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ABSTRACT 
 

The research question for this study is: how do religious and ethnic identities 

intersect for second-generation Americans?  Is religious identification consistently 

coupled with strong ethnic identity among second-generation Americans, as posited by 

the current literature on is this issue, or are there other extant patterns that need to be 

further examined?  I considered this question by comparing religious and non-religious 

second-generation Americans from Muslim-origin families from a variety of ethnic 

backgrounds.  I interviewed 44 individuals across a range of religious and ethnic 

identification, and found six main patterns in how ethno-religious identities do and do not 

map on to one another.  I titled these six patterns thusly: “Religion > Ethnicity; Higher 

Religion, Higher Ethnicity,” “Religion > Ethnicity; Higher Religion, Lower Ethnicity,” 

“Religion = Ethnicity,” “Religion < Ethnicity,” “Somewhat Ethnic, Somewhat 

Religious,” and “Critics of Religion and Ethnicity.” 

The case of second-generation Muslim Americans is particularly interesting, 

given that what may actually be occurring is the growing importance of a "pan-religious" 

identity, rather than the continued dominance of specific ethnic identities at the group 

level.  Indeed, the primary function of the congregation vis-à-vis ethnicity may not be to 

maintain the ascendancy of a particular ethnic identity, as the sociology of religion 

literature claims; rather, for second-generation Muslims, religiosity may encourage a 

“pan-ethnicity” based on shared religious identity.  This is borne out in the presence of 

two forms of the “Religion > Ethnicity” category, and the differentiation in how 

segmented assimilation occurs between the highly religious and the less religious. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Introduction 
 

Tremendous attention has been paid in recent years to Muslim Americans and 

their prospects for successful integration into the United States as committed citizens who 

have valuable contributions to make to American culture and the civil process.  While 

discrimination against Muslims and speculation about their status as “real Americans” 

was evident prior to 9/11, since that event there has been an upswing in cultural 

commentary regarding this issue, and Muslim Americans as a community find themselves 

under increasing scrutiny and subject to litmus tests regarding their status as “true 

Americans.”  Of course, Muslims are not the first religious minority in the United States 

to face such apprehension from the majority group—Jewish and Catholic immigrants, 

when they first began arriving en masse to the United States in the mid-1800s, faced 

significant prejudice that is eerily echoed in the anti-Muslim rhetoric of today. 

Just as sociologists have extensively studied Jewish and Catholic American 

immigration and adaptation, there is a growing need for empirical research on Muslim 

American identity and experience.  The study discussed here focuses on Muslim 

American members of the “new second generation.”   I present here findings from 

qualitative interviews with 44 second-generation Muslim Americans in which I directly 

ask about, among other issues, their views of assimilation and integration, ethnic identity 

and religious commitment.  The use of this in-depth, qualitative data lends nuance to the 

understanding of how race/ethnicity and religion interrelate in the lives of young people 
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attempting to articulate identities responsive to their ethnic heritages and American 

realities.  The broad research question addressed here is: how do religious and ethnic 

identities intersect for second-generation [Muslim] Americans?  

 In other words, does strong religious identification consistently map onto strong 

ethnic identity among the second-generation?  I will consider this question by comparing 

religious and non-religious second-generation Americans from Muslim-origin families 

from a variety of ethnic backgrounds.  The case of second generation Muslims is 

particularly interesting, given that what may actually be occurring is the growing 

importance of a "pan-religious" identity, rather than the continued dominance of specific 

ethnic identities at the group level.  Indeed, the primary function of the congregation vis-

à-vis ethnicity may not be to maintain the ascendancy of a particular ethnic identity, as 

the sociology of religion literature claims; rather, for second-generation Muslims, 

religiosity may encourage a “pan-ethnicity” based on shared religious identity. 

Immigration after 1965 

 Prior to 1965, voluntary immigration to the United States was largely dominated 

by arrivals from various parts of Europe.  The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 completely 

prevented Chinese without family already in the US from entering the country, effectively 

halting immigration from China, and in 1924, the National Exclusion Act was passed, 

which established a system of differential immigration limits from each country.  

Countries whose immigrants were deemed able to readily assimilate into American 

society were given higher caps, which resulted in a strong favoring of immigrants from 

particular countries in Europe; between 1924 and 1965, immigration law was designed to 
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limit immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe, and heavily favor immigration 

from Western and Northern Europe (Alba and Nee 2003). 

 Voluntary immigration to the United States, then, remained largely European, and 

White, for the first half of the 20th century, except for small numbers of slots set aside for 

war brides and refugees.  With the passage of the 1965 Hart-Cellar Act, however, the 

number of immigrants from countries in Latin America, Asia, and Africa have increased 

significantly.  This new immigration has been the source of tremendous research and 

public interest, particularly since dominant discourses on ethnicity and the meaning of 

American identity have since shifted to include a multicultural mosaic pattern.  Portes 

and Rumbaut (2005) note that, “There are now well over 30 million foreign-born persons 

in the United States; 11.2 million adult immigrants arrived during the last intercensal 

period alone (1990-2000) accounting, together with their children, for 70 percent of the 

growth in the nation’s population” (984).  Indeed, much of the more recent research on 

immigrants in the United States has focused on the American-born “second generation”, 

who are the children of immigrants arriving after the passage of the aforementioned 1965 

Hart-Cellar Act.   

 These shifts in immigration law and the consequent ethnic make-up of new 

Americans are particularly relevant to discussion of Muslim American integration and 

identity.  While it has been loosely estimated that approximately 1/3 of Muslims in the 

United States are African-American (McCloud: 1995), and that there are smaller numbers 

of White and Latino converts, the majority of American Muslims are immigrants and 

their children.  As Smith (1999) notes, over half of Muslims living in the United States 
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are members of the first, second, or third generation.  Furthermore, Christiano et al. 

(2002) note, “Some demographic forecasts suggest that Muslims either already have or 

will soon replace Jews as the second-largest religious group [in the U.S.] after Christians 

(177).  Clearly, Muslims currently are, and will continue to be, a vital part of the 

American religious landscape, and any discourse on the relationship between religious 

and ethnic identity among immigrant groups would be remiss to ignore this growing 

category. 

Key Concepts 

Before further developing the theoretical backdrop of this work, it is necessary to 

clarify a few key concepts.  “First generation” typically refers to the generation that 

immigrates, while “second generation” refers to offspring who are born in the host 

country (i.e. the United States) to immigrant parents (Cornell and Hartmann 1998; Portes 

and Rumbaut 2001).  Some analyses of the second-generation include immigrants who 

migrated at young ages, such as before twelve (Eid 2003); often, these young migrants 

are referred to as the “one and a half” (or 1.5) generation (Portes and Rumbaut 2001) to 

reflect the fact that they may be more likely to identify with and feel attachment to the 

culture of origin than members of the second-generation, but may simultaneously identify 

more strongly with the host culture than their immigrant peers who arrived at more 

advanced ages.    

Gans (1999: 227) elucidates the distinction between assimilation and 

acculturation, two terms that are frequently confounded, by noting that assimilation 

“refers to the newcomers’ move out of formal and informal ethnic associations and other 
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social institutions into the host society’s nonethnic ones”, whereas acculturation “refers 

mainly to the newcomers’ adoption of the culture, i.e. behavior patterns or practices, 

values, rules, and symbols of the host society.”  Others have argued (Marger 2003: 107) 

that acculturation is actually a dimension of the assimilative process, noting that 

acculturation is the “cultural dimension of assimilation involv[ing] the adoption by one 

ethnic group of another’s cultural traits—language, religion, diet and so on” and is often 

driven by a power-imbalance between two groups that results in the less powerful group 

(e.g. Mexican immigrants) taking on characteristics of the more powerful group (e.g. 

Anglo-Americans). Assimilation, according to Gans, can take place without acculturation 

(and vice versa), whereas another argument sees the two processes as inextricably 

interwoven.  The current analysis shall refer to “adaptation”, which can consist of any 

combination of assimilation, acculturation, or ethno-religious retention.   

“Ethnicity” broadly refers to a social identification based on a set of shared 

cultural characteristics and a sense, at a group level, of being distinct from other cultural 

groupings.  “Ethnic identity”, then, typically refers to the labels applied to indicate 

membership in ethnic groupings, but has other dimensions as well.  Portes and Rumbaut 

(2001) note that,  

Ethnic identification begins with the application of a label to oneself in a cognitive process of self-

categorization, involving not only a claim to membership in a group or category but also a contrast 

of one’s group or category with other groups or categories.  Such self-definitions also carry 

affective meaning, implying a psychological bond with others that tends to serve psychologically 

protective functions.  (151) 
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For the purposes of this discussion, “ethnic identity” will consist not only of one’s social 

labels, but also refer to the wider conglomeration of beliefs and behaviors that reflect 

distinctiveness from the dominant culture, such as ethnic language retention, use of ethnic 

clothing and other cultural products, as well as one’s affective attachment to the ethnic 

group.  The importance of cultural distinctiveness, and its role in immigrant identity 

formation, is one critical axis of variation among the various perspectives on immigrant 

adaptation. 

Sociological Theories of Assimilation 

A review of the immigration literature reveals four main strands of theory 

regarding the adaptation of immigrant groups.  They are: assimilation theory, pluralism, 

the structural (or conflict) perspective, and segmented assimilation.  All four theories 

extensively consider the impact of the group on the labor market vis-à-vis other ethnic 

groups, the reception of the host country to the group, and the human capital brought by 

the immigrant group to the US.  These variables are believed to greatly determine the 

course of the immigrant group’s adaptation outcomes.  However, the role of religion, as 

either a set of institutional practices or a feature of the group’s cultural repertoire, has 

until recently been neglected by scholarly analyses of immigration.  Muslims, who are 

comprised of a variety of ethno-racial groups, are increasingly visible because of their 

religious distinctiveness, making an understanding of how religion affects ethnic 

adaptation of critical importance to this group.  An understanding of ethnic adaptive 

practices is particularly crucial when considering the second-generation, who are from 

the United States yet are often perceived and treated as foreign to it.  
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Traditional Assimilation 
 

The contemporary sociological literature on immigration and integration focuses 

primarily on the sustained assertion of localized identities and the value of multicultural 

ethos, rather than on traditional views of assimilation as the rejection of heritage identity 

and uncritical acceptance of the dominant culture.  The traditional understanding of 

assimilation is that immigrants undertake a linear and uncritical process of both accepting 

the norms, values and traits of the dominant culture while simultaneously discarding 

heritage identity (Alba and Nee 2003; Zhou 1997).  An exception to this loss of ethnic 

heritage would be preservation of symbolic dimensions of it at particular events or times, 

such as serving ethnic foods on holidays, for example (Waters 1990).  The critiques of the 

traditional assimilation model are numerous, but the one that is most relevant to this 

discussion is of the perspective that immigrants ought to discard ethnic distinctiveness as 

a means of achieving economic success or social acceptance.   

One of the central features of assimilation theory is the assumption that distinct 

ethnic practices themselves, such as language retention, are a disadvantage in the group’s 

pursuit of upward mobility and acceptance by the dominant culture.  The theory holds 

that the shedding of ethnic practices over time enables the group to “gain equal access to 

the opportunity structure of society” (Zhou 1997: 70).   There are at least two ways in 

which the assumptions of this model are problematic when analyzing the conditions and 

experiences of contemporary immigrants.  First, this is a model developed by examining 

the experiences of European-origin immigrants, whose racial similarity to the dominant 
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group eventually became more critical than perceived cultural differences1.  Given that 

the vast majority of contemporary immigrants are members of racialized minority groups 

(Asians and Latinos), it is arguable that discrimination on the basis of perceived racial 

characteristics will act as a barrier to the upward mobility assumed by assimilation 

theorists.  Second, even the theory’s assumption that assimilation is highly desirable is 

potentially problematic.  Espiritu (1999) intimates this point when she notes that, “The 

social upheavals and minority movements of the 1960s underscored the centrality of race 

in American life and shattered the myth of the inevitability—and even the desirability—

of assimilation” (511).  If economic success can be achieved without cultural 

assimilation, as some argue (Reitz and Sklar 1997), then the value of discarding ethnic 

practices and beliefs becomes debatable.  Clearly, when considering the experiences and 

conditions of contemporary immigrant communities, traditional assimilation theory is 

inadequate. 

Pluralist Theory 

 Pluralist theory is one response to the shortcomings of assimilationist theory.  

Pluralists argue that, despite the passage of time in the host country, ethnicity remains 

salient and meaningful to immigrant groups, despite contact and economic integration 

with the dominant group.  In addition, pluralists assert the potential value of ethnic 

practices and identification to the upward trajectory of immigrants and their children; 

“adaptation” is envisioned not as assimilation, or the discarding of ethnic practices, but as 

                                                 
1 Indeed, many European ethnic groups currently defined as “white” were not classified as such when they 
first arrived en masse to the United States; it was after a few generations of acculturation (and intermarriage 
with other white ethnics) that groups such as the Irish and German were re-categorized as racially 
Caucasian in the popular imagination of “Whiteness” as a race. 
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the ability to function within dominant economic and political institutions while 

simultaneously maintaining ethnicity.  The ethnicity that is maintained, pluralists note, is 

not necessarily some crystallized version of the “home culture.” Rather, it may be a 

selectively chosen, redefined, contingent and hybrid form of the culture of origin.  As Das 

Gupta (1997) notes, “even when the immigrant groups’ ‘language and culture are lost’, 

they continue to maintain a unique identity through recreations that bear little 

resemblance to their traditions” (p. 581, internal quotation from Glazer and Moynihan 

1963).   It has become an assumption of the immigration literature that the meaning of 

any specific ethnic identity is not static across generations or national boundaries.  

However, Zhou (1997) argues that, “While how people construct or invent their own 

ethnicity has been emphasized [by pluralists], how they also construct their own 

acculturation and assimilation has been understudied” (73).  Like any other social actors, 

immigrants and their children are not passive recipients of their life meanings and 

contexts.  The immigration process is one that induces reflexivity, particularly among 

those immigrants and their children who are members of distinct racial or religious 

groups, as are the majority of contemporary immigrants to the United States. 

Structural/Conflict Perspective 

 The third main theory of immigrant adaptation is the structural perspective, or 

what is sometimes referred to as a conflict model of immigrant adaptation.  This 

perspective acknowledges that immigrants come to the U.S. with characteristics and 

capital that place them in a particular location in the American system of stratified 

inequality; immigrant ethnic groups are differentially offered or denied opportunities to 
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move upward in the hierarchy, and consequently may hold different perspectives on the 

value of assimilation/acculturation.  Zhou (1997) comments that the phenomenon of 

“second-generation decline” may have developed as a result of the differential set of 

opportunities available to immigrants and their children; Gans (1999) summarizes this 

concept by arguing that: 

…if the American economy is not growing, some members of the second-generation, especially 

those whose parents did not escape poverty, could in adulthood finish in persistent poverty 

because they either will not be asked, or will be reluctant, to work at immigrant wages and hours 

as their parents did but will lack the job opportunities, skills and connections to do better.  (203) 

In other words, second-generation decline is the phenomenon in which, it is posited, the 

children of immigrants perceive their chances of success in the U.S. as limited by racial 

or class discrimination, and rather than engaging in a futile pursuit of opportunities they 

will not be able to access, engage in a rejection of middle-class America that can result in 

behaviors ranging from dropping out of school to gang membership (see Zhou and 

Bankston 1997).   

It is important to note that arguments about second-generation decline do not 

construct a “culture of poverty” argument blaming 2nd generation children for their 

downward mobility, when it does occur.  Rather, they point to a larger body of research 

that finds that children of immigrants who are more tightly bound to their ethnic 

communities have better outcomes, which are usually measured as educational attainment 

and economic success.  For example, Portes and Rumbaut (2001) find that youth who 

have limited bilingual skills, meaning that they “retain some knowledge of their parents’ 

tongue, enough for limited exchange at home but not sufficient for public 
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communication” (145), have poorer educational outcomes than those youth who are 

fluent in both English and the parents’ language.  Furthermore, they note that while 

second-generation youth have better English skills than their immigrant peers, they still 

have significantly lower grades.  Clearly, then, there is evidence that traditional 

assimilation models that emphasize wholesale rejection of heritage identity in favor of an 

“American” identity do not necessarily represent a pathway to the best, at least in terms 

of educational achievement, outcomes for the children of immigrants.  Beyond the multi-

culturalist ethos that ethnic identities in themselves are valuable, research on the children 

of post-1965 immigrants provides a growing body of empirical evidence that those 

second-generation Americans who maintain significant connection to ethnic identification 

and community actually seem to fare better than their more assimilated peers.  While 

Reitz and Sklar (1997) found that cultural assimilation, or acculturation, was not 

necessarily a requisite for economic success among the immigrant generation itself, 

Portes and Rumbaut’s (2001) longitudinal study of 4,2882 second-generation youth in 

Miami/Ft. Lauderdale (FL) and San Diego (CA), indicate, for example, that language 

assimilation at the expense of fluency in heritage language is associated with lower grade 

point averages than if children retain fluency in both heritage language and English (139).  

Grades may not be the only outcomes enhanced by greater ethnic affiliation; for example, 

Mossakowski’s (2003) research on Filipino Americans indicates that heightened ethnic 

identification is “directly associated with fewer depressive symptoms” (318).  In addition, 

a higher-quality family life appears linked to simultaneous retention of fluency in 

                                                 
2 The number of original respondents who completed both waves of the study. 
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heritage language and fluency in English; Portes and Hao (2002) found that fluent 

bilinguals are “significantly less likely to experience frequent conflict with their parents 

and consequently more likely to report solidary family relations” (900). 

Such findings on the value of retaining at least some level of identification with 

heritage ethnicity provocatively allude to the possibility that traditional theories are not 

only inaccurate means of understanding contemporary assimilation, but that it might be 

actually counterproductive to assert that this mode of assimilation is even desirable.  As 

Waters (1990) points out, straight-line models of assimilation tend to assume that the 

immigrant generation arrives at the host country with very little capital, financial or 

otherwise.  However, data on Muslim Americans indicates that a large percentage of them 

have middle-class incomes, and that the majority of them have at least a bachelor’s 

degree (Zogby 2004).  When their children seek higher education and middle-class lives 

for themselves, then, they are not departing from the class norms of their parents, and 

they need not assume that giving up ethnic identity is a pre-requisite for success in the 

United States.   

Segmented Assimilation 
 

Given the strong evidence that traditional assimilation is not the only, or 

necessarily the best, manner in which immigrants and their children should synthesize the 

norms of the dominant culture, scholars have more recently developed a perspective 

called “segmented assimilation” (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993) to 

describe contemporary patterns of ethnic adaptation among immigrants and their 

children.   
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Segmented assimilation is often used broadly to describe larger-scale trajectories 

of assimilation among the second-generation.  The idea is that some of the second-

generation will assimilate in an upward trajectory, with high educational attainment and 

economic success, while some of the second-generation, or, another segment of it, will 

experience downward assimilation and have low levels of educational attainment and 

poor economic outcomes.  Segmented assimilation as a concept has been used in this 

manner by scholars exploring educational attainment (Sassler 2006), likelihood of 

heading single-mother households (Wildsmith 2004), heritage language retention (Lutz 

2006), economic outcomes (Valdez 2006), residential mobility (South et al. 2005), 

marital patterns (Bean et al. 1996), involvement in gang activity (Zhou and Bankston 

1998), and numerous other dimensions of assimilation at the group level.  

In contrast to the use of segmented assimilation to refer to the process by which 

segments of the second-generation differentially assimilate towards a variety of 

outcomes, scholars examining the role of religious communities in immigrant life and 

experience have focused on how individuals synthesize multiple identities (heritage 

ethnicity, American, and religious identity) in ways that treat these identities as distinct 

segments of a unified self.  This perspective is particularly relevant to the study of 

second-generation Americans, as it addresses the experience of having an array of 

cultural tools at one’s disposal and the process by which individuals and communities 

may invoke different “tools” in different contexts. 

One example is Yang’s (1999) research on Chinese American Christians.  Yang 

spent almost two years undertaking ethnographic fieldwork at a Chinese Christian church 
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in Washington, D. C., and his main claim, stated generally, is that ethnic religious 

institutions serve as a laboratory of segmented assimilation in which members learn how 

to construct multi-ethnic religious identities (evangelical Protestant), American identities 

(conservative American), and distinct ethnic identities (Chinese). Furthermore, Yang 

(1999) argues that there are several components of selective assimilation, including: 

"negotiating the…category assigned by the host society and its agents", "exercising 

control over the pace and aspects of assimilation", "selective preservation of traditional 

culture", and "constructing adhesive identity" (all quotes from 197-198).   

The formation of an "adhesive identity" is central to selective assimilation, in that 

it is an identity that consists of both "American" and "ethnic" components; rather than 

viewing immigrant adaptation as a process of either assimilation to dominant American 

norms or a wholesale rejection of them, the adhesive identity offers the option of 

hybridity.  As Yang (1999) argues, "Instead of choosing either American or ethnic 

identities, immigrants may construct adhesive identities that integrate both together" (18).   

The extensive literature explicitly focusing on Asian American Christianity is a 

key source of theorizing regarding the interplay between religious and ethnic identities.  

For example, Chai’s (1998) fieldwork in a Korean American Protestant Church indicated 

that intra-generational differences in both desired ethnic and religious practices may lead 

to the formulation of distinct congregations within the shared boundary of one church, as 

they did at the church she studied.  The first-generation maintained a Korean ministry, 

and the second-generation, actively encouraged by their elders who wanted to retain them 

as members of the overall church, instituted an English-language ministry that had more 
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fluid ethnic and denominational boundaries.  In addition, Jeung (2002) argues that pan-

ethnic Asian American congregations are “mobilized around fluid rather than fixed racial 

identities, and as such, have relatively undefined boundaries” (215), and that ministers 

consciously strive to emphasize pan-ethnicity in their efforts to develop a unified 

congregational culture.  

Research on non-Christian immigrant groups is also burgeoning, and providing 

further evidence of segmented assimilation across an array of ethno-religious 

communities.  Earlier research done by Gibson (1988) on second-generation Punjabi 

Sikhs illustrates a phenomenon that might be considered a kind of “segmented 

assimilation.”  Gibson calls this “accommodation without assimilation”, though what she 

describes—young people embracing school achievement and the skills it requires, while 

simultaneously maintaining Punjabi Sikh culture and identity—sounds quite like the 

adhesive identity concept articulated by Yang (1999).  More recent work on second-

generation Indian American Hindus (Kurien 2005) reflects the complexity of the 

relationship between religion and ethnicity, particularly when variation in level of 

religious identification is considered.   

Of the imperative to study the role of religious identity in shaping the course of 

immigrant and second-generation adaptation, Yang (1999) cogently argues: "In the 

process of attaining American identity and retaining ethnic identity, religion may play an 

important role because religion itself is a powerful source of personal identity, and 

because particular religions are often closely associated with particular ethnic and 

American identities" (1999, 17-18).  Other research (Chun 2002) indicates that, for 



 

 

24

 

Korean Americans at least, religious identity may be more important to the second 

generation than their immigrant parents, and play a major role in the organization of 

ethnic identity. Given the variety of ways in which religiosity can effect immigrant 

adaptation, it is clear that the interaction between religious and ethnic identity is one 

requiring further investigation.  

Contemporary Sociology and the Role of Religion in Immigrant Adaptation  
 
In the mid-20th century, Will Herberg (1955) argued that immigrant religion and 

assimilative processes are intertwined.  Herberg refuted the commonly held—at least, at 

that time—perspective that immigrants ultimately give up all ethnic and religious 

distinctiveness and their ancestors ultimately dissolve into a homogenous “melting pot” 

that is American identity.  He did agree that by the third generation ethnic distinctiveness 

is gone—heritage language is replaced by English, and the third-generation’s mores, 

behaviors and assumptions are for the most part ones shared with other Americans.  What 

he refuted, then, was that the third-generation had dissolved into one unitary “melting 

pot.”  Rather, he argued for three melting pots—one Protestant, one Catholic, and the 

third Jewish.  Ethnic intermarriage, he argued, occurred mainly within each tradition, 

such that while Poles and Italians might have intermarried to the point that generations 

later Polish or Italian identity was little more than symbolic, Catholicism would remain as 

a unifying identity that could be reclaimed by the Americanized descendants of Polish 

and Italian immigrants.  This perspective has been largely ignored in the immigration 

literature for almost 30 years, but in the late 1990s, a crop of sociological research 
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explicitly examining the relationship between religious life and immigrant adaptation has 

reinvigorated this line of analysis. 

It is a main claim of the religion literature that immigrant religious organizations 

function, at least in part, to simultaneously help immigrants assimilate to the host country 

as well as help them maintain their attachment to their ethnic culture, and that immigrants 

who do participate in immigrant-driven religious organizations maintain a stronger ethnic 

culture (Warner 1998; Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000; Ebaugh 2003). This contrasts with the 

earlier argument made by Herberg (1955) that while immigrants might retain their “old” 

religion, they would still ultimately lose their ancestral languages and cultural identities.    

In a review of contemporary research on second-generation immigrants, Zhou 

(1997) states that, “The key is to examine the networks of social relations, namely how 

individual families are related to one another in the ethnic community and how 

immigrant children are involved in these networks” (81).  Here is where the potential 

value of religion to immigrants and their children becomes clear—religious organizations 

can provide a set of values channeling behavior towards socially positive ends (i.e. 

prohibitions on drug or alcohol use, emphasis on a traditional respect for scholarship), a 

system of social support providing friendship and strategies for negotiating life within the 

dominant culture, access to social services (either from the organization itself or as 

referrals), as well as an arena in which ethno-religious identity may be rendered both 

salient and valuable.   
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Contributions of the Research Discussed Here 
   

There is currently a gap in the literature examining the relationship between 

religious participation and immigrant and second-generation ethnic identity retention, 

however, which needs to be addressed.  Most studies that posit a mutually sustaining 

relationship between religiosity and ethnic identity only study immigrants (and their 

children) who actively participate in religious organizations—there are no comparisons 

made to immigrants who do not participate, or who are not strongly religiously identified.  

Less religiously active immigrants and their children are of particular interest, as their 

presence among immigrants is not addressed by current theories on the relationship 

between religiosity and ethnic identity.   

Furthermore, Ebaugh and Chafetz (2000) note that, for all of the field studies 

discussed in their book, second-generation youth are conspicuously absent.  They 

highlight the importance of studying the ethno-religious identity work of non-practicing 

members of the second-generation by asserting that, "Only research that samples a broad 

cross-section of this generation can provide data on the prevalence of these problems and 

the range of mechanisms that have been developed to deal with them" (2000: 129).   

Gans (1999) notes that studies of the new immigration’s second-generation have 

thus far focused on schoolchildren and teenagers who still live with their parents, and 

because of this, their adaptation strategies have been highly subject to parental and 

community demands.  For example, he argues that, “…involuntary retention of the ethnic 

language is an indicator of ethnic retention only if interviewees indicate they would also 

retain the language voluntarily; otherwise, involuntary retention should be coded as an 
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indicator and correlate of family obligations” (228-9).  This logic can certainly be applied 

to other indicators of ethnic retention, such as endogamous marital preferences, use of 

ethnic-specific or pan-ethnic labels over “American,” and consumption of ethnic cultural 

products, such as foods, clothing or media.  Indeed, now that many of the children of 

post-1965 immigrants are in college or post-college adulthood, the life decisions they 

make will reflect, perhaps, a greater degree of autonomy from familial and ethnic 

community expectations and actually illustrate the extent to which they choose, or do not 

choose, to assimilate/adapt to dominant group patterns.   

This potential shift from involuntary to voluntary patterns of immigrant 

adaptation makes examination of the second-generation’s ethno-religious patterns more 

crucial.  Research examining the ethno-religious practices and beliefs of second-

generation youth could better develop sociological understanding of how adaptation in 

this wave of immigration compares to that of previous waves of immigration, which in 

turn could enable sociologists to better understand not only immigrant but minority group 

adaptation and identity processes more broadly.  The research presented here focuses 

explicitly on second-generation Muslim Americans, and includes Muslims who range 

from highly practicing and religiously committed to those who do not actively practice 

the religion and are less committed.  This broad variation in level of religious 

commitment enables the researcher to explicitly consider how religious and ethnic 

identities do and do not map onto each other, and what the implications of these patterns 

are for assimilation and identity.  
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Chapter Overview 
 
 In chapter 1, I have described the variety of theoretical perspectives on immigrant 

and second-generation adaptation, and introduced the reader to the research question of 

this study.  In the following chapter, the methods chapter, I present the manner in which I 

conducted my research, the logic underpinning its execution, and the techniques that were 

employed when analyzing the data.  In chapter 3, I explicitly outline patterns in how 

religious and ethnic identities intersect among my respondents.  In a 2x2 table I present 

six main patterns demonstrating how religious and ethnic identities do and do not co-

appear, and the character of each.  While a significant proportion of my respondents do 

evidence the pattern demonstrated in the current literature—that ethnic and religious 

identities mutually reinforce and constitute one another—the majority of my respondents 

evidence other patterns.  Chapter 4 highlights the relationship between the patterns 

discussed in chapter 3 and organizational participation.  I look at adulthood participation 

in mosques, participation in university MSAs (Muslim Student Associations), and 

engagement in conferences sponsored by Muslim American organizations such as ISNA 

(Islamic Society of North America), MSAs, and ICNA (Islamic Circle of North America).  

Chapter 5 focuses on the “segmented assimilation” model of immigrant and second-

generation ethno-religious identity, with a particular emphasis on the ways in which an 

ethos of “take the best of both worlds” dominated the way my respondents spoke of their 

“ethnic options.”  Finally, chapter 6 concludes this work, and offers a summary of the 

main findings, an examination of the limitations and unresolved issues of this work, and 

future directions for my own research and this line of inquiry more broadly.   
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGICAL DESIGN AND DATA COLLECTION 

 

Introduction 

This study utilizes qualitative data to consider the broad research question: What 

is the relationship between ethnic and religious identity?  The data were collected in face-

to-face, semi-structured interviews with 44 second-generation Muslim Americans and, to 

provide additional background information, a subset of parents and religious leaders.  

Interviews with the second-generation lasted from 56 minutes to three hours and 49 

minutes; the average interview length was two hours and six minutes.  26 of the 

interviews were completed in one session, 17 were completed in two sessions, and one 

was completed in three sessions3.  The instrument used in the interview consisted of both 

close and open-ended items.  The use of these two types of data enabled the researcher to 

better ascertain the nuances of each respondent’s religious and ethnic identification, as 

well as develop an Islamic religiosity instrument, which is not currently extant in the 

sociological literature.   

                                                 
3 Another interview, one that is not used herein, took 4 sessions to complete.  That respondent, who chose 
the pseudonym Nushin, while quite a fascinating person, was ultimately not deemed appropriate for 
inclusion in this analysis as she had grown up with a near-atheist Muslim father and Christian mother, and 
ultimately chose to become a conservative Christian.  She was raised with no attachment, even symbolic, to 
Islam, and I thought that it would be awkward to compare her to the other respondents, in that while she is 
highly religious, she is not committed to Islam, unlike my other highly religious respondents.  Interestingly, 
she is, at least symbolically, very connected to her ethnic background.  My interview with Nushin lasted a 
total of 5 hours and 26 minutes. 
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The Sample 
 
This is a study of second-generation Muslim-origin youth of varying religiosity 

and ethnicity.  “Second-generation” is defined as someone who was born in the United 

States, and has at least one immigrant parent.  “Muslim-origin” refers to someone whose 

family, in a broad sense, is Muslim—this can range from being an active adherent to 

Islam, to simply having a cultural identification with Islam, to not particularly identifying 

as Muslim but having some family heritage in the religion.   

39% (17) of my respondents are male; 61% (27) are female.  Respondents range 

in age from 18 to 37, with the average age being 22.4 years.  Of the 27 females 

interviewed, 48% (13) wore hijab, and none of them wore niqab4.  The sample is multi-

ethnic, and while non-random, does reflect the broader ethnic makeup of the immigrant 

and second-generation portion of the American Muslim community.  41% (18) of my 

respondents are South Asian5, 41% (18) are Arab, and 18% (8) are “other.”  This “other” 

category consists of: 2 Afghans, 4 Iranians, 1 Chinese and 1 Kurd.  These categorizations 

refer to self-reported ethnic heritage, as all of my respondents were Americans.   

The ethnic makeup of my sample is roughly comparable to the ethnic makeup of 

the American Muslim community.  Bagby et al.’s 2001 study of American Mosques 

indicates that, among regular participants in mosques in the U.S., 33% are South Asian 

                                                 
4 Hijab is an Arabic word meaning “barrier” or “screen”, and it is often used to refer to the head-covering 
worn by many Muslim women that typically covers the hair, ears, and neck.  The niqab is a piece of cloth 
used to cover the face that leaves the eyes exposed; while all niqabis also cover their hair, not all women 
who cover their hair also wear niqab. 
 
5 “South Asian” is a pan-ethnic label that typically refers to people from the several nations on the Indian 
sub-continent: India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan, The Republic of Maldives, and Sri Lanka.   
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and 25% are Arab6.  In addition, Zogby’s (2004) poll of American Muslims, conducted 

for Georgetown University’s Muslims in the American Public Square (Project MAPS), 

indicates that the ethnic composition of this population is: 30% South Asian7, 26% Arab, 

and 16% “other.”8   

My sample was overwhelmingly educated, in that virtually all of them were either 

enrolled in an institute of higher education or had already completed at least a bachelor’s 

degree9.  In several cases, the respondent was enrolled in or had completed a graduate 

degree or some sort of advanced professional training (e.g. medical school, law school or 

graduate school).  While it is arguably true that my sample is skewed towards more 

privileged members of the Muslim American community, it is also the case that this 

community as a whole has a higher level of educational attainment and income than the 

general American population.  Indeed, Zogby’s (2004) poll of American Muslims 

indicates that 59% of Muslims in the United States are college-educated; this figure 

includes African-American Muslims, and were they to be removed, this number would 

potentially be higher.  While future studies, in order to capture the full range of the 
                                                 
6 The “other” category, in terms comparable to my sample, cannot be extracted from Bagby et al.’s study 
because they do not list the percentage of Chinese or Kurdish mosque participants and Afghans are 
included in the “South Asian” category.  Iranians are listed as 0.7% of regular mosque participants in the 
United States. 
7 I calculated this percentage by adding the percentages Zogby reports of Bangladeshis (4%), Indians (7%), 
and Pakistanis (19%) on page 3 of the publicly available research report. 
8 I calculated this percentage by adding the percentages Zogby reports of Afghans (2%), Africans (7%), 
Albanians and Bosnians (0%), Iranians (2%), Malaysians (0%), Turkish (1%) and “other ethnicity” (4%).  I 
did not include African Americans, as my interest is in the immigrant community and its offspring, and I 
am aware of the fact that the “other ethnicity” category likely includes Muslims other than immigrants and 
second-generation American Muslims, such as white converts. 
9 One respondent was currently enrolled in a community college, and had the intention of completing a 
Bachelor’s degree.  Another respondent was 3 credits short of completing his Bachelor’s degree when he 
had to quit school in order to support his family after his father died.  He did not have the opportunity to 
finish his coursework after that.  Finally, a third respondent left university before finishing his bachelor’s 
degree in order to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities; he is currently the owner of a very successful 
business. 
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Muslim American second-generation experience must include respondents from the 

working class, my highly-educated sample in this regard does mirror a significant 

proportion of Muslims in the United States. 

Finally, my sample did have some degree of sectarian diversity; 84% (37) of the 

respondents were Sunni, 14% (6) were Shi’a, and 2% (1) was Ahmadi10.  Sunnis are the 

majority of Muslims worldwide, as it is estimated that they are ~90% of Muslims 

worldwide, and Shi’as are ~10% of Muslims worldwide (Smith 1999).  There are no 

scholarly estimates available as to what percentage Ahmadis constitute of the worldwide 

Muslim community, though the official Ahmadi website (www.alislam.com) describes 

the movement as having a “worldwide membership exceeding tens of millions.”  

                                                 
10 The Ahmadiyya Movement is a relatively small sectarian group within Sunni Islam that is regarded by 
most orthodox Muslims as heretical, and as such is usually isolated from other Muslim communities.  They 
are a largely Indo-Pakistani movement that has a strong missionary ethos.  The community was founded in 
1889 by Mirza Ghulam Ahmed in Qadian, located in the Punjab region of India.  In 1947, at the Partition of 
India and Pakistan, the community’s base moved to Rabwah, Pakistan.  In 1984, the Ahmadis moved their 
base of leadership to London, England, where they built the largest mosque in Western Europe; it is called 
Baitul Futuh, and holds a congregation of up to 10,000 people.  Today the movement has a considerable 
presence in North America and Europe.  One key reason for this is that they are heavily persecuted in 
Pakistan, which in 1984 passed Ordinance XX, making it illegal for an Ahmadi to publicly declare him or 
herself Muslim through either spoken or written words or visible representation, to call the adhan, or 
Islamic call to prayer, or to attempt to propagate Islam, either generally or the Ahmadi understanding of it.  
Individuals caught doing any of these acts potentially face up to three years in prison and a fine.  In 1986, 
this ban was reinforced via an amendment to the Pakistani Penal Code. 
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Table 2.1: Sample Composition by Sex and Ethnicity 

 Arab South Asian Other Totals

Male 

 
Ayoub (Yemeni) 
Yasir (Egyptian) 
Mabdel (Sudani) 
Mike (Egyptian) 

Wasim (Palestinian) 
Zach (Egyptian) 

Khalil (Palestinian) 
 

 

 
Ken (Pak) 
Tim (Pak) 
Carl (Pak) 

Malcolm (Ind) 
George (Pak) 

Zain (Pak) 
James (Pak) 

 

 
 

Abdullah (Afghan) 
Monday (Chinese) 

Mohammad (Iranian)
 
 
 
 

17 

Female 

 
Zeinab (Leb) 
Ingrid (Alg) 

Manal (Yemeni) 
Deema (Iraqi) 
Grace (Libyan) 
Samia (Saudi) 

Sundus (Libyan) 
Ines (Leb/Alg) 

Naydeen (Palestinian) 
Laila (Palestinian) 
Asmaa (Egyptian) 

 

Sumaya (Pak) 
Noshi (Pak) 
Kim (Pak) 

Durressameen (Pak) 
Urooj (Pak) 

Sarah (Bengali) 
Gayatri (Pak) 
Iman (Pak) 

Janaan (Pak) 
Nusrat (Ind) 
Jane (Pak) 

 
 

Meena (Afghan) 
Farrah (Persian) 

Shirin (Kurd) 
Khadeeja (Persian) 
Maryam (Persian) 
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Totals 18 18 8 44 
 
Notes:  I conducted 49 interviews total; 4 of the interviews were never completed, and are 
not included here; 1 completed interview, with Nushin, is not included in the present 
analysis for reasons of comparability (detailed in footnote 3).  “Pak” = Pakistani; “Ind” 
= Indian; “Leb” = Lebanese; “Alg” = Algerian 
 
Variables of Interest 
 
Ethnicity 
 

One argument made here is that it is quite likely that the importance of specific 

ethnic identity is possibly less critical to second-generation respondents than a pan-

religious identity.  To consider whether or not this is broadly true requires that individuals 

of more than one ethnicity be included in the sample—one can hardly patterns of ethno-
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religious identification within the Muslim American second-generation if, for example, 

only South Asian Americans are studied.  The sample was therefore multi-ethnic, as 

described previously.   

Gender  
 

I had originally planned to sample men and women equally, though ultimately I 

had easier access to female respondents due to the gender segregation of the mosques 

where I recruited respondents.  As a result, women constitute about two-thirds of my final 

sample.  I felt that it was most appropriate to sample both men and women, given the 

documented gender differences in acculturation and religiosity, and the salience of gender 

discourse in and about Muslim American communities.   

Religiosity 
 

One of the main, and novel, comparisons examined in this research is of second-

generation youth who do participate in religious organizations with those who do not 

participate in these organizations.  "Religious" and "non-religious" are not monolithic 

categories, however, and there is likely meaningful variation within both of these 

categories (i.e. one can be nominally "religious", or "non-religious" but with an 

intellectual/political commitment to a religious identity).  To be more aware of these 

subtleties I am using a religiosity instrument11 measuring Islamic practice and belief, as 

                                                 
11 The religiosity instrument presented here intermingles a subset of questions from the 14-item Muslim 
Attitudes to Religion Scale (MARS) designed by Wilde and Joseph (1997) with a set of questions written 
by me that ask more explicitly about behavioral and belief patterns, as well as dimensions of political 
religiosity.  While the scale has been demonstrated to be internally reliable (Ghorbani et al. 2000), I wanted 
to be able to measure more nuanced variations in religiosity than what could be measured by using the 14 
broad questions of the MARS.  Included, herein, as Appendix A, is a copy of the MARS so that readers 
may compare it to my instrument and note which aspects of my instrument are from the MARS and which 
are of my own design. 
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well as activities and beliefs that might be labeled as "political dimensions" of Muslim 

American identity12.   

Analysis of the religiosity scale serves multiple purposes.  First, it is used to 

support the classification of particular respondents into the categories of “religious” or 

“non-religious.”  Secondly, it is used to better understand how variations in religiosity 

may map onto variations in ethnic identification.  Finally, a religiosity scale measuring 

indicators relevant to Muslims is not currently extant in the American sociological 

literature, and this part of the study is a beginning effort to develop one that is nuanced to 

variation in multiple dimensions of religiosity. 

Structure of Instrument 

In this discussion I am drawing upon qualitative data that I collected through 44 

semi-structured face-to-face interviews with second-generation Muslim Americans in 

several cities in the American Southwest.  The instrument consisted of both close and 

open-ended items, and the two were used in coordination with one another to more fully 

grasp the nuances of how respondents understood themselves and their life experiences.   

Alternating Sets of Close and Open-Ended Items 
 
Close-ended items are items consisting of a direct question or a statement, and to 

which respondents reply by selecting an item that most closely corresponds to their 

                                                 
12 Noting that religious identity has a political component is not intended to diminish the spiritual devotion 
or sincerity of those with a political concern for their religious identity category.  It is not unique that some 
Muslims in the United States may link their religious identity with a concern for the political role of their 
group in the US and abroad.  From liberation theologists in South and Central America who have been 
persecuted and killed when working for social justice, to Buddhist monks who set themselves on fire to 
protest the Vietnam War, it is not uncommon for the social and moral ethics of religion to be translated into 
political action.   
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answer or level of agreement, respectively.  The instrument has 59 close-ended items, not 

counting the section where respondents score ethnic labels, and they are presented in 

several distinct sections.  As I asked these close-ended questions, I would often probe 

about the respondent’s answer, and ask him or her to explain how he or she understood 

the question.  For example, when I asked the close-ended question about frequency of 

ethnic food consumption, I also probed for how the respondent obtains his or her ethnic 

food—does he or she cook it him or herself, does a parent provide it, or does the 

respondent eat out at ethnic restaurants?   

Open-ended items are broad questions asking respondents to provide a narrative, 

viewpoint, or set of examples from his or her personal experience.  When asking these 

open-ended questions, I would let the respondent provide his or her initial answer, then 

probe for further details.  I tended to use a stock set of follow-up phrases, such as “What 

was that like for you?”, “How did you feel about that?”, “Just to follow up, you 

mentioned that [item to follow up on]; can you tell me a bit more about that?”, and 

“When you mention [follow-up item], can you tell me what you mean by that?”  This 

style of probing is consistent with what Siedman (1991) suggests when he argues that, 

“When interviewers ask what something was like for participants, they are giving them 

the chance to reconstruct their experience according to their own sense of what was 

important, unguided by the interviewer” (63).  There are 3 sections of open-ended 

questions.   

The first set of close-ended items was presented to the respondent at the outset of 

the interview.  He or she was asked to write out as many “different labels that people of 
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your ethnic descent use to describe themselves” that they can think of, and then asked to 

score each label on a scale from one to ten, with one being “highly descriptive of me” and 

ten being “not descriptive of me at all.”   Respondents then took several minutes to write 

out and score the labels.  If they asked me questions, such as whether a label is 

appropriate to include, I told them to go ahead and include it, and then we would discuss 

what it meant to them during the interview.   

After discussing ethnic labels and what they mean to the respondent at the time of 

the interview, we would begin the first set of open-ended questions, which center on 

ethnicity.  Two examples are provided below: 

Have your preferences or thoughts about these labels [listed and scored by the 
respondent] changed over time? 
 
What does it mean to be a member of your ethnic group, and how much do you 
identify with your ethnicity?   
 
After going through these and the other open-ended questions regarding ethnicity, 

the respondent and I proceeded to the next section of close-ended items, which consist of 

questions regarding ethnic consumption and behaviors, such as the use of heritage 

language, consumption of ethnic foods, use of ethnic clothes, friendships with co-ethnics, 

and, but not exhaustively, preferences regarding co-ethnic marriage.  Below are two 

examples from this section:  

How often do you speak the language of your ethnic group? 
a. Every day 
b. More than once per week 
c. Less than once a week, but at least once per month 
d. Less than once each month 
e. I am capable of speaking the language, but I rarely do 
f. I am unable to speak the language common to my ethnic group 
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I would be willing to marry someone who had grown up in the country my parent(s) come from: 

a. Yes, I plan to 
b. Yes, I am very open to the idea 
c. I have no opinion on the matter 
d. I would consider it, but have some reservations 
e. No, absolutely not 

 
After going through these, and the other, close-ended items about ethnic practices, 

consumption and attitudes, I ask the respondent a series of open-ended questions 

regarding his or her religious experiences and viewpoints.  I again begin by asking for the 

respondent’s narrative of his or her religious memories, experiences, and thoughts from 

the earliest part of their memory until now, and I probe for details.  Two examples are 

below: 

What have your experiences with and thoughts about religion been, both growing up and as an 
adult?   
 

 What does it mean to you to be a Muslim, both generally and, if applicable, in  
your own life? 

 
 After these open-ended questions calling for a more narrative-style response, I 

asked the respondent to go over another set of close-ended questions on religious life that 

consists of a few categories.  The first category consists of a set of belief statements about 

God and prayer, some of which are creedal positions commonly held by Muslims and 

some of which are more general statements about the value of prayer or the role of belief 

in God in one’s daily life.  I would ask the respondent to indicate his or her level of 

agreement with each statement.  5 of the 9 items in this set (or, 8.5% of the total close-

ended items) are modified items from the MARS Scale (Wilde and Joseph 1997).  Two 

examples are listed below: 
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I believe that there is only one true God, and that this God has no companions or equals.  
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
Praying brings me a sense of peace 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 
f. I do not pray 

 
The next section of close-ended items consisted of questions regarding practices and 

behaviors ranging from those that are most basic to Muslim life, such as prayer and not 

eating certain foods, to those that indicate potential orthodoxy.  Two examples are listed 

below: 

How often do you pray? 
a. >5 times per day13 
b. 5 times per day 
c. 4-2 times per day 
d. Once per day 
e. More than once a week 
f. < once per week, but > a few times per year 
g. A few times per year 
h. Never 

                                                 
13 I provide the option of “>5” because there are a few main types of prayer in Islam.  The “five daily 
prayers” are the ritual prayers, called salat.  These are scripted in the sense that they follow a mostly 
unchanging sequence of coded utterances that come from religious tradition (they are not directly 
elucidated in the Qur’an, but come from how Muhammad taught the early Muslim community to pray).  
The qualifier “mostly” is used because at the start of each cycle of physical movement, one is supposed to 
recite a short section of the Qur’an; the individual praying alone, or the leader of congregational prayer, 
may choose any section of the Qur’an to recite, although people usually recite one of the short chapters 
located toward the end of the Qur’an.  There are also additional prayers that in form and utterance are 
identical to salat, except that they are extra acts of worship that one can perform before and/or after the five 
ritual prayers.  These additional prayers, called sunna prayers, are not understood to be obligatory.  Finally, 
there are the prayers called du’a.  These prayers are not characterized by the standing, bowing, and 
prostrating that characterize salat and sunna prayers; for this kind of prayer, Muslims simply hold up their 
hands and either recite one of the scripted du’as from Islamic tradition, or a prayer of their own design.   
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How comfortable are you shaking hands with members of the opposite sex to whom you are not related? 

a. I do not shake hands with the opposite sex 
b. Uncomfortable 
c. Somewhat uncomfortable 
d. Somewhat comfortable 
e. Very comfortable 

 
Following these close-ended questions, I asked a set of open-ended items regarding 

politicized dimensions of religious life, such as experiences with and perceptions of 

religious discrimination; two examples are below: 

What do you think most Americans think of Islam, and Muslims, and how do you feel about that?   
 
What can or should Muslims do in response to discrimination against them in the US?  What can 
or should they do in response to violence committed by people calling themselves Muslims? 

 
The next set of close-ended questions consisted of statements regarding public 

perceptions of Islam, personal experiences with discrimination, hesitation to engage in 

overtly religious behavior, and Muslim political participation.  Two examples are 

provided below: 

I think that Muslims in the US are viewed with suspicion by the general population 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
I have experienced discrimination or unkind treatment because of others' beliefs about my (real or 
perceived) Muslim identity 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
Here followed the last set of open-ended items, which consisted of questions about the 

respondent’s understanding of what Islam teaches about gender roles, how the respondent 
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plans or hopes to find a spouse, and what he or she thinks of the headscarf and women 

who do or don’t wear it.   

 The final section of close-ended items consisted of statements regarding gender 

ideology.  The statements presented focused on gender roles in the workplace, the home, 

and the religious community.  Two examples are provided below: 

Women can work outside of the home 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
Women should be on the Executive or Governing Boards of Islamic Centers and Mosques 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
Finally, I ended the interview by asking the respondent, “Is there anything about being a 

[insert ethnic group] or being a Muslim that you want to say that hasn’t come out in this 

interview?” 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) critique entering the field with a structured 

questionnaire, which they argue will encourage respondents to “answer only that which is 

asked and often without elaboration” (205).  The form of my interview protocol attempts 

to respond to this critique, while at the same time obtaining the often-valuable data 

resulting from structured questions.  The dove-tailing of both close and open-ended items 

allows the researcher to obtain both the direct, short responses to close-ended questions 

that will enable him or her to begin constructing categories of respondents along the 

relevant axes of differentiation—here, religiousness, ethnic identification, and gender 
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ideology.  The lengthier narrative-style data obtained using open-ended items allows the 

researcher to access the meanings and stories underlying the respondents’ terse answers 

to the close-ended items.  Dove-tailing the two kinds of items enables the researcher to 

confirm that the respondent is offering consistent information about him or her self; when 

an inconsistency is found, the researcher is able to uncover, through probing, potentially 

surprising or unexpected knowledge about the respondent’s viewpoints.   

For example, one respondent, Yasir, gave himself a score of 8 (“10” being “highly 

important”) for the question, “On a scale of one to ten, how important is Islam to you?”  

Given that this was after he had given me a lengthy narrative of disappointment and 

disillusionment regarding religion, I asked him why he scored Islam as being that 

important to him.  He responded that, in essence, because his experiences with religion 

had been so negative, it was obvious that it had played an important role in shaping his 

life.  A questionnaire of close-ended items alone would not have drawn out this nuance in 

how Yasir thought about the role of religion in his life.  Indeed, giving such a response on 

a questionnaire might appear to indicate that Yasir highly valued religion, when in fact he 

emphatically stated elsewhere in the interview his rather bitter sentiments regarding 

religion.   

Mishler (1986) outlines the critique: “Stated somewhat extremely and from the 

perspective of respondents, , interview research[,] by excluding the biographical rooting 

and contextual grounding of respondents’ personal and social webs of meaning bears a 

resemblance to a “degradation ceremony’ or an identity-stripping process” (122).  By 

coordinating responses to both close and open-ended questions, I was able to not only 
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reap the benefits of both kinds of items, but also allow the respondent’s subjecting 

understanding of the subject matter to enter the interview. 

Research Settings  
 

The interviews were conducted in a limited range of locations.  30% (13) were 

conducted in a public location such as a coffee shop (3) or on a university campus at 

either a student union or a library (10); I did interviews on the campuses of three 

universities.  The interviews conducted during the Hikma Foundation’s theological 

seminar were conducted in the lounge area of the university student union where the 

event was being held, and are included in this category.  This location enabled me to offer 

respondents a measure of privacy, in that we could sit in a corner of the lounge area out 

of clear earshot of the seminar participants, and it also allowed me to respect norms 

important to more orthodox Muslims regarding interactions between unmarried men and 

women.  By interviewing these participants in a corner of the student union lounge, we 

could have “privacy” without being “alone”, as other seminar participants would walk by, 

out of earshot but still within view. 

The majority of the interviews (55% or 24) were conducted in my university 

office.  My department provides desk and work space for all of its graduate students, and 

I was fortunate enough to have one of the few private offices available to graduate 

students.  It was located in the back part of a larger office space for graduate students; my 

door opened into this office space, and not the hallway.  This setup was invaluable to the 

successful progress of my research; if I had had a more public student desk (such as one 

actually out among the other desks) I would not have been able to give my respondents 



 

 

44

 

the privacy that some of them requested by asking me to shut the door.  In addition, when 

interviewing men, I was able to offer to conduct the interviews in a kind of semi-privacy 

that would both respect the need some of them had for the propriety of an open door, 

while at the same time allowing them to feel that their responses would not likely be 

overheard by random people walking by. 

I conducted six interviews (~14% of the interviews) at the respondent’s house or 

place of employment.  When I interviewed respondents at their place of employment, 

they typically had a private office in which we did the interview.  One respondent had a 

cubicle in a larger office with other employees; in that instance, that person and I sought 

out an empty lounge area in the building to do the interview.  Finally, I conducted one 

interview in a mosque; it was during the time in between prayers, and that respondent and 

I were the only individuals there. 

Almost all of the female respondents hugged me at the end of their interview, and 

several of the respondents—male and female—commented that they appreciated what I 

was doing and that they were excited to ultimately read my book.  Many respondents 

framed my research as a kind of service to the Muslim community, and several made 

statements like, “I am so glad that someone is doing this study.”  Only two respondents 

expressed anxiety about my intentions; one stated after the interview that he hoped that I 

would use this research for the “right purposes,” and the other semi-seriously asked me 

before the interview if I was giving my transcripts to the Department of Homeland 

Security.  I responded to both by stating that my intentions were research-directed, I was 
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not providing information to the government, and that they need not be suspicious of my 

motivations.   

Further Thoughts on the Question of Generalizability 

Seidman (1991) notes that, “The job of an in-depth interviewer is to go to such 

depth in the interviews that surface considerations of representativeness and 

generalizability are replaced by a compelling evocation of an individual’s experience” 

(42).  The value of the research presented here lies in its uncovering of patterns of ethno-

religious identification and the identity narratives attached to these different patterns.  

While I do not claim that my findings here are fully representative of the entire 

population of second-generation Muslim Americans, they do speak to the tremendous 

variation in this population, and offer important insights into what processes, both smaller 

and larger-scale, are especially relevant when understanding ethno-religious identities 

among the second-generation. 

Recruitment of Respondents 

Respondents were contacted through a variety of means.  I began by recruiting 

respondents through Muslim Student Associations (MSAs) at two large, public 

universities in the southwestern United States.  I recruited 14 respondents face to face at 

MSA events and meetings, and 4 through emails sent to MSA listservs.  While a 

considerable percentage of my respondents did come from MSAs, I did seek out 

respondents from other sources, as I knew that while students participating in MSAs do 

vary significantly in their levels of commitment to “orthodox” religious expression and 

particular ethnic identities, they are all “Muslim enough” to participate in the MSA.  
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I met 10 respondents through the main mosque in my city of residence, net of 

MSA participation, and I located 6 other respondents through snowball sampling.  I was 

given permission to conduct interviews at a weekend theological seminar conducted by a 

non-profit religious organization in Los Angeles called the Hikma Foundation, and during 

this weekend event I interviewed 5 respondents.  Some of my less religious respondents 

came through snowball sampling (though not consistently; some of these respondents 

were religiously committed as well), and the interviews I conducted at the Hikma 

Foundation’s weekend seminar were with respondents who as a group were highly 

religious relative to most other respondents in the sample.  Finally, when presenting or 

discussing my work in public forums at my university, I did have a few (eventual) 

respondents approach me because they were interested in my research.  I purposively 

sought respondents through these many means because I wanted to access the stories of 

people from a range of levels of commitment to religious and ethnic identities.   

Researcher Positionality 

The question of researcher identity and position vis-à-vis his or her respondents, 

and how that impacts the research that is accomplished, is one that has been explored 

from multiple perspectives, whether in terms of gender dynamics (Warren and Hackney 

2000; Gatrell 2006), race or ethnicity (Markowitz 2002), the perceived power that the 

researcher may have as a result of his or her very status as researcher, or other factors.   

That I am half South Asian (Pakistani) and half White (Polish and Italian), 

coupled with my multi-religious background (Muslim father, Christian Mother), played a 

key role in my research experience.  While I do have an obviously “ethnic” appearance, 
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in that my coloring and facial features are more obviously Pakistani than European, my 

name raised many questions when interacting with and recruiting respondents.  The 

questions and interest raised by my name were mainly friendly, however; when my 

respondents would ask about my background and name, they seemed more fascinated 

than anything else, and the few “negative” responses to my name were from elderly 

immigrants, and were more annoying than upsetting14. 

Indeed, my ethnic identity as someone who is half South Asian (Pakistani) and 

half White proved quite helpful in both gaining respondent trust and in recruiting 

ethnically mixed respondents.  My ethnically mixed respondents in particular would 

reference my ethnic identity and appearance when describing their own experiences; for 

example, one respondent who was half-White and half-Iranian commented that “you’ve 

probably had this experience too” when she described how non-Iranian Whites usually 

perceive her ethnic background as either Greek or Italian.   

I am a female who does not wear hijab, but outside of that does generally dress in 

a manner that is acceptable to most Muslims regarding modesty.  During interviews I 

often wore either modest, fairly professional dress (on days I taught at the university), 

and on other days would often wear long skirts and blouses.  Respondents could interpret 

this clothing as modest, if they chose, or they could simply read it as either professional 

or bohemian.  I did consciously make an effort to dress in a way that would neither attract 

                                                 
14 For example, there was one elderly woman in the mosque that had a relationship with my MSA who 
would not call me by my first name, Christine, and who insisted on calling me by my middle name, Soriea, 
which is an Arabic and Muslim name.  Given that this woman was quite old, I just let her call me Soriea.  
Much of the time, though, when immigrants do respond to my name (most of them do not say anything 
about it), they assume that I do not know anything about Islam, and (meaning well) offer to explain the 5 
pillars to me.  I used to try to tell them that I know what the 5 pillars are, but have found that it is usually 
easier to just let them talk. 
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disapproval from more orthodox respondents nor intimidate less orthodox or practicing 

respondents.   

I was initially quite nervous that respondents and potential respondents, 

particularly those who are more orthodox, would judge me negatively for not wearing 

hijab, and consequently might not want to participate in my research.  Fortunately, I 

experienced just about the opposite of my initial, anxious expectations.  I was quite 

successful in recruiting highly religious participants, and was even permitted to conduct 

interviews at the weekend seminar sponsored by the Hikma Foundation mentioned in my 

section on respondent recruitment.  Several respondents did verbalize the belief that hijab 

is a religious obligation that Muslim women should abide by, indicating that they were 

comfortable expressing an opinion that they might assume is different from mine.  In 

addition, if I had been wearing hijab, I think that some of my less religious, or 

“struggling”, respondents might have assumed that I was especially religious and 

judgmental, which is a stereotype that some of these respondents hold of hijabi women.  

Had I been wearing hijab, it actually might have made accessing a broad array of 

respondents more difficult. 

The majority of my respondents were female, for a variety of reasons.  As other 

scholars studying Muslim American populations have noted (Peek 2005), female 

researchers more often are better able to access female respondents when recruiting in 

Muslim settings that are gender-segregated.  I was able to access male respondents by 

advertising on MSA listservs and by either approaching males directly at MSA events or 
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larger functions that are less gender-segregated, or by having Muslim men who I know 

through MSA approach male friends of theirs about participation in the study.   

In terms of gender dynamics, I was also aware of maintaining propriety in the 

interview process, and accommodating those male respondents who might more strictly 

hold to Islamic teachings regarding the unacceptability of unrelated males and females 

alone in private spaces, such as an office with a closed door.  When I interviewed 

respondents of any gender in my university office, I would tell the respondent that I was 

personally comfortable with the door either open or closed, and that I would let him or 

her decide whether they wanted to close the door for privacy.  In addition, if they elected 

to leave the door open, I told them that they were welcome to let me know if they wanted 

me to close the door at any point in the interview.   

When interacting with and recruiting male respondents, I did not extend my hand 

for handshakes unless they offered theirs first, and I made an effort to sit an appropriate 

distance from them during the interview so that they would feel comfortable.  This is in 

contrast with how I interacted with female respondents, most of whom hugged me at the 

end of their interviews; women also tended to sit very close to me, as opposed to men, 

who sat farther away.  However, while men were not as physically proximal to me during 

and before interviews as the women, they were arguably still comfortable with me.  For 

example, the day after I interviewed George, who spent one and a half hours with me in 

an interview at the Hikma Foundation’s weekend seminar, a relative of his who was also 

at the seminar came up to me and joking expressed surprise that George’s interview 
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lasted that long, since he was apparently not known in his family as someone who talked 

much.   

With several of the respondents I interviewed in my own community, I took on a 

role of “researcher as participant” (Adler and Adler 1987), in part because of my 

participation in the local mosque’s activities and because of my active leadership in my 

university’s Muslim Student Association.  In many ways, my status as someone who was 

active in my University’s MSA gave me credibility among many of my respondents; it 

signaled that I was not an “outsider” to the community, and was sympathetic to my 

respondents’ experiences and viewpoints.  Mishler (1986) outlines Katz’ (1983) 

perspective on this issue when he states, “One of the strengths of field studies, Katz 

argues, is that researchers and subjects come to recognize and treat each other as 

‘significant others.’ Subjects respond to the researcher not simply as an ‘objective’ 

scientist but as a person with personal qualities and views, and their behavior toward the 

investigator resembles their behavior with others in their own worlds” (125). 

Several of the respondents who either knew me or knew of me through 

participation in the Muslim Student Association at my university made direct reference to 

what they perceive as my liberality or “open-mindedness.”  One respondent in particular, 

when about to reveal some very personal information, directly stated, “You’re a really 

open-minded person, so I’ll tell you this.”  Another respondent commented that “You are 

the most open-minded Muslim I have ever met.”  In addition, prior to and at various 

points in the interview, I specifically emphasized that I would not pass personal judgment 

on anything a respondent shared with me, and that I would maintain confidentiality to the 
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best of my ability.  I assured respondents that in all presentations and publications 

emanating from this research I would obscure individually-identifying details and would 

refer to them using pseudonyms that they could choose.  Indeed, one respondent, Gayatri, 

commented after her interview that, “You made me feel really comfortable; you are a 

good interviewer.” 

It is important for any researcher using interview data to acknowledge the 

extensive literature focusing on power hierarchies in research settings (Marx 2001).  This 

perspective posits that the social distance, which is often reflective of power differences, 

between the interviewer and participant, may significantly affect the communication 

taking place between the two, and consequently have an impact on the kind of data 

(narrative) that the researcher is able to collect.  In addition, there is much discussion of 

how the researcher, by the fact that he or she sets the agenda for the interview and is 

ostensibly in a position of power because of this. 

In my own research, the social distance between myself and my respondents was 

outwardly small, in that, like most of my respondents, I am a person of color, a second-

generation American, Muslim, and highly educated.  Unlike most of my respondents, 

however, I am from a working-class background, but this distinction is not one that is 

outwardly apparent, particularly since they knew me as a doctoral candidate, which 

typically leads people to assume that I am from a privileged background15.  As far as my 

                                                 
15 To provide an example of this, I tell the following vignette:  At a conference, I met a young woman, a 
graduate student like myself, who was of South Asian Muslim ancestry; she approached me after a session 
in which I had made a comment during the Q and A to express her appreciation for my comment.  In the 
course of our chat, we were talking about our graduate programs, and her ambivalence about continuing on 
for a PhD; she then made a joke, saying, “Oh, well, as long as the parents are willing to keep paying the 
bills, I guess it makes sense to keep going to school.”  As she said that, she poked me in the arm in a 
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respondents knew, I was like them in most master status characteristics, which may have 

facilitated rapport and diminished the possibility that they would have felt “un-equal” to 

me. 

In addition, while any qualitative researcher undertaking face-to-face interviews 

needs to be aware of the possibility that respondents might offer “socially desirable”, 

rather than accurate responses to questions, especially ones about sensitive matters like 

religion, sex roles, and attitudes about terrorism and politics, I believe that I did all that I 

could to make my respondents comfortable and feel as though they could provide honest, 

even highly personal, answers to my questions. Given the kinds of personal information 

that many respondents did offer during the interviews, it seems as though the researcher’s 

ambiguous dress, “open” personality style, and reassurances of non-judgment might have 

been quite successful in allowing respondents to feel comfortable enough to share 

sensitive or personal information with her, and to otherwise answer questions honestly. 

Respondent Benefits 

I was not able to offer my respondents renumeration for their participation in my 

research.  I did have some grant monies, but those basically covered my transcription 

costs and travel/supplies, leaving very little for paying respondents.  However, I found 

that respondents did not expect to be paid, and were overwhelmingly happy to participate 

and have the opportunity to tell their stories.  I found that the less religious or ethnically 

identified respondents were actually the most eager to talk about themselves—several 

                                                                                                                                                 
conspiratorial manner, which to me indicated that she assumed that I, too, was middle or upper middle 
class, and had parents paying my bills.  I did not feel compelled to correct her, because it would have 
seemed, in my opinion, a somewhat awkward, or even rude, interjection into an otherwise light 
conversation. 
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members of these categories expressed feeling marginalized in Muslim and ethnic 

communities, and invisible in the discourse on Muslims broadly.  I also had several 

respondents, as they sat down to begin the interview, say “I can’t afford a therapist, so get 

ready!” While I of course abstained from actively carrying out the function of a 

therapist16, since I am not trained as a professional therapist and the function of the 

interview is not to be therapy per se, the respondents generally seemed to appreciate the 

opportunity to share their stories and dilemmas with someone focused wholly on them.  

For example, Wasim, as he was leaving after his interview, commented that, “You really 

seemed to care about what I was saying; I didn’t feel like you were just using me to get 

info for your dissertation.”   Indeed, as Seidman (1991) notes, “The reciprocity I can offer 

in an interview is that which flows from my interest in participants’ experience, my 

attending to what they say, and my honoring their words when I present their experience 

to a larger public” (83).   

During the interviews I did not take extensive notes, as I highly valued focusing 

on my respondents and felt that taking lots of notes would distract both myself and the 

subject; when I wanted to remind myself of something to follow up on, I would jot a key 

phrase or word on my notepad, and generally worked to maintain eye contact with the 

respondent as he or she spoke.  I did, as I mentioned earlier, digitally record all of my 

interviews, and I also wrote notes and impressions after each interview, so that I would 

not forget about the interpersonal dynamics or comments made when I was not recording. 

                                                 
16 Seidman (1991) aptly distinguishes between the therapeutic and research relationships when he notes 
that, “It is essential that research interviewers not confuse themselves with therapists.  The goals are 
different.  The researcher is there to learn, not to treat the participant.  The participant did not seek out the 
researcher and is not a patient” (81-82). 
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Data Analysis 

All interviews were digitally recorded and, with respondent permission, fully 

transcribed to ensure accuracy when quoting a respondent and analyzing their interviews 

for patterns and nuances, as is a standard method when turning qualitative interviews into 

text (Seidman 1991: 87).  Interviews were initially coded according to a set of broad 

thematic categories that correspond to the main variables of interest (religiosity, ethnic 

identification, gender ideology) and questions of this study.  I used the Atlas.ti 5.0 

software program (used for the analysis of qualitative data) to more systematically 

uncover nuances in the relationship between respondent ethnic and religious 

practice/identification.  Ultimately, my coding schema consisted of greater than 70 codes 

(to see the full list of codes, see Appendix E).   
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

PATTERNS AND INTERSECTIONS:  
HOW RELIGION AND ETHNICITY INTERACT 

 
Introduction 
 
 The research question for this study is: what is the relationship between religiosity 

and the level of ethnic identification of second-generation Americans?  In other words, is 

religiousness (being a practicing Muslim) consistently linked to stronger ethnic 

identification (being specifically a Sudani, or a Pakistani, for example) among second-

generation Americans?  Most bluntly, the answer is: yes and no.  Yes, in that several of 

my respondents did evidence this kind of relationship between religious and ethnic 

identification.  No, in that the majority of my respondents demonstrated another pattern.  

In this chapter, I will describe the various patterns in ethno-religiosity I found among the 

participants in my research. 

 Much of the more recent sociological literature examining the relationship 

between religion and ethnicity focuses on institutional arenas as central locations of 

ethnic identity-building (Warner and Wittner 1998; Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000; Ebaugh 

and Yang 2001; Guest 2003; Yang 1999).  Of course, this recent research has its roots in a 

longer history of sociological interest in the role that religious organizations play in 

immigrant assimilation and adaptation.  Yang and Ebaugh (2001) aptly note that, 

“Historically, religious institutions were among the most important resources that 

immigrant groups used to reproduce their ethno-religious identity in new surroundings 

and to help them adjust to the challenges of surviving in a demanding and often 

threatening environment” (269).  Indeed, as even a cursory examination of Herberg’s 
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(1955) classic work Protestant Catholic Jew reveals, religiousness itself has occasionally 

been a key means of immigrant adaptation.  Herberg’s theory of the “triple melting pot”, 

in which immigrants “melt” not into a broader stew of bland Americanism, but melt into 

three side-by-side multi-ethnic pots of Protestants, Catholics, and Jews (33).  In light of 

growing research on Muslim Americans, and this work’s (Chapter 5) delination of pan-

religiousness among the second generation, one might argue that Muslims are rapidly 

becoming the fourth “pot.” 

The “more” or “less” orientation of contemporary sociology of religion, while 

providing an initial means of evaluating religious commitment, needs to become more 

nuanced by findings from in-depth, qualitative research on how religious meanings do 

and do not actually map onto ethnic identities and processes.  One dimension of this 

nuance lies in more carefully conceptualizing both religious and ethnic identities, and 

acknowledging the internal variation extant within both. 

Religiousness and ethnic identification can each be defined in a few different 

ways.  Most obviously, religiousness can be understood as participation in orthodox 

practice and acceptance of the key creedal statements of a religious group; in the case of 

Islam, this would mean that one is a strict monotheist and believes that Muhammad is a 

prophet of God.  In terms of behavior, orthodox practice is the most easy to identify as a 

measure of religiousness—a Muslim who prays 5 times a day, scrupulously follows 

Islamic dietary rules, and strives to abide by as many dimensions of the sunnah (the 

example set by Muhammad as to how he did day-to-day things) as possible in his or her 

daily life demonstrates obvious religious commitment.  However, it is useful to also 
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examine the religious lives and processes of those Muslims who do not necessarily abide 

by orthodox practice, but who do accept the beliefs necessary to be considered Muslim.  

Muslims in this category can range from people who would like to be more orthodox, but 

do not feel equipped to do so at this point in life, to those who are unaware of or confused 

by the details of more rigorous religious practice, to those who do not believe it necessary 

to adhere to a particular set of ritual acts in order to be a “good religious person.” 

In addition, religious identification can also be understood as an affective 

commitment to an identity that one retains regardless of actual religious belief.  For 

example, one might understand the self-described “atheist Jew” or “secular Jew” to be 

someone who identifies with the Jewish community, or feels connected to Jewish history, 

yet does not engage in the religious practices or beliefs of devout Judaism.  Similarly, 

there are self-identified Muslims who use the label as a signifier of heritage or 

community affiliation, rather than religious belief. 

 Ethnic identification can be similarly varied and multidimensional.  Some 

people’s day-to-day lives are deeply affected by ethnic identification—they almost 

exclusively eat the foods, speak the language, wear the clothing and engage in the 

customs of a particular ethnic culture.  Others, however, may weave in bits and pieces of 

that ethnic heritage into their lives by, for example, choosing ethnic names for their 

children or alternating ethnic dishes with the foods more common to the society to which 

they or their ancestors may have emigrated, but at the same time also being fluently 

bilingual and otherwise integrating with the broader society in which they live.  Further 

along the continuum outlined here is the “symbolic ethnicity” proposed by Waters 
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(1990); for those in this category, ethnicity becomes relegated to a few appearances a 

year, such as the special dish prepared for holidays or a family name that may be 

reflective of a particular ethnic heritage.  On a day-to-day basis, however, fluency in 

heritage language is gone, and those in this category are otherwise assimilated.  Finally, 

there is the complete assimilation long envisioned as the final outcome of a few 

generations after immigration—ethnic distinctiveness is essentially erased, and, in the 

case of those living in the United States, the descendants of immigrants become 

thoroughly “Americanized.” 

As described earlier in this dissertation, the idea of complete assimilation is 

highly problematic and the reality of it is potentially non-existent, at least in the 

contemporary United States.  Even if an individual, family or entire community were to 

outwardly assimilate into the lifeways of the culture to which they immigrated, their act 

of immigration itself changes the dominant culture.  To illustrate, Cornell and Hartmann 

(1998) describe the way in which German immigration to the United States altered 

American culture.  They note: 

Change, however, was not entirely in one direction.  At the same time, much of America was 

becoming more German.  As the 19th Century wore on, growing numbers of Anglo-Americans 

began to adopt German practices, from the public consumption of alcohol to Sunday leisure 

activities and publicly sponsored sport and recreation.  Conflict over these issues diminished not 

so much because German Americans were adjusting to Anglo-American views as because the 

dominant Anglo-American culture was coming around to German (and other immigrant) ones.  By 

early in the 20th century, much of the United States had adopted practices that had once been 

alien…The immigrants and their descendants had ‘Germanized’ a number of aspects of American 

life.  (128)   
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While it may be the case that the descendents of these early immigrants have assimilated, 

they have assimilated into the norms of a society that have actually been changed by their 

immigrant forebears.  The idea that immigrants and their descendents just passively give 

up ethnic distinctiveness is only more problematized by an understanding of how 

immigrants and their “host society” mutually interact.   

 This chapter will focus primarily on patterned intersections between religious and 

ethnic identities as a set of cultural practices, beliefs and loyalties.  In the next chapter, I 

will more explicitly examine how religious institutions and organizations serve as arenas 

in which immigrants and their children foment ethno-religious identities. 

The Meanings of “Higher” and “Lower” 
 
 The literature to which this research is most directly speaking often frames the 

relationship between these two variables in terms of “Higher” or “Lower” (i.e. higher 

religiousness means more involved in religious organizations, lower religiousness means 

less involved in organizations).  While I use “Higher” and “Lower” as my primary 

categories, within each box I organize respondents into sub-categories that reflect the 

deeper nuances of how these identities interact.  Before presenting this research’s 

findings on the role played by organizational involvement in both religious and ethnic 

identity formation, a typology will first be presented demonstrating how these identities, 

more broadly operationalized than organizational participation, do and do not intersect.   

 Table 3.1 is a 2x2 table depicting the ethno-religious patterns of my respondents.  

I use the labels “Higher” and “Lower” to describe varying levels of ethno-religious 
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commitment and identification, and placement in these categories was based on responses 

to both close and open-ended questions in the interview. 

Religion  
 
 In terms of religiousness, “Higher” indicates that religious practice plays some 

sort of role in the respondent’s life.  I began by examining the interviewee’s responses to 

close-ended questions regarding frequency of prayer, consumption of halal/zabiha17 meat, 

whether or not they abide by a madhab18, their view of cross-sex handshaking, their view 

of female-led prayer and their view of whether or not the headscarf is a religious 

obligation for Muslim women. Then, I looked at their responses to when I ask in the 

interview if the respondent views himself as “religious” or “non-religious”; non-religious 

respondents are, obviously, immediately placed in the “Lower” category.  Among those 

respondents who identify as “religious” to at least some degree, I examine their responses 

to both close-ended questions indicating orthodoxy, and their self-narratives about 

religious beliefs and commitment to categorize them as “Higher” or “Lower” in terms of 

religiousness. 

                                                 
17 Zabiha refers to meat that has been slaughtered according to Islamic dietary rules; halal is a broader term 
referring to something that is religiously permissible.  Many Muslims use these words interchangeably 
when talking about meat. 
 
18 Neither Sunni nor Shia Islam are intellectual monoliths; although these are the two biggest categories of 
Muslims, within each of these broad traditions are a variety of traditions based on differences of thought 
regarding particular dimensions of orthodox practice or intellectual methodology.  To explain, like 
Judaism, Islam has a legal tradition in which questions regarding the permissibility of particular activities, 
ethical and moral dimensions of human interactions and social practices, creedal positions and other 
matters are studied by religious scholars, who teach the broader religious community about these matters.  
There are four main schools of thought, or madhabs, in Sunni Orthodox theology: Hanafi, Shafii, Maliki 
and Hanbali.  The first three schools are the most widespread, and the Hanafi madhab is the most common 
worldwide.  Among Shia Muslims, the Jafari school of thought is dominant (Smith 1999: 32). 
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 “Lower” religiousness is defined by the respondent either self-identifying as 

“non-religious”, or identifying as “religious” but accompanying that designation with 

weak religious practice or commitment relative to those in the “Higher” religious 

category.  These respondents either evidenced antipathy or confusion regarding whether 

and how to be religious, or they did identify as Muslim, but did not re-arrange their daily 

lives around or engage in behaviors that would distinguish them as distinct from their 

non-Muslim peers.  These three categories are “Critics of Religion and Ethnicity,” 

“Somewhat Ethnic, Somewhat Religious,” and “Religion < Ethnicity.”  

Ethnicity 
 
 Level of ethnic identification was determined by first examining the respondent’s 

answer to close-ended questions about their most-preferred ethnic label, consumption of 

ethnic music and foods, frequency of use and fluency in heritage language, wearing of 

ethnic clothes, number of “close” ethnic friends19, importance of intra-ethnic marriage to 

the respondent (as opposed to the importance of this to his or her parents20), respondent’s 

willingness to marry someone who had grown up in their heritage country, and finally, 

how they scored the “importance of ethnicity” to him or her on a scale from 1-10.   After 

provisionally categorizing respondents by their answers to these questions, I confirmed 

                                                 
19 When I went over the close-ended question regarding the number of “close” friends from one’s ethnic 
group, I made an effort to consistently clarify to respondents that, by “close,” I meant the kind of person 
who they could call if they were having a personal problem, or if they were alone on a Saturday night and 
just wanted to talk to someone, they could call that person.  I offered this clarification with this question so 
that I could a) avoid respondents defining “close” in different ways and thus giving me worthless 
information, and b) related to “a,” avoid the inclusion of acquaintances or superficial relationships in this 
category.  I wanted to get at actually “close” friends because these kinds of friends will influence and 
reflect something about the respondent’s own identity and values.   
20 Among the close-ended questions regarding ethnic identification, I include two separate questions on 
how important the respondent thinks his or her marriage to a co-ethnic is to his or her father and to his or 
her mother (see questions 8 and 9 in Appendix B). 
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my categorizations by examining their responses to the open-ended question, “How 

important is ethnic identity to you?”   

 Within both the “Higher Religion/Higher Ethnicity” box and the “Lower 

Religion/Higher Ethnicity” box, are two subcategories of respondents.  These 

subcategories were determined after respondents were first placed into the larger 2x2 

chart.  Once they were initially categorized in this way, I examined their narratives 

regarding these identities, and realized that all respondents in each box, despite 

demonstrating similar larger (“Higher” or “Lower”) patterns regarding religion and 

ethnicity, did not consistently share the nuances embedded in their perspectives and 

experiences.  At that point, I examined the responses to open-ended questions and 

considered emergent themes in the narratives that the respondents provided.  What I 

noticed is that in the “Higher Religion/Higher Ethnicity” category, some respondents 

spoke of religion as more important as ethnicity (Religion > Ethnicity), while others 

either directly stated or implied that ethnic and religious identities are mutually 

constitutive (Religion = Ethnicity). 
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Table 3.1: Intersections and Types of Ethno-Religious Identity (N=44) 

  Ethnicity 

         Religion 

  
Higher 

 
Lower 

Higher 

 
Religion > Ethnicity 

 
Abdullah 
Deema 
Iman 

Zeinab 
George 

Ken 
Mabdel 

 
Religion = Ethnicity 

 
Meena 
Zain 
Laila 
Urooj 
Grace 

Monday 
Sarah 

Sundus 
Wasim 
Jane 

Asmaa 
Naydeen 
Sumaya 

 

 
Religion > Ethnicity 

 
Malcolm 
Maryam 
Nusrat 
Carl 

Jennan 
Ayoub 
Manal 
Mike 
Zach 
James 

Mohammad 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lower 

 
Religion < Ethnicity 

 
Farrah 

Khadeeja 
Yasir 

Gayatri 
 
 
 
 

 
Somewhat Ethnic, Somewhat Religious 

 
Noshi  
Samia 
Shirin 
Ines 

Khalil 
 

Critics of Religion and Ethnicity 
 

Durressameen 
Kim 
Tim 

Ingrid 
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Findings 
 
The extant literature on how religious and ethnic identities intersect, particularly 

in immigrant communities, generally holds that more religiousness is tied to more 

ethnicity.  While it is true that several of my respondents had high levels of religious 

identification coupled with salient, well-developed ethnic identities, it is also the case that 

this research offers a few additional levels of nuance to the discourse on the relationship 

between religious and ethnic identity.   

Those respondents who were both religiously and ethnically identified fell into 

two basic categories.  The first set (“Religion > Ethnicity”; Higher Religion, Higher 

Ethnicity) evidences both high ethnic and religious identification.  The respondents in 

this category embrace Muslim American leadership discourses regarding the importance 

of Islam as the umbrella identity uniting Muslims of many ethnic backgrounds.  In spite 

of their demonstrated or verbalized ethnic identification, they emphasized that religious 

identity comes first.  These respondents evidenced an ethos of what might be called “pan-

religiosity”, in that they explicitly articulated the belief that their commitments as 

Muslims superseded ethnic identification; while they may eat ethnic foods, speak heritage 

languages and otherwise cherish ethnic identity, they framed their lives in terms of being 

Muslim above anything else.   

Other respondents in the category of “more ethnic, more religious” viewed the 

relationship between religion and ethnicity in terms of mutual constitution (“Religion = 

Ethnicity”); these respondents framed being Muslim and ethnic as categories that 

reinforced one another.  For example, when asked to identify what it meant to be a 



 

 

65

 

member of their ethnic category, these respondents would list traits such as hospitality, 

respect for elders, modesty in cross-sex interactions, and then immediately link these 

ethnic characteristics as also being rooted in religion.  Indeed, these respondents often 

were not able to separate discussion of religious and ethnic identities.  While my 

interview protocol was structured so that I would ask about ethnic identities first, these 

respondents would often bring religion in by saying that, for them, religion was a key 

dimension of ethnic identification. 

Several respondents were very religiously identified, and did not rely upon ethnic 

identities to guide or shape their daily lives; these respondents emphasized the 

ascendance of religious identity over specific ethnic identity (“Religion > Ethnicity”; 

Lower Ethnicity).  There was a category of respondents who were very ethnically 

identified, but not especially religiously identified (to varying degrees); these were in the 

category dubbed “Religion > Ethnicity”.  Finally, the last group of respondents 

demonstrated attitudes ranging from indifference to antipathy towards both religious and 

ethnic identification; they were the “Critics of Religion and Ethnicity”. 

Religion > Ethnicity; Higher Religion, Higher Ethnicity 
 
 This is a category of respondents that might aptly be described as “accidental 

ethnics”, in that they each clearly articulate the ascendance of religious over ethnic 

identities, yet because of contextual circumstances, appear to have “ended up” being 

ethnically identified.  For example, Abdullah (30 years old, Afghan American), was very 

articulate about the centrality of religious identity to his own life and his aspirations for 

his children.  To illustrate, on a scale from one to ten, with one being not important and 
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ten being highly important, he scored the importance of ethnic identity to himself as a six, 

yet scored the importance of religious identity as a ten.  In addition, when I asked him 

about his ethnic preferences regarding a marital partner, he offered an explicit statement 

about his preference for a religiously committed woman, and then proceeded to describe 

his view of marrying a co-ethnic specifically as “neutral.”  However, his wife, a co-ethnic 

who has a strong Afghan American identity, chimes in from the kitchen, where she was, 

incidentally, preparing an Afghan chicken dish, stating, “You couldn’t have been neutral, 

Abdullah!” 

 Regardless of whether or not Abdullah was authentically “neutral” about ethnicity 

when seeking a spouse, his emphasis on neutrality in his self-narrative is crucial to an 

understanding of how he values religious and ethnic identities.  He makes it clear 

throughout his interview that he values religious over ethnic identity, and that when 

ethnicity is maintained, its primary value lies in the way it supports the religious values 

embedded in it.   

Interestingly, Abdullah grew up in a home where ethnic and religious 

identification were mutually constitutive, and he describes the process by which he came 

to personally prioritize religious identity over ethnicity.  He describes his parents as 

highly ethnically identified, and that in many ways in his parents’ home, Afghan identity 

and Islamic identity were very much entwined.  He explains that the values and 

“etiquettes,” as he calls them, that his family emphasized were both religiously and 

ethnically derived: 
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Interviewer:  What about your family, the family you grew up with?  How ethnically identified 

would you say they are? 

 

Well, my mom and dad were strongly [identified].  Their ethnic identity shapes the way they look 

at things.  So they identify strongly with their Afghan background and with the Afghan traditions 

and societal values.  And they’ve implemented in their lives, from all the traditional cultural 

norms.  Even though they are thousands of miles away [from Afghanistan].  They still 

implemented those things in their lives and in our lives as well, all growing up. 

 

Interviewer:  What does that look like, or what does that mean, when you say they have those 

values or those norms? 

 

Well, their values are, basically, it’s a mixture of Islamic values.  And as opposed to living in the 

wider culture, where certain things are very common.  We kept our traditional Afghan culture, 

which encompasses an Islamic culture as well.  So, in terms of social etiquettes, in terms of social 

gatherings, in terms of what’s appropriate for teenagers to do, what’s not appropriate to do, and 

then, you know, all the social aspects of living, we didn’t adopt an American lifestyle. 

 

Interviewer:  Ok, so in terms of having cross-sex friendships, or, like when you say “social 

etiquettes”…[trails off]? 

 

Like having girlfriends/boyfriends, um, we didn’t follow the White culture here, the mass culture, 

we kept our own traditional values, the way I see it.   

As Abdullah continues his narrative, he goes on to describe how his parents evidenced 

religious commitment in that they prayed, fasted during Ramadan, and paid zakat, but 

notes that they were not active in religious organizations until a bit later in life.  He 
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describes them as “busy trying to make a living as immigrants,” and notes that he is 

currently more religious than they were at his age.  In his early teens, Abdullah began to 

get more interested in orthodox religious practice, and as an adult became more involved 

in taking courses with religious scholars and studying Islamic law and the history of 

religious teachings.  At the age of about 14, he became acquainted with the madhab 

system in Sunni Orthodox Islam, and began identifying as someone who follows the 

Hanafi madhab.  He perceives Islamic rules as having logical value, and specifically talks 

about the damage that alcohol consumption can cause, such as drunk driving or people 

engaging in dangerous behaviors while drunk.  He also comments that in the U.S., 

teenagers are given very little guidance regarding dating, male-female relationships, and 

how to set boundaries, and that this can have disastrous results.  He began thinking about 

these issues at a young age; as a 7th grader, Abdullah began to receive notes from his 

female classmates and observing his peers as they paired off into boyfriends and 

girlfriends.  While he applied a religious framework in interpreting these phenomena (he 

understood them to be inappropriate), he did so in a very rational, thoughtful manner.  

Similar to how he applied the religious perspective when thinking about alcohol 

consumption, he not only thought about this issue in terms of a religious “rule” (no 

dating), but he also thought of it within a logic of long-term consequences and the long-

term goals and values that emanate from religious rules.  He says: 

…especially living in America, having a girlfriend and boyfriend, this kind of thing…is also 

prohibited in Islam and from the get-go, I knew this of course, but also I didn’t, the way I always 

pictured me being in a relationship with a female was, like, you know, what’s going to be the 

product of that?  Is it just for my own pleasure, for 2, 3 months or 6 months or 9 months and then 
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we split up and then go?  Or, do I want something which is long-lasting and fruitful, and 

something which will nourish my soul and, you know, my being?  I always, even before I learned 

more about Islam, I always thought that I would marry someone and then I’d be with them for, 

you know, for the rest of my life.  So that’s in congruence with my own thinking, and Islam 

basically solidified that for me. 

 

Interviewer:  Was there a certain age when you were thinking about these things? 

 

I was thinking about this stuff, because you face it at an early age here in America, I mean, as 

early as, like, girls that were writing me notes and stuff at 7th grade. Like, seventh grade, these kids 

writing these long letters.  I’m like, where do you get these ideas from?  I sort of avoided those 

people.  So I think that those things, as I evolved, and it was naturally very logical to me.  The 

same thing with drugs and respecting your parents.  I’ve always thought, like, oh, my mom and 

dad, they raised me for this long, then of course I should give them that due respect in return when 

I get older.  I haven’t found anything which cause[d] a dilemma inside me to say, “Why did Islam 

prohibit this?”  I try to keep an open mind and see both sides and see the results and effects of 

things.  And you see it. 

He comments several times during the interview that one should take the “best of both 

cultures”, and use logic, reason, and observation to determine which attributes of both 

Afghan and American culture are good and Islamically acceptable.  Ultimately, Abdullah 

scores the importance of religious identity to him as a “10” (1-10, 10 being “highly 

important”), while ethnicity is scored as a “6.”  He enjoys ethnic foods, appreciates his 

heritage, and has traveled to Afghanistan, but on a daily basis, he gives considerably 

more time and energy towards his religious life and development than to his ethnic 

identification. 
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 The seven respondents in this category all evidence high levels of both ethnic and 

religious identification.  However, they are different from the 13 respondents in the next 

category, Religion = Ethnicity in that for them, religion is more central to their day to day 

lives and overall sense of self.  For them, Religion > Ethnicity, as the label indicates.  

While they all value ethnicity, and may be quite fluent in heritage languages and 

regularly consume ethnic foods, when directly asked about labels and identities, they are 

quick to note that religious commitments, as larger, universal commitments, are 

ultimately more important than commitment to localized identities. 

Religion = Ethnicity; Higher Religion, Higher Ethnicity 
 

This is the category that has been focused on the most by other researchers; in 

studies of how religious participation intersects with ethnic identification, it has typically 

been the “ethnic” congregation that researchers have examined, and the congregants for 

whom religious and ethnic identities are mutually constitutive have been most visible in 

this literature.  My respondents who fall into this category perceive religion as one 

dimension of ethnic identification, and for them, greater ethnic identification enhances 

religious identification.  This does not mean that religious identification plays a minor 

role in their lives; all of the respondents in this category (Religion = Ethnicity) are highly 

religious.  Their religious identities are quite salient and quite meaningful to them, as are 

their ethnic identities, and they value both identities enough to want to maintain them in 

their daily lives.   

 One example of someone for whom ethnic and religious identity reinforce one 

another is Meena, a 31-year-old Afghan American.  When I ask Meena to describe the 
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values she plans to emphasize for her children, she explicitly weaves together her 

aspirations for both their religious and ethnic identities: 

What I’m hoping for is that…if we bring up our children with certain values that are important to 

us, not only religiously but also culturally, that they’ll pick those up… one of the most important 

things I think that we can do is to have as much contact with Muslim, with other Muslims, and 

other Afghans while our children are growing up so that they have a lot of contact with them and 

then through them, maybe they can understand, “OK. This is what Afghans do, and this is what 

they don’t. And here’s what Afghan weddings are like and here’s what American weddings are 

like.” Cause more than likely our children will have friends who are both Afghans and Americans 

in their school and so they’ll, they’ll probably continue to do certain things that Americans do, um, 

like, maybe go in groups of friends going to the movies, or going for a sleep-over when they’re 

younger, but then once they’re of age or once they hit puberty they’ll know that because of the fact 

that we’re Afghan, because of the fact that we’re Muslims, we don’t do X-Y-Z.  

In this description of how she wants to raise her children, Meena reveals that she 

perceives ethnic and religious identities to be mutually constitutive.  Repeatedly 

throughout the interview, she spoke of being Afghan and being Muslim in the same 

breath, and to her these identities were not distinct from one another, but rather, nurtured 

each other.  Essentially, Afghan values were Muslim values, and keeping ethnic 

identification entailed keeping religious identification.  Importantly, Meena grew up with 

very little attachment to a mosque or other Muslim organizations.  Her family lived in a 

part of the United States with very few Muslims, and she described how her parents made 

considerable effort to maintain ethno-religious ties by driving for sometimes hours to 

visit with other Afghan Muslim friends and relatives, and those families would in turn 

drive hours to visit with Meena’s family at their home.  Furthermore, she was not active 
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in Muslim conferences, youth groups, or the MSA while at university; she notes in the 

interview that she did not become exposed to such groups until she married her husband 

Abdullah, another Afghan American Muslim who was described in the previous section. 

The privileging of institutional settings as locations where ethno-religious 

identities are fomented can have the unfortunate effect that scholars may disregard other 

arenas in which these identities are nurtured.  Meena’s parents were clearly invested in 

their children’s identities as Afghan Muslims, and they successfully raised children who 

maintained those identities.  That they were able to do so without the support offered by 

participation in religious organizations is striking.  In Meena’s childhood, religion was 

lived and expressed in family life on a day-to-day basis; they may not have had easy 

access to a mosque, but Meena’s parents effectively raised a devout Muslim daughter. 

In addition, when I asked Meena whether or not ethnicity was important to her family 

while she was growing up, she said:  

It is important, definitely, cause that’s how I grew up. I grew up knowing that I’m Afghan and that 

I am different than all the rest of the people around me and that there’s certain things, certain rules, 

that, like, for example that my parents had that you do this, you do this, and that’s because you’re 

a Muslim and you’re an Afghan. That you don’t do all these other things. 

Again, being Muslim and being Afghan are intertwined here; I asked Meena about 

ethnicity and its importance to her family when growing up, and she described 

expectations based simultaneously on ethnicity and religion.  Similarly, Urooj (22 years 

old, Pakistani-American) notes that in her life Pakistani ethnic characteristics overlap 

considerably with religious values:  
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…we live with our parents until we get married--boys and girls.  Respect for our elders--we are 

never allowed to talk to our elders, never.  I talked back to my grandparents once, and that was not 

the best thing in the world.  We are not allowed to date.  We arrange marriages.  Just moral values 

in the sense, it’s more of the gentlemen and lady morals that existed at one time, that are non-

existent anymore.  I think those are still there [in Pakistani culture].  Just stuff like moral status for 

women.  We have never had a problem with male/female issues.  Yes, everyone has gender roles—

those belong to every society—but, um, we don’t have distinction, and the rights of a woman, like 

inheritance.  And, um, like how Islam is described to be brutal to women, and stuff like that.  I’ve 

never had a problem with that.  I’ve never had a problem with my family, my father.  He doesn’t 

make me walk ten feet behind him.  [R and Interviewer laugh]  My father never asked me to wear 

the hijab, that kind of stuff.  

Importantly, while Urooj mentions that her father never asked her to wear a headscarf, 

she does wear one.  She explicitly states that her father was adamant that she and her 

sisters feel that they can choose whether or not to wear it, as his own sisters had had that 

choice.  Some of his sisters wear it, and some of them do not.  When I ask Urooj about 

how she came to wear it, she talks about how she had decided that college would be the 

best time to start wearing it, as that is when young people begin preparing for their 

professional lives, and, “if I didn’t build it up in me then I wouldn’t [wear it] later on 

because high school is still like a transitional phase…and then college is more about 

setting your goals and achieving them, so that’s when I decided that college was my time 

to wear it.”  She did not directly talk about whether she viewed hijab as a religious 

obligation or not, though when I later went over some close-ended questions with her and 

got to the one directly eliciting the respondent’s opinion of whether or not hijab is 

obligatory (Question #58 in Appendix B), Urooj responded with “Agree.”  
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 When broadly considering the relationship between religious and ethnic identities 

in Urooj’s life, it is useful to describe her relationship to her family’s mosque.  Urooj’s 

family attends a small mosque in a mid-sized city that is comprised of a group of 

families, including members of their own extended family; her mother and father are 

quite involved in the mosque’s administration, and her grandfather was instrumental in 

getting the mosque built.  Her family, in addition to a few of the other families who 

attend this mosque, live within a few blocks radius of it, and they frequently are able to 

pray at least a couple of the daily prayers there.  She identifies the mosque as “very 

important” to her current practice of Islam, and that it was also “very important” to her 

family’s religious life while she was growing up.  Importantly, she describes her mosque 

as consisting almost exclusively of members of her own ethnic group; much of the 

language spoken among congregants and during the khutba21 is Urdu22, and when they do 

eat there for iftars23 during Ramadan, celebrations for Eid(s) and other events, the food is 

mainly Pakistani.  For Urooj, ethnicity and religious identity are clearly interwoven in 

that her particular religious community (mosque) is mainly Pakistani, and her parents 

raised her in a way that merged Pakistani and Islamic values.   

 Similarly, Monday (20 years old, Chinese-American) is explicit about the 

connection between religious and ethnic identity in his life, and he clearly states his and 

his family’s pride in being specifically Chinese Muslim: “We are proud to be Chinese 

Muslims and [we] revere the upkeep of the hybrid traditions.  We try to stay as close to 

                                                 
21 A khutba is the sermon delivered before Friday afternoon congregational prayers. 
22 Urdu is the dominant language in Pakistan. 
23 An iftar is the meal eaten at the end of the day spent fasting. 
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tradition as possible, but will accept new things if they are appropriate.”  Indeed, while 

Monday is clear that he prefers to marry a Chinese Muslim woman and that he wants his 

children to grow up identified as Chinese Muslims, he has also adopted an American 

styles of dress, and he enjoys American music.  Of shaking hands with women not related 

to him, which is not permitted in an orthodox understanding of Islam, he says, “…if they 

are American I will try to not show my discomfort…Overall, I would say it’s kind of a 

mix. And I am not sure what the Qu’ran says about that either, but I should probably read 

up on it. I have no problem with shaking a girl’s hand.”  His response to the handshaking 

question, which may initially appear self-contradictory, actually reflects his desire to 

adhere to Islamic religious orthodoxy while at the same time successfully function in 

American society.  On the one hand, he feels somewhat uncomfortable shaking hands 

with women, and is compelled to “read up” on what the Qur’an does or does not say 

about this, but on the other hand, he is aware of American norms regarding handshaking, 

and when he does shake hands with women, he tries not to reveal his discomfort so as to 

avoid awkwardness or misunderstanding. 

Indeed, Monday’s identity narrative reveals his commitment generally to a 

specifically Chinese Muslim identity.  Despite his being quite “Americanized” in terms of 

dress and demeanor, he is very willing to marry a woman who had grown up in China 

and who was located for him by family members:  

…even if I were married through arranged marriage, I kind of have the same mentality as they [his 

parents] do, sort of the traditional, conservative sense.  It doesn’t have to be passionate love; that 

can grow out of the marriage. And so, my mom and dad, I have seen the success of their marriage, 

and so I think, if it’s possible, I’ll work hard at that too, and it would probably work… I really 



 

 

76

 

agree with arranged marriage…actually, if I were to go out and find the person…I don’t think I’d 

go too far from what my parents expect, because I think of the same thing, you know.  I’d like my 

wife to teach my kids [what it means to be a Chinese Muslim], especially as my mom is the model 

for me… Um, at this point, the only thing I can think of is [to] go back to China, because I haven’t 

found a single Chinese Muslim here, not at all.  The only ones I know of are Chinese that married 

to a, you know, Syrian or a Malaysian, and then converted because of that. 

The thirteen respondents of this category, who are both highly religious and highly 

ethnic, and experience these identities as mutually constitutive (Religion = Ethnicity) 

reflect the conventional wisdom of the current literature on how religious and ethnic 

identities intersect.  Importantly, only 7 of the 13 respondents in this category identify the 

mosque as “very important” to their practice of Islam as adults; given the emphasis of the 

religious organization as a site of ethno-religious identity-building in the current 

literature, that almost half of this category does not view the mosque as “very important” 

is striking and needs to be further explored (as it will be in chapter 4).  

Religion > Ethnicity; Higher Religion, Lower Ethnicity 
 

In this category of respondents, religious identities were ascendant over ethnic 

identities; people in this category made explicit statements valuing religion over ethnic 

practice, and tended to perceive ethnic identities as bound to fade with the passage of 

time in the “host” society.  For example, one respondent, Manal (25 years old, Yemeni-

American), responds to the question, “What does it mean to you to be a Muslim?” by 

stating, “…it’s hard to define a Muslim.  Believes in one God, I guess, just believes in 

one God.  To me being a Muslim is, I think, more identity, more than being Arab, more 

than being Yemeni, more than being Arab-American, more than being anything.  I’m 
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Muslim first, then comes other things.”  Like the previous category described, the 

respondents in this category explicitly argue that religious identities are more important 

than ethnic identities; however, those in this category couple this perspective with a 

particular self-consciousness about ethnic norms or values that may actually conflict, 

rather than harmonize, with religious values.  Indeed, these respondents spoke explicitly 

of religion as a resource that they could use to either evaluate or even critique ethnic 

norms and practices.   

 For example, Maryam (24 years old, Iranian American) told a story of how her 

parents did not permit her to remove her facial hair or shave her legs in high school, and 

their explanation was that it was not acceptable for Muslim girls to engage in this kind of 

beauty labor before they were married.  As Maryam grew older, she became dissatisfied 

with this explanation, and actually sought out religious information from scholars and 

books.  She found that there is nothing in Islam that prohibits unmarried women from 

removing body hair, and she began shaving her legs in college.  She explained to me that 

once she realized that the stance against facial and leg hair removal was from Iranian 

culture, at least as her parents perceived it, she confronted her parents about this, arguing 

that she was only bound to follow the teachings of religion.  She began thinking about 

these issues in junior high, when she had developed some facial hair on her upper lip, and 

wanted to remove it: 

I remember I was quarreling with my mom, going, “What’s wrong with it?”  And she’s like, “Well, 

in the religion it says that women are supposed to be like this, you know, women should be very 

modest.”  And I would say, “Yep, okay, fine.  They said dress modestly.  They never said not to 

clean up, you know, to look clean.  Then fine, if I can’t take off a moustache then I refuse to 
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shower for a week.”  And so my mom was like, “No.”  I go, “Well then what’s the difference 

between me showering and me taking off my moustache?”  And then they said, “Okay, it’s a 

cultural identity,” that in the Iranian culture a girl does not change any aspect of her, like doing her 

eyebrows or her moustache or any facial [hair removal] until the day that she’s going to get 

married, and the day that she’s going to get married, that’s her transformation of a girl, a virgin 

girl, to a woman.  And I go, “Oh, to hell with that kind of crap.  Who does that?”  And I go, “So 

therefore I have to get married in order for me to do my moustache and do my eyebrows?”  And 

my mom nods her head and goes, “Yes.”  And I go, “Well, then fine, I’m getting married 

tomorrow.”  [R laughs]  And she’s like, “What are you talking about?”  And I’m like, “If that’s 

what it takes.”…it was always interesting to see that [when] something was cultural, it was 

somehow manipulated to be religious.  And we’re going, “No, no, no, no, no.  Where does it ever 

say that?” you know?  Religion is something that continuously evolves, it’s a science, you know, it 

continuously evolves throughout the years.  We don’t dress the same way as, for example, Mary 

did, Jesus’ mom did.  But we’re all still dressed modestly, we still dress in a way that doesn’t 

provoke and isn’t very sexual, you know, all of us Muslims.  I mean, religion continuously 

evolves, but culture is just something that is there, and that needs to evolve and I think parents and 

family need to learn to evolve with that.  And so it was really interesting for me to see my parents 

would always [say], “You can’t do that because it’s in the religion,” and we would have to fight…I 

would have to come in with all my [religious] references and resources and say, “You know what?  

I’m going to do it.  Nowhere does it say in the religion, but I’m breaking culture, and I can break 

culture if I want to.”  

 In terms of shaving her legs, it is ironic that Maryam is adamant about doing so, 

given that she also wears a headscarf, and otherwise dresses modestly, which means that 

people outside of her family and circle of female friends do not even see her legs.   She 

had internalized American beauty norms to the degree that she wanted to shave her legs, 

but she had not internalized these beauty norms to the point of not wearing a headscarf or 
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otherwise rejecting religious ideals regarding female dress.  In other words, she was 

willing to reject ethnicity, identified as adherence to Iranian norms regarding body hair 

removal, in order to fit in with American norms regarding female beauty labor, but she 

was not willing to reject religion, identified as modest dress and wearing a headscarf, in 

order to assimilate into the same set of American norms. 

What is key here is that Maryam’s taboo-breaking, her rebellion, is not centered 

on socially dangerous activity.  Her adolescent challenge to parental authority lay not in 

breaking curfews, dressing in an age-inappropriate manner, or experimentation with 

drugs and alcohol, but in rejecting particular dimensions of cultural heritage while clearly 

maintaining a strong religious commitment.  She is quite explicit at several points in the 

interview that she prioritizes religious commitment over ethnic identification; one 

example of this is when I asked her about her preferences in a marital partner, and she 

said: 

I would prefer someone who is Muslim and is raised here, because I think that that is more 

important to me.  Um, because then they know the difficulties of certain things about practicing.  

And I find that a lot of, maybe this is like a prejudgment or whatever, but a lot of Iranians who 

come from Iran or who are here and are very culturally knit, they push away religion, and I think 

for me in the rankings of things, religion comes number 1 and then culture comes as second.  So I 

think I would rather have a man who practices religion and who’s raised here, who has a tolerance 

level of practicing Islam in a non-Islamic society. …a man who comes from Iran who is here, they 

haven’t experienced a lot of things, you know, they were raised in an Islamic country, their 

practice isn’t as strong as we are practicing here, you know.  We don’t have the call to prayers 5 

times a day, we choose to pray…the whole country doesn’t go into fasting during the month of 
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Ramadan, we choose to fast while restaurants and dining and everything else is open.  And so I 

think those are more important to me rather than a culture aspect of speaking Farsi or whatever. 

Maryam’s statement about the primacy of religious identification over ethnicity here is 

emblematic of the perspectives offered by the eleven respondents in this category.  While 

they may have lower levels of identification with ethnicity, religion remains highly 

important to them, and is quite salient on a daily basis.   

Religion < Ethnicity; Lower Religion, Higher Ethnicity 
 
 The four respondents who evidenced high levels of ethnic identification coupled 

with low levels of religious identification and commitment can be described as “Religion 

< Ethnicity.” 

 When examining the narratives offered by the respondents who can be described 

as “ethnic critics of religion”, a striking commonality emerges: three of the four of them 

described their relationships with their fathers as either strained or distant.  Khadeeja (22 

years old, Iranian-American) describes her father as distant, and she attributes this to 

Iranian cultural norms regarding how fathers and daughters interact: 

I think in our culture, men, like fathers, don’t have really close relationships with their daughters, 

and my mom has actually mentioned a couple of times that for an Iranian man, he’s a very good 

father, just the way he treats me, like he realizes when I’m upset about something and like he’ll try 

to talk to me, but it’s kind of difficult for him, you know?  So he’s trying to take on that, because I 

think in this culture, in American culture, both parents are very involved in their child’s lives, and 

I’m not saying that they’re not in Iran but I really do see the difference between men and woman 

and how the mother is always like more into what’s going on and, um, he tries, but it’s just kind of 

like, you know, doesn’t really happen.  
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When I later ask Khadeeja if her father realizes that she is dating (particularly since she is 

living at home with her parents), she tells me that: “My dad pretends it doesn’t happen, at 

all.  Like, we just don’t talk about it.  I’ve gotten comfortable just basically spouting off 

everything in front of my parents and he just, he’s quiet, he doesn’t make like any, no 

comment whatsoever.”  Khadeeja does say that, “…me and my dad are okay, I love him 

dearly, but we don’t really talk much, you know?  Whereas my mom and I talk about 

everything.”  She does not express anger at her father for being distant, and accepts at 

face value her mother’s explanation that his lack of active involvement in her life is due 

to Iranian cultural norms.  Interestingly, the only regrets that Khadeeja expresses in the 

interview are linked to her lack of religious knowledge.  Khadeeja is a self-described 

agnostic, and “closet Muslim,” noting that she could have been a more religious person if 

her parents had taught her how to pray and what it means to be a Muslim.  However, 

when she explains why she wishes she knew more about Islam, she focuses primarily on 

the ways in which this religion is a deeply entrenched dimension of Iranian culture: 

…I’m actually slightly bitter about the fact that [her mom] never taught me how to pray or taught 

me anything about the religion, and actually it has more to do with culture than the religion itself 

because I think the religion is so ingrained in our culture that I think you have to have a good 

knowledge of it to understand the Iranian culture and I’m really into understanding the Iranian 

culture, so I feel like I should know the religion.   

That Khadeeja, despite not knowing much about Islam, is still deeply fond of Iranian 

ethnic culture is clear in that she listens to Iranian pop music every day, she eats Iranian 

foods about 2-3 times per week, she has taken classes at university to strengthen her 

knowledge of Farsi, and on a scale of 1-10 (with “10” being “very important”), she scores 
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the importance of ethnic identity to her as a “9.”  Religion, on the other hand, she scores 

as a “5.”  However, she does not evidence any antipathy towards religion and describes 

herself as a “spiritual” person.  She also mentions that, “I always felt like I don’t have a 

group to belong to, and I was always envious of those people who were religious because 

they had a group to belong to.” Whether or not Khadeeja will become religiously 

identified in the future is unclear, but what is clear is that at this point in her life, she is 

very committed to maintaining ethnic identification, rather than religious identification. 

 Another respondent in this category, Yasir (19 years old, Egyptian American), 

offered a narrative that was the most heart-breaking interview in this research.  He 

described how his father, a white American convert to Islam, essentially took him and his 

sister from their mother, an Egyptian woman who currently lives in the Middle East; 

Yasir recalls that after his parents divorced when he was 7 years old, he and his sister 

went to live with their father, and they rarely saw their mother after that.  Yasir described 

his father as both physically and emotionally abusive, and eventually, Yasir and his sister 

had to enter foster care.   

 In his description of how his father handled his religious education, Yasir uses the 

word “hypocritical”, and goes on to describe the ways in which his father would engage 

in religiously questionable activities while punishing Yasir and his sister for childish slip-

ups.  As Yasir comments:  

But it can be overbearing, really, especially when, uh, my dad was practicing for an extent, but I 

noticed all kinds of, like, things that he shouldn’t be doing that were really, really shouldn’t be 

doing, you know, and here I am being punished for all the miniscule, you know… So it was kind 

of hard for me to take it. 
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Interviewer:  When you say he was doing things he really shouldn’t have been doing, do you mind 

telling me what that was?  If you really want to. 

 

No, no, no.  I had found some bottles around the house.  Uh, pornography, condoms, things like 

that.  I’m like “What the fuck is this?”  [R laughs]  And he cussed all kinds. 

 

Interviewer:  And then you were saying that you were punished for minute things.  Do you want to 

tell me what some of those things were? 

 

Um, coming back late.  Like our playtime was usually get in by maghrib24, you know, all the time, 

get in by maghrib, shouldn’t come out at after maghrib, you know, after sunset.  And, um, I just 

remember being late for the adhan coming around, you know.  Or, uh, not reading my Qur’an and 

hadith or whatever.  Things like that.  Not going to the masjid of my own accord.  

Yasir’s current relationship with his father is not terribly close; they are still in contact, 

and Yasir describes his step-mother as, “A lot sweeter than my dad.  A lot more 

understanding and reasonable.  Less controlling, definitely.”  Yasir seems to be left both 

resilient and broken by his life experiences.  On the one hand, he was living on his own in 

a small apartment, working two jobs, and paying his own way through community 

college, with the goal of ultimately completing a Bachelor’s degree.  He reported being 

close to his sister, and his demeanor in our interactions was very soft and kind.  However, 

Yasir also seemed to be rather depressed, and his current viewpoint on relationships with 

the opposite sex is somewhat detached.  He states: 

                                                 
24 One of the five required daily prayers of Islam; maghrib (Arabic for “of the setting sun”) is the name of 
the prayer performed, appropriately enough, just after the sun sets. 
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Um, at this point I’m only driven by sex, I think.  And, um, [pause] I won’t go out of my way for 

it.  I’m not going to go out of my way for it, I’m not going to pretend I give two shits about it, 

because I don’t feel that relationships are, um, are really for my age, you know.  It’s not what…  I 

don’t think it’s worth the time for anyone my age to, uh, I mean, if you want to seek that pleasure 

then do it, but spare yourself the agony and spare the other individual more agony, you know.  

Needless to say I don’t have sex very often because of my attitude about it.  And I am very blunt 

about it, you know.  [R laughs]   

 

Interviewer:  So if you meet someone, you’ll be very up front, like “I’m not with you for a 

relationship?” 

 

Yeah.  But that’s, you know, it’s like, you’re out and about and somebody comes on to you, and 

your response to flirt back, you know, or whatever.  Uh, I mean, I might, but…  Maybe I’ve just 

been scarred too many times, bitter about it. 

 

Interviewer:  When you say scarred by it, by like girls or…? 

 

Uh, by love in general.  Love in general.  In each aspect.  So, yeah, maybe hardcore attachment 

disorder, but I don’t know. 

This kind of detachment tinged with angst arose again when I directly asked Yasir about 

religion, and he remarked that he “[doesn’t] really find any solace in it,” but that he still 

believes in God.  When I asked him if he thought that he might ever become more or less 

religious later in life, he said: 

I can’t predict it.  I can’t say that, you know.  I don’t pray ever, so that’s one of the 5 pillars.  I 

don’t fast any more.  I don’t…  So am I fucked?  I don’t know.  But, um, do I still identify with 

Allah?  Yes, I do.  Um, I’m sure if I moved to the Middle East then, um, my religiousness will 
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come back to me, I guess.  Or maybe once I’m around my mother some more, because she’s all 

about it.  She’d be heartbroken to see me never praying.  So it might come around like that, and 

then from there I don’t know whether it will become a choice then or not, whether I’ll be able to 

make it a choice willingly. 

Even though Yasir evidences both rejection of and ambivalence toward religion, he does 

speak of being very ethnically identified.  During the interview, I probed for how 

ethnicity plays itself out in his daily life, and what it means to him, and found, 

interestingly, that he values ethnicity because it (the Middle East) contributed Islam to the 

world, which he correctly notes has influenced millions of people.  When I asked him 

what else he values about being Middle Eastern, or how it is important to him, he said, 

“It’s just, I think of it as not necessarily who I am entirely, but a huge part of it.  So it’s 

like, um, just, uh, not a characteristic, I wouldn’t call it a characteristic.  Uh, I don’t 

know.  Where I was born.”  While Yasir seems a bit unclear about how ethnicity is 

concretely valuable to him, he does have several Arab friends with whom he speaks 

Arabic every day, and when I asked him how important it was for him that his children 

have a strong ethnic identity, he scored this (1-10, with 10 being “highly important”) as a 

“10.”   

The four respondents in this category all described being confused or ambivalent 

about religious identification, but at the same time also described being attached to 

ethnicity.  Yasir and Khadeeja are the two respondents described here in greater detail, 

but the other respondents, Farrah and Gayatri, in this category offered narratives in which 

ethnicity is highly valued and religious identity was either rejected, in the case of Farrah, 

or simply a confusing and difficult issue, in the case of Gayatri. 
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Somewhat Religious, Somewhat Ethnic; Lower Religion, Lower Ethnicity 
 
 The five respondents in this category evidenced lower levels of both religious and 

ethnic identification.  Unlike the respondents in the other category in the Lower/Lower 

box in Table 3.1 (Critics of Religion and Ethnicity), who will be described in greater 

detail in the next section, the “Somewhat Religious, Somewhat Ethnic” respondents were 

not especially critical of ethnic or religious communities.  The respondents in the 

“somewhat” category demonstrated loyalty and connection to both religious and ethnic 

identities; they just did not demonstrate significant ethnic or religious behaviors.  They 

used labels like “cultural Muslim” and “spiritual Muslim” not to indicate a detachment 

from these identities (like the respondents in the next category seemed to do), but to 

demonstrate that, despite their low levels of religious or ethnic behavior, they were still 

happy to be in these identity categories. 

 For example, Samia (24 years old, Saudi American) demonstrates a well-

developed spiritual ethos.  Her descriptions of what she finds valuable in religious belief 

and community tend to be very aesthetic and poetic.  As someone who has had a lifelong 

interest in art, the year that she participated in a calligraphy group at an American 

university she attended as a part of an intra-national student exchange was crucial to her 

spiritual development.  Prior to this study of calligraphy, she had taken art classes, and 

she described one project earlier in her study of art in which she had to write her name in 

a creative manner: 

In college, I took a class and we had to write our names in some way.  So, anyways, I wanted to 

write my name in a breath.  I wanted to go whu, whu, whu, [breaths] in one kind of like whu, write 

it.  So it took me until I tried it over and over and over and over again.  And there was one that I 
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really liked, and there was one that I kind of liked, and I ended up picking which one I liked, but 

so I couldn't think about it before.  I mean, I could think about it, but it had to be, like, from my 

spirit…And I kind of wanted it to be like, not a line, but kind of like thicker and thinner in some 

parts.  Do you see what I'm saying?  So it's like calligraphy then.  But I didn't know that at the 

time.   

Later, when she was an exchange student, she was able to study Arabic more intensely 

and participate in extra-curricular activities that bolstered her search for the artistic and 

spiritual aesthetics that she had sought when trying to write her name as a breath: 

So, anyways, so I started at [university]; I started being in a calligraphy club.  All the swirls and 

the Arabic language, it's just all cursive.  I was like, that's what I was trying to do before.  I think I 

had an Islamic aesthetic.  So I was trying to draw swirls and write my name in a way and I didn't 

know why, but I was exploring that.  And then when I discovered Islamic calligraphy, I was like, 

that's so beautiful; this is what I was trying to do before.  So I totally had a spiritual experience at 

[university] because I was using the pens…so I've been using those to practice and then I was 

doing -- I wanted to do this final project where I could use paint and stuff.  And just like 

everything came together.  And this is just that guy, the famous calligrapher guy…And so for my 

final project, he gave me a reed pen to do it…So, I dip it in the ink, so it's more like traditional, it's 

not like the commercial [marker pens used for calligraphy].  So I dipped it in the ink, and like, I'm 

not joking, but from the first time I held it, and started doing the calligraphy, it was like it was 

writing itself.  It was so beautiful.  And I was like “oh, my God,” and I almost started crying.  I 

just got really emotional and teary-eyed.  It was such a beautiful experience.  And I was like, I 

can't believe how I've been searching in my art, I've been looking for swirls, and breath, and that's 

what calligraphy is, it's like a breath.  And um, so that was really cool.   

This aesthetic perspective extends to her view of hijab; while Samia does not wear a 

headscarf, she says that she thinks that it is very beautiful, although she disagrees with 

the orthodox perspective that it is a religious obligation, and she argues that it is a 
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“cultural” practice.    However, she does not dislike the headscarf and dressing modestly; 

she simply reframes it with a sort of artistic, aesthetic perspective mixed with feminist 

consciousness: 

I think hijab is so beautiful.  I love women who wear it.  I think it's beautiful.  And I think that's 

one of the things that I was talking about, that Islamic aesthetic.  There something in the Muslim 

consciousness, and it is also very cultural, like in the Middle East, in Asia.  There's something 

about fabric and textile[s].  And there's just more relationship to it then in the Western culture.  So, 

like, we have the prayer rug.  We have more loose clothes or the hijab that we cover with.  And 

like, I remember as kid [in Saudi Arabia] holding onto my mom's leg and I just remember fabric in 

my face…I'd just hold onto her leg and I just have all this fabric to hold onto, you know.  And it's 

so comforting to me.  And so being covered is also very comforting.  Sometimes, you know, I used 

to wear like shorts and like shirts that were a little more revealing than I do now and I felt very 

exposed.  And I felt I had to be exposed in order to fit in.  And this is in high school and stuff.  

Now, I'm like, you know what, I'm just not going to do it…I'm not going to wear tight clothes, like 

that's nobody's business, like I'm wearing long pants.  And, you know, I still wear short sleeves, 

but I don't like showing my chest and stuff…And it's almost -- I almost do that because I'm a 

feminist too.  And I've had arguments with some of my girlfriends who are also feminists, because 

they’re like, you know, if we're feminists then you can wear whatever you want.  And I'm like, 

“No, why do I show my body to say that I'm equal to men who don't have to show their body?”  

All men's clothes are usually, like, all guys’ shorts go down to their knees, and they have loose 

shirts.  I just don't see that as empowering at all.  I think being covered is empowering because 

people can see you for who you are, and not, aren't looking at your chest all day…so I believe in 

hijab and covering, meaning modesty in that sense.  And I don't think of it as only covering your 

hair and stuff.   

When I asked Samia if she thought that she might ever wear a headscarf on a full-time 

basis, she responds by talking about the period of time when she worked for an Islamic 
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organization, and wore it to work.  She had felt a great sense of camaraderie and 

closeness with the other women working there, who she described as, “kind of like my 

big sisters.”    However, she was also critical of the ethos held by some of the women that 

one must wear the scarf as a religious obligation; she tells a vignette of running into one 

of the women outside of the school, when she was not wearing the scarf, and how she felt 

about the woman’s response. 

And then one time we met outside of the school, and so I walk in with the same outfit I had on, so 

it was a long sleeve shirt and maybe pants or a long skirt, and I could just see in her face “oh, 

Samia doesn’t wear her hijab now,” almost like [it] hurt her.  And she started telling me about hell, 

descriptions of hell.  And, like, I knew she was doing it out of love for me, she was like, “I really 

want you to wear hijab.”  But then, in her reasoning she was, “look, they were saying in hell, 

there's just like, people are sweating and you have to wait a long time in a line or something.”  

And I was, like, “I just don't believe that.”  I just think of God as this -- what we say in our 

prayers, as compassionate and merciful.  I wasn't raised to wear hijab, and I think being modest is 

really important.  And I don't think that that's the only way to be modest.   

In this brief narrative from her interview, one can see Samia attempting to balance the 

politeness she wants to show her friend with her own belief that hijab is not obligatory; 

furthermore, this quote demonstrates a negotiation between her lack of interest in 

religious orthodoxy with her love of key dimensions of Islamic life and expression.  To 

be more concrete, on the one hand, Samia thinks that hijab is beautiful, and that it reflects 

the “Islamic aesthetic;” on the other hand, she rejects the orthodox perspective that it is a 

religious obligation.  Similarly, she embraces as a “big sister” her Muslim peer who 

understands it to be obligatory (and she frames her friend’s descriptions of hell as rooted 

good intentions and love for her), but she follows up this narrative by reaffirming her 
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dislike of an emphasis on Godly vengeance over Godly compassion.  Generally, then, 

Samia evidences a strong affective commitment to Islam; she loves its aesthetics, its 

artistic tradition and ethos as embodied by calligraphy and various textiles, and she 

appreciates the ways in which dressing modestly can be empowering for women.   

 At the same time, she rejects the orthodox understanding that the headscarf is an 

obligation, engages in ritual prayer a few times per year, and rarely attends the Friday 

congregational prayers.  Unlike the “Critics of Religion and Ethnicity,” however, she 

does not evidence strong alienation from Muslims or co-ethnics; she is simply not at a 

place in her life where she has the interest or motivation to engage in more overtly 

religiously compliant behaviors, although she is very conscious of religious morals and 

ethics.  When I asked her if she could forsee future shifts in her religiousness, she told me 

that she hoped to become more religious as she grows older; she wants to raise her 

children as Muslims, and she wants to pray more. 

While not quite as poetic as Samia, Shirin offers a narrative of ethnicity and 

religious commitment that demonstrates loyalty to these identities, despite a relative (to 

those in the “higher” category) absence of the kinds of outward behaviors typically 

identified with Islamic religious commitment.  Like Samia, she values religiousness, its 

ethics and morals, yet she also rejects particular dimensions of orthodoxy.  While she 

mentions the headscarf here, she also notes later in the interview that she  

I became more religious as I grew up, like during Ramadan I fast and I pray and I take it really 

seriously.  I’m the only one in my family that takes it really seriously, which kind of upsets me.  

They do when they feel like it.  [R laughs]  Like when it’s over they are like, “Oh let’s go to the 
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Mosque and have a party.”  They’re not really into it that much, and I am.  But because I wasn’t 

raised so strictly Islamic, I dress any way I want and dating, it’s not a big deal for me at all.  

 

Interviewer:  So when you think about being a Muslim, what does that mean to you? 

 

Just the basic principles of Islam, like believing in one God, being a good person.  That’s like a big 

thing for me because I see a lot of people who are like, “Oh, I read the Quran” and this and that, 

but then they’ll talk about people and they’re not good people.  Just being a good person and 

practicing your religion. 

 

Interviewer:  When you say practicing, like what is practice? 

 

Prayer and fasting when you’re supposed to. [long pause] And also following the rules that are set. 

 

Interviewer:  Which rules do you think are important? 

 

I don’t know.  I think a lot of rules in Islam are made up by the people.  Unless it’s, like, written in 

the Quran, I don’t really follow it.  Um, about covering the hair, obviously I don’t do that.  But, 

um, I don’t drink, I don’t eat pork, I give to poor people, those kind of basic rules. 

While Shirin rejects the dimension of Islam that involves more particular rules about 

behavior, feeling that they are “made up by the people,” she does identify as religious.  

When I asked her, for example, to describe how she feels around other Muslims, she 

places herself in the continuum between the highly orthodox and the non-practicing, 

arguing that she is in between: 

I mean, there’s people that are really religious and people who are just Muslim but they don’t do 

anything, they just have the title.  I guess I’m somewhere between there.  When I’m with people 



 

 

92

 

that are really religious, I feel different than them.  And when people aren’t at all, I guess I’m 

different than them too because I am religious. 

The five respondents who are in this category all value religious and ethnic identities, yet 

they are neither highly ethnic nor highly religious.  They evidence affective loyalty to 

these identities, and some level of behavior consistent with these identities, yet they do 

not re-arrange their daily lives around ethno-religious commitments either.  For those 

reasons, I placed them in the “Somewhat Ethnic, Somewhat Religious” category. 

Critics of Religion and Ethnicity; Lower Religion, Lower Ethnicity 
 
 Four respondents evidenced disengagement from both religious and ethnic 

identities.  Interestingly, when talking about religion, only one respondent, Tim, critiques 

particular teachings or belief statements in Islam; the other three basically accept the 

fundamental elements of Islamic belief, but are highly critical of Muslim communities, 

where they report having negative experiences. 

Tim (25 years old, Pakistani-American), who is half-Pakistani, evidences some 

ambivalence toward his multi-ethnic background and what it means in terms of his 

personal identity.  On the one hand, he does not deny his Pakistani background or attempt 

to “pass” for another ethnicity, but on the other hand, he does not describe it as playing a 

significant role in his daily affairs and life aspirations.  Of the “full-blooded” Pakistanis 

and Indians that he has met over the course of his life, he states, “I’ve never felt like I’ve 

completely fit in with that group, and I don’t think that they necessarily accepted me into 

their group.”  He later describes efforts that his parents made to encourage him to 

befriend other Muslim and Pakistani children.  These attempts largely failed, as Tim 

explains, because:  
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Most of the Muslim kids in the community here were from immigrant backgrounds, parents were 

born abroad, but we were probably the only half breed or interracial or whatever, and I think that 

that was definitely an issue for them.  In fact, I felt that they sort of closed the wagon. 

 

Interviewer:  Do you have a sense of why that might be or you just…? 

 

I don’t know if it’s a cultural thing or what, but I’ve always felt that they sort of preferred to be in 

the company of people who had the same background. 

This sense of alienation from mono-ethnic South Asians pervades Tim’s ethnic narrative, 

though he treats the subject lightly, using humor and terms like “half-breed” to jokingly 

describe himself.  Indeed, when I asked him about preferences in marital partners, he 

immediately said, “I want to stay away from anyone who is as confused as I am 

[laughs].”  When talking about what he considers to be the exclusionary feel of mono-

ethnic groups of South Asians, he tells the following story: 

I was at a bar/pool hall type place and on the way to the restroom, I noticed there was a rather 

large group of, of either Indian or Pakistani, full-blooded types…it was like [a] totally very close-

knit group.  Um, and I was in the restroom and some guy stepped into the urinal next to me and he 

said something like, ‘Oh, so are you with Brown Town?’  And I was thinking like, ‘wow, Brown 

Town, wow.  That’s great, I’ve never heard that,’ but in some way it clicks and makes a lot of 

sense.  I started laughing to myself, ‘oh no I’m not.’  And I kind of looked at him and was thinking 

to myself ‘Alright, that was kind of funny, but I don’t  know what this guy’s background is, if this 

is some sort of racist comment.’  I turned and looked and saw somebody who was the same 

complexion as me, sort of like that ambiguous background; you can’t really tell where they’re 

from.  I looked at him and was like, ‘No, are you?’  And he said something like, ‘Oh no, I’m half 

white, half Indian, but I could tell you had a little color in you.’  And we just parted ways after 
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that.  But I just thought it was an interesting tale of ethnic identity.  I clearly am not the only 

person who’s experienced that…But I kept noticing that all the, the uh, brown town packs were 

just that, packs, and it was just like they were trying to preserve…their links to back home or 

whatever…my friends and I now call it Brown Town.  We say, when Brown Town shows up to a 

party, you know it’s time to go because you’re just going to stand in a circle and talk about Desi25 

this and Desi that.  It just doesn’t appeal to me. 

Like with his ethnic background, Tim is largely disinterested in his religious heritage.  

When I initially transitioned from asking about ethnic identification to asking about 

religiousness, he smiled ruefully.  As he described his experiences with religious life and 

institutions, he repeatedly referred to being unable to take the “leap of faith” required by 

religions.  He tells me of attending his mosque’s weekend school as a child, and being 

disappointed by their response to his many questions—they sent him to the program 

director’s office.  As an adult reflecting upon his experiences with the weekend school, he 

comments, 

I just remember constantly asking questions about well, ‘Why do you do this, or why was it done 

this way?’  And I guess just questions that probed everything that I was being told, and I think that 

they were a little bit uncomfortable with somebody who was willing to question everything they 

say…Um, I didn’t enjoy my time there.  I think for the most part the people there were pretty nice, 

I feel bad asking all of those questions and not being willing to accept everything that they told me 

but they were nice I guess. 

He does not necessarily express anger at the authority figures he encountered, but he does 

express disillusionment with their reluctance (or perhaps, inability) to answer his many 

                                                 
25 “Desi” is a pan-ethnic term generally used for people from South Asia.  It is a word found in both Hindi 
and Urdu meaning, “regional” or “indigenous.”  Some of my South Asian respondents love this term and 
embrace it, and others reject it. 
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questions; indeed, Tim’s experiences with the intellectual or philosophical dimensions of 

Islam have been disappointing for him, in that he does not seem to have been able to find 

people willing to engage his questions or concerns.  This lack of access to deeper 

religious knowledge actually blurs the line between religion and ethnicity for him, in that 

he is unable to discern which practices or traditions are cultural and which are actually 

from religious teachings.  Of this issue he says: 

I’ve had a hard time figuring out what is cultural and what is in fact religious, and then figuring 

out what that is; something that’s actually in the Qur’an or that’s hadith26, and then do you accept 

hadith?  Where are you coming up with these rules?  And I think those are some of the questions I 

didn’t know I had when I was a kid, but [that have] started to come back.  I’ve never really been 

able to have any conversations on that with my parents or the weekend school or the summer 

school. 

Like Tim, Durresameen also finds the sometimes blurry boundary between ethnic culture 

and religious teaching to be confusing.  When talking about hijab, for example, she 

comments that she understands it to be a cultural practice, rather than a religious one, and 

that she is very frustrated by women who judge her negatively or make assumptions 

about her because she does not wear a hijab.  In the orthodox perspective, wearing a 

headscarf is understood to be a religious obligation.  However, Durresameen, like many 

other Muslims, views it in cultural terms, and because of that, her annoyance with women 

who insist that she wear it goes beyond a religious difference; she experiences their 

comments as the imposition of a cultural imperative as well. 

                                                 
26 “Hadith” is a term referring to a vignette about Muhammad describing what he did or said; this term can 
also refer to a collection of such vignettes, which have been compiled and researched by Islamic scholars to 
ascertain their varying levels of authenticity. 
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The majority of Durresameen’s interactions with Muslim religious community 

takes place in the context of her sect’s mosque; Durresameen is a Pakistani Ismaili 

Muslim, and the mosque her family is affiliated with is about one-quarter Pakistani, one-

quarter Indian, one-quarter African, and the remaining quarter is a mixture of other ethnic 

groups.  Curiously, although Durresameens’ mosque is quite multi-ethnic, in her 

responses to my questions about her experiences interacting with other Muslims, she 

focuses primarily on her experiences with Pakistanis.  In her narrative, it seemed as 

though, although her mosque was (and is) diverse, she and her family interacted primarily 

with co-ethnics.   

Unfortunately, Durresameen’s experiences with other Pakistanis has not been 

positive, and she is particularly resentful towards Pakistani immigrant women.  She 

repeatedly describes a sub-category of these women as “gossipy” and “ignorant,” and 

offers her step-mother as an example of such a woman.  She feels pressured by her step-

mother to get married and have children; while Durresameen does want to eventually 

marry and have children, she resents this perceived pressure to procreate, and she feels 

that her step-mother is not sympathetic to her desire for a career and other life 

experiences before having children.   She believes that her desire to have children only 

after she has finished school and established a career is, “…very different than most 

Muslim women,” although the majority of my female respondents indicated very similar 

goals of high educational attainment and delayed childbearing.  Her overall perception of 

Muslim and Pakistani communities is that they are very conservative on gender issues 

and can be highly judgmental.  In her own family, she perceived a double-standard in 
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terms of what behaviors were acceptable for girls (herself) and what were acceptable for 

boys (her younger brother).  For example, she expresses resentment at the fact that her 

brother is allowed to go to school dances and openly date girls, when she was not allowed 

to do those things at his age, and she feels that she currently cannot be open about her 

serious relationship with her (white, non-Muslim) boyfriend to her father:   

Yeah, it’s just one those things like growing up in my culture and my religion, like, you know, 

girls have more rules and more restrictions.  I guess growing up American at the same time makes 

me realize, “Well, I do have my own life and I can make my own decisions,” so I think I am very 

strong about that. Just don’t tell me what to do. 

While Durresameen is neither strongly ethnic nor strongly religious, she does say a few 

times that she does believe in God, noting at one point that “that’s something I do 

strongly believe in”, and she identifies herself as more spiritually oriented, rather than 

religious.  She does believe strongly in being a good person, and perceives religion as a 

source of morality and guidance, though she does not seem to know very much about the 

particulars of religious teaching or doctrine, and finds particular dimensions of religious 

orthodoxy to be off-putting.  For example, when I asked her about her views of the 

madhab system, and if her sect had different schools of thought, she quipped that such an 

emphasis on the details of religious practice was “Too many rules for me”, with a laugh.  

While she values religion to the extent of identifying with Muslim as a religious label and 

wanting to raise her children to identify as Muslim, she is put off by what she perceives 

as strictness or conservativeness. 

Overall, the four respondents in this category, two of whom have been described 

in detail here, evidence a critique of both religious and ethnic identities.  While three of 
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them have some level of regular interaction with other Muslims and a mosque, all four 

are critical of particular dynamics in the Muslim community, citing judgmental attitudes 

and gossip as major concerns.  They all speak of “Muslim” as a kind of cultural identity 

while simultaneously expressing some ambivalence about particular dimensions of 

religious practice or orthodoxy.  Only one respondent—Tim—expressed uncertainty 

regarding agreement statements centered on Islamic belief and faith (he answered “C: 

neither agree or disagree” for most of these statements).  The other three all strongly 

agreed or agreed with the essential creedal statements of Islamic belief (monotheism and 

Muhammad’s prophethood), and had varying levels of agreement with statements 

regarding the nature of God and the relevance of the Qur’an and prayer in contemporary 

life.  None of the respondents in this category made statements opposing the presence or 

value of religion in general, and they were all appreciative of ethnic diversity, despite 

their particular critiques of their own ethnic communities.  For my respondents in the 

Religion = Ethnicity category (higher religiousness, higher ethnicity), the blurring of 

boundaries between religious practice and ethnic culture results in a mutually constitutive 

set of identities.  For my Critics of Religion and Ethnicity, these blurred boundaries pose 

a challenge to comfortable identification with either identity. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
WHAT, THEN, IS THE ROLE OF ORGANIZATIONAL PARTICIPATION IN 

FOMENTING RELIGIOUS AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES? 
 
Introduction 
 
 As discussed in the introduction to this work, much of the literature examining the 

interlinkage between religious and ethnic identities in the past 10 years or so has focused 

on organizational participation as a means of solidifying ethnic identities.  Ebaugh and 

Chafetz’s (2000) significant discussion of ethnographic research from a variety of 

“ethnic” religious organizations in and around Houston, Texas, for example, has led them 

to argue that “Immigrant religious institutions provide the physical and social spaces in 

which those who share the same traditions, customs and languages can reproduce many 

aspects of their native cultures for themselves and attempt to pass them on to their 

children,” (80)  while several of the studies featured in Warner and Wittner’s (1998) 

anthology of research examining these issues come to similar conclusions.  However, this 

body of research primarily focuses on religiously active immigrants and their children, 

with the emphasis being on community-wide analysis, rather than systematically 

examining the trajectories and experiences of people across the range of religious 

commitment.  While it may be true that religiously committed immigrants and their 

children may use religious community, particularly when it is mono-ethnic, to reify ethnic 

identity, there is little to now research examining how less religiously committed people 

in this category do (or do not?) create and re-create ethnicity in the United States.  

Furthermore, as Ebaugh and Chafetz (2000) note that the absence of a considerable 
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proportion of the second-generation in several of the immigrant congregations they 

studied, making analysis of how lack of participation, or more peripheral engagement in, 

religious institutions and other kinds of religious organizations does or does not influence 

ethnic identification.   

 In this chapter, respondent participation in religious organizations will be 

examined, and patterns in how this does or does not map onto ethno-religious 

identification as adults will be explored.  Adulthood articipation in mosques, Muslim 

Student Associations (MSAs), and conferences held by Muslim American organizations 

such as CAIR (Council on American-Islamic Relations), ISNA (Islamic Society of North 

America) and others will be considered. 
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Table 4.1: Adulthood Participation in the Mosque and the Importance of the Mosque to 
Current Practice of Islam 
 

    
Value of Mosque to Adult Practice of Islam 

 

Attendance at 
Friday 
Congregational 
Prayers  

 Very 
important 
 

Somewhat 
important 
 

Neither 
important or 
unimportant 
 

Not at all 
important
 

Does not 
apply; I do not 
attend mosque 
 

 
Weekly 
 

 
Zain  
George 
Malcolm 
Deema 
Abdullah 
Carl 
Monday 
Naydeen 
Urooj 
Asmaa 
 

 
Durressameen 
Mabdel 
Mike 
Wasim 

 
Ken 

  

 
Twice or 
more per 
month 
 

 
Sarah 
Zach 
James 

 
Sundus 
Nusrat 
Maryam 
Mohammad 
Zeinab 
 

  
Janaan 

 

 
Once per 
month  
 

  
Ayoub 

Kim 
Khalil 

  

 
Less than 
once per 
month 
 

Grace Iman 
Meena 
Jane 

Manal 
Ingrid 
Gayatri 

Laila Ines 
Shirin 

 
Never 
 

  
Noshi 
Samia 
Sumaya 

   
Tim 
Khadeeja 
Farrah 
Yasir 
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Findings 

It is vital to take the ethnic composition of the religious organization into 

consideration.  While some literature focuses on the tensions of the multi-ethnic 

immigrant congregation, it is also possible to envision the ways in which the multi-ethnic 

congregation is a location of dialogue and solidarity.  It seems possible that if the various 

groups of a multi-ethnic congregation are all minoritized, and the group as a whole is 

somewhat isolated from other communities of color, that the congregation would develop 

a spirit of pan-ethnic solidarity based on common religious beliefs and, perhaps, shared 

experiences with racial/ethnic discrimination.  As Espiritu notes, “…racialized groups are 

heterogeneous; their cultures are varied and unfixed; their group boundaries are unstable 

and changeable; and their identities are marked with identities of gender, sexual 

preference, class and religion” (1999: 511).  Given that, according to Bagby (2004), "only 

7% of US mosques are made up of a single ethnic group" (17), the role of the multi-

ethnic congregation in forming a pan-ethnic religious identification among its attendees is 

critical when examining ethno-religious consciousness among American Muslims.  

Mosques and Islamic Centers 
 
 Table 4.1 indicates that organizational participation in the form of attending 

activities at the mosque is a bit of a mixed bag in terms of its linkage with ethno-religious 

identification.  31.8% (14) of the entire sample characterized the mosque as “very 

important” to their current practice of Islam as adults.  What is crucial to note here is that 

only 45.2% of the more respondents categorized as having “higher” religiousness 

characterize the mosque as important to their adult practice of Islam; the other 17 
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respondents in this category are distributed throughout the rest of the descriptors of 

mosque importance.  In fact, 41.9% (13) of the more religious respondents characterized 

the mosque only as “somewhat important,” and 12.9% (4) of respondents who are more 

religious characterized the mosque as “neither important or unimportant” or “not 

important at all”.   

 Several respondents were highly critical of mosque culture, politics and 

administration, and they did not hesitate to share their agonies, resentments, and bitter 

memories.  The key critiques centered on perceived judgementalism among Muslims, 

administrative disarray, and ethnic tensions. 

 Ingrid’s (18 years old, Algerian American) narrative often centered on negative 

experiences with other Muslim girls, either in the mosque itself or in the religious schools 

in which she spent parts of her childhood.  Specifically, when she spoke of the religious 

school affiliated with her family’s mosque, which she attended for early elementary 

school, she focused on the way in which the “full-blooded” Arab American girls would 

pick on her for being half-White, and she later addresses what she perceives as the 

hypocrisy of those same girls as they grew older: 

It was the first time I was bullied, was over there.  Five girls, I mean they have grown out of it, 

obviously, but I will always remember that, and the thing is, like, it’s so ridiculous because I know 

that they have these desires to want to fit in, like I was saying, and it’s funny how they do things.  I 

would see them on campus… and they would go out with people…like dating and it’s like, it’s 

none of my business and I wouldn’t go up and like introduce myself to say, ha, I caught you, but 

their friends [would].  Instead of sticking together and working through it, it’s like as if [Ingrid’s 

friend] I knew was going out with somebody and I went and told her parents.  That’s what they do.  
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They tell telling games and that’s another reason I don’t really go; I go during Ramadan because 

that’s extremely important, but, just like, they use me and stuff and it’s kind of hypocritical.  They 

love to rat on each other and it’s so ridiculous, because it seems like all the troubles that they feel 

like they are going through and the hurt, they have to transfer it onto somebody else…Yea, like 

sometimes they will walk around without their scarves on because they are extremely confused.  

Take your scarf off, put your scarf back on, take your scarf off, put your scarf back on, and the 

girls who don’t wear a scarf, they talk about them.  And at least [non-hijabis] are up front.  It’s 

like, “I’m not going to wear my scarf and take it off behind somebody’s back”, but if they see 

them they’re going to tell their moms, and their moms get into a big fight, and it’s totally 

ridiculous. (Ingrid, 18 years old, Algerian American) 

Ingrid’s negative experiences with some Muslims who she perceives as hypocritically 

judging her while simultaneously flaunting some of the values to which they claim to 

subscribe, have played a significant role in her current alienation from Muslim 

organizations and particular forms of religious orthodoxy.  Throughout her narrative, the 

themes of hypocrisy and judgment repeatedly appear, yet it must be noted that she never 

expresses dissent from the basic creedal statements of the religion.  Her critique does not 

question monotheism or Muhammad’s prophethood (the basic elements of Islamic 

belief), but instead focuses on the actions of other Muslims.  Indeed, at one point she 

explicitly states, “if you ask me if I was a Muslim I would say that I believe that there is a 

God, there is one God and I also believe in As-Shadu27 and everything,” but then goes on 

to describe tensions in her family regarding rules and her frustration with what she 

perceives as an over-emphasis on rules at the mosque: 
                                                 
27 Ingrid is using the phrase “As-Shadu” as a kind of short-hand to refer to the shahada, which is the basic 
statement of Islamic faith.  Transliterated from Arabic, it is “'ašhadu 'an lā ilāha illā-llāh, wa 'ašhadu 'anna 
muħammadan rasūlu-llāh.”  In English, it means “I testify that there is none worthy of worship except 
God, and I testify that Muhammad is the messenger of God.” 
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Well, like I said, I don’t frequent it as often, but I’ll just, seeing all the politics and all the stupid 

gossip that goes behind everybody else’s back is all so stupid, and I think in kindergarten we 

learned not to talk about people behind their back, and I think that if they spent a little less time on 

criticizing everybody and a little more time putting really big effort into youth groups, because 

youth are the future, and kind of putting it more into youth groups, and putting it into more like 

spiritual talking’s, not like rule-talkings.  Like, I remember when, sometimes I would go to those 

talking’s, and all the women would ask, would be like, “well, when can I wear makeup”?  It’s like, 

is that really what needs to be addressed?  Is that really like, the time and date you can wear 

makeup, is that really going to make you a better person, or think about yourself?  It’s not.  So I 

think they’re kind of scared to deal with the real stuff because they’re hard subjects.  And yea, as 

opposed to “when can I wear makeup?”  It’s like…[struggles for the appropriate phrase] 

 

Interviewer:  Like how do I become a better human being? 

 

Yeah, how do I help so and so?  You know, if somebody’s in trouble, and that’s what really needs 

to answered, but those questions are so hard and they’re entangled, but they need talking through, 

that I think it is really hard to face the fact and that’s why they don’t face them, and that’s why 

they get into these amateur arguments and gossip sessions that don’t get us anywhere.  So, I think 

that some of that stuff needs to be addressed. 

It is important to note that it was not only respondents who had low levels of religious 

identification who critiqued elements of mosque culture and administration.  Several 

highly religious and committed respondents, who have themselves been active 

participants in mosques, MSAs and other Muslim organizations, express critique of some 

of the Muslims they have encountered in these settings.  For example, Wasim (19 years 

old, Palestinian American) describes the organizational flaws of his mosque, and prefaces 
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this comment by telling me a story of someone he had known to went to the mosque to 

learn more about Islam, and was put off by the atmosphere of disorganization that he had 

encountered.  Wasim, who is very religiously committed, comments: 

Well, he wants to know about Islam, so he goes to the Islamic Center and then all of a sudden you 

meet [his mosque’s Imam, who he had earlier described as somewhat rigid and not welcoming], 

and the volunteers that don't know anything, the run down masjid, things that are not going very 

well.  And all this has to be just kind of swept away with a whole new generation coming in and 

trying to take, you know, different—different stances on everything, including making it bigger, 

making it more towards—more family oriented, because it's not.  Kids are running around all the 

time, more controlled, more paid positions.  Paid positions create commitment.  I don't care what 

you say about sake of Allah and whatnot.  This person is not going to do anything for sake of 

Allah if you don't give him money!  [Respondent and Interviewer laugh] 

Mabdel, another highly religious respondent, talks about what he perceives as ideological 

tensions and competitions in mosques; his view is that each “faction” views the mosque 

as a platform on which to advance their understanding of how the religion should be 

interpreted, and that this leads to internal squabbling that only weakens the mosque as an 

institution: 

Most Islamic centers that I’ve been to have a lot of internal bickering and fighting and, I mean, 

every old timer tells you how it’s important for us to be united and that sounds well and good, but 

it seems that Islamic centers are a venue for people to express themselves, or I guess, I mean, if the 

world outside the Islamic center isn’t ideal they will try to make the Islamic center ideal and 

everybody has different ideals and then they just get, you know, conflicts.   

Mabdel then identifies the effect mosque politics can have on Muslim American youth 

participating in those organizations. 
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Personally [in his city’s mosque] we’ve had such a turbulent history with very fast Imam 

turnovers, and I think a lot of the youth are just skeptical.  We don’t trust anybody from the 

Islamic centers because whoever they bring in will be fired in a month or two, or all the promises 

that were ever made were never really held, and it’s not a good thing.  Some of us grow up with 

the mentality that we should never do business with Muslims because they can’t keep their word 

[and] these are very much negative beliefs and they’re not conducive to building a strong 

community.  

According to Bagby, Perl, and Froehle (2001), the majority of American mosques are 

multi-ethnic.  While there are some methodological concerns with this particular study, it 

is likely accurate in its depiction of mosques as being quite multi-ethnic, particularly 

when we compare them to the overwhelmingly homogeneous ethnic composition of most 

American religious groups (Emerson 2001).  As Emerson notes, “For about 90 percent of 

all places of worship in the United States, 90% or more of the people are of the same race 

or ethnicity.” (78)   

 To reiterate the point made earlier regarding the relationship between higher 

levels of religiousness and mosque participation, there is not a consistent relationship.  

Indeed, given the critiques of certain dimensions of mosque administration offered by 

respondents like Mabdel and Wasim, it almost seems as though some of the religiously-

identified respondents were religiously active in spite of participation in mosques!  

However, several respondents, despite the extant critiques of mosques and Islamic 

centers, expressed considerable optimism regarding the potential of these organizations to 

encourage actual community and cohesion among Muslim Americans, particularly in 

light of the growing demand of the second-generation for leadership roles in the mosque. 
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Muslim Student Associations (MSAs) 
 

While the role of participation in mosques and Islamic centers in the development 

of ethno-religious identities may not appear to be consistent, other kinds of Muslim 

American organizations do appear valuable to ethno-religious identity development.  

Participation in the Muslim Students Association was, for several respondents, a pivotal 

factor in their religious transformation as young adults.  Any research examining the role 

of the MSA in Muslim student life and ethno-religious development is valuable, 

particularly in light of Leonard’s (2003) assertion in her exhaustive review of “the state of 

research” on Muslims in the United States that “…although Muslim Student Association 

groups on campuses were crucial in mobilizing and directing early Muslim political 

efforts in the United States, no study of the MSA has been completed (ISNA is 

undertaking one), and studies of Muslim students on campuses are just beginning.” (115) 

The Muslim Students Association (MSA) was founded in 1963 at the University 

of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, by a group of Muslim international students from various 

countries.  In 1983, the Islamic Society of North America was founded as a peer 

organization to the MSA; in fact, MSA is actually considered the parent organization for 

ISNA, as it was founded first, despite the fact that MSA is student and youth-centered, 

and ISNA functions as one of the major umbrella organizations for Muslim groups in the 

United States and Canada.  Later, in 1985, a group called Muslim Youth of North 

America (MYNA) was formed to focus on the needs and interests of middle and high-

school-aged youth.  Though it has struggled to remain a viable organization due to lack of 

resources and staff (according to the organization’s history offered on its official website: 
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www. mynaevents.com), as of spring 2003 the organization re-organized under a new 

mission.28 

Currently, the MSA is a national organization divided into 5 zones: US East Zone, 

US Central Zone, US West Zone, Canada East Zone and Canada West Zone.  Each zone 

holds a conference every year, and main responsibility for that zonal conference falls to a 

particular university’s MSA.  MSAs interested in managing a zonal conference must first 

prepare a proposal detailing the theme of the conference, city and university resources 

available to support the conference crowd and needs, budget and goals.  Zonal 

conferences welcome not only university students, but participation from the local 

community as well; particularly in the small to mid-size communities from which most of 

my respondents hail, an MSA conference may be an unusual opportunity to gather with a 

diverse array of Muslims and participate in lectures, workshops and other activities 

explicitly centered on religious development and community leadership. 

While individual chapters may or may not be affiliated with MSA-National, those 

that are still function independently of the national organization.  Chapter membership in 

the national organization allows individual groups access to MSA-National’s list of 

                                                 
28 The details of this re-organization and shift in mission are summarized in the following statement taken 
from MYNA’s website (www.mynaevents.com): “Today, MYNA has a new commitment to efficiency and 
effectiveness in the delivery of products and services directly to local communities over the previous 
priority of training youth by placing them in charge of a continental organization.  The earlier youth-
advisor structure has been replaced with a self-perpetuating Board of Advisors who hire an executive 
director to run the organization.  MYNA now approaches youth work in an organic, bottom up fashion, and 
expects the development of organizational structures beyond the local level to be gradual and upon the 
initiative of the local communities.  Consequently, the continental, zonal, and regional structure will not be 
actively perpetuated.  Youth will be empowered in the local communities by being involved in every phase 
of the planning and execution of local youth activities and programs.  While the basic elements of the 
structure have been established, some elements from the reinvention proposal such as a support staff and 
the range of products and services offered will increase over time, as a track record is established, as 
qualified persons are identified, and as greater financial resources become available.” 
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speakers, assistance (financial and administrative) in organizing conferences, and 

legitimacy as a national organization. While predominantly an undergraduate 

organization, graduate students can and do participate in MSAs, and there are a few high 

schools that have MSA chapters. 

47.7% (21) of all of my respondents are or have been actively involved in the 

MSA as student leaders, defined here as holding either elected positions in the 

organization or participating regularly in group meetings and activities.  61.3% of the 

more religious respondents were active in the MSA, compared to 15.4% of the less 

religious respondents.  29% of all respondents are or have been peripherally involved in 

this group, meaning that they might be on the group’s listserv or have attended a few 

functions, but do not involve themselves in organizing MSA activities or regularly 

attending meetings.  19.6% of the more religious respondents were peripheral to their 

MSAs, compared to 23.1% of the less religious respondents.  31.8% of all respondents 

reported no involvement at all in MSA, with 19.4% of the highly religious respondents 

non-participating, and 61.5% of the less religious respondents not participating.  Of the 

respondents who are or have been involved with MSA to at least some degree, several 

directly credited participation in this organization with key shifts in their ethno-religious 

identities and practices. Indeed, there is a strong empirical correlation between MSA 

participation and higher levels of religiousness. 

 For example, Carl (26 years old, Pakistani-American) describes his shift from 

understanding Islam in “cultural” to “religious” terms as a member of his university’s 

MSA: 
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I got involved with the Muslim Students Association, and then even…so then there I started to 

kind of part it [Islam] from a cultural identity and more into, like, a religious identity ‘cause…we 

didn’t really share cultural commonalities, most of our, everything that we had in common was 

religion.  So, after about…a year and a half, I became president of the Association…I was learning 

more about religion, but more so we were a social group rather than a completely religious group.  

And, after 9-11 it changed quite a bit, because there was a lot of pressure from external 

sources…they never just viewed me as being this Pakistani or another student, but viewed me as 

being a Muslim first.  So that was a huge shift of gears for me, ‘cause they viewed me one way so 

I’d have to act, well not act that way, but I’d have to represent what they were looking for.  

Basically I went from being a nobody to representing every time somebody looks at me or talks 

about me or points at me, like, being Muslim is what they saw.  And then the university as well, 

like we were like, the people in MSA, called for lectures almost every day, every other day, we’d 

be getting lectures in classes and dawah programs and stuff.  So that kind of shift, it was like a lot 

more, I was a lot more associated with knowing more about the religion.   

Nusrat (22 years old, Indian-American), specifically sought other Muslims when she 

went to college; in the following quotation she describes going to the nearby mosque on 

her first day of school to find Muslim friends: 

…those are the people that I feel connected to, and that was the first thing.  I think the first day I 

came to [city] I went there [to the mosque] and I wanted to meet people.  The first people I met 

was [a group of Muslim girls] and I got their numbers and I was like, “Yea, I’m new here”, but I 

feel like they’re my sisters…all the other people in the dorms were going to meet guys, and I 

didn’t feel comfortable with that, and also they were very excited to be away from their families 

and they would talk about getting drunk, and in no way would I approach them and exchange 

numbers unless I felt a connection with them, but these people…[Muslims] are my people, they 

won’t do this kind of stuff…So then I just got involved from then on and the end of my sophomore 

year and then my junior year was when I was a board member in the MSA…I met a lot of 
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Muslims from different places, which doesn’t really matter to me—it’s just, I feel a sense of 

sisterhood.   

Indeed, participation in the MSA has aided some respondents in “normalizing” a 

stigmatized identity—Muslim—and at the same time gave them an opportunity to see 

that the cultural and political tensions that may negatively impact some mosques do not 

characterize all Muslim organizations.  For example, Wasim was quoted earlier as 

strongly critiquing mosque politics for diminishing their potential as important 

organizations for Muslim Americans.  Later in the interview, when I asked him about his 

participation in his university’s MSA, in which he has been quite active, he credited that 

organization with assuaging much of his angst about maintaining religious commitment 

itself: 

MSA has been the reason why I decided to keep interest in the Muslim community.  I've met lots 

of people in the MSA that are very wonderful, you know, strong, enlightened people [who] are 

working towards progress.  MSA gave me that spark of hope that there is still that chance of us 

recovering from all the damages that have been done.  Um, it gave me an opportunity to speak in 

the name of some recognized, uh, respected organization and not be looked at as weird or what 

not.  (Wasim, 19 years old, Palestinian American) 

The MSAs these respondents describe are multi-ethnic organizations consisting of 

second-generation Americans, converts, and international students.  There is a growing 

literature in sociology that focuses on the relationship between congregational ethnic 

composition and congregant ethnic identity formation; insights from this literature are 

useful when analyzing the multi-ethnic composition of most university MSAs and how it 

impacts second-generation Muslim American ethnic formation.   
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 Scholars of religious congregations in the United States argue that religious 

organizations are not only milieus in which religious identities are fomented, but also 

sites of ethnic identity formation.  For these college students, participation in university 

MSAs provides an opportunity to observe the broad range of variation in how Islam is 

understood and practiced.  Particularly for those second-generation Muslim Americans 

who grew up in White and Christian-dominated communities, where they may have been 

the only or one of a few families that were not of the dominant culture, they may not have 

realized the variety of ethnic, national, and ideological expressions of Islam.  Also, 

coming together for the first time with other young people who share the experience of 

“otherness” as religious minorities can be very gratifying.   

 Also, outside pressures placed on MSAs may significantly affect the salience of 

pan-Muslim identification among group participants.  As Carl noted, after 9/11, the MSA 

was called upon to speak to classes, groups and in other public functions, and his 

consciousness of himself shifted with those experiences.  He came to perceive himself as 

being viewed as a Muslim before a Pakistani, and that he had to be aware of how he 

presented himself as a Muslim.   

 Ebaugh and Chafetz (2000) argue that among the benefits of second-generation 

return to their parents’ religious community is that it helps them to reclaim ethnic identity 

when they, as older teenagers or adults, begin to feel a sense of “otherness.”  They note: 

During their school years, second-generation members often have friends from other racially 

defined populations and perceive themselves to be fully accepted.  At some point, however, many 

begin to perceive race-based rejection or discrimination, at which time some return to ethnic 
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congregations to reclaim a heritage and ethnic identity that they had earlier ignored or rejected.  

(126) 

However, what I found is that these students reclaimed religious heritage and religious 

identity in the multi-ethnic milieu of the university Muslim Students Association, rather 

than reclaiming ethnic identity in their parents’ ethnically identified religious 

congregations.  Importantly, my findings indicate that, particularly for second-generation 

respondents who did grow up in majority-White areas and did have friends of other 

ethnic backgrounds, participation in the MSA facilitates the reclamation of an identity 

that, while not necessarily rejected, had perhaps been ignored.   

 Part of the value of MSA participation, then, is its function as a place where 

religious identity can become salient and valued.  Waters’ (1999) description of how 

Ogbu frames “oppositional identity” as “self- and group-affirming identities for 

stigmatized groups—defining as good and worthy those traits and characteristics that are 

the opposite of those valued by the majority group” (307) is valuable here.  This 

particular understanding of “oppositional identity” is especially useful in comprehending 

the role of the MSA in second-generation religious identity.  Contrary to the standard 

understanding of oppositional identity as an identity that resists socially positive 

behaviors, and that embraces socially negative behaviors such as drug abuse, gang 

affiliation and rejection of the broader society, here Ogbu conceptualizes it as an identity 

that embraces the traits of one’s otherness, and that defends distinct (ethnic/religious) 

characteristics as positive, valuable, and worthy of maintenance.  While not all of the 

respondents who described college as a turning point in their religious identities focused 

on the MSA as the conduit for these changes, the majority did.  Samia (24 years old, 
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Saudi American), who did not participate in her university’s MSA, but who after 

graduating from her undergraduate studies was employed by a religious school run 

through a mosque, talks about her realization as an adult that she needed to reclaim her 

religious identity from those others (Muslim and non-Muslim) who sought to define for 

her what it meant to be Muslim: “So there's like this whole history and I was like, I want 

to know about that.  And it's really empowering to be like, I reclaim my religion from you 

people, you know, who have a bad name for it.” 

While a set of coursework was the means by which Samia nurtured her 

burgeoining critical consciousness regarding her own identity, for the respondents of 

interest here, organizational participation in the MSA played that nurturing role.  For 

example, Noshi (21 years old, Pakistani American) talks about how she understood 

religion in terms of how it was expressed and experienced within her own ethnic 

community, and that when she went to university and had the opportunity to interact with 

Muslims from a variety of backgrounds at the MSA, she learned about the many different 

ways in which Islam is expressed by ethnic groups other than her own: 

There's so many things that I didn’t do that maybe I saw the other Muslims -- other people in the 

MSA were doing that I thought I should -- things about myself that I should think about.  You 

know what I’m saying? 

 

Interviewer:  Like, do you want to give examples of that, or? 
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Um, just saying, um, Jazak Allah Khair29, or like, you know, us saying, I -- because, I never used 

to say Asalaam Alaykum30 to everybody I met either.  And I never say Asalaam Alaykum to 

anybody -- not all the time.  Like, I would say it -- I learned to say it to adults who were bigger 

than me, like if adults were, you know, like Pakistani or Muslims, but I never thought, something 

like that, now I say Asalaam Alaykum to every Muslim that I meet, and I -- you say Wa’alaikum 

Asalaam31 back.  And just things like that, or, um, there have been a lot of other little things, but 

that’s just, like, one.  One little thing.  Or, you know, saying Alhamdulillah32.  [Pakistanis] say 

Khuda Hafez, Allah Hafez33.  And I learned to say Mashallah34, Inshallah35 a lot more.  It’s just 

good to say those things, you know.  I never, I never thought about it, you know.  I never thought 

that you should say those things, you know.  Pakistanis don’t say those words.  They say 

Mashallah, Inshallah, but they don’t say, like Jazak Allah Khair.  We don’t say Wa’alaikum 

Asalaam.  We tend to say, like, Allah Hafez a lot and Khuda Hafez a lot more, so, yeah. 

 
 

                                                 
29 Jazak Allah Khair is an Arabic expression meaning “May God reward you with good” or “May God 
reward you with blessings.”  It is used to convey thanks to a person for their help and in many Muslim 
circles is considered, along with the use of other similar expressions, a part of appropriate manners, 
particularly when speaking with elders.  In a deeper sense, the regular use of these phrases can also be part 
of one’s effort to maintain God-consciousness and humility in one’s daily life, and highly devout Muslims 
will often use these phrases for that purpose.   
30 Asalaam Alaykum is an Arabic expression meaning “Peace be upon you,” and is the standard greeting 
between Muslims. 
31 Wa’alaykum Salaaam is an Arabic expression meaning, “And peace be onto you.”  It is the response 
given to Asalaamu’Alaikum. 
32 Alhamdulillah is an Arabic phrase meaning, “Praise be to God,” and it is used to convey gratitude to God 
about something in one’s life.  An English version of this would be a phrase like “Thank God.” 
33 Khuda hafez and Allah hafez both mean, “May God take care of you,” and are used as a kind of farewell.  
Allah is the Arabic name for God that is used by both Muslims and Arab Christians, and Khuda is a Persian 
term for God that is used not only by Persians but has also entered some South Asian dialects and is often 
used by Pakistanis and Bengalis. 
34 Mashallah is an Arabic phrase meaning “God has willed it,” and it is typically used to convey approval or 
happiness. 
35 Inshallah is an Arabic phrase meaning, “God willing,” that is used when one makes plans or expresses 
hopes for the future. 
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Noshi had actually joined her university’s MSA hoping to make co-ethnic Pakistani 

friends, and she credits MSA participation with playing a role in her deepening 

religiousness, despite the fact that she only met a few other Pakistanis there.  

Some respondents argued that they were more comfortable in multi-ethnic 

religious organizations than in ethnic organizations where religious identities may not be 

salient at all.  For example, Muhammad (21 years old, Iranian American) had initially 

attempted to get involved with his university’s Iranian student club, but found it to be a 

very uncomfortable organization for him, in that he observed the other Iranian and 

Iranian American students participating in behaviors that he understood to be un-Islamic.  

In addition, he felt marginalized by the other students in the group, who he perceived as 

anti-religious and holding disdain towards him for being religiously committed: 

…for Iranians to do that [drinking, pre-marital sexual activity] or Arabs, you know, people that 

grow up in Muslim countries to do that, they know better. So it’s just kind of like, “Ugh! What is, 

what aren’t you seeing? What is wrong with you? I feel so bad for you” but at the same time it’s 

like, “You just make me angry every time I see you.” And then they see you as somebody who is 

crazy, you know, coming from an Iranian background especially, they see people who are devout, 

like, not all Iranians, obviously, but like non-religious Iranians who are politically, you know, 

politically allianced with those who are part of the Shah’s regime are completely, like, they just 

don’t like religious people. They will find out that you pray and they will, like, not talk to you. 

And they will just say that you’re weird and they’ll just constantly, purposefully, put you in a 

situation that you don’t to be in. And, uh, and it’s malicious and terrible and it makes me very 

uncomfortable, so that’s the opposition that basically I have to face. 

 

Interviewer: And so that happened to you? 
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Yeah, it happened to me, definitely. Um, just seeing that, you know, that people would be literally 

like, “Oh, he’s like an Arab or something”, like they associate Islam as something with Arabs. For 

non-religious Iranians, or non-consciously religious Iranians, they think Islam is an Arab thing, 

and in their Persian outlook, Arabs are like the bottom of the pot, basically, and they are like the 

worst people on the planet. Um, because the only thing they see, the only thing Arabs have 

contributed to the world is a, what they think is, a terrorist religion and the oppression and other 

things like that. 

Muhammad, having grown frustrated with co-ethnics who he perceived to be hostile to 

religious devotion, turned his attention to his university’s MSA, in which he quickly 

became a student leader.  He also comments elsewhere in his interview that, because he is 

half-White, he had not always felt defined by other Iranians as “truly Iranian,” and he 

contrasted that experience with his sense of being more fully accepted by other Muslims.  

Essentially, Muhammad did try to connect to his ethnic heritage when at the university, 

but, at the time of our interview, he had found his niche in a multi-ethnic religious 

organization. 

 Respondents who are active in the MSA also perceive it to be an organization 

with broader relevance to the Muslim American community.  Abdullah (30 years old, 

Afghan American) argues that the second-generation is the generation that is truly going 

to bring Muslims into the American mainstream, not simply because this generation is 

more fluent in the cultural norms or political processes of the United States, but because 

these young Americans have more of a sense of entitlement to “voice” in American 

society.   He describes the first generation, the immigrant generation, as having fear of the 
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potentially negative consequences of speaking out, being obviously different, and 

claiming space in the American public square: 

In terms of the adults, you know, they just want to stay home and not discuss, you know, most 

adults, first generation people that are, have kids here, um, most of them will tell their kids just, 

don’t be so proud about your Islam out in society.  Do your thing, get ahead, get your education, 

do this, but don’t be so vocal about being Muslim.  You see this, uh, shift then, feelings between 

the older generation and the younger people.  Whereas the older people, they come from those 

countries where it was, you know… 

 

Interviewer:  Severe policing? 

 

Exactly, there’s repression, so they don’t want you, I mean, here it’s, you know, sort of beginning 

to be like that, with the Patriot Act and all that stuff, but I think that that’s what they’re afraid of, 

that they’ve experienced, things like that, so they’re like, there’s no need, you know, you’re 

Muslim, be Muslim at home, do your prayers, do this and that, there’s no need for you to be vocal 

about it outside.  But fortunately, you know, the young people that have grown up here, they’re not 

like that.  They’ve organized through their, you know, whether it’s the university MSAs or, you 

know, different organizations like MAS and CAIR.   

With his inclusion of the MSA in a list of organizations (MAS, CAIR) that are explicitly 

centered on fostering the political and civil participation of Muslim Americans, Abdullah 

tacitly underscores the role of the MSA as an organization in which the second 

generation, as the future leadership of the American Muslim community, develops the 

skill set and, perhaps as important, the confidence needed to optimally perform these 

roles.  As Leonard notes of the second-generation, “The ways in which they think about 

themselves and form political coalitions are new and different, and their religious and 
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political markings are colored by the ways in which they are creating a new generational 

memory and ‘claiming America’” (120). 

Muslim American Conferences 
 
 Another milieu in which Muslim Americans foment and solidify religious 

identities, maintain friendship networks and achieve visibility as a dynamic community in 

the United States is through the many conferences sponsored by major Muslim 

organizations such as the MSA, ISNA, ICNA (Islamic Circle of North America), and 

MAS (Muslim American Society).  Each of these organizations plays a key role in 

constructing Muslim American discourses and shaping the ways in which Muslims are 

able to enter the public and political arena.  The second-generation Muslim Americans 

who I interviewed evidenced considerable participation in this subculture of Islamic 

conferences.  68.18% (30) of my respondents indicated that they had attended at least one 

of these conferences, and 73.33% (22, or 50.00% of the entire sample) of this group 

report currently participating in these conferences on a regular basis as adults. 

 To describe what the content and role of these conferences is as an integral part of 

the Muslim American subculture, I offer the example of the annual ISNA conference.  

Every year ISNA sponsors a conference in Chicago during the Labor Day weekend that 

attracts considerable numbers of Muslims; the 2005 conference, for example, reportedly 

had over 30,000 attendees (El-Bishlawy 2005a).  That this conference is recognized to be 

a key gathering of Muslim Americans and Muslim American leadership was 

acknowledged by the appearance of then-Under Secretary Karen Hughes at that year’s 

convention.  While in attendance, she had private meetings with ISNA leadership and a 
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group of Muslim students, gave a speech, and at the start of the weekend was presented 

an initial check for $20,000, taken from ISNA’s own budget, for the relief efforts after 

Hurricane Katrina, with the promise that during the conference ISNA would fundraise 

among its attendees for more money.  By the end of the weekend, ISNA had raised 2 

million dollars, and the organization pledged to ultimately raise 10 million (El-Bishlawy 

2005b).  These details about the 2005 conference reflect the importance of ISNA as an 

organization, and the particular value of the yearly conference in terms of social and 

political visibility for both ISNA and Muslim Americans generally. 

 In addition to larger sessions focusing on high-profile keynote speakers featured 

at this conference, smaller sessions and workshops take place, matrimonial services are 

provided, and, as many of my respondents who have participated in this and similar 

conferences noted, people have the opportunity to re-connect with friends and family 

from all over the country.  In addition, the conference includes a 500-booth bazaar that is 

replete with clothing venders, book stalls, political organizations, Islamic video game 

demonstrations, and the sale of any number of assorted miscellanea (such as booths that 

sell halal rice krispy treats, plastic clocks shaped like mosques that call out recorded 

versions of the adhan when it is time to pray, and CDs of Islamic devotional music, for a 

few examples). 

 One respondent, Deema (19 years old, Iraqi American) talks about attending 

conferences with her parents while growing up, and her fondness for them as an adult: 

I just think it’s really fun. It’s really fun to just go and be around everyone. And listen to the 

lectures and it’s just a nice experience. That’s what I really like.  
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What’s the best part of it? 

 

Um, I don’t know. That’s a tough question. Seeing, well, being able to, um, be educated and then 

hang out with your friends. Like, I love that. 

 

Have you made friends, like, at the conferences? 

 

Yeah. Yeah, especially like in [city] we know a lot of people there. So everyone was excited to see 

us. They’re like, “Oh, you came!”  

Iman (21 years old, Pakistani American) describes her first experience attending an MSA 

conference and its pivotal role in her decision to wear the hijab in spite of her parents’ 

discomfort with this particular expression of Islamic faith and identity: 

I attended, um, an MSA West Conference and it was my first one actually and, um, that was 

another experience in itself where, um, I was just, I had never really mingled with other Muslims 

in such a large gathering. I had always gone to the masjid and they would always have small 

functions there but I had never gone to a conference before. And everybody was around the same 

age so it was really interesting and I was like, “God, where was I all along? I should’ve been part 

of this from the beginning.” I was like, “I missed out on a lot of things.” Being caught up in 

regular, mundane everyday life and whatnot. And, so, um, it just also opened my eyes to a new 

side of Islam in America. And, it was, um, Sheikh Suhaib Webb36 over there who gave a speech 

                                                 
36 Suhaib Webb is a well-known white American convert to Islam who was born in 1972 and spent his 
adolescence participating in the hip-hop music scene and gang activities.  After converting to Islam in 1992 
at the age of 20, he left behind being a DJ and gang-member, and went on to earn a Bachelor’s degree in 
education.  He then studied Islam in the US for several years, becoming knowledgeable enough to be hired 
as the Imam of the Islamic Society of Greater Oklahoma City.  In 2004, he and his family moved to Egypt, 
where he was able to continue his religious studies at a more advanced level, attending Al-Azhar 
University.  He later returned to the United States and is well-known for his speeches at various Islamic 
events, such as MSA and ISNA conventions, and he has also released a set of lectures on CD detailing the 
lives of Muhammad’s wives, who are highly regarded by Muslims and known as “The Mothers of the 
Believers,” which is also the name of Webb’s lecture series on these women. (Sources: Imam Webb’s 
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about modesty and he just mentioned, I don’t remember the exact, um, quote or the quote of his 

but he basically said that women are precious in Islam and people don’t understand that and, you 

know, men tend to be overzealous about their own things and so they don’t really treasure women 

and Allah has prescribed certain conduct for them, a certain demeanor and a certain dress for that 

reason, so that they can maintain that. And it just really hit me so hard, it was almost like a shot in 

the heart or something. It really got to me and it was just really instantaneous then, like I said, I 

had also thought about wearing hijab, especially after 9/11. And with that thought in the back of 

my head and with this combined, I just resolved it right then and there that I was going to start 

wearing the hijab.  

 

Interviewer: Like that day? 

 

Yeah, at that instant, actually. 

As Iman alludes in this part of her interview, she had started thinking about wearing the 

headscarf after 9/11, when she began to study the religion more carefully and 

contemplate the question of “culture versus religion.”  She had developed an interest in 

wearing the hijab during this period, as she accepted the orthodox perspective that it is a 

religious obligation, but expressed fear that if she began wearing it before she was truly 

committed to hijab as an outward indicator of religious commitment and identity, she 

might stop wearing it.  The orthodox religious perspective advanced at the conference, 

that the headscarf is something that all Muslim women should wear, is one that differs 

from the Pakistani cultural norm of wearing a looser shawl draped over the head, leaving 

                                                                                                                                                 
biographical information on www.sunnipath.com, where he occasionally answers religious questions and 
gives lectures via webcast; the Wikipedia entry for “Suhaib Webb”). 
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the hair, ears and neck exposed37, or of not wearing a head covering at all.  As Iman 

continues in her narrative of how she came to wear the scarf, she describes her parents’ 

response: 

…my mom thinks that all the Aunties out there are shallow. They only look at looks and, you 

know, obviously the hijab is supposed to hide your beauty or your essence or whatever. And she 

was like, “It’s going to hinder your marriageability”. She didn’t say it directly, but she did hint at it 

a couple of times but she doesn’t do it anymore because she knows it bothers me. And, um, then 

my dad would just, I don’t know, he was never, he was always wishy-washy about it with me also. 

And then finally, actually it was earlier this year, that I was like, “You know what? Forget them. 

I’m not even going to listen to them anymore. I can’t take that extra tension. It’s my choice. If I 

want to take it off, I’ll take it off”. But, alhamdullilah, you know, hopefully, that won’t happen, 

inshallah. Yeah, just that, I didn’t even really tell them to their face. I just said to myself that I’m 

not going to listen to them anymore. This is my thing and it has nothing to do with them. 

Like Maryam, described in Chapter 3, Iman is actively willing to risk parental 

disapproval and reject compliance with ethnic norms in favor of a means of religious 

expression that she perceives to be more personally, and theologically, authentic.  Iman’s 

mother was concerned that in wearing the headscarf, Iman would be damaging her ability 

to attract a co-ethnic mate, as the Aunties, or female elders in Pakistani family and 

community, who are helping their younger male relatives find mates would perceive her 

as less beautiful.  In Maryam’s case, her rebellion lay in leg-shaving, while in Iman’s case 
                                                 
37 The head-covering worn by Pakistani women described here is a shawl called the dupatta, and is often 
worn as the third part of the outfit called shalwar khameez.  The coverage offered by a dupatta can vary 
from significantly obscuring the form of the torso and being wrapped in such a way that it mostly covers 
the hair and neck (this would require a large dupatta), to being a small, thin scarf worn about the neck that 
functions as more an accessory than a cover for modesty.  This is but one example of how women’s 
clothing in Pakistan can vary.  For example, in the Northwest Frontier Province (NWFP) of Pakistan, a 
burqa-like garment is commonly worn, while in the cities of Karachi, Lahore and Islamabad many women 
wear “Western” clothes, or variations of the shalwar khameez that are short, and/or sleeveless and/or are 
more form-fitting. 
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she chose to wear a headscarf in spite of her parents’ objections.  As Leonard (2003) 

notes:  

…younger Muslims born or almost wholly raised in the United States can be more Islamically 

orthodox than their parents.  Looking more closely, however, perhaps we should say that these 

young people are choosing Muslim identity and using Islam in ways that change family and 

community cultural dynamics.  Thus, young women putting on the hijab or young people insisting 

on the freedom to select their own marriage partners are exercising individual choice, confounding 

their parents in unanticipated ways. (121) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

TAKE THE BEST OF BOTH WORLDS: SEGMENTED ASSIMILATION AMONG 
SECOND-GENERATION MUSLIM AMERICANS 

 
Introduction 
 

Results from a 2004 survey by the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR 

2004) indicate that many Americans hold negative stereotypes of Muslims; according to a 

statement released by CAIR, “More than one-fourth of survey respondents agreed with 

stereotypes such as ‘Muslims teach their children to hate’ and ‘Muslims value life less 

than other people.’”   In 2005, CAIR had the study replicated and found similar results.  

Muslims in the United States include many immigrants and their children; one expert 

(Smith 2004) claims that over half of Muslims living in the United States are members of 

the first, second, or third generation.  Given this, it is increasingly apparent that any 

discourse on Muslims in America needs to consider how both Muslim immigrants and 

their American-born, or second-generation, offspring adapt to life in the United States.  

Findings  
 
 The findings explicitly addressed in this chapter center on the response of my 

interviewees to an explicit question regarding assimilation and identity.  This open-ended 

question, asked about half-way through the interview, between the sections on respondent 

experiences and thoughts regarding ethnicity and religious identities, was, “Some people 

who study immigration have argued that immigrants and their children should become as 

Americanized as possible, while others have argued, in various ways, that immigrants and 

their children should hold on to their ethnic identities.  What do you think about this 

issue, both broadly and for yourself?”   
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 Responses to this question, particularly when triangulated with respondent 

answers to questions regarding ethno-religious consumption and their descriptions of 

what the label, “American” means to them, yielded two main thematic findings.  First, 

respondents clearly frame the issue of assimilation broadly in terms that are highly 

consonant with the segmented assimilation perspective.  The phrase “take the best of both 

worlds,” and others of its ilk, appeared repeatedly throughout the interviews, regardless 

of level of religious commitment.  Second, more nuanced analysis of responses to this 

particular question indicates that there is a difference between how highly religious and 

less religious respondents understand the relationship between religion and ethnicity.   

 Less religious respondents appeared to be following a trajectory of assimilation in 

which ethnic identities were either more important than religious identities, or their 

understanding of “take the best of both worlds,” the language of segmented assimilation, 

resulted in essentially relegating religious and ethnic distinctiveness to the “symbolic” 

realm.  Interestingly, even those respondents whose ethnic identities were symbolic 

tended to still perceive themselves as distinct simply because of being people of color, 

which does support Portes and Zhou’s (1993) argument that wholesale assimilation into 

the dominant culture would be particularly unattainable for the majority of post-1965 

immigrants and their offspring who are people of color. 

 Highly religious respondents, on the other hand, tend to perceive religious 

identities as the identity most important to preserve in the American setting.  They talk 

repeatedly of formulating an “American Islam,” and they emphasize that religious 

identity is more important than heritage ethnic identity.  This is not to say that they reject 
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ethnic distinctiveness, but that they very consciously relegate ethnic distinctiveness to a 

kind of lifestyle, rather than a source of deep personal meaning; these respondents may 

consume ethnicity, but they are committed to religion. 

Segmented Assimilation: Take the Best of Both Worlds 
 
 Not surprisingly, my respondents overwhelmingly evidenced a multicultural 

perspective on the question of assimilation and identity when asked to address them as a 

set of broad topics.  They referenced the history of the United States as an immigrant 

nation repeatedly, and as a group they expressly promoted the value of distinct ethnic 

categories as part of a broader cultural mosaic.  However, beyond simply espousing an 

appreciation for “ethnic diversity,” virtually all of my respondents used phrases like “take 

the best of both worlds,” “find a balance between the two,” and the like to indicate that 

they did not believe their options to be limited only to either the wholesale preservation 

of ethnically distinct identities or to simply following the traditional model of 

assimilation and concomitant relegation of ethnic distinctiveness to the “symbolic.”   

 This ethos of “taking the best of both worlds,” clearly mirrors a segmented 

assimilation perspective on immigrant adaptation, and my respondents overwhelmingly 

viewed themselves as actively and consciously constructing what Yang (1999) termed 

“adhesive identities”, described previously.  In response to a direct question asking for 

their view of immigrant assimilation, both generally and for themselves, respondents 

demonstrated a multicultural understanding of what it means to be an American, in that 

they felt that it is possible to both adhere to particulars of ethnic culture while 

simultaneously enjoying what they viewed as personal and political freedoms of the 
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United States.  Embedded in this was often the perspective that some dimensions of 

assimilation are inevitable, such as adoption of the dominant language, norms regarding 

proper conduct in business and professional affairs (which may include, for example, 

cross-sex handshaking), and friendships with people outside of their religious and ethnic 

communities.  Respondents evidence a great appreciation for the political system and 

structure of the United States, even when they also voice critique of particular public 

policies or politicians.  At the same time, the respondents as a group are highly critical of 

what they frame as social and moral laxity in the United States regarding sexuality and 

drinking, particularly among young people.   

 The answer to this simultaneous embrace and critique, many respondents argue, is 

to take the best of both worlds; their consensus was essentially that one need not engage 

in drinking, dating and other religiously questionable behaviors in order to participate in 

society and reap the benefits of life in the United States.  Below are a few quotes that 

illustrate this perspective, which is held by the overwhelming majority of my 

respondents: 

I think it’s very possible to find a balance. I think it’s possible to fully assimilate in politics and in 

society, but still retain your own sense of culture and your own sense of identity and I don’t see 

that there’s a problem with mixing two cultures together just as long as it doesn’t pass your own 

comfort zone. But, um, I think that there’s a danger in fully assimilating just because of the faith 

issue and of the religious issue. If you fully assimilate in American culture, you’re going to run 

into things like dating and drinking…social issues like that that when you fully assimilate you do 

lose a sense of who you are…I think that’s very dangerous because you’re sort of turning your 

back on your culture and then you’re doing something contradictory to your religion. But, I 

understand the point of view that it is important for immigrants to assimilate…I think that if you 
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do assimilate fully it is easier for you to live everyday of your life just because you aren’t…really 

facing the challenge of having to hold onto your culture. And you aren’t seen as an outcast, kind 

of. [However] In my point of view, I think it is a little bit dangerous to fully assimilate. (Grace, 21 

years old, Libyan American) 

 

[My view] is to take the benefits of both and leave out the negatives of both.  Try to get the best of 

both worlds.  And, uh, for example, like look at things we do in [Pakistani] culture like hospitality, 

respect for elders, um, and just also as opposed to here. Another good quality, for example, in 

America you learn a lot of things about being professional, being organized, being independent; so 

those are good qualities that I’ve picked up from over here.  So just a merging of the two, like a 

new person, ‘cause I don’t like to completely assimilate ‘cause I look at some, like, typical 

American or wherever that is and that’s not something I wanna be; then I look at people just 

coming from Pakistan, or I go back to see people and I don’t wanna be that either.  I try to take the 

best from both of them, and develop, I think, develop an American identity.  (Carl, 26 years old, 

Pakistani American) 

 

I think it’s really important to maintain your culture.  I’m really glad that like, compared to a lot of 

people who came here and they have kids my age who just don’t know anything about our culture, 

I think that’s really sad and I’m really happy that I have what I have, like, what my parents taught 

me.  Um, and I’m mad at myself because I wish I did speak Persian fluently and I wish I had 

gotten into it much more so that I would be really into it, like really know what I’m talking about, 

other than, “oh well I’m Persian and we have this celebration and this famous poet,” and that’s 

about it, you know?  Um, but at the same time I think that you should try to live in a way that 

you’re comfortable in the society in which you live.  So if there’s certain aspects of your culture 

that are clashing with other aspects of the culture that you come into, you should try to like, I 

mean I wouldn’t even want, I wouldn’t want to be in a place where I’m completely different from 

everybody else and like, their way of life offends me, you know?...Like, maintain all your unique 
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cultural identity, but at the same time try to live in harmony with what’s going on.  Be accepting 

and like, if you see something good about another culture, you should kind of take it in. 

(Khadeeja, 22 years old, Iranian American) 

 

I think that you can have definitely both together and that in between, I don’t even think it’s really 

in between.  I think it’s really important…I don’t even see it as separate identities; I see it as one 

thing.  So I was raised here, but I have very strong connections with Pakistan and back where I’m 

from and with family there, and I actually love it, I love my culture and my ethnicity.  But over 

here, I fit in here too, so I go to school.  It doesn’t mean I go to classes in shalwar kameez or, you 

know, I walk around with this label of being Pakistani.  That’s not important.  It’s just [that] my 

identity is mixed, it’s from both sides.  So I think I’m like the in between.  I think it’s important to 

have both because that is one identity.  To separate it seems really weird to me.  (Gayatri, 20 years 

old, Pakistani American) 

While Grace and Carl are both highly religious, Khadeeja and Gayatri are less committed 

to practicing Islam on a daily basis; while Khadeeja refers to herself as a “closeted 

Muslim,” Gayatri struggles actively with what to believe, and describes herself as 

“confused.”  However, all four of these respondents share an ethos of combining 

dimensions of each culture (“American” and “ethnic”) to create a unified self-concept.   

Certainly, it is arguable that contemporary discourses on multiculturalism 

themselves make segmented assimilation a more likely process than traditional 

assimilation.  Multiculturalism upholds the value of cultural distinctiveness and the 

legitimacy of pluralism as a social norm and personal ethos.  Hartmann and Gerteis 

(2005) identify three main forms of multiculturalism: cosmopolitanism, interactive 

pluralism and fragmented pluralism.  Cosmopolitanism is a “largely individualized, 



 

 

132

 

voluntaristic vision” (228) in which individual rights and freedoms are privileged over 

group solidarity, whether at the national or sub-national level.  Fragmented pluralism 

“tends toward a weaker macro-social boundary but very strong internal groups and 

boundaries” (229); in this vision of multiculturalism, sub-group membership is 

determined by birth, and is expected to be strong and salient for members.  Emphasis 

here is on group rights, such as “legal rights to maintain separate institutions or practices” 

(229).  Finally, Hartmann and Gerteis (2005) describe interactive pluralism, which they 

state “realizes the existence of distinct groups and cultures.  But in contrast to its 

fragmented cousin, it posits the need to cultivate common understanding across these 

differences through their mutual recognition and ongoing interaction…cross-cultural 

dialogue and exchange becomes the defining feature and value to be cultivated” (231).   

It is this last vision of multiculturalism that is most relevant to the discussion here.  

While membership in the Muslim American community is at minimum a matter of 

involuntary religious heritage, actual commitment in terms of personal practice, belief, 

and organizational participation is voluntary.  The language of inter-group discussion and 

respect that characterizes an interactive pluralism is the very vision shared by my 

respondents as they reflect on these issues of assimilation and identity.  Repeatedly, the 

idea of “taking the best of both worlds” arose in response to how they personally 

navigated integration, which arguably reflects the segmented assimilation perspective 

currently dominating the sociology of immigration.  One respondent, Laila, in speaking 

of her cousins, explicitly addresses this very issue: 
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…you can maintain your ethnic ties to your ethnic origin and yet feel like you are a part of 

American society.  It’s much harder to do the opposite, to conscientiously dive full force into 

American society yet [also] maintain those ties…I have cousins who are older then me, so they are 

now in their late thirties to mid forties who were born and raised…in the States…and their parents, 

my aunts and uncles, made a conscientious choice for them to assimilate.  Now they also grew up 

in the seventies and early eighties, and I think assimilation was more emphasized than it is today, 

where there is more of a respect for multiculturalism.   They can barely speak Arabic.  They have 

very little attachment or no attachment, really, to the Middle East.  They have really very little 

attachment to Islam and their kids have even less so, and…frankly, I kind of feel sorry for them 

because…it wouldn’t have detracted, it would have only added had their parents spoken more to 

them in Arabic… (Laila, 31 years old, Palestinian-American) 

Laila is offering an implicit critique of applying traditional assimilation models to 

contemporary immigrants and their children.  In her interview, she described her older 

cousins whose parents raised them with little to no religious or ethnic identity, and she 

felt sorry for them.  While acknowledging that they may be able to “assimilate” more 

(here meant in the traditional sense of losing one’s ethnic distinctiveness and wholly 

adopting dominant cultural norms), particularly, as she says elsewhere in the interview, in 

terms of going to cocktail parties and drinking, Laila does not value that form of 

assimilation.  Instead, she contrasts it with contemporary multiculturalism and notes that 

having a strong ethno-religious identity “would have only added.”  Later in the interview, 

Laila tells the story of her cousins’ inability to navigate the (Islamic) religious rituals of 

their mother’s funeral, and she notes, “Of course I would never say this to them…I felt 

they were poor spiritually because they did not have, even if they don’t want to practice 

Islam [in] daily life, they were still poor spiritually.  They were sort of more confused.”  
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Laila’s understanding of ethno-religiousness, which for her are in key ways entwined, 

was that it enriched one’s life; she viewed her more assimilated cousins as missing a 

potentially valuable component of identity and meaning. 

Nagel and Staeheli (2005), in their study of Arab-American ethnic activists 

noticed that several of the activists they interviewed repeatedly compared Arab-

Americans to Irish-Americans.  When summarizing the arguments of one respondent in 

particular, they note, “This man’s arguments pointed to the continued importance of 

identities associated with the places from which immigrants came; maintaining both 

identities was part of what made the US a great nation” (494).  By invoking the history of 

prejudice and discrimination against Irish immigrants to the U.S. in the mid and late-

1800s, these activists argued that Arab Americans will eventually achieve a similar level 

of mainstream acceptance now enjoyed by the Irish American descendants of those early 

immigrants.  Like Laila, Nagel and Staeheli’s respondent described above does not 

identify integration as requiring the loss of ethnic culture; indeed, he views its 

maintenance as paramount to articulating a meaningful American identity.  Naydeen, one 

of my own respondents, argues something similar: 

[In school] I studied a lot about ethnic groups that had come to America during certain time 

periods and how they would try to assimilate to the society and how they changed so much of 

their, even their faith or their culture, just because they wanted to be Americans.  I guess for that 

time period I can understand why they did it, just because I think society nowadays has become 

more open or more accepting to other people’s cultures…versus a few years back…So personally I 

think you should keep your culture.  Have a little bit of both…not one single person is actually 

from this country except for the Native Americans, so it’s nice to have something to kind of look 
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back on…because America doesn’t necessarily have one particular culture.  It’s very diverse in 

itself, so I think having a culture or having an ethnicity to look back on makes things a lot easier, 

especially if you’re new here.  You have something to kind of make you happy, I guess. (Naydeen, 

18 years old, Palestinian-American) 

Ultimately, it is a segmented assimilation that many of my respondents believe is the 

most optimal path for immigrants and their children.  Particularly when respondents 

either map religious norms onto (ethnic) cultural norms, or when religion is viewed as the 

ascendant source of personal identity, the possibility of full assimilation is viewed 

negatively.  Such variation in how segmented assimilation is patterned among my 

respondents is further explored in the next section. 

Segmented Assimilation: Religion as Pan-Ethnicity 
 
 That “for most immigrant Americans, religion has been a major way of exercising 

one’s ethnic identification” (Hammond and Warner 1993: 58) is a sentiment shared by 

many, if not most, of the scholars examining the intersection of ethno-religious identities 

among immigrants and the second generation.  Hammond and Warner (1993) in their 

discussion of the patterns in which religion and ethnicity may relate, describe three basic 

kinds of relationships: ethnic fusion, ethnic religion, and religious ethnicity.  Ethnic 

fusion they identify as a scenario in which religion is the primary source of ethnic 

distinctiveness, such as among the Amish or Mormons.  Ethnic religion is a situation in 

which “[r]eligion may be one of several foundations of ethnicity,” such as with the Greek 

or Russian Orthodox.  To illustrate, while it is rare to find a Russian Orthodox person 

who is not also Russian, there are many people who are Russian without being Russian 

Orthodox.  Finally, and of most interest to the research presented here, Hammond and 
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Warner identify “religious ethnicity,” which is a pattern in which religious identity can be 

claimed net of a particular ethnic identity.  For example, anyone of any ethnicity can 

become Catholic, whereas only those with familial ties or heritage tracing back to Ireland 

can legitimately claim to be Irish.   

 The nuances in how they approach actually doing this are best understood when 

linked to variation in religious commitment.  Within the category of religiously-identified 

respondents is a subset of those who argue that, while ethnic identification can be life-

enriching and meaningful, it is religious identification that is primary in their lives, and in 

fact, religious identity is more important to them than specific ethnic identity.  These are 

the respondents who, when I began the interview asking about ethnicity and the role it 

does or does not play in their daily lives, found it difficult to refrain from talking about 

religiousness.  Unlike their peers who perceived and experienced religion as intertwined 

with ethnic identity, (and either rejected both or embraced both) these respondents 

explicitly stated that religion is more important than ethnicity, that ethnic practices must 

be evaluated in light of religious beliefs, and that ethnic beliefs that are not consonant 

with religious values can, and should, be discarded. 

 Indeed, these respondents, when outlining their ethnic narratives, repeatedly 

emphasized that religion was more important, and seemed unable to provide an identity 

narrative net of religious commitment.  They also tended to voice a preference for 

marrying a partner who shared their religious style and devotion regardless of that 

person’s ethnic background, and they very self-consciously spoke of grappling with the 

question of “religion vs. culture.” These trends in their interviews indicate a kind of pan-
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ethnic religious identification that might aptly be called “pan-religiousness.”  To 

illustrate:  

Ethnicity is not that important to me, mostly the religion than ethnicity.  I mean, um, I wouldn’t 

really, uh, the thing is ethnicity is really tied to religion, so, I would consider myself more Muslim 

than Arab or Middle Eastern or Yemeni…ethnicity doesn’t mean that much to me if it’s not related 

to religion.  So for me to be in a group of Muslim people there is more, I would feel that I have 

more in common with them than just Yemenis.  So really that’s the point I wanted to clarify: 

ethnicity really means religion to me.  I mean, I dress that way [in modest clothing and a 

headscarf] not because of my ethnicity; that’s not the way Yemenis dress.  I mean, I wouldn’t dress 

[in] long clothes if it wasn’t for religion.  Because people confuse ethnicity with religion.  I mean, 

they think I’m dressed cultural, the long dresses are cultural; but actually, no, if they weren’t 

connected, if they weren’t part of my religion I would not be wearing long [clothes] all the time.  I 

would be wearing shorts and tank tops. (Manal, Yemeni American, 25 years old) 

Here Manal critiques the assumptions made by others of how she dresses; she tells me 

that they assume she dresses modestly because of her ethnic background—Yemeni—

when she actually makes her clothing choices based on her religious principles.  She even 

states that if she did not have these particular religious beliefs about appropriate dress, 

she would likely be so assimilated, in this sense, that she would wear “shorts and tank 

tops” like many other American women.  The modest clothing she wears, as she alludes 

in this quote, is “not the way Yemenis dress;” she was not wearing national dress at our 

interview, but rather a denim jumper with a long-sleeved pink cotton top underneath.  

While she adhered to Islamic norms regarding modesty, she did so with “Western” 

clothing purchased at stores in the United States.   
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 The next quote is from Janaan, who describes an early adolescence characterized 

by a strong desire to fit in with other Pakistanis; because she is half-White and half-

Pakistani, she happened to be very light-skinned, and often was not recognized by other 

Pakistanis as sharing an ethnic background with them.  In fact, at one point as a young 

teenager she contemplated dying her hair so that she would “look more Pakistani.”  While 

she had always identified as a Muslim, it was when she began wearing the headscarf that 

she shifted her interest towards developing a more salient religious, rather than ethnic, 

identity. 

Well, I guess the changing point in my life was when I started wearing a scarf.  I had already been 

wearing, like, long sleeves and pants, but I started wearing a scarf right before high school.  So, I 

think in that sense it kind of re-oriented my priorities in life and my identity, because now I 

identity myself first and for most as a Muslim as opposed to any other cultures.  I think that I 

started moving away from the whole emphasis I had had on being a Desi…I just, my emphasis 

was on becoming a better Muslim, and in and of itself I think that has the sort of subculture to it, 

like being an American Muslim.  So once in a while I would wear a jilbab to school or, um, you 

know, just the kind of subculture of listening to the Islamic so-called music.  [R laughs]  Or, um, 

just the interests that preoccupy American Muslims, like listening to the tapes and going to the 

conferences.  Like that sort of subculture I used to remember, becoming more and more like 

that…Yeah, so I was moving away, I guess, from identifying as anything.  Although I think still 

most of me probably still reflected, outwardly reflected, being Pakistani.  I married a Pakistani 

guy, my wedding was traditional Pakistani…(Janaan, 23 years old, Pakistani American) 

In the next quote, George (24 years old, Pakistani American) is at the beginning of his 

interview, and we are discussing the ethnic labels he listed.  He was among the sub-set of 
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respondents who had written down “Muslim American” in their list of ethnic labels, and 

George scored it as “one”, meaning that it is highly descriptive of him.  He explains: 

Ok, um, I’ll start with the first one: Muslim American.  Basically, um, I align myself more with 

my religious self rather than my ethnic self.  I feel that, especially in this country, they do call it 

the Melting Pot and no race really lasts more than three or four generations and eventually, the end 

of being assimilated and mixed into society.  So one thing I think that’s going to be giving me 

identity and the generations to come from me in identity is my faith, which is Islam and which is 

of course, you know, accommodating to all different cultures and races; so that is why I put 

Muslim American as my, uh, first.  I could have put just Muslim and taken out the American but, 

you know, that’s very apparent that, you know, I am living in this country and it is part of my 

Muslim identity.   (George, 24 years old, Pakistani American) 

Here George unwittingly mirrors Herberg’s argument regarding the “triple melting pot”; 

George assumes that specific ethnic characteristics are bound to diminish over time, as 

descendants lose heritage language and other traits that mark them as belonging to a 

specific cultural group.  Religion, as Herberg and, apparently, George, argue, is an 

identity that can withstand the passage of time in a society.  Similarly, Iman (21 years old, 

Pakistani American) had also listed “Muslim” as her most descriptive label, and she 

explains why in a manner that echoes George. 

Ok, um, basically I picked my religion as the most descriptive of me because it’s the one that I 

associate myself with the most, first and foremost before even my ethnicity or my culture, because 

I feel that’s the most universal thing in my life and it’s just the most meaningful thing for me. I 

don’t think if I wasn’t a Muslim that I would be the person that I am today. It’s played such a big 

part in my life and I’ve just realized that, you know, more recently how important it is to me and 

so I really associate with that first before anything else – before nationality or ethnicity or 
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anything, even my family. It is the most important thing to me so that’s why I picked that. (Iman, 

21 years old, Pakistani American) 

 As noted before, these quotes contain echoes of Herberg’s thesis that religion 

ultimately becomes the ascendant identity in the American milieu.  While all four of the 

respondents quoted here enjoy and embrace their ethnic identities, all of them also 

explicitly privilege religion in their hierarchy of identities.  These four respondents are 

emblematic of the subset of 15 respondents out of 44 total respondents whose identity 

narratives can easily be described as “Religion > Ethnicity.”  While roughly half of the 15 

have highly salient ethnic identities and the other half have less salient identities, they all 

clearly and unequivocably state that, essentially, religion is more central to who they are 

fundamentally than their specific heritage ethnicities. 

 This research indicates that a “pan-ethnic” identity based on religion, rather than 

ethnicity, appears to be emergent among second-generation Muslim young adults, 

particularly among the highly religious.  Indeed, it is possible to argue that, among 

Muslims, greater identification with religious identities may foster a reduced emphasis on 

specific ethnic identity in favor of an enhanced and immediately salient religious identity 

that includes multiple ethnic groups in one’s “in-group”.  Pan-ethnicity refers to an ethnic 

identity that consists of a singular, over-arching “umbrella” identity constituted by 

several, specific national identities.  In other words, “pan-ethnicity” is an ethnic 

identification based not on a particular national, or tribal, identity (e.g. being Pakistani or 

Pakistani American), but on an identification with a broader ethnic identity (e.g. South 

Asian).  A Muslim American pan-religiosity, of the type demonstrated in this research by 

a subset of the “highly religious” respondents, would consist of multiple ethnic groups 
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adopting a type of pan-ethnic label based on a shared religious identity; to illustrate, 

while Somalis, Pakistanis and Libyans are ethno-racially distinct groups—East African, 

South Asian, and North African, respectively—they can and do share an Islamic religious 

identity.  This shared religious identity may become the basis of their “ethnic” identity in 

the United States.   

Das Gupta (1997) notes, “…the cultural pluralists have challenged the connection 

between authenticity and ethnicity.  They have validated the reinvented culture as an 

expression of ethnic immigrant identity” (588).   An examination of changes in immigrant 

ethnic identification might borrow pluralism’s emphasis on the ways in which “authentic” 

ethnic culture is re-visioned by immigrants and their children in the US.  The outcome 

envisioned, though, may depart from those of current theories by emphasizing the 

ascendancy of religious identity over either the strict preservation of a specific ethnic 

identity or assimilation into an unhyphenated “American” identity.  While it is the case 

that segmented assimilation in terms of identity management is clearly happening among, 

and is explicitly valued by, the second-generation Muslim Americans I studied, a more 

nuanced finding is centered on the differences that exist in the outcome of segmented 

assimilation between the highly religious respondents and the less religious respondents. 

Conclusions 
  
 The research presented in this chapter reflects the utility of the segmented 

assimilation perspective when examining issues of Muslim integration in the United 

States.  My respondents clearly articulate the importance of “keeping the best of both 

worlds” while rejecting “the worst”.   
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 Hartmann and Gerteis (2005) note, “The problem is that segmented assimilation 

may really miss the cultural reasons why Americans have been unwilling to extend rights 

and resources to certain groups” (235).  This critique is particularly crucial when 

considering the possibility of segmented assimilation among Muslim Americans; a survey 

done by CAIR in 2004 indicates that 19% of Americans agreed with the statement that 

“Because of security needs, the civil liberties of American Muslims should be restricted”.  

That assimilation is often not under the control of the immigrant group (and its children), 

but may be impeded by other groups not willing to perceive them as legitimate citizens, is 

highlighted by the challenge that the second-generation faces from less tolerant segments 

of American society.  However, as the history of Catholics and Jews in the United States 

demonstrates, other religious minority groups have also faced severe opposition to their 

presence in the United States, and gone on to achieve significant acceptance and success 

in this society.    

 Of course, this process is not a private, idiosyncratic one undergone at merely the 

individual level.  As contemporary scholars interested in the relationship between 

religious and ethnic identities have well documented, religious organizations play a key 

role in providing immigrants and their children with the pan-ethnic religious identities 

that, as Herberg noted in the 1950s, are ultimately the foundational sources of American 

identities. 

 I argue that pan-ethnicity, with its simultaneous rejection of traditional 

nationalisms and embrace of shared interests by ethnic groups having broadly similar 

cultural or racial characteristics, is one type of the adhesive identity characteristic of 
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segmented assimilation; an understanding of immigrant religious life, then, must examine 

the racial formations taking place within ethnic congregations.  For example, Alumkal 

(2003) notes that "…[Asian-American Evangelicals] are capable of moving discursively 

between two spheres, emphasizing one, the other, or both depending on the situation" 

(96), which reflects an adhesive identity process, and the Asian American pastors he 

interviewed clearly articulated a consciousness regarding the value of fomenting pan-

ethnic consciousness among their parishioners.  Further research is clearly needed to 

ascertain whether and how Muslim American religious organizations—be they mosques 

themselves or broader advocacy and educational groups—serve as sites of inter-ethnic 

pan-religious coalition building. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
This final chapter consists of three sections: first, I summarize my main findings; 

second, I address the limitations and unresolved issues of this research; third, I propose a 

set of future directions for both this particular research project and this line of inquiry 

more broadly. 

Summary of Findings 
 

In the first chapter, the research question of this study was stated: how do 

religious and ethnic identities intersect for second-generation [Muslim] Americans?  The 

answer to this question is far more complex than the current literature suggests.  On the 

one hand, it is true that a non-trivial percentage of my respondents evidenced a 

relationship between religious and ethnic identity that confirms the conventional wisdom 

in this line of research.  The category that I called “Religion = Ethnicity” demonstrate 

that it is certainly true that some second-generation Muslim Americans do perceive and 

live out religious and ethnic identities as mutually sustaining.  However, the majority of 

my sample evidences patterns that are contrary to this pattern.  Some of them emphasize 

ethnicity over religion, some of them emphasize religion over ethnicity, and some of 

them reject both identities. 

The picture continues to become more complex when we operationalize 

religiousness as mosque participation.  As demonstrated in chapter 4, adulthood 

participation in the mosque consistently maps onto ethnic identification.  Religious 

identities do not always coincide with participation in religious organizations; however, 
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that is not to say that religious organizations are irrelevant.  Participation in Muslim 

Student Associations was critical for several respondents; amid a set of multi-ethnic co-

religionists who share their values and experiences, there are some respondents whose 

religious identities flourished in these groups. 

Limitations and Unresolved Issues 
 

One limitation of this research is that it cannot consistently get at the role of social 

context in how these identities do or do not manifest themselves.  While some 

respondents did describe how they differentially used particular ethnic labels, for 

example, not all of them did.  In addition, a few of my respondents have parents of 

different ethnicities, and in this iteration of this research, I have not addressed what 

differences, if any, they demonstrate from their mono-ethnic peers.  In addition, 

Ramakrishnan (2004) argues that when studying the second-generation, scholars ought to 

be wary of grouping the “2.5” generation together with the second-generation, as there is 

some evidence to suggest that they do differ from their “2.0” peers.  The 2.5 generation is 

the offspring of an immigrant parent and an, in this case American-born, parent who is 

not him or herself an immigrant.  Future research, by myself and by other scholars, ought 

to turn its attention towards patterns of ethno-religious identification among offspring of 

mixed-ethnic and mixed-faith unions, as well as those who are members of the 2.5 

generation (bearing in mind that these categories are not mutually exclusive).   

Future Directions 
 

The interview protocol used in this research was comprehensive, in that it elicited 

respondent views of many issues beyond those directly addressed by the research 



 

 

146

 

question discussed here.  In this dissertation, I did not use a significant portion of my 

data; I collected data on the use of particular ethnic labels, on family life and personal 

trajectories, on experiences with discrimination and views of terrorism, and on gender 

roles that I barely began to unpack in this already fruitful iteration of the research. 

For example, as I have argued elsewhere in this work, not all forms of religious 

participation will be equivalent in either being linked with particular forms of ethnic 

identitification or perhaps in causing them.  I earlier argued that “religiousness” itself 

needed to be nuanced in terms of depth and style (more or less religious, for example); 

earlier research in this area has considered the ethno-religious identities of those who are 

active in immigrant congregations, but did not extend to those who were organizationally 

inactive.  My research builds upon this research by examining the identities of second-

generation Americans, the adult children of immigrants, who lie across a spectrum of 

religious activity ranging from highly orthodox to non-practicing.   

Another dimension of religious variation that needs to be considered, however, is 

the context, or content, of religious organizations themselves.  The ethnic composition of 

religious organizations is a key consideration in how they function as conduits of ethnic 

identity.  In a mono-ethnic religious congregation, it may be the case that the foods 

consumed at holidays, the non-religious celebrations enjoyed, the mode of expressing 

religious belief or practice, and the dominant language spoken all support the 

maintenance of a salient ethnic identity.  However, the ethnic dynamics of a multi-ethnic 

religious community may result in very different patterns in the relationship between 

religion and ethnicity.   



 

 

147

 

In my data set I have 4 close-ended questions explicitly asking about: a) the ethnic 

composition of childhood mosques attended; b) the importance of that mosque(s) on the 

respondent’s family’s practice of Islam; c) the ethnic composition of the mosque(s) the 

respondent currently attends; and d) the importance of that mosque(s) to the respondent’s 

current practice of Islam.  In this dissertation, I did not use this data to address the 

questions raised regarding the relationship between ethnicity and religiousness, and when 

I do so I will be able to look not only at the role played in ethnic development by 

religiousness generally, but more specifically by different contexts of religious 

participation. 

Finally, this research directs the course of my future scholarly endeavors in that it 

clearly indicates the importance of organizational characteristics in fostering particular 

kinds of identities among its participants.  For my respondents who were active in their 

university MSAs, key components of the MSA experience were interacting, some for the 

first time, with co-religionists outside of their specific ethnic categories, and participating 

in activities (be they interfaith events, Islamic Awareness Week, or even social activities 

with other MSA members).  The MSA, which could be considered a “para-mosque” 

organization in the way that groups like the Promise Keepers are considered “para-

church” organizations (cite) appears to be a key arena in which second-generation 

Muslim American ethno-religiosity may be fomented.  As this generation begins to 

develop other kinds of religious organizations and take more active leadership roles in 

mosques themselves, it will be valuable to observe the role that these organizations play 

in Muslim American discourses on identity and religiousness.  Given that the majority of 
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Muslim American organizations are multi-ethnic, and will likely continue to be so, how 

these groups navigate and negotiate inter-ethnic boundaries.  My next major research 

project, which grows out of the issues raised in this study, as well as in the literature on 

immigrant religious communities more broadly, will examine the role of organizational 

ethnic composition in the ethnic identification patterns of congregants. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

MUSLIM ATTITUDE TO RELIGION SCALE (MARS) 
 
[Developed by Wilde and Joseph (1997)] 

1. I find it inspiring to read the Qur'an. 

2. Allah helps me. 

3. Saying my prayers helps me a lot. 

4. Islam helps me to lead a better life 

5. I like to learn about Allah very much. 

6. I believe that Allah helps people. 

7. The five prayers help me a lot. 

8. The supplication (dua) helps me. 

9. I think the Qur'an is relevant and applicable to modern day. 

10. I believe that Allah listens to prayers. 

11. Mohammad (peace be upon him) provides a good model of conduct for me. 

12. I pray five times a day. 

13. I fast the whole month of Ramadan. 

14. I observe my daily prayers in the Mosque. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

INSTRUMENT FOR SECOND-GENERATION 
 

Interview Questionnaire for Second-Generation Participants  
 
What is the name that you are using in this study?  ______________________________ 
 
How old are you (years): __________ 
 
You are (circle):       MALE          FEMALE 
 
If we could, let’s begin by listing some different labels that people of your ethnic 
descent use to describe themselves; as you list some of them out for me, please score 
each of them on a scale of 1-10 according to how descriptive you feel that they are of 
you. 
 
1 = Highly descriptive of me; I will readily use this label 
. 
. 
5 = Somewhat descriptive; I am willing to use this label, but it’s not quite right for 
me personally 
. 
. 
10 = Not at all descriptive of me; I would never use this label to describe myself 
 
You may re-use numbers to score different labels with the same number.  If you 
score more than one label marked as “1”, please let me know which of these labels 
BEST describes you. 
[CIRCLE label respondent says best describes him or her] 
 
_____Label:______________________________ 
_____Label:______________________________ 
_____Label:______________________________ 
_____Label:______________________________ 
_____Label:______________________________ 
_____Label:______________________________ 
_____Label:______________________________ 
_____Label:______________________________ 
_____Label:______________________________ 
_____Label:______________________________ 
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[If respondent does not offer a narrative for each label as we go through them, ask 
the following: Now, could you tell me a bit about why you scored the labels as you 
did?] 
 
Have your preferences or thoughts about these labels changed over time? 
 
What does it mean to be a member of your ethnic group, and how much do you identify 
with your ethnicity?  Is ethnic identification important to you? 
 
How ethnically-identified would you say your family is?   

• Probe:  Do your parents encourage you to maintain a particular ethnic identity?  If 
so, how?  If not, do you understand why? 

 
Some people who study immigration have argued that immigrants and their children 
should become as Americanized as possible, while others have argued, in various ways, 
that immigrants and their children should hold on to their ethnic identities.  What do you 
think about this issue, both broadly and for yourself? 
 
Next, we are going to go over some questions related to ethnicity.  Please give me a 
succinct response initially, and we will have the opportunity to go over some of these 
in more detail afterwards.   
 

1. How often do you listen to music associated with your ethnic group? 
a. Every day 
b. More than once per week 
c. Less than once a week, but at least once per month 
d. Less than once each month 
e. Never 

 
2. How often do you consume the foods of your ethnic group? 

a. Every day 
b. More than once per week 
c. Less than once a week, but at least once per month 
d. Less than once each month 
e. Never 

 
3. How often do you speak the language of your ethnic group? 

a. Every day 
b. More than once per week 
c. Less than once a week, but at least once per month 
d. Less than once each month 
e. I am capable of speaking the language, but I rarely do 
f. I am unable to speak the language common to my ethnic group 
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4. How often do you wear ethnic clothing? 
a. Every day 
b. More than once per week 
c. Less than once a week, but at least once per month 
d. Less than once each month 
e. Never 

 
5. Where do you wear ethnic clothing? (Circle all that apply) 

a. At family gatherings  
b. When visiting an ethnic neighborhood 
c. At school 
d. At work 
e. At your place of worship 
f. I do not wear ethnic clothing 

 
6. How many close friends (other than family members) do you have from your 

ethnic group? 
a. None 
b. One 
c. Two to four 
d. Five or more 
 

7. How important is it, to you, to marry someone from your ethnic group? 
a. Very important 
b. Somewhat important 
c. Neither important or unimportant 
d. I would rather not marry someone from my ethnic group 

 
8. How important is it, to your father, that you marry someone from your ethnic 

group? 
a. Very important 
b. Somewhat important 
c. Neither important or unimportant 
d. He would rather I not marry someone from my ethnic group 

 
9. How important is it, to your mother, that you marry someone from your ethnic 

group? 
a. Very important 
b. Somewhat important 
c. Neither important or unimportant 
d. She would rather I not marry someone from my ethnic group 
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10. I would be willing to marry someone who had grown up in the country my 

parent(s) come from: 
a. Yes, I plan to 
b. Yes, I am very open to the idea 
c. I have no opinion on the matter 
d. I would consider it, but have some reservations 
e. No, absolutely not 

 
11. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being “highly important” and one being “not 

important at all”, how would you rate the importance of ethnicity to YOURSELF? 
 

1--------2--------3--------4--------5--------6--------7--------8--------9--------10 
(not important)            (highly important) 

 
12. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being “highly important” and one being “not 

important at all”, how would you rate the importance of ethnicity to your 
MOTHER? 

 
1--------2--------3--------4--------5---------6--------7--------8--------9--------10 

(not important)            (highly important) 
 

13. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being “highly important” and one being “not 
important at all”, how would you rate the importance of ethnicity to your 
FATHER? 

 
1--------2--------3--------4--------5---------6--------7--------8--------9--------10 

(not important)            (highly important) 
 

14. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being “highly important” and one being “not 
important at all”, how important is it for you that any CHILDREN you raise have 
a strong ethnic identity? 

 
1--------2--------3--------4--------5---------6--------7--------8--------9--------10 

(not important)            (highly important) 
 
 
So, we’ve talked a bit about ethnicity and what that means to you.  Now I’d like to 
switch gears and talk a bit about religion.   
 
What have your experiences with and thoughts about religion been, both growing up and 
as an adult?  In other words, how religious are you?  Has this changed over time? 
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• [Probe: What it mean to you to be a Muslim, both generally and, if applicable, in 
your own life?]   

• [Probe: Has 9/11 had any impact on your personal thoughts or experiences with 
these issues?] 

• [Probe: Would you say that you consider yourself non-religious or religious?] 
 
If respondent is non-religious: 

• How do you feel around more practicing or orthodox Muslims? 
• Do people ever assume that you are more religious than you are?  How do 

you handle that? 
• How do you view religion and spirituality generally, and do you ever see 

yourself becoming more religious in a more traditional/orthodox sense? 
 
If respondent is religious:  

• How do you feel around other Muslims? 
• Have there been times or situations where it has been difficult for you to 

maintain adherence to an Islamic lifestyle or beliefs?  How did/do you 
handle those situations? 

• Have you ever experienced discrimination or prejudice specifically 
because of being Muslim?   

 
What do you think most Americans think of Islam, and Muslims, and how do you feel 
about that?   
 
What can or should Muslims do in response to discrimination against them in the US?  
What can or should they do in response to violence committed by people calling 
themselves Muslims? 
 
Next, let’s go over some specific questions about religious practices and beliefs that 
are common to Muslim life.  I want to be clear that for my purposes there is no right 
or wrong answer here; this is just to get a sense of what you do and think in your 
daily life, and if you aren’t very religious or regular in certain practices, I am not 
going to judge you. 
 
This first set of questions will consist of my reading a statement about belief and you 
responding by answering on a scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly 
disagree.”  If there are any questions that you prefer not to answer, please simply 
say so. 
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15. I believe that there is only one true God, and that this God has no companions or 

equals.  
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
16. I believe that Muhammad is the final messenger and Prophet of God 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
17. I believe that the Qur’an is God’s last revelation to Humanity, and the perfection of 

all Religion. 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 
 

18. God helps me in my daily life 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
19. Praying brings me a sense of peace 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 
f. I do not pray 
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20. Islam helps me lead a better life 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
21. I think that the Qur'an is relevant and applicable to contemporary life. 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
22. I believe that God listens to prayers. 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
23. Muhammad provides a good model of conduct for me. 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
For the next set of questions, please briefly describe the extent to which you do or do 
not participate in the activities asked about.  As we go through these, if you want to 
comment on any of the activities asked about (such as what they mean to you or how 
you feel about practicing them) please feel free to do so. 
 

24. How often do you pray? 
a. >5 times per day 
b. 5 times per day 
c. 4-2 times per day 
d. Once per day 
e. More than once a week 
f. < once per week, but > a few times per year 
g. A few times per year 
h. Never 
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25. How often do you participate in Friday congregational prayers? 

a. Weekly 
b. Twice or more per month 
c. Once per month  
d. Less than once per month 
e. Never 

 
26. Which of the following best describes whether/how you fast during Ramadan? 

a. Always fast according to Islamic guidelines (i.e. no food, drink, gossip, 
arguing)  

b. Have never fasted for medical reasons  
c. I have fasted in the past, but as an adult have voluntarily skipped the fast 

once or more  
d. Have never fasted, but could have 

 
27. How regularly do you read the Qur’an? 

a. Every day 
b. More than once per week 
c. Less than once a week, but at least once per month 
d. Less than once each month 
e. Never 

 
28. The mosque I attended as a child consisted: 

a. Exclusively of members of my ethnic group 
b. Mostly of members of my ethnic group 
c. Many people from my ethnicity, but they were NOT the majority 
d. A few people from my ethnic group 
e. No others of my ethnic group 
f. Does not apply; I did not attend mosque as a child 

 
29. If you attended or were affiliated with a mosque growing up, how important were 

activities at that mosque to your family’s practice of Islam? 
a. Very important 
b. Somewhat important 
c. Neither important or unimportant 
d. Not at all important 
e. Does not apply; I did not attend mosque as a child 
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30. The mosque I currently attend consists: 

a. Exclusively of members of my ethnic group 
b. Mostly of members of my ethnic group 
c. Many people from my ethnicity, but they are NOT the majority 
d. A few people from my ethnic group 
e. No others of my ethnic group 
f. Does not apply; I do not attend mosque 

 
31. If you currently attend or are affiliated with a mosque, how important are activities 

at that mosque to your current practice of Islam? 
a. Very important 
b. Somewhat important 
c. Neither important or unimportant 
d. Not at all important 
e. Does not apply; I do not attend mosque 

 
32. In which of the following activities/groups have you participated: 

_____Hajj (If yes, when did you complete hajj? ____________________) 
  _____Umrah (If yes, when did you perform Umrah? ____________________) 
_____Sunday School (through a mosque or Islamic Center) 
_____Youth Group (through a mosque or Islamic Center)  
_____Private tutoring in Islam as an adult 
_____Private tutoring in Islam as a child 
_____Adult Islamic Education Classes (includes Qur’anic studies, tajweed, and  

halaqas) 
_____Volunteer Work in/through the Mosque 
_____Muslim Student Association 
_____Summer Camp (Islamic) 
_____Summer Camp (Secular) 
_____Islamic School (Kindergarten-Junior High) 
_____Islamic School (High School) 
_____ISNA Convention(s) 
_____MSA Convention(s) 
_____Convention(s) for other Islamic Organizations (Org: ______________) 

 
33. Do you listen to music with explicitly Islamic themes, such as traditional nasheeds, 

Islamic rap/hip-hop, or anything like that: 
a. Never, because all music is forbidden 
b. Yes, at least once a week 
c. Yes, a couple of times per month 
d. Yes, occasionally  
e. Never, but I do listen to other kinds of music 
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34. Do you eat pork? 
a. No, never; I carefully check my food to make sure that there are no 

possible pork ingredients in it 
b. No, I don’t eat pork as meat, but do not check for ingredients such as 

gelatin or other potential pork by-products 
c. Yes, I eat pork 

 
35. Do you eat zabiha meat, or meat that has been raised and slaughtered according to 

Islamic dietary laws? 
a. Yes, strictly 
b. Yes, I try to, but I will eat non-zabiha meat at friends’ houses or other 

gatherings  
c. No, I do not eat zabiha meat  

 
36. Do you follow a particular school of Islamic jurisprudence, or madhab? 

a. Yes; I follow a madhab and it is: ____________________ 
b. No; I am interested in doing so, but have not yet chosen a school of 

thought 
c. No; I practice Islam but do not consider it necessary to choose a school of 

thought 
d. No, because I don’t practice Islam enough for that to be an issue 
e. No; I am not a Sunni Muslim and do not need to choose a school of 

thought  
f. Other: _______________________ 

 
37. How many close friends (other than family members) do you have who are 

Muslims? 
a. Five or more 
b. Two to four  
c. One  
d. None 
 

38. How comfortable are you shaking hands with members of the opposite sex to 
whom you are not related? 

a. I do not shake hands with the opposite sex 
b. Uncomfortable 
c. Somewhat uncomfortable 
d. Somewhat comfortable 
e. Very comfortable 
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39. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being “highly important” and one being “not 

important at all”, how would you rate the importance of Islam to YOURSELF? 
 

1--------2--------3--------4--------5---------6--------7--------8--------9--------10 
(not important)            (highly important) 

 
40. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being “highly important” and one being “not 

important at all”, how would you rate the importance of Islam to your MOTHER? 
 

1--------2--------3--------4--------5---------6--------7--------8--------9--------10 
(not important)            (highly important) 

 
41. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being “highly important” and one being “not 

important at all”, how would you rate the importance of Islam to your FATHER? 
 

1--------2--------3--------4--------5---------6--------7--------8--------9--------10 
(not important)            (highly important) 

 

42. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being “highly important” and one being “not 
important at all”, how important is it for you that any CHILDREN you raise have 
a strong Muslim identity? 

 
1--------2--------3--------4--------5---------6--------7--------8--------9--------10 

(not important)            (highly important) 
 

43. How important is it to you to marry a Muslim? 
a. Very important 
b. Somewhat important 
c. Neither important or unimportant 
d. I would rather not marry a Muslim 

 
44. How important is it to your father that you marry a Muslim? 

a. Very important 
b. Somewhat important 
c. Neither important or unimportant 
d. He would rather I not marry a Muslim 

 
45. How important is it to your mother that you marry a Muslim? 

a. Very important 
b. Somewhat important 
c. Neither important or unimportant 
d. She would rather I not marry a Muslim 
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46. How important is it to you that your children grow up as Muslims? 

a. Very important 
b. Somewhat important 
c. Neither important or unimportant 
d. I would rather that they not grow up as Muslims 
 

[The next set of questions, still on the “strongly agree”/“strongly disagree” scale, are 
centered more on how you think Muslims are seen in the US, and how others may 
have responded to your actual or perceived Muslim identity] 
 

47. I think that Muslims in the US are viewed with suspicion by the general 
population 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
48. I have experienced discrimination or unkind treatment because of others' beliefs 

about my (real or perceived) Muslim identity 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
49. I have hesitated to engage in certain visible religious practices (examples can 

include, but are not limited to:  wearing hijab, taking time to pray, fasting) out of 
fear of being discriminated against or seeming “different” from my peers 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 
f. Not Applicable 

 
50. It is important for eligible Muslims in the United States to vote. 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 
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As you may know, a lot of the public conversation about Islam centers on women and 
their status in this religion.  As you understand it, what does Islam say about the roles of 
men and women?  What do you think of this? 
 
What are your plans for marriage, children and family life?  What is most important to 
you regarding your future life?   

• [Probe:  How do you plan/hope to meet your future spouse?] 
 
Hijab Questions: 
 

If the respondent is female, and wears the hijab: 
I see that you wear the hijab; can you tell me about when you started 
wearing it, and what factors influenced that?  How did people around you 
react when you started wearing it? 

 
If the respondent is female, and does not wear the hijab: 

What do you think of the hijab, and women who wear it?   
 
If the respondent is male: 

What do you think of the hijab, and women who wear it?  What about 
women who do not wear it? 

 
51. Women can work outside of the home 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
52. It is acceptable for a couple to put off having children so that the woman may 

pursue educational or occupational interests. 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
53. Women are better than men at taking care of the house. 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 
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54. Women are better than men at taking care of children. 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
55. Men are more obligated than women to ensure financial support for their families 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
56. Of all the work needed to be done in a mosque, the most important role for a 

woman is to teach children and other women about Islam. 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
57. Women should be on the Executive or Governing Boards of Islamic Centers and 

Mosques 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
58. Wearing a headscarf, or hijab, is an obligation by which every Muslim woman 

should abide. 
a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree   
c. Neither Agree nor Disagree   
d. Disagree  
e. Strongly Disagree 

 
59. It is acceptable for a woman to lead men not related to her in prayer. 

a. Strongly Agree 
b. Agree 
c. Neither Agree nor disagree 
d. Disagree 
e. Strongly Disagree 
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****Ok, to finish up: Is there anything about being a member of your ethnic group 
or being a Muslim that you want to say that hasn’t come out in this interview?**** 
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APPENDIX C 

INSTRUMENT FOR COMMUNITY LEADERS 
 
Name/Pseudonym:  ____________________________ 
 
 

1. What is your position in the masjid/organization?  What are your main 
responsibilities in the organization, and do you have much contact with young 
Muslims? 

 
2. What challenges do you think face Muslim parents raising their children in the 

United States? 
 

3. What do you think is the best strategy for parents to adopt when navigating those 
challenges? 

 
4. What have you observed regarding ethnic differences in the specific 

masjid/organization where you work?   
 

5. In your opinion, in what ways have ethnic differences impacted the American 
Islamic community broadly, and specifically the raising of second-generation 
youth in Islam? 
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APPENDIX D 
 

INSTRUMENT FOR PARENTS OF SECOND-GENERATION 
 
Pseudonym chosen for use in this study:  ___________________________________ 
 

1. When did you first come to the United States, and where are you from? 
 
2. What wishes do you have for your children regarding their future lives?  

a. [Probe:  Do you plan or hope to "arrange" your child/ren’s marriages?] 
b. [Probe:  How would you feel if your children married outside of the 

ethnic/religious group?] 
 

3. How important is ethnic identity to you?  What has been your position regarding 
your children’s ethnic identities? 

a. [Probe: How important is it that your children maintain distinct ethnic 
identities?] 

b. [Probe: What have you done to help your children maintain (or to deter 
their development of) an ethnic identity?] 

 
4. How important is religion to you?  How important is it to you that your children 

retain an Islamic identity? 
a. [Probe: What have you done to help your children maintain (or to deter 

their development of) a Muslim identity?]  
 

5. What challenges do you think face Muslim parents raising their children in the 
United States, and how have you dealt with those? 
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APPENDIX E 
 

CODING SCHEMA FOR SECOND-GENERATION INTERVIEWS 
 
*bulleted text functions to define what is or is not within the scope of a particular code, 
and is not included in the code’s label as it appears in Atlas.ti 5.0) 
 
Ethnicity Codes 
 
Ethnic commitment 
Language 
Language—Heritage 
Language—English 
What it means to be Ethnic  

• respect for elders 
• hospitality 
• gendered ethnicity 

What it means to be American 
Co Ethnics—Rs Relations 
Co Ethnics—Critique 
Ethnic clothes 
Food—Ethnic 
Food—American 
Food—Zabiha Meat 
Food—Pork 
Food—Mother Provides 
Transnationalism—Diff US Home Country 
Transnationalism—R Visits Home Country 
Transnationalism—Critique of Home Country 
Ethnic Culture—Good 
Ethnic Culture—Critique  

• chauvinist men 
• gossipy ladies 
• political corruption 
• dirty streets 

America—Good 
America—Critique  
Music  

• Islamic  
• Ethnic 
• American 
• Permissibility of Music 

Ethnic Community—Description 
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Ethnic Celebrations 
Islam is Part of Ethnic Culture 
Skin Color 
Inter Ethnic Identity 
Inter Ethnic Family 
Disclosing Ethnicity 
Ethnicity and Context 
Parental Efforts to Preserve Family Ethnicity 
Ethnic Labels—American 
Ethnic Labels—Ethno specific  

• Pakistani, Lebanese, Chinese 
Ethnic Labels—Ethnic American  

• Pakistani American, Lebanese American 
Ethnic Labels—Pan Ethnic  

• Desi, ABCD, South Asian, South Asian American, Arab American, Asian 
American 

Caucasian on Census 
Alienation from Ethnicity 
First Awareness of Identity 
Assimilation 
Best of Both Worlds 
 
Religiosity 
 
Religious commitment 
Religion—Holidays 
Religion—Pr Muhammad 
Religion—Pr Muhammad Wives 
Religion—Parental Religiousness 
Religion—Mother Religiousness 
Religion—Father Religiousness 
Religion—What it means to be Muslim 
Religion—Ritual Activity  

• Prayer, Fasting, Umrah, Hajj, Reading Qur’an 
Religion—Morality 
Religion—Organizations  

• Mosques, MSA, TI groups 
Religion—Critiques of Islam 
Religion—Critiques of Muslims 
Religion—Other Muslims 
Religious Education  

• full-time Islamic school, Muslim Sunday school, halaqas 
Gender—Islamic Teachings  
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Gender—Gender Roles  
• complementarity, “different but equal”, View of Female Led Prayer, gendered 

double-standard 
Hijab—Parent and Friend Response 
Hijab—Other Countries 
Hijab—Male Modesty 
Hijab—Spirituality 
Hijab—Challenges  

• those challenges faced by hijabi girls 
Hijab—Benefits  

• liberation, don’t have to do beauty labor 
Hijab—Modesty   
Hijab—Marriage  
Hijab—Non Muslim Views 
Hijab—R’s Viewpoint  

• wears it and likes it, ambivalent about it, refuses to wear it 
Religion—Handshaking 
Hesitation re Visibly Religious 
Muslim Friends 
Islamic Conferences 
Religious Shift 
Religious Shift—Response of Friends 
Religious Shift—Parental Response 
Religious Shift—Move Away from Religion 
Pan Religiosity 

• Within Muslim Organizations, Ascendance of Rs Religious Identity, Influence of 
Friend, shift to pan religiousness in college, past perception of religious/ethnic 
identity as mutualistic, religion more important for kids, national boundaries 
meaningless, religion more important than ethnicity in marital partner 

Family Religious Life 
Challenges Facing Muslims  

• Praying on time, personal community, “flying while Muslim”, ethnic 
discrimination, sectarian divides 

Religious Authority  
• Knowledge, Internet Imams, regular Imams, Critique of Islamic Law, Interest in 

Islamic Law, View of “the rules” 
Religion—Sectarianism 
Religion—Non-Religious Muslims 
Religion and Ethnicity Confounded  

• “Islam is for Arabs”, I’m Muslim because I’m X Ethnicity, “culture vs. religion”, 
religion supports ethnic culture 

Comparison Muslims Other Minorities 
Muslim Political Participation 
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Future Aspirations 
Media  

• biased against Muslims; Muslim participation 
R’s Self Perception—Religiousness 
Assumptions about Rs Religiousness 
Spirituality  

• includes Rs View of God 
American Perceptions of Islam 
Muslim Response to Discrimination 
Muslim Response to Terrorism 
Rs View of Conservative Muslims 
 
911—Rs Experience 
911—Later Reflections 
Rs Experiences with Discrimination 
Relationship with Parents 
Parental strictness 
Generational Differences 
Difference  

• “fitting in”, differences from American peers, differences from Muslim peers 
 
Demographic and Life Course Information 
 
R Demography—Lives at home 
R Demography—Family Background 
R Demography—Parental Ethnic Background 
R Demography—Parental Education Occupation 
R Demography—Sibling Gender and Ages 
R Demography—Sibling Ethnoreligious Identity 
Middle School 
High School 
College experiences 
 
Marriage 
 
Marriage—Qualities in a Spouse 
Marriage—Marrying an Immigrant 
Marriage—Finding a Spouse  

• Internet, Dating, Family Arrangement, when is a good time to marry 
Marriage—Parental Preferences  

• intraethnic, religiousness 
Marriage—View of Premarital Intimacy 
Marriage—Current Engagement 
Marriage—Past Engagement 
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Marriage—Current Love  
• boyfriend or girlfriend 

Marriage—With Non Muslim 
 
Non-Muslims  

• Rs Experiences, Rs View of Them, Friends, Jews, Christians, Ba’hai 
Politics—Global, Domestic, Muslim) 
Critique of US 
Judgment 
Grand Statement 
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