
 

 

 

Religious identity development 

of orthoprax Muslim adolescents 

in the Netherlands 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Elsbeth Visser-Vogel 





 

 

 

Religious identity development of orthoprax Muslim 
adolescents in the Netherlands 

 

 

Religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling van orthopraxe moslimjongeren in Nederland 

(met een samenvatting in het Nederlands) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Proefschrift 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor aan de Universiteit Utrecht 

op gezag van de rector magnificus, prof. dr. G. J. van der Zwaan, 

ingevolge het besluit van het college voor promoties 

in het openbaar te verdedigen op 19 mei 2015 des middags te 4.15 uur 

door 

Elsbeth Vogel 

geboren op 4 december 1984 te Houten 



 

Promotoren:  Prof. dr. C. Bakker  

 Prof. dr. M. Barnard 

Copromotor: Dr. A. de Kock 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Voor Peter 

  



 

  



7 
 

Preface 

In 2010 we started a research project on religious identity development of orthoprax 
Christian and Muslim adolescents. This thesis is dedicated to orthoprax Muslim 
adolescents. Christian adolescents are subject of investigation in the parallel project. This 
study has been funded as an interuniversity project supported by Utrecht University and 
the Protestant Theological University in Groningen and Amsterdam. The third partner in 
this project is Driestar educatief in Gouda. 

 This thesis consists of eight chapters. Chapter 1 presents a general introduction 
to the study as a whole. Chapters 2-7 were submitted subsequently and separately as 
contributing articles to academic peer-reviewed journals. In chapter 8 I summarize and 
integrate the results of the entire study, following the order of the research questions. I 
conclude by discussing the results of the study and dealing with the limitations of the 
research project. 

 I hope this study contributes to a better understanding of the religious identity 
and religious identity development of orthopraxy Muslim adolescents in the 
Netherlands. I think the study will be of considerable importance to parents, teachers, 
policy makers, politicians, religious educators and the media. This study attempts to get 
attention to the missing voice of highly religious adolescents in actual debates in 
religious education.  

Elsbeth Visser-Vogel, May 2015 
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General introduction 

Young Muslim adults in Dutch society 

The religious landscape of the Netherlands has changed markedly in recent decades, as 
immigration within Europe has impacted religious diversity in significant ways (Cipriani, 
2009). Muslims constitute an important part of the diverse religious landscape. Within a 
decade (1990–2000), the Muslim population in the Netherlands doubled (Cipriani, 2009). 
Recently, the Dutch Muslim population was estimated to consist of approximately 
825,000 individuals, which is about five percent of the total Dutch population (De Hart, 
2014; Maliepaard, 2012; Van Herten, 2009). At the same time, the Netherlands remains 
one of the most secular societies in the world (Gorski & Altinordu, 2008; Te Grotenhuis 
& Scheepers, 2001).  

Muslim adolescents grow up in a secular and pluralistic society where they are 
exposed to Western ideas and lifestyles; they may experience tension between their way 
of life and mainstream society. Within the broad range of religiously-committed people, 
some groups differ from the rest by holding an exclusivist view on religion. The growing 
visibility of these highly committed adolescents and the increasing number of Muslims 
in the Netherlands has triggered an interest in the prevalence and meaning of religion 
among Muslim immigrants and minorities (Emerson & Hartman, 2006; Fadil, 2013; 
Saroglou & Galand, 2009).  

Dutch people’s tolerance of Muslims has declined in the last thirty years (De Hart 
& Dekker, 2006) with widespread resistance to Muslims’ religious way of life in Dutch 
society (Maliepaard & Gijsberts, 2012; Phalet & Gijsberts, 2007; Sniderman, Hagendoorn, 
& Prior, 2003; Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007). Meanwhile, scientific, political, and 
media interest in Muslims has increased considerably (Flunger & Ziebertz, 2010; 
Maliepaard, Lubbers, & Gijsberts, 2010; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010). This increased interest 
is apparent in public and academic debates about the resurgence of religion and the 
place of Islamic schools and institutions within the deeply-embedded secularism of most 
liberal democracies (Miedema, 2010; Ter Borg, Borgman, Buitelaar, Kuiper, & Plum, 2008; 
Van Dijk-Groeneboer, 2010; Verkuyten, Thijs, & Stevens, 2012; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010). 
Through these debates, Islam has come to be described as dubious if not outright 
threatening (Sunier, 2010b).  
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 In Western Europe, suspicion toward Muslims has increased (Pehrson & Green, 
2010), with the Dutch public increasingly and openly anti-Islamic (Allen & Nielsen, 2002). 
Public opinion surveys in the Netherlands show widespread resistance against Muslims’ 
religious way of life in Dutch society (Maliepaard & Gijsberts, 2012; Phalet & Gijsberts, 
2007; Sniderman et al, 2003; Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007). Muslims are commonly 
perceived as the primary “other” because they threaten the perceived moral integrity of 
society (Schinkel, 2007) or because of the fear of “Islamic” terrorism (Sunier, 2010b; De 
Graaf, 2011).  

Although Islam often holds a negative connotation in Dutch mainstream society, 
from a Muslim minority perspective, religion is highly valued as a central part of their 
heritage, culture, and identity (Güngör, Fleischmann, & Phalet 2011; Maliepaard, 2012; 
Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007). For highly committed Dutch Muslim adolescents, it may be 
difficult to maintain a stable religious identity without acknowledgement and respect 
from the Dutch majority. Religious identity development depends crucially on 
acceptance and acknowledgement by others (Muslims and the wider society) (Phalet, 
Baysu, & Verkuyten, 2010). These postmodern macro-contextual influences may require 
emerging adults to utilize more personal agency in developing their identities (e.g., 
Johnson, Goldman, Garey, Britner, & Weaver, 2011; Schwartz, Côté, & Arnett, 2005). 
Previous research shows that Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands look for an 
accepted way of being Muslim and shape their own “Islam” individually (De Koning, 2010; 
Korf, Wouterse, Place, & Koet, 2008; Pels, De Gruijter, & Lahri, 2008).  

By means of this study, we seek to investigate what the ambiguity of the Dutch 
public climate implies for highly committed Muslim adolescents in constructing their 
religious identity. We also seek to gain better insight into these adolescents’ religious 
identity development. Who are they? What does religion mean for them? How is their 
religious identity developed? Who plays a role in their identity development? In this 
study, we name these highly committed Muslim adolescents “orthoprax.” The argument 
for choosing this name can be found in chapter 2.  

Religious practices 

One purpose of this study is to investigate these adolescents’ ways of believing and 
religious practices. Recently, more attention has been paid to such religious practices. 
As Konieczny, Lybarger, and Chong (2012) state: “One particularly important 
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development has been the emergence of qualitative, practice-based approaches 
focusing on ‘lived religion’ (Ammerman, 2007; McGuire, 2008; Hall, 1997; Orsi, 2005). (…) 
They probe how religion actually manifests at the level of individual practice across 
diverse, often supposedly secular spheres existing beyond established religious 
organizational contexts, which have been the focus typically of quantitative survey 
research on religions” (p. 398). In 2005, the journal Material Religion, the Journal of 
Objects, Art and Belief was founded. Meyer, one of the editors, stated that religion has 
become “concrete and palpable through people, their practices and use of things and is 
part and parcel of politico-aesthetic power structures” (Meyer, Morgan, Paine, & Plate, 
2014, p. 109). Ten years following the founding of the journal, David Morgan pointed out 
that the study of material culture had been useful in “helping scholars of religion shift 
from approaches that stress beliefs and ideas as the ‘essence’ or ‘core’ of religions toward 
struggling to understand how the object of study is more complex than we may have 
imagined” (Meyer at al., 2014, p. 109).  

For Riesebrodt (2010), the best way to define and explain religion is by focusing 
on practices. Riesebrodt defines religion as “a complex of practices that are based on 
the premise of the existence of superhuman powers, whether personal or impersonal, 
that are generally invisible” (pp. 74–75). In this study, we focus on religious practices by 
interviewing respondents and not by doing field work or observations. In so doing, we 
only obtain information about the perceptions of the adolescents themselves.  

Religious identity  

Erikson (1968) defined religious identity as a source of support and integration for various 
parts of the ego identity. He argued that making religious commitments is an important 
part of identity formation for most people because religion provides salient ideologies 
for youth to adopt (Erikson, 1968). Among social scientists, it is commonly accepted that 
religious identity plays a powerful role in people’s lives (Alwin, Felson, Walker, & Tufis, 
2006; Kiesling, Sorell, Montgomery, & Colwell, 2006). Erikson suggested that identity 
itself might look something like a story that contextualizes a life in time and culture, 
although Erikson was never explicit about identity’s fundamental content and structure 
(McAdams, 2011). Erikson approached religious identity as an identity in and of itself, 
though it could be interrelated with various parts of the ego identity.  

1
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 In investigating the religious identity of orthoprax Muslim adolescents, we focus 
on the individual religious identity of each respondent, emphasizing their way of 
believing and participating in religious practices. This religious identity provides a sense 
of sameness and continuity across time and place (Kroger, 2007). It “enables one to feel 
a sense of inner coherence despite the inevitable changes in social roles and historical 
circumstances that occur over time” (Kroger, 2007, p. 181). In examining individual 
religious identity, we search for emerging themes important to all respondents.  

Identity might be conceived of as an internal story that a person begins to 
formulate in late adolescence (McAdams, 1985). Therefore, we study the religious identity 
of orthoprax Muslim adolescents through interviews, allowing them to tell stories about 
their way of believing. It is important to note that their stories are constructions, and not 
exact representations of reality (Schachter, 2011). The respondents have chosen how to 
represent themselves. Identity can be seen as the temporary outcome of our responses 
to various ways we are addressed; how we are treated often depends on our position in 
the power relations in and between different social and cultural fields in which we 
participate (Buitelaar, 2006; Hermans & Kempen, 1993).  

As mentioned above, we approach religious identity by focusing on adolescents’ 
way of believing and participating in religious practices. We asked the respondents to 
tell us about their ways of believing in terms of what it means to be a Muslim, their 
religious practices, and their commitment to Islam. In the methods section and in chapter 
2, we further explain the design of our interview guidelines. Chapter 3 focuses on the 
content of their religious identity by determining the emerging themes in their religious 
identity construction. Originally, we also sought to investigate which dimensions of 
religion emerge in the stories based on the theories of Smart (1998); Tarakeshwar, 
Stanton, and Pargament (2003); and Glock (1962). Finally, we chose to investigate the 
themes emerging from the data, particularly those that hold importance for the religious 
identity construction of orthoprax Muslim adolescents.  

Religious identity development 

Marcia (1966, 1980), following Erikson (1968), defined identity as an ongoing 
developmental process. Marcia conceptualized the process of identity development as 
having two components: exploration and commitment. Exploration is defined as 
examining different identity alternatives to which one might commit. Commitment 
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involves actually assuming an identity. Four statuses follow the combination of 
exploration and commitment, of which identity achievement is the most advanced 
(McLean & Pasupathi, 2012). Achievement occurs in those who have explored their 
potential ideological options and have chosen and committed to certain ones. The other 
statuses include the following: “moratorium – is presently in an exploratory period and 
commitments are vague. Foreclosure – has not explored, but rather adopted, 
alternatives, and commitments are present; Identity diffusion – has undergone only 
cursory exploration at most, and is not committed” (Marcia, 2007, p. 7). 

Marcia’s model of exploration and commitment has been a progenitor of 
reflections on vocational and ideological identity (Bertram-Troost, de Roos, & Miedema, 
2006; Kiesling et al., 2006); we therefore consider his model useful in investigating the 
process of religious identity for orthoprax adolescents. We follow Griffith and Griggs 
(2001) in defining religious identity development as an ongoing, lifelong process in which 
individuals explore and commit to a set of religious beliefs and practices. Although 
religious identity develops over time, we assert that identity provides one with a sense 
of sameness and continuity across time and place (Kroger, 2007).  

We intended to contribute an original way of measuring Marcia’s identity 
statuses, namely by using the Identity Status Interview (1966). Revised and expanded a 
number of times since its inception, this instrument categorizes an individual’s identity 
development (Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Orlofsky, 1993), mostly in a 
quantitative manner. We used the qualitative version for “late adolescents” because we 
investigate adolescents of 20-22 years old (Marcia et al., 1993). In this way, we 
determined the current status of adolescents and how the processes of exploration and 
commitment developed. According to Bertram-Troost et al. (2006), actual commitments 
and explorations are central in identity development. In chapter 4, we choose to focus 
on the processes of exploration because they form an important aspect in identity 
development. 

To gain a better understanding of religious identity and religious identity 
development, we not only focus on the ongoing developmental process of identity 
development, but also on the role of the context – identity and identity development is 
dependent on the context, situation, and reaction of others (Erikson, 1968; Mitchell, 
2006). Identity development can only be understood by incorporating a context broader 
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than the individual in its subject of study (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Rangoonwala, Sy, & 
Epinoza, 2011; Schachter, 2005; Duerden, Taniguchi, & Widmer, 2012). Diverse socio-
cultural contexts result in diverse identity structures (Schachter 2005a,b; Baumeister & 
Muraven, 1996; Côté, 1996; Schachter, 2008). As Bronfenbrenner (1979) has stated, all of 
an individual’s embedded contexts interact with one another to influence him or her. 
Schachter (2005) points out that the mere claim that an individual’s culture influences 
the specific content of her identity is obvious and has always been acknowledged within 
classical identity theory. Meanwhile, Erikson’s concept of ego identity (1968) emphasizes 
adaption to the environment, placing the individual within a more or less nurturing social 
context (Marcia, 2007). In Erikson’s theory, the social context is the necessary milieu 
within which individual development takes place (Marcia, 2007).  

 In our study, we take the context into consideration in various ways. In chapter 
3, we focus on the context by examining how the emerging themes and construction of 
religious identity might be explained by the societal context of the Netherlands. In 
chapter 4, we focus on the context by investigating the catalysts of exploration. In 
chapter 5, we take into account the context while examining the sources of religious 
identity development. In chapter 6, we investigate how the respondents perceive the 
societal context of the Netherlands, how they participate in society, and how their 
religious identity is related to these contexts.  

Research project 

Focused on the religious identity development of orthoprax Christian and Muslim 
adolescents, this study is part of an interuniversity project by Utrecht University and the 
Protestant Theological University. The third partner in this project is Driestar educatief. 
Two PhD students have engaged in the overall research project, one focused on 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents and one focused on orthoprax Christian adolescents. We 
have separately undertaken the empirical part of the study, the data collection and the 
analysis.  

Central research question 

The central research question of this study is as follows: How do orthoprax Muslim 
adolescents construct and perceive their religious identity and their religious identity 
development? 
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The sub-research questions include the following: 

1. How can we define, name, and investigate this group of highly committed 
adolescents?1 

2. How is religious identity constructed in the life stories of orthoprax young Muslim 
adults, and how can this construction be explained by the societal context of the 
Netherlands?  

3. How can religious exploration be characterized in the life stories of orthoprax Muslim 
adolescents?  

4. Which sources are of importance for the religious identity development of orthoprax 
Muslim adolescents?  

5. How do orthoprax Muslim adolescents perceive the relationship between their own 
religious identity development and the society in which they live? 

Positioning the research project 

Schweitzer (2014) states that religion in adolescence has not become an interdisciplinary 
topic, although there exists an array of disciplines for which research on religion in 
adolescence could or should be important. In this research project, we approach 
religious identity from different perspectives and disciplines. The undertaken study rests 
at a crossroads of different disciplines: religious education, practical theology, 
developmental psychology, religious education, and, to some extent, the sociology of 
religion. 

Several concepts are at the heart of this research: religious identity, religious 
practices, identity construction, religious identity development, exploration processes, 
identity agents, sources for religious identity development, perceptions of and 
participation in society, and the relationship between religious identity and participation 
in society. This study does not intend to construct a theology about orthoprax Muslim 
adolescents. Instead, we aim to describe how orthoprax Muslim adolescents construct 
their religious identity and their religious identity development. To reach this objective, 
we study the religious identity (development) of orthoprax Muslim adolescents from an 
educational and pedagogical perspective, as opposed to an islamologist or theologian 
view.  

                                                           
1 We can already state that the answer to this question is that we choose to use the label “orthoprax.” For this 
reason, we use the label “orthoprax” in the following sub-questions.  
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In the following paragraphs, we describe how this study relates to different 
disciplines in further detail. This study first relates to religious education because this 
field of educators demands more knowledge regarding the religious identity 
development of adolescents. The discipline of religious education investigates the 
concrete reality of religious and ideological education in order to construct scientific 
theories (Alii, 2009). Our research focuses on describing adolescents’ perceptions of 
religious identity development, which can inform religious education. In chapter 2, we 
also propose a framework for studying religious identity development, a framework that 
could be helpful for researchers in the discipline of religious education. In chapter 5, we 
focus on individuals who play a role in the religious education of our respondents, 
stimulating their religious identity development. 

This study also applies to practical theology, particularly regarding our second 
research question. With regard to this question, we investigate how religion takes place 
in everyday life, and we focus on practices. In chapter 6, we show how adolescents link 
their religious identity to their participation in society. Our study also has ties to 
developmental psychology, the branch of psychology dedicated to identifying and 
explaining the continuities and changes displayed by individuals over their lifetimes 
(Shaffer, Wood, & Willoughby, 2002). Developmental psychology focuses on growth, 
change, and stability, with identity formation being one of its developmental processes 
of study. In this research, we investigate the development of religious identity by 
focusing on exploration processes (chapter 4).  

Finally, this research focuses on participation in society, and therefore, relates to 
the sociology of religion. Sociology of religion is the study of beliefs, practices, and 
organizational forms or religion. One main theme in sociology is identity in relation to 
society (Fisherman, 2004; Taylor, 2007). This focus is key to one of the themes in this 
study, namely the way orthoprax adolescents perceive the relationship between their 
religious identity and their participation in society. In our study, however, we focus on 
respondents’ perceptions of society and how they relate these perceptions to their 
religious identity.  

  

1



23 
 

Methods 

Qualitative research 

Through this study, we aimed to obtain better insight into the religious identity and the 
religious development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents. We chose to select respondents 
between 20 and 22 years old, allowing them to retrospectively tell about their religious 
identity development. Individuals of this age are better able to construct a more 
complex, abstract, and self-related life story than younger individuals of 13 to 15 years 
old (Grysman & Hudson, 2010). In addition, the quest for self-definition of one’s values 
and beliefs, including those in the religious or spiritual domain, ensues during the late 
teens and early twenties (Arnett, 2004). Young adults are more able to discuss their 
religious development during puberty compared to youngsters who are still in that 
period. According to McAdams (2008), in late adolescence, people begin to understand 
and represent their sense of identity by constructing personal life narratives that provide 
their lives with a sense of identity, unity, and purpose. According to Habermas and Bluck 
(2000), adolescents develop competencies necessary to construct a life story, so that 
they can connect their life story to their personal development (causal coherence) and 
interpret several episodes (thematic coherence) (Habermas & Bluck, 2000; Habermas & 
Silveira, 2008). 

We used a qualitative research approach in which the stories of young adults 
are crucial (Ammerman, 2003; Pearce & Denton, 2011). Several scholars have noted that 
most studies pay little attention to the stories of the youngsters themselves, in terms of 
their specific situations and personal experiences (Good & Willoughby, 2007; 
Vergouwen, 2001; Alma & Heitink, 1994; Van der Ven, 1995). We undertook in-depth 
interviews with a narrative element. This narrative element helps in relaying episodic 
memories, creating a coherent account of identity in time (McAdams & McLean, 2013). 
Through this approach, we recognize that reality is a construction and assume that there 
is no single “objective truth” that can be measured (Kroger, 2007). We emphasize that 
we do not aim toward generalization; rather, we seek to understand individuals’ religious 
identity and religious identity development. We recognize that both participant and 
researcher interpretations are shaped by differing life experiences. Above all, we are 
aware that we have to make double interpretations, because we interpret respondents’ 
interpretations and perceptions.  
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By undertaking in-depth interviews, we elicited life stories. These life stories 
allow for an in-depth, detailed account and analysis of how religious identity is 
constructed, emphasizing the contextualized and socially-situated nature of identity 
construction. Life stories can help us to gain better insight into the construction of 
religious identity. We used life stories as an instrument through which to focus on 
individuals’ religious identity (e.g., McAdams, Josselson, & Lieblich, 2006). Perhaps we 
have to speak about “small stories,” distinguishing them from major life story moments 
(Bamberg, 2004, 2006, 2008; McLean & Pasupathi, 2012; McLean & Thorne, 2006; 
Pasupathi, 2006). We agree with McLean and Pasupathi (2012): “people build identities 
in ways that extend beyond just the deep, meaning-laden, and reflective stories that 
constitute the life story” (p. 18).  

We had several reasons to choose a qualitative approach. First, to investigate 
perceptions of adolescents, a qualitative approach is helpful. Qualitative research centers 
on the participants’ own experiences and meaning making (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 3; 
Maso & Smaling, 2004). Qualitative research leads to a deeper understanding by 
perceiving, describing, and interpreting reality (Iborra, 2007). It also tends to produce 
descriptive data with a strong emphasis on the person’s own spoken words (Goossens 
& Luyckx, 2007; Taylor, Bogdan, & Walker, 2000), emphasizing rich descriptions of the 
individual’s point of view (Goossens & Luykx, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Qualitative 
methods provide a more distinct and detailed picture of the nature and the dynamics of 
religious identity exploration (Layton, Hardy, & Dollahite, 2012; Pearce & Denton, 2011). 
A second reason to use a qualitative approach resides in the explorative character of this 
study. We do not know all of the relevant aspects of religious identity and religious 
identity development for orthoprax adolescents. Qualitative research is useful in 
discovering and describing concepts like religious identity and religious identity 
development (Maso & Smaling, 2004). Although quantitative measures can be very 
helpful and provide insight, we choose to use a qualitative method. Third, the use of 
qualitative methodologies has been common in the study of identity, at least since 
interviews have been employed as a research tool to collect data from participants. 
Marcia (2007) supposes that individual interviews permit the researcher to enter the 
personal worlds of the respondents and “to find out such things as variations upon the 
four identity statuses, or even new statuses” (p. 9).  
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According to Erikson (1968), identity is established in relationships by explaining 
who you are to someone else. This argument implies an approach in which dialogue is 
central. Therefore, in this study, we choose to undertake in-depth interviews with 
narrative elements. Ricoeur (1992) considers human life as a narrative. In order to answer 
questions like “Who am I?” and “Who will I be in the future?”, it is necessary to construct 
an autobiography; to tell one’s life story, one must look for the plot in one’s life (Ricoeur, 
1992, p. 141). Based on Ricoeur’s understanding of narrative identity (1992), Vermeer and 
Van der Ven (2001) argue that it is possible to speak about religious identity as soon as 
an individual interprets his or her life story, that is, his or her thoughts, actions and 
experiences. Examination of a life story has the potential to reveal what the narrator 
suggests is his or her own developmental script (Wilt, Keith, & McAdams, 2010). Narrative 
studies are influenced by phenomenology’s emphasis on understanding lived experience 
and perceptions of experience (Patton, 2002). Iborra (2007) claims that in the last 10 
years, there has been a growing tendency to conduct narrative analysis more explicitly 
(Grotevant, 1993; Whitty, 2002; Kroger, 1993; 2003; Kunnen & Wassink, 2003); 
nonetheless, this kind of analysis remains in the minority.  

In this study, we used narrative elements within in-depth interviews based on 
McAdams (2005; 2008). Still, we must emphasize that we do not use narratives to 
investigate narrative identity or the (linguistic) construction of narratives like McAdams 
(1997, 2005, 2008) and McLean and Pasupathi (2012) and McLean and Thorne (2006). 
Instead, we use the narrative elements of the respondents to answer our research 
questions in a more descriptive manner. 

Sample 

To approach young orthoprax Muslim adults, we sought the support of Ibn Ghaldoun, 
an Islamic secondary school in Rotterdam. Through the mediation of this school, we were 
provided with a list of 18 former students. Our choice of a school in Rotterdam enabled 
us to undertake comparative research on young Christian adults in a parallel study since 
this city also has a Christian school for secondary education. Moreover, Rotterdam had 
the only Islamic secondary school in the Netherlands at the time of writing.  

Of the 18 former students, it was impossible to contact four of them because 
their contact details were incorrect, or the students did not answer calls or e-mails. Three 
former students did not fit the age criterion, because they were 24 years old, and one 
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said that she had no time to participate in this study. The remaining ten were informed 
that the study would be on religious identity and religious identity development from 
the perspective of young adults. When contacting and selecting former students, we 
considered their gender, level of education, and whether or not they met the criteria for 
“orthopraxy” (Visser-Vogel et al., 2012). To make the criteria understandable to the 
respondents, we translated them into more informal language: 1. Is the totality of the 
Qur’an 100% true? 2. Is your religion meaningful for the totality of life? 3. Do you feel 
connected to a mosque and/or do you feel connected with other Muslims? 4. Do you 
experience a tension between Islam and society? Ten former students who met the 
criteria were willing to participate in this study. All of the participating young adults 
considered themselves to be orthoprax. Five participants were male, and five were 
female. The level of education achieved varied from prevocational education to 
university education. During interviews, the interviewer discovered that one respondent 
was 24 years old. We did not decide to exclude this respondent from the study.   

The small sample size of ten young adults limits generalizability, but is consistent 
with the current sampling techniques in identity research (Bauer, McAdams, & Sakaeda, 
2005; Josselson, 1987; Levinson & Levinson, 1996). It is also appropriate for an exploratory 
study. The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand religious identity and 
religious identity development, and it is not intended to represent the entire population 
of orthoprax young Muslim adults.  

Orthoprax 

To characterize highly committed young Muslims, we chose the term “orthopraxy” 
(Visser-Vogel et al., 2012) (see chapter 2). To identify orthopraxy, we used four 
characteristics as criteria for the selection of all interviewees. The criteria aimed to select 
highly committed young Muslim adults and to distinguish groups of highly committed 
Muslims such that they were made comparable to groups of highly committed 
Christians, as we were aiming to compare the two groups of youngsters in a parallel 
project. We consider young adults to be orthoprax only if they meet all four of the 
following criteria: (1) A scripture is believed to be sacred and is believed to contain the 
exclusive truth about humanity and the deity. (2) Religion is perceived to be meaningful 
for the totality of life. (3) A strong sense of community with a strong internal cohesion 
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between members and religious institutes is experienced. (4) The attitude toward 
modern society could be characterized critical (Visser-Vogel et al., 2012, p. 112). 

Table 1 
Namesa and Characteristics of the Participants 

 Gender Age Country of 
origin 

Second- or third-
generation 
immigrant 

Level of secondary 
education 

Islamic boarding 
school 

Ammar M 21 Turkey Second Senior general secondary 
education (HAVO) 

No 

Bulus M 22 Turkey Third Preuniversity education 
(VWO) 

Yes 

Ramiz M 21 Turkey Second Prevocational education 
(VMBO) 

Yes 

Suoud M 20 Turkey Second Senior general secondary 
education (HAVO) 

Yes 

Tarek M 21 Tunisia First Preuniversity education 
(VWO) 

Yes 

Aysun F 22 Turkey Second Prevocational education 
(VMBO) 

No 

Deriya F 24 Turkey Second Prevocational education 
(VMBO) 

Yes 

Gülsen F 21 Turkey Second Prevocational education 
(VMBO) 

No 

Jamila F 22 Pakistan/ 
Indonesia 

Second Preuniversity education 
(VWO) 

No 

Laila F 21 Morocco Second Preuniversity education 
(VWO) 

No 

a The names of all participants are pseudonyms. 
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Procedure 

The data for this study were collected from December 2011 to July 2013 and gathered 
through two in-depth interviews with each participant by the first author. Participants 
were paid €50 in total for their participation in the study. In order to facilitate 
participation, the location was chosen according to the participants’ preferences. Four of 
the first interviews took place at the respondents’ universities in Rotterdam, two in the 
office of the first author, and four at Ibn Ghaldoun, the Islamic secondary school 
previously mentioned. With regard to the second interview, three took place at the 
respondents’ universities in Rotterdam, two in the office of the first author, two at Ibn 
Ghaldoun, and three at the respondents’ homes. Each first interview lasted 
approximately two hours and 15 minutes with the exception of one interview that lasted 
more than three hours. In the latter interview, the participant expanded extensively on 
typical Islamic stories and Qur’an texts. Each second interview lasted approximately two 
hours. The interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. To ensure 
anonymity, the participants have been assigned pseudonyms. 

Design of the interview guidelines 

We developed a framework to investigate the religious identity and religious identity 
development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents (see chapter 2 and 7). The guidelines for 
the in-depth interviews were constructed with a standardized format by specifying 
certain key questions while leaving other items as topics to be explored at the 
interviewer’s discretion (Patton 2002, p. 347). There are different reasons for choosing 
this partially standardized approach. First, the instrument is available for inspection by 
those who might use the findings of the study. Secondly, the interview is highly focused, 
so that the interviewees’ time is used efficiently. Thirdly, orthoprax Christian adolescents 
were to be studied in a parallel project; thus, using a standardized approach minimizes 
variation between the two interviewers.  

Our interview guidelines consist of questions from Marcia’s Identity Status 
Interview model (ISI) (Marcia et al., 1993), and McAdams’ (2005) interview protocol 
known as “Faith, Politics and the Life Story,” both of which are relevant to religious 
identity development. Marcia constructed the ISI because he wanted “the most flexible, 
subject-expressive, yet reliable scorable measure” (p. 13) possible. We use the ISI because 
this model makes it possible to locate respondents’ identity status. Marcia (2007) claims 
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that “because these identity status categories can be weighted relative to each other 
within a particular interview content area, we can obtain separate scores for each status 
as well as an overall status designation” (p. 5). The ISI can help respondents in eliciting 
self-reflections, to make the inner configuration of identity more visible for researchers 
(Marcia, 2007).  

To focus on different aspects of religious identity development, we added 
McAdams’ (2008) interview protocol, “Faith, Politics and the Life Story,” to our framework. 
This narrative model enables researchers to listen to the life story of adolescents, 
allowing us to investigate religious identity development from the perspective of the 
orthoprax adolescents themselves. In addition, we added some questions about their 
perceptions of society and the role of others. We asked participants to tell their story 
related to religious identity and religious identity development with the following topical 
areas: religious identity, religious identity development, politics, and society. Erikson 
(1968) identified ideology (religion and politics) as being crucial for adolescent identity 
development (Marcia, 2007).  

Like Lofland, Snow, Anderson, and Lofland (2006), we used “intensive 
interviewing,” which involves “the use of an interview guide consisting of a list of open-
ended questions that direct conversation without forcing the interviewee to select pre-
established responses” (p. 17). Participants were asked to elaborate on their answers by 
providing examples and telling stories. Follow-up questions were often asked so that 
respondents could clarify their responses to the initial questions. We sought comments 
on draft versions of the interview guidelines from experts in religious education in the 
field of highly committed Muslims and in the field of methodology. We also sought 
feedback from the young Muslim adults themselves. In addition, we piloted our 
guidelines by interviewing two orthoprax young Muslim adults.  

The first interview started with the question (in Dutch): “You define yourself as a 
Muslim; how does this become evident?” After this question, the participants were asked 
to elaborate on their answers by giving examples and telling stories. To ensure that the 
respondents’ voices, thoughts, and concerns were acknowledged properly, the 
interviews were open ended, thus permitting the young people to take the conversations 
in the directions they thought most important. Chapter 7 provides more insight into the 
interview guidelines.  
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Reliability  

Reliability can be defined as the absence of random or unsystematic biases of the object 
of study (Maso & Smaling, 2004) and can be divided into external and internal reliability. 
To enlarge the external reliability of this study, we made repeatability possible in the 
following ways: in this chapter and in the methodology sections of the separate articles 
(chapters 2-7), we make clear what we have done and how we see the researchers’ roles. 
In addition, immediately following the interviews, the interviewer wrote in a logbook 
about the experiences and things the interviewer noticed during the interview. Above 
all, interviews were recorded on a digital audio recorder and transcribed verbatim. 
Transcribing is a point of transition between data collection and analysis. We transcribed 
all of our own interview transcriptions, which provided an opportunity to be immersed 
in the data (Patton 2002, p. 441). These interviews are accessible for researchers who 
want to study the same subject.  

To enlarge the internal reliability of this study, we conducted the analysis with 
other researchers and discussed it within our research group. One of the most important 
measures enlarging the internal reliability is our use of Atlas TI (Muhr & Friese, 2004). 
This program allows researchers to assign codes in a way that makes repeatability and 
transparency possible. We also improved reliability through triangulation (Baarda, De 
Goede, Teunissen, 2001). In this study, we made use of theoretical triangulation by using 
different theories in analyzing the data, by analyzing on different levels (Baarda, De 
Goede, & Teunissen, 2001), and by interviewing the respondents two times. In this way, 
we had the opportunity to compare the content of both interviews.  

Validity 

To increase validity and prevent systematic biases, it is important to neutralize as many 
factors as possible (Maso & Smaling, 2004). Validity can be divided into internal and 
external validity. To enlarge internal validity, the interviewer kept a logbook, and during 
the analysis of the data, she kept memos about her thoughts, interpretations, analyses, 
and theoretical and methodological choices. We also made use of research design and 
communicative validation (Maso & Smaling, 2004) by discussing the analyses in different 
groups: the project’s research group, a group of researchers in a parallel project, various 
internal research groups, and external groups at conferences and other universities. We 
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further discussed our analysis of article 2 (chapter 3) with an expert in qualitative 
research. 

External validity concerns the generalizability of the results (Maso & Smaling, 
2004). Through solid methodological justification, it becomes possible to translate the 
results to other contexts (Smaling, 2009). The respondents in this study were all former 
students of the Islamic secondary school, Ibn Ghaldoun. To enlarge validity, we asked 
the respondents if they could agree with the four criteria of “orthopraxy” (see chapter 2). 
Generalization of the results is difficult because the group of respondents is a very 
specific group of young adults – orthoprax Muslims who went to the only Islamic 
secondary school in the Netherlands. Within the group of respondents, we tried to make 
the best possible distribution based on orthopraxy, age, level of education, and gender. 
This study provides opportunities for internal generalization (Baarda, De Goede, 
Teunissen, 2001), and it may be usefully applied to people fitting the same criteria and 
within the same conditions.  

Analysis 

The analysis for all sub-questions was conducted using AtlasTI software. In chapters 3, 4, 
5, 6, and 7, we present our method for analyzing the data for each sub-question 
separately.  

Overview of the thesis 

Chapters 2-7 were submitted separately as articles to academic peer-reviewed journals. 
In this thesis, we have decided to use one reference system and one reference list. 
Therefore, with regard to some chapters, we changed the reference system. In addition, 
in chapters 2-7, the respondents of this study have different names (e.g. adolescents or 
young adults), due to the preference of (editors of) journals. To avoid repetition and 
duplication, we chose to insert the articles with a profoundly reduced methodology 
section. We also shortened the section about our rationale for choosing orthoprax 
adolescents, deciding to address these topics in chapter 1. Therefore, in this thesis, the 
chapters slightly differ from the articles.  

The remainder of this book follows this structure: chapters 2 to 7 are based on 
co-published articles. The author is the first author of chapters 2 to 7 and is primarily 
responsible for them. Chapter 2 is a co-authored article, written together with the 
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researcher of the parallel project on Christian adolescents. In chapter 8, we summarize 
and integrate the results of the entire study, following the order of the research 
questions. We conclude by discussing the results of the study and dealing with the 
limitations of the research project.   

Chapter 2  

Chapter 2, A framework for research on religious identity development of orthoprax 
Muslim adolescents, presents a qualitative framework for studying the religious identity 
development of highly committed Christian and Muslim adolescents, based on existing 
theories on identity development. This framework led to the interview guidelines used 
in this study.  

In addition, we define highly committed Christian and Muslim adolescents as 
orthoprax adolescents and explore the religious identity development of these groups 
of youngsters. We chose the name orthoprax as an appropriate name for both Christians 
and Muslims. Furthermore, we developed an argument for the use of the term 
“orthopraxy” because this study aimed to investigate these adolescents’ way of believing 
and religious practices.  

Chapter 3 

Chapter 3, The construction of religious identity, deals with the second research 
question: How is religious identity constructed in the life stories of highly committed 
young Muslim adults, and how can this construction be explained by the societal context 
of the Netherlands? This chapter focuses on two different aspects: first, it presents how 
religious identity is constructed in the life stories of highly committed young Muslim 
adults in the Netherlands by focusing on the content of their religious identity and 
determining emerging themes in their life stories. The chapter then presents how the 
emerging themes and construction of religious identity might be explained by the 
societal context of the Netherlands, because identity construction depends on the 
context, situation, and reactions of others (Erikson, 1968).  

Chapter 4 

Chapter 4, Religious identity development: focusing on exploration processes, focuses 
on religious exploration by orthoprax Muslim adolescents. The chapter illustrates three 
different styles of exploration based on four different elements in the exploratory 
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process. Furthermore, the chapter considers the question of whether or not the statuses 
of Marcia’s identity theory (1966, 1980) are suitable for this type of exploration. We assert 
that not all styles of exploration can be explained by the statuses in Marcia’s theory.  

We investigated how orthoprax adolescents describe their religious identity 
development from childhood until present to answer the third research question: How 
can religious exploration be characterized in the life stories of highly committed Muslim 
adolescents? Therefore, we developed a framework based on current interpretations of 
Marcia’s theory of religious identity development (1966, 1980) (see chapter 2).  

Chapter 5 

Chapter 5, Sources for religious identity development, approaches the fourth research 
question: Which sources are of importance for the religious identity development of 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents? In chapter 5, we also take into account the context of 
religious identity by focusing on sources for the religious identity development of 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents. Schachter and Ventura (2008) have stated that 
mainstream research that specifically targets identity development remains likely to 
portray adolescents as the sole agents involved in the crucial aspects of their own identity 
development. Such research tends to concentrate on adolescent intrapsychic processes 
and styles (Berzonsky, 1992; Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer & Orlofsky, 1993; 
Waterman, 2004). Schachter and Ventura (2008) introduced the concept of identity 
agents, seeing parents as “individuals who actively interact with children and youth with 
the intention of participating in their identity formation, and who reflectively mediate 
larger social influences on identity formation” (p. 449). We choose not to use the term 
identity agents because, although parents might actively interact with children and youth 
with the intention to contribute to their religious identity development, it is questionable 
whether this intervention is intentional in all circumstances. The same question applies 
to all other people who are sources for such development. We use the term “sources” to 
emphasize that we are also interested in sources other than parents. In addition, we 
investigate orthoprax Muslim adolescents’ perceptions about the sources of their own 
religious identity development; we do not investigate the intentions of these sources. 
Finally, chapter 5 provides insight into how the sources for religious identity 
development are of importance, noting five different actions perceived as being 
important to success in religious identity development.  
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Chapter 6 

Chapter 6, Perception of and participation in society, approaches the fifth research 
question: How do orthoprax Muslim adolescents perceive the relationship between their 
own religious identity development and the society they live in? In chapter 6, we also 
take into account the context of religious identity, by examining the attitudes of 
orthoprax young Muslim adults in the Netherlands about their context, distinguishing 
between their perceptions of society and their participation in society. We present three 
different styles of linking religion to participation: “Participating as far as Islam allows,” 
“Religion is very personal and individual,” and “Bridging the gap.” In addition, we discuss 
the reason for not linking religious identity to participation. 

Chapter 7 

In chapter 7, Hearing the voices of young adults. Improving the framework for research 
on the religious identity development of orthoprax adolescents, we provide a critical 
reflection on our proposed framework and the chosen label of “orthopraxy” presented 
in our first article (see chapter 2; Visser-Vogel et al., 2012). We also share our interview 
guidelines and provide suggestions for improvement. Moreover, we present the most 
important results with regard to the sub-questions of our research project.  

Chapter 8 

In this final chapter, we summarize the results and present them in accordance with the 
research questions formulated in the general introduction. We also discuss the results of 
the study and reflect on the role of the researcher, on the methodology, and on the 
research project as a whole. We conclude by discussing the relevance of this study before 
dealing with the limitations of the research project and noting implications for further 
research.  
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A framework for research on religious identity 

development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents2 

The Netherlands is a religiously pluralistic country. Within the broad range of religiously 
committed people, some groups differ from the rest by an exclusivist view on religion. 
In this study we focus on these highly religious groups in the Netherlands, both Christian 
and Muslim. Highly religious people differ in beliefs and life style from those in the 
secular mainstream and from religiously committed people who are more open and 
liberal. 

To meet the needs of a pluralistic society, a huge variety of strategies could be 
imagined and is actually developed. Interfaith dialogue is one of the strategies that 
individuals and groups practice. In general, highly religious groups keep distance from 
this kind of open interaction between faiths. In research on religious education the 
attitude of these highly religious groups towards a pluralistic context has received 
comparatively little scholarly attention. For this reason this article is dedicated to highly 
religious Christians and Muslims. 

Beside that, highly religious people are often portrayed by the media in a poor 
or even unfavorable light. In the last thirty years, tolerance of the Dutch people towards 
Muslim and also Christian believers has declined (De Hart & Dekker, 2006).  

Bert Brussen, for example, blogger of a popular website in the Netherlands, 
considers himself to be a vigorous fighter against anything related to religion or morality. 
He frequently ridicules highly religious Christians and Muslims. In his opinion, voicing 
sharp criticism is the only way to destroy fundamentalism (KleinJan, 2010). Regularly, the 
strong way of belief as held by some Christians and Muslims becomes an object of 
derision (Ellian & De Winter 2007; Koelman, 2010; Umar, 2010).  

Additionally, highly religious parents experience difficulties in educating their 
children and struggle how to prepare them for living as highly religious Christians or 
Muslims in a religiously pluralistic society. A reason can be that whereas these parents 
want their children to adopt strict religious beliefs and a corresponding way of life, yet 
                                                           
2 A version of this article is published as: Visser-Vogel, E., Westerink, J., De Kock, A. de., Barnard, M., & Bakker, 
C. (2012). Developing a framework for research on religious identity development of highly committed 
adolescents. Religious Education: The official journal of the Religious Education Association, 107(2), 108-121.  
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they also want them to be familiar with important aspects of the secular context (Assor, 
Cohen-Malayev, Kaplan, & Friedman, 2005). Religious leaders and youth workers go on 
to look for ways to educate these young believers and to influence their religious identity 
development in line with their own exclusivist beliefs.  

Gaining current knowledge of and insight into religious identity development of 
the young will be of considerable importance to parents, teachers, policy makers, 
politicians, religious educators and the media. This study attempts to get attention to 
the missing voice of highly religious adolescents in actual debates in religious education. 
Above all, this study is a first step towards filling up a perceived gap in research on 
religious identity development.  

Definition of the problem 

This academic study focuses on religious identity development of highly religious 
adolescents and requires answers to the following preliminary questions. Who are these 
highly religious people? What does religion mean for their lives? How do they perceive 
the relationship between their own religious identity development and the society they 
live in? How do highly religious adolescents perceive the role of people and institutions 
in their religious identity development? How does their specific religious identity 
develop?  

In this article we present a framework for gaining insight into the religious 
identity development of highly religious adolescents. Such a framework is needed 
because we do not consider each of the existing theories in itself to be fully applicable 
when comparing both our groups of highly religious adolescents.  

Since Erikson (1968) developed his theory about ego identity, there has been a 
growing scholarly interest in the various aspects of identity development of adolescents. 
Interestingly, Markstrom-Adams and Smith (1996) noted a gap in theories on the relation 
between identity and religion. This gap is remarkable, as Erikson (1968) once indicated 
the importance of religion for gaining identity. Recently, newer studies on religious 
identity development appeared as related to different groups of adolescents (Bertram-
Troost et al., 2006; Chaudhury & Miller, 2008; Cohen-Malayev, Assor, & Kaplan, 2009; 
Markstrom-Adams & Smith, 1996; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010). Yet, very few studies about 
religious identity development focus either on highly religious Christian or Muslim 
adolescents (Armet, 2009). The aim of our research project is to focus on both of these 
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highly religious groups at the same time and contribute to a further improvement on an 
academic understanding of the gap between religion and identity in adolescence.  

In our study we take Marcia’s theory of identity development as point of 
departure (Marcia, 1966, 1980). His identity status model has been a popular means of 
elaborating and refining Erikson’s (1968) original theoretical notions on identity (Bosma 
& Kunnen, 2001; Kroger & Green, 1996; Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, & Beyers, 2006; 
Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, & Vollebergh, 1999). Beside that, Marcia’s model has been a 
progenitor in reflection held on vocational and ideological identity (Bertram-Troost, 
2006; Kiesling et al., 2006). Nonetheless, we argue that Marcia’s theory is partly 
insufficient for a for investigating religious identity development of highly religious 
adolescents. We go on to explain this inadequacy and propose applying different 
theories for approaching the religious identity development of highly religious 
adolescents.  

A majority of existing studies on identity development are quantitative and have 
been focused mainly on categorization; this has resulted in a paucity of general 
information on the unique and differentiated lived realities of young people. Several 
scholars mention that most studies pay little attention to the stories of youngsters 
themselves, in their specific situation and with their personal experiences (Alma & 
Heitink, 1994; Good & Willoughby, 2007; Van der Ven, 1995; Vergouwen, 2001). For this 
reason, our framework enables qualitative studies that focus centrally on the perspective 
of highly religious adolescents. 

Another reason for requiring a qualitative approach is a certain lack of factual 
knowledge about the religious identity development of highly religious adolescents. A 
qualitative approach enables researchers to study the issue in an explorative way. 
Bertram-Troost et al. (2006) argues that studies about religious identity development 
should not be merely quantitative. Undertaking a qualitative study takes better into 
account the life story of highly religious adolescents (Good & Willoughby, 2007). An 
explicit inclusion of their life stories in the research is required in order to reliably 
understand why these adolescents differ so significantly from their mainstream 
counterparts in modern society. 

As said before, this research focuses on specific groups, namely highly religious 
Christian and Muslim adolescents residing in the Netherlands. The characteristics of 
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these groups determine the construction of the conceptual framework. What are the 
distinguishing characteristics of these highly religious Christians and Muslims? How can 
we distinguish them from other religiously committed people, who practice their religion 
in a more open and liberal way? Commonly, people expect a highly religious person to 
visit a church or mosque regularly. Others may add the expectation that highly religious 
people will dress themselves in a particular way. Although these are popular sometimes, 
even prejudicial perceptions of these groups yet the true characteristics remain mostly 
vague and implicit.  

It may even require some effort to delineate these characteristics, particularly 
regarding what these highly religious Christians and Muslims have in common. By 
presenting a set of criteria, we also aim to distinguish these groups from counterparts, 
that is, the non-believing or more liberally religious groups in society. 

In current studies, various names and definitions are used to indicate highly 
religious people. We propose to use a different term, namely “orthopraxy.” This term is 
meant to indicate highly religious Christians as well as Muslims. 

Aim 

Henceforth, our aim is to develop a framework for qualitatively studying the religious 
identity development of highly religious Christian and Muslim adolescents based on 
existing theories about identity development. We intend to validly distinguish the 
characteristics of these adolescents from mainstream counterparts in modern Dutch 
society as well as from those more liberalist believers by developing a definition and 
name to indicate these groups. Such a definition will function as a “sensitizing concept,” 
to indicate “what to look for and where to look” (Ritzer, 1992).  

Methods 

An appropriate definition for characterizing highly religious adolescents is found in 
literature on fundamentalism and orthodoxy in Christianity and Islam, as has been 
published since 1995. For building the framework on religious identity development of 
highly religious Christian and Muslim adolescents, we followed studies that are based on 
or have elaborated on the theory by Marcia (1966, 1980) and also have been published 
in the last fifteen years. For both literature searches we made use of the ISI Web of 
Knowledge. 
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Criteria for high religiosity 

We propose four criteria characterizing highly religious Christians and Muslims. We base 
the criteria on elements found in concepts of orthodoxy and fundamentalism. Both 
orthodoxy and fundamentalism are common terms for indicating highly religious 
believers.  

The criteria aim to distinguish the groups of highly religious Christians and 
Muslims as such, as well as to take them both together and distinguish them from more 
liberal or non-believers:  

1. A scripture is believed to be sacred and is believed to contain the exclusive truth 
about humanity and deity (Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 2004; Dulles, 1998; Hunter, 
1991; Ji & Ibrahim, 2007; Stoffels, 1995). 

2. Religion is perceived to be meaningful for the totality of life (Altemeyer & 
Hunsberger, 2004; Antoun, 2001; Ji & Ibrahim 2007). 

3. A strong sense of community with a strong internal cohesion between members 
and religious institutes is experienced (Almond, Appleby, & Sivan, 2003; Marty 
& Appleby, 1994; Stoffels, 1995). 

4. The attitude toward modern society can be characterized as critical (Farley, 
2005; Riesebrodt, 2000). 

Given the total set of criteria, we consider adolescents to be highly religious only 
if they meet with all four criteria. Each criterion separately does not differentiate the 
highly religious from the more liberal believers. For example, various believers could 
experience a strong sense of community, but do not consider a scripture as containing 
the exclusive truth. In this case we would not qualify them as highly religious. 

The first criterion refers to the content of belief, but is also related to practice. 
To be sure, the validity of this criterion is determined by the intensity in the way believers 
relate to the doctrine. The sacral scripture is believed to contain the exclusive truth about 
humanity and deity and is, thus, leading for the life project of the believer himself and is 
supposed to be leading in the life project of every human being. So, this criterion is in 
its distinguishability primarily associated with the way believers perform according to this 
belief in religious practice. The other criteria refer to religious practice as well in that they 
are related to the way believers act and live.  
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Based on the prominence of practice, we claim the essence of high religiosity 
has primarily to do with practice.  

How to indicate highly religious people 

We propose to use the term “orthopraxy” rather than fundamentalism or orthodoxy for 
qualifying highly religious people. Two main reasons are behind this proposal. 
Fundamentalism and orthodoxy are commonly used to indicate highly religious people 
(Altemeyer & Hunsberger 2004; Antoun, 2001; Bruce, 2000; Davis & Robinson 2006; 
Emerson & Hartman, 2006; Haar, ter & Busuttil, 2003; Pancer, Jackson, Hunsberger, & 
Pratt, 1995; Ruthven, 2004). We claim these labels do not correspond adequately with 
the criteria of high religiosity. 

First, the term “orthopraxy” relates to groups of highly religious adolescents, for 
whom religion prescribes adherence to doctrine and practice of life. The four criteria 
reveal that high religiosity has primarily to do with the practice of life. In most cases, 
fundamentalism is related to both practice and doctrine. The term orthodoxy is 
traditionally related to the doctrine of a religion and appears as less appropriate to use 
as the criteria for qualifying the definition that mainly focuses on practice.  

By labeling highly religious people as orthoprax, we emphasize that in praxis is 
revealed what is important and valuable. Some scholars already use the term 
“orthopraxy” to focus on the practice of religion (Armet 2009). Sutton and Vertigans 
(2005) use the term praxisitioners instead of fundamentalists when dealing with 
resurgent Islam. Islam has even been described as an orthoprax rather than an orthodox 
religion (Kingston, 2001). In Christianity, doctrine certainly is important to highly religious 
believers, but we hold that this is primarily manifested in the way they live out their lives 
in practice.  

The second reason is related to the highly religious people who will be labeled. 
The adolescents themselves have to recognize and accept the way we call them. Apart 
from that, we have to adapt to the common terminology in the Netherlands.  

With regard to the latter aspect, we observe the problem that for many people 
the word fundamentalism has a negative connotation. The term fundamentalism is 
associated with violence and terrorism (Cournet, 2003). Riesebrodt (2000) related 
fundamentalism to intolerance and a rigid moralism. Stoffels (2001) claimed nobody in 
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the Netherlands would name himself a fundamentalist. Therefore, we fear that the 
adolescents will not recognize themselves in our use of that term. Furthermore, this term 
might hinder adolescents to participate in research if qualified as fundamentalist 
believers; the term fundamentalist thus misguides people and might color our research 
in a negative way.  

Now that we have distinguished orthoprax adolescents from the mainstream in 
society and from believers that are more liberal, based on our definition and its four-fold 
criteria, we present a framework for investigating the religious identity development of 
orthoprax adolescents in a qualitative way. First, we engage the theory of Marcia and its 
further elaborations and explain why these theories are not sufficient for our purposes. 
Second, we present some accompanying theories as helpful in constructing our 
framework. 

Religious identity development of orthoprax adolescents 

Theory by Marcia 

Marcia (1966, 1980) following Erikson (1968) defined identity as an ongoing 
developmental process. Marcia extended Erikson’s theory and hypothesized that identity 
development involves two steps: exploration and commitment. Exploration consists of 
actively questioning and weighing identity alternatives before making a decision about 
which particular set of goals, values, and beliefs to which one will adhere. Commitment 
involves making a choice in an identity domain and engaging in significant activities 
towards the implementation of that choice.  

Marcia (1966, 1980) also identified four identity statuses by juxtaposing each 
level of exploration with each level of commitment. The identity statuses are ways in 
which a late adolescent might be found to be dealing with the issues of identity 
formation, named achievement, moratorium, foreclosure, and diffusion. The theory of 
Marcia (1966, 1980) has been extensively studied and the theoretical claims of the identity 
status model have been greatly moderated during the course of forty years of research.  

Framework 

In our effort to define the religious identity development of orthoprax adolescents, we 
cannot take our point of departure solely in the theory by Marcia (1966, 1980) regarding 
the focus on processes and statuses of identity development. On several points we 
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regard this theory as insufficient for describing the religious identity development of the 
specific groups of orthoprax adolescents. 

A main reason for inadequacy is that most studies into processes of identity 
development following Marcia do not focus specifically on the content or structure of 
religious or spiritual identity (Kiesling et al., 2006; Syed & Azmitia, 2010). Whereas identity 
statuses reveal the extent to which an individual has explored and committed to one’s 
identity, they do not provide information on the meaning and content of that religious 
identity for the individual (Yip, Seaton, & Sellers, 2006). An important criterion holding 
for orthoprax adolescents is that their religion is perceived to be meaningful for the 
totality of their lives. Because these youngsters differ in life style from mainstream and 
more liberal believing adolescents, we are not only interested in the nature of the 
processes related to religious identity development, but also in thespecific content of 
their religious identity development.  

Orthoprax adolescents have as attribute that they experience a strong 
relationship between themselves and people and religious institutes in their group. From 
this observation we expect people within their group to mutually influence the religious 
identity development of member orthoprax adolescents. 

Another feature of these young orthoprax people is that they have a critical 
attitude towards modern society. For this reason we are interested in the way they 
perceive both participation in society and the influence of modern society on their 
religious identity development. We expect orthoprax adolescents to experience 
difficulties in developing their religious identity, because of differences between a life 
style based on their religion and a life style carried out in mainstream society.  

In conclusion, aside from Marcia’s paradigm we need theories helpful to 
investigate the content of their religious identity development, the role of significant 
others and their attitude toward society. To construct a framework, we suggest adding 
different theories, namely the narrative approach by McAdams (1997, 2005, 2008) and 
the theories of Schachter and Ventura (2008), and Cohen-Malayev et al. (2009). In the 
next part we explain why and how these theories are useful. 
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Processes and statuses 

Because we need to know the identity statutes of orthoprax adolescents and how they 
explore and commit themselves, we can get around the limitations of Marcia’s theory 
(1966, 1980) regarding processes and identity statuses by holding together with Bertram-
Troost et al. (2006) that actual commitments and explorations are central to identity 
development.  

Another issue is that most researchers have proceeded on Marcia’s theory in a 
quantitative way, thereby developing new models to describe identity development and 
focusing on categorizing the concept identity development (Crocetti, Rubini, Luyckx, & 
Meeus, 2008; Luyckx et al., 2006; Meeus et al., 1999). We wonder what these quantitative 
approaches actually reveal about religious identity development.  

Due to the fact that these elaborations of Marcia’s paradigm are not quite 
applicable to our study, we propose to use the original and qualitative way of 
distinguishing identity statuses, namely the Identity Status Interview (Marcia, 1966; 
Marcia et al., 1993). This instrument can be used to categorize an individual’s identity 
development and has since its inception been revised and expanded a number of times 
(Marcia et al., 1993). Very few qualitative studies have been directed towards religious 
identity development in the paradigm by Marcia (Kiesling et al., 2006). The Identity Status 
Interview enables us to determine the actual status of each individual adolescent and to 
investigate how the processes of exploration and commitment have developed, as well 
as in a qualitative way.  

Beside that, we want to focus on the process of exploration. Cohen-Malayev et 
al. (2009) argue that exploration is especially significant in identity development. They 
examined the nature of religious exploration among Modern-Orthodox Jewish emerging 
adults living in Israel and distinguished three styles of religious exploration: exploration 
within boundaries, radical exploration and revisionist exploration and assumed the 
nature of exploration may be changing along with changes in the cultural milieu. Since 
they also investigate highly religious adolescents, we are interested in knowing by using 
this model, whether we can distinguish such different styles of exploration in our research 
population. 
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Life story 

In our perception, religious identity development relates to both the developmental 
processes and to the contents of religious identity. Just as Syed and Azmitia (2010) 
propose to reintroduce content to the study of ethnic identity development, we suggest 
this can hold also for studies about religious identity. To focus on the content of religious 
identity development, we propose to add the narrative model by McAdams (1997, 2005, 
2008) to our framework. This model aims to examine how people make sense of their 
lives through stories and how identity is a life story people begin constructing during 
late adolescence and young adulthood. Due to the fact that this model enables 
researchers to listen to the life story of adolescents, our use allows us to investigate the 
religious identity development of orthoprax youngsters. 

Using a narrative model will provide insight into the content of identity 
development in general. To focus on religious identity development, we will therefore 
use the interview protocol Faith, Politics, and the Life Story. This model is appropriate to 
address specific experiences and events from the past that have played a role in the 
religious identity development of adolescents. 

Context in religious identity development 

In particular, we expect that the contextual situation of orthoprax adolescents will be 
very important for their religious identity development, mainly because they are usually 
characterized by their strong sense of community. Congruently, we adopt Erikson’s 
(1968) essential position that identity develops in close relation to the adolescents’ socio-
historical context. Some researchers investigate the role of the context in identity 
development, as Schachter and Ventura (2008), thereby compensating that Marcia’s 
theory ignores this. They pay attention to people who take part in the identity 
development and call them identity agents. Although they focus on the role of parents, 
we are also interested in teachers, youth leaders, and representatives of religious 
institutes, such as schools and churches. The study by Schachter and Ventura (2008) 
meets with the characteristics of orthoprax adolescents and correspondingly is 
applicable in the construction of our framework. 

Another distinguishing criterion for orthoprax adolescents is their critical 
attitude towards modern society. Examining this notion in the lives of orthoprax 
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adolescents can be fruitful. The narrative model of McAdams (1997, 2005, 2008) takes 
this notion into account, by containing questions about political and social values. 

Conclusion 

In this article we drew up an analysis and we proposed a framework for the study of the 
religious identity development of orthoprax adolescents. Due to a lack of studies on the 
religious identity development of orthoprax adolescents, we developed an orientation 
using viable notions and conceptions, and we argued for and decided upon the notion 
of orthoprax to characterize highly religious Dutch Christian and Muslim adolescents. 
Our next step will be empirical research in line with this. 

Our framework for studying the religious identity development is based on 
several theories of identity development and in particular harks back to Marcia’s Identity 
Status Interview model. The narrative approach by McAdams (1997, 2005, 2008) is 
utilized to investigate the life story of adolescents and to gain insight into the content of 
religious identity development. The theory by Cohen-Malayev et al. (2009) allows 
elaboration on the process of exploration. Schachter and Ventura (2008) and McAdams 
(1997, 2005, 2008) create the opportunity to investigate the context of orthoprax 
adolescents. Our framework enables us to form a picture of the religious identity 
development of orthoprax adolescents.  
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The construction of religious identity3 

The contextual nature of identity development is now widely acknowledged in 
developmental psychology although identity development has been conceptualized in 
different ways (Erikson, 1968; Lerner, 1998; Schachter & Ventura, 2008). Identity 
development involves compromising between loyalties to different groups (De Koning, 
2008). How identity develops depends on the context, situation, and reactions of others 
(Erikson, 1968; Mitchell, 2006). Thus, identity is affected by the environmental context in 
which adolescents live (Chaudhury & Miller, 2008).  

Because of this contextual nature, Bronfenbrenner (1979) stated that 
development can be understood only by incorporating in the subject of study a context 
that is broader than the individual. Therefore, the purpose of this study is twofold. First, 
we enrich our understanding of religious identity by examining the content of the 
religious identity of highly committed young Muslim adults, by focusing on emerging 
themes, practices, and choices in the participants’ life stories. Second, we describe how 
this construction might be explained by the societal context of the Netherlands. In this 
study, this societal context is taken into consideration because we think this context has 
influenced this group of highly committed young Muslim adults who are growing up in 
one of the most secularized countries in the world (Gorski & Altinordu, 2008). These 
young adults grow up exposed to Western ideas and lifestyles and are faced with 
potential tension between their particular way of living and mainstream society. We focus 
on how the emerging themes can be explained by the societal context as a complement 
to studying the content of their religious identity only, which contributes to the 
understanding of the complexity of the religious identity of these young adults.  

The central research question in this study is as follows: How is religious identity 
constructed in the life stories of highly committed young Muslim adults, and how can 
this construction be explained by the societal context of the Netherlands? 

  

                                                           
3 A version of this article is currently under review for publication in an international journal: Visser-Vogel, E., 
De Kock. A., Barnard, M., & Bakker, C. “When they think negatively about me, they automatically think 
negatively about my religion.” The constructed religious identity of young orthoprax Muslim adults. 
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Conceptualizing religious identity 

Identity is a social concept (Mitchell, 2006). We consider religious identity as constructed 
in relation to the context, situation, and reactions of others, as Mitchell (2006) claimed 
about identity in general. In addition, we define religious identity as a process in which 
individuals explore and commit to a set of religious beliefs and practices (Griffith & 
Griggs, 2001). We consider religious identity as being constructed in the life stories of 
the young adults. Thus, religious identity will be distilled from interviews. This is in line 
with other studies (Layton, Dollahite, & Hardy, 2011; Sinclair & Milner, 2010) that focused 
on particular aspects of religiosity.  

Measuring religious identity 

For the past several decades, religious identity has been studied extensively in many 
different ways. Religion and religious identity are sometimes used as an independent 
variable in quantitative investigations. In these studies, these concepts are measured by 
asking a small number of questions. Most studies are focused on Christians (see, among 
others, Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1992, 2004; Hunsberger, Alisat, & Pancer, 1996; Rowatt 
& Franklin, 2004). Maliepaard et al. (2010) measured Muslims’ religious practice with two 
criteria: participation in Ramadan and frequency of prayer. Abu Raiya, Pargament, 
Mahoney, and Stein (2008) and Ji and Ibrahim (2007) developed a more extensive scale 
for Islamic religiousness. Abu Raiya et al. (2008) stated, “Using a few items …. to measure 
Islamic religiousness fails to capture the multifaceted nature of Islam and may render the 
results simplistic and uninformative” (p. 313).  

The multidimensional nature of Islam emphasizes the need to view Islam from 
a broad perspective. To understand the religious identity of young Muslim adults, it is 
not only important whether one does or does not self-identify as a Muslim or how 
important it is to be a Muslim but also the ways in which one should be a Muslim 
(Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010; De Koning, 2008). Bectovic (2011) stated that the crucial 
question to ask is how Muslims understand themselves as Muslims. To gain a deeper 
understanding of the religious identity of young orthoprax Muslim adults, a qualitative 
study can be helpful in parallel with existing quantitative studies. 

Several scholars have observed that many studies pay little attention to the 
stories of young adults themselves, in their specific situations, and with their personal 
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experiences (Alma & Heitink, 1994; Good & Willoughby, 2007; van der Ven, 1995; 
Vergouwen, 2001). Aten and Hernandez (2005) found 0.008% of the total number of 
studies reviewed used qualitative methods in a systematic review of the psychology of 
religion and spirituality literature (Schwab, 2013). Although the number of qualitative 
studies is relatively small, currently, different scholars emphasize the usefulness of 
qualitative research and make a complementary contribution to a scientific 
understanding of (religious) identity by performing different types of qualitative 
investigations. McAdams has conducted studies to better understand identity by 
formulating a life-story theory, which argues that modern adults provide their lives with 
a sense of unity and purpose by constructing and internalizing self-defining life stories. 
The idea of identity construction is a broadly integrative conception in the humanities 
and the social sciences (McAdams, 2001; McAdams & McLean, 2013). 

McLean and Pasupathi (2012) advocated a more narrative approach to identity, 
to complement the status approach, because “it is one that is ecologically valid, 
conceptually rich, and also derives from Erikson’s identity theory” (p.11). They emphasized 
that the process of learning about oneself does not usually happen in the moment of 
experience but instead when one reflects back on those moments during conversation.  

Regarding investigations of religious identity, some qualitative studies examined 
(aspects of) religious identity from an adolescent’s perspective (Dollinger, 2001; 
Fisherman, 2004; Layton et al., 2011; Sinclair & Milner, 2005; Yeung & Chow, 2010). Smith 
and Denton (2005) investigated how religious identity and religious commitments 
decrease and increase among the devoted in a U.S. context, by conducting a longitudinal 
study, using telephone surveys and in-person, semi-structured interviews. De Koning 
(2008) (among others) investigated the religiousness of Muslim youth in the Netherlands 
in a qualitative way and found that the respondents searched for pure Islam.  

In the current study, we aim to develop a better understanding of the content 
of religious identity of young orthoprax Muslim adults, an understudied population. We 
consider religious identity a construction that is visible in the life stories of young adults. 
We agree with Ammerman (2003, p. 224), who claimed that “understanding religious 
identities will require that we listen for stories in all their dynamic complexity, situate 
them in the multiple relational and institutional contexts in which contemporary people 
live their lives.”  
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The societal context of the Netherlands 

In this study, we pay attention to the contextual nature of identity, by trying to explain 
the content of religious identity based on the societal context of the Netherlands. Various 
researchers have incorporated the context in studying identity (development). For 
example, McLean, Pasupathi, and Pals (2007) investigated how interactions with others 
influence the development of a narrative identity when respondents tell stories about 
their experiences to and with others. In addition, Fivush, Haden, and Reese (2006) 
showed that conversations with parents about personal events and reminiscing are 
critical to the development of autobiographical skills in children. Hammack (2011) 
conducted a qualitative study and examined how narrative and identity contribute to the 
intractability of political conflict among Israeli and Palestinian youth. He showed how 
cultural narratives (and master narratives) shape the personal stories people live by.  

McAdams and McLean (2013) have emphasized the importance of examining 
the development of life stories in many different societies, nations, and cultural gaps. 
Mattis, Ahluwalia, Cowie, and Kirkland-Harris (2006) stated that studying children’s 
religiosity and spirituality in diverse cultures would enrich our knowledge of religious 
development. Although we did not examine the development of life stories in this study, 
we investigated how the societal context of the Netherlands influenced the emerging 
themes in the constructed religious identity of our respondents. In other parts of this 
research project, we focus on which people play a role in religious identity development 
(Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXc, see chapter 5) and the perception in Dutch society of 
orthoprax young Muslim adults, and investigate how their religious identity is related to 
their participation in society (Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXd, see chapter 6).  

To explain the emerging themes by the societal context, we need to give an 
overview of the broader cultural context of the Netherlands and consider culture-bound 
assumptions that infuse current Western social science scholarship on religiousness 
(Mattis et al., 2006). In this section, we provide an overview of the societal context of the 
Netherlands.  

First, the Netherlands is one of the most secularized societies in the world (Gorski 
& Altinordu, 2008). The religious landscape of the Netherlands has changed markedly 
over the past few decades. Immigration within Europe has increased religious diversity 
in significant ways (Cipriani, 2009). Muslims constitute an important part of the diverse 
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religious landscape. Within a decade (1990–2000), the Muslim population in the 
Netherlands had doubled (Cipriani, 2009). The Dutch Muslim population was recently 
estimated to consist of approximately 825,000 individuals, about 5% of the total Dutch 
population (Maliepaard, 2012; Van Herten, 2009). Regarding the respondents in the 
current research, they are of immigrant-origin; nine respondents were second-
generation, and one respondent was third-generation. This may implicate a range of 
acculturative stressors, because it is proposed that immigrants want to link to their 
cultures of origin and to their societies of settlement, as Berry, Phinney, Sam, and Vedder 
(2006) claimed for young British-born South Asians in the East Midlands in England. The 
respondents in the current study might have identity-related stressors that include 
navigating conflicting linguistic and religious expectations in an attempt to develop a 
coherent sense of self (Jaspal & Coyle, 2010). 

Second, the growing number of Muslims in the Netherlands, in combination 
with the growing visibility of second-generation Muslims in Western countries, has 
triggered an interest in the prevalence and meaning of religion among Muslim 
immigrants and minorities (Emerson & Hartman, 2006; Saroglou & Galand, 2009). 
Scientific, political, and media interest in Muslims has increased considerably (Flunger & 
Ziebertz, 2010; Maliepaard et al., 2010; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010). This is illustrated by 
public and academic debates about the apparent resurgence of religion and the place 
of Islamic schools and other Islamic institutions and practices within the deeply 
embedded secularism of most liberal democracies (Miedema, 2010; Ter Borg et al., 2008; 
Van Dijk-Groeneboer, 2010; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010). Through these debates, Islam has 
been described as dubious if not outright threatening (Sunier, 2010a). In this study, we 
interviewed former students of an Islamic secondary school. This could provide a 
particular emphasis on the role of educators and religious schools as identity agents 
(Cohen-Malayev, Schachter, & Rich, 2014). In another part of this research project, we 
found that orthoprax Muslim adolescents considered parents had minor importance in 
religious identity development, compared to teachers and religious leaders in Islamic 
organizations (Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXc, see chapter 5). A possible explanation might 
be that the respondents grew up in the Netherlands, and some of their parents live in 
more rural areas in their countries of origin. Parents may “have a strong emotional 
attachment to Islam, [but] the level of their knowledge … has remained quite restricted” 
(Sahin, 2005, p. 170). 
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A third important aspect of the societal context of the Netherlands is that the 
Dutch public has become increasingly and openly anti-Islamic (Allen & Nielsen, 2002). 
Islam has a negative connotation in Dutch mainstream society; in contrast, from a Muslim 
minority perspective, religion is highly valued as a central part of their heritage, culture, 
and identity (Güngör et al., 2011; Maliepaard, 2012; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007). For young 
Dutch Muslim adults, maintaining a stable religious identity without acknowledgement 
and respect by the Dutch majority is difficult (Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010). They look for an 
accepted way of being Muslim and shape their own “Islam” individually (De Koning, 2010; 
Korf et al., 2008; Pels et al., 2008). What does this ambiguous Dutch public climate imply 
for highly committed young Muslim adults in constructing their religious identity? 
Pasupathi, Wainryb, and Twali (2012) showed by conducting narrative identity work that 
discrimination narratives show stronger relations to ethnic identity among minority 
participants compared to majority participants. Sirin and Fine (2008) examined how 
Muslim youth in the United States negotiated their identities in the challenging period 
after the events of September 11. The results showed that Muslim youth dealt differently 
with the challenges, ranging from “telling nobody” to policing each other within the 
Muslim community. Peek (2005) explored the process of religious identity formation of 
a group of second-generation Muslim Americans after September 11. Her study 
illustrated how religious identity emerges in social and historical contexts and showed 
that its development is variable rather than static. In this respect she distinguished three 
stages of religious identity development: religion as ascribed identity, religion as chosen 
identity, and religion as declared identity.  

Although negative perceptions of Muslims are prevalent among the Dutch 
public, there are also different and more positive perceptions of Muslims. In the 
Netherlands, some people support and defend rights for Muslims. Because we selected 
our respondents based on four criteria of “orthopraxy”, we knew before the study that 
all respondents had a critical attitude toward modern society. In another part of this 
research project, we studied the perception of and participation in society by our 
respondents and how their religious identity plays a role in their participation (Visser-
Vogel et al., 20XXd, see chapter 6). We discovered that orthoprax young Muslim adults 
oppose Dutch society and do not feel connected to it (Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXd, see 
chapter 6).  
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Methods 

Analysis 

To examine which themes are important in the religious identity construction of 
orthoprax young Muslim adults, we followed standard procedures of thematic analysis 
as the method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns within data (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). All interviews were read several times by the interpreter, which is consistent 
with this methodological approach. Given the diverse existing approaches to religious 
identity, in this stage of coding we wanted to be as inclusive as possible in identifying 
issues of religious identity. This process involved coding all the references line by line to 
identify prominent themes (Lofland et al., 2006). The next step was working 
systematically through the entire data set by defining categories. After we had defined 
the categories, the next step in our analysis was to sort the codes into overarching codes 
and themes. This resulted in a schematic model of important themes in the respondents’ 
religious identity construction. In these stages, the interviews were interpreted by the 
first author. Through the analysis, extensive annotations (i.e., memos) were kept, as 
recommended by Corbin and Strauss (2008), to facilitate the analysis process and to 
explore developing themes. At the end of this stage, themes that were similar were 
merged.  

In the last stage of analysis, the first author and the researcher of the parallel 
project on young Christian adults reviewed and discussed the codes. The involvement of 
this second researcher functioned as a method for improving the analysis of the 
interviews as she, too, specialized in research on religious identity development. Rating 
reliability was established by consensus. In the third stage of analysis, the interpretation 
was discussed by all authors of this paper. 

To examine how the emerging themes can be explained by the broader context, 
we analyzed possible connections between the themes and aspects of the current 
societal context in the Netherlands. These analyses are based on a systematic search 
through the entire data set for elaborations from respondents that provide clues to 
connections between the context and the emerging themes. 
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Results 

Themes in religious identity construction  

In the following, we present the most important themes brought forward by most of the 
respondents. These themes are not only mentioned by most but also were marked as 
most relevant by the respondents. In addition, we present specific examples of practices 
and choices mentioned by the respondents.  

Knowledge 

Knowledge is an important theme in the young adults’ construction of religious identity, 
although we did not ask explicit questions about this theme. Scrutinizing this component 
of religious identity as it appears in the life stories of the respondents, two subthemes 
can be distinguished: different types of knowledge and the purpose of acquiring 
knowledge.  

Distinguishing different types of knowledge. The importance of acquiring 
knowledge can be interpreted religiously, as illustrated by Jamila: “The first word revealed 
was “ikra,” and “ikra” means “read” literally. So, that often occurs in the Qur’an, uh, that, 
you have to require knowledge; it’s not allowed to sit still, uh, uh, it’s just, uh, requiring 
knowledge is just very important.” 

Three types of knowledge can be identified in the life stories of the young 
orthoprax Muslim adults. (a) Respondents discussed acquiring general and secular 
knowledge. The Qur’an is used as a motivation for acquiring general knowledge by 
studying and learning. Ammar stated: “Requiring knowledge, that’s also a 
commandment of Allah, eh, till your death, you have to search for knowledge. It doesn’t 
matter if it’s Islamic knowledge, or, uh, in the field of mathematics, or, eh physics, or 
geography, if it’s but knowledge.” 

(b) Acquiring knowledge about Islam was mentioned by the respondents. To 
know exactly what you have to do and how, you need knowledge about Islam. 
Respondents referred to the Qur’an’s texts and verses to support their choice to practice 
Islam. (c) Young orthoprax Muslim adults discussed acquiring knowledge about the 
underlying value of rules. After knowing the “what” and “how” of orthoprax living, the 
young people want to know the “why.” This is illustrated by Gülsen and Tarek. Gülsen 
commented: “I just wanted to acquire more knowledge. For example, I already knew, uh, 
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I wore a headscarf, and I knew I have to pray and uh, but why exactly, and uh, that kind 
of stuff. What is the meaning of things, actually?” 

Tarek observed: “For all forbidden things in Islam, uhm, you can find a clear 
reason. And that reason isn’t strange; it’s actually also logical, generally speaking.”  

Purpose of acquiring knowledge. The orthoprax young Muslim adults in our 
sample mentioned different reasons and goals for acquiring knowledge. First, the 
respondents emphasized that acquiring knowledge is important for others and for the 
next generation. Young adults can use their knowledge to help the next generation. 
Deriya said: “I want to, based on eh, share the things I know with other girls, so that they 
will become aware, too.” Ramiz said, “Then we save them from eh, from evil uh, on the 
street, we bring them to the right.” Second, respondents named different purposes for 
acquiring knowledge for themselves: (a) If you want to live as an orthoprax Muslim, you 
must fulfill Allah’s commandments. You need knowledge about Islam, to know exactly 
what you have to do and how. (Without knowledge, it’s impossible to serve Allah.) (b) As 
a result of acquiring knowledge about the value behind the rules, young adults know 
why they have to obey the rules. When they know the “why,” the respondents described 
themselves as “conscious.” Being a “conscious Muslim” can mean two different things. 
On the one hand, because they know the “why,” it makes them more committed to the 
existing rules. It makes it easier to obey the rules. Deriya illustrated this by stating, “If you 
know it, you rather accept it.” 

On the other hand, being a “conscious Muslim” could also refer to a “flexible 
rule system.” First, they took the rules very literally; now they take them more lightly. For 
example, Suoud knew the “why” behind the prohibition on making music: It can distract 
you from being focused on serving Allah. “But, if it’s not going to distract me, then it 
can’t be forbidden to me.” In this example, discovering the “why” leads to an adjustment 
of the rules.  

Strikingly, respondents saw being a “conscious Muslim” as a progressive form of 
being Muslim because one achieves this level by studying. Many young adults saw 
themselves as having achieved a higher level than their parents because the children 
had acquired knowledge about the “why” and their parents had not. Some respondents 
explained how it is not enough to simply be born into Islam; instead, one needed to 
deeply understand the principles. (a) From the young adults’ perspective, you need 
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knowledge to hook up at a bar or to get better jobs than your parents. The respondents 
were stimulated by Islam in general, and home and school in particular, to put forth their 
highest personal effort and reach important jobs in society. Commandments from the 
Qur’an were used as an argument. Ramiz said: “The institute, because, they, they always 
keep saying: do your best at school! If you want to reach something, if you want to live 
well in the future, in this country, or in, in this world, then you have to do your best and 
to finish your studies.” 

(b) Last, the respondents in our sample stated that they needed knowledge 
about Islam to remain faithful in society. People in society frequently asked the young 
adults to explain their choice to practice Islam. Young orthoprax Muslim adults needed 
knowledge to prove that practicing Islam was not old-fashioned, strange, or naïve. 
Knowing the “why” can help them in discussions with critical questioners.  

Participating actively in and being involved with their own community. Most 
of the respondents constructed their religious identity by saying that they were actively 
involved in their community. Some of the young adults (four) had lived in an Islamic 
boarding school for several years. All of these young adults still actively participated in 
that school, for example, as homework tutors. Many respondents gave Qur’an lessons, 
or tutored at an Islamic foundation, or participated on the boards of a mosque or Islamic 
foundation. They were concerned about future generations and wanted to contribute to 
their education and development. The respondents wanted to make the next generation 
of conscious Muslims, too. One female respondent was not committed to a mosque or 
Islamic community. She saw religion as a very personal matter. 

Based on our interviews, we distinguished two types of active Muslims. First, 
some of the young people were actively involved in their own Islamic community by 
serving in Islamic associations. Second, others were also committed to their own Islamic 
community, but they wanted to bridge the gap between society and Muslim 
organizations. One person was not actively involved in Islamic associations at all. Many 
respondents emphasized they were not committed to one mosque or association; 
instead, they advocated a broader perspective.  

Following the commandments of Allah. Regarding following the rules, 
obedience is a central theme. Respondents used the following categories in their stories: 
obligatory; recommended, but not essential; neither obligatory nor recommended; 
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permissible; abstaining is recommended; and forbidden. These categories helped 
respondents by providing clarity about what to do. Aysun said, “From time to time, I fast 
(apart from Ramadan); it’s not obligatory, but voluntary”. 

In addition to using these categories, the young orthoprax Muslim adults of our 
sample mentioned that their entire lives were determined by Islam. Strikingly, after 
asking supplementary questions, Islam just seemed to be a prerequisite for certain 
aspects of life, that is, only those aspects Islam has rules about. For some respondents in 
this study, Islam seemed to have nothing to do with the aspects of life Islam has no rules 
about. For example, for Ammar, watching TV is allowed because Islam has no rule about 
this: “That’s up to you.” Moreover, Islam has no impact on choices such as choosing 
one’s education.  

For one respondent, the rules were also very important, but she was fiercely 
against preconceptions of the rules. For her, Islam was primarily about a personal 
relationship with God. In her opinion, it was wrong to emphasize the rules. Laila said, “It 
is an affair between you and God, and it’s not meant to show to others.” 

Specific practices and choices. In their life stories, the young adults talked 
about the choices they had made because they were Muslim. First, they mentioned the 
choice of obeying Allah, for example, in avoiding sex before marriage, not drinking 
alcohol, not smoking, and choosing to donate money to a charitable cause. Attending 
an Islamic secondary and boarding school is also explicitly mentioned as a deliberate, 
religiously legitimized choice. In the stories, moral behavior was also discussed as an 
important aspect of their religious identity. Examples of moral behavior mentioned in 
the interviews included being proper; not catching another’s eye; doing good things; 
and being friendly, trustworthy, and honest.  

In addition, the respondents chose to invest in Islam by acquiring knowledge, 
reading the Qur’an, and taking lessons. They emphasized this was their personal choice 
instead of a choice under compulsion. Aysun said, “It isn’t true that you are forced to do 
it… We were never forced to do it, never… But we have been encouraged to fast, for 
example.” 

In summary, the young orthoprax Muslim adults in our sample mentioned 
acquiring knowledge, participating in and being involved with their community, 
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following the commandments of Allah, and specific practices and choices in constructing 
their religious identity.  

A possible explanation for the emerging themes related to the societal context of 

the Netherlands 

To answer the second part of the research question, in the following, we present how 
the themes are related to the societal context of the Netherlands. We asked the following 
question: How are these themes be related to the context, taking into account that 
identity construction depends on the context, situation, and reactions of others (Erikson, 
1968; Mitchell, 2006)?  

Knowledge. The first theme (the importance of acquiring knowledge) could be 
related to the fact that the respondents live in the Netherlands. The young people were 
questioned about their beliefs and practices by the people around them. Ammar said: 
“We live here, uh, in a society, where, yes, uh, Islam is more attacked, actually. Uh, I can 
cope with it.” 

They needed to gain knowledge about the underlying values in the Islamic 
commandments to legitimize their choices. They might have thought that in the 
Netherlands you would be more readily accepted if you could support your choices. 
Suoud said: “I said this [that it’s scientifically based that Ramadan is healthy] to a 
Dutchman, and he said to me, yes, but research has also shown that eating in time is 
also very important for your health… And uh, then I couldn’t say anything, I remained 
silent… So, we have to pay attention to this.” 

Respondents called this “being a conscious Muslim”. Because their parents had 
not been able to do this, young adults saw the need for acquiring knowledge for 
themselves and for the next generation. In addition, acquiring knowledge could become 
more important due to the desire to move up in society. 

Participating actively in and being involved with their community. Growing 
up in the Netherlands could be why the respondents were active with the next 
generation. Young orthoprax Muslim adults wanted to better prepare the next 
generation for life in society because they know that preparation is important and 
because they missed this preparation in their own upbringing. Another reason for being 
active could be that they wanted to change the negative stereotype of Muslims in the 
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Netherlands. Suoud said, “When they think negatively about me, they automatically think 
negatively about my religion.” It seemed that the respondents wanted to portray their 
group in a favorable light by showing that Muslims are actively involved and participate 
in society. They emphasized that their activities are not only focused on Islam but also 
on living in society, as well as on studying and bringing the next generation up in “the 
true way.” Ramiz said: “That (Islamic) foundation, they uh don’t say: Go out on the streets 
with a gun! (laughing). They, they insist always, uh, study, do your best at school! If you 
want to have a good future in this country, or in this world, you have to do your best 
and finish your study.” 

Following the commandments of Allah. Respondents divided the 
commandments of Allah into five categories of Islamic rules. These categories in the life 
stories of the young Muslim adults could be explained through the context of living in 
the Netherlands. These five types can help young adults practicing Islam in the 
Netherlands because the categories clarify what to do. However, dividing the rules into 
categories like “forbidden” and “permissible” also allows one to be exempt from 
punishment. The fact that Islam does not have rules for all areas of life creates an 
opportunity for Muslim individuals to participate in a secular society. 

Specific practices and choices. The specific practices and choices of the young 
orthoprax Muslim adults mostly differed from those of the people around them. Precisely 
because of others’ decisions not to act in a particular way (e.g., wearing a head scarf), 
these young adults make certain choices to act in a particular way very consciously. 
Especially in the Netherlands, following the rules of Allah was felt to be a choice and 
therefore becomes a part of the young Muslims’ life stories. Deriya observed, “When you 
live in Turkey ..., in Istanbul and Izmir it’s different, but with us, there, everybody looks 
like the same. Then you don’t need to think about it.” 

Discussion and conclusion 

The present study provides insight into the construction of the religious identity of young 
orthoprax Muslim adults and how this construction is related to the societal context of 
the Netherlands. The study showed that knowledge, participating in and being involved 
with their own community, and obeying Allah are three important themes in the 
respondents’ religious identity construction. In this study, “knowledge” can be divided 
into different types of knowledge (general knowledge, knowledge about Islam, and 
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knowledge about the underlying values) and the purpose of knowledge (important for 
the next generation and important for themselves). In addition to these three themes, 
the results show which practices and choices are mentioned by young orthoprax Muslim 
adults. 

Because identity construction depends on the context, situation, and reactions 
of others (Erikson, 1968; Mitchell, 2006), we investigated how the emerging themes and 
the construction of religious identity can be explained by the societal context of the 
Netherlands. The respondents seemed aware of the negative image of Muslims in the 
Netherlands and set themselves apart from the “general Muslim” and claimed they 
differed in practices and beliefs from “general Muslims”. Particularly in the context of 
being different from the mainstream, the choices in which the respondents differ from 
the mainstream were mentioned and became part of their religious identity.  

In the introduction we stated that regarding the respondents of our study, their 
being of immigrant-origin may implicate a range of acculturative stressors, because it is 
proposed that immigrants want to link to their culture of origin and to their societies of 
settlement (Berry et al., 2006). This can be an explanation for the fact that participating 
in and being involved with their own community is one of the three important themes 
in the respondents’ religious identity construction. 

Implications 

We have discussed how religious identity construction can be explained by the societal 
context of the Netherlands. In future research, scholars could focus on how the broader 
context influences the narratives of young orthoprax Muslim adults and the way they 
construct their religious identity. In addition, such studies could be conducted in other 
less secular countries or Islamic countries. Third, it would be interesting to investigate 
the religious identity construction of liberal Muslim youth, who differ less from the 
mainstream.  

Limitations 

Examining religious identity development in an interview context poses different 
challenges. First, the small sample of 10 young adults limits generalizability, but it is 
consistent with current sampling techniques in identity research (Bauer et al., 2005; 
Josselson, 1987; Levinson & Levinson, 1996) and is appropriate for exploratory studies. 
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The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how religious identity is 
constructed; the study is not intended to represent the entire population of orthoprax 
young Muslim adults per se.  

Second, we have to be aware of the risk of the possibility that the respondents 
presented an image that is better than the actual reality. For example, they can claim 
they pray five times a day, but in reality, they do not. In the evaluation of the interviews, 
respondents said they experienced the interviews as very pleasant because the interview 
gave them the opportunity to give the “true picture”. However, respondents were free 
to say what they wanted because the interviewer was not part of their group of orthoprax 
Muslims.  

A third limitation of this study is that some of the emerging themes can partly 
be explained by the selection of the respondents. The respondents were selected if they 
met the criteria for “orthopraxy.” Some of the “knowledge” subthemes are related to the 
first criterion: “A scripture is believed to be sacred and is believed to contain the exclusive 
truth about humanity and the deity.” “Participating actively in and being involved with 
their own community” can be seen as logical because all respondents met the criterion 
“A strong sense of community with a strong internal cohesion between members and 
religious institutes is experienced.” Through this study, we provide a deeper 
understanding of how these themes actually play out in the lives of young orthoprax 
Muslim adults. 

Fourth, because we see religious identity as constructed in relation to the 
context, situation, and reactions of others (Erikson, 1968; Mitchell, 2006), we expected 
the interview context would influence religious identity construction. Penuel and Wertsch 
emphasized the importance of taking “mediated action” as the unit of analysis in 
studying identity formation (Miller, 2011; Penuel & Wertsch, 1995). McAdams and McLean 
(2013) stated that “several aspects of conversational contexts matter for the degree to 
which conversations become important for meaning-making processes” (p. 236). The 
interview context in this study can be seen as the societal context in miniature because 
the interviewer (the first author of this paper) is a non-Islamic, young Dutch woman who 
is unfamiliar with young orthoprax Muslim adults, a distance that may be experienced 
by the respondents. 

3



66 
 

In constructing their religious identity, the respondents in our sample likely saw 
the interviewer as a person “out of the group”. Evidence for this hypothesis is threefold. 
First, the young adults continuously attempted to legitimize their choices without being 
asked to. The respondents legitimized in two ways. On the one hand, they explained why 
they do what they do. Reasons mentioned included we’re obligated to obey Allah, we 
can receive rewards, we fear punishment, and the underlying value makes it worth 
following the rule. They also justified their choices based on literal texts or stories from 
the Qur’an. On the other hand, they emphasized their own choice to practice Islam. In 
the Netherlands, orthoprax Muslim youth are sometimes seen as indoctrinated and not 
allowed to make their own choices.  

Second, there are other indications that the respondents understood themselves 
as different from the interviewer in constructing their religious identity. Respondents 
often used the word “we,” seeing themselves as part of the Muslim community and 
separate from the interviewer. Third, respondents set themselves apart from the 
interviewer by adding qualifying clauses such as so I see it, I believe, I think, for me, and 
at least after definite comments and claims. Sometimes, the respondents nearly 
apologized for their beliefs because they thought the interviewer might have had a 
completely different opinion.  

In constructing their religious identity, the respondents emphasized their 
personal choice to be an orthoprax Muslim. It seemed they thought the interviewer was 
convinced that Muslim youth make choices under compulsion. Sometimes, it seemed 
the respondents expected that the interviewer might have been biased due to the 
common negative opinion of Muslims. This was illustrated by the fact that respondents 
mentioned the desired behavior of Muslims. These respondents wanted to emphasize 
that a “real” and “conscious” Muslim would not demonstrate that behavior. Therefore, in 
the life stories, examples of desired behavior emerged, such as being active instead of 
lazy and not screaming but rather behaving decently. Notwithstanding seeing the 
interviewer as a person out of the group, sometimes the respondents tried to bridge the 
gap between respondent and interviewer by emphasizing, for example, the similarities 
between Islamic and Dutch norms and values.  
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The respondents may have wanted to decrease differences between their beliefs 
and the beliefs of the interviewer. In some cases, the respondents almost seemed to 
attempt to persuade the interviewer to convert to Islam by recommending their religion.  

The empirical findings in this study provide insight into which important themes 
are part of the religious identity of a relatively unknown group, namely, young orthoprax 
Muslim adults in the Netherlands. Above all, this investigation broadens our 
understanding of how constructing religious identity and how this construction can be 
explained by the societal context. 

We hope our study encourages psychologists of religion and religious identity 
development to engage in further discussion to establish a way to examine the role of 
contexts in constructing religious identity.   
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Religious identity development: focusing on exploration 

processes4 

Questioning and exploration are commonly viewed as essential in identity development 
(Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1966). Erikson (1968) argued that a time of relatively free 
experimentation before assuming enduring responsibilities is psychologically beneficial. 
According to Marcia (1966), the exploration of alternatives leads to commitments to 
some of the alternatives that promote the construction of “healthy” identities (Marcia, 
1966, 1980; Schwartz, 2001). Regarding religious identity, the religiosity that emerges 
from exploration includes a stronger sense of ownership (Buijs, Demant, & Hamdy, 2006). 
In this interview study, we will examine religious exploration in the lives of highly 
committed Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands and search for a characterization of 
religious exploration as a part of their religious identity development. To answer this 
question, we interview highly committed Muslim emerging adults, asking them to reflect 
on the development of their religious identity during adolescence. The following 
question is considered in this study: How can religious exploration be characterized in 
the life stories of highly committed Muslim adolescents? This study is part of a larger 
research project on the religious identity development of highly committed Christian and 
Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands and aims to describe their religious identity 
development and to explore similarities and differences between the two groups. 

Highly committed Muslim adolescents develop their religious identity within the 
context of a cultural and generational gap, exposure to alternative practices and belief 
systems that may conflict with the way of life they grew up with, and a desire to 
understand why certain practices are followed (Chaudhury & Miller, 2008; Assor, Cohen-
Malayev, Kaplan, & Friedman, 2005; Lee, Chang, & Miller, 2006). For second- and third-
generation Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands, conflicting commitments can occur 
because they participate in a modern society but wish to remain true to their own 
traditional background at the same time (Ketner, 2008; Baumeister, Shapiro, & Tice, 
1985). This exposure to a modern society is likely to elicit tension and often questioning 
and exploration aimed at resolving the conflict experienced (Erikson, 1968; Cohen-

                                                           
4 A version of this article is currently under review for publication in an international journal: Visser-Vogel, E., 
De Kock. A., Barnard, M., & Bakker, C. Exploration Styles of Highly Committed Muslim Adolescents. 
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Malayev, Assor, & Kaplan, 2009). In addition, Ketner (2008) stated that Moroccan 
adolescents in the Netherlands explore their identity extensively, and this exploration is 
a central part of their lives. At the same time, Islamic identity is used as a framework in 
searching for meaning when adolescents face questions of life and daily problems (De 
Koning, 2008).  

We may question whether or not this group of highly committed Muslim 
adolescents explores at all because they are not expected to actively explore and choose 
from meaningful alternatives (Marcia, 1980). In a previous part of this study, we focused 
on the religious identity construction of these adolescents, and we discovered a strong 
commitment to Islam during puberty as well (Visser-Vogel et al., 2012). We explore 
whether or not this group has always been strongly committed or if this group has also 
participated in religious exploration processes.  

In this study, we will investigate if religious exploration occurs in the lives of 
highly committed Muslim adolescents and how these explorations can be characterized 
if they do exist. By investigating the processes of exploration, we will try to distinguish 
different styles of exploration. These exploration styles will be built on four different 
elements in the religious exploration process: (1) the factors that serve as catalysts for 
initiating exploration, (2) the content that is explored, (3) the strategies of exploration 
that are used, and (4) the outcomes that can be distinguished as a result of the 
exploration process. Furthermore, we discuss to what extent these styles of exploration 
meet the statuses of Marcia’s identity theory (1966, 1980).  

Studying exploration is important because exploration is viewed as essential to 
the construction of a “healthy” religious identity. The nature of the exploration and its 
consequences among highly committed groups has nevertheless received comparatively 
little scholarly attention (Assor et al., 2005), especially regarding this specific group of 
highly committed Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands. Understanding the process of 
religious exploration for highly committed adolescents is vital in furthering our 
understanding of the processes of adolescents’ identity development, because religious 
identity development is linked with identity development in general (Hunsberger, Pratt, 
& Pancer, 2001; Layton, Hardy, & Dollahite, 2012). 

This study in particular leads to a better understanding of the religious identity 
development of highly committed Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands. Educators in 
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the Netherlands could benefit from this study because they need knowledge about 
adolescents’ religious identity development if they want to support them in developing 
a strong religious identity. Moreover, gaining knowledge about this specific group will 
be of considerable importance to policymakers, politicians, and the media. With this 
study, we attempt to direct attention toward the missing voices of highly committed 
Muslim adolescents in actual debates.  

Religious identity development 

We define religious identity development as a process in which individuals explore and 
commit to a set of religious beliefs and practices (Marcia, 1966, 1980; Erikson, 1968; 
Griffith & Griggs, 2001). Religious identity development implies the search for unity, 
meaning, and coherence (Van Hoof, 1999; Saroglou & Galand, 2009). We consider 
religious identity to be constructed and visible in the life stories of adolescents.  

Focus on exploration with regard to highly committed adolescents 

With this study, we will contribute to academic studies on identity development in 
general and studies of exploration in particular, using Marcia’s (1966, 1980) theories on 
identity development and the underlying processes of commitment and exploration.  

In Marcia’s (1966) original framework, people who experienced a period of 
exploring alternatives and who are personally invested in a choice are considered to have 
reached “identity achievement status.” This identity achievement status is often viewed 
as the most mature status (Schwartz, 2001). We can expect that highly committed Muslim 
adolescents would rather reevaluate familiar choices and not explore alternatives 
because this group is not expected to explore alternatives outside their own tradition 
and religion. Several scholars have pointed out that we cannot expect to person to 
explore alternatives; therefore, the process of exploration in the identity literature has 
been conceptualized in different ways. Bosma (1985), Meeus (1996), and Meeus, Iedema, 
and Maassen (2002) have proposed a process model, focusing on the maintenance of 
commitments through in-depth exploration of these commitments. They added a form 
of exploration involving reconsideration and re-evaluation of current commitments by 
actively questioning and seeking information.  

In a second model, Luyckx, Goossens, Soenens, and Byers (2006) conceptualized 
exploration by distinguishing exploration in breadth and exploration in depth. Luyckx et 
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al. (2006) integrated Marcia’s (1980) model with the process model (Bosma, 1985; Meeus, 
1996; Meeus et al., 2002). Whereas Marcia (1980) focused on exploring alternatives in 
breadth, Meeus et al. (2002) focused on exploration in depth of current commitments. 
Luyckx et al. (2006) view exploration in breadth as “the gathering of information about 
different identity alternatives to guide the formation of commitments” (p. 364) and 
exploration in depth as “the gathering of information about current choices” (p. 364).  

Luyckx et al.’s (2006) quantitative investigation of the processes of commitment 
and exploration emphasizes the iterative process of identity formation in general: it 
follows a pattern beginning with exploration in breadth, followed by commitment 
making, exploration in depth, and further identification with commitments. Because of 
this iterative process, we do not believe that this model will help in investigating the 
religious exploration of highly committed Muslim adolescents. Nonetheless, it provides 
the opportunity for a more generous approach to exploration. Although Luyckx et al. 
(2006) state that exploration can be a way to re-evaluate commitments, they assume 
that exploration in breadth takes place before exploration in depth (Côté & Levine, 1988; 
Bosma, 1992; Kerpelman, Pittman, & Lamke, 1997).  

Studying religious exploration by focusing on four different elements 

Because we question whether the conceptualizations of Bosma (1985), Meeus (1996), 
Meeus et al. (2002), and Luyckx et al. (2006) are helpful in considering highly committed 
Muslim adolescents, we seek to scrutinize the entire exploration process. By doing so, 
we follow the lead of Cohen-Malayev et al. (2009) who studied religious exploration 
among Jewish adolescents from a qualitative perspective and pointed out that 
exploration does not always take the form of exploring alternatives. They question the 
commonly-held notion that all-out questioning and critical exploration of one’s former 
identification is the most adaptive way to construct an adjusted identity (Cohen-Malayev 
et al., 2009). To ascertain the nature of the exploration process itself and its 
antecendents, Cohen-Malayev et al. (2009) examined the exploration styles of Jewish 
adolescents based on three different aspects: the issues and questions pertaining to 
religion that they were concerned with in the past and/or are concerned with in the 
present; what these questions or issues triggered, and what thoughts and/or emotions 
accompanied them; and how the respondents reacted to these questions or issues. They 
distinguish four different exploration styles in Jewish adolescents a) non-exploration, b) 
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exploration within contextual boundaries, c) radical exploration, and d) revisionist 
exploration.  

Cohen-Malayev et al. (2009) found “exploration within contextual boundaries-
style” to be the most common among Jewish participants. Respondents categorized as 
manifesting this exploration style were mainly concerned with specific questions 
pertaining to Halakha (Jewish law) practices. Their questions were usually triggered by 
the daily routine of a religious person. The main goal of this exploration was to receive 
a specific and local response to a practical question. Their exploration involved seeking 
answers from religious authorities. The respondents characterized as engaging in 
“radical exploration” showed an intense questioning of the fundamental issues 
pertaining to religion and their personal-emotional relationship with it. Respondents 
categorized as manifesting “revisionist exploration” deeply reflected on themselves and 
their tradition. They “expressed a strong commitment to the Modern-Orthodox way of 
life, while at the same time, expressing a mismatch, or conflict, between their personal 
needs and beliefs and the traditional values and practices” (Cohen-Malayev et al., p. 244).  

In their study on exploration among religious adolescents in America, Layton et 
al. (2012) emphasized that the reality of exploration is much more complex, varied, and 
nuanced for religious adolescents than might initially be assumed from prior depictions 
of identity crisis and exploration (Marcia, 1980). They state, “for many religious 
adolescents, religious identity exploration is only partially, if at all, about religious doubt” 
(Layton et al., 2012, p. 179). This statement supports findings from other recent qualitative 
studies of religious identity formation (Armet, 2009; Chaudhury & Miller, 2008; Cohen-
Malayev et al., 2009; Pearce & Denton, 2011; Smith & Denton, 2005; Smith & Snell, 2009). 
Therefore, when we describe and analyze the religious exploration in the life stories of 
highly committed Muslim adolescents, we also consider how they explore and unpack 
the whole exploration process.  

This study analyzes and describes the following four elements of the religious 
exploration process: the cause, content, strategy, and result. The cause of exploration is 
investigated by focusing on factors that contribute to and facilitate exploration 
(Chaudhury & Miller, 2008). For these factors initiating and driving exploration, we use 
the term “catalysts” (Layton et al., 2012). Second, we investigated the content of the 
adolescents’ explorative processes. Cohen-Malayev et al. (2009) also studied the content 
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of religious exploration for Jewish adolescents, but they combined this focus with the 
antecedents and the dimensions of coping. Chaudhury and Miller (2008) focused on the 
content of religious exploration in another context, identifying internal and external 
seekers based on the content of questions as well as the place in which Bangladeshi 
American Muslim adolescents search for answers.  

Third, we investigated the strategies adolescents use in their exploration 
processes. The concept of an “exploration strategy” is also used by other researchers 
and authors to identify the process of how adolescents face questions and where they 
look for answers. This has been investigated among Muslims in the Netherlands (Ketner, 
2008; Maliepaard, 2012), among highly committed Christian, Muslim, and Jewish 
adolescents in America (Layton et al., 2012), and among students in Belgium regarding 
their identity development in general (Luyckx et al., 2006).  

Moreover, considering that Marcia (1966, 1980) has emphasized that exploration 
can lead to achieving commitment, we are not aware of studies that identify the 
outcomes of explorative actions in a qualitative way, combined with the different 
elements in the exploration process. Empirical studies have yielded interesting depictions 
of different elements of the process of exploration, but studying all of the elements 
together (particularly the results of the exploration process) has not been done. Layton 
et al. (2012) suggested studying the outcomes of the exploratory process.  

Methods 

Analysis 

The analysis for this study was conducted using AtlasTI software. The interpretation 
process leading to assigning codes followed the standard procedure of thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). All interviews were read several times by the interpreter, which is 
consistent with this methodological approach.  

In the first stage, the first author worked systematically through the entire data 
set by selecting all elements related to exploration. These elements are doubt, 
questioning, searching for answers, and elements of explorative behavior.  

In the second stage, the primary author analyzed the four different elements of 
the exploration process by assigning codes, such as “catalyst – context the Netherlands” 
and “result – commitment”. Other codes emerged from the data set in addition to these 
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four different elements in the exploration process, such as “openness –specific Islamic 
questions” and “no exploration – reason”. In this stage of coding, we wanted to be as 
inclusive as possible in identifying the issues of religious exploration. This process 
involved coding all of the references line by line to identify prominent themes (Lofland 
et al., 2006).  

The third stage involved sorting all of the codes into overarching codes and 
themes. This resulted in a schematic model of the exploration of the respondents. This 
allowed us to gain a better understanding of striking patterns and results. In the fourth 
stage, we analyzed whether we could trace exploration styles, based on the four different 
elements.  

These stages of analysis were conducted by the first author. Through the 
analysis, extensive annotations (e.g. memos) were kept, as recommended by Corbin and 
Strauss (2008), to facilitate the analysis process and to explore developing themes. At 
the end of this stage, themes that were seen as similar were combined into one, and we 
developed more appropriate labels for existing categories and codes.  

At last, the analysis was reviewed in three ways. First, the data set was reread to 
ascertain whether or not the analysis “worked” in relation to the data set. Second, the 
codes and categories were discussed with the researcher of the parallel project on 
Christian adolescents. The involvement of this second researcher functioned as a way to 
improve the analysis of the interviews because she specializes in the research of religious 
identity development as well. Third, the codes, categories, and interpretation were 
discussed by all authors of this article who provided critical feedback.  

Results 

In this section, we present the manner in which the religious exploration of highly 
committed Muslim adolescents can be characterized. First, we present two aspects that 
apply to the exploration processes of all the respondents. Secondly, we present three 
different styles of exploration. Each style is explained in general and illustrated by one 
respondent belonging to the concerned style. This illustration is divided into four steps 
that follow the division in the four elements of religious exploratory processes and shows 
the pattern of the exploration style. Each respondent can be characterized by one of the 
three styles, which does not mean that elements from other styles are totally absent in 
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the individual respondent’s profile. Furthermore, each style has small variations among 
respondents.  

Although the number of coded references was sometimes small in some 
categories, the results of all categories are presented because they improve the 
understanding of the total process of religious exploration.  

General aspects of the exploration process 

First of all, the moment of “becoming responsible” serves as a catalyst for exploration for 
every respondent. According to Ammar: “In Islam is a particular period, you can be 
condemned since puberty (…). So, during puberty, um, you start, then you have to be a 
Muslim, then you have to fulfill the obligations. (…). For women, it’s since getting your 
first period and for men, since first ejaculation.” The moment of becoming responsible 
serves as a factor that initiates and drives exploration. For some adolescents, becoming 
responsible initiates questions such as: why am I doing what I am doing? These 
adolescents seek to expand their existing religiosity. They already follow the rules, but 
they want to know the “why” behind the rules. Bulus said: “Then, I wonder, I am doing it, 
but why am I? And why is it obliged?” 

For other adolescents, becoming responsible triggers questions such as: why 
should I start to follow the rules? These adolescents did not follow the rules before the 
moment of becoming responsible. The following quotes from Ammar and Jamila reflect 
this dilemma. Ammar stated: “Now I am growing up, I have to follow the do’s and don’ts, 
yes, not going out (…), don’t trying crazy things.” Jamila asked: “How can I improve 
myself? How can I practice my religion more?”  

In the second place, all respondents adapt the rules to a “light version” in some 
cases. All respondents searched for “the golden mean” because they live in the 
Netherlands. Jamila said: “In my opinion, we live in the Netherlands. We do not live in an 
Islamic country now, so it’s very difficult to, um, doing Islamic things for 100%, um, or to 
comply Islamic law totally. That’s impossible.” For example, they choose to shake hands 
with people of the opposite sex, they do not have long beards, they choose to delay 
prayers, they do not cover themselves totally. Tarek stated: “If I would harm other people 
with my prayer, then I will delay my prayer.” 

In the following we present three different styles of exploration. 
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Style 1: Exploration in depth 

Respondents who can be considered as belonging to this style are committed to their 
Muslim identity, without a period of exploration in breadth. Their exploration process 
can be considered as exploration in depth. For these respondents, the moment of 
becoming responsible also serves as a moment that triggers questions about how to 
practice their religion in the best way. After the moment of becoming responsible, the 
respondents search for a way to practice more or keep practicing their religion. Most 
questions concern specific Islamic questions, such as questions regarding to what extent 
women must be covered or whether or not it is allowed to buy a house by making 
payments. These questions seem to be related to interest rather than to criticism. Persons 
who ask these questions want to follow the commandments of Allah and question which 
way is best to follow the rules appropriately. Aysun stated: “We discuss like: is it like this 
way or that way?”  

All these respondents practice their religion or search for a way to practice it in 
a more dedicated way. For these youngsters it was not really a choice to stop practicing 
their religion, because other options were not seen as possible. To the question of 
whether she had questions or doubts about her religion, Aysun responds: “No, no, no. 
(laughs) I understand the question, because puberty is a period of searching your 
identity, but, no, I did not have such a period.” The interviewer asked the reason for that. 
Aysun: “I think, because I was always busy with my religion, learning knowledge, that’s 
the reason I think. Anyhow, if you, if you believe it, why should you doubt? Really! (…) I 
know the rules. At school you are busy with religion, during the subject religion, you 
have Muslim friends, you are busy with Islam at home, you go to the mosque during the 
weekends. It is quite impossible to go on the wrong track.” Now these respondents seek 
to learn more about the implications of their Muslim identity and ask questions about 
how to be a Muslim in the best way. Aysun says: “There are many subjects about which 
we have the same opinion, but, of course, there are subjects about which we discuss like: 
should it be so, or should it be so?” We have to consider their period of asking questions 
and seeking the right way to practice their religion as questions of identity 
implementation instead of identity selection. A distinctive feature of the respondents in 
this group is that persons with authority are very important in their choice to practice 
Islam. They believe and practice on the authority of others.  
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Ammar, Aysun, and Gülsen can be characterized by an “exploration in depth” 
style. We illustrate how this style functions in the life story of Ammar, by distinguishing 
four different parts of the exploration process. 

Catalyst. As mentioned above, the moment of becoming responsible was an 
important catalyst for their exploration process. For Ammer, the questions about religion 
were also triggered by persons within his religious group. Ammar says: “Most of the time 
with fellow Muslims in mosques.” Sometimes questions are triggered by persons outside 
their own group, for example by fellow students, colleagues, etcetera. For Ammar, 
opinions about Islam on the Internet also trigger questions: “Often I, I read on the 
Internet this and this is not correct in this religion, this is wrong in this religion…” 

Content. Ammar seeks to find the best way to obey the commandments of 
Allah. This can be illustrated by the following two parts in the interviews: “During my 
secondary school period, then you grow up, and then I, yes, I questioned whether forces 
Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala [Glorified and Exalted be He] me that? Uhm, is there a reason 
behind the rule, or is it simply obligated and do I just have to do it. I am growing older, 
I have to follow the rules now. Yes, not uhm, not going out, not going to other places, 
not doing crazy things, or I have to try, try (laughs) to follow the rules of Islam.” And: “I 
thought, okay, am I doing something wrong, do I something in the wrong way? (…) So I 
thought, first I have to make it clear, what I am doing well, what I am doing wrong, what 
could be better, or, what can, uhm, what is going worse? Ehm, I try to remove that. Uhm, 
so I have, I arrive at, when I made it clear, I arrived at the idea, okay, who do I have to 
follow? Do I have to adopt certain ideas, or do I have to remove an idea? Uhm, what is 
the best?” 

Strategy. With regard to some questions, it is very simple to find answers for 
Ammar, because many answers are secure and obvious. He only wants to get more 
knowledge about the rules. “How do I have to do something, uhm, what is said about 
this and about that? Uhm, there was no question about the opinion. Only questions 
about the, uhm, refined things, refined opinions I got later. (…) The foundations never 
change.” To find answers to his questions, some persons were very important for him. In 
many cases, religious leaders in the mosque and fellow Muslims helped him to find the 
right answers. Specific authorities on Islam and schools of thought to which he belongs 
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also help Ammar to follow the right way of practicing: “For example, in prayer I follow a 
specific expert/authority on Islam, uhm, I will not change that.” 

Ammar tells how his homework tutor has been very important in finding the 
right way since he was 17 years old. “And then we started just talking. Uhm, I started to 
tell my ideas and views, and he started telling his ideas. (…) Uhm, sometimes it was by e-
mail and sometimes just by talking with each other.” They had a lot of discussions about 
Islam and politics. Ammar wanted to go back to the foundations of Islam, and at the 
same time vote for Dutch political parties. His homework tutor considers democracy as 
the opposite of Islam and emphasizes that voting is not permitted.  

Ammar: “And then I received an e-mail, the last e-mail, because I did not want to 
talk with him anymore (laughs), I think I was quite arrogant, actually an egotist, 
and then I received a last e-mail from him, uhm, there are only two options: Or 
you apply to this, or not. And then, I had a switch, uhm yes, it is actually right what 
you are saying.” (…)  
Interviewer: “What did you do then?” 
Ammar: “Then I said to him…” 
Interviewer: “Did you go to him?” 
Ammar: “Yes, he invited me in his house, so we have eaten together. There were 
also persons he was in contact with, we talked together and then I switched to his 
party.” 

Although Ammar consults persons to get answers on his questions, besides 
giving their answers, these persons emphasize the importance of searching for answers 
on his own. Ammar says: “What helps me to commit me more to the party, is, all the 
things I tell you, do not use it as a guidance, but examine also by yourself, because it can 
be, I tell something wrong. First, I did not know that before. First, it was like, tell me! The 
imam tells me something imam, and you take notes and you copied it blind. (…) But 
here, they said, on the contrary, examine by yourself, I tell you something, but examine 
by yourself whether it is true.” 

If others outside his own religious group ask questions, Ammar only explains the 
rules to them. It seems that these questions from persons outside his religious group do 
not really touch him or trigger a thorough search for answers or new questions.  
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Result. Ammar is committed to Islam on the authority of significant others within 
Islam. However, his search for answers to in-depth questions also helps him to 
intrinsically commit to Islam. “Yes, actually you have to come to Islam rationally, so, uhm, 
I am not, uhm, as it were, a Muslim who uhm one, two, since his youth accepted Islam 
from his parents. On the contrary, I did uhm, I investigated, uhm, by using my mind uhm, 
okay, is there a creator or not, and in this way I concluded that there is a creator and that 
this creator Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala is and that I have to live according to his do’s and 
don’ts. (…) Okay, and now I know why I am a Muslim, and not because, okay, my father 
is Muslim. (...) So I got a particular belief about Islam, with more conviction that Islam is 
the religion that I have to implement in my life.” 

Style 2: Conscious and deliberate making choices 

Respondents who can be considered as belonging to this style are also committed to 
Islam without exploring alternatives. However, these respondents chose to practice their 
religion after a process of conscious and deliberate choice. They have had a period of 
non-practicing their religion or questioning whether they wanted to start practicing 
Islam. Besides that, these respondents searched for the underlying value and logical 
reasons behind the rules. They emphasize their own choice, instead of believing because 
of authorities, although persons tried to persuade them to practice religion. Jamila 
explains it took more than a year before she made her choice to wear a headscarf: “I 
bought books, I talked with my friends (laughs), again, it was not easy.” 

The respondents chose to commit to their religion after finding out the value of 
it. Jamila experienced the value of Islam when she had to deal with the death of her little 
sister. This played an important role in her religious identity development. She says: “I 
thought, I want to be with her.” As she wanted to go to paradise after her death, this 
triggered a period of searching.  

Laila and Jamila can be characterized by a “conscious and deliberate making 
choices” style. We illustrate how this style functions in the life story of Laila, by 
distinguishing four different parts of the exploration process.  

Catalyst. Laila tells how persons outside her religious group triggered different 
questions and served as catalysts for her exploration process. For example, she tells 
about conversations and discussions with a colleague: “Yes, recently I discussed with a 
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colleague, she is atheistic, and she says, yes, moral behavior does not have to be 
connected to religion.” 

Other catalysts for her exploration process are persons within her own religious 
group. As different persons expect her to practice Islam, this just triggers an exploration 
process. She wants to make her own choice without being pressed by others or by 
expectations or habits.  

Content. Laila tells about critical questions she had about Islam. For example, 
Laila asks critical questions about Islam because people think Islam discourages sexual 
development and development as a woman in comparison with men. She says: “I found 
that really unfair. So, why? Hello, I also want (laughs), I also want a job!” She asks critical 
questions about the advantage of all Islamic rules. These critical questions seem to result 
from criticism and are in many cases triggered by persons outside her religious group. 

Besides these critical questions, Laila also tells about internal questions. This kind 
of religious exploration is related to their deepest inside. She asks questions such as: 
“Who am I?” She also asks questions about how to internalize Islam. She strives to 
uncover the “why” that lies behind the “what” and to find the underlying value behind 
Islamic rules. Laila explains this by saying: “I wanted to find answers to all questions. I just 
wanted to know why I am doing things and what is the logical reason behind (…). Then, 
you want to prove yourself. If I believe in Islam, then I have to know why I believe it.” 

Strategy. Laila tries to find answers to her questions by finding evidence and 
the underlying value behind the rules. Emphasizing the importance of moral behavior 
and the spiritual side of religion helps her to deal with all the obliged practices. However, 
with regard to the critical questions, Laila searches for answers outside her religious 
tradition and group. She does not want to defend her religion to others outside her 
religious group, but the questions of others became her questions too. She is really 
passionate about finding her answers. In this search for answers, she not only searches 
for answers within her own group, but she also researches other opinions and other 
religions as she tries to find her answers outside. However, these uses of other sources 
are only used to mirror her own religion and to link these opinions with Islam. She says: 
“I found it very interesting, uhm, in history we have some great thinkers, like Rousseau, 
and then I think about their way of thinking, and then I try to link this with Islamic 
opinions.” 
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Result. Laila commits to Islam after her search for answers within and outside 
her religious group and by finding answers. Finding and knowing the underlying values 
helps her to commit to the rules and to internalize her religion. By searching for the 
underlying value, respondents did not change their practice of following the rules, but 
they became more “conscious Muslims.” “After that, uhm, everything was clear. It is a big 
difference when you know why you are doing something instead of simply copying. Then 
you don’t know at all the essence, or the idea, behind the rules. If you know what you 
do at a moment, it will give you rest.” 

Style 3: Exploration process isolated from final commitment 

The respondents who can be considered as belonging to this style also chose to commit 
to Islam after a process of exploration. However, this commitment was not the result of 
a conscious and deliberate choice. Their exploration process seems to be isolated from 
their commitment to Islam. During their exploration process, they stopped practicing 
Islam for a while, were rebellious in behavior, and questioned whether Islam is the true 
religion. Deriya tells about a period of rebellious behavior and stopping Islamic practices. 
She shared stories about smoking cigarettes, dying her hair green, and refusing to 
practice. Tarek says: “Me, I was, um, a little, it was a small period of being naughty. I don’t 
know how. Maybe because of puberty, development.” 

Their choice to commit to Islam was not the result of this exploration process. 
Finally, they chose to commit to Islam because of feelings of responsibility, because 
others persuaded them or rewarded them for practicing Islam. Strikingly, almost all 
respondents belonging to this style stayed in an Islamic boarding school during their 
secondary school period.  

When the interviewer asks Ramiz about a specific moment after which he chose 
to practice Islam, he says:  

“Uhm, the attending at Islamic boarding school said one day: “I dreamed of you, 
you know.” I said, uhm, yes, about what, etcetera. He said, maybe he did not 
dream about me, but maybe it was an action/an approach, just, uhm, maybe he 
wanted to give an example.” 
Interviewer laughs. 
Ramiz: “He said, uhm, ‘I saw you (in my dream), uhm, that you do not pray and so 
on.’ So, uhm, I started to cry, you know. Uhm, because, it came from my heart, 
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just, because, I, I respect this attending. So, after that he said: ‘Look boy, if you 
want, you can pray, prayer is for yourself, you know, you do not pray for me.’ (…) 
From that moment on, I totally changed.” 

After asking him about the cause to start practicing, Ramiz says: “In the first 
place the dream, in the second place, yes, responsibility. I thought, I said to myself, you 
have misbehaved enough, now, uhm, now you have to change, it’s over.” 

These respondents state that they continue following the rules, even though 
they did not find precise answers to their questions. They state that it is self-evident not 
to find answers to all questions because Islam is complicated and requires a high level 
of knowledge. For some respondents, they are content with accepting Islam without 
knowing all of the answers, because the surrendering to Islam provides rest. For Tarek, 
not finding the answers to all of the questions does not matter because many other 
aspects in Islam are provable.  

For these adolescents, following the rules without finding the answers is not 
problematic at all. Bulus states: “Of course, I found answers to some questions but not 
to all. For example, if you ask what you can do in the afterlife, and yes, you know, you 
will get everything you want, but you don’t have a real answer.” 

Bulus, Deriya, Ramiz, Suoud, and Tarek can be characterized by this “exploration 
process isolated from final commitment” style. We illustrate how this style functions in 
the life story of Suoud, by distinguishing four different parts of the exploration process.  

Catalysts. With regard to Suoud, his age of becoming responsible was an 
important trigger in his religious identity development. Besides that, friends played a role 
in delaying or stopping practicing Islam. Also people outside the religious group 
triggered questions about the truth and benefit of Islam. For Suoud the rules and strict 
way of living in the Islamic boarding school gave rise to negative feelings about 
practicing Islam and triggered exploration in behavior. Suoud talks about feelings such 
as feeling stuck, being sick and tired of all of the rules, a dislike of following the 
commandments of Allah, and a dissatisfaction with Islam in general. People within the 
religious group of the respondents, like parents, teachers, and imams, expect 
adolescents to follow the rules while they are not yet inwardly convinced. Suoud tells 
about this and why he hid in the restroom during prayer time: “It just annoyed me, really 
annoyed me, that someone came up to me and says: ‘Go down, go down, do this, do 
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this, do that.’ I was just sick and tired about that. I thought I’d better sitting in the 
restroom for two hours, until everything was over. I really didn’t want it anymore.”  

Content. The exploration process of Suoud is expressed in different ways. Many 
questions can be considered as exploration in depth. Nevertheless, he also hesitates to 
start practicing Islam and for some periods he really stops practicing. He also explores 
in behavior. He tells about secretly going to the movies, having a girlfriend, skipping 
school, and skipping prayer time. Suoud says: “It was just so exciting to do things secretly, 
it was just funny. I did really everything, I did really all the opposite things. (…) I just 
thought, I will do everything what I want.” With regard to Suoud, this exploration in 
behavior was triggered by friends and by the urge to escape from all the rules in the 
Islamic boarding school.  

Lastly, Suoud also had existential questions during his exploration process. He 
says: “Why do I believe in Islam? And, I don’t see God, why do I have to believe in Him? 
Many people on earth believe in, um, are, say, Christians (…), all those people are not 
stupid anyway. (…) Why do I believe in something I do not see?” These questions also 
seem to result from being in contact with other people outside of their religious group 
and from negative feelings and dissatisfaction with Islam in general.  

Strategy. With regard to his exploration in depth, Suoud searches for answers 
within his religious group. He also tries to adapt the rules to a “light” version. By adapting 
the rules, he tries to find out the underlying value and make this underlying value 
decisive. He stated: “If I would find a suitable girl, I would take a girlfriend because I do 
nothing wrong. Why is it forbidden? It will tempt you. You will give her more and more 
attention. The same with music, as I said. You only want to be with her. Maybe you will 
do forbidden things. But, if I know, I wouldn’t do that (…) then, then I just do it.” 

Suoud stopped his exploration in behavior because he had to be a role model 
for the next generation. He says: “Then you grow older, and then they do not say 
anymore: uhm, stand up, do your prayer. But then they will go to the new pupils, which 
are just arrived. Yes, and then they said: ‘Look, there are new pupils and they will see you 
as a role model and they will say, if he does not stand up, I will not stand up, too.’ So, 
you have to be an example.” 

With regard to his existential questions, Suoud hides his questions far and away: 
“Because when I ask such questions, another question will arise. (…) Occasionally, I tell it 
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to a friend, um, he says: ‘I don’t want to say it, but did you also ever think about this and 
this and that.’ And, I say: ‘Yes, I also thought about it.’ He says: ‘Okay, it’s okay, we have 
to say it nevermore because it will continue.’ (…) If, if you think too deeply, you will 
become a little crazy.” 

Result. Although Suoud had negative feelings about Islam, stopped practicing, 
and asked existential questions, finally he commits to Islam and practices Islam, 
sometimes by adapting rules. Suoud is the only respondent who tells about committing 
to a new insight on a subtopic within Islam, while staying committed to Islam. He explains 
that he made some choices that are against Islamic law. He chose to have girlfriends and 
play forbidden musical instruments. He made these choices deliberately. He 
acknowledges that other Muslims will reject his choices. 

Discussion 

The results of this study demonstrate the complexity of the exploration process of highly 
committed Muslim adolescents. To obtain a deeper understanding of these exploration 
processes, we investigated the four parts of the exploration process and searched for 
different styles of exploration. Investigating the four different elements in the exploration 
process helped us to understand this complexity. The results show three different styles 
of exploration of highly committed Muslim adolescents.  

We now turn to the following two questions: Do these three styles correspond 
to the conceptualizations of exploration mentioned in the introduction, and if so, how? 
How do these exploration styles align with the different statuses in Marcia’s theory (1966, 
1980). As the end result of religious exploration of our respondents in all styles is 
commitment to Islam, even during adolescence, we should consider them as in “identity 
achievement status” or in “foreclosure status.” 

With regard to the exploration style, “exploration in depth,” we can state that 
this exploration style corresponds with the definition of Luyckx et al. (2006): “the 
gathering of information about current choices” (p. 364). In our research, the term 
“exploration in depth” is based on four different aspects in the total exploration process. 
Luyckx et al. (2006) only focused on the strategy in the exploration process. Respondents 
belonging to the “exploration in depth” group do not explore alternatives, but only 
explore in depth. With regard to Marcia’s (1980) different statuses, we are uncertain 
whether these respondents belong to the “foreclosure status” or “identity achievement 
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status.” Is their “exploration in depth” without “exploration in breadth” sufficient for 
reaching the status of “identity achieved”? We tend to consider them as being in 
“foreclosure status” because they have established their commitments through a process 
of identification with significant others, like religious leaders in a mosque or Islamic 
boarding school. They only explore in depth by seeking to learn more about the 
implications of their identity choices. Their questions are questions of identity 
implementation, not identity selection. 

With regard to the exploration style “conscious and deliberate making choices,” 
we can state that this exploration style corresponds somewhat with the definition of 
Luyckx et al. (2006) of exploration in breadth: “the gathering of information about 
different identity alternatives to guide the information of commitments” (p. 364). 
However, in their definition, they focus on the strategy used in the exploration process. 
In our study, we focused on four different elements and discovered that the respondents 
belonging to the style of “conscious and deliberate making choices” ask critical 
questions; however, this grouping may only indicate exploring alternatives with regard 
to the content of these questions. The strategy used in their exploration process does 
not appear to indicate an exploration of alternatives outside of their own religious group. 
In this search for answers, they only use the opinions of others outside their religious 
group to mirror their own opinions and beliefs. Thus, although the content of exploration 
sometimes appears to indicate the exploration of alternatives, we conclude that the 
respondents do not explore alternatives in the sense of Marcia’s (1966, 1980) original 
definition.  

Despite this absence of exploring alternatives outside their religion, we can state 
that these respondents made a conscious and deliberate choice between being a 
practicing or non-practicing member of their religion. An important limitation is that 
these choices are always related to specific practices within Islam. Their final 
commitments are achieved through a process of conscious and deliberate choice, 
without being encouraged by others or in a way of identification with significant others 
within their religious community. These respondents do also take questions of others 
outside their religious community seriously and try to find answers to these questions. 
Due to their conscious and deliberate choice, we can state that these respondents can 
be considered to be in “identity achievement status.”  
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With regard to the exploration style “exploration process isolated from final 
commitment,” we discovered a new way of exploration. Bosma (1985), Meeus (1996), 
Meeus et al. (2002) and Luyckx et al. (2006) do not mention such way of exploring. Also 
in Marcia’s model (1980) there is no room for persons who commit after an isolated 
exploration process. Therefore, it is difficult to conclude about which status these 
respondents belong. Do we have to consider these youngsters as in “foreclosure status” 
after a period of “moratorium”? At first sight, these respondents seem to be in a 
“foreclosure status,” because they establish their final commitment through a process of 
identification with significant others or due to feelings of responsibility, because others 
persuade them or reward them for practicing Islam. Besides that, these respondents do 
not seem to have an intrinsic commitment to Islam. Moreover, their commitment to Islam 
is a result of an explorative phase without finding answers in some cases. Even though 
they still have questions, they commit while continuously asking fundamental questions. 
These respondents sometimes choose to adapt some rules in Islam to a “lighter” version. 

At the same time, we cannot consider these respondents as being in “foreclosure 
status,” because they are quite different from the respondents in style 1. These 
respondents explored, asked (existential) questions, and searched for answers. 
Nevertheless, it appears that the religious exploration process is unrelated to their final 
choices and commitment. We hesitate if we consider these respondents as foreclosure, 
because they have had a period of exploring, like asking questions, non-practicing, and 
having doubts about the truth of Islam. It seems that none of the statuses of Marcia’s 
theory (1966, 1980) fit this group of respondents unambiguously.  

Thus, we can conclude that two styles of exploration among highly committed 
Muslim adolescents meet the statuses approach of Marcia’s theory to a certain extent, 
and one style is not covered by any of the statuses of Marcia’s theory. The data and 
results point out the complexity and multifaceted character of our respondents’ 
exploration processes. By unpacking the entire exploration process, we discovered many 
different ways of exploring. Our data show that exploration is common even in groups 
that appear foreclosed like highly committed Muslim adolescents. Based on the results, 
we might plea for expanding the “foreclosure status” by including the possibility of an 
exploration process unrelated to final commitments and choices.   
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A possible explanation for the commitment to Islam without finding answers to 
important questions is that this may be more appropriate in certain sociocultural 
contexts (Côté, 1996; Schachter, 2002). Moreover, Côté (2009) stated that mainly people 
who have the luxury or desire to do so explore actively. Another explanation could be 
that the interview context stimulated the respondents to emphasize their commitments 
and certainties instead of revealing their doubts about Islam.  

We found that respondents appear to use particularly limited strategies to find 
their answers. Furthermore, Layton et al. (2012) stated that the religious identity 
exploration of religious adolescents is only partial. Cohen-Malayev et al. (2009) and 
Chaudhury and Miller (2008) have already shown that religious adolescents explore in a 
limited way by asking narrow questions and searching for answers within a certain range 
(within contextual boundaries and internal seekers). In our study, it is more complex 
because we observed that respondents sometimes asked existential and critical 
questions, although they mostly searched for answers within the Islamic tradition and 
their religious group. Sometimes they use sources outside of Islam and their religious 
group, but this is always to link these sources to Islamic opinions and beliefs. Therefore, 
highly committed Muslim adolescents appear to use a partially and in-depth exploration 
most of the time.  

Previously, we stated that living in the Netherlands would stimulate exploration 
because of the conflicting commitments and ways of life (Ketner, 2008; Baumeister et al., 
1985). In this study, the religious exploration of the respondents is stimulated by people 
outside of their religious group in some cases, but we must also consider that 
respondents appeared to use exploration strategies to confirm their own current identity 
in particular, which indicates that they prefer to use belief-confirming strategies 
(Hunsberger et al., 2001). Therefore, the societal context of the Netherlands appears to 
not only stimulate exploration, but also belief-confirming strategies. Perhaps highly 
committed Muslim adolescents make use of belief-confirming strategies because they 
are exposed to belief systems outside of their own. Chaudhury and Miller (2008) stated 
that “this exposure to other faiths and philosophies forces these adolescents to examine 
their personal views on faith, God, and religion and serves to strengthen their budding 
religious identity” (p. 392). In this study, respondents strived to strengthen their religious 
identity by identifying the “why” that lies behind the “what,” or the underlying value, as 
well (Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXa, see chapter 3).  
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Implications 

As we define religious identity as a process, it would be useful to study religious 
exploration processes using longitudinal designs. This type of examination would also 
be beneficial in understanding which commitments will remain in the future, as Luyckx 
et al. (2006) argued. Further research is necessary to better understand whether or not 
the identity statuses of Marcia (1966, 1980) have to be adapted by expanding the 
“foreclosure status” with the possibility of an exploration process unrelated to final 
commitments and choices.  

Limitations 

This study also has a number of limitations. First, this investigation consisted of a small 
sample of ten respondents, which limits generalizability. Second, the respondents of this 
study were selected based on the criteria of orthopraxy, so all respondents consider 
themselves highly committed. This can be viewed as an explanation for the practically 
absent exploring alternatives and the fact that almost all of the religious explorations led 
to a commitment to Islam. Third, the respondents of this study discussed cognitive 
exploration in particular: contemplating questions, having doubts, and searching for 
answers. Behavioral exploration is mentioned less frequently in the life stories of the 
respondents. One reason for this could be the use of the interview model (Marcia et al., 
1993; McAdams, 2005, 2008, Visser-Vogel et al., 2012) because many questions are 
focused on cognition, such as questions regarding doubts and discussions about Islamic 
topics with people within their religious group. 

Conclusion 

To achieve a better understanding of religious identity development, we must consider 
the processes of both exploration and making commitments. In this study on religious 
exploration among highly committed Muslim emerging adults, we investigated religious 
exploration by focusing on four different elements of the exploratory process: the 
catalysts, content, strategies, and results of religious exploration. In doing so, we 
discovered complex exploration processes, because the content of their exploration is 
sometimes more like exploring alternatives, than the strategies used. Although some 
respondents ask existential questions, their strategy to find answers is almost always 
within the boundaries of their religious tradition.  
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We distinguished three styles of exploration among these respondents: 
“exploration in depth”, “conscious and deliberate making choices”, and “exploration 
process isolated from final commitment.” The results of this study help to provide a 
better understanding of the specific process of exploration and religious identity 
development in general.  

As the group of respondents in this study seems to be homogenous and they 
all agreed on the four criteria of orthopraxy, it could be expected that the exploration 
processes of the respondents would be quite similar. However, this study shows the 
complex and multifaceted character of the exploration processes. Every respondent 
mentioned persons and opinions from outside their religious community as a catalyst 
for their exploration process. However, the effect of this catalyst is different for many 
respondents. For some respondents, these questions remain questions of “the other” 
and they only search for answers to solve these questions as soon as possible. For other 
respondents, these questions became their questions too and they started searching for 
answers to these questions. Besides that, although some respondents in this study can 
be considered to be in “identity achievement status” and have had a period of deliberate 
choice, for every respondent there is no option to stop being a Muslim.  

We conclude that the identity statuses of Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) do not 
totally match with the three styles found in our group of respondents, who are all highly 
committed Muslim emerging adults. The most striking finding is that some respondents 
showed an exploration process that appeared to be isolated from their final religious 
commitments. We therefore plea for further research to better understand whether the 
“foreclosure status” in Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) might be expanded to include the 
possibility of an exploration process unrelated to final commitments and choices. 
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Sources for religious identity development5 

How one’s identity develops is dependent on context (Erikson, 1968). Byers and Çok 
(2008) stated that each social context in which individuals interact “contains roles, norms, 
and rules that shape individual development” (p. 148). This contextual nature of identity 
development is now widely acknowledged in the discipline of developmental psychology 
(Erikson, 1968; Lerner, 1998; Schachter & Ventura, 2008).  

Nevertheless, subsequent research and theorizing based on Erikson (1968) has 
tended to conceptualize the process of identity development as an individualized affair 
by concentrating on adolescent intra-psychic processes and styles (Berzonsky, 1992; 
Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Orlofsky, 1993; Schachter 
& Ventura, 2008; Waterman, 2004). Schachter and Ventura (2008) give an overview of 
studies on impersonal macro-contextual factors and micro-system level factors that are 
related to identity development. Far less attention has been given to understanding the 
facilitating contextual elements in the process of identity development (Duerden et al., 
2012).  

In this study, we aim to gain a better understanding of the religious identity 
development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents by taking into consideration the context 
in which this religious identity develops. We investigate which contextual elements 
stimulate religious identity development during adolescence according to Muslim 
youngsters themselves. Many academic studies on contextual elements focus on parents 
or similar figures (Anthony, Hermans, & Sterkens, 2007; Koenig et al., 2008; Demant & 
Pels, 2006; Danham, Neal, & Bassett, 2004; McNamara et al., 2010; Pels, 2000; Regnerus 
et al., 2003; Sahin, 2005; Schwadel, 2008; Schwadel & Smith, 2005). However, we have 
widened our scope to include other people in the lives of the adolescents who may 
stimulate religious identity development. In addition to people, sources include any 
factors Muslim youngsters consider to be a source for religious identity development, 
among which are institutes of particular events and so forth. 

In the first place we focus on sources for religious identity development, because 
we do not know which sources are of importance to the religious identity development 
of particularly orthoprax Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands. Next, we discuss how 

                                                           
5 A version of this article is accepted for publication in an international journal: Visser-Vogel, E., De Kock. A., 
Barnard, M., & Bakker, C. Sources for religious identity development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents in the 
Netherlands. 
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these sources are placed in relation to processes of religious identity development. We 
examine what exactly these sources stimulate in religious identity development, which 
we define as a process in which individuals explore and commit to a set of religious 
beliefs and practices (Marcia, 1966, 1980; Erikson, 1968; Griffith & Griggs, 2001). Therefore, 
we examine if sources for religious identity development play a role by stimulating 
adolescents to commit to religion, or by stimulating exploration.  

Furthermore, we aim to conceptualize the process of how sources are of 
importance in religious identity development. Various researchers have focused on 
parents, investigating what they do in religious socialization, like teaching their children 
how to pray (Demant & Pels, 2006); teaching and practicing other rituals (Layton, 2011; 
Chaudhury & Miller, 2008); supporting children and providing safety (Demant-Pels, 2006, 
Chaudhury & Miller, 2008); and participating in home discussions (Boyatzis & Janicki, 
2003). Timmerman, Hermans and Hoornaert (2002) stated that parents of Muslim 
youngsters in the Netherlands lay the burden of responsibility with the mosque and 
others in the Islamic community. In this study, we investigate how this process of being 
of importance takes place and which actions are perceived as being important to success 
the adolescents themselves. Furthermore, as mentioned, we widen the scope of our 
research, looking for the way sources other than persons are of importance in the context 
of adolescence. 

In a previous part of this study, we studied catalysts for the religious exploration 
of orthoprax Muslim adolescents (Visser-Vogel et al., 20XX, see chapter 4). The current 
study broadens our understanding of religious identity development among Muslim 
adolescents while investigating such processes in general, thus including both processes 
of exploration and commitment. Furthermore, the current study includes the personal 
biographical perspective of Muslim youngsters by investigating, more than in the 
previous study, which sources for religious identity development are mentioned by 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents themselves, what these sources stimulate, and how they 
are of importance. By doing so, we will gain a better understanding of how contextual 
elements facilitate religious identity development. This increased understanding would 
allow educators to reflect on how contexts are influential and what their own role may 
be in the formation of the religious identities of the next generation. In investigating the 
perceptions of the adolescents themselves, we do not obtain information about the 
perceptions of educators.  

5



97 
 

Highly committed Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands 

The group of highly committed Muslim adolescents are second- or third-generation 
Muslim immigrants who grew up in one of the most secularized societies in the world 
(Gorski & Altinordu, 2008; Maliepaard, 2012). They are exposed to Western ideas and 
lifestyles, and they are faced with the potential tension between their way of life and 
mainstream society. This Western society is less structured now than it was even a few 
decades ago (e.g., Côté, 2000; Johnson, 2010). This context can be considered as 
postmodern macro-contextual influences, which require emerging adults to utilize more 
personal agency in the development of their identities (e.g., Johnson, 2010; Schwartz, 
Côté, & Arnett, 2005). This context stirs up identity issues (Schachter, 2005) and brings 
forth unique challenges for parenting (Hartman-Halbertal, 2002; Schachter & Ventura, 
2008). Parents might want their children to adopt strict religious beliefs and a 
corresponding way of life (Hood, Hill, & Spilka, 2009), yet they also want them to be 
familiar with important aspects of the secular context (Assor, Cohen-Malayev, Kaplan, & 
Friedman, 2005).  

There has been little research on the identity development of highly committed 
Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands. Although the results of previously undertaken 
studies on identity development of Muslim youngsters are not especially related to 
highly committed Muslim adolescents, the studies may help to give an introductory 
description of Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands and some clues for what sources 
may be important for religious identity development. Korf, Wouters, Place and Koet 
(2007) stated that family, peers, and one-sided social perceptions influence Muslim 
identity. Buijs et al. (2006) distinguished different factors that stimulate the transition to 
practicing Muslims: the initiator of this process was often the father, an older brother, a 
cousin, a brother-in-law, or a friend. Besides that, they mention factors like the influence 
of family members, a confrontation with death, the influence of 9/11, and intrinsic 
individual motivation.  

Pels (2000) shows that Moroccan mothers are still at the heart of the family, and 
they play the most important role in education. Moroccan boys consider their parents 
to play an important role by interpreting their religion, teaching to pray, and giving 
support (Demant & Pels, 2006). Maliepaard (2012) stated that parents play a role by 
telling religious stories, teaching to pray, and stimulating fasting during Ramadan. These 
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studies also show that sources other than people play a crucial role in identity 
development.  

Studying sources for religious identity development 

Different researchers used different names to indicate contextual elements that play a 
role in religious identity development. Most of the time, the contextual elements were 
restricted to persons close to the adolescents; in particular, parents.  

Schachter and Ventura (2008) focus on the contextual nature of identity by 
claiming that adolescents are not the sole reflective agents involved in mature identity 
development; parents are reflective agents, too. They introduced the concept of identity 
agents and see parents as “individuals who actively interact with children and youth with 
the intention of participating in their identity formation, and who reflectively mediate 
larger social influences on identity formation” (p. 449). They claim that agents are not 
merely individuals to separate from; “rather, they are potential resources for positive 
identity formation” (p. 455). The authors consider agency involving a deliberation of 
means and goals to be related to a youth’s identity formation (Holden & Hawk, 2003; 
Kuczynski, Marshall, & Schell, 1997).  

In the current study, we will not use the term identity agents because, although 
parents might actively interact with children and youth with the intention to contribute 
to their religious identity development, it is questionable whether this is intentional in all 
circumstances—and with all other persons who are sources for that development. 
Furthermore, the current study focuses on orthoprax Muslim adolescents’ perceptions 
about what were sources of their own religious identity development; we do not 
investigate the intentions of these sources. 

Besides Schachter and Ventura’s (2008) concept of identity agents, many 
different names are used by other researchers to indicate persons who facilitate 
(religious) identity development, like significant others (Alma, 1998; Yadgar, 2003), from 
whom adolescents will not take over their attitudes and perspectives passively, but rather 
actively reconstruct their inner dialogue in the workshop of thought (Alma, 1998). 
Granqvist (2013) used the term attachment figure to refer to a person who is implicitly 
perceived as stronger and wiser by the attached person, based on the attachment theory 
of John Bowlby (1969, 1982). Anthony et al. (2007) used the concept reference others to 
indicate people whose opinions and standards are sufficiently respected to be evoked.  
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Some other researchers indicate different factors besides persons that stimulate 
religious identity development: for example, leaving home (Koenig, McGue, & Iacono, 
2008; Layton, 2012); media (Anthony et al., 2007; McNamara, Nelson, Davarya, & Urry, 
2010); (religious) organizations (Ammerman, 2003; Memon, 2011; Sherkat & Ellison, 1999); 
one-sided social perceptions (Korf et al., 2008); the culture of the country (McNamara et 
al., 2010); faith communities (Layton et al., 2011, 2012; McNamara et al., 2010); and the 
educational community (Anthony et al., 2007). Chaudhury and Miller (2008) distinguish 
different factors that contribute toward religious identity formation, including the context 
of a cultural and generational gap, exposure to alternative practices and belief systems 
that may conflict with the way of life they grew up with, and a desire to understand why 
certain practices are followed. Layton et al. (2011, 2012) investigated anchors of 
commitment (Layton et al., 2011) and catalysts of exploration, which separately serve as 
initiators of religious exploration (Layton et al., 2012). Building upon all these mentioned 
studies, the current study investigates which sources for religious identity development 
are credited by orthoprax Muslim youngsters themselves, and what these sources 
stimulated in religious identity development processes during adolescence. 

Methods 

Analysis 

The analysis for this study was completed in four parts. Firstly, we examined which 
sources for religious identity were mentioned by our respondents, following standard 
procedures of thematic analysis as a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting 
patterns within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Besides that, we analyzed all of the 
sources separately to determine what these sources stimulated in religious identity 
development, and how this took place. In addition, we add the category description 
stimulator, which includes adolescents’ descriptions about their sources.  

Secondly, we further analyzed all codes with regard to what these sources 
stimulated in religious identity development. We investigated whether sources for 
religious identity development stimulate exploration or commitment, and used the 
categories effect–exploration and effect–commitment. We added the codes, like 
commitment through exploration, effect–no effect, and effect–in general. It is 
noteworthy that the respondents did not mention the effects of all sources for religious 
identity development.  
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Thirdly, we focused on the process of how sources are of importance for 
stimulating religious identity development. We investigated the role of sources for 
religious identity development as perceived by the respondents. This resulted in a list of 
45 codes about different actions in the development process. After that, we analyzed 
which process codes were used for which sources. 

In these three stages of analysis, the interpretation of the interviews was carried 
out by the first author. Through the analysis, extensive annotations (i.e., memos) were 
kept, as recommended by Corbin and Strauss (2008), to facilitate the process and to 
explore developing themes. At the end of this stage, themes that were seen as similar 
were merged. 

In the last stage of analysis, the codes and interpretation were discussed by all 
authors of this article. 

Results 

Sources for religious identity development 

Respondents in our study mention 41 different sources related to the process of religious 
identity development. These sources can be captured in seven categories: persons with 
the same opinion, persons with opposite opinions, Islamic organizations, events, 
adolescents themselves, Muslim identity, and opinions from others in the societal context 
of the Netherlands.  

Persons with the same opinions. Several persons from inside the Islamic 
community are mentioned as sources for religious identity development: family 
members, Islamic leaders, Islamic secondary school teachers, Islamic boarding school 
teachers, the head teacher of an Islamic boarding school, parents, and in particular, the 
respondent’s mother, grandfather, and friends within their own group. Respondents 
share their opinions with these persons. Also, the prophet Mohammed and his way of 
living are mentioned as sources for religious identity development. Gülsen tells how 
Mohammed’s stories inspired her to commit to Islam and to be proud to be Muslim: 
“The way of living of the prophet, (…) the way they were thankfully.” 

Persons with other opinions. Different persons with different or opposite 
opinions are mentioned as sources for religious identity development. The following 
persons are mentioned: Islamic people with other opinions, people from outside the 
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Islamic community, and fellow students and colleagues from outside the Islamic 
community.  

Islamic organization. Respondents mention different Islamic organizations that 
were of influence on their religious identity development: Islamic primary, secondary, 
and boarding schools, and an Islamic political organization.  

Events. Some respondents in our sample relate specific events that stimulated 
their religious identity development. Five respondents tell about serious events, like 
facing the death of close relatives. Gülsen explains how a death triggered her religious 
identity development: “When somebody dies, then I will be influenced automatically, (…) 
that I can do something for the afterlife.” One respondent, Suoud, talks about a special 
experience during prayer when he saw and heard angels during prayer time: “It changed 
me, yes, just how I see religion, how I practice my religion. That’s really changed.” Two 
male respondents tell about how their trips to Mekka stimulated their commitment to 
Islam, and Laila tells how a vacation for Muslim youth guided her to be a more moderate 
Muslim. 

Muslim identity. In some cases, adolescents suggest that their Muslim identity 
stimulates their religious identity development. Six respondents report that they need 
no sources, because following the religion is a fact of being Muslim. Jamila: “Muslim, yes, 
that’s just self-evident, because you are born as Muslim.” 

Opinions from others in the societal context of the Netherlands. Islam and 
Muslims are often portrayed negatively in the Dutch media. For some respondents, this 
is a source for religious identity development, because it causes the reviewing of Islam. 
Bulus: “News is affecting you, especially, especially Islamic religion is portrayed negatively 
in recent times. And then, you get the impulse to do something against it. To show to 
others that it different, that is not that negatively.” 

Adolescents themselves. Some respondents state that they do not need other 
sources, and emphasize their own choice in their religious identity development. Bulus 
explains that he does not need sources for his religious identity development anymore 
because he already made his choice to commit to Islam. Six persons, including Bulus, tell 
that committing to and practicing Islam is their own responsibility, and they emphasize 
their own choice to practice Islam. Ramiz: “Myself has been decisive in, nobody can 
stimulate, nobody can say: you have to believe in this.” Also, Laila emphasized the 
importance of making your own choices: “In the beginning it is very important that 
parents provide you a basis. But, I think, at a certain point, you have to make your own 
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choices.” Adolescents themselves have the task of acquiring knowledge about Islam and 
doing research on Islamic topics. 

What do sources stimulate in religious identity development? 

Most of the mentioned sources stimulate practicing Islam or committing to Islam. In 
some cases, respondents mention sources that stimulate exploration and commitment, 
for example, peers and friends from inside the Islamic community. Friends and peers can 
cause the respondent to stop practicing, like praying five times a day. Tarek explains: 
“Sometimes you have such friends, in some way they are distracting. They say: oh, we 
will do it soon. But, then prayer time is over.” Also, friends from outside the Islamic 
community, like fellow students and colleagues, trigger exploration. Deriya: “If you have 
friends who think very differently, then you will also doubt and do other things.” 

Other sources stimulate commitment through exploration. These explorations 
always eventually end in commitment to Islam, which is easy to understand in this sample 
because of the selection criteria. Some sources cause exploration about specific Islamic 
questions. This kind of exploration is triggered by Islamic people with other opinions and 
by Islamic primary, secondary, and boarding schools. Tarek explains how this kind of 
exploration was triggered during his secondary school period: “The most important thing 
is, you had to know why. Maybe your opinion is wrong, so you have to search for 
answers, like, what about this, what is the background of that…” 

Other sources lead to critical and existential questions, but this exploration also 
ends in commitment to Islam. This kind of exploration is triggered by people from 
outside the Islamic community, by fellow students and colleagues from outside Islamic 
community, by serious events, and by facing opposite opinions from others in the 
societal context of the Netherlands. Bulus: “Sometimes they asked some question, and I 
thought: oh, that’s a good question. I never thought about it!” Laila explains that serious 
events trigger existential questions: “Then you will question yourself, questions like: does 
God exist and then you have to make your own decision: will you believe?” 

It is noteworthy that respondents tend to mention only sources that stimulate 
them to commit to Islam, or to become a more strict and “conscious” Muslim. When 
questions were asked about sources that negatively influenced their religious identity 
development, respondents found it difficult to answer. Only Ramiz tells about two 
negative factors: his own choices and the devil who tried to distract him from the right 
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path. “The devil demonstrated praying as a Nissan Micra, and not praying as a Mercedes 
C-class.” 

What is the importance of sources for religious identity development? 

In this section, we present how participants in our study perceive the process of how 
sources are important to their religious identity development. Forty-five codes regarding 
the process emerged from the data. We clustered these codes into three different 
categories: exploration stimulating actions, commitment stimulating actions, and actions 
perceived as being important to success. 

Exploration stimulating actions. Respondents in our sample mention different 
exploration-stimulating actions, like discussing, debating questions, asking critical 
questions, activating questioning, and stimulating a personal search for answers. Ammar 
tells how an Islamic friend with an opposite opinion stimulated searching: “Try to think 
for your own, do not simply follow everything.” Also, Ramiz tells how the leader of an 
Islamic boarding school stimulated him to become a more conscious Muslim: 
“Investigate by yourself! He said, (…) there are two options (…), you hear it and you 
practice it, or you investigate it and you practice it. What is the best option? As I just said 
it: that you will investigate it. The other option is also right, but not so good.” Bulus 
explains how the questions of people outside the Islamic community triggered 
exploration: “I have had questions sometimes, and I thought: that’s a good question, I 
never thought about that before!” 

Commitment stimulating actions. Respondents tell about many situations in 
which sources stimulate commitment to Islam. This happens in three different ways. First, 
respondents are reminded of their responsibility by parents. Ramiz tells about his father: 
“He actually conducts a therapy with me. He says: do a Muslim ought to do so? At that 
moment, you can give an answer, but later you start really thinking: can I consider myself 
as a Muslim when I’m doing like this?” And Suoud tells about his mother: “My mother 
(…) says every day, watch, your little brother is five years younger and he is praying and 
you are not! You should be ashamed!” 

Second, respondents are stimulated to commit to Islam by practicing Islam with 
others. Bulus recounts how his grandfather stimulated him to pray: “My grandpa always 
warned me, he didn’t force me, but he said: it is prayer time!” Tarek tells how a teacher 
in secondary school stimulated him to memorize the Qur’an after a journey to Mekka: 
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“Then, when we came back to Holland, he said, we will not stop, won’t we? Then I said 
to him: no of course we will continue. And then we started our weekly meetings, since 
2006, yes, 2006.” Laila relates how friends play an important role by doing religious 
practices together: “We very often go together to the mosque, and (…) if money is 
collected for people, the poor and needy, then we stimulate each other.” 

Third, sources stimulate commitment to Islam by teaching and explaining Islam, 
and by persuading adolescents to commit to Islam and to practice Islam. All respondents 
tell about how sources stimulate commitment by teaching Islam. They explain how they 
have learned to read the Qur’an, and have learned about Islamic teachings, norms, and 
values. Gülsen: “I have attended different institutions to get lessons. For example, at a 
Islamic university or in a youth center (…). I learned for example when you have to stand 
during prayer (…), what the meaning is of everything. That makes it more interesting.” 
Laila tells what she has learned: “As far as I can remember, it was about the basic rules 
of Islam (…), what is the origin of the world, what is expected of us, what will happen 
after death?” Ammar mentions how a Muslim in a political group persuaded him to 
become a member of the group: “And then, I got an e-mail, the last one, because I did 
not want to talk to him anymore [laughs]. I think, I was arrogant actually, actually I was 
an egoist, then I received a last e-mail from him (…): ‘or you comply or not’. And then, I 
made a switch [and said to him:] actually it is right what you are saying.” 

With regard to parents, adolescents express that parents stimulated their 
religious identity development, especially when they were young, by sending the 
respondents to Islamic schools, mosques, and boarding schools.  

Actions perceived as being important to success. Different actions perceived 
as important to success are distilled from the stories of orthoprax Muslim adolescents in 
our sample. We combined these actions into five different categories: open mindedness 
of persons, relationship between adolescents and sources for religious identity 
development, having authority, sharing similarities, and controlling practices. 

Open mindedness of persons. Respondents report that it is easier to accept 
things and take over the religion of persons if these persons do not force you, but 
stimulate your own choice. Jamila says: “By opening discussions with me. And especially 
not forcing me. I think, that helps me a lot, they emphasized: try it, you know, and if you 
get rest and patience, then keep it, otherwise don’t keep.” Also, Tarek notes the positive 
effect of giving space: “There has never been compulsion, there always was a choice, 
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and then they showed you two ways: this way is the right one and this is the wrong one. 
You better can choose the right one, but you may choose.” Respondents also find it 
important that educators leave room for making one’s own choices. Ammar states: “I 
have a different opinion [than my parents]. They never said: stop, what you do is wrong.” 
Jamila explains how her parents give space: “They did not see everything from an Islamic 
point of view, but they did accept that wes don’t live in a Islamic society. (…) My mother 
always said: do what you want to do, as long as you will not, we gave you certain norms 
and values, certain boundaries, as long as you will not pass the borders, it’s okay.” 

Relationship between adolescents and sources for religious identity 

development. According to the respondents, a good relationship with their sources is 
necessary and important for religious identity development. Bulus: “I often go along to 
them, you know, just to have a conversation quietly. I think that’s just fun.” These good 
relationships help respondents to continue the religious tradition and find answers to 
religious questions. It is noteworthy that these relationships exist within the Islamic 
community, but are in many cases not particularly related to religion. Nonetheless, they 
have an impact on religious identity development. Respondents mention activities in 
these relationships. Ammar states: “There were always organized activities, like football, 
paintball games, holiday camps, such things.” Besides that, four respondents explain that 
people have had influence on their religious identity development because these 
persons were always present. Bulus tells about the leader of the Islamic boarding school: 
“He had the role of a father in the boarding school. And you always could come to him, 
with everything. (…) Once, he came (…), I know he came sometimes at 2 or 3 o’clock, at 
night, to the boarding school to see if everything was going well.” Deriya tells that her 
parents were always present, even during her stay at the boarding school: “They were 
always in focus.” 

Having authority. To be of importance for the religious identity development 
of orthoprax Muslim adolescents, sources have to earn authority, according to the 
respondents. Adolescents mention different factors that lead to a perceived authority of 
the sources. For Laila, it is important that sources do what they teach: “Some people 
speak a lot about it [religion], but when you see how that person acts, then I think: excuse 
me, but that’s totally not corresponding. You say one thing and you do the other.” Laila 
and Jamila emphasize the importance of speaking from personal experiences. Laila: “But 
my mother always emphasized the importance of religion and I think that has been very 
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decisive. Because, if you know why you are doing things, if there is given an explanation, 
then you will get real understanding.” Jamila: “They often experienced it, so they know 
how you can deal with it.” Six other respondents tell that they follow the rules of different 
people because these people have authority. The respondents do not mention why these 
people have authority, only that they do. This can be illustrated by a quotation from 
Ammar: “If the [Islamic political] party has an opinion about it, then you follow/keep 
that.” 

Sharing similarities. Different adolescents mention that it was helpful to their 
religious identity development that their home, school, and mosque share the same 
visions. This is illustrated by quotes from Aysun, Tarek, and Suoud. Aysun: “Because at 
home the same things were told and in mosque too. (…) So [because of this similarity] 
you take it over automatically.” Tarek: “In primary school (…) I felt home. All I learned at 
home, (…) I met there too. School was environment where I could build further on what 
I had learned at home.” Suoud summarized his answer with the following quote: “At 
home you see it, there [in mosque] you learn it.” 

Controlling practices. Last, but not least, respondents mention the importance 
of the use of controlling practices by educators. Three different controlling practices can 
be distinguished. First, being consistent can be distinguished as a controlling practice. 
Bulus recalls that his grandfather was very strict and consistent, but due to him, Bulus 
learned to pray and to read the Qur’an. Second, giving guidelines is mentioned as a 
controlling practice. Respondents tell that it is important that educators explain what is 
right and what is wrong. Aysun: “They raised me, they showed me what is right, what is 
wrong and they giving guidelines and being strict and rewarding good behavior and 
they learnt us Islam.” These guidelines can be experienced as obstructive during 
adolescence, but helpful to the adolescents in remaining Islamic. Bulus: “They have 
banned me to wear a tattoo. If my parent had not banned me, then I would have 
tattooed myself. You know, it is a positive influence, but they hinder you anyway in some 
things.” Third, rewarding good behavior can be mentioned as a controlling practice. 
Bulus and Tarek state that some persons played a role in their religious identity 
development, stimulating them to practice Islam by rewarding them when they were 
young. Tarek’s story illustrates:  
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“When I was in class 2 [7 years old], my father bought a CD-ROM with a story of 
prophet Yusuf, it was a long story, and a nice story for children. (…) That story was 
made into a kind of a cartoon/movie, it was for kids, and if you finished that story, 
then there was a game, you can play that game. (…) so I was always starting that 
CD-ROM just to play that game at the end. (…)”  
Interviewer: “I think you could dream that story.” 
Tarek: “Yes, exactly. (laughs) And then my dad said, well, if you begin to learn from 
the Quran the chapter about, about the Prophet Yusuf, then for every five verses 
that you will learn, you get five euros. (…) As a parent you just know what your 
child wants. It is logical that you do something for the candy or the chocolate or 
money, or whatever, but (…) later you realize, happily I did it, (…) because, when 
you grow older you realize that is was good to do that.” 

Discussion and conclusion 

In the present study, we first show that seven categories of sources can be distinguished 
for the religious identity development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents: persons with 
the same opinion, persons with opposite opinions, Islamic organizations, events, 
adolescents themselves, Muslim identity, and opinions from others in the societal context 
of the Netherlands.  

It is striking that adolescents mention themselves as a source for religious 
identity development. A possible explanation for this can be found in a previous part of 
our research project, which shows that adolescents have to search on their own to learn 
how to become a conscious Muslim because their parents have not been able to help 
them (Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXa, see chapter 3).  

The current study shows that orthoprax Muslim adolescents consider parents to 
be of minor importance for religious identity development, compared to teachers and 
religious leaders in Islamic organizations. Respondents tell that parents stimulated their 
early religious identity development by sending them to Islamic schools, mosques, and 
Islamic boarding schools. Regnerus , Smith, & Fritsch (2003) stated that “parent-child 
transmission of religiosity and religious identity is indeed quite powerful. But it is not 
inevitable” (p.10). In the current study, we found that other sources besides parents are 
especially important to an adolescent’s development in becoming an orthoprax and 
conscious Muslim. A possible explanation can be found in the fact that the respondents 
grew up in the Netherlands, and some of their parents live in more rural areas in their 
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countries of origin. Parents may “have a strong emotional attachment to Islam, [but] the 
level of their knowledge (…) has remained quite restricted” (Sahin, 2005, p. 170). In the 
perception of the respondents, especially this knowledge is necessary to become a 
conscious Muslim (Visser-Vogel et al., 20XX, see chapter 3). 

Although many researchers have emphasized the role of parents in religious 
identity development (Anthony et al., 2007; Koenig et al., 2008; Demant & Pels, 2006; 
Danham, Neal, & Bassett, 2004; McNamara et al., 2010; Pels, 2000; Regnerus et al., 2003; 
Sahin, 2005; Schwadel, 2008; Schwadel & Smith, 2005), we explored whether sources 
other than parents are of importance to becoming a conscious Muslim. This study has 
shown that a focus only on parents is too limited when investigating the sources of 
religious identity development. To become a conscious Muslim, other sources, not only 
parents, are vital. More research is needed to investigate differences and similarities 
between the parents of Muslim youth and Islamic teachers and religious leaders in 
facilitating the religious identity development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents, and their 
intentions for being of importance to adolescents. 

We investigated how participants in our study perceived which sources 
stimulated their religious identity development. We distinguished three different 
processes: commitment, exploration, and commitment through exploration. Most 
mentioned sources stimulated committing to Islam, for example by practicing Islam. It is 
noteworthy that the respondents tended to mention only sources that stimulated them 
to commit to Islam, or to become a more strict and conscious Muslim, when we asked 
which persons, institutes, events, and so forth played a role in their religious identity 
development. Although we also asked respondents which sources negatively influenced 
their religious identity development, respondents rarely told about negative influences. 
A few respondents mentioned a negative influence on one particular aspect of their 
religious identity development, reporting that peers had a negative influence on their 
frequency of prayer. When we asked if some persons stimulated their development 
positively, but in a negative way, one respondent related how the bad example of her 
father stimulated her religious identity development. It seems logical that only sources 
that stimulated this development positively would be mentioned. Moreover, it is possible 
that respondents felt stimulated by the context to especially tell about positive 
stimulating sources.  

We examined how respondents in our study perceived the importance of 
sources to their religious identity development. We firstly distinguished exploration-
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stimulating actions, like discussing, debating questions, asking critical questions, 
activating questioning, and stimulating a personal search for answers. Secondly, we 
divided commitment-stimulating actions, like reminding adolescents of their 
responsibility to commit to Islam, stimulating them to practice Islam together, teaching 
and explaining Islam, and persuading adolescents to commit to Islam. Although sources 
sometimes used exploration-stimulating actions, for the adolescents in this study, it 
always resulted in commitment to Islam. Maybe Muslim identity is so strong that whether 
you are stimulated to explore or not, you will stay connected to Islam. It seems that all 
persons who are of importance for religious identity development actually function as 
socialization agents, though they might have had no intention to do so. 

Limitations  

In this study, respondents spoke most of the time about sources that stimulated their 
commitment to Islam, although in a previous part of this study we discovered different 
styles of exploration in the lives of orthoprax Muslim adolescents (Visser-Vogel et al., 
20XX, see chapter 4). Above all, adolescents mention sources that stimulated religious 
commitment instead of exploration. Stimulators for exploration are not so readily 
acknowledged as sources for religious identity development, although for these 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents, exploration almost always leads to commitment to Islam 
(Visser-Vogel et al., 20XX, see chapter 3). Respondents might expect the interviewer to 
be biased due to the common negative opinion of Muslims in the Netherlands. 
Therefore, they possibly presented a positive image intentionally, only telling about how 
sources stimulated their religious identity development.  

By means of the present study, we aim to discover and describe the sources for 
religious identity development. We use the term sources to emphasize that we are also 
interested in sources other than parents and other persons. By using our interview 
guidelines, we succeeded in discovering other sources next to persons, for example, 
specific events and opinions of others in the societal context of the Netherlands. 
However, many sources are of importance through persons and interaction with 
respondents. For example, Islamic organizations are greatly important due to the 
influence of imams and religious leaders. As Layton et al. (2011) stated in regard to 
anchors of commitment, “relationships between the individual and the members of a 
religious congregation are emerging as potentially important factor in adolescent 
religious commitment” (p. 385). So, although other sources besides persons are of 
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importance for religious identity development, the interpersonal process is still very 
essential. 

A third limitation is that all actions perceived as being important to success are 
related to persons who played a role in the development process. It seems to be easier 
for respondents to consider successful actions for persons than other types of sources 
for religious identity development. Although we obtained more insight into the sources 
besides parents and other persons, we did not get enough insight into the successful 
actions from these other sources. More research is needed to better understand the 
process and actions perceived as being important to success of all sources for religious 
identity development. 

Lastly, in this study, we distinguish five successful actions for being of 
importance: open mindedness of persons, relationship between adolescents and sources 
for religious identity development, having authority, sharing similarities, and controlling 
practices. Open mindedness of persons and controlling practices seem to be conflicting, 
but adolescents need both. An explanation can be that both actions respond to their 
development needs. Therefore, these actions perceived as being important to success 
can be used as suggestions for individuals who want to facilitate the religious identity 
development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents. 
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Perception of and participation in society6 

Identity development can only be understood by incorporating within its subject of study 
the context broader than the individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Rangoonwala et al., 2011; 
Schachter, 2005b; Duerden et al., 2012), because identity development is dependent on 
the context, situation and reactions of others (Erikson, 1968; Mitchell, 2006; Schachter, 
2005b). Diverse sociocultural contexts result in diverse identity structures (Schachter, 
2005a,b; Baumeister & Muraven, 1996; Côté, 1996; Schachter & Ventura, 2008). 
Bronfenbrenner (1979) stated that all different contexts in which one is embedded 
interact with one another and influence the individual. 

When we focus on religious identity development in particular, we must also 
take the context into account. It is more likely that religious identity will be found in 
people’s turning outward to seek their place within society rather than when individuals 
turn inward on themselves (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates 1999). We realize at least since 
Durkheim (1915:226) that religion is a system of ideas by means of which individuals 
represent to themselves the society of which they are members and the obscure but 
intimate relations that they have with it. 

The current interview study examines the attitude of highly committed young 
Muslim adults toward their context by distinguishing their perceptions of society and 
their participation in society. The following questions lead this study: How do highly 
committed young Muslim adults perceive the societal context of the Netherlands, and 
how do they participate in society? And how does their religious identity play a role in 
their participation? 

This study is part of a larger research project on the development of the religious 
identity of highly committed Christian and Muslim young adults in the Netherlands, and 
it aims to describe the development of their religious identity and to explore similarities 
and differences between the two groups. 

In this article, we start by describing which theories we use in studying the 
attitude of highly committed young Muslim adults toward society. Second, we give a 
description of how tension is experienced by the respondents, by outlining general 
                                                           
6 A version of this article is currently under review for publication in an international journal: Visser-Vogel, E., 
De Kock. A., Barnard, M., & Bakker, C. “I have a Dutch nationality, but others do not see me as a Dutch man, 
of course” — Perception of and participation in society of orthoprax young Muslim adults in the Netherlands. 
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perceptions about Muslims in the Netherlands and existing studies on Muslims in the 
Netherlands. Third, we describe our methods for the empirical part of the study and 
present our findings. Finally, we draw conclusions and discuss the implications of the 
findings for the study of religious identity and attitudes toward and participation in 
society.  

Studying perception of context and participation  

The relation between religious identity and the context is transactional. The context and 
the individual change in a process of ongoing adaptation (Alma, 1998). We cannot simply 
state that context influences the religious identity of young adults, because “they are 
mutually constitutive and thus highly interdependent” (Schachter, 2005b, p. 377). 
Anthony et al. (2007) distinguishes two perspectives: the objective perspective (that of 
the society acting upon the individual by transmitting religious meanings, values and 
expressions, both institutional and personal) and the subjective perspective (that of the 
individual responding to the society by constructing an individual religiosity in the 
process of adapting him or herself to the environment).  

In the case of this study, we enrich our understanding of the religious identity of 
highly committed young Muslim adults by focusing on the context of these adults and 
their attitudes toward the context, distinguishing their perceptions of and participation 
in society. How do they interact with this context, and how does their religion play a role 
in this interaction? In a previous part of our study, we investigated how the construction 
of their religious identity can be explained by the societal context of the Netherlands 
(Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXa, see chapter 3). In this study, we focus on how their religious 
identity is related to their participation.  

Studying the attitude of highly committed young Muslim adults toward society 
is important and interesting, because Dutch majority can be seen as a powerful “other” 
(Phalet et al., 2010). Not at least, because the Netherlands is also one of the most secular 
countries in the world (Te Grotenhuis & Scheepers 2001). Development of religious 
identity depends crucially on acceptance and acknowledgement by relevant others 
(Muslims and wider society as well) (Phalet et al., 2010). According to Thompson 
(1995:194), “religion provides with a sense of belonging to a community, a sense of 
identity as an integral part of a broader collectivity of individuals who share similar beliefs 
and who have, to some extent, a common history and a collective fate.” We wonder if 
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this is the case with regard to highly committed young Muslim adults when Dutch society 
can be seen as a powerful other. 

We may expect that the broader context of Dutch society can be seen as 
important in the development of the religious identity of Muslim youngsters. But it is 
also important to take the smaller context, or “place” seriously (Wellman & Corcoran 
2013). Sunier (2009) also pleads for taking into consideration the local cultural intimacy 
(Herzfeld, 2005) as an influence upon Muslims. Although the interaction between 
religious people and their context is important for understanding their religious identity, 
studies have failed to adequately take “place” into consideration (Wellman & Corcoran 
2013).  

Wellman and Corcoran (2013) introduce the concept of “tension” (following 
Iannaccone, 1994; Smith, Emerson, Gallagher, Kennedy, & Sikkink, 1998; Stark & Finke, 
2000), because experiencing tension will influence the religious identity of individuals, 
for example, by resulting in a higher average level of member commitment to a group 
(Iannaccone, 1994). Stark and Finke (2000:143) define tension as the “degree of 
distinctiveness, separation, and antagonism between a religious group and the “outside” 
world.” They indicate feeling distinctive and separate as components of tension. Wellman 
and Corcoran (2013) emphasize that tension must be seen as a dyadic property that 
exists only in relations between religious groups and environments. They show that 
tension is not always experienced as oppositional; rather, it can result in positive 
cooperative responses. 

The current study investigates the attitude of highly committed young Muslim 
adults by taking into consideration both “tension” and “place” (Wellman & Corcoran 
2013). We do this by using a qualitative research approach to investigate the following 
three aspects. Firstly, we investigate how tension toward their environments is 
experienced by the respondents, by focusing on their perceptions of Dutch society. We 
also investigate toward which people our respondents use strategies of “othering” (Malik, 
2013). Othering can be seen as a psychological function, drawing a line between “us” 
and “the other.” Secondly, we investigate to what these perceptions will lead, by focusing 
on the respondents’ attitudes toward and participation in society. We focus on the 
practices of these Muslims in their own context, for which Sunier (2009) pleaded. In his 
opinion, their “everyday Islam” helps them to connect to society instead of making them 
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border-defying outsiders or completely isolated individuals (Sunier, 2009). Thirdly, we 
investigate how their religion is related to their attitudes toward and participation in 
society. 

General perception of Muslims in the Netherlands 

In Western Europe, suspicion toward Muslims has increased (Pehrson & Green, 2010). 
We can see this in the number of societal debates on the increasing visibility of Islam in 
the public sphere (Fadil, 2013) and on immigration and diversity in Europe (Zolberg & 
Long, 1999). With regard to the Netherlands, the public opinion surveys show 
widespread resistance to the religious way of life of Muslims in Dutch society (Maliepaard 
& Gijsberts, 2012; Sniderman et al., 2003; Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007). Muslims are 
commonly perceived as the primary “Other”, because of how they regard the perceived 
moral integrity in society (Schinkel 2007) or because of the fear of “Islamic” terrorism 
(Sunier, 2010a; De Graaf, 2011). This resistance against Muslims came to be described in 
the national debates about Islamic schools and the place of other Islamic institutions, 
practices and claims (Verkuyten et al., 2012), and strong anti-Muslim sentiments were 
expressed by political actors such as Geert Wilders, who targeted Islam and Islamic 
believers. 

 It is an important question to ask what the effect might be of this public climate 
for Dutch Muslims and the development of their religious identity. Naber states that the 
public discourse of “us vs. them” induces an “internment of the psyche… a sense of 
internal incarceration…manifested in the fear that at any moment one could be harassed, 
beaten up, picked up, locked up, or disappeared” (Naber, 2008:292; Laird, Abu-Ras, & 
Senzai, 2013). For young Muslims, this discourse requires a constant negotiation with the 
rest of the society, because they are associated with a religious tradition that is under 
the microscope (Kinnvall & Nesbitt, 2011). For the second generation in particular, it must 
be difficult and cause identity crises, because members of the first generation could rely 
on their traditional networks (Sunier, 2012). 

Research among Muslims in Western Europe and the Netherlands 

Several studies exist that explore what these circumstances might imply for the religiosity 
of young Muslims in the Netherlands (Maliepaard & Gijsberts, 2012). These studies differ 
in outcomes (Ersanilli, 2009; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010; Fleischmann, 2010; Pels, Gruijter, & 
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Lahri, 2008; Maliepaard & Gijsberts, 2012). According to some scholars, Muslim 
youngsters will become less religious in Dutch society and will downplay their religious 
commitment in order to “prove” that they are integrated into Dutch society (Sunier, 2009, 
2010a; Beekers, 2014).  

Other studies show that such circumstances will lead to a stronger religious 
group identification and high levels of religious involvement, because this can provide a 
sense of belonging, certainty and meaningfulness and a way of feeling in control 
(Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999; Verkuyten et al., 2012; Hogg, Adelman, & Blagg, 
2010; Ysseldyk, Matheson, & Anisman, 2010; Buitelaar, 1998; Vertovec, 2001, Cesari, 2003, 
De Koning, 2008; Phalet et al., 2010; Fleischmann & Phalet, 2012; Güngör et al., 2011). 
Iannaccone (1994) states that the more behavioral strictures a religious group 
experiences, the higher the group’s average level of member commitment.  

The perceptions of Muslims in Dutch society do not just influence their religious 
identity and religious involvement, but Muslim youth also experience difficulty as they 
try to become a part of the larger society in their transition to adulthood (Rangoonwala 
et al., 2011). They might struggle with combining feelings of belonging and commitment 
toward their ethnic community and toward the nation (Verkuyten et al., 2012). The threat 
to their religious identity will imply a tension between their subordinate group 
membership as Muslims and their inclusion as citizens at the superordinate level of the 
wider society (Jetten, Branscombe, & Spears, 2001; Mummendey & Wenzel, 1999). 

Some researchers have undertaken studies to discover how Muslim youth 
participates in Western societies in general or in the Netherlands in particular. Blogowska 
and Saroglou (2013) state that for strongly religious and orthodox people, religious 
norms are superior to society’s moral norms. Phalet et al. (2010) found that Moroccan-
Dutch Muslims have a general willingness to resist Dutch civic norms as a reaction to the 
threat against their religious identity. Verkuyten et al. (2012) found that Moroccan-Dutch 
adolescents’ ethnic group identification and religious identification were negatively 
related to their Dutch identification. Buijs et al. (2006) found that Salafi-youth in the 
Netherlands has a critical attitude toward and turns away from Dutch society. Buijs et al. 
(2006) state that a lack of social connectedness seems to be an essential condition for 
radicalization.  
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On the other hand, Maliepaard and Gijsberts (2012) state that most youngsters 
among second generation Turkish- and Moroccan-Dutch Muslims do not agree with the 
proposition that Islam has to be represented in Dutch politics. Verkuyten and Yildiz (2010) 
found that Islamic orthodoxy is not related to disidentification in terms of turning away 
from and contrasting with society. Gijberts and Dagevos (2009) also found that young 
Muslims see their future in the Netherlands and increasingly seek to join Dutch society. 
Compared to the first generation, second-generation Muslims should attach less 
importance to their religious identity and have a stronger sense of national belonging 
(Maliepaard, Gijsberts, & Lubbers, 2012; Phalet & Güngör, 2004). 

To conclude, currently available research reveals that the presence of Muslim 
minorities in the Netherlands is highly politicized and conflict-ridden (Phalet et al., 2010) 
and that there is widespread resistance to the religious way of life of Muslims in Dutch 
society (Maliepaard & Gijsberts, 2012; Sniderman et al., 2003; Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 
2007). Different researchers have undertaken studies to discover what these societal 
circumstances of young Muslims in the Netherlands imply for their religiosity 
(Maliepaard & Gijsberts 2012). However, little is known about how young Muslims 
perceive society, how they participate in society or how their religious identity is 
connected to this participation. Therefore, these questions are considered in this study.  

Methods 

Analysis 

The analysis for this study was conducted using Atlas.TI software. The interpretation 
process leading to assigning codes followed a standard procedure of thematic analysis 
(Braun and Clarke 2006). All interviews were read several times by the interpreter, which 
is consistent with this methodological approach.  

In the first stage, we worked systematically through the data of the second part 
of the second interview, because this part particularly was focused on questions about 
politics and perceptions of and participation in society. After finishing that part, we 
analyzed the total data set, because in the other parts of the interviews, respondents 
also referred to their perceptions of and participation in society, without being asked. 
We analyzed the data coding line by line to identify prominent themes (Lofland et al., 
2006). We assigned codes such as “attitude – finding a place by adapting” and “politics 
– more committed to politics in country of origin.” In this stage of coding, we wanted to 
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be as inclusive as possible in identifying the issues of perception of and participation in 
society. This part of the analysis resulted in 106 codes.  

In the second stage, we developed profiles of every respondent. In these 
profiles, we wrote the characteristics of the respondent concerned, with regard to their 
attitude toward society. The third stage involved sorting all of the codes into overarching 
codes and themes. This resulted in a schematic model of the attitudes toward society of 
all the respondents and consisted of 21 overarching codes. This allowed us to gain a 
better understanding of the analysis. 

These stages of analysis were conducted by the first author. Through the 
analysis, extensive annotations (e.g., memos) were kept, as recommended by Corbin and 
Strauss (2008), to facilitate the analysis process and to explore overarching codes. At the 
end of this stage, themes that were seen as similar were combined into one, and we 
developed more appropriate labels for existing categories and codes.  

In the fourth stage, the analysis was reviewed in two ways. First, the data set was 
reread to ascertain whether or not the analysis “worked” in relation to the data set. 
Second, the codes, the categories, and the interpretation were discussed by all authors 
of this article, who provided critical feedback.  

Results 

In the following, we present our findings in three parts. Firstly, we focus on and present 
the respondents’ perceptions of Dutch society. Secondly, we present in what way 
respondents participate in society. Thirdly, we show how the religious identity of young 
Muslim adults plays a role in their participation in Dutch society; we present three styles 
of linking religion to participation.  

Perception of Dutch Society 

It seems to be that the respondents perceive society as a “powerful other.” Because we 
selected our respondents with respect to four criteria of orthopraxy, we already knew 
that all respondents had a critical attitude toward modern society. In this section, we 
present how this attitude functions in their lives and in what ways they describe this 
critical attitude toward society. In answering the question of how they consider Dutch 
society, the respondents use words and phrases like “individualistic”, “assertive”, 
“capitalist”, “selfish” and “negative toward Muslims and Islam and religious people in 
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general.” Besides these answers to this particular question, in their life stories, 
respondents give more information about how they perceive Dutch society. In many 
cases, they oppose themselves to Dutch society. This is seen in formulations of not 
considering themselves as Dutch citizens, in using words like “we” (Muslim people) and 
“they” (Dutch people). This can be illustrated by Ammar and Bulus. Ammar: “Sometimes 
I think, they defend their right too little” and “I did not come here voluntarily, and even 
though I was in my own country, the situation is the same, there is no Islamic state.” 
Bulus: “I am a Dutch man, yes, I have a Dutch nationality, but others do not see you as a 
Dutch man, of course.” Some respondents experience the perception that Dutch people 
do not understand them.  

In some cases, Dutch society is perceived as threatening, as respondents have 
to be fierce and strong and have to fight against society, because “actually, yes, you are 
under attack” (Bulus). Respondents have to be armed in contact with others. This is 
illustrated by Suoud, in a discussion about Ramadan with somebody: “I said this to a 
Dutch man. And he said to me, yes, but is also, based on research, research has proven 
that eating in time is also very important for your health. So, they overlap each other. 
And uhm, then I could not say anything, I had nothing to say.” All respondents often 
mention that Dutch people have prejudices about Islamic people. Laila says: “There were 
some racist, yes, sarcastic comments. Yes, such as, you are oppressed (…) Then I think, 
are you really interested?” Respondents describe different examples of being 
discriminated against or tell stories about discrimination against Muslims in general, for 
example, in marks given at school or in applying for jobs. As a result, some respondents 
are quite frustrated about Dutch people’s perceptions of Muslims. This can be seen in 
the second interview with Ramiz. He raised his voice and spoke loudly:  

“I got very uptight. I got very uptight! I hit the dashboard, because I got angry, 
because I cannot accept it. That’s against my norms and values, against my 
religion. It-is-not-possible! (…) Here (in the Netherlands), people say: a Muslim did 
this, a Muslim did such. I cannot get angry about that, because that is a fact. If a 
Muslim steals, then he steals. But not every Muslim is a thief!” 
 Interviewer: “No.”  
Ramiz: “But about getting uptight, that is not because they show that in the media, 
they have the right to do that…But I got uptight because, they, they pretend all 
Muslims are like that. That’s why I become angry. I, I can deal, can deal with it, 
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because I can quickly calm down. But maybe in two days there will come a stupid 
goat, a stupid person: ‘I plan an attack’. Such things happen, or not? Why does 
that happen? No, it’s not just going to happen, yes, frustration.” 

That the respondents oppose themselves to Dutch society can also be seen in 
the fact that almost all respondents want to improve the image of Muslims in the 
Netherlands. Bulus: “So, that’s why I try to simply, uhm, you know, by my behavior et 
cetera to show that it is not true.” Laila mentions that this improving of the image of 
Muslims is sometimes hard: “…Moroccans, that Muslims are not as they are always, uhm 
yes, portrayed. Sometimes I have the feeling that I have to prove myself constantly, that’s 
tiring! You don’t persist!” 

Almost all respondents emphasize that Muslims are entitled to have their own 
place in society and to practice their religion. Tarek says: “By freedom of religion I do not 
mean freedom of religious beliefs, but also freedom to practice your religion.” In their 
opinion, the Netherlands has to adapt their opinions and accept Muslims in society, 
rather than making Muslims integrate into society. This is illustrated by Tarek, who argues 
how he understands the meaning of integration even without being asked for his 
interpretation: “They (Dutch people) have another meaning of integration. (…) They 
think, uhm, somebody is integrated when he abandons his norms and values. But that is 
not going to happen! I will not say, uhm, as Muslim community we will not say, uhm, 
okay, we live in your country, so we will not pray anymore, maybe. No! (…) A Muslim 
who lives in a foreign country, he has to respect the rules of that country, and stick by 
them. That is what we do, in any case, most of us. But there are things, uhm, we will not 
stop praying.” 

What they experience tension toward 

Tension is experienced toward the media and the negative opinions and prejudices of 
Dutch society, but the respondents also experience it in the smaller context of 
experiencing prejudices and discrimination in their jobs, at school, at university, and so 
on. In most cases, both forms of tension strengthen oppositional and frustrating feelings 
instead of cooperative feelings. At the same time, we note three things about this 
experienced tension. Firstly, although the respondents have a negative attitude toward 
society, when they are asked which person is opposed to them, in most cases they 
mention or describe the characteristics of the people who are opposed to them, without 

6



122 
 

linking this to their own religious identity. Aysun describes the opposing person as 
follows: “A person who is engaged with himself. Uhm, how do you call that, (silence), 
uhm, (silence), uhm, anyhow, I do not like when people only think of themselves, selfish, 
a person who is selfish.” 

Secondly, although respondents oppose themselves to Dutch people during the 
interviews, they also tell stories about how the prejudices disappeared when they came 
into close contact with Dutch citizens. This is illustrated by Suoud, who at first thought 
all his neighbors had negative thoughts about him. The lesson he learned is that if you 
are in contact with people, prejudices will go away. “Uhm, yes, contact is very important. 
They can get a wrong image of you. You can prevent it by having really good contact 
with them.” Now he works in the garden with neighbors, and he has some drinks with 
them. In particular, when respondents undertake things together with people outside 
their own religious group, they experience the fact that their differences are less serious 
than was thought. Laila mentioned this during the second interview, after she 
complained a lot about Dutch citizens’ prejudices and negative attitudes toward 
Muslims. She said, “Actually, we have to try, I try to be myself. (…) Because, uhm, yes, it 
is a pity, because, on the one hand we say, uhm, they have such and such wrong opinions 
about us, but actually we uhm, we also have a, uhm really have uh, an image of the 
Westerner. (…) So, actually it is a two-way process.” 

Thirdly, in spite of experiencing tension, respondents at the same time 
emphasize similarities between their religion and culture and rules in Dutch society. This 
can be found in all legitimizations and when they claim that the norms and values in the 
Netherlands are actually typically Islamic. In a previous part of our study, we already 
focused on this aspect. In the following section, we present how respondents participate 
in society. As mentioned above, all respondents experience tension in different ways and 
to different degrees. If respondents perceive tension with regard to society, how will they 
participate in society?  

Participation in society 

To get a better understanding of the participation in society of the respondents, we focus 
on four different aspects: firstly, how the respondents are committed to Dutch politics; 
secondly, how they contribute to society in their perceptions; thirdly, which goals they 
have in life and fourthly, upon which groups their participation is mainly focused.  
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Firstly, we focus on how they are committed to Dutch politics, because 
involvement in society can be found in such commitment. During the analysis, we 
discovered an absence of commitment to Dutch politics. One respondent does not vote, 
because in his opinion, this is forbidden in Islam. Other respondents vote, without being 
members of a political party. The choice of which political party they vote for seems to 
be discretionary. Different respondents mention that they do not consider their choice 
carefully. If respondents are asked how politicians have to improve their policies, most 
of the time they do not know how, or they only answer like Aysun: “Education and uhm, 
they have to pay special attention to employment.” With regard to politics, many 
respondents are more committed to their countries of origin. Sometimes they speak 
passionately about political leaders in Morocco or Turkey. Sometimes it seems that 
respondents are loyal to both countries, as Ramiz stated: “Of course, I also feel Turkish, 
but when the Netherlands have to play soccer against Turkey, honestly, I support both 
countries.” Some respondents mention that they also feel connected to the “Ummah”, 
the supra-national community of Muslims. In many cases, the respondents are especially 
focused on their own Islamic community. Gülsen says: “You are in a context of Muslims, 
also, for example, in our homes, also my family, we are, we are all committed to Islam. 
And, uhm, you take part in lessons in mosque. So, these all are surroundings in which 
you come in contact with Islam.” 

Notwithstanding the negative perceptions about Dutch society, most of the time 
the respondents participate in society by having jobs, studying and having friends. To 
the question of how respondents make a contribution to society, they only give examples 
like paying taxes, working, studying, not generating a nuisance or not being disturbing. 
Deriya says, “I studied, I am looking for a job, uhm, I know my way with people, (…) I 
have never heard, especially not in my neighborhood, never heard: we suffer from you, 
no. (…) Society has had so far no problems with us. Yes, during my puberty, but that was 
in our midst, we do not have a criminal record, no, never.” 

During the interviews, respondents mention many things about their goals in 
life, related to their contributions to society. Most respondents see it as an important 
goal to give a good and positive representation of Islam, to gain more space and to 
deserve more respect for Islam in society. Besides that, respondents want to climb the 
social ladder and reach good jobs as Muslims. Two respondents mention that they want 
to have a role in Dutch political or cultural areas.  
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Focusing on how respondents participate in society, they are particularly active 
in and involved with their own Islamic community. In a previous part of our study, we 
already emphasized this finding (Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXa, see chapter 3). Respondents 
tell how their goals and participation are in many cases linked to and related to their 
own group. Almost all respondents say that they want to help the next generation of 
Muslim youth to become “conscious Muslims”, by helping them in their studies and 
disseminating knowledge about Islam. Respondents are actively involved by giving 
Islamic lessons, giving homework counseling, being active in the mosque, organizing 
activities for other Muslims and giving donations to Islamic charities. Their ideals are in 
some cases also linked to Islam, because they want to achieve more unity among 
Muslims. Ramiz claims several times: “Muslims have to be a unity, whatever happens, we 
have to be a unity. (…) Yes, that hurts me, that Muslims, uhm, Muslims have different 
opinions. All Muslims have different opinions. And I do not like that.” 

Bulus is actively involved in his own religious group, but he wants to bridge the 
gap with Dutch society by attempting to create contact between people of the mosque 
and people outside the Muslim community. Jamila is not really actively involved in her 
own group. She is especially busy in her new job as an attorney.  

Relation between religious identity and participation in society 

During the selection procedure for the study, respondents agreed with the criterion, 
“Religion is perceived to be meaningful for the totality of life” (Visser-Vogel et al., 2012). 
Although the respondents also claim the same during the interviews, in many cases, 
Islam seems not to be related to their participation in society outside their religious 
community. It seems that Islam is not a factor in making choices of education, jobs, 
political parties, and so on. This phenomenon of not linking religion to participation in 
broader society can be found in different ways in the life stories of the respondents. In 
the following, we will present three different styles of linking religion to participation. All 
respondents belong to only one style at a time. 

Style 1: Participating as far as Islam allows. Seven of the ten respondents use 
this style of participating in society. They emphasize that religion is very personal and 
that they do not want to convert other people to Islam, but they want to present a good 
representation of Muslims. These respondents want to climb the social ladder, 
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particularly to help their own religious group, and they are actively involved in 
participation in their own Islamic community.  

These respondents seem not to link religion to their participation, but at the 
same time, these respondents do participate as citizens (not as Muslims) in society. They 
study, they have jobs and they spend their leisure time in society. Islam seems not to 
have an impact on these actions, and the link to Islam is not made explicit. On the other 
hand, religion has everything to do with their participation, because they participate as 
citizens as far as Islam allows. Tarek tells us: “At university, there are sometimes such, 
such parties. Yes, and I do not go to these parties, because they will drink alcoholic drinks 
in the evening. (…) As a Muslim, you cannot, uhm, you can behave normally with other 
people, but, of course, there are borders of course, you cannot do everything.” 

It is not the content of their choices in participating in society that has something 
to do with their religion, but only the extent of their participation; when their 
participation reaches the border of Islam, they stop participating. Ammar tells how he 
experiences tension between his willingness to obey the rules of Islam and, at the same 
time, his awareness of the expectations of Dutch people: “I said to the teacher, mister, 
you must not ask me that, he says, yes, as a social worker, if you will have a homosexual 
as client, will you help him? I said to him: As a human being I will give him help. No 
problem. But: you are a Muslim, aren’t you? That is not allowed, isn’t it? That kind of 
things. Then I tend to say, okay, I have a choice to refuse help. There are some teachers 
at school, they put immense pressure on me. Because they do not leave me any choice. 
Do I have to die? Do I have to leave this country? It is either one or the other.” 

Style 2: Religion is very personal and individual. Two respondents (Jamila and 
Suoud) belong to style 2: Religion is very personal and individual. They also see religion 
as very personal, but in addition to the previous style, these respondents participate fully 
in society and do not participate actively in their own religious group. They do not link 
their religion to participating in society at all, as they fully participate as citizens and not 
as Muslims. 

The following illustrates how religion is not linked to participation. Jamila tells 
us: “Absolutely not, no. I mean, I will be the same attorney. I mean, also if I would not be 
a Muslim, I think. You can see them very well separately. I mean, then you are working, 
then, see. Sometimes that’s very difficult to make clear. (…) People have the opinion that, 
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a Muslim, as being an attorney or a lawyer, they will engage their religion to it. But for 
me, being a Muslim means that I correctly practice my religion, that I pray, that I wear a 
headscarf, that’s it, then it’s okay. But if I go into the office, then, then, yes, when I have 
to prepare a court case, I will not include Islam in it. No! (Laughs). No, absolutely not! 
But they do not understand that.” 

Religion is important for these respondents, but only in the private sphere. 
Therefore, these respondents also claim that Muslims are entitled to have their own place 
in society in which to practice their religion. 

Style 3: Bridging the gap. Bulus is the only person who links his Muslim identity 
explicitly to his participation in society, beyond just his own religious community. He 
wants to bridge the gap between Islam and Dutch society. Together with other Muslims 
from the mosque he belongs to, he actively interacts with people outside his religious 
community. He undertakes actions to give society a better representation of Muslims 
and Islam and to gain respect and more of a place in society for Muslims. In the first 
place, he wants society to learn from Islam and not the other way round. He also wants 
to play a role in politics as a Muslim. When he talks about his membership in the youth 
council in the city where he lives, he says, “Also to represent our ideas, actually. See, uhm, 
there were only Dutch people, and I was the only not-Dutch man, yes, I also have Dutch 
nationality, but, with respect to my background. And I thought, yes, uhm, who can look 
after our interests?” 

But Bulus also cannot be explicit about how Islam is connected to his opinions 
and choices. He also participates in society as far as Islam allows. But Bulus speaks several 
times about adapting its rules toward Dutch society. “It is just a little, yes, another way 
of thinking they have. But, it is simply permitted that I, also with regard to my clothing, 
will adapt to this society. That’s no problem at all.” 

Discussion 

Because the respondents agree with all four criteria for “orthopraxy” (Visser-Vogel et al., 
2012), we already know that they have a critical attitude toward modern society. Wellman 
and Corcoran have criticized the assumption that conservative believers are necessarily 
in opposition to their environment. In their research, they conclude, “the majority of 
respondents did not feel directly persecuted or oppressed, but instead see the secular 
PNW (American Pacific Northwest) as an opportunity” (2013:517). 
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In our study, we discover that orthoprax young Muslim adults oppose 
themselves to Dutch society. Although most of the time, the respondents participate in 
society by having jobs, studying and having friends, they do not feel really connected to 
Dutch society. Most respondents see it as an important goal to give a good and positive 
representation of Islam and to gain more space and create more respect for Islam in 
society. Focusing on how they participate in society, the respondents appear not to be 
involved in society through being committed to Dutch politics. The question, however, 
is whether this is typical for these respondents, or whether this applies to young adults 
in general and whether this can be attributed to their age.  

Besides this, we see that the respondents are particularly active in and involved 
with their own Islamic community. This participation can also be considered as 
participation in society, because by participating in their own religious community, they 
contribute constructively to living together in society. Blogowska and Saroglou (2013) 
have already suggested, based on Saroglou, Pichon, Trompette, Verschueren, and 
Dernelle (2005) and Blogowska and Saroglou (2011), that religiosity and fundamentalism 
are associated with a willingness to help proximal people and ingroup members but not 
necessarily unknown people and outgroup members.  

In many cases, the respondents do not link their religious identity to their 
participation in society beyond their Islamic community. Most respondents participate in 
society as far as Islam allows. They emphasize that religion is very personal and that they 
do not want to convert other people to Islam, but they want to make a good 
representation of Muslims. These participants want to climb the social ladder, particularly 
to help their own religious group, and they are actively involved in participation in their 
own Islamic community. These respondents seem not to link religion to their 
participation, but at the same time, these respondents participate as citizens (not as 
Muslims) in society. Two respondents see religion as very personal and individual and 
do not link their religious identity to participating in society. They participate fully in 
society and do not participate actively in their own religious group. 

Only one respondent (Bulus) tells us how he wants to combine his religious 
identity and his participation in society by bridging the gap between the Islamic 
community and Dutch society. Yet Bulus also cannot make explicit how Islam is 
connected to his opinions and choices, and he also participates in society as far as Islam 
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allows. Important to mention is the fact that Bulus is the only third-generation Muslim 
among the respondents, instead of second-generation. In conclusion, most of these 
orthoprax young Muslim adults feel not really connected to the broader Dutch society 
and are especially involved with their own Islamic community. Above all, according to 
our analysis, they do not relate their religious identity to their participation in society, 
and they participate in society as “people” instead of as Muslims. 

These conclusions provide a new insight into the religious identity of orthoprax 
young Muslim adults. Other researchers have investigated questions about whether 
Muslims in the Netherlands will attach less importance to their religious identity and have 
a stronger sense of national belonging over time (e.g., Anthony et al., 2007; Verkuyten 
et al., 2012; Maliepaard et al., 2012; Phalet & Gügör 2004). Verkuyten and Yildiz (2010) 
found a very small negative correlation between Islamic orthodoxy and identification 
with Dutch society. In their study, orthodoxy is not a predictor for opposing and turning 
away from society. De Koning (in Maliepaard, 2012) already criticized the simplistic 
distinction of “modern vs. religious” and “integrated vs. Muslim.” We cannot give an 
answer to the question of whether young Muslims’ religious commitment will decrease 
or increase in the Netherlands over time or whether the young adults’ religious identity 
is a predictor for their feeling not connected to the Netherlands. 

However, based on our analysis, we add a new question, because orthoprax 
young Muslim adults oppose themselves to society and do not link their religious identity 
to their participation in society beyond the Islamic community. Based on our analysis, we 
can state that for the respondents, it seems not to be an issue to link both aspects. What 
are the possible explanations for not linking religious identity to participation? Firstly, a 
reason for this can be that the respondents do not feel connected to society. Why should 
they try to link their deepest, innermost religious identity to society when they do not 
feel connected to it? Secondly, it can be that religion is perceived as very personal, so it 
does not matter for their participation in society. At the same time, respondents plea to 
have their own place in society, but separate from non-Muslims in society. Thirdly, an 
explanation can be found in factors related to the context. Maybe the parents of the 
respondents educate them not to link religion to participation. Or maybe their lack of 
linking religion to their participation is due to the general public opinion in the 
Netherlands, where religion is considered very personal and citizens are discouraged 
from bringing their religiosity into society.  
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Most of the respondents do not feel connected to Dutch society, and they 
perceive this society as negative and also do not actively interact as Muslims in the 
society. Nevertheless, a few respondents are more connected to Dutch society (Jamila, 
Bulus and Suoud) and try to play a role in broader society as Muslims (Bulus). Based on 
our study, we can give two possible explanations for the differences between 
respondents in feeling connected to Dutch society. Firstly, Bulus is the only respondent 
who is a third-generation Muslim in the Netherlands, instead of second-generation. It 
could be that for him, it is more taken for granted that he can be a Dutchman and play 
an active role in Dutch society. Secondly, it is important to feel accepted and of worth. 
In the case of many of the respondents, they feel unaccepted by Dutch society. By 
actively participating in their own group, they receive the recognition of group members. 
This could cause a stronger commitment to their religious community. For respondents 
who receive enough recognition outside the religious group, they do not hesitate to 
connect to the Netherlands and to lose commitment to their own religious group. In the 
stories, Jamila is well appreciated by her family for being an attorney and has many Dutch 
friends. Suoud receives a lot of respect and worth in giving music lessons to many 
children and organizing multicultural events. Bulus finds his self-esteem in organizing 
meetings between mosque and community. This explanation is supported by the study 
of Laird et al. (2013), who state that stigma and high status professions have an influence 
on belonging in social contexts. Korf et al. (2007) also state that young Muslims feel more 
accepted if they are in contact with peers of a different ethnic origin. 

The lack of feeling connected to Dutch society triggers the question in social 
debates of whether this lack of connection may be threat to society. Buijs et al. (2006) 
state that a lack of societal commitment seems to be a necessary condition for 
radicalization. Doosje, Loseman, and Van den Bos (2013) distinguish three determinants 
of a radical belief system which we can all recognize in the stories of our respondents: 
personal uncertainty, perceived injustice and a perceived group threat. Schmidt (2004) 
states, in describing some provocative and dangerous Islamic movements in Europe, that 
we must not “forget that to some groups of Muslims ideal citizenry is not realized by 
integration within Western societies but rather segregation from them” (p. 41). Although 
the present study does not give great cause for concern, our study also indicates that 
some young Muslims who study, seek or have jobs, nevertheless maintain having 
segregation as ideal. Future research is needed to investigate whether we must 
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complete, reformulate or tighten existing definitions and whether we have to consider 
the way our respondents perceive and participate in society as more dangerous than we 
expect.  

This study adds some new insights into how young Muslims perceive society, 
how they participate in society and how their religious identity is connected to this. We 
experienced as researchers, that we had to ask many questions and analyze the whole 
data set to discover how respondents perceive society. If we had only questioned and 
analyzed the answers to the question, “How do you perceive society”, that would not 
have given a good picture. We also emphasize the complexity of the relation between 
religiosity and participation in society. Other researchers have tried to discover whether 
religiosity influences participation or if (lack of) participation influences religiosity. By 
undertaking this study, we have learned that the question may be more complex, 
because respondents themselves do not link religiosity to their participation.  

As this research covers new empirical ground, our findings lay the foundation 
for further research. The main focus of the present study was on perception of and 
participation in society and the relation with the respondents’ religious identity. Future 
research should focus on the relation between perception and participation. In our study, 
we discovered the enormous complexity of this question. On the one hand, in some 
cases it seems to be that the more the respondents have negative perceptions of society, 
the less their participation will be. But on the other hand, some respondents say that by 
participating in society, their negative feelings about society diminished. Secondly, more 
research is needed to better understand how the feeling 'self-esteem' and of 'being 
treated with respect' influences respondents’ perception of and participation in society.  

The qualitative method and the limited number of participants make 
generalizing the findings problematic, but this was beyond the scope of this study. Our 
aim has been to describe and deepen the understanding of the perception of and 
participation in society of orthoprax young Muslim adults, and how their religious 
identity plays a role in their participation. In that sense we hope that our study 
contributes to the debate. On the other hand we hope that our study could encourage 
psychologists and sociologists of religion and religious identity development to engage 
in further discussion to establish a way to examine perception, participation and religious 
identity and the relation between the three.  
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Improving the framework for research on religious identity 

development of orthoprax adolescents7 

The importance of hearing youth voices is increasingly emphasized in studies on youth 
and religion, as well as in religious education in particular. In addition, scholars advocate 
that it is important to hear the voices of the youth not only regarding material religion, 
but also concerning the way youth experience and give meaning to their religion. To 
respond to these needs, four years ago, we started a research project carried out by an 
underexposed research group of youth, namely orthoprax Muslim adolescents. This 
study is concentrated on the investigation of religious identity (development), with a 
focus in particular on how youth construct their religious identity, as well as how their 
religious identity is developed.  

Therefore, in 2012, we proposed a framework for research on the religious 
identity development of highly committed adolescents, as published in this journal 
(Visser-Vogel et al. 2012). We developed this framework for our research project, which 
has led to presentations of the results in four different articles. In addition, we proposed 
the label “orthopraxy” to identify highly committed people. After conducting our 
investigation and analysis, in this article, we reflected on our proposed framework and 
ways of categorizing highly committed adolescents. We recommend other scholars who 
want to use Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) in their research on religious identity and identity 
development to use theories other than Marcia’s, because his theory is not primarily 
focused on the communal or societal characteristics of religion. Aside from evaluating 
the proposed framework, we provide insight into the interview guidelines used and 
suggest improvements based on our experiences. Reflecting on our framework and 
evaluating the guidelines used are helpful in improving the research on the identity 
development of religious adolescents.  

 The structure of this article is as follows. First, we briefly summarize our proposed 
framework and label our methods of selecting and identifying highly committed Muslim 
adolescents to study their religious identity and religious identity development (Visser-
Vogel et al., 2012). Second, we evaluate the developed framework by presenting how 

                                                           
7 A version of this article is submitted for publication in an international journal Visser-Vogel, E., De Kock, A., 
Barnard, M., & Bakker, C. Hearing the voices of young adults. Improving the framework for research on 
religious identity development of orthoprax adolescents. 
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the framework worked in our four sub-studies among orthoprax Muslim adolescents, as 
well as by providing insight into the results. Third, we reflect on our developed 
framework critically, as well as provide insight into the interview guidelines and proposed 
improvements. Fourth, we reflect on the label “orthoprax.” Was this label helpful in 
investigating highly committed adolescents?  

Looking back 

The developed framework  

The starting point of our framework was Marcia’s identity status model, based on a 
combination of two underlying dimensions of exploration and commitment (1966, 1980, 
1993). In our research, we use these dimensions to advance our knowledge of religious 
identity development. Aside from this focus on developmental processes, we investigate 
the construction of religious identity, the role of significant others, and their attitudes 
toward and perceptions of Dutch society.  

 To focus on these different aspects of religious identity development, we 
included the interview protocol “Faith, Politics and the Life Story” of McAdams (2008) to 
our framework. As this narrative model enables researchers to listen to the life stories of 
adolescents, our use allowed us to investigate religious identity development from the 
perspective of orthoprax adolescents themselves. Schachter and Ventura (2008) 
investigate the role of context in identity development, as thereby compensating for 
what Marcia’s theory did not focus on sufficiently. They introduce the concept of identity 
agents and see parents as “individuals who actively interact with children and youth with 
the intention of participating in their identity formation, and who reflectively mediate 
larger social influences on identity formation” (Schachter and Ventura 2008, 449). The 
study by Schachter and Ventura (2008) meets our demand for investigating the role of 
context, and for this reason, we chose to apply this theory in the construction of our 
framework. In line with Cohen-Malayev et al. (2009), who argue exploration is especially 
significant in identity development, we focus on exploration using the exploration styles 
they developed.  

Orthoprax. At the start of our research project, we wanted to develop a 
framework for highly committed, believing adolescents. In our research project, we 
aimed to apply the framework to two specific groups of highly committed Christian and 
Muslim adolescents. Simply to underline the communality of both groups, we chose a 
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label that is suitable for both highly committed Christian and Muslim adolescents. By 
labelling them as orthoprax, we emphasize that in praxis, we find revealed what is 
important and valuable (Visser-Vogel et al., 2012). Because practices were perceived as 
important for both groups, we chose to focus on the way religion is practiced.  

 To select orthoprax, believing youth, we identified four characteristics, which 
were used as criteria (Visser-Vogel et al., 2012). We make use of the following indicators 
to characterize young adults. (1) They claim a sacred scripture contains the exclusive truth 
about humanity and their deity, (2) which is held meaningful for all aspects of life, and 
(3) these believers have a strong loyalty to each other and to institutes within their group, 
as demonstrated (4) by a critical attitude toward modern society (Visser-Vogel et al., 
2012, 112). We consider adolescents orthoprax if they meet all four criteria. 

Four different sub-questions were central to our research project: 

1. How are the religious identities of orthoprax religious Muslim adolescents 
constructed in their life stories? 

2. How do they perceive their religious identity development and how can we consider 
their religious exploration processes? 

3. How do they perceive the roles of people, institutes, and events in the development 
of their religious identity? 

4. How do they perceive the relationship between their religious identity development 
and the way they participate in society? 

The answers to these questions are presented in separate articles in which we further 
explain and justify our method of analysis. 

Results 

Before evaluating the framework, we first present some results of our earlier studies on 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents 8 . These results are based on different sub-studies 
undertaken in the past four years and described in four different articles (chapter 3-6). 
Second, we will reflect critically on our developed framework and present our revised 
interview guidelines.  

                                                           
8 Because of a delay in the research project on Christian adolescents, we now only focus on the results of the 
orthoprax Muslim respondents. 
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In this section, we present the most important findings of the study among 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents, with regard to four different parts. These include 1) the 
construction of their religious identity, 2) religious identity development, with a focus on 
religious exploration processes, 3) the role of significant others, with a focus on the role 
of parents in their religious identity development, and 4) the relation between their 
religious identity development and the way respondents participate in Dutch society. 
These four parts are related to the research questions of our study.  

Construction of their religious identity9 

During the selection procedure, the respondents agreed to the criterion, “Religion is 
perceived to be meaningful for the totality of life.” During the interviews, Muslim 
respondents described how their religion plays a role in their lives. For many Muslim 
respondents, their religious identities are taken for granted. Muslim respondents see 
their religion as very personal; in many cases, they do not link their perceptions and 
choices to Islam explicitly. In some cases, Islam seems to have nothing to do with those 
aspects of life for which Islam has no rules. For example, for Ammar, watching TV is 
allowed because Islam has no rule about this: “That’s up to you.” Moreover, Islam has, 
for some respondents, no effect on decisions, including choosing your education.  

A distinguishing element of the content of their religious identities is that Muslim 
respondents emphasize the importance of acquiring knowledge. They emphasize the 
need for knowledge about Islam, as well as to become a “conscious” Muslim. In addition, 
obeying the commandments of God is a common aspect of their religious identity. In 
constructing their religious identity, Muslim respondents emphasized their personal 
choices to be orthoprax Muslims, instead of being forced by others. This can be 
illustrated by Tarek: “Uhm, in this life, you can make choices what to do. It’s not you, uh, 
are forced, uh, you can do what you want, anything, uh, not everything is allowed, but 
you can make your own choices what to do. You are free to choose.” 

 Orthoprax respondents share the importance of rituals, including praying and 
reading or reciting sacred texts. Muslim respondents link their moral behaviors to their 
religious identity. They also claim to make different choices in their lives because of their 

                                                           
9 The results of this study are presented in “Then they think negatively about me, they automatically think 
negatively about my religion” The constructed religious identity of young orthoprax Muslim adults. (Visser-
Vogel et al., see chapter 3).  
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religious identity, such as not going out, not drinking alcohol, and not having sex before 
marriage. In the construction of their religious identity, their appearances often play a 
role. Regarding Muslims, this is visible by headscarves and having beards. Different 
Muslim respondents describe how their appearance triggers a preconceived notion 
about Muslims. Laila explains: “I think, they think a girl wearing a headscarf is pathetic… 
That they think, uhm, poor, poor, poor child, yes, I think so.” 

Exploration processes10 

In our research project, we chose to investigate how religious identity development takes 
place by focusing on exploration processes. We examined in what ways the respondents 
explored and how they tried to find their answers. For Muslim respondents, the “moment 
of becoming responsible” is an important catalyst for their exploration process. This is 
mentioned by all respondents. According to Ammar: “In Islam is a particular period, you 
can be condemned since puberty (…). So, during puberty, um, you start, then you have 
to be a Muslim, then you have to fulfill the obligations. (…) For women, it’s since getting 
your first period and for men, since first ejaculation.” 

 All respondents agreed to the criterion that in the sacred scriptures, an exclusive 
truth is contained. Different Muslim respondents stopped practicing during their teenage 
years. Although they stopped practicing Islam, they did not leave their religion, as it 
seems their Muslim identity is very strong. Apart from looking for a way to practice 
religion, Muslim respondents must deal with questions related to internalizing their 
religion. Different respondents emphasize the importance of becoming a “conscious” 
Muslim instead of following the rules, without knowing the underlying value. Many 
questions are related to how to practice their religion. Muslim respondents question to 
what extent women must be covered or whether it is allowed to buy a house by making 
payments. Aysun shared: “We discuss like: is it like this way or that way?” 

 Muslim respondents are inclined to find their answers within their religion. They 
search for answers within their religious group in different ways: by searching for 
evidence in religious texts, such as the Qur’an, by asking people within their religious 
group, by following religious leaders and other Islamic people, by striving to discover 
the underlying value, by examining the consequences, and by consulting Internet forums 

                                                           
10 The results of this study are presented in Exploration Styles of Highly Committed Muslim Adolescents. 
(Visser-Vogel et al., see chapter 4).  
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and listening to sermons on the web. All respondents adapt the rules to a “lighter 
version” in some cases. They searched for “the golden mean” because they live in the 
Netherlands. Jamila shared: “In my opinion, we live in the Netherlands. We do not live in 
an Islamic country now, so it’s very difficult to, um, doing Islamic things for 100%, um, or 
to comply Islamic law totally. That’s impossible.” 

 It turned out that using Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) was helpful in obtaining 
insight into the processes of religious exploration by discovering three different styles of 
exploration among the group of respondents. However, we found and concluded 
(Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXb, see chapter 4), that the identity statuses of Marcia’s theory 
do not completely match the three styles of religious exploration. 

The role of others11 

To the question, “Who, what, or which event has been most important in your religious 
identity development?,” Muslim respondents answered their parents played an 
important role. They played a role when the respondents were children by teaching them 
how to pray, as well as sending them to Qur’an lessons, to the mosque, and to an Islamic 
secondary school, with eight respondents having attended an Islamic boarding school. 
However, in their development into a “conscious” Muslim, their parents did not play a 
role most of the time.  

Respondents expressed the need for other people in their religious identity 
development when parents do not have an adequate level of education or do not have 
enough knowledge of the religion. Laila explains how many Muslim parents escape their 
responsibility by sending their children to the mosque instead of explaining their religion 
to their children themselves. She shares: “But on the other hand, you cannot blame them, 
because parents are often illiterate and they do not know, yes, you will be surprised how 
little parents of the first generation Moroccans know about their religion.” 

  

                                                           
11 The results of this study are presented in Sources for religious identity development of orthoprax Muslim 
adolescents in the Netherlands. (Visser-Vogel et al., see chapter 5).  
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Perception of and participation in society12 

During the selection process, the respondents agreed to the criterion, “The attitude 
toward modern society can be characterized as critical.” During the interviews, Muslim 
respondents shared how they perceive Dutch society and how they participate in society. 
In our study, we discovered that orthoprax young Muslim adults are opposed themselves 
to Dutch society. Although most of the time, the respondents participate in society by 
having jobs, studying, and having friends, they do not feel truly connected to Dutch 
society. This is seen in formulations of not considering themselves Dutch citizens, in using 
words like “we” (Muslim people) and “they” (Dutch people). This can be illustrated by 
Ammar and Bulus. Ammar shared: “Sometimes I think, they defend their right too little” 
and “I did not come here voluntarily, and even though I was in my own country, the 
situation is the same, there is no Islamic state.” Bulus also shared: “I am a Dutch man, 
yes, I have a Dutch nationality, but others do not see you as a Dutch man, of course.” 

Additionally, we discover that Islam seems to be unrelated to their participation 
in society outside their religious community. It seems that Islam is not a factor in 
decisions regarding education, jobs, political parties, and so on. This phenomenon of 
not linking religion to participation in the broader society can be found in different ways 
in the life stories of the respondents. In Visser-Vogel et al. (Visser-Vogel et al., 20XXb, 
see chapter 4), we distinguish three different styles of linking religious identity to 
participation in society:  

Style 1: Participating as far as Islam allows. They emphasize that religion is 
very personal and they do not want to convert other people to Islam, but they want to 
present a good representation of Muslims. These respondents want to climb the social 
ladder, particularly to help their own religious group, and they are actively involved in 
their own Islamic communities. It is not the content of their decision to participate but 
the extent of their participation in society that has something to do with their religion; 
when their participation reaches the border of Islam, they stop participating.  

Style 2: Absence of a link because religion is very personal and individual. 
These respondents emphasize that religion is very personal and individual. They also see 

                                                           
12 The results of this study are presented in “I have a Dutch nationality, but others do not see me as a Dutch 
man, of course” – Perception of and participation in society of orthoprax young Muslim adults in the 
Netherlands. (Visser-Vogel et al., see chapter 6). 
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religion as very personal, but in addition to the previous style, these respondents 
participate fully in society and do not participate actively in their own religious group. 
They do not link their religion to participating in society at all, as they fully participate as 
citizens and not as Muslims. 

Style 3: Bridging the gap. Bulus is the only person who links his Muslim identity 
explicitly to his participation in society, beyond his own religious community. He wants 
to bridge the gap between Islam and Dutch society. However, Bulus cannot be explicit 
about how Islam is connected to his opinions and choices. He also participates in society 
as far as Islam allows, but Bulus speaks several times about adapting its rules to Dutch 
society.  

The framework and developed interview guideline evaluated 

Although we provide some suggestions for improvement in this section, we can state 
that the interview guidelines, based on our developed framework, was very useful in 
investigating the religious identity (development) of orthoprax Muslim adolescents. 
Using this guideline resulted in the presentation of a complex and multifaceted picture 
of the religious identity and identity development of our respondents. It was very helpful 
to ask open questions and to start with an open question, as this helped the respondents 
tell their stories. The questions we included were useful and provided a more varied 
picture. In addition, the added question about how actively involved the respondent is 
in practicing his or her religion at the end of the first interview was a good question, as 
it triggered their self-reflection. 

Furthermore, in our framework, we combine two approaches in studying 
religious identity development. We think that a connection of narrative and status 
approaches to identity development results in a deeper understanding of identity. In line 
with McLean and Pasupathi (2012), we state that narrative is the means by which identity 
exploration can be carried out. Our framework harks back to both Marcia’s Identity Status 
Interview model (1993) and the narrative approach of McAdams (2005, 2008). 

 In Visser-Vogel et al. (2012), we claimed strongly the need for other theories 
aside from Marcia’s theory of identity development for investigating the religious identity 
developments of orthoprax, believing groups. We will refine this by emphasizing that we 
do not want to criticize the usefulness of Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980); our focus is slightly 
different considering the fact that in our research, the context in which religious identity 
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development takes place is essential. Therefore, we needed other theories and 
approaches besides the theory of Marcia (1966, 1980).  

 In designing the interview guidelines, the protocols of Marcia et al. (1993) and 
McAdams (2008) were helpful with regard to our research questions about religious 
identity and religious identity development. Next to Marcia et al. (1993) and McAdams 
(2008), we incorporated the work of Schachter and Ventura (2008) and Cohen-Malayev 
et al. (2009) in our theoretical framework, which formed the basis for our interview 
guidelines. The inclusion of their contributions regarding the roles of others and the 
context in which religious identity development takes place resulted in a broad 
theoretical framework, which was helpful for our overall research question of how 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents perceive their religious identity and their religious identity 
development. Although the studies of Schachter and Ventura (2008) and Cohen-
Malayev et al. (2009) are relevant, they do not provide enough methodological guidance. 
Moreover, we did not find any studies that could be helpful in studying the roles of 
others and the context in which religious identity development takes place. Therefore, 
we developed questions for our interview guidelines to acquire information related to 
these topics (see Appendix A). If researchers want to use this interview guidelines, we 
provide some suggestions for improvements. 

Perceived perception 

First, orthoprax Muslim adolescents found it difficult to answer questions about the 
perceived perceptions of the respondents of their environment. It may be helpful to ask 
questions that are more specific to this topic, for example by asking how colleagues, 
fellow students, parents, neighbors, and the public perceive them, as well as how they 
will describe them.  

Stability and change  

Second, to make it more possible to describe religious identity development over the 
years, it will be helpful to ask questions about stability and change. It is important to ask 
questions about what parts of their religious identity and which opinions remain stable, 
as well as which change over time. In our interview guidelines, these aspects are only 
present in the background, but it may be advisable to ask specific questions about these 
aspects.  
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Focus on cognitive exploration 

Third, the questions in the interview guidelines regarding exploration are much focused 
on cognitive exploration, which can be seen in questions about discussions, having other 
opinions, and having questions and doubts. It is important to be aware that adolescents 
also can have explorations in behavior. Although the focus is on questions about 
cognitive exploration, in our study, respondents mention different times about 
explorations in behavior. Nevertheless, it may be understandable to add some questions 
about exploring in behavior.  

Identity in general and religious identity 

Fourth, in using the interview guidelines, we discovered that some respondents tend to 
make the distinction between religious identity and identity in general in answering the 
questions. For example, in asking them to describe a high point in their life, some 
respondents start by asking whether they had to answer this question with regard to 
being Muslim or “in general”.  

The label and criteria of orthopraxy evaluated 

In this section, we reflect on our framework and the chosen label “orthoprax” used in this 
study, as presented in Visser-Vogel et al. (2012). We argue whether “orthoprax” is a useful 
label in investigating highly committed groups.  

To distinguish the groups of orthoprax Christians and Muslims as such, as well 
as to take them both together and distinguish them from liberals or non-believers, we 
set four criteria. We considered respondents highly committed to their religion only if 
they met all four criteria. Although this label and these criteria were helpful in selecting 
highly committed Muslim adolescents, this way of selecting youth could easily lead to a 
circular argument, when as a result is presented as what was already included in the 
selection of the youth. For example, it is not surprising that these respondents discuss 
the range of practices that are related to their religious identity. They agreed beforehand 
that they perceived religion as meaningful to the totality of life. Therefore, in our study, 
we focused on which practices they bring forward, how the practices are of importance 
to them, and how they present them. Keeping such strict criteria beforehand demands 
an approach in which the question is central to how this turns out in their lives. 

7



143 
 

The criteria itself are reason for reflection, as well. Some Muslim respondents 
said that although they underwrite the criteria, knowing the underlying values of the 
Qur’an is important above all, more than taking everything literally. Another criterion 
was related to society, so we asked the youth whether they characterized their attitudes 
toward modern society as critical. Although the orthoprax Muslim respondents used 
negative definitions related to modern society, in their stories, they showed a strong 
engagement with society by being actively involved in their own religious community. 
The critical attitudes toward society are in most cases based on the perceived prejudices 
of Dutch society toward Muslims. In their stories, their critical attitudes are demonstrated 
in being little involved in participating in society and in, for example, Dutch politics. At 
the same time, Muslim respondents mention different times that Islamic rules are the 
same as Dutch values.  

We chose to use the label orthoprax. By labelling them as orthoprax, we 
emphasize that in praxis, we find revealed what is important and valuable (Visser-Vogel 
et al., 2012). This is not first an outcome of our research, but predicted by our criteria. By 
labeling the respondents as orthoprax, we focused on our interview guidelines (with 
regard to sub-question 1), as well as on practices rather than beliefs. We asked 
respondents how their religious identity turns out in their lives. By undertaking this 
approach, we obtained more information about practices and choices and less about 
beliefs and religious experiences. In future research, it could be interesting to accomplish 
this one-sided approach by investigating their beliefs and religious experiences explicitly.  

In this way, the label orthoprax can be confusing, because it differs from familiar 
labels for identifying these groups. The advantage of using the uncommon label of 
“orthopraxy” is that negative connotations of other possible labels were avoided, like 
“fundamentalism”. By using the new label “orthoprax”, it becomes possible to focus on 
the group itself, without the need to break prejudices. In conclusion, although this name 
has some disadvantages, it is useful in identifying highly committed respondents. 

In future research, it is important to take into account the implications of setting 
criteria beforehand. The criteria are helpful to select a specific group, and this method 
of selection requires being aware of the reservations mentioned previously.  
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Conclusion 

In this article, we provided insight into some results of our research project and reflected 
on our used framework, the interview guidelines, and the label “orthoprax”. Based on 
the findings of our research project, we consider our developed framework (Visser-Vogel 
et al., 2012) as helpful in developing a better understanding of the religious identity and 
religious identity development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents. It indeed has been 
necessary to complement the theory of Marcia (1966, 1980) with other theories, especially 
to make it possible to focus on the context, because Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) is 
primarily focused on individual processes of religious identity and not on the communal 
or societal character of religion. Marcia’s theory was helpful in obtaining insight into the 
processes of religious identity development and exploration. In our research project, we 
discovered that the identity statuses of Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) do no completely 
match the three styles found in our group of respondents.  

To answer our research questions, we designed a small-scale interview study in 
which young orthoprax Muslim adults were invited to construct life stories about the 
development of their religious identity during two interview sessions. We developed 
interview guidelines, based on our framework, as presented above. These interview 
guidelines consists of questions of Marcia’s Identity Status Interview model (Marcia et 
al., 1993) and the interview protocol “Faith, Politics and the Life Story” of McAdams 
(2005), which are relevant in relation to religious identity development. In addition, we 
added some questions about their perceptions of society and the roles of others.  

Although we mentioned different disadvantages of using the label “orthoprax”, 
we can conclude it was also very helpful in identifying highly committed respondents. 
This research points to the importance of listening to adolescents. In contrast to the 
more generalized picture of orthoprax youth in the media, this study shows the 
complexity and diversity of orthoprax Muslim adolescents. To understand them, it is 
necessary to ask open questions and take their stories seriously.  

In this article, we provided insight into some results of our research. We 
presented a critical reflection and suggestions for improvement. We would therefore 
appeal to other researchers to evaluate their guidelines and questionnaires based on 
empirical data, as well as to share this in dialogue with other researchers in our collective 
research community.   
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Conclusion and discussion 

Introduction 

In this study, we have endeavored to contribute to the understanding of the religious 
identity development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents in the Netherlands. From an 
empirical point of view, we focused on their religious identity, their exploration 
processes, their sources for religious identity development, and their perceptions of and 
participation in society. We also investigated how they link their religious identity to their 
participation in society. In this final chapter, we summarize and present the results in 
accordance with the research questions formulated in the general introduction. We also 
discuss the results of the study and reflect on the role of the researcher, on the 
methodology, and on the research project as a whole. We also describe the relevance 
of this study before discussing the limitations of the research project and the implications 
for future research. 

The results of this research paint a rich and varied picture of orthoprax Muslims 
in the Netherlands. Although the respondents all agreed with the four criteria for 
“orthopraxy”, they displayed great variety in their views and perceptions. Therefore, it is 
important to note that, although we present some conclusions in this chapter, we 
recognize that individual differences exist between the respondents; therefore, we 
cannot generalize the conclusions or apply them to Muslims as a group.  

Conclusion 

The central research question of this study is the following: “How do orthoprax Muslim 
adolescents construct and perceive their religious identity and their religious identity 
development?” At the start of our research project, we looked for an appropriate way to 
investigate the religious identity development of highly committed Christian and Muslim 
adolescents. We developed a framework based on several theories of identity 
development, particularly harking back to Marcia’s Identity Status Interview model 
(Marcia et al., 1993). We also used the narrative approach of McAdams (1997, 2005, 2008) 
to investigate the life story of adolescents and to gain insight into the content of religious 
identity development. In developing this framework, we discovered the importance of 
having a suitable label for highly committed adolescents because many labels were not 
suitable for both Christians and Muslims. We chose the label “orthopraxy” and 

8



148 
 

distinguished four criteria for “orthopraxy.” In chapter 7, we draw conclusions and discuss 
the usefulness of the label and developed framework.  

 Based on the developed framework, we undertook our empirical study. Our 
study first provides insight into the religious identity of orthoprax Muslim adolescents 
when it comes to important themes in the construction of their religious identity. The 
study results found three important themes in the religious identity construction of 
highly committed young Muslim adults: acquiring knowledge, participating in and being 
involved with their own communities, and following the commandments of Allah. The 
results also show which practices and choices are important to the participants’ religious 
identity: avoiding sex before marriage, abstaining from alcohol, going to an Islamic 
secondary school, and following the commandments of Allah, such as praying and giving 
alms.  

Second, we learned more about how the societal context of the Netherlands 
influences the construction of religious identity. Identity construction, indeed, depends 
on the context, situation, and reactions of others (Erikson, 1968; Mitchell, 2006). The 
respondents seemed aware of the negative image of Muslims in the Netherlands and 
set themselves apart from the “general Muslim,” claiming different practices and beliefs 
from them. Respondents particularly mentioned being different from the mainstream, 
forming part of their religious identity.  

Third, processes of religious exploration appeared to be of particular 
importance. By describing four different elements of the exploratory process (catalysts, 
content, strategies, and results), we found three styles of exploration among 
respondents: “exploration in depth,” “conscious and deliberate choices,” and 
“exploration process isolated from final commitment.” In the discussion section of 
chapter 4, we argued that the identity statuses of Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) do not 
completely align with the three styles found in our group of respondents. To a certain 
extent, two styles of exploration mirror Marcia’s statuses approach, but one style is not 
covered by any of these statuses.  

Fourth, we detected seven categories of sources for the religious identity 
development of our respondents: people with the same opinion, people with opposing 
opinions, Islamic organizations, events, the adolescents themselves, Muslim identity, and 
opinions from others in the societal context of the Netherlands. According to the 
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respondents, these sources stimulated three different processes in their religious identity 
development: commitment, exploration, and commitment through exploration. Most of 
the mentioned sources stimulated the respondents’ practicing of and commitment to 
Islam. In addition, we examined how respondents in our study perceived the importance 
of sources to their religious identity development. We firstly distinguished exploration-
stimulating actions, like discussing, debating, asking critical questions, activating 
questioning, and stimulating a personal search for answers. Secondly, we characterized 
commitment-stimulating actions to include reminding adolescents of their responsibility 
to commit to Islam, stimulating them to practice Islam together, teaching and explaining 
Islam, and persuading adolescents to commit to Islam. In addition, we categorized five 
successful actions of importance: people’s open mindedness, the relationship between 
adolescents and sources for religious identity development, having authority, sharing 
similarities, and controlling practices. 

Fifth, we conclude that orthoprax young Muslim adults feel opposed to Dutch 
society and do not feel connected to it. However, most of the time, they participate in 
society by having jobs, studying, and making friends. We also see that respondents are 
particularly active in and involved with their own Islamic communities. In many cases, 
respondents do not link their religious identity to their participation in society. This study 
shows three different styles of linking religion to participation: “participating as far as 
Islam allows,” “religion is very personal and individual,” and “bridging the gap.”  

Discussion 

The importance of context 

In chapter 1, we emphasized the importance of context in studying religious identity and 
religious identity development, presenting how we accounted for the context in several 
ways. This focus on context helped to improve our research into religious identity 
development. At the same time, we are aware that we could have investigated the role 
of context in many other ways.  

For example, we might have analyzed how the interview context influenced the 
respondents’ construction of religious identity. When analyzing the data for chapter 3, 
we became aware that the context might influence the respondent’s construction of 
religious identity. Only when we discovered this possibility did the context become part 
of our analysis. We chose to investigate how the interview context and the societal 
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context of the Netherlands might have influenced religious identity construction. 
However, based on the advice of the journal’s editor where we submitted this article, we 
removed the analysis and results regarding this issue. As a result, these results no longer 
appear in this dissertation. 

To take the context into account, another option would be to investigate how 
the context around the respondents influences their opinions. Many respondents 
emphasized that they want to know why they believe rather than be a naïve believer. 
This desire could be a result of their context. However, within the scope of this research 
project, it was not possible to gain insight into these influences. 

Using the label orthopraxy 

In chapter 7, we discussed and evaluated the “orthopraxy” label in different ways. We 
began by describing how setting four criteria of “orthopraxy” in selecting the 
respondents could lead to a circular argument. We also mentioned that the label could 
be confusing because it differs from familiar terms for identifying highly religious groups. 
The content of the criteria was also reason for reflection. In this chapter, we want to add 
one more critical reflection on our use of the label “orthopraxy.” To make the criteria 
understandable for the respondents, we translated them into more informal language 
(see introduction). We thus translated the more complex original criteria into simple and 
short sentences. Although this translation caused somewhat simplistic sentences, it was 
helpful during the selection procedure because all former students that we approached 
understood our meaning.  

Using Marcia’s status paradigm 

We chose to use Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) to investigate the religious identity 
development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents. We made this choice because this theory 
is commonly used in studies on identity development; thus, our study directly contributes 
to a research tradition. We chose, however, to combine this model with other theories 
(see chapter 2) to shed light on religious identity rather than including only religious 
identity development. A second reason for choosing Marcia’s theory is its descriptive 
nature, which fits the character of our research project. Third, this theory assists in 
obtaining insight into the process of identity development and the processes of 
exploration. Because the respondents grew up in a country with other and sometimes 
opposing opinions, it is interesting to examine how they explore and develop their 
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identity. Finally, Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) is appropriate for young adults, whereas 
many standard models for the study of religion focus on religion in adults (Schweitzer, 
2014).  

 By choosing Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980), we used a model that is intended to 
focus on identity development in general. We chose to use this model and only focus 
on religious identity development. This choice may be disadvantageous in ways because 
Marcia’s theory (1966, 1980) focuses primarily on the individual processes of religious 
identity development and not on the communal or societal character of religion. For this 
reason, we added questions about these subjects to the interview guidelines. 

 As stated above, Marcia’s theory helps to examine religious exploration. In our 
research project, we were particularly interested in the process of exploration, rather 
than in determining identity statuses. We focused on exploration by distinguishing three 
different styles of exploration. We then aligned the exploration styles of our respondents 
to the four different statuses of Marcia’s theory (1966). In this chapter, we want to 
emphasize that, according to Marcia (2007), “any individual is an admixture of these 
statuses, not solely one” (p. 8). Our focus on exploration provided us with clear insight 
into the different parts of the exploration process in religious identity development. 
However, by focusing on exploration, we only obtained information for one aspect of 
religious identity development. To capture the processes of religious identity 
development as a whole, we would advise future researchers to focus also on stability, 
change, and turning points in life stories in order to focus on the past, present, and future 
(McLean & Pasupathi, 2012). As Marcia (2007) emphasizes, it is “important to remember 
that any instrument purporting to yield identity statuses must include a temporal 
perspective” (p. 10).  

 According to Marcia (1966), people construct “healthy” identities by exploring 
and committing to alternatives (Marcia, 1966, 1980; Schwartz, 2001). McLean and 
Pasupathi (2012) add that identity achievement is seen as being the most advanced 
identity status. Generally speaking, the results of this study do not provide a reason to 
consider the identity construction of the respondents to be “unhealthy.” It appears that 
the adolescents have accepted that they have not found the answers to all questions. 
The lack of answers was quite problematic for only one respondent. He pushed his 
questions aside because, otherwise, he believed he would become “a little crazy.” His 
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religious exploration process could possibly be viewed as radical exploration (Cohen-
Malayev et al., 2009). Although Suoud’s method of exploration is similar to Marcia’s 
original definition (1966, 1980), it seems to be problematic and may not contribute to a 
“healthy” religious identity because he stopped exploring in this case. Perhaps, for highly 
committed Muslim adolescents, an in-depth exploration without exploring alternatives 
and searching for answers within their religious group would be more beneficial in 
establishing a “healthy” religious identity. Regarding Israeli adolescents, Fisherman 
(2002) stated that adolescents only develop an “unhealthy” identity if doubts are not 
accepted or allowed to be addressed. In her opinion, adolescents will develop a healthy 
identity if they confront and deliberate about their doubts regarding specific parts of 
their religion and accept unanswered questions.   

On personal choice 

In this study, we discovered that orthoprax young Muslim adults argue that they chose 
to become conscious Muslims (see chapters 3 and 4). Grotevant (1992) distinguishes a 
chosen identity and an assigned identity, stating that people cannot choose their 
religious identity if they already have an assigned identity (Fisherman, 2004). Our 
respondents should be described as having an assigned identity because they are 
Muslim based on family, race, and/or nationality. Beit Halakhmi (1991) claims that it is not 
possible for assigned believers to make a conscious choice for their religion because the 
religious group socializes its novices by means of religious education. In this way, the 
individual will be prepared to defend the beliefs of the group in times of need. Therefore, 
he claims, most people have a low degree of religious involvement, and only a small 
minority of believers actually choose their religious identity. Fisherman (2004) rejects this 
idea based on her study among religiously observant adolescents in Israel. She sides with 
Taylor (2002) and James (1982), stating that “one can arrive at a religious life that is 
different from the one that has been set out for one, but only after searching” (p. 376). 
She underlines the possibility and importance of personal choice. With regard to our 
study, we discovered that orthoprax Muslim adolescents emphasize their choice to 
become a conscious Muslim. At the same time, this personal choice can be questioned 
because the respondents have an assigned identity: they all were born Muslim, and none 
of them had the option to stop being a Muslim.  
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Role of parents 

In chapter 5, we discussed why orthoprax Muslim adolescents consider parents to be of 
minor importance for religious identity development compared to teachers and religious 
leaders in Islamic organizations. We found a possible explanation in the fact that the 
respondents grew up in the Netherlands, and some of their parents lived in more rural 
areas in their countries of origin. Parents may “have a strong emotional attachment to 
Islam, [but] the level of their knowledge (…) has remained quite restricted” (Sahin, 2005, 
p. 170). In the respondents’ perceptions, this knowledge is necessary to become a 
conscious Muslim (see chapter 2). Another explanation can be found in the sampling of 
our respondents: all respondents are alumni of an Islamic secondary school. Therefore, 
they all had the opportunity to meet other Muslims and to learn a great deal about their 
religion. Because they are alumni of an Islamic secondary school, their educators can be 
considered identity agents (Cohen-Malayev, Schachter, & Rich, 2014). As Harrell-Levy 
and Kerpelman (2010) emphasize, feedback from teachers and classmates is important 
to identity development. 

Participation in society 

In chapter 6, we conclude that orthoprax young Muslim adults feel opposed to Dutch 
society, and they do not feel really connected to it. Nonetheless, most of them participate 
in society by having jobs, studying, and making friends. In this time of debate about the 
radicalization of Muslim youth, the question might arise as to whether or not these 
orthoprax young Muslim adults could be dangerous due to their lack of connection to 
Dutch society. Buijs et al. (2006) state that a lack of societal commitment seems to be a 
necessary condition for radicalization. Doosje et al. (2013) distinguish three determinants 
of a radical belief system, all of which we can recognize in the stories of our respondents: 
personal uncertainty, perceived injustice, and a perceived group threat. In describing 
some provocative and dangerous Islamic movements in Europe, Schmidt (2004) states 
that we must not “forget that to some groups of Muslims ideal citizenry is not realized 
by integration within Western societies but rather segregation from them” (p. 41). 
Although the present study does not give great cause for concern, it also indicates that 
some young Muslims who study and/or work in the Netherlands nevertheless maintain 
segregation as an ideal. Future research is needed to investigate whether or not we must 
complete, reformulate, or tighten existing definitions and whether or not we should 
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consider the way our respondents perceive and participate in society as more dangerous 
than we currently realize.  

Focus on the perceptions of young adults 

This study aimed to describe the religious identity development of orthoprax Muslim 
adolescents. We chose to interview young adults and allow them to retrospectively 
narrate their religious identity development. As stated previously, retrospective 
interviews are the only way to access experiences before the acquisition of adequate 
linguistic abilities. However, the use of retrospective interviews also faces problems: the 
responses are highly subjective and are likely to be influenced by later experiences 
(Schweitzer, 2014). We chose, however, to focus on the perception of young adults 
themselves, because their voices are often lacking in public debates and academic 
studies. We used only the stories of young adults to investigate their religious identity 
development. In so doing, we only learned about the perceptions of the respondents 
themselves. We would like to advise future researchers to interview important people 
around the adolescents, like parents, teachers, and leaders of mosques and Islamic 
boarding schools. It would be also preferable when scholars will undertake fieldwork in 
future research.  

Reflection on methodology 

In this section, we discuss our methodology by reflecting on the role of the researcher, 
on the research design, and on the research project as a whole.  

Reflection on the role of the researcher. All studies within the social sciences are 
subjective, particularly qualitative studies where a subject examines a subject. This 
subjectivity plays a role in the choice and formulation of the research design, which gives 
direction while excluding other aspects of the problem (Maso & Smaling, 2004). To 
weaken the unconscious effects of my own subjectivity, I make this subjectivity explicit 
in advance (Baarda et al., 2001).  

Me as an outsider. It can be expected that the respondents consider me to be a 
representative of the Dutch population. Due to the generally negative opinion of 
Muslims in the Netherlands, the risk exists that respondents will try to paint as positive a 
picture as possible of Muslims (see chapters 3 and 6). Because I was aware of this 
possibility before the interviews started, I was alert to it during the interviews. 
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Respondents told me about general examples like, 'As a good Muslim who…' or 'We 
do…' In such cases, I asked the respondents about their own life stories, about 
themselves. I also said that I wanted to hear their personal stories instead of stories about 
“the Muslim in general” or “the good Muslim.” To obtain as realistic a picture as possible, 
I tried not to ask biased questions. In addition, I developed semi-structured interview 
guidelines, which helped me to ask for stories and examples from their own lives instead 
of asking for the reasons behind their statements. I did not want to give them the feeling 
that I was calling them to account. 

For most respondents, it was not difficult to tell their stories in Dutch. Only one 
respondent had to search for appropriate words at different times. Some respondents 
said that it was sometimes difficult to translate Arabic religious words into Dutch, 
because it was easier to use Arabic words. Nevertheless, they all were able to describe 
their experiences in Dutch.  

Me as a woman. Because I am a woman, I knew in advance that there was a possibility 
that Muslim men would not allow me to interview them in a room without other people. 
Therefore, I asked the respondents where they wanted the interviews take place. In 
addition, I always made sure to conduct interviews in a room with a window.  

 I also thought that there was a possibility that the male respondents would find 
it more difficult to be open to a female researcher, because for some strict Muslims, it is 
forbidden to have a conversation with a woman alone. Therefore, I made the 
introductory conversation a little longer, so that they had more time to get used to the 
situation. I left it up to the respondents if they wanted to shake hands. I also took into 
account the choice of clothing during the interviews: I tried to wear neutral and discrete 
clothing.  

Me as a Christian. Because I am a religious person, I reflected on the stories of the 
respondents with my own views and experiences during and after the interviews. It could 
be a risk that I would have a value judgment about their religion and beliefs. Regardless, 
the purpose of my research was not to determine the possible correctness or truth of 
their religion, but to understand the way young adults believe. My open-mindedness 
and curiosity helped me in understanding what religion means for their lives. I was 
genuinely curious about their beliefs. Because of my own views and beliefs, I could 
recognize myself more in some respondents than in others. Because I was aware of these 
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reflections during and after the interviews, I made them more explicit by writing them 
down in a diary. In addition to reflections on the content and process aspects, I reflected 
on my role as a Christian interviewer. I wrote down how the interviews caused me to 
think about my own religion and views.  

I did not tell the respondents that I am a Christian, because I thought this would 
influence their stories more than if I didn’t say it. It is a possibility that being a Christian 
would have had positive influences, because for me, it is relatively easy to understand 
their viewpoints. One of the respondents asked me after the first interview whether I was 
a religious person. I only told this respondent that I am a Christian. After the second 
interview, she said that she found it very pleasant to know that I am a Christian because 
she had the feeling that I could understand her. She said it would be more difficult if I 
were an atheist, because then she would have the feeling that she had to prove herself 
constantly. 

Me as a researcher. During the interviews, I tried to make the respondents feel 
comfortable. I tried to reach a level of comfort by being interested, by adapting my usage 
and body position, and by behaving informally as much as possible. When respondents 
laughed, I laughed as well. When I recognized similarities between us, I pointed them 
out. For example, when a respondent told me that her parents have five daughters and 
two sons, I said that my parents have the same number and ratio of children. I did so to 
increase the mutual trust between researcher and respondent (Maso & Smaling, 2004). 
During most of the interviews, there was a relaxed atmosphere. Nevertheless, I remained 
the researcher and did not become a friend. Maso and Smaling (2004) speak of a “good 
rapport” built on trust, but also note the importance of an appropriate distance between 
researcher and participant. I tried to reach this equilibrium by adopting a neutral-positive 
position toward the respondents, reacting to their stories with “hm” and “yes” (Maso & 
Smaling, 2004).  

Reflection on the research design. At the end of our research project, we evaluated our 
methodology. We chose to interview young adults to gain information about the 
religious identity development of adolescents. We made this choice because we wanted 
to use interviews based on the guidelines and approaches of Marcia (1993) and 
McAdams (2005, 2008). We could have made another choice by investigating 
adolescents and using other appropriate methods for that age. With regards to chapters 
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4 and 5, it was very helpful to interview young adults because they could retrospectively 
narrate their religious identity development and important sources for religious identity 
development. With regards to chapters 3 and 6, we only received insight into young 
adults’ (not adolescents’) religious identity construction as well as their perceptions of 
and participation in society.  

 A second important factor in the interview context is the interviewer’s relative 
unfamiliarity with young orthoprax Muslim adults; she does not belong to the group 
observed (see chapter 1). We are aware that these characteristics surely will have 
influenced the respondents’ methods of interaction, argumentation, and elaborations. In 
chapter 3, we presented three ways in which the respondents likely saw the interviewer 
as an outsider. The advantage of being an outsider could be the interviewer asking for 
more clarification in order to gain a clearer understanding. The main positive effect 
demonstrably concerns the challenge to explain more explicitly their responses and to 
feel not hindered in their answering by the risk of in group rumors. In evaluating the 
interviews, the respondents mentioned that they experienced the interview as very 
pleasant and open. In their opinion, it gave them the opportunity to tell their stories to 
an interested person. 

 An expected disadvantage was the language barrier because the interviewer 
does not understand Arabic, and many words related to the respondents’ religion are 
Arabic. Because the interviewer interviewed second-generation immigrants, all 
respondents managed to speak Dutch fluently or perfectly. A few times, respondents 
said it was difficult to translate what they meant into Dutch because they were used to 
saying Islamic words in Arabic. Either way, every respondent said he or she succeeded 
in describing what he or she meant. 

 Additional critical reflections on our methodology and interview guidelines can 
be found in chapter 7.  

Reflection on the overall research project. During this research project, we made some 
changes to the original sub-questions. We chose to focus on specific aspects because 
we needed a focus to the articles. For example, we changed the sub-question, How do 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents describe their religious identity development? to the sub-
question, How can religious exploration be characterized in the life stories of highly 
committed Muslim adolescents? We think this focus on specific aspects helped the 
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research a great deal because we obtained a deeper understanding of certain aspects 
under investigation. On the other hand, because of the focus in the articles, we left out 
some subjects of the articles, such as the influence of parents as well as commitments, 
emotions, language, legitimizations and open mindedness.  

In the general introduction, we stated that our study took place at a crossroads 
of different disciplines: religious education, practical theology, developmental 
psychology, religious education, and, to some extent, the sociology of religion. Because 
of this interdisciplinary character, it was possible to submit our articles to many different 
journals. When submitting our articles, we had to keep in mind the specific scope of the 
journal. This consideration has influenced the references used and the results presented. 
During the submission process, it turned out that this interdisciplinary character could 
be a disadvantage because editors felt that the topics were somewhat – but not totally 
relevant – to their journals.  

At the start of this research project, we intended to write a book together with 
the researcher in a parallel project. However, we ultimately decided to write separate 
dissertations. We originally aimed to compare the two data sets of Muslim and Christian 
orthoprax adolescents. At the end of this research project, we have to conclude that this 
comparison has not succeeded for several reasons. To make a comparison, a similar 
method of investigation is needed. In this study, the approach for both groups was not 
exactly the same. Although the interview guidelines were not totally the same for both 
groups (only a few questions were added or adapted for each group of respondents), 
we felt that both datasets could be combined for shared analysis. However, there were 
other differences between the two parallel projects, which were more problematic.  

First, the contexts of the research projects differed, and the respondents were 
interviewed by two different researchers. The researcher for the parallel project on 
orthoprax Christian adolescents was an orthoprax Christian who feels connected to this 
group. This link enables her to identify with the respondents and to quickly understand 
their meaning. The interviewer interviewed young Muslim adults as a relative outsider as 
a non-Muslim, which could influence their life stories during the interviews. My research 
rests on a sort of inter-religious dialogue, whereas the data gathering in the parallel 
project is based on a sort of intra-religious dialogue. This difference between the 
researchers makes comparison, if not impossible, at least more difficult.  
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Second, both sub-projects differ in terms of the average length and analysis of 
the interviews. Each interview with Christian respondents consists of an average of 12.500 
words; with Muslim respondents, the average is 20.000 words. In addition, the two 
researchers in the parallel projects are both responsible for analyzing their own data sets. 
Their analyses were conducted separately and differently. Because of these differences, 
making a thorough comparison became more difficult and problematic for some parts 
of the data sets.  

Third, comparing the two groups is difficult because of the differences between 
the groups themselves. Although the respondents displayed differences in their life 
stories, it is questionable that these differences can be declared as resulting from their 
religiosity. Orthoprax Christian and Muslim adolescents occupy very different positions 
in Dutch society. Christians have a long tradition in the Netherlands, and the Netherlands 
is often considered to have been a Christian nation originally. By comparison, Muslims 
have a very short history in the Netherlands. Only since the ’60 of the twentieth century 
have Muslims become a part of Dutch society. Most Muslim respondents were second-
generation immigrants, a minority in the Netherlands. Only one respondent was third 
generation. Because we emphasize the importance of context in examining religious 
identity development, we have to take into account the context of the Netherlands. It 
could be that, in the interviews, respondents constructed their religious identity by 
mentioning aspects which society expects to be of importance for their religious identity. 
On the other hand, it could be that respondents mentioned other aspects to complete 
the image of their religious group. In future research, it would be interesting to 
investigate whether or not differences between orthoprax Christian and Muslim 
adolescents lessen as Muslim adolescents become third, fourth, or fifth generation 
immigrants. 

Our original intention to compare the two data sets was one of the reasons for 
using the term “orthoprax.” We wonder if this name remains useful if we only investigate 
Muslim adolescents and do not compare them to Christians. Perhaps a term like 
“conscious” or “devoted” Muslims would have been more appropriate, evoking fewer 
questions.   
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Scientific and societal relevance 

This study took up the subject of religious identity development in orthoprax Muslim 
adolescents, seeking to deepen our understanding of the construction and development 
of their religious identity, the influences on this development, and the way these 
adolescents perceive and participate in society. The study is relevant for several reasons, 
and we distinguish between scientific and societal relevance.  

Scientific relevance 

Young Muslims have rarely been the object of research in religious studies (Schweitzer, 
2014). In recent years, interest in this topic has increased, particularly in studies of 
fundamentalist and extremist attitudes (Schweitzer, 2014). Studies among Muslim 
adolescents in the Netherlands primarily focus on issues of integration, radicalization of 
Muslim youth, Muslim and national identity, and so on. Sunier (2012) emphasizes that 
there is “a serious academic neglect particularly where it concerns the entanglement of 
Islamic practices with everyday life, the religious engagements, expressions and 
experiences among young people, and the transformation and reconfiguration of Islamic 
authority” (p. 192). He complains that many investigations among Muslims are studied 
from the perspective of the social engineers of integration and national security; in many 
studies, Islam is seen as “a normative system that exerts influence ‘from outside’ upon 
Muslims in whatever setting and under whatever circumstances” (p. 194). He advocates 
for the introduction of the term “everyday Islam” to focus on “practices and outlooks 
that connect quotidian experiences, networks and interactions with Islamic reasoning” 
(p. 195). Schweitzer (2014) recently stated, “We know far from enough about how young 
Muslims in Europe are growing up religiously, about their religious needs or about their 
religious outlooks or self-understandings” (p. 27). Through the current research, we 
deepened our understanding of the religious identity of orthoprax Muslim adolescents 
by focusing on their practices and by investigating how their religious identity plays a 
role in their quotidian life.  

We also observed a gap in the research about religious identity development, 
especially of highly religious youngsters. In the social sciences on children and 
adolescents, less than 1% of articles address religious development explicitly (Boyatzis, 
2003). Meanwhile, orthoprax Muslim adolescents living in pluralistic contexts have 
received comparatively little scholarly attention. This study has contributed to the 
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empirical understanding of religious identity development by investigating an 
understudied group of young adults.  

This study can be considered as scientifically relevant because it meets the 
challenge of studying the context of adolescents with regard to their development, as 
suggested by many researchers (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Kuczynski, 2003; Lerner & 
Benson, 2003; Lollis, 2003; Good & Willoughby, 2007; Schachter & Ventura, 2008). We 
focused on the context in different ways while studying religious identity and religious 
identity development. We investigated how the constructed religious identity of 
orthoprax Muslim adolescents could be influenced by the societal context of the 
Netherlands (chapter 3). We also emphasized the context by asking respondents what 
things or people in their context influenced their religious identity (chapter 5) or played 
a role in their exploration processes (chapter 4). In addition, we took context into 
consideration by asking respondents how they perceive and participate in Dutch society 
(chapter 6). In chapter 6, we investigated how these orthoprax Muslim adolescents 
participate in society and how their religious identity is connected to this participation, 
while other researchers focus on what societal circumstances for young Muslims in the 
Netherlands imply for their religiosity (Maliepaard & Gijsberts, 2012). 

This study also contributes to a growing body of scientific knowledge in religious 
identity (development) because we developed a qualitative research design. Qualitative 
studies of Erikson’s identity development process have been few in number, but 
increasing in popularity over the past fifteen years (Good & Willoughby, 2007; Kroger, 
2007). Bertram-Troost (2006) argued that studies about religious identity development 
should not be merely quantitative but qualitative as well. Such measures are needed to 
access the actual voices of young people and investigate the personal meaning of 
religious faith in the process of identity development (Alma & Heitink, 1994; Van der Ven, 
1995; Vergouwen, 2001; Good & Willoughby, 2007). According to Good and Willoughby 
(2007), it is important to be a judge of the personal life story of adolescents. Also Sunier 
(2012) states, ego documents and life history accounts of Muslims in the Netherlands will 
contribute to a better understanding of Muslim adolescents. 

Finally, this study adds quality to the scientific study of religious identity 
development by presenting a framework for qualitative research on the religious identity 
development of orthoprax Muslim adolescents (chapter 2). In chapter 7, we gave insight 
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into our guidelines and gave suggestions for other researchers studying the religious 
identity development of adolescents.  

Societal relevance 

Given the presence and influence of different religions in western society, it is surprising 
that so few studies focus on young Muslims and their perceptions of their identity 
(development). In the Netherlands, Muslims are often portrayed by the media in a poor 
or even unfavorable light. We believe this study contributes to a more realistic picture 
and scientific description of orthoprax Muslim adolescents.  

Additionally, this research generated important knowledge and information for 
anyone involved in the identity development of adolescents in orthoprax Muslim 
communities. This research thus can lay the foundation for reflecting on the pedagogical 
implications for schools, parents, and others involved with these youths. Gaining current 
knowledge of and insight into religious identity development of the young should be of 
considerable importance to parents, teachers, policy makers, politicians, religious 
educators, and the media.  

Parents of orthoprax adolescents may experience difficulties in educating their 
children and struggle to prepare them for living as orthoprax Muslims in a religiously 
pluralistic society. These parents want their children to adopt strict religious beliefs and 
a corresponding way of life, yet they also want them to be familiar with important aspects 
of the secular context (Assor et al., 2005). Religious leaders and youth workers should 
continue to look for ways to educate these young believers and to influence their 
religious identity development in line with their own exclusivist beliefs. Knowledge about 
the religious identity development of orthoprax Muslims adolescents can provide input 
for the curricula of theology departments at universities and for the curricula of teacher 
training colleges and secondary schools.  

Limitations 

Each part of the research project (chapters 3-7) presented particular limitations of the 
study. Here, we sum up two general limitations. First, this study was carried out in the 
Netherlands, among a specific group of orthoprax young Muslim adults. Therefore, we 
only obtained information about a specific group in a specific area. This limitation makes 
it difficult to generalize the results of this study to orthoprax Muslim adults in other 
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contexts. Second, the small group of 10 young adults limits generalizability, but it is 
appropriate for an exploratory study and consistent with current sampling techniques in 
identity research (Bauer et al., 2005; Josselson, 1987; Levinson & Levinson, 1996).  

Implications for future research 

With regard to the subject of our research project, we mentioned different implications 
for future research in chapters 2-7. Reflecting on the whole of the research project, we 
can give five overall suggestions for future research. In future research, the influence of 
the context on religious identity (development) can be investigated in various ways. 
Scholars could focus on how the broader context and the interview context influences 
the narratives of young orthoprax Muslim adults and the way they construct their 
religious identity. To shed light on the influence of the broader context on religious 
identity (development), it is advisable that they investigate other people around the 
adolescents, adding specific questions to the interview guidelines with this broader 
context in mind. In essence, to investigate the influence of the interview context on 
religious identity construction, scholars could add more specific methods of analysis.  

Secondly, as we define religious identity as a process, it would be useful to study 
religious exploration processes using longitudinal designs. This type of examination 
would also be beneficial in understanding which commitments are sustained over time 
(Luyckx et al., 2006). Thirdly, we encourage other scholars to examine whether or not it 
is worrying when adolescents limit their religious exploration, instead of exploring 
alternatives and exploring in breadth: is it necessary to have “exploration in breadth” 
before “exploration in depth”? Do people with such exploration styles develop an 
“unhealthy” religious identity?  

Fourthly, this research shows that, compared to religious leaders, parents were 
of less influence in the development of the respondents’ conscious Islam. Future research 
should seek to ascertain whether or not this is true for a larger number of orthoprax 
Muslim adolescents. If so, it would be interesting to investigate the reasons for this trend 
and if it will continue in future generations.  

Fifthly, future research should focus on the relationship between perceptions 
and participation in society for orthoprax young Muslim adults. More research is needed 
to better understand how the feeling “self-esteem” and of “being treated with respect” 
influences respondents’ perception of and participation in society.  
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Nederlandse samenvatting [Summary in Dutch] 

Het religieuze landschap van Nederland is de laatste dertig jaar sterk veranderd. 
Immigratie binnen Europa heeft ervoor gezorgd dat de religieuze diversiteit gegroeid is 
(Cipriani, 2009). Moslims maken een belangrijk deel uit van het huidige religieuze 
landschap. Tussen 1990 en 2000 is de moslimpopulatie in Nederland verdubbeld 
(Cipriani, 2009). In 2014 bestond de Nederlandse moslimpopulatie uit ongeveer 825.000 
personen, wat ongeveer vijf procent van de totale Nederlandse populatie is (De Hart, 
2014; Maliepaard, 2012; Van Herten, 2009). Ondanks dit diverse religieuze landschap, 
wordt Nederland tegelijkertijd beschouwd als een van de meest geseculariseerde landen 
in de wereld (Gorski & Altinordu, 2008; Te Grotenhuis & Scheepers, 2001).  

 In deze geseculariseerde en religieus plurale samenleving groeien 
moslimjongeren op. Te midden van westerse ideeën en opvattingen moeten ze omgaan 
met de mogelijke spanning tussen hun manier van leven en het leven van andere 
Nederlanders. Binnen de brede groep van religieuzen, onderscheiden sommigen zich 
van de rest door hun exclusivistische kijk op de eigen godsdienst, zoals strenggelovige 
moslimjongeren. Deze groep onderscheidt zich vaak ook nog door een meer 
gearticuleerde en expliete uiting van hun geloof. De groeiende groep moslimjongeren 
en hun groeiende zichtbaarheid heeft een interesse gewekt naar de invloed en betekenis 
van religie van moslimimmigranten en –minderheden (Emerson & Hartman, 2006; Fadil, 
2013; Saroglou & Galand, 2009).  

 De afgelopen dertig jaar is de tolerantie van Nederlandse burgers ten opzichte 
van moslims verkleind (De Hart & Dekker 2006). Meerdere onderzoekers signaleren een 
wijdverspreid verzet tegen de religieuze manier van leven van moslims binnen 
Nederland (Maliepaard & Gijsberts, 2012; Phalet & Gijsberts, 2007; Sniderman et al., 2003; 
Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007). Tegelijkertijd groeit de aandacht in de wetenschap, 
politiek en media voor moslims aanzienlijk (Flunger & Ziebertz, 2010; Maliepaard, 
Lubbers, & Gijsberts, 2010; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010). Dit kan geïllustreerd worden door 
het publieke en academische debat over de schijnbare heropleving van religie en de 
plaats van islamitische scholen en andere islamitische instituten en praktijken binnen 
Nederland (Miedema, 2010; Ter Borg et al., 2008; Van Dijk-Groeneboer, 2010; Verkuyten 
et al., 2012; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2010). Sunier (2010a) stelt zelfs dat door deze debatten 
de islam steeds meer gezien wordt als dubieus, of zelfs ronduit bedreigend.  
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Het Nederlandse publiek is steeds meer en open anti-islam geworden (Allen & 
Nielsen, 2002). Moslims worden vaak gezien als de primaire ‘ander’, omdat ze de morele 
integriteit van Nederland zouden bedreigen (Schinkel, 2007), of als gevolg van de angst 
voor islamitisch terrorisme (Sunier, 2010a; De Graaf, 2011). Hoewel de islam vaak een 
negatieve connotatie heeft voor veel Nederlandse burgers, wordt vanuit het perspectief 
van de moslimgemeenschap zelf de islam zeer gewaardeerd en als centraal deel van 
hun erfenis, cultuur en identiteit gezien (Güngör et al., 2011; Maliepaard, 2012; Verkuyten 
& Yildiz, 2007).  

Het is te verwachten dat het moeilijk is voor strenggelovige moslimjongeren om 
een stabiele religieuze identiteit te ontwikkelen en te behouden, zonder de erkenning 
en het respect van de Nederlandse meerderheid. Immers, religieuze 
identiteitsontwikkeling hangt in grote mate af van acceptatie en erkenning van relevante 
anderen (Phalet et al., 2010). Eerder onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat moslimjongeren 
in Nederland zoeken naar een geaccepteerde manier van moslimzijn en dat zij 
individueel hun eigen islam vormgeven (De Koning, 2010; Korf et al., 2008; Pels et al., 
2008).  

Door middel van het onderzoek dat wij in dit proefschrift beschrijven, geven wij 
meer inzicht in wie orthopraxe moslimjongeren in Nederland zijn. (Verderop wordt 
uitgelegd wat wij onder ‘orthoprax’ verstaan.) Er worden vijf verschillende aspecten 
onderzocht om antwoord te kunnen geven op de volgende hoofdvraag: Hoe percipiëren 
orthopraxe moslimjongeren hun religieuze identiteit en religieuze 
identiteitsontwikkeling? Daarbij maken we gebruik van de onderstaande deelvragen: 

1. Hoe kunnen we de groep van strenggelovige moslimjongeren definiëren, 
benoemen en onderzoeken?  

2. Hoe construeren orthopraxe moslimjongeren hun religieuze identiteit in 
hun levensverhaal en hoe kan deze constructie verklaard worden door de 
maatschappelijke context van Nederland?  

3. Hoe kan het proces van exploratie gekarakteriseerd worden in de 
levensverhalen van orthopraxe moslimjongeren?  

4. Welke bronnen zijn van belang voor de religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling 
van orthopraxe moslimjongeren?  
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5. Hoe percipiëren orthopraxe moslimjongeren de relatie tussen hun eigen 
religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling en de maatschappij waar zij in leven?  

Zoals blijkt uit de verschillende onderzoeksvragen, nemen we de context 
waarbinnen de religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling plaatsvindt op verschillende manieren 
mee in ons onderzoek. Met deelvraag 2 onderzoeken we hoe de belangrijke thema’s in 
de identiteitsconstructie mogelijk kunnen worden verklaard door de maatschappelijke 
context van Nederland. Door deelvraag 3 wordt rekening gehouden met de context 
door te onderzoeken welke aanleidingen voor exploratieprocessen in de context te 
vinden zijn. Met deelvraag 4 focussen we op de context rondom de respondenten, door 
te onderzoeken welke bronnen er zijn voor hun religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling. In 
deelvraag 5 speelt de bredere context van Nederland een rol, wanneer we onderzoeken 
welke perceptie de respondenten hebben van de Nederlandse maatschappij en hoe zij 
hun religieuze identiteit verbinden met hun participatie in de maatschappij.  

 

In hoofdstuk 2 tot en met 6 van dit proefschrift geven wij antwoord op 
bovenstaande onderzoeksvragen. In hoofdstuk 2 presenteren we een kader voor het 
doen van kwalitatief onderzoek naar religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling van orthopraxe 
moslimjongeren en onderbouwen wij onze keuze voor de benaming ‘orthoprax’. 
Aangezien in het overkoepelende onderzoeksproject ook onderzoek gedaan wordt naar 
religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling van orthopraxe christenjongeren, moet het kader van 
onderzoek en de naam voor de onderzochten ook toepasbaar zijn voor deze groep.  

Het kader van onderzoek is gebaseerd op verschillende theorieën met 
betrekking tot identiteitsontwikkeling. Het kader grijpt vooral terug op het Identity Status 
Interview model van Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer en Orlofsky (1993). De 
narratieve benadering van McAdams (1997, 2005, 2008) is gebruikt om het levensverhaal 
van de jongeren te verkrijgen en inzicht te krijgen in de religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling. 
Het kader van onderzoek is de basis van de uiteindelijk gebruikte interviewleidraden in 
dit onderzoek.  

Verder beargumenteren we in hoofdstuk 2 dat we strenggelovige christen- en 
moslimjongeren binnen dit onderzoek zullen aanduiden met de naam ‘orthoprax’. Om 
van orthopraxe moslimjongeren te kunnen spreken, moet voldaan worden aan de 
volgende criteria:  
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1. Men ziet een geschrift als heilig. Dit geschrift wordt beschouwd de 
exclusieve waarheid over de mensheid en God te bevatten (Altemeyer and 
Hunsberger 2004; Dulles 1998; Hunter 1991; Ji and Ibrahim 2007; Stoffels 
1995). 

2. Het geloof is belangrijk en betekenis gevend voor het hele leven (Altemeyer 
and Hunsberger 2004; Antoun 2001; Ji and Ibrahim 2007). 

3. Er heerst een sterk gemeenschapsgevoel en een sterkte interne cohesie 
tussen de leden en religieuze instituten (Almond, Appleby, and Sivan 2003; 
Marty and Appleby 1994; Stoffels 1995). 

4. De houding ten opzichte van de maatschappij kan als kritisch worden 
beschouwd (Farley 2005; Riesebrodt 2000). 

In dit onderzoek hebben we voor de naam ‘orthoprax’ gekozen, omdat wij 
denken dat deze naam bruikbaar is wanneer je een naam zoekt voor strenggelovige 
christen- én moslimjongeren. Wij verkiezen de benaming ‘orthoprax’ boven benamingen 
als ‘orthodox’ of ‘fundamentalistisch’. Door de naam ‘orthoprax’ te gebruiken, 
benadrukken we juist dat in praktijken wordt onthuld wat belangrijk en waardevol is 
(Visser-Vogel et al., 2012). Verder kiezen we voor deze naam, omdat wij denken dat de 
jongeren zelf zich eerder kunnen vinden in deze benaming dan in de benaming 
‘fundamentalistisch’, vanwege de negatieve connotatie.  

 

In hoofdstuk 3 gaan we in op de deelvraag: Hoe construeren orthopraxe 
moslimjongeren hun religieuze identiteit in hun levensverhaal en hoe kan deze 
constructie verklaard worden door de maatschappelijke context van Nederland? In de 
eerste plaats laat ons onderzoek zien welke thema’s van belang zijn in de constructie 
van hun religieuze identiteit. Het verwerven van kennis, het deelnemen aan en betrokken 
zijn bij hun eigen (religieuze) gemeenschap en het gehoorzamen en opvolgen van de 
geboden van Allah zijn drie belangrijke thema’s. Daarnaast geeft ons onderzoek inzicht 
in hoe jongeren hun geloof praktiseren en welke keuzes zij van belang vinden in hun 
moslimzijn.  

In hoofdstuk 3 geven we niet alleen inzicht in de constructie van de religieuze 
identiteit van deze jongeren, maar proberen we ook verklaringen te vinden in de 
Nederlandse context, omdat identiteitsconstructie altijd afhankelijk is van de context, 
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situatie en reacties van anderen (Erikson, 1968; Mitchell, 2006). In de constructie van hun 
religieuze identiteit lijken de respondenten zich bewust van het negatieve beeld over 
moslims in Nederland. Zij zetten zich juist vaak apart van de ‘algemene moslim’ en 
claimen dat zij juist verschillen van de ‘algemene moslim’ in praktijken en opvattingen. 
Ook is invloed van de context waar te nemen, wanneer de respondenten keuzes 
benoemen waarin ze verschillen van de Nederlandse meerderheid en waardoor dit 
onderdeel wordt van hun religieuze identiteitsconstructie.  

 

Hoofdstuk 4 richt zich op het proces van exploratie in de religieuze 
identiteitsontwikkeling. Marcia (1966, 1980) conceptualiseerde het proces van 
identiteitsontwikkeling en onderscheidde daarbij twee componenten: exploratie en 
commitment. Exploratie kan gedefinieerd worden als het onderzoeken van verschillende 
alternatieven aan welke men zich zou willen verbinden. Commitment kan gedefinieerd 
worden als het aangenomen hebben van een identiteit. Het model van Marcia kan 
gezien worden als de grondlegger in de reflectie op de beroeps- en ideologische 
identiteit (Bertram-Troost et al., 2006; Kiesling et al., 2006). Wij hebben het model van 
Marcia (1966, 1980) gebruikt om het proces van exploratie nader te onderzoeken. Wij 
hebben dit gedaan door het proces van exploratie te ontrafelen, door te kijken naar vier 
verschillende onderdelen in het proces: de aanleiding, de inhoud, de gebruikte strategie 
en het resultaat of gevolg van de exploratie. Op basis van de beschrijvingen van deze 
vier onderdelen, hebben we drie verschillende stijlen van exploratie kunnen 
onderscheiden: ‘exploratie in de diepte’, ‘het bewust en weloverwogen keuzes maken’ 
en ‘exploratie los van de uiteindelijke keuze’. 

Verder bediscussiëren we in hoeverre de vier statussen die Marcia (1966, 1980) 
onderscheidt (‘identity achievement’, ‘foreclosure’, ‘moratorium’ en ‘diffusion’) 
toepasbaar zijn op de drie stijlen die wij onderscheiden op basis van ons onderzoek. We 
hebben ontdekt dat niet alle stijlen van exploratie gerelateerd kunnen worden aan de 
statussen van Marcia. De stijlen ‘exploratie in de diepte’ en ‘het bewust en weloverwogen 
keuzes maken’ kunnen in zekere zin gerelateerd worden aan een van de statussen. De 
stijl ‘exploratie los van de uiteindelijke keuze’ lijkt echter niet gerelateerd te kunnen 
worden aan een van de vier statussen. De jongeren die deze stijl hanteren, laten een 
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exploratieproces zien wat geheel geïsoleerd lijkt te zijn van de uiteindelijke keuzes die 
men maakt.  

 

In hoofdstuk 5 behandelen we de deelvraag Welke bronnen zijn van belang voor 
de religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling van orthopraxe moslimjongeren? Schachter en 
Ventura (2008) benadrukken dat in het onderzoek naar identiteitsontwikkeling de 
neiging bestaat om de jongeren te portretteren als de exclusieve personen die betrokken 
zijn in de cruciale aspecten van hun eigen identiteitsontwikkeling. Volgens hen wordt er 
te vaak en te veel geconcentreerd op de intrapsychische processen en stijlen (Berzonsky, 
1992; Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer & Orlofsky, 1993; Waterman, 2004). Schachter 
en Ventura introduceerden daarom in 2008 het concept ‘identity agents’, waarbij zij die 
omschrijven als individuen die actief interacteren met kinderen en jongeren met de 
intentie om deel te nemen aan hun identiteitsontwikkeling en die reflectief grotere 
sociale invloeden bemiddelen op de identiteitsontwikkeling. Om ons niet alleen op de 
jongere zelf te richten, hebben wij er daarom in ons onderzoek ook voor gekozen te 
onderzoeken welke bronnen er van buiten de jongeren genoemd worden voor 
religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling. Wij hebben echter niet voor de term ‘identity agent’ 
gekozen, omdat personen ook van grote invloed kunnen zijn op religieuze 
identiteitsontwikkeling, zonder dat zij daar de intentie voor hadden. Bovendien richt ons 
onderzoek zich alleen op de perceptie van de jongeren. Dit maakt het onmogelijk om 
het begrip ‘identity agents’ te gebruiken, aangezien de jongeren niet kunnen inschatten 
wie er met welke intentie gehandeld heeft. Daarom kiezen wij voor de term ‘bronnen’ 
en zijn wij geïnteresseerd in elke bron die invloed heeft op de religieuze 
identiteitsontwikkeling.  

In de eerste plaats laat dit onderzoek zeven bronnen zien die belangrijk zijn voor 
de religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling: personen met dezelfde opvatting, personen met 
tegenovergestelde opvatting, islamitische organisaties, belangrijke gebeurtenissen, de 
moslimidentiteit en opvattingen van anderen in de maatschappelijke context van 
Nederland. Sommige jongeren benadrukken hierbij dat zijzelf van grote invloed zijn op 
de keuzes die zij gemaakt hebben. Op drie verschillende manieren stimuleerden deze 
zeven bronnen de religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling. Ze stimuleerden het maken van 
keuzes en het aangaan van verbindingen (‘commitment’), ze stimuleerden het nadenken 
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over andere opvattingen (‘exploration’) en in sommige gevallen stimuleerden ze de 
jongeren na te laten denken over hun eigen keus, maar wel duidelijk met als doel om 
tot verbinden over te gaan (‘commitment through exploration’). Er kan gesteld worden 
dat de meeste bronnen keuze en verbinding stimuleren, door jongeren te stimuleren 
over te gaan op het praktiseren van de islam.  

De jongeren in ons onderzoek geven verschillende voorbeelden van wat er 
gebeurt in de omgang met de bron, wanneer er exploratie en commitment gestimuleerd 
wordt. Met betrekking tot het stimuleren van exploratie noemen jongeren het met elkaar 
discussiëren, het behandelen van vragen, het stimuleren van vragen stellen, het stellen 
van kritische vragen en het stimuleren van een eigen zoektocht naar antwoorden. Met 
betrekking tot het stimuleren van commitment noemen jongeren dat bronnen hen 
herinneren aan hun verantwoordelijkheid zich in te zetten voor de islam, het stimuleren 
om de islam te praktiseren, het onderwijzen en uitleggen van de islam, het overtuigen 
om tot committeren aan de islam over te gaan. In de verhalen van de jongeren komen 
vijf verschillende succesfactoren van bronnen. De volgende succesfactoren worden 
genoemd: de ruimdenkendheid van de bron, een goede verstandhouding en relatie 
tussen de bron en de jongere zelf, de autoriteit van de bron en de controlerende 
praktijken, zoals het belonen van het praktiseren van de islam.  

Een opvallende uitkomst van dit deelonderzoek is dat de orthopraxe 
moslimjongeren binnen dit onderzoek de rol van hun ouders als minder belangrijk 
beschouwen, in vergelijking met de rol die docenten en religieuze leiders binnen 
islamitische organisaties toebedeeld krijgen. De jongeren zien dat hun ouders grote 
invloed hebben gehad op de ontwikkeling van de persoon die zij nu zijn ‘in het 
algemeen’, maar met betrekking tot de ontwikkeling naar orthopraxe moslimjongeren 
hebben andere personen een rol gespeeld. Wij hebben hiervoor een mogelijke 
verklaring gevonden in het feit dat de respondenten opgroeien in Nederland, terwijl hun 
ouders vaak zijn opgegroeid in andere landen en in meer landelijke gebieden. Sahin 
(2005) stelt dat ouders van moslimjongeren daarom wellicht wel een grote emotionele 
betrokkenheid hebben bij hun kind, maar dat hun niveau van kennis beperkt is gebleven. 
En juist deze kennis wordt belangrijk gevonden door orthopraxe moslimjongeren (zoals 
al geconstateerd is aan de hand van de tweede deelvraag). Een andere verklaring kan 
gevonden worden in de selectie van onze respondenten: alle respondenten zijn alumni 
van een islamitische middelbare school (Ibn Ghaldoun). Doordat de jongeren tijdens hun 
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puberteit op een islamitische school hebben gezeten, hebben zij de mogelijkheid gehad 
in contact te komen met andere moslims en veel te leren over hun geloofstraditie. 
Hierdoor hebben personen die een rol speelden binnen de school, wellicht een 
belangrijkere rol gespeeld dan de ouders. Een derde verklaring kan gevonden worden 
in het feit dat meerdere respondenten tijdens de middelbare schoolperiode in een 
internaat hebben gezeten, waardoor ze slechts in de weekenden en vakanties in contact 
kwamen met hun ouders.  

 
Hoofdstuk 6 behandelt de vijfde deelvraag: Hoe percipiëren orthopraxe 

moslimjongeren de relatie tussen hun eigen religieuze identiteitsontwikkeling en de 
maatschappij waar zij in leven? In dit hoofdstuk benaderen we deze vraag door op drie 
verschillende aspecten in te gaan. Allereerst onderzoeken we hoe de respondenten de 
maatschappelijke context van Nederland percipiëren en ten tweede hoe zij in de 
maatschappij participeren. Ten derde onderzoeken we hoe hun religieuze identiteit een 
rol speelt in die participatie.  

 We ontdekten dat orthopraxe moslimjongeren zich in hun verhalen vaak 
plaatsen ten opzichte van de Nederlandse maatschappij en dat ze zich er niet echt mee 
verbonden voelen. Tegelijkertijd echter, participeren zij meestal volop in de maatschappij 
door middel van het hebben van (bij)banen, door te studeren en het onderhouden van 
vriendschappen. De jongeren willen zich echter vooral inzetten voor hun eigen 
(islamitische) gemeenschap en zijn vooral op die gemeenschap betrokken.  

 De meeste jongeren voelen zich niet verbonden met de Nederlandse 
maatschappij en gebruiken negatieve bewoordingen wanneer zij spreken over hun 
perceptie van de Nederlandse maatschappij. Echter geldt niet voor alle respondenten 
dezelfde houding; sommige respondenten proberen een rol te spelen in de bredere 
maatschappij. Een belangrijke oorzaak van het niet verbonden voelen met de 
Nederlandse maatschappij zou kunnen zijn dat jongeren zich niet geaccepteerd voelen 
door de Nederlandse meerderheid. Dit kan een sterkere verbondenheid met de eigen 
groep stimuleren. Juist de jongeren die veel (zelf)waardering krijgen door hun werk en 
bijbanen, lijken zich meer in te willen zetten voor de maatschappij. Laird et al. (2013) 
beweert ook dat stigma en beroepen met een hoge status positieve invloed hebben op 
het verbonden voelen met sociale contexten.  
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Het niet verbonden voelen met de Nederlandse maatschappij kan zeker nu in 
de debatten die spelen rondom radicalisering van moslimjongeren de vraag oproepen 
of het gevaarlijk is voor de maatschappij dat deze moslimjongeren zich niet verbonden 
voelen met Nederland. Buijs et al. (2006) stelt namelijk dat gebrek aan maatschappelijke 
verbondenheid een noodzakelijke conditie is voor radicalisering. Doosje, Loseman en 
Van den Bos (2013) onderscheiden drie determinanten voor de ontwikkeling van een 
radicaal geloofssysteem, welke allen herkend kunnen worden in de verhalen van de 
respondenten in onderhavig onderzoek: persoonlijke onzekerheid, ervaren onrecht en 
ervaren bedreiging van de eigen groep. Dit onderzoek geeft niet direct de aanleiding 
om zorgen te maken. Het roept wel de vraag op of de checklists kloppen om 
radicaliserende jongeren te signaleren. Ons onderzoek laat zien dat het veel complexer 
ligt. Sommige jongeren in dit onderzoek participeren in de maatschappij door het 
hebben van banen en een studie, maar ondertussen hebben zij wel een vorm van 
segregatie als ideaal. Er is in de toekomst meer onderzoek nodig of we huidige definities 
moeten complementeren of herformuleren of dat we de manier waarop orthopraxe 
jongeren de maatschappij percipiëren en daaraan deel (wensen te) nemen als meer 
gevaarlijk moeten beschouwen dan we nu verwachten. 

Hoewel de jongeren in de selectie hebben aangegeven dat hun geloof bepalend 
is voor het hele leven, leggen ze niet expliciet een relatie tussen hun religieuze identiteit 
en de manier waarop zij maatschappelijk participeren. In dit onderzoek onderscheiden 
we drie verschillende stijlen van het verbinden van de religieuze identiteit met 
maatschappelijke participatie: ‘participatie tot zover de islam toestaat’, ‘geloof is 
persoonlijk en individueel’, en ‘bruggen slaan’. De meeste respondenten participeren in 
de maatschappij tot zover de islam toestaat. Deze jongeren benadrukken dat zij de 
maatschappelijke ladder willen beklimmen, zijn vooral betrokken op de eigen religieuze 
gemeenschap en de islamitische gemeenschap in het algemeen. Deze jongeren leggen 
geen verband tussen hun geloof en hun participatie; het geloof lijkt daar geen rol in te 
spelen. Ze participeren in de maatschappij, maar dan vooral als burger en niet als 
moslim. Er zijn ook jongeren die het geloof als zeer persoonlijk en individueel zien. Zij 
participeren in de maatschappij en zien geloof vooral voor iets van henzelf. Zij zijn ook 
niet actief binnen de islamitische gemeenschap. Eén respondent vertelt dat hij zijn 
religieuze identiteit en zijn participatie in de maatschappij zou willen verbinden, door 
een brug te slaan tussen de islamitische gemeenschap en de Nederlandse maatschappij. 
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Tegelijkertijd vindt hij het moeilijk expliciet te maken hoe de islam gerelateerd is aan zijn 
opvattingen en keuzes.  

  

In hoofdstuk 7 kijken we terug op ons onderzoek en evalueren we de 
bruikbaarheid van ons onderzoekskader, doen verbetervoorstellen ten aanzien van de 
bijbehorende interviewleidraad en reflecteren we op het gehanteerde begrip ‘orthoprax’, 
zoals gepresenteerd in Visser-Vogel et al. (2012). 
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Appendix: Interview Guidelines for Religious Identity 

Development of Orthoprax Muslim Adolescents 

These interview guidelines are our originally used guidelines, based on Marcia et al. 
(1993), McAdams (2008), and Fisherman (2011), complemented by questions developed 
by the researchers of this project, and translated in English.  

Interview 1 

Part 1: Religious Identity 

1. Open question: You define yourself as a Muslim; how does this become evident? 
How does this turn out in your life? How did it turn out in your life last week?  

Achieving more depth by asking questions, like: Why? How does it work? What 
did you do exactly? What happened? Can you provide an example? 

2. What do you consider the core of being Muslim?  

3. How do you practice being Muslim? What do you do and why? What do you 
not do? Why not?  

4. Which choices did you make? Is being Muslim related to these choices? How?  

5. How important is prayer in your life? When do you pray and under what 
circumstances? For what do you pray? Why?  

6. Are you involved in a mosque or Islamic foundation? Do you visit religious 
meetings? How? When? What does it mean to you?  

7. What does Ramadan to you?  

8. Who is God? 

Part 2 – Religious identity development 

With regard to the following questions, achieving more depth by asking questions like: 
Can you provide an example? What happened? What does it mean for you? Who were 
involved? What changed? Did you change? What stayed the same? 
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Autobiography 

1. Have you always been a Muslim? Since when have you practiced Islam? How 
did you reach this?  

2. How have you developed as a Muslim? Can you tell what it meant for you to be 
a Muslim in primary school? In secondary school? After that? What changed? 
What remained stable?  

3. When was becoming a Muslim for the first time important for you? Can you 
provide an example?  

4. Please describe a scene, episode, or moment in your life that stands out as an 
especially high point in your life. What happened, when, and where? Who was 
involved, and what were you thinking and feeling? Is this high point related to 
your Muslim identity? How? If not, can you describe a high point in your life that 
is connected to being a Muslim?  

5. Thinking back over your entire life, please identify a scene that stands out as a 
low point, if not the lowest point in your life story. What happened in the event, 
where and when? Who was involved, and what were you thinking and feeling? 

Exploration 

1. Do you talk about Islam with other people? What kind of things do you talk 
about? Do you get into arguments or discussions? What do you argue for and 
against (Marcia et al. 1993)? With which people do you discuss Islam? What does 
it mean to you? 

2. Was there ever a time when you questioned, doubted, or perhaps changed your 
religious beliefs? What types of things did you question or change? What was 
the reason? How did it happen? How old were you at the time? How serious 
were these questions for you?  

3. Do you feel that you have solved these questions for yourself, or are you still 
working on them? If resolved, what has helped you to answer these questions? 
How do you try to find answers? If not resolved, how are you going about trying 
to answer these questions?  
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4. How do your parents feel about your religious beliefs? Are there any important 
differences between your beliefs and those of your parents?  

5. Do you think your ideas in the area are likely to remain the same, or do you 
believe they may very well change in the future? If they may change, in what 
direction do you think your beliefs might change? How likely is it that such a 
change might occur? If yes, what would change? 

Final questions 

1. What would your life look like if no God existed (based on McAdams, 2008)? 

2. On a 10-point scale, how important do you see your religious beliefs as being 
to you in your life (10 means “extremely important” and 1 means “not at all 
important”)? 

3. On a 10-point scale, how actively involved are you in practicing being Muslim in 
your daily life (10 means “extremely actively involved” and 1 means “not at all 
actively involved”)? 
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Interview 2 

Part 1: The roles of others in religious identity development 

1. When you look back on your development, what, who, or what event was the 
most important factor in your development?  

2. Who influenced your development? This can be positively and negatively.  

3. What influenced your development or what events influenced your 
development?  

4. Who played a role in your development into the Muslim you are now?  

5. What events played a role in your development into the Muslim you are now?  

6. When you look back, what, who, or what event was the most important factor 
in your development into the Muslim you are now? 

Follow-up questions for each question: 

- In what part did they play a role? 
- How does it work? Can you provide an example? Can you remember a situation?  
- What has been the effect? Did it promote or hinder your development?  
- At what age did this person/this event/this … play a role?  
- How did you experience that when it happened and how do you look back on 

it now? 

Additional follow-up questions regarding people that played a role: 

- Tell me more about this person (marital status, family, relation to the 
respondent, background information, training, job, character). 

- Can you describe your relationship to that person?  
- Is that person also a Muslim? If yes, how important is the Muslim identity to him 

or her (Marcia et al. 1993)? 
- What does he/she think of your religious behavior and beliefs?  
- Are there important differences between his/her behavior and beliefs and 

yours? Did you make other choices at certain points?  
- Can you explain why this person could have a role in your development? Why 

did you accept/adopt his/her opinion?  
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Additional follow-up questions with regard to parents 

- How important would you say religion is to your parents?  
- Were they raised the same way as you were raised?  
- If you have children, what would you do different from your parents and what 

would you do the same?  

Part 2: Role in society 

The respondent in relation to others 

1. Which image do others have of you (friends, colleagues, others in Muslim 
community, Dutch citizens)? How do you notice these? 

2. Does your Muslim identity play a big or small role in the image others have of 
you? Why? How do you notice?  

3. Is it important to you which image others have of you? What image do you want 
them to have? What do you do to present that image?  

4. Can you remember a time when you felt different from others? In relation to 
who? Where? How did you experience this? What was the effect?  

5. Can you describe a person who is exactly the opposite of you?  

6. Do you feel that you have to meet certain expectations of others? Of whom? 
When?  

Society 

1. How would you characterize Dutch society?  

2. How do you participate in society? Is your being Muslim related to that? How?  

3. What will be your role in the future in society? In what way do you want to 
contribute to society?  

Politics 

1. What major themes should the government focus on? What values are 
important for you to focus on as related to the government? Can you relate this 
to your religious beliefs?  
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2. Do you have any political preferences? For what political party did you vote last 
time? Do you belong to any political party?  

3. Do your parents have any political preferences? How important would you say 
political questions are to your parents? To what extent are your ideas, as well as 
how you are involved in society the same as your parents? How do your parents 
feel about your political ideas? 

4. Is there a relationship between your religious beliefs and your political views? If 
so, can you explain it?  

5. Are you politically actively involved? If so, how? 

Final question 

Suppose you will be the prime minister of the Netherlands tomorrow. What would you 
do? What would you change?  
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nog blijf werken binnen deze organisatie.  

In de derde plaats gaat mijn dank uit naar mijn begeleiders prof. dr. Marcel 
Barnard (Protestantse Theologische Universiteit), prof. dr. Cok Bakker (Universiteit 
Utrecht) en dr. Jos de Kock (Protestantse Theologische Universiteit). Ik heb het 
begeleidingsteam als zeer prettig ervaren. Jullie hebben de afgelopen jaren behoorlijk 
wat tijd aan mij en dit onderzoek besteed, waarin jullie mij hebben voorzien van 
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inhoudelijke feedback en mij elke keer weer een stapje verder hielpen. De 
begeleidingsgesprekken waarin jullie kritisch meedachten waren tegelijkertijd gezellig en 
boeiend. Jullie als begeleidingsteam stimuleerden mij steeds om zelf na te denken en 
eigen keuzes te maken en zorgden er zo voor dat het onderzoek steeds meer ‘van mij’ 
ging worden. In de begeleiding kwam jullie eigen expertise en persoonlijkheid naar 
voren, wat ik erg prettig vond, omdat ik op deze manier op verschillende vlakken 
‘bijgeschaafd’ werd. Marcel, van jouw betrokkenheid, bewogenheid en gevoel voor vorm 
en stijl heb ik de afgelopen jaren veel geleerd. Ik heb bewondering voor al het werk dat 
jij verzet binnen je vakgebied. Cok, jouw kennis op het gebied van identiteit is heel 
belangrijk geweest. De gesprekken met jou waren altijd boeiend, waarbij je mij altijd over 
mezelf en de wereld om mij heen liet nadenken. Jouw energie, creatieve geest en nieuwe 
ideeën inspireren mij. Jos, zonder jou was dit project waarschijnlijk niet eens ontstaan. Jij 
kreeg het voor elkaar dat twee universiteiten en Driestar educatief gingen samenwerken 
rondom één onderzoeksproject. Je stond werkelijk altijd klaar om snel (zeer snel) 
grondige feedback te geven. Zonder jou was dit project niet zo netjes op tijd afgerond. 
Ik heb bewondering voor al het werk dat je verzet en de manier waarop je dat doet.  

Als vierde zeg ik de leden van de leescommissie (prof. dr. H. A. Alma, prof. F. 
Faix, prof. dr. C. R. Lange, prof. dr. S. Miedema en dr. S. van de Wetering) hartelijk dank 
voor het doornemen van het manuscript en de bereidheid oppositie te voeren.  

In de vijfde plaats richt ik mijn dank aan de verschillende onderzoeks- en 
promovendigroepen waar ik (gedeeltelijk) deel van heb mogen uitmaken. Het 
promovendiberaad Levensbeschouwelijke vorming / normatieve professionaliteit van 
Cok Bakker en Hartger Wassink is een boeiende groep van promovendi, waarbij het zeer 
prettig is dat iedereen zich met (redelijk) dezelfde thematieken bezighoudt. De sfeer 
tijdens de gesprekken en bijeenkomsten was zeer prettig en leerzaam. Het met elkaar 
‘opdenken’ en spiegelen van ideeën en theorieën, maar ook het delen van wel en wee 
waren erg fijn. Hoewel ik geen HU-promovenda was, heb ik me altijd erg thuis gevoeld. 
Binnen de Protestantse Theologische Universiteit was ik eveneens altijd hartelijk welkom 
op alle bijeenkomsten en scholingsmomenten voor promovendi. Deze bijeenkomsten 
waren leerzaam. Dank voor de gastvrijheid en de mogelijkheid van het presenteren van 
delen van mijn onderzoek. Het ontmoeten en leren kennen van verschillende personen 
hebben mij gevormd. Binnen Driestar educatief bestond eveneens een 
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promovendiberaad, waarin we elkaar konden vinden als promovendi binnen een groter 
geheel. Jullie allen heel veel succes bij jullie eigen promotietrajecten!  

In de zesde plaats is er een groot aantal collega’s dat tijdens uren op het werk 
zorgden voor gezelligheid en het zoeken naar de vertaling van theorie naar de praktijk. 
Dank voor jullie betrokkenheid en interesse. Een aantal collega’s wil ik in het bijzonder 
noemen. Allereerst noem ik Janneke Pekaar-Westerink, met wie ik dit onderzoeksproject 
in 2010 startte. We hebben ontzettend veel tijd samen doorgebracht op verschillende 
locaties en veel met elkaar gedeeld en meegemaakt. Hartelijk dank voor je humor, 
gezelligheid, interesse, je relativeringsvermogen en meedenken. Het was erg fijn om op 
verschillende plekken als duo te zijn; het maakte het vaak erg aangenaam. Piet Murre, 
bedankt voor je interesse in mijn onderzoek en de boeiende gesprekken die ik de 
afgelopen jaren met je heb mogen voeren. Cornée van de Wind-Ferreira, dank voor het 
sparren, meedenken en het begrijpen van elkaar. Ewald Mackay, jij had ooit een 
helderziende blik en suggereerde al een promotietraject, lang voordat ik erover nadacht. 
Dank dat je mijn docent was. Je zult het waarschijnlijk altijd blijven: je blijft me aanzetten 
tot nadenken. Alle collega’s van Onderwijsadvies VO wil ik bedanken voor jullie geduld, 
begrip, betrokkenheid en gezelligheid. En met name de personen aan ‘deze kant van de 
gang’ (Annemarie, Anne-Marije en Kees), ik ben blij met jullie als zeer naaste collega’s! 
Arie, door jouw nimmeraflatende humor en betrokkenheid hield ik er vaak de moed in. 
Thea, hartelijk bedankt dat je altijd klaar stond wanneer ik weer met praktische vragen 
kwam over zeer uiteenlopende zaken.  

In de zevende plaats wil ik al mijn vrienden bedanken. Jullie zijn erg belangrijk 
voor mij. Dank voor jullie betrokkenheid en inspiratie en dat jullie begrip hadden voor 
mijn volle agenda en ‘volle hoofd’. Sommige vriendinnen wil ik graag in het bijzonder 
noemen. Willemijn, al vanaf de geboorte zijn wij vriendinnen. Eva-Anna, Colien en Maria, 
wij zijn al vriendinnen vanaf de middelbare school. Ik vind het fantastisch om jullie als 
vriendin te hebben. Dank voor wie jullie zijn voor mij. Dank voor jullie interesse, humor, 
vriendschap en gesprekken. Colien, dank dat je mijn paranimf wilt zijn! Jacobine, sinds 
een aantal jaren heb ik jou leren kennen. Je leert me vaak op een andere manier naar de 
dingen kijken. Jouw ervaringen in promoveren, werken en moeder-zijn, zijn voor mij een 
inspiratiebron. Dank ook voor al je praktische hulp! Daarnaast wil ik graag kamerkoor 
Marcantus uit Houten specifiek benoemen. Jullie hebben een speciale plek in mijn hart. 
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Jullie hielpen mij om te genieten, te lachen, alles los te laten en soms de hemel in te 
zingen. Dank!  

In de achtste plaats wil ik mijn familie danken. Ik ben heel dankbaar dat ik bij 
deze familie hoor, dat ik mag staan op de schouders van veel mensen voor mij waar ik 
grote bewondering voor heb. In het bijzonder noem ik mijn oma’s en opa’s die een groot 
voorbeeld voor mij zijn. Broers en zussen, jullie zijn erg belangrijk voor mij. Jullie hebben 
mij voor een groot gedeelte gevormd tot wie ik ben. Ik heb veel aan jullie liefde gehad, 
jullie support en geloof in mij, maar ook aan de humor, zelfspot, het 
relativeringsvermogen en het calvinistische werkethos, wat in onze genen zit. 
Annemieke, dank voor het meelezen van de Nederlandse teksten!  

Lieve papa en mama, ik ben jullie veel dank verschuldigd. Ik realiseer me dat het 
fijne thuis ervoor gezorgd heeft dat ik me heb kunnen ontwikkelen. Jullie waardering 
richting mij, zonder gewaardeerd te worden om wat ik doe, waardeer ik zeer! Dank voor 
jullie meeleven en gebed. Papa, jouw open blik, je stimulans om altijd verder en kritisch 
te denken, je goede vragen, en je grote bescheidenheid zijn dingen waar ik veel 
bewondering voor heb. Je stimuleerde en faciliteerde mij in het mijzelf ontwikkelen op 
verschillende gebieden. Heel erg bedankt! Dank ook dat je mijn paranimf wilt zijn. Mama, 
veel dank voor jouw liefde, zorgzaamheid, het altijd klaar staan voor iedereen en het 
(uren) een luisterend oor bieden. Je bent, met name vanwege je afhankelijke en 
dienende manier van leven, een groot voorbeeld voor mij. Dank ook voor alle praktische 
hulp! Verder dank ik ook graag verdere familie en schoonfamilie voor alle betrokkenheid 
en liefde. Oom Henrie, hartelijk dank dat ik een afbeelding van een schilderij van je voor 
de omslag mocht gebruiken. Ik heb veel bewondering voor je werk; het blijft mij 
inspireren. 

Peter, aan jou draag ik graag deze studie op. Ik ervaar het als een groot 
voorrecht dat ik met jou getrouwd mag zijn en dat we samen vader en moeder mogen 
zijn van Siebe. Hartelijk dank voor wie je bent. Dank voor je ‘tegenover’, maar ook voor 
het altijd vóór mij zijn. Je hielp me steeds weer verder en had altijd vertrouwen in me. 
Dank dat we veel dingen samen hebben kunnen doen, terwijl we beiden druk waren met 
onze studies. Je weet dat ik het erg waardeer dat jij het heel gewoon vindt dat ik mezelf 
blijf ontwikkelen en dat je me daarin alle ruimte geeft.  
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Siebe, hoewel je er nu nog niets van begrijpt, bedank ik je voor wie je bent. Je 
bent een geweldig kind, dat mij steeds weer met nieuwe ogen naar de wereld en mijzelf 
leert kijken. Dank dat je mij verplichtte om op andere dingen te focussen en er steeds 
weer voor zorgde dat ik me met alledaagse dingen bezig moest en kon houden.  

Na deze lange lijst van mensen, dank ik tegelijkertijd en bovenal God Die mij dit 
alles gegeven heeft. Hij was erbij, de afgelopen jaren. En blijft voor altijd Dezelfde!  

But the word of the Lord endureth for ever! 
1 Petrus 1: 25 

Jesaja 40: 8 
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