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Summary 
 

 

This study sets out to examine the religious pursuits of young Dutch Muslims and 

Christians within one analytical and conceptual framework. It thereby seeks to move 

beyond the established dichotomies by which Christians and Muslims in the 

Netherlands – and elsewhere – have come to be perceived: ‘native’ and migrant’, 

‘majority’ and ‘minority’, ‘autochthon’ and ‘allochthon’, ‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’. 

Taking leave of these well-worn categories, in this dissertation I approach the Muslims 

and Christians with whom I worked as comparable groups of young Dutch people, who 

sought to pursue a religiously committed lifestyle in the shared context of 

contemporary Dutch society. Such a comparative approach has so far been 

underdeveloped in the academic literature. Studies of Christians and Muslims in the 

West have been strongly embedded in different disciplinary traditions, particularly the 

sociology of religion in the case of Christians and minority and migration studies in that 

of Muslims. Within the anthropology of religion, the emergence of an anthropology of 

Islam and an anthropology of Christianity as separate fields of scholarship has further 

worked to keep the study of Muslims and Christians apart. In chapter one, I argue that 

these academic splits come with the risk of overlooking the convergences and shared 

predicament among Muslims and Christians who live side by side in a pluralist society 

like the Netherlands. In that light I propose a comparative approach, as outlined in 

chapter two, that examines the ways in which the pursuits of faith among these young 

Muslims and Christians articulate with socio-historical conditions in contemporary 

Dutch society. The aim of this comparative study is less to list similarities and 

differences than to demonstrate that it is possible and productive to integrate Muslims 

and Christians within one framework. 

In the research conducted for this study I have focused on Dutch Muslims and 

Christians between 18 and 28 years old, who aimed to (strictly) practice their religion in 

their everyday lives. I concentrated on Sunni Muslims of Moroccan descent, but also 

included Muslims of Turkish, Surinamese, and other backgrounds, as well as converts to 

Islam of Dutch descent. As for the Christians, I concentrated on Protestants who had 

grown up attending – and often continued to attend – mainline Protestant churches 

such as those united in the Protestant Church in the Netherlands (PKN) and on a smaller 

number of people attending evangelical churches. Most of my interlocutors were highly 

educated. While both my Muslim and Christian interlocutors continued to place 

themselves in the mainstream orthodox religious milieus in which they had been raised, 

they were also strongly oriented to revivalist tendencies in contemporary Islam and 

Christianity, particularly Salafism and evangelicalism. 

The research is based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out between September 

2009 and November 2012, mainly in the cities Rotterdam and The Hague as well as the 

town of Ede. The majority of data collection took place in a period of fulltime, day-to-

day field research from March 2010 to March 2011. The research consisted primarily of 

participant-observation (especially within Muslim and Christian student associations, 
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religious classes, mosques, churches and conferences), qualitative in-depth interviews 

with 24 young Muslims and 24 young Christians (some of these were conducted in 

several sessions) and the organization of a focus group with Christian and Muslim 

young women, which met three times.  

The revivalist-oriented young Muslims and Christians with whom I worked 

desired to give their religion a central place in their everyday lives by prioritizing God in 

their everyday activities and choices. They strove toward a high degree of personal 

piety, toward living their lives in a condition of surrender to God. At the heart of these 

aspirations of both the Muslims and Christians was the notion of ‘faith’ (geloof in Dutch; 

the Muslims also used the Arabic term iman), which for them did not only denote the 

religion they ascribed to, but also their relatedness to God in their everyday lives. To 

them, having a strong faith meant relying on God, trusting in God and being close to God 

in day-to-day life. In their understanding, faith was necessarily active and dynamic: It 

was not only something one had but always also something one did.  

As I show in chapter three, my interlocutors also used the notion of faith to signal 

their personal experiences of religious revitalization, expressed through such phrases 

as ‘coming to personal faith’ (among the Christians) and ‘becoming involved with my 

faith’ (among the Muslims). In remarkably similar ways for the young Muslims and 

Christians, these experiences entailed the personal appropriation of faith, the act of 

‘making faith one’s own’. This entailed a turn from what they regarded as a latent and 

rather non-reflexive religiosity (which they often associated with their upbringing), to a 

self-conscious, reflexive and active religious commitment. For my Muslim interlocutors, 

more than for the Christians, acquiring religious knowledge and following the ‘correct’ 

tenets of their religion were considered to be crucial aspects of such a turn to greater 

religious commitment. The young Christians were less concerned with (acquiring 

knowledge about) religious doctrines than with the experience of having and building a 

personal relationship with God. Yet, this was not an absolute or mutually exclusive 

difference but rather a difference of degree (as evidenced by the regularly expressed 

appreciation for educational sermons among my Christian interlocutors and the often 

stated concerns with cultivating one’s ‘love for God’ among my Muslim interlocutors). 

Both these young Muslims and Christians took a ‘conscious’ faith as one of the 

basic principles, and even requirements, of a true religious life. The emphasis on 

personal deliberation and choice, notably shared by both my Muslim and Christian 

interlocutors, points to the ways in which their religious pursuits were shaped, on the 

one hand, by an ethics of authenticity, the moral imperative to be and express one’s 

‘true’ self, and, on the other hand, by revivalist movements, particularly Salafism and 

evangelicalism, which strongly encourage personal and reflexive religious commitments 

and provide the means as well as language of such a self-reflexive piety. The strong 

concerns of these Muslims and Christians with a personal faith, however, did not mean 

that their religious endeavors were by and large individualized. To the contrary, social 

relationships and contexts played key roles in the paths they followed toward such a 

personal faith as well as in their efforts at keeping their faith strong. Their personal faith 

was learned, acquired and maintained within particular social environments. 
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Yet, these pursuits of faith turned out to be notably vulnerable and unstable in 

the context of today’s Dutch society. They were, indeed, precarious enterprises. The 

religious convictions and lifestyles of my Muslim and Christian interlocutors were 

regularly challenged by competing modes of imagining and living in the world, and their 

religious practices continuously risked moving to the background of their day-to-day 

affairs. These young people lead highly pluralist lives in which their pursuits of faith co-

existed, competed and became enmeshed with other, in their eyes, more ‘worldly’ 

activities. This made it very difficult for them to attain precisely the active religious 

commitment to which they aspired. These Muslims and Christians, then, struggled with 

a social reality in which it was rather easy to live a different, less pious, kind of life. They 

were themselves aware of such an alternative lifestyle and they were apprehensive of 

the appeal that these alternative options – that always seemed nearby – had on them. 

 This strikingly convergent predicament of what I describe as precarious piety 

among these young Muslims and Christians should be understood in the light of the 

shared socio-historical context of contemporary Dutch society, which can be 

characterized by the sharply abated influence of organized religion on social and public 

life. In popular and scholarly accounts, this social transformation is commonly 

described in terms of the emergence of a ‘secular’ society. While I build on recent 

approaches to the secular as denoting not necessarily the decline of religion but rather 

the conditions of possibility and impossibility of contemporary religious engagement, I 

have found the concept of the secular itself too imprecise and too broad to function as a 

guiding concept for my analysis of the diverse and complex social dynamics I 

encountered. Instead, I have distinguished between a number of socio-cultural 

dynamics that turned out to play important roles in shaping and conditioning the 

religious endeavors of the Muslims and Christians with whom I worked. 

These socio-cultural dynamics, as I show in chapters four to seven, can be seen to 

contribute to the precarious condition of my interlocutors’ pursuits of faith in several 

ways. Firstly, I argue in chapter four that an ethics of submission – the ideals of 

subordinating one’s own will, opinions and desires to God, expressed by both my 

Muslim and Christian interlocutors, converged with an ethics of authenticity that has 

come to proliferate in contemporary Western societies (and, to varying extents, 

elsewhere in the world). On the one hand, these young believers held that submission to 

God constituted a privileged path to self-realization and personal freedom (the Muslims 

and Christians differed in their understanding of submission-as-freedom in that the 

former emphasized freedom from constraints by others, whereas the latter stressed 

attaining personal freedom as a result of Christ’s redemption). On the other hand, both 

felt that a sincere and freely chosen personal engagement was a prerequisite of truthful 

and valuable submission to God. While this emphasis on faith as a sincere commitment 

of the self could, at least according to the logic of the ethics of authenticity itself, be 

interpreted as making faith more genuine and durable, I contend that it can also be seen 

to make faith more vulnerable. Indeed, for my interlocutors, it meant that faith came to 

rely on the volition, sincerity and activity of the self. Consequentially, their pursuits of 
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faith were marked by what Foucault would describe as a diligent care of the self by the 

self. They required constant work on the self, self-scrutiny and vigilance.  

Secondly, I show in chapter five that these pursuits of religious submission 

among my Muslim and Christian interlocutors came to be challenged by their ongoing 

encounters with alternative convictions, beliefs and commitments in today’s pluralist 

Dutch society. Their awareness of alternative frameworks of truth and morality induced 

a degree of relativist doubt, in somewhat different ways for the young Muslims and 

Christians: while doubts among the former tended to pertain to the prominence that 

Islamic prescriptions should be given in everyday life, those among the latter more 

often centered on religious truth claims. For both the Muslims and Christians, however, 

doubts concerned less the existence of God as such than the urgency of surrendering 

themselves fully, and without compromise, to the tenets of their religion. They 

constantly faced the risk of regarding their religious beliefs, and their rigorous 

surrender to these beliefs, as mere options rather than inescapable necessities. As a 

result, their religious commitment could remain neither self-evident nor unquestioned, 

but necessarily became deliberate and reflexive, while it relied on the routinized ‘input’ 

from social settings of religious pedagogy. 

The challenges that these Muslims and Christians experienced with respect to 

their pursuits of faith, however, were not only reflexive by nature and they did not only 

pertain to the intellectual plausibility of their religious beliefs. They were not restricted 

to the subjective turn within contemporary culture or to secular doubt, two of the 

phenomena that are commonly stressed in scholarly accounts of today’s constraints on 

religion and that, as pointed out above, were also central to my interlocutors’ everyday 

struggles within their pursuits of faith. In important ways, these challenges also 

involved practical experiences, everyday routines and embodied habits (on their part, 

these also became enmeshed with, and instigated, reflection; so my point is not to claim 

that intellectual and practical dimensions should be seen as separate from one another).  

Thus, as I discuss in chapter six, the third way in which prevalent socio-cultural 

dynamics in Dutch society contributed to the precarious condition of my interlocutors’ 

pursuits of faith concerned the quickened pace of everyday life and the processes of 

cultural acceleration in today’s era of fast capitalism. Due to the felt busyness of their 

everyday lives, my Muslim and Christian interlocutors often struggled to ‘fit God in’. As 

they were swept along by the prevalent rhythms and routines of social life in the 

Netherlands, their practices of worship tended to unwittingly move to the background 

of their everyday lives. In their packed and hurried lives, these young believers often felt 

too busy or too tired to make time for practices of worship, or even forgot to do so. The 

young Muslims differed from the Christians in this respect, in that they had to relate 

themselves to the prescribed prayer times during the day. As a result they faced the 

challenge of integrating their prayers in their daily occupations, especially those of their 

work and studies. On the one hand these set prayer times gave them less flexibility than 

the Christians enjoyed when it came to reserving time for worship in their everyday 

lives, on the other hand these also provided them with clear guidelines that they could 
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depend on. Lacking such clear guidelines, the Christians relied even more on self-

discipline when it came to ‘making time for God’ than the Muslims did. 

Fourthly, and closely related to this practical challenge of everyday routines, 

both my Muslim and Christian interlocutors struggled with what they experienced as a 

continuous stream of distractions in their everyday lives. I show in chapter seven that 

these felt distractions resulted from their active engagement with the domains of 

‘secular’ mass-mediated popular culture. These domains have become increasingly 

pervasive and intrusive within the accelerated and digitalized culture of contemporary 

consumer capitalism. With the onset of new media and media technologies, information, 

entertainment and popular culture have become increasingly accessible – wherever and 

whenever. Because of their ready availability and their appeal, this mass-mediated 

popular culture became a virtually inescapable presence in my interlocutors’ everyday 

lives. While they were attracted by this popular culture, they also felt that it threatened 

their faith, because it distracted them from the concentration on faith to which they 

aspired, thereby contributing to a felt distance between themselves and God. These 

struggles with distraction in today’s mass-mediatized culture were very much alike for 

the young Muslims and Christians. The most important difference here was probably 

that most of my Muslim interlocutors held that listening to music was forbidden in their 

religion, while the Christians did not. Notwithstanding this disparity, however, both 

experienced similar threats emanating from music and other popular culture. 

Notably, these were all socio-cultural dynamics that my young Muslim and 

Christian interlocutors engaged with, participated in and often even embraced. These 

young believers could not be seen to retreat from a hostile ‘secular’ environment into 

religious niches. Rather, that environment was part and parcel of their everyday lives as 

much as it was reflected by their ambitions, ideals, interests and desires. Thus, they 

adhered to the demanding work ethic that prevails in today’s fast capitalist society, 

embraced the relaxation and entertainment offered by mass-mediated popular culture, 

assented to the proliferating ideals of authenticity and accepted the social reality of 

living in a pluralist society. In this regard, my interlocutors’ encounters with what they 

often described as ‘the world’ did not so much entail external as it did internal threats to 

their pursuits of faith. In many ways, ‘the world’ was part of their habitus, their routines 

and their aspirations. This closeness to ‘the world’ instigated self-reflexive worries 

among the young Muslims and Christians about the ways in which their faith came to be 

backgrounded or de-prioritized in their everyday lives. As I note in the conclusion of 

this dissertation, particularly among my Christian interlocutors these worries were 

accompanied by underlying concerns about how they could distinguish themselves 

from their non-Christian, secular peers. Such worries were expressed much less among 

my Muslim interlocutors. I suggest that this disparity between the young Christians and 

Muslims may be best understood in relation to the divergent ways in which they tend to 

be perceived in public. Different from my Christian interlocutors, young Dutch people of 

Moroccan and Turkish descent have increasingly come to be approached above all as 

religious people, to such an extent that their ‘otherness’ as Muslims already tends to be 

assumed by the people they encounter. 
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Their close engagement with ‘the world’, however, did not mean that the 

religious aspirations of these young Muslims and Christians were altogether swallowed 

up by that ‘world’. Rather, they continued to self-consciously formulate and pursue 

rigorous ideals of religious submission, personal piety and closeness to God. Often, 

these ideals were formulated in contradistinction to their very ‘worldly’ engagements: 

doing ‘God’s will’ rather than following one’s own desires, adhering to an exclusive 

religious truth as opposed to assenting to cultural relativism, making time for God 

despite one’s busy schedule and ‘connecting’ to God in a world of distraction. Indeed, it 

was also through their very opposition to, and negotiation of, these challenges to their 

faith that these young Muslims and Christians gave shape to their religious aspirations 

and pursuits. 

In relation to this, a central outcome of this study is that the constraints on faith 

that the Muslims and Christians experienced in the context of contemporary Dutch 

society, also turned out to give new impetus to their religious pursuits. Indeed, these 

constraints resulted not so much in a deterioration of my interlocutors’ religious 

commitment, as it did in a bolstering of that very commitment. Undoubtedly, there will 

also be Muslims and Christians for whom such constraints do result in a weakened 

religious commitment and possibly an abandonment of a strict religious lifestyle. Yet, 

my interest in this dissertation is in the many Muslims and Christians who continue to 

pursue such ideals. The stories and experiences of my interlocutors make clear that the 

challenges they encountered in today’s Dutch society did not necessarily result in such a 

weakening of faith, but were also appropriated within, and put to work for, their 

religious endeavors.  

Thus, in chapters five to seven I show that, firstly, the doubts, uncertainties and 

conflicts that my Muslim and Christian interlocutors experienced in Dutch pluralist 

society stimulated them to regularly participate in social spaces of religious pedagogy, 

in which they found reaffirmation of their religious convictions and encouragement to 

pursue a pious lifestyle. Their everyday encounters with difference, then, brought about 

a revaluation of routine participation in such ‘communities of conviction’. Secondly, 

while my interlocutors’ experiences of hurriedness and busyness made it difficult for 

them to set aside time for practices of worship in their daily lives, these experiences also 

fed their desire for practicing worship, precisely because this was felt to bring about 

tranquility and relief from the rush of their day-to-day lives (indeed, the Christians and 

particularly the Muslims typically used the Dutch term rust in relation to the 

performance of prayers). Thirdly, my interlocutors’ constant confrontations with 

distraction in today’s mass-mediatized culture instigated them to invest in religious 

practices (such as prayer, listening to sermons, reading the Bible or reciting the Quran). 

These practices were understood to strengthen their faith and to bring about an 

enhanced closeness to God, thereby countering the distancing from God they 

experienced as a result of such distraction. In a social world in which they felt they were 

continuously being drawn away from their religious focus, they deliberately sought to, 

in the terms of the young Christians, ’nourish’ or ‘build up’ their faith, or, in the phrasing 

of the young Muslims, ‘strengthen’ their iman. 
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These observations point to the ways in which the pursuits of faith of these 

young Muslims and Christians can be seen to articulate with socio-historical conditions 

in contemporary Dutch society. As I point out in chapter two, I do not use the term 

articulation as a stand-in for convergence or ‘fit’, but rather as an indication of complex 

interactions that may be found to be productive of particular kinds of religious 

engagements. In this vein, I argue that the relations between my interlocutors’ pursuits 

of faith and the socio-cultural dynamics examined above were not so much 

characterized by either harmony or conflict, as by a productive dialectics. Thus, I 

demonstrate that the constraints on these young people’s pursuits of faith, particularly 

those brought about by the social conditions of pluralism, fast capitalism and mass-

mediatization, also turned out to stimulate them to reinforce and reinvigorate these 

very pursuits. Indeed, the tensions and antagonisms that these young people 

experienced in contemporary Dutch society – their struggles with doubts, lack of time 

and distraction – also instigated them to keep on shaping themselves as pious persons. 

Thus, paradoxically, for my Muslim and Christian interlocutors the social context of 

contemporary Dutch society did not only engender a predicament of precarious piety 

but also fed a reinvigorated religious engagement.  

Thus, a striking result of the articulations between my interlocutors’ religious 

pursuits and the socio-cultural conditions examined in this dissertation, was a 

reinvigorated, pro-active and self-conscious religious commitment. This was a 

commitment, then, that was shaped and driven by the inherent precariousness of their 

religious pursuits in the context of their everyday lives in Dutch society. An important 

implication of this is that the pursuits of personal piety and the aspirations to a 

‘conscious’ faith among these young Muslims and Christians involved constant work and 

effort. In their everyday lives, in which their pursuits of faith competed with other 

concerns and continuously risked moving to the background, they had to deliberately 

set out to try to give their religion an important place in their everyday lives. Their 

pursuits of faith, then, became self-conscious and demanding projects of pious self-

improvement that, as my material makes clear, were never fully realized. These projects 

of self-improvement strongly contributed to precisely the kind of ongoing work on the 

self and moral vigilance of the self that I observed with regard to my interlocutors’ 

aspirations to ‘truthful’ submission. This further makes clear that the reflexive faith that 

was emphasized so strongly by my interlocutors was more than just an ideal; it was a 

necessity. Their ideals of living their lives in a condition of surrender to God required an 

acute awareness of the threats to their faith and a self-conscious effort at countering 

these threats.  

Of course, this effort was, in turn, challenged by doubts, lack of time and 

distractions. In this regard, the relation between my interlocutors’ pursuits of faith, the 

precariousness of these pursuits and their re-invigoration may be best described as an 

ongoing, self-propelling dynamic. The comparative design of this research project 

allows me to demonstrate that this dynamic was not unique to either my Muslim or my 

Christian interlocutors, but shared by both. Following from this, I suggest in the 

conclusion of this dissertation that the precariousness of pious endeavors, as well as the 
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reinvigoration of religious commitment that such precariousness may be found to 

stimulate, signifies a more widely shared condition of pursuing faith in the context of a 

self-oriented, pluralist and consumer capitalist society like that of the Netherlands.  


