
number of studies concerning Muslims in the European context (e.g. 
Kong 2010; Van Liere 2014). Several studies have demonstrated 
‘Muslimness’ as a prime identity and politicised marker of difference 
in many western societies (e.g. Naber 2005). There is an increasing 
amount of research agendas concerning Muslims, many of which are 
conducted by non-religious researchers (Ryan et al. 2011). This raises 
questions about positionality (McCutcheon 1999; Henkel 2011; Ryan 
et al. 2011). For example, are those researchers able to understand the 
interviewees’ experiences? Moreover, is it even ethical to research a 
politicised and often stereotyped ‘other’? Henkel (2011) wonders, 
‘does one need to be religious to do research on religion – or should 
one, in order to be “neutral”, not be religious at all? This question 
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could also be put differently: Is it an advantage or disadvantage for a 
researcher to be a believer when studying religion?’ (p. 394).  

Furthermore, in discussing reflexivity, the angle of religion is 
especially of interest because of the antagonism between religion and 
science (Henkel 2011). In the second half of the twentieth century, the 
widely accepted secularisation thesis suggested a link between 
processes of secularisation and the rise of innovations, modernity, and 
science (Henkel 2011). In many social science disciplines, religion 
became largely neglected in interpreting social phenomena. However, 
that seems to be changing in the last two decades. As a concept of 
increasing analytical interest among academics, religion constitutes a 
significant part of peoples’ private lives and even seemed to re-gain 
importance in public spheres, partly because of a more pluralistic 
religious landscape due to immigration and globalisation (Mansouri, 
Lobo and Johns 2016) and new forms and expressions of religion and 
belief (Ajrouch and Kusow 2007; Henkel 2014). This renewed interest 
in religion is often approached through postsecular theory. Beaumont, 
Eder and Mendieta (2018) introduce the term ‘reflexive secularisation’ 
as an approach to understand post-secularity away from the 
‘secular/religious schism’. They argue religion and the secular are 
always interdependent and entangled. Forms of both emerge in their 
differences. Nevertheless, many scholars still seem to ignore or shy 
away from including religion into their projects (Henkel 2011). It is 
essential to be reflexive on our stance towards religion embedded in a 
sociopolitical context to produce knowledge regarding religion in 
contemporary societies, perhaps for researchers who do not identify as 
religious.  

This section continues with our respective projects in which 
religion played a role in different ways. It is important to note that our 
projects share similarities, e.g. interwoven with difference, power and 
space, and involve research encounters with Muslim people. They 
differ, for example, in focus, the phase of research, Muslim population, 
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geographical context, and the centrality of religion in the research 
design. In the following, we briefly introduce our independent 
research projects and main concerns regarding our positions as ‘non-
religious’ researchers, which served as input for our positionality 
meetings.  
 
Laura: ‘Religion was a central theme from the beginning of the 

research. My PhD project aims to understand the interaction 
between experiences in everyday urban spaces and how religion is 
explored and negotiated by young Muslims while moving from 
youth to adulthood (e.g. Kapinga and Van Hoven 2021). Two cases 
are involved in the project: Vancouver (Canada) and Groningen 
(The Netherlands). I conducted in-depth interviews with young 
adult Muslims (aged 18–30), male and female, and from a diverse 
range of cultural backgrounds. As an “outsider”, a non-Muslim, 
white female researcher, I was conscious about my position from 
the beginning. Perhaps prompted by interviewees asking if I was 
religious myself, during the data collection, I also began to 
experience some uncertainty as a ‘non-religious’ researcher being 
interested in religion. Reflecting on those issues with Rik and Reza 
provided new insight into my approach to religion as a research 
subject and how this is intertwined with our biographies and 
processes of knowledge production.’  

 
Rik: ‘Opposed to Laura and Reza, notions of religion, Islam and 

Muslimness gradually emerged throughout the research process. I 
(white Dutch, male, non-Muslim) draw upon experiences and 
spatialities of everyday life by young Syrian refugee males in the 
Northern part of the Netherlands (e.g. Huizinga and Van Hoven 
2018). Given the exploratory nature of my study, I did not focus 
much on religion during the interviews, and neither, perhaps being 
cautious, did the interviewees. Partly because of the meetings, I 
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increasingly began to consider religion as something “researchable” 
and of analytical interest on the one hand and something that 
should be researched, especially researching Syrian refugees. Going 
back to my transcripts after the meetings, I was able to distinguish 
better the ambiguities inherent to the personal biographies of the 
Muslim interviewees. For example, becoming more sensitive to the 
role of religion in participants’ former societies, helped me to grasp 
experiences of integration in the Netherlands.’  

 
Reza: ‘I investigate how “difference” is lived in/through the body by 

addressing “ordinary” Muslims’ everyday experiences of Othering, 
responses to it, and the role of urban space in relation to Othering 
(e.g. Shaker, Van Lanen and Van Hoven 2020). My interviewees are 
from diverse and various backgrounds and levels of engagement 
with Islam (a spectrum of orthodox to liberal Muslims). I felt I 
needed to be careful how to approach my interviewees, how to 
introduce myself, and how to remain engaged in sometimes 
nuanced yet challenging religious conversations. I grew up within 
a Muslim family and context but would not identify as religious. I 
have noticed that some interviewees automatically seem to 
consider me as a Muslim brother. When Laura, Rik, and I started 
talking about our positionalities, I had not started my fieldwork 
yet. Those positionality meetings gave me an idea: I added a theme 
to my interview guide for my participants to reflect upon me as a 
researcher as a sort of feedback. Further, our discussions provided 
me with an interesting opportunity to be more critical about 
recruiting interviewees, conducting interviews, employing 
language, and remaining engaged in observations.’  

 
All three of us experienced positionality meetings as valuable for our 
projects. In the next section, we do not intend to justify our positions 
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or perspectives. Instead, it demonstrates how the positionalities 
enhanced our reflexive processes.  

5.3. Enhancing reflexivity through positionality 
meetings  
This section draws on empirical data to illustrate how the positionality 
meetings functioned as a methodological tool that enabled us to go 
beyond self-reflexivity. Based on our data analysis, we identify four 
stages relevant to this process. All stages emphasise the deliberative 
aspects of our reflexive practices as fundamental to our positionality 
meetings. By deliberative, we mean the intentional, planned and thus 
structured nature of our reflexive practices over time (section 5.3.1) 
and the efforts to carefully and critically consider each other’s 
standpoints and perspectives (section 5.3.2). Such a deliberative 
practice also enables positionality meetings to evolve over time and, 
consequently, allows the meetings to reveal more nuanced differences 
in our dispositions, perspectives and reasoning (section 5.3.3); and to 
maintain a space for critical deliberation and confrontation without 
the necessity to work towards a consensus (section 5.3.4). The order of 
these sections seems to describe the development of our positionality 
meetings as a linear process. However, this process was dynamic, 
allowing us to move back and forth until a point of saturation was 
defined. In this way, we could be flexible in our positionality meetings 
as new discussion points often emerged because of fieldwork 
experiences, readings or personal reflections.  

5.3.1. Emergent: a deliberative practice  

The planned meetings emerged from more spontaneous and informal 
conversations. We initially started to share our self-reflections, 
experiences and challenges on an irregular basis. Working in adjacent 
offices, informal discussions often took place in the corridor or one of 
our offices. We valued these informal and spontaneous interactions as 
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they supported our reflexive processes, and realised we could learn 
from each other’s experiences and perspectives. From December 2018 
to May 2019, we organised eleven audio-recorded ‘positionality 
meetings’ of one to two hours long. Despite being planned, the 
meetings kept an informal character. Before a meeting, we often 
formulated a topic guide based on new experiences, ideas and struggles 
to frame our discussions. However, similar to the meetings Leggatt-
cook et al. (2011) describe, the conversations often took unexpected 
twists and sometimes they proved to be chaotic, going back and forth 
between different topics. They contained moments of joy and laughter 
but also heated discussions in which we probed deep into each other’s 
viewpoints. Unlike our previous fleeting talks in the hallway, the 
planned setting provided a space where we pushed ourselves to 
deliberate, where we addressed issues critically and challenged each 
other’s reasoning. Consciously sitting down for the sake of reflexivity, 
we could not naturally walk away, triggering and stimulating more 
uncomfortable accounts of reflexive practices (Pillow 2003; Ward and 
Wylie 2014).  

Planned meetings imply an investment in terms of time to learn 
from each other. Due to the evident pressure of time in academia, it is 
essential to schedule several meetings in advance (e.g. Ryan et al. 
2011). Our meetings were planned for roughly five months, with at 
least two weeks in between consecutive meetings. This schedule 
allowed us to continue our discussions while providing us with 
sufficient time to bring up new insights or struggles. While our 
meetings held recurring themes – such as the shifting perceptions of 
agency, power and privilege in research encounters – taking the time 
for this process enabled the content of the meetings to evolve (see 
section 5.3.3). Deliberation is an unsteady process, and perceived 
achievements from short deliberative practices might just be a product 
of the anticipatory process before deliberation, not necessarily the 
actual deliberation (Curato, Dryzek, Ercan, Hendriks and Niemeyer 
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2017). Moreover, becoming familiar with other researchers’ 
perspectives is a slow process (Siltanen et al. 2008).  

Furthermore, as Curato et al. (2017) explain, time is an essential 
factor as deliberate practice ‘requires amenability to preference 
transformation’ (p. 32). As emphasised by Finefter-Rosenbluh (2017), 
the structured setting implies researchers’ willingness and dedication 
to learn from others and be curious about other perspectives. To better 
understand our positions and how we produce knowledge, researchers 
should enter the positionality meetings as equals and work towards 
inclusive communication practices, something that can be challenging 
and fragile depending on the setting (Curato et al. 2017). In line with 
other collective strategies (e.g. Siltanen et al. 2008; Kohl and 
McCutcheon 2015), this meant we agreed on establishing a ‘safe 
space’, maintained through frequent follow-up questions after 
discussions to make sure we all felt safe to be uncomfortable.  

Such a safe space is further strengthened by a shared 
understanding and effort among researchers to critically assess the 
other’s (self)representation in their respective research projects. 
Hence, the meetings allow and motivate researchers to be vulnerable 
and uncomfortable, openly challenge, question or criticise each 
other’s perspectives, interpretations and reasoning. In our case, we 
found common ground in our research projects on religion in the 
Netherlands and Canada. Representations of Muslims or Islam are 
politically sensitive, making the social inherently political. Based on 
our different individual social-political positions, we quickly 
recognised the potential value reflexive deliberation might offer in 
exploring such positions as sites of epistemic advantage (Fawcett and 
Hearn 2004).  

Having set the stage for positionality meetings as a deliberative 
practice of reflexivity, the following three sections demonstrate this 
collective practice’s value by highlighting successive stages of 
meetings. Next, we explore the benefits in the early stages of the 
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process in discussing our changing positions as insider/outsider 
throughout the research process. We continue by illustrating how 
positionality meetings evolve into discussions that reveal the 
‘unfamiliar’ aspects of our social positions, i.e. blind spots and 
dispositions. Lastly, we discuss what we think researchers should strive 
for in positionality meetings and explore how a point of saturation can 
be defined. 

5.3.2. Commencement: challenging self-reflexivity  

We started the first meeting by discussing excerpts of transcripts and 
field notes based on self-reflexive processes. This early stage of the 
collective practice revolved around critical debates on self-locations we 
already considered necessary concerning relationships with research 
participants in a particular political context. This included discussions 
on experiences in which we felt different or similar to our 
interviewees, and on surprising or challenging situations while 
collecting data or approaching potential participants. Similar to other 
authors sharing notions of self-reflexivity, we experienced our position 
as changing from one situation to another, and as somewhat fluid 
throughout the research process (e.g. Hopkins 2007; Ryan et al. 2011; 
Kohl and McCutcheon 2015; Miled 2019). Some aspects of our 
identities, such as gender, religion, race, were prominent in our 
independent notions of self-reflexivity regarding insider-outsider 
relationships. During the meetings, those accounts of self-reflexivity 
were challenged critically by different interpretations or explanations 
for particular situations that came to the fore in our collective 
practice.  

For instance, Laura shared that being a non-Muslim female 
researcher seemed to make it easier to, besides women, also interview 
young men in this specific project on young Muslims. She illustrated 
this to Rik and Reza with an excerpt of a conversation in which Azra, 
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an interviewee, reflects on the ‘awkwardness’ between young Muslim 
men and women.  
 

[Laura interviewing Azra, Female, 20]  
Azra: I don’t know if you noticed this with the people you 
talked to, but there is awkwardness between like Muslim 
women and Muslim men when they are together. Have you?  
Laura: No, not really. [. . .] Can you try to describe the 
awkwardness?  
Azra: mm they usually don’t look at you right in the face or 
like avert their eyes, look away, talk softer. It’s just awkward. 
It’s just they don’t know what to do or what to talk about.  
Laura: I interviewed more males, but I didn’t have that 
experience so much. Do you think it is because I’m not 
Muslim?  
Azra: Yeah. I feel yeah.  
Laura: And do you also feel more awkward if you talk to a guy 
who is Muslim than to a guy who is not Muslim?  
Azra: Yeah, I do for sure. Because they act awkward, so that 
makes you feel awkward, so you act awkward. It’s like a cycle 
really. [laughing].  
 

Laura figured not being Muslim was an advantage to interview male 
interviewees in comparison to being a Muslim female researcher. Azra 
might, for example, have felt ‘awkward’ being interviewed by Reza, 
whose interviewees often assume he is religious. However, Reza 
challenged Laura’s reasoning by referring to an excerpt of his 
interview with Yusuf.  
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[Reza interviewing Yusuf, male, 25]  
Yusuf: I think [if you were a girl], I would’ve done the 
interview, but I would not definitely have met you in person. 
Perhaps I wouldn’t call, but maybe through emails . . . of 
course, because you have an Islamic background, it gives me 
more incentives to help you out because you’re my brother, 
and I want to help you out and see you succeed.  
 

This excerpt suggests that some of Reza’s interviewees would not have 
participated if Laura, female and Dutch, was the researcher. Hence it 
challenges Laura’s self-reflexivity, which helped her assess her position 
on the insider/outsider spectrum and better ‘place’ the research 
encounters with her interviewees. We realised that our self-reflexive 
practices seemed to focus more on our self  
locations’ advantages and sometimes showed unconscious attempts to 
justify our positions. Our collective practice, then, pushed us away 
from these too comfortable accounts of reflexivity (Pillow 2003).  

Going beyond self-reflexivity is illustrated by further insider-
outsider discussions as well. Laura and Rik felt they were, correctly, 
never seen as Muslim, while Reza’s felt his background, name and 
Middle Eastern facial features seemed to make his interviewees assume 
he is a religious as well. The meetings, for instance, proved that 
language was crucial. Reza grew up in a Muslim majority country and 
is familiar with religious codes that naturally created common ground 
with his interviewees. Indeed, Henkel (2011) explains: ‘In their 
religious texts as well as their conversations, members of religious 
groups often use certain language and terminology that can sometimes 
be difficult for outsiders to understand’ (p. 395). Also, Reza was often 
referred to as ‘brother’ by interviewees, and his familiarity with Islam 
was reflected in his use of language in the interview transcripts. 
Moreover, experiences of discrimination, racism, or Islamophobia 
seemed to be more elaborately, or at least more strongly, addressed in 
Reza’s interviews.  
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[Positionality meeting – 19 December 2018]  
Reza: Have you [Laura] noticed that they are not very willing 
to say everything to you? I mean, for example, about racist 
encounters? [. . .]. Because you are one of ‘them’ [. . .], a very 
privileged typical white girl, you know, European.  
Laura: Yes, hmm . . . I notice [. . .] maybe some are hesitant, 
but I don’t notice what they don’t say, of course. 
 
[Positionality meeting – 6 March 2019]  
Reza: There is this one girl, she uses a lot of like ‘white folks’, 
like she says: ‘they don’t understand us. I’m used to this white 
gaze at me. I’m now strong enough cause I have the guts to 
wear my scarf and face this white gaze, I’m stronger than 
you.’  
Laura: The language would be very different . . . I mean some 
talk about ‘white people’, but not like this. I guess that would 
be very different if I would do those interviews.  

 
While Laura and Rik did realise that participants might be hesitant to 
share such experiences, their transcripts also contained participants’ 
racist experiences. The interviewees often elaborated on religious 
understandings and practices and referred to specific verses in the 
Quran. In the process of self-reflexivity, we tend to focus on those 
situations in which participants do share those experiences with us as 
‘outsiders’. However, differences and similarities among our insider-
outsider positions demonstrated how Reza responded from a ‘double 
vision’. The collective reflexive practice in which we tried to 
understand each other’s interpretations and reasoning highlighted 
Reza epistemic advantage, and in a way, the epistemic disadvantage of 
Laura and Rik concerning the depth and level of detail on specific 
topics.  

For Reza, the discussions with Laura and Rik were also a useful 
addition to his accounts of self-reflexivity. Being generally considered 
a Muslim insider comes with some challenges and disadvantages (see 
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also Miled 2019). Finefter-Rosenbluh (2017) argues that considering 
the outsider perspective is an effective and valuable reflexive strategy 
for ‘insiders’. Consider the following excerpt from Rik.  
 

[Positionality meeting – 6 March 2019]  
Rik: I think my interviewees talk more about being a Muslim 
in the Netherlands because I’m not Muslim. They are young 
guys that practice less religion, but they do not want to 
inform their family and friends because they are all watching 
each other and social pressure and social control is very high. 
However, they do want to talk about it.  
 

The richness of the data on intracommunity dynamics was often 
elaborately discussed in the interviews conducted by Laura and Rik. 
Interviewees often mention feelings of being judged by others in their 
Muslim communities. Indeed, Ryan et al. (2011) note that it is often 
easier to talk about concerns or worries to someone who is an outsider 
from one’s community. Outsiders might produce richer data on other 
topics, which was an added value to Reza’s self-reflexive notes. 
Learning to understand other’s perspectives challenged our 
perspectives by revealing more confrontational or uncomfortable 
insights. Therefore, it is essential to stress the relevance of the 
group composition’s diversity for collective reflexive practices. 
Various insider-outsider perspectives and social locations are valuable 
input in the critical discussions and disagreements since they allow to 
bring different perspectives to the meetings. As other collective 
strategies suggest, the positionality meetings provide insights that 
move beyond self-reflexivity (Siltanen et al. 2008; Leggatt-cook et al. 
2011; Caretta 2015; Kohl and McCutcheon 2015; Jakimow and 
Yumasdaleni 2016; Finefter-Rosenbluh 2017). Despite our attempt to 
be critically self-reflexive, the meetings revealed how we seemed to 
draw more attention to our epistemic advantage. The collective and 
deliberative practice confronts us also with epistemic disadvantages.  
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While this ‘emergent phase’ of the meetings resembles the often 
criticised practice of listing similarities and differences between 
researchers and participants, exploring these familiar self locations and 
insider-outsider perspectives together is a fruitful starting point for the 
positionality meetings. From here, the deliberative practice provided 
opportunities for the meetings to evolve into more unfamiliar aspects 
that were somewhat oblivious in the self-reflexive processes.  

5.3.3. Evolvement: exposing blind spots  

The positionality meetings provide space and time for the deliberative 
practice to evolve. Allowing meetings to evolve is vital as insights of 
the first meetings might result from latent individual reflexive practice 
or can reflect anticipation of a learning process. Unexpected insights 
resulting from deliberative reflexive practice can only occur in a series 
of positionality meetings (see Curato et al. 2017 on deliberative 
practice). Collective reflexivity can expose blind spots. Blind spots are 
particular aspects of our social positions which were not part of our 
self-reflexive processes before the meetings, yet seems to influence the 
ways we produce knowledge.  

Religion was a central topic of discussion in our meetings. The 
nuanced differences between our stances and attitudes towards 
religion as a concept of analytical interest became meaningful. We 
gradually ‘teased’ out more nuanced differences among our 
perspectives and interpretations by comparing religion’s role in our 
own lives – our attitudes, ideas, and behaviours. Laura and Rik’s 
biographies seemingly share many analogies based on age, social class, 
ethnicity and education. Both have lived in similar settings, walked 
similar life paths, and were different from Reza – never practised 
religion or self-identified with a religious denomination. The 
meetings, however, lay basic distinctions in our attitudes towards 
religion. During our discussions, we realised that we often referred to 
our biographies, which helped us better explain our perspectives on 
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and understand religion. Following Henkel (2011), indeed, we found 
that ‘believers, atheists and agnostics, all need to be aware of their 
biography, with contingencies of cultural imprints and the influences 
of the religious or areligious milieu within which they grew up.’ 
(Henkel 2011, p. 396). Discussing our trajectories, it became apparent 
that in the past, Laura had been more in contact with religion than 
Rik, for example, by attending a Catholic primary school and 
secondary school. Other small nuances in, for instance, upbringing, 
seemed to shape their different attitudes towards religion. Exploring 
our different attitudes is reflected in some vulnerable, honest, and 
confrontational discussions.  
 

[Positionality meeting – 20 March 2019]  
Laura: Yeah, I think you have a very secular perspective [. . .] 
well, I think . . . Like you [Rik], are you really atheist?  
Rik: well, what comes to my mind every conversation 
[positionality meeting] and maybe I should not even say it, 
but I’m going to say it, but even considering religion, that this 
is something like... it goes maybe a bit far to say we shouldn’t 
do it at all, but sometimes I feel religion is also an instrument 
to maintain inequality, to give people religion, like it makes 
people happy and keeps them happy.  
Laura: Yeah, but you assume that God does not exist in this 
whole story.  
Rik: Yeah. Well. That’s where I struggle with. Like... my 
thoughts on this topic change. Like, if I see people that are 
very religious or converts, and they arrange their lives 
according to religion, I understand like who am I to judge. 
But at the same time . . .  
Laura: You judge.  
Rik: Yeah, I judge, maybe it is not really appropriate, but yeah 
for sure, I do.  
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Laura: For me, to be honest, I’m not religious and don’t want 
to be religious, and I don’t believe in God, but I would not 
see myself as an atheist, I think.  
Reza: Maybe, agnostic?  
Laura: yeah . . . probably. I never really thought of defining 
myself like this, but I don’t exclude the idea that something 
higher exists. Maybe that small nuance made me interested in 
religion in the first place.  
 

Following this excerpt, such persistent differences in Rik and Laura’s 
stance towards religion influenced their research design. They are 
likely to remain to influence their respective research projects and the 
ways we produced knowledge. For instance, it might have evoked 
Laura’s interest in religion, making it central to her doctoral thesis. In 
contrast, as explained when introducing his work (section 5.2), for 
Rik, religion gradually became part of his project. When the meetings 
evolved, it underlined that our attitudes and positions could not be 
divided into a religious-secular schism, but rather emerge in the 
differences between the two. Religion and the secular are entangled 
(Beaumont et al. 2018). In the process of self-reflexivity, we had already 
realised our knowledge was partial and embodied, and data is 
interpreted and communicated through our ‘filters’ (Haraway 1988; 
Rose 1997; Cook 2005). However, these collective meetings further 
exposed, at least in part, the (in)consistency of these ‘filters’ and traced 
out ways of self-reflexivity which were familiar and comfortable to us. 
Over time, this deliberative practice provides a space and time to share 
and critically question each other on more ‘unfamiliar’ aspects we 
would not have captured by self-reflexivity.  

5.3.4. Saturation: open for disagreements  

The previous sections illustrate that being exposed to critical and 
confronting voices of other researchers proved invaluable to go 
beyond our initial positionality concerns and to force us to reconsider 
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previous views and accounts based on self-reflexivity. In this final part, 
we focus on how and when to conclude a series of positionality 
meetings. We highlight the importance of not striving for consensus 
in positionality meetings; the consequences of such a starting point for 
group dynamics, and the point of saturation to avoid getting lost in an 
infinite process of unravelling social positions and identities.  

We argue that researchers engaging in positionality meetings 
should not aim to reach consensus. Deliberative practices are plural 
and not consensual (Curato et al. 2017). Furthermore, claims of 
epistemic justification in many collective reflexive practices per 
definition are a product of situated knowledge (Harding 2004). 
Instead, the positionality meetings should seek to establish meta  
consensus. Curato et al. (2017) explain that meta-consensus can arise 
out of deliberative reflexive practices and involves mutual 
acknowledgement about the legitimisation of other viewpoints and 
interpretations. Instead of finding unity, reaching meta-consensus 
means group members’ reasoning processes become more transparent, 
providing clarification in moments of difference and disagreement 
and pushing awareness of the political contexts and practices of power.  

Furthermore, we argue that by not striving for consensus, we 
maintained the earlier described ‘safe space’ that is fundamental to our 
positionality meetings. It was crucial for our meetings to create a ‘safe 
space’ where we could feel secure being uncomfortable, vulnerable 
and confrontational. However, it is important here to address what 
our notion of safe space entails. This space might evolve differently 
when being reflexive in a research team than with researchers working 
on independent projects. Working reflexively in a research team has 
benefits for reflexive processes as members can work together to 
conduct and interpret interviews (Siltanen et al. 2008; Caretta 2015). 
Often there is a common goal besides the reflexive process, in which 
the team works towards a consensus, such as a code scheme to analyse 
the data, or an ‘interpretive us’ (Siltanen et al. 2008). While this process 
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is fruitful for team-research throughout all stages of the qualitative 
research cycle, in practice, power dynamics will be in play, despite 
examples of teams that made agreements on working in a non-
hierarchical way (Siltanen et al. 2008). Project members will occupy 
different roles throughout the research process, and a stimulus to 
deliberate will depend on (perceived) expertise, confidence or 
affiliation with the project (Caretta 2015; Jakimow and Yumasdaleni 
2016). Our meetings distinguish themselves from such team-based 
practices by proposing a tool for cross project reflexivity. In the 
positionality meetings, there is no pressure to reach consensus; hence 
it enables the participants to remain open for critical deliberation, 
disagreement and confrontation up until the final stages of the 
meetings.  

We illustrate this using one of our discussions on how we – 
consciously or unconsciously – attempted to ‘manage’ how 
participants might see us. When approaching potential participants, 
Laura, for instance, demonstrated an understanding of the variety 
among Muslims since she was worried people considered her as 
ignorant or holding superficial understandings of Islam or Muslims. 
Our positionality meetings revealed that we seem to share aspects of 
our lives selectively, convey a particular message – close to – whom we 
are and contributing, for instance, to establish rapport and enhance 
the conversation flow. Although we cannot be certain about how we 
are seen by interviewees (Bolognani 2007), those unconscious and 
conscious attempts to manage our positions and relationships raise 
ethical issues and uncertainties. Reza shared the following 
experiences.  
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[Reza interviewing Fatima, female, 19]  
Fatima: Basically, the goal is to make our whole life a form of 
worship. We often discuss how can we make everything we 
do into a form of ibada [worship]. Maybe even sitting here is 
also a form of ibada because I’m helping you, a Muslim 
brother, who is doing research, and I’m giving my precious 
time to help you. It is also a form of ibada.  
 
Reza’s field notes – 29 January 2019]  
He (interviewee Mohammed) was also calling me ‘my 
brother’. Is it because of my use of religious language or 
because of my country and religious background? But I told 
him I grew up as Muslim, and I did not tell him that I am not 
religious anymore. Is it ethical?  

 
Reza’s struggled to position himself in relation to his interviewees, 
something we discussed extensively in the positionality meetings. He 
felt some interviewees could take his biography and beliefs as 
troubling. It raised critical and confrontational ethical debates in the 
meetings on what to share or say when interviewees in his project seem 
to assume that he is Muslim. Should he inform his interviewees he is 
not religious? Would it be unnecessarily confrontational for the 
interviewees or disrupt its flow or the established rapport? The excerpt 
on the next page presents a part of this ethical discussion.  
 

[Positionality meeting – 6 March 2019]  
Laura: Did any of your interviewees ever ask you [if you 
identify as Muslim]?  
Reza: No, no, but one of the interviewees is a personal 
connection, and he or she could know via others. Laura: Do 
you think they would care? Because you have a Muslim 
background.  
Reza: That’s a good question. I don’t know. Probably.  
Rik: I don’t think so.  
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Reza: No?! How come? It might have some influence.  
Rik: Yeah, it might have some influence, but I mean...  
Reza: Well, abandoning is something else. If you are not 
Muslim, again, no one cares. Like this white dude is asking 
me these questions: ok, cool! But this fucking guy, he kind of 
left us, and he is asking me these questions.  
Rik: But now you are filling in the blanks.  
 

While this topic was discussed at length, we did not agree or consensus 
on the ‘right’ way of solving or handling these kinds of situations. We 
argue that not working on the same project minimised power 
dynamics since everyone works independent and is responsible for 
their research. This allows the positionality meetings to remain open 
for critical, uncomfortable and unfinished accounts (Pillow 2003), 
which should be prioritised practices of collective reflexivity in 
positionality meetings.  

Not working towards a consensus did not mean we were aimlessly 
engaging in this never-ending collective practice. The meetings 
continued to shape and redefine our attitudes. We reflected several 
times on what we learned from our discussions. This excerpt is one of 
the honest examples.  
 

[Positionality meeting – 20 March 2019]  
Rik: Something else that I learned so far from these 
discussions is the data analysis. Indeed I also look different at 
the data, but also in the context of intersectionality, to add an 
extra dimension to this person’s identity. But also, to better 
understand the context where they come from [. . .].  
Laura: So you mean these discussions made you more aware?  
Rik: Yeah, in the last few months, it is also part of the research, 
but also through these discussions.  
Laura: Interesting it does not only affect the way you look at 
research, but also the way your own ideas change in a way. 
Not that now you become religious, but more your views on 
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others change or on accepting others. Not that you were not 
accepting.  
Rik: Well . . .  
Reza: Well, I have more sympathy for them to be honest, 
because I was also like sort of what you said Rik, like religion 
in the twenty-first century, are you kidding me? [. . ..] They’re 
sticking to their beliefs with all these hardships, and it’s very 
important for them.  
 

During our meetings, and as illustrated in the excerpt above, Reza’s 
relation to religion seemed to change, which also changed his 
sometimes sceptical perspectives on those who believe. Similarly, Rik 
felt inspired to reconsider religiosity in his theoretical framework and 
data analysis. Sharing what we learned or how our views had changed 
often evoked topics for further discussion. Consequently, throughout 
our meetings, all of us, and Reza in particular, learned we had 
developed a fascination for positionality. Making the researcher ‘too 
central’ in the research became a substantial topic of discussion, which 
implicitly helped us determine the point of saturation.  

The meetings enabled us to recognise how reflexivity can benefit 
our understanding of our interviewees and our insight into knowledge 
production and when reflexive discussions seemed to become close to 
self-indulgence (see Kobayashi 2003; Pillow 2003). In this way, our 
final meetings helped us not get stuck in an infinite process of refining 
our epistemic positions based on our social identities (see also 
Crasnow, 2014). Although researchers and ‘the researched’ are not 
linked together based on solely one social relationship (Fawcett and 
Hearn 2004), the meetings stimulated us to develop an awareness of 
relevant sociopolitical locations of ourselves in relation to the research 
topic. In this chapter, we do not want to claim we ‘achieved 
standpoint’, yet positionality meetings are a simulating process in this 
regard, as our perspectives gradually shifted. Our critical discussions 
and only in relation to our specific research projects allowed us to 
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explore this epistemic privilege spectrum, which is thoroughly 
political, historical, and habitual. When no new insights emerged 
from the meetings in its current constellation of researchers, our 
collective practice reached saturation and planning further meetings 
was no longer necessary or valuable in our respective reflexive 
processes.  

5.4. Conclusion and recommendations  
Positionality meetings are a novel and practical approach to practice 
reflexivity. The exposure to multiple perspectives and social positions 
revealed new insight into attitudes towards religion and our relations 
to interviewees. By discussing situated knowledges and epistemic 
advantages of the researcher and the researched, a group consciousness 
emerged, which touched upon the social nature of knowledge 
production and shaped a political awareness of the structural and 
everyday practices of power. We mainly focused on the religious forms 
of Othering, which deserve more attention in standpoint debates; 
however, positionality meetings can be applied to different projects 
with various themes imbued in relationships and structures of power 
and oppression. While the meetings were never intended to pull off 
the ‘God-trick’, to see ‘everything from nowhere’ (Haraway 1988, p. 
581), they were crucial in providing us with more insight into how 
those personal filters come to be in a particular political context. Thus, 
in line with other collective strategies, the positionality meetings 
enable researchers to moves beyond self-reflexivity. The contribution 
lies in its deliberative practice, which pushes towards more 
uncomfortable and confrontational accounts of reflexivity, which 
remained rather unexposed in our attempts to be critically self-
reflexive prior to the meetings (see Pillow 2003).  

We encourage researchers to integrate positionality meetings into 
their qualitative research projects and offer recommendations for 
organising such meetings. To allow the meetings to evolve gradually, 
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it is essential to set the stage for a deliberate practice by scheduling 
multiple meetings beforehand. It proved to be useful to work with a 
two-week interval between consecutive meetings as often new 
perspectives needed to ‘sink in’. Unlike more spontaneous talks in the 
hallways, where we could simply leave a confrontational 
disagreement, the meetings’ planned character provides a 
commitment to learning and a ‘confrontational’ space and time. 
Therefore, creating ‘safe space’ is essential to share, confront, 
(dis)agree, and negotiate. We suggest avoiding power hierarchies 
between the people sharing and questioning each other. To maintain 
such a safe space throughout the collective reflexive process, it is 
essential to refrain from working towards consensus. Furthermore, we 
emphasise it is valuable to include researchers with different social 
positions and perspectives regarding biographies and identities (e.g. 
cultural or religious background, gender, educational training).  

The final recommendations are related to the content of the 
meetings. The themes discussed and the conceptual depth of the 
meetings evolved over time. It is useful to start the meetings by 
considering one’s positionality concerns, insecurities and experiences 
based on self-reflexivity and illustrate this with excerpts, field diaries 
and transcripts. From there, differences and similarities in 
interpretation are likely to occur, providing a basis for critical, 
confrontational and uncomfortable insights. To reveal ‘blind spots’, it 
is also essential to pay attention to how differences in interpretations 
cannot be explained differences in social locations and move beyond 
aspects of our positions we are somewhat familiar with. As our 
empirical evidence shows, besides discussing self locations and insider-
outsider perspectives relational to interviewees, it is valuable to 
critically reflect on perspectives and attitudes to the research concepts, 
such as religion, to gain nuanced insights on knowledge production.  
Considering the fluid and contradictory character of positionality 
(Hopkins 2007; Ryan et al. 2011; Kohl and McCutcheon 2015;), we 
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demonstrated how the meetings themselves could change researchers’ 
perspectives, attitudes and positions. Regular evaluation is necessary 
to consider how the meetings have changed the researcher’s 
perspectives and have led to new insights concerning the project. 
Evaluation is also essential to determine a point of saturation. We 
suggest ending the series of meetings when no useful insights emerge 
and when a meta-consensus is reached. Planning further meetings for 
collective reflexivity was no longer necessary or valuable for our 
respective reflexive processes concerning our current research projects, 
at least not in the same constellation of researchers.  
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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 
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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 



 

Conclusion and discussion | 197 
 

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 



202 | Chapter 6  
  

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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Nederlandse samenvatting  

Een plek voor religie  

Een geografisch perspectief op de ervaringen, 
veranderende religieuze identiteiten en het welzijn van 
jonge moslims  

Dit promotieonderzoek richt zich op de religieuze identiteiten en het 
welzijn van jongeren en jongvolwassenen in hedendaagse westerse en 
overwegend seculiere samenlevingen. Het onderzoek laat zien hoe 
jonge moslims hun religieuze identiteiten en overtuigingen ervaren en 
vormgeven. Anti-islamitische sentimenten en discriminerende 
incidenten jegens moslims zijn een structurele maatschappelijke 
problemen die de afgelopen jaren zijn toegenomen (Hopkins 2020; 
Lam en Mansouri, 2020). Vooral jonge moslims worden vaak 
onterecht geproblematiseerd en onjuist getypeerd als potentieel 
gevaarlijk en radicaal in beleid en in de media (Sadar en Ahmad 2012; 
Thompson en Pihlaja 2018). Er is meer onderzoek nodig naar de 
diversiteit onder jonge moslims waarmee inzichtelijk wordt gemaakt 
hoe jongeren hun (religieuze) identiteiten vormgeven in relatie tot 
anti-islamitische sentimenten, familie, religieuze gemeenschappen, 
leeftijdsgenoten en andere belangrijke mensen in hun leven. Een 
genuanceerd begrip van deze processen is essentieel om inclusiever te 
worden ten opzichte van moslims, een urgente uitdagingen voor 
huidige westerse en overwegend seculiere samenlevingen (Yasmeen en 
Marković 2014; Hancock 2019).  

Dit promotieonderzoek benadert religieuze identiteiten vanuit 
een geografisch perspectief. Dit betekent dat de relaties tussen 
plekken en mensen centraal staan. Veel studies laten zien hoe een 
geografische benadering rijke inzichten biedt in de dynamische 
(religieuze) identiteiten van jonge moslims, vaak in relatie tot één 
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soort plek (zie bijvoorbeeld Dwyer 2000; Hopkins 2011; Johnson en 
Miles, 2014; Shaker, 2021). Het vormgeven van identiteiten en 
overtuigingen vindt echter niet plaats in relatie tot één plek. Sociale 
ruimtelijke contexten kunnen op verschillende manieren religieuze 
opvattingen en overtuigingen betwisten, bevestigen, of verfijnen 
(Kong 2010; Hemming en Madge 2011). Dit empirische onderzoek 
draagt bij aan deze studies door te focussen op de rol van verschillende 
plekken, op verschillende schaalniveaus, en door te kijken hoe deze 
identiteitsprocessen verband houden met welzijn.  

Het doel van dit proefschrift is om inzicht te krijgen in hoe 
verschillende plekken en ruimtelijke patronen een rol spelen in het 
vormgeven van religieuze identiteiten en overtuigingen in de 
transitieperiode van jeugd naar jongvolwassenheid. Dit onderzoek 
focust specifiek op jonge moslims en het verband met welzijn. De 
volgende onderzoeksvragen weerspiegelen de speerpunten van het 
onderzoeksproces: Hoe ervaren en beleven jonge moslims hun 
religieuze identiteit en overtuigingen in de transitieperiode naar 
jongvolwassenheid? Wat voor een soort plekken spelen een rol in deze 
processen? Hoe navigeren en ontwikkelen jonge moslims hun 
religieuze identiteiten en overtuigingen door deze ruimtelijke 
contexten? Hoe verhouden de bovenstaande processen zich tot het 
welzijn van jonge moslims? Daarnaast verkent dit proefschrift 
onderzoeksinstrumenten die waardevol zijn in het bestuderen en 
begrijpen van de betekenis van religie in het dagelijks leven van 
jongeren en jongvolwassenen. Op basis van studies in verschillende 
steden (Newcastle upon Tyne, Verenigd Koninkrijk; Vancouver, 
Canada; Groningen, Nederland) levert dit onderzoek, naast 
empirische en theoretische inzichten, dus ook een methodologische 
bijdrage.  

Dit onderzoek is gebaseerd op een empirische kwalitatieve 
onderzoeksmethodologie waarin de ervaringen en percepties van 
jonge moslims centraal staan. De participanten bestaan uit een diverse 
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groep jongvolwassenen (tussen de 17 en 30 jaar) die zich als moslim 
identificeren en geboren zijn - of al geruime tijd wonen - in het land 
waar de studies plaatsvinden. Middels diepte-interviews zijn verhalen 
verzameld waarin participanten reflecteren op veranderingen tijdens 
hun jeugd. Dit gaat bijvoorbeeld over veranderende 
geloofsovertuigingen en alledaagse ervaringen van in- en uitsluiting. 
Om het ruimtelijke aspect tijdens de interviews naar voren te brengen 
werden participanten gevraagd om plekken te tekenen (vaak op een 
leeg vel papier) die ze van belang achtten voor wie ze zijn geworden 
of wie ze willen zijn. Op deze manier ontstonden er persoonlijke 
kaarten die representeerden met welke plekken een participant zich 
identificeert of waar diegene zich thuis of juist oncomfortabel voelt. 
Dit resulteerde in persoonlijke en gedetailleerde data over ervaringen 
in het verleden, het heden en in relatie tot toekomstige ambities. In de 
analyse van de kwalitatieve data stonden de veranderende ervaringen 
en betekenissen van de verschillende plekken centraal.   

Deze kaartenmethodiek is één van de twee methodologische 
bijdragen van dit proefschrift. Dit interviewinstrument biedt een 
meerwaarde omdat het een genuanceerd beeld geeft van de 
veranderlijke ruimtelijke patronen en de alledaagse ervaringen die ten 
grondslag liggen aan religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling. De kracht van 
de methode is dat participanten zelf aangeven welke plekken van 
belang zijn. Dit kan op allerlei schaalniveaus zijn (globaal, 
transnationaal, regionaal, lokaal, enzovoort) waardoor de 
gebruikelijke dominante en statische identiteitslabels (zoals 
Marokkaans-Nederlands of Brits-Pakistaans) niet automatisch 
gebruikt worden. Deze methodiek brengt een dynamisch en 
genuanceerd perspectief op identiteitsontwikkeling naar voren. Het 
tweede methodologische instrument dat dit proefschrift aandraagt, 
zijn de positionality meetings. Op basis van het empirische onderzoek 
wordt beargumenteerd dat zelfreflexieve processen worden versterkt 
door bijeenkomsten met andere onderzoekers te organiseren waarin 
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positionaliteit kritisch wordt bediscussieerd. Dit argument bouwt 
voort op het uitgangspunt dat het essentieel is om als kwalitatief 
onderzoeker te reflecteren op je eigen positie in het onderzoeksproces 
om zo bijvoorbeeld transparanter te kunnen zijn over het perspectief 
van waaruit kennis wordt geproduceerd. Daarnaast is het een 
belangrijke ethische kwestie, met name als gepolitiseerde 
minderheden in de samenleven centraal staan in het onderzoek. 
Hoofdstuk 5 laat onder andere zien hoe de positionality meetings met 
twee andere onderzoekers, Rik Huizinga en Reza Shaker, de relaties 
met participanten en religie als onderzoeksonderwerp inzichtelijker 
hebben gemaakt. We beargumenteren dat de meerwaarde van 
positionality meetings voornamelijk ligt in het collectieve en 
deliberatieve karakter van de bijeenkomsten. Het plannen van 
meerdere bijeenkomsten tijdens het kwalitatieve onderzoeksproces 
kan het begrip van de data en kennisproductie verrijken.  

De andere drie empirische hoofdstukken presenteren de 
resultaten van de data die zijn verzameld in één van de 
onderzoekscontexten (Newcastle upon Tyne in hoofdstuk 2; 
Vancouver in hoofdstuk 3; Groningen in hoofdstuk 4). Deze drie 
studies dragen stuk voor stuk bij, hetzij op een andere manier, aan het 
beantwoorden van de onderzoeksvragen. Hieronder worden een 
aantal belangrijke bevindingen samengevat.  

De drie studies laten zien dat de participanten hun religieuze 
identiteit en overtuigingen als veranderlijk ervaren in de 
transitieperiode naar jongvolwassenheid. Ze ervaren hun ‘moslim 
zijn’ als iets dat zich ontwikkelt van een toegeschreven identiteit (door 
de opvoeding) naar een zelfverkozen vorm van identiteit. De 
participanten worden rond het midden van hun tienerjaren 
onafhankelijker van hun ouders, ervaren meer bewegingsvrijheid en 
maken andere dingen mee. In deze periode ontstaan vaak vragen en 
twijfels over wat ze thuis of in de moskee hebben geleerd over de islam. 
Plekken spelen een rol in het ontdekken wat religie voor hen betekent.  
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Hoofdstuk 2 toont aan dat de transnationale vormen van identificatie 
en verbondenheid veranderen in deze transitieperiode. Participanten 
noemen vaak hun ouders dorp, stad, of regio van herkomst als een 
belangrijke plek. Hun religieuze identiteit en overtuigingen worden 
naarmate participanten ouder worden losgekoppeld van deze 
overtuigingen en juist verbonden met plekken zoals Mekka. De 
familiegeoriënteerde plaatsen blijven belangrijk voor hun culturele 
identiteit. Transnationale of deterritoriale vormen van identificatie 
lijken belangrijker te worden door processen van individualisatie, 
globalisatie en de toenemende mobiliteit en toegankelijkheid door 
bijvoorbeeld sociale media. Dit proefschrift laat echter zien dat deze 
veranderende transnationale verbondenheid een reflectie is van 
alledaagse ervaringen. Lokale plekken, zoals school, de moskee, een 
restaurant, de straat, een supermarkt of winkelcentrum, blijven 
cruciaal voor de religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling. De ervaringen op 
verschillende plekken informeren en geven vorm aan wat het betekent 
om moslim te zijn, in combinatie met andere dimensies van identiteit. 
Hoewel ervaringen per participant verschillen, komt uit de analyse een 
veranderend ruimtelijk patroon naar voren waarin de rol van de 
moskee afneemt, terwijl plekken waar de participanten andere jonge 
moslims ontmoeten steeds belangrijker worden (hoofdstuk 3). Dit kan 
verklaard worden door de veranderende ervaring in de moskee 
naarmate de participanten ouder worden: van een waardevolle 
religieuze en educatieve plek naar een plek die niet altijd meer voldoet 
aan de (religieuze) behoeftes van participanten of waar ze zich niet 
comfortabel voelen om alle vragen te stellen waar ze als jongeren mee 
zitten. Ervaringen op andere alledaagse plekken dragen ook bij aan de 
vorming van deze alternatieve plekken. Jongeren beginnen in deze 
periode bijvoorbeeld met hun eerste baan, beginnen met een (andere) 
opleiding en hebben andere consumptiepatronen en 
vrijetijdsbestedingen dan voorheen. Deze nieuwe ruimtelijke sociale 
contexten bieden andere inzichten en roepen andere vragen op, vaak 
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gebaseerd op ervaringen van in- en uitsluiting. Deze ervaringen dragen 
bij aan de behoefte voor alternatieve plekken waar betekenis kan 
worden gegeven aan hun religieuze identiteiten in relatie tot deze 
alledaagse ervaringen als jongvolwassene. Dit zijn vaak initiatieven en 
activiteiten die door en voor jonge moslims worden georganiseerd en 
niet op een vaste plek plaatsvinden. Hoofdstuk 3 laat aan de hand van 
deze initiatieven zien dat religie op verschillende manieren kan 
worden toegeschreven aan de stad.  

Inzicht in dit veranderende ruimtelijke patroon draagt bij aan het 
gefragmenteerde wetenschappelijke onderzoek over religie en 
jongeren dat of plaats of tijd centraal stelt. Geografen die 
gespecialiseerd zijn in jongeren combineren deze ruimtelijke en 
temporale perspectieven wel (zie bijvoorbeeld het werk van Gill 
Valentine), maar in dat veld is de rol van religie onderbelicht. Dit 
proefschrift toont aan dat juist de religieuze aspecten van de 
identiteiten van participanten leidend zijn in het ervaren en 
vormgeven van de alledaagse ruimtelijke patronen.  

Een andere belangrijke bevinding is dat welzijn wordt beïnvloed 
door een combinatie van alledaagse ervaringen op verschillende 
plekken. De participanten hebben te maken met discriminatie en 
islamofobie, maar hun welzijn wordt ook beïnvloed door subtielere 
praktijken van in- en exclusie. De analyse van de ervaringen van 
participanten verklaren dat zichtbaar ‘moslim zijn’ op veel 
(semi)publieke plekken niet voldoet aan de norm. Voor veel 
participanten roept dit een gevoel op van ongemak of ongewenst 
zichtbaar zijn. De studie in Groningen (hoofdstuk 4) onderstreept het 
belang het legitiem ‘moslim zijn’ op (semi)openbare plaatsen in de 
stad die gedeeld en gedomineerd worden met en door niet-moslims, 
zoals de meeste onderwijsinstellingen, openbaar vervoer, werkplekken 
en supermarkten en publieke ruimtes. Het vermogen om op die 
plaatsen onzichtbaar te zijn ‘wanneer je jezelf bent’ is belangrijk voor 
welzijn. Hoofdstuk 4 pleit voor het begrijpen van deze subtiele en 
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significante dynamieken van in- en uitsluiting door te focussen op de 
concepten (im)materialiteit, (on)zichtbaarheid en (il)legitimiteit. De 
interactie tussen de concepten verklaart hoe de subtiele ervaring is 
gerelateerd zijn aan welzijn. Deze aanpak is niet alleen relevant met 
betrekking tot jonge moslims, maar ook om de sociaal en ruimtelijk 
gedifferentieerde ervaringen van andere (religieuze) 
minderheidsgroepen in relatie tot welzijn te begrijpen. 

Op basis van de empirische bevindingen stelt dit proefschrift dat 
‘een plek voor religie’ essentieel is voor westerse en overwegend 
seculiere samenlevingen om inclusiever te worden. Met een plek voor 
religie bedoel ik niet de aangewezen formeel ‘religieuze’ plaatsen, 
maar pleit ik voor meer ruimte voor religie in het alledaagse 
(semi)publieke domein. Religie moet als een geïntegreerd onderdeel 
van de maatschappij worden gezien in plaats van een geïsoleerd aspect 
dat zich beperkt tot een institutionele religieuze plek (zoals een 
moskee) of binnenshuis. Religie kan nooit alleen in het privédomein 
plaatsvinden (Woodhead 2013; Nyhagen 2017) omdat het voor veel 
religieuze mensen een fundamenteel deel is van het ‘zijn’. Als zo’n 
centraal deel van wie je bent en wie je wilt zijn wordt geweerd van het 
(semi)publieke domein, daar ongewenst is of raar wordt gevonden, 
heeft dat een negatieve invloed op welzijn.   

Overheden hebben een rol en verantwoordelijkheid in de 
implicatie van ‘een plek voor religie’, ofwel, het normaliseren van 
religie in het publieke domein. In de discussie (hoofdstuk 6) wordt 
besproken dat dit normaliseren bijvoorbeeld kan worden gerealiseerd 
via inclusie en diversiteitsbeleid (Greed 2016) of via de integratie van 
een postseculier perspectief binnen de planologie en ruimtelijk beleid 
(Mclymont 2015). Hoewel er terecht aandacht is voor andere vormen 
van diversiteit, verdient religie een prominentere rol bij het werken 
aan inclusieve samenlevingen. Dit is een uitdaging, omdat er vaak een 
ongemakkelijkheid en onwetendheid bestaat rond het omgaan met 
religie (Manouchehrifar 2018). Om de denkwijze en houding van 
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beleidsmakers te veranderen kan het welzijnsperspectief bruikbaar en 
waardevol zijn om structurele en sociaal gedifferentieerde structuren 
van ongelijkheid onder de aandacht te brengen en zo sociale 
verandering te bevorderen (Searle, Pykett and Alfaro-Simmonds 
2021). Contextspecifieke expertise is nodig om concrete 
aanbevelingen te formuleren en te implementeren. Daarbij moet 
bijvoorbeeld rekening worden gehouden met de nationale en lokale 
politieke structuur en cultuur, het sociaalhistorische religieuze 
landschap en de huidige inspanningen om religieuze 
gemeenschappen bij het beleid te betrekken. Dit proefschrift 
onderstreept daarnaast dat de ervaringen van religieuze 
jongvolwassenen niet per se worden vertegenwoordigd door de 
woordvoerders van de formele religieuze gemeenschappen. 
Onderzoek naar overheden, beleid en alledaagse ervaringen is nodig 
voor de implementatie van een plek voor religie om welzijn onder 
moslimjongeren en andere religieuze subgroepen te bevorderen.  
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