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Abstract

What happens to the religious identity, belief, and practice of Muslims
who settle in Western countries? Do they, or their children and sub-
sequent generations, gradually become more secular? Or do they react
against the dominant ethos and perceived prejudice by becoming more
religious? We review recent research that touches on these questions.
Most Muslim immigrants outside the United States come from rural
areas of less developed countries where religiosity is higher than in the
receiving societies. Residence in areas of high coethnic concentration,
support from religious communities, and religious endogamy help to
maintain religious commitment. The situation is more complicated for
the second generation. Western culture has an influence, but structural
integration does not necessarily reduce religiosity. Some children of
immigrants try to follow a “real” Islam that has been purified of cultur-
ally specific practices. Hostility toward Muslims may lead some to react
by increasing their own religious involvement.
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INTRODUCTION

Questions and Scope

Political concerns over immigration, social
cohesion, and religious extremism have put
Muslims in the spotlight in all Western
countries. Sociologists have not been slow
to respond, though more often with good
questions than with firm conclusions. Socio-
logical research on migration has considered
the role of religion in acculturation across
the generations, a topic that has gained in
importance with the rapid growth of religious
diversity produced by immigration since
World War II. These changes have been no
less crucial for sociologists of religion, who
are interested in the prospects of decline or
resurgence of religious commitment among
minorities adapting to Western societies.

In this article, we review studies of Muslim
minorities of immigrant origin in the West.
We seek to explain patterns of religious
adaptation using theories and evidence drawn
from sociological research on migration and
religion. Our key questions are: What happens
to the religious identity, belief, and practice of
Muslims who settle in Western countries? Do
they, or their children and subsequent gener-
ations, gradually become more secular? Or do
they react against the dominant ethos and per-
ceived prejudice by becoming more religious?

The research we consider is largely confined
to the United States, Canada, Australia, and
Northern and Western Europe; few studies are
available from countries where the inward mi-
gratory flow of Muslims is numerically smaller
or more recent (as in Southern and Eastern
Europe, New Zealand, and Japan). Because our
interest is in religious change among Muslims
who arrived in the postwar period (and their de-
scendants), we do not address the situation of
native Muslim minorities in Europe or North
America (e.g., African American Muslims or
Muslims in the Balkans or Greece).

We first provide some basic information
about the number and origins of Muslims in
Europe, North America, and Australia and then

give an overview of religious involvement in the
receiving societies. The main part of our review
follows the chronological order of the migra-
tory process, starting with the migration to and
settlement in the West of people from Muslim-
majority societies. We continue by consider-
ing the transmission of Islam to the children of
these immigrants, looking at family formation,
parent-child religious transmission, structural
integration, and finally prejudice and discrimi-
nation. We sketch the theories that have been
offered and describe the evidence that has been
gathered. For better or worse, the speculative
ingenuity of sociologists has outrun the empir-
ical research, which means that our ability to
evaluate most of these theories is limited. Our
main aim is therefore to supply a synthesis, and
we conclude with a set of hypotheses in need of
further testing.

Muslims in Western Countries

The Muslim populations of Western Europe,
North America, and Australia were estimated
to be 18.3, 3.5, and 0.4 million, respectively,
in 2010 (Pew Res. Cent. 2011, pp. 78, 124,
140). The numbers have increased significantly
since 1990, underscoring the growing impor-
tance of Muslims in Western societies. There is
considerable variation within this category hid-
den behind these simple counts, for instance
between Sunnis and Shiites. Population esti-
mates are based on broad definitions of who is a
Muslim, primarily deduced from ascription
rather than self-identification (Brown 2000).

Most Muslims in the West derive from
the large-scale migratory movements starting
in the second half of the twentieth century
(Peach & Glebe 1995). International migration
and relatively high fertility have led, and con-
tinue to lead, to increases in the number of
Muslims and their shares of national popula-
tions in Western Europe, North America, and
Australia (Pew Res. Cent. 2011). There is con-
siderable variation between destination coun-
tries, however, in the origins, dates of arrival,
and reasons for migration of Muslims.
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Postcolonial migration brought South
Asians to the United Kingdom and North
Africans to France. The German-speaking
countries (Germany, Austria, and Switzerland)
as well as Denmark and Sweden (albeit to a
lesser extent) recruited guest workers in Turkey
and the former Yugoslavia. Belgium and the
Netherlands also received labor migrants
from Turkey as well as Morocco (Peach &
Glebe 1995). The initial male-dominated guest
worker migration was later continued through
family reunification and family formation
migration (Buijs & Rath 2002). Immigration
of Muslims to Southern European countries
(Greece, Italy, Portugal, and Spain) is more
recent and stems primarily from Morocco (to
the Iberian peninsula) and from Egypt and
Albania (to Italy and Greece) (Peach & Glebe
1995, Roggero 2002, Pew Res. Cent. 2011).
Australian Muslims mainly originated in
Lebanon and Turkey, plus a range of countries
in Asia and the Pacific (Dunn et al. 2007). In
the United States and Canada, Muslims are a
smaller fraction of the immigrant population
and originate primarily in the Middle East
and South Asia (Pew Res. Cent. 2007, 2011).
Finally, political turmoil in many Muslim-
majority countries (e.g., Afghanistan, Iran,
Iraq, Somalia) has induced refugee migration
to practically all of these Western destination
countries (Peach & Glebe 1995, Saeed &
Akbarzadeh 2001).

The history of the migration of Muslims
over the past several decades has implications
for their current socioeconomic status. Labor
migrants were specifically recruited to work
in unskilled or low-skilled jobs, and many
arrived with few educational qualifications.
Their position of socioeconomic disadvantage
is largely maintained in the second generation
(Heath et al. 2008). Although postcolonial
migrants went through different recruitment
and selection processes than guest workers,
their characteristics and conditions were little
different, at least in the first generation (Buijs
& Rath 2002). In stark contrast to the situation
in Europe and Australia, Muslim immigrants
in the United States and Canada are often

middle class and highly educated (Pew Res.
Cent. 2007). Finally, the socioeconomic status
of refugees from Muslim-majority societies
varies greatly and includes highly educated
refugees (e.g., from Iran) and those with few
qualifications experiencing problematic access
to Western labor markets (e.g., Somalis).

Religiosity in the West

The impact of modernization on religion was
of central concern to the founders of sociology.
It was clear that the move from farms to
factories, from the country to the city, from
illiteracy to education, and from deference to
democracy had profound consequences for
religion. For reasons that remain the subject
of vigorous debate (Stark & Finke 2000, Bruce
2011), religious involvement in most Western
countries is far lower now, on most measures,
than 50 or 100 years ago. The United States is
at least a partial exception, though here too the
trend seems to be down rather than up (Chaves
2011a,b).

Levels of religious affiliation, belief, and
practice vary considerably across the highly de-
veloped countries that are now the main des-
tinations for international migrants. A few (in
particular the United States) remain relatively
religious: Large majorities express a firm belief
in God and continue to identify with specific
denominations, although the proportions that
are actually observant are typically much lower.
Most Western nations are now relatively secu-
lar, though; nominal affiliation often remains
high, but there is a fairly uniform distribution
across the spectrum from atheism to orthodoxy,
and participation in religious services is very low
(Gorski & Altinordu 2008).

By contrast, nearly all Muslim immigrants
come from societies that are comparatively
religious and where, typically, Islam is the dom-
inant religion (although India and some African
countries are important exceptions; Pew Res.
Cent. 2011). Of course, there is variation be-
tween origin countries and over time, and the
states vary from explicitly Islamic regimes (e.g.,
Iran) to avowedly secular ones (e.g., Kemalist
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Turkey). Moreover, it is often difficult to
measure and compare religious involvement
across groups or nations. Nevertheless, in com-
parison to the West most countries of origin for
Muslims are characterized by strong and osten-
sibly universal religious belief, given the social
(and sometimes legal) norms that regulate ex-
pression of skepticism. Prayer is very frequent,
and regular attendance at mosque is usual, at
least for men (Norris & Inglehart 2011).

Religiosity, or degree of religious commit-
ment, needs to be distinguished from religious
identity (for example as Methodist, Mormon,
or Muslim). Religion is arguably like ethnicity:
something that for most people is transmitted
to them rather than being chosen by them. The
extent to which religious affiliation is an invol-
untary attribute or a matter of personal choice
remains contentious (not least because it is rele-
vant to equal opportunities regulation; see Meer
& Modood 2009).

Religiosity is a matter of degree; it is com-
mon to focus on belief and practice as its key
components (Voas 2007). Religious change in
the West has occurred not because individu-
als stopped believing or going to church, but
because each successive generation had less or-
thodox beliefs and less frequent attendance than
the one before. It is tempting to suppose that
Muslims will follow a similar path and that the
“symbolic religiosity” described by Gans (1994)
is analogous to the “fuzzy fidelity” that Voas
(2009) sees as a staging post between tradition-
alism and secularity. Alternatively, however, at
least some members of the second generation
may turn to strict religiosity. Part of our aim in
what follows is to identify the conditions that
promote change in one direction or the other.

MIGRATION: ORIGINS
AND DESTINATIONS

The Effect of Origins
on Immigrant Religiosity

How religious people are as adults is largely
shaped by their upbringing, and as men-
tioned above Muslim immigrants tend to come

from countries where religious commitment is
strong. The effects might be compounded if mi-
grants tend to be more religious than average
even within the context of origin. If there are
such selection effects, they seem most likely to
be by-products of socioeconomic differentials.
To the extent, for example, that most Muslims
who arrived in Europe to do manual labor came
from traditional communities in relatively dis-
advantaged areas (Peach & Glebe 1995), one
would expect them to be religious. There is
no reason to expect that high religiosity per se
would increase the propensity to move from a
Muslim to a non-Muslim country (except for a
few political refugees).

On the contrary, scholars have been more
prone to speculate that “individuals with higher
stocks of religious capital or more grounded re-
ligious preferences will be less likely to migrate”
(Alanezi & Sherkat 2008, p. 845). In addition,
migrants are typically young, male, and unmar-
ried, qualities associated with low religious in-
volvement, although Muslim countries do not
always resemble the West in this respect. Some
investigations have compared the religious in-
volvement of immigrants with populations in
the countries of origin (Alanezi & Sherkat 2008,
Güveli 2010), but one cannot say how far the
differences are explained by selective migration
as opposed to adaptation.

The Effect of Migration

Uprooting oneself and moving to another
country is a major life event; the question
is whether the act of migration itself has
an impact—positive or negative—on religious
conviction and commitment.

In recent times, migration has typically
involved movement from developing to highly
developed societies. Smith (1978) argues that
the early stages of modernization involve
a growing awareness and consolidation of
cultural distinctiveness reinforced by reli-
gion. Would-be immigrants are therefore
primed with consciousness of their religious
identity. The experience of migration—and
the heartache, loneliness, and alienation that
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accompany it—creates a psychological need
for the consolation provided by religion. The
dislocation is often interpreted in religious
terms, and it is natural to seek divine protection
on the journey and on arrival (Warner 1998,
Hagan & Ebaugh 2003).

Of particular interest in the present context
is the argument that immigrants are forced to
reflect on what standards of behavior are right
and that a possible response is religious per-
fectionism. This “immigrant Puritanism” is “a
predictable reaction to the ethical or behavioral
disorientation that affected most immigrants,
whatever the place or the century of their
arrival” (Smith 1978, p. 1176).

Although for these reasons the act of moving
to a new country might have a positive influence
on religiosity, there are several reasons to sup-
pose that migration disrupts religious practice.
Some of the impediments are consequences
of the change in religious culture: Immigrants
may not have easy access to places of worship,
for example (Wuthnow & Christiano 1979,
Ralston 1998), and having a mosque nearby
promotes religious practice among Muslims
(Smits et al. 2010). It can be hard to follow reli-
gious prescriptions in the new country. Jewish
shopkeepers faced difficult choices when ob-
serving the Sabbath meant closing on Saturday
(Warner & Srole 1945), and prayer in the mid-
dle of the working day can cause similar prob-
lems for Muslims.

Other obstacles are indirect consequences
of the upheaval: Spirituality may take second
place to more mundane priorities. Early immi-
grants are typically young single men who are
focused on work (Finke & Stark 2005). Some
North African Muslim women who settled in
France reported that religious practice took
time and energy that they did not have (Killian
2006). Religious participation is often a matter
of routine, and even if migration does not
change beliefs, it will almost certainly alter old
habits (Wuthnow & Christiano 1979). Then
there are norms; what was expected in the old
country will not be required in the new and
may even be frowned on. Far from a family
and social context that might have enforced

religious practice, immigrants are conscious
that other choices are possible (Cesari 2002).

Properly testing these hypotheses requires
longitudinal data that are in short supply. The
best study to date was done by Connor (2008),
who finds that immigrants to Quebec show di-
minishing religious activity following migra-
tion. Although most respondents are Christian,
he comments that “although not statistically
significant among all religious groups, the pat-
tern still follows the same decline in religious
participation when religious groups are ana-
lyzed separately” (Connor 2008, p. 255).

The Role of Religious Communities
in Facilitating Settlement

Whatever the impact of the move itself, reli-
gious organizations give immigrants a number
of reasons to participate. These are usefully
classified by Hirschman (2004) as refuge,
respectability, and resources. Religious groups
are a natural meeting place for people from
the homeland and hence a refuge from feelings
of loss and separation. Places of worship and
lay organizations provide routes to social
participation and hence respectability from
which immigrants and their children might
otherwise have been excluded. Finally, but
very importantly, many religious communities
offer a host of resources: advice on adapting to
the new environment; help in obtaining jobs,
housing, or loans; schools and language classes;
social services; entertainment. Hirschman
(2004, pp. 1224–26) provides a good review
of the literature on the social and economic
benefits of religious participation (see also
Cadge & Ecklund 2007, pp. 362–63).

As Foner & Alba (2008) point out, however,
this view of religion as an important channel
through which immigrants are eased into the
mainstream is a distinctively American one.
The US deputy national security adviser, Denis
McDonough, assured Muslims that “[b]eing
religious is never un-American. Being religious
is quintessentially American” (quoted in
Sullivan 2011). But although active participa-
tion and leadership in a religious community
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may enhance respectability and civic integra-
tion in the United States ( Jamal 2005), it might
do the opposite in countries where the ethos is
predominantly secular.

In Europe, Islam is typically seen as a barrier
to integration rather than as a facilitator of it.
Religious identities are viewed with unease in
the public sphere (Meer & Modood 2009). In
practice, mosques serve many of the functions
described above. Any in-group respectability
that results from religiosity is potentially
outweighed, though, by “the prejudice and dis-
crimination to which individuals who overtly
embrace a Muslim identity may be exposed”
(Foner & Alba 2008, p. 374). Instead of a
virtuous spiral of religious activity and public
acceptance, there is some risk of a vicious circle
of prejudice and the reactive adoption of Islam
as an oppositional identity.

The contrast between Europe and the
United States should not be exaggerated,
however. American public opinion regarding
Muslims is not particularly positive, the
national commitment to pluralism and free
expression notwithstanding (Voas & Ling
2010), and the role of mosques may be affected.
R. Allen (2010) suggests on the basis of
qualitative research that institutions connected
to minority religions like Islam may be less
fruitful than Christian churches in producing
bridging social capital.

Conversely, achieving respect within a
religious community may be a step in the di-
rection of wider respectability, even in Europe.
European governments are increasingly en-
gaged in formal dialogue with Muslim leaders
(and, for the sake of neutrality, with other
religious groups) in an effort to promote inte-
gration or at least peaceful coexistence (Klausen
2005, Permoser et al. 2010). Such official efforts
to cooperate with Muslim organizations could
make religion a vehicle for political activists (as
it was, for example, for American civil rights
leaders in the 1960s and 1970s), which might
encourage religious participation. The mosque
and Muslim associations offer a context within
which the culture and values of origin are
supported rather than disdained. It has been

argued that “ethnically and religiously segre-
gated networks that supposedly contribute to
Muslim and South Asian alienation have been
shown to be insignificant” in lowering levels of
British national identity or engagement with
civil society (Maxwell 2006, p. 749).

The Effect of Ethnic Concentration

Although religion is not immune to social
pressures that promote conformity, minority
religiosity is to some degree protected by cul-
tural pluralism and the encapsulation of groups
both physically and socially. Immigrants on
both sides of the Atlantic experience similar lev-
els of residential segregation (Musterd 2005).
The concentration of coethnics, particularly if
they are also coreligionists, in the same neigh-
borhood has been found in survey research
to be positively associated with religious par-
ticipation among immigrants in general (Van
Tubergen 2007; Connor 2009a,b) and Muslims
in particular (Maliepaard et al. 2012).

This reinforcing effect may be explained
in part by the fact that places of worship are
more readily available in areas where many res-
idents share the religion. Thus, in their study of
Turkish and Moroccan immigrant men in
Belgium, Smits et al. (2010) find that the pres-
ence of a mosque in the municipality is related
to higher levels of religious practice. Given
that this finding pertains to the first generation,
whose members were unlikely to find a mosque
in their vicinity upon arrival in Belgium, the
direction of causality can be questioned. Re-
sults from a similar study among Turkish and
Moroccan Muslims in the Netherlands show
that the positive effect on religious practice of a
mosque in the neighborhood is fully mediated
by the presence of coethnics (Maliepaard et al.
2012).

Other studies, all from the Netherlands,
consistently find that more within-group
contacts are associated with higher religiosity,
whereas more frequent contacts with the
Dutch majority are linked to lower religiosity
(Van Tubergen 2007, Phalet et al. 2008).
Maliepaard & Phalet (2012) show that these
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effects are partially mediated by religious
identification (which is higher or lower where
there are more coethnic or Dutch contacts,
respectively). The influence is felt specifi-
cally on religious practice, whereas religious
attitudes (e.g., support for endogamy and
religious schools) are less affected by the
ethnic composition of one’s network. This
suggests that networks affect religiosity by
reinforcing and controlling common behav-
ioral norms, which differ between the coethnic
minority and the largely secularized Dutch
majority.

The Effect of Western Destinations

Although immigrants have many reasons to be
religiously active, being religious in modern so-
ciety is not the same as being religious in a
traditional community elsewhere. “If everyone
shares the same beliefs, they are not beliefs;
they are just how the world is” (Bruce 2011,
p. 37). Any religious worldview is strengthened
by having a monopoly, and such is the case in
most Muslim countries. The call to prayer is
a regular reminder of the creed. The constant
use of “insha’Allah” (God willing), mandated by
the Koran when referring to future action, rein-
forces a theistic outlook. Living under a “sacred
canopy” (Berger 1967), people make sense of
their lives through religion without being aware
of doing so.

The social environment of the West is
different in three respects. First, the ambient
religiosity is much lower and so being religious
requires more effort, like staying warm in a
cold climate. Second, and just as important,
religious belief is seen as a choice, not a given.
The faithful are aware that many others—
possibly including people they know well—do
not share their views on life, duty, or the world
beyond. They are forced to be conscious of
what previously could be taken for granted.
Third, Islam typically has a much weaker
institutional position in Western societies than
in the countries of origin of most Muslims.

Being plunged into a foreign setting is
simply the nature of the immigrant experience,

however. Sociological reflection on the process
that follows after migration tends to start
from the classical notion of assimilation: a
convergence in language, customs, and so-
cioeconomic outcomes toward a native target
(Park & Burgess 1921, Gordon 1964). Later
work has offered refinements and qualifica-
tions; there is no single target or trajectory,
and assimilation may describe a direction of
movement rather than an end result (Portes
& Zhou 1993, Zhou 1997, Alba & Nee 2003).
There is ample evidence that social norms
affect religious adaptation (Connor 2010) but
also that patterns of religious assimilation are
complex (Güveli & Platt 2011).

Some of these nuances are already found
in one of the most important early studies
of religion in the United States: Protestant,
Catholic, Jew, by Will Herberg (1955). Subse-
quent events have undercut Herberg’s “triple
melting pot” thesis in two ways. The boundaries
between Protestants, Catholics, and Jews have
become more porous or blurred (Alba 2005)
than they were in the mid-twentieth century.
In addition, there are now millions of immi-
grants (mainly from Asia) and their descen-
dants who belong to other religious traditions.
Herberg was right, however, in highlighting the
resilience of religious identity. The forces of
acculturation are rarely strong enough to push
people from one world religion (e.g., Islam) into
another (e.g., Christianity). Although there are
exceptions—see for example Chen (2008a) on
the conversion of Taiwanese immigrants in the
United States—relocation does not generally
involve religious dislocation.

Although affiliation may not be affected,
there is evidence that the religiosity of mi-
grants is influenced by the context of settle-
ment. First, the form of minority religiosity
may be shaped by that of the majority; Ameri-
can scholars (Warner 1994, Warner & Wittner
1998, Ebaugh & Chafetz 2000) have pointed
to a shift toward more congregational forms
of organization and worship among immigrant
groups, and Güveli (2010) notes that ethnic
Turks in Europe pray less but attend religious
meetings more than their former compatriots,
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which might also be interpreted as an adjust-
ment to cultural norms.

Secondly, religiosity may change in degree
as well as expression. Some studies of internal
migration between more and less religious
regions of the United States conclude that indi-
viduals adapt to their environments to at least a
modest extent (Stump 1984, Smith et al. 1998,
Iannaccone & Makowsky 2007). Similarly,
people coming from abroad—and more specif-
ically their descendants—may become more
religious in the United States (Warner 1998,
Greeley & Hout 1999, Kurien 2002, Foley &
Hoge 2007; but see Connor 2009b) or less reli-
gious in more secular countries (Van Tubergen
2006, 2007; Connor 2008, 2009a; Phalet et al.
2008). Such changes in the degree of religious
salience are likely to be promoted by contact
with the majority group (Maliepaard & Phalet
2012). The “acculturation strategies” described
by Berry (1997, pp. 9–10)—assimilation, sep-
aration, integration, marginalization—may
have implications for the religious behavior of
Muslim immigrants (Onishi & Murphy-
Shigematsu 2003, Constant et al. 2006).

The Place of Islam
in Western Institutions

The ways in which Western institutions deal
with religion and more specifically with Islam
may affect the religiosity of Muslims. In their
comparison of the United States and Europe,
Foner & Alba (2008) argue that the lack of sepa-
ration between church and state in Europe con-
tributes to the perception of (non-Christian)
religion as a barrier to immigrants’ integra-
tion. Indeed, the United States, with its strict
separation of church and state in combination
with a lively religious market and high levels of
religious belief and practice, differs markedly
from historical patterns of church-state rela-
tions elsewhere. In Europe, one finds a variety
of arrangements, from national churches and
concordats with the Vatican to public secular-
ity (Ferrari 2002).

Political scientists (e.g., Tatari 2009) have
argued that these constitutional legacies

provide different opportunity structures for
the institutional accommodation of Islam, for
example with regulations affecting mosques,
ritual slaughter, Islamic cemeteries, and re-
ligious attire, with the provision of religious
education and chaplains, or with political
mobilization and the creation of representative
councils of Muslims (Maussen 2007). There
is a large literature describing and comparing
the process of the institutional accommodation
of Islam in a range of European countries (see
Maussen 2007 for an overview). Although these
studies have contributed to our knowledge
about national regulations of minority religious
practice and the political representation of
Muslims, it is unclear what the consequences of
institutional accommodation are for religiosity.
Research on the topic usually focuses on reli-
gious rights of Muslims without relating these
rights to levels of religious involvement or the
ability to transmit Islam to a new generation.

Addressing such questions requires the
elaboration of concrete hypotheses regarding
the effects of institutional arrangements on
Muslim minorities, as well as cross-nationally
comparative data with substantial samples of
Muslims to test these hypotheses. For instance,
one might speculate that more accommodating
systems increase religiosity by removing
barriers to religious practice and by facilitating
the intergenerational transmission of religion
(e.g., by offering Islamic religious education
in schools). Conversely, regulations that place
Islam at a disadvantage or simply a lack of
institutional recognition may contribute to the
development of reactive religiosity—but they
may also discourage some people from active
religious involvement that appears to have
little social value in the country of settlement
(see below). Alternatively, the recognition
and accommodation of Islam may also lay the
ground for the privatization of religion, such
that religiosity becomes decoupled from other
life domains in the course of the structural
integration of immigrants and their descen-
dants (Fleischmann & Phalet 2012). However,
such hypotheses attribute explanatory power
to institutional contexts, whereas most of the
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variation in Muslim religiosity is probably
located at the individual level. Moreover, other
contextual characteristics may have a role,
such as the level of hostility toward Islam
and Muslims. These factors are quite separate
from, and may override, the potentially positive
effects of more accommodating institutions.

The supply-side theory of religious mar-
kets appears to predict that Muslims are more
religiously active in areas with more religious
pluralism and less state involvement in reli-
gion (Stark & Iannaccone 1994). In an early
attempt to study the effects of religious regula-
tion, Chaves et al. (1994) looked at data from
various countries on visas allowing people to
make the pilgrimage to Mecca. They found that
the level of state support for religion was nega-
tively related to the rate of participation in the
pilgrimage. Similarly, in his comparative study
on immigrant religiosity (which includes, but is
not limited to, Muslims), van Tubergen (2006)
finds that attendance is higher in countries with
more religious diversity. Whether these out-
comes are in fact produced by market mecha-
nisms remains open to question (Bruce 1999).

THE NEXT GENERATION:
KEEPING THE FAITH

The transmission of religion to the second gen-
eration is one of the main challenges faced
by Muslim immigrants to historically Christian
and widely secularized Western societies.
Scholars of immigrant religion have described
the first generation’s desire to transmit reli-
giously inspired values from their countries of
origin to their children—in the morally threat-
ening environment of receiving societies—as
one of the central tasks of immigrant religious
congregations (Ebaugh & Chafetz 2000). As
for Muslims, arrival in the West involves a
change from majority to minority status (Yang
& Ebaugh 2001a), and hence immigrants need
to invest explicitly in the religious upbringing
of their children.

Marriage and Family Formation

Families are more important than any other
source of influence on religion and religiosity.

Parents make a difference for a number of rea-
sons. Many will deliberately inculcate religious
identity and belief in their offspring and train
them in culture and practice. The reproduc-
tion of values and behavior may also happen
unconsciously because parents serve as models
for their children. Finally, the socioeconomic
status and residential choices of parents help
to determine the religious environment within
which children are raised.

If spouses do not share a religion, the prob-
ability that their offspring will be religious is
seriously reduced (Voas 2003), but the impact
of mixed marriages on Muslim religious partic-
ipation is currently minimal. Endogamy among
Muslims in Europe is very high, although the
pool of preferred partners is restricted by more
than just religion. “An outstanding feature of
in-group marriages among Muslim migrants is
that they almost without exception are made
within their own ethnic group (Turks marry
Turks, Moroccans marry Moroccans), showing
that extrareligious group factors play a role as
well” (Lucassen & Laarman 2009, p. 59). For
South Asians in Britain, “the anthropological
evidence shows that marriage is overwhelm-
ingly within religion, within caste”—and for
ethnic Pakistanis, often to first cousins (Peach
2006, p. 639).

Partly to satisfy these requirements, and
sometimes to continue chain migration,
spouses are frequently sought in the country of
origin (Lucassen & Laarman 2009). Parents and
others are often involved in the choice of part-
ners. Evidence from survey research supports
the idea that cross-border marriages within the
ethno-religious group help to maintain reli-
gious vitality (Phalet et al. 2008).

Although it might have been expected that
endogamy would wane with integration and the
passage of time, the evidence does not point in
that direction, at least in Britain (Voas 2009,
p. 1505) and the Netherlands (Phalet et al. 2008,
p. 432). Indeed, Maliepaard et al. (2012) find
that although education and employment are
associated with a lower inclination to agree that
“[i]t would be annoying if your daughter wanted
to marry someone of a different religion,” both
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THE ROLE OF WOMEN

The position of women in Muslim communities has been hotly
debated in the West. There is conflicting evidence on whether
being Muslim or being religious is related to patriarchal gender
values (Inglehart & Norris 2003, Diehl et al. 2009). The headscarf
is widely perceived as symbolizing the subordination of women in
Islam (e.g., Joppke 2009). Ethnographic work on veiled Muslim
women (Gaspard & Khosrokhavar 1995, Weibel 2000, Williams
& Vashi 2007, Shirazi & Mishra 2010), however, shows that many
start veiling in late adolescence or early adulthood as an expres-
sion of their religious identity, though younger girls may veil for
more instrumental reasons (e.g., so that parents will allow them
to go out). The association of Islam with female subordination
might thus be argued to be Islamophobia in a progressive guise
(Fekete 2006, Ewing 2008, Fernandez 2009), a claim for which
Saroglou et al. (2009) find some evidence. Some European cities
or countries have introduced headscarf bans in schools, govern-
ment offices, or other contexts, but empirical evidence about the
consequences for Muslim women, for instance regarding access
to education and the labor market, is currently lacking (though
see Güveli 2011 for the Turkish case).

the first and second generations show an in-
crease (albeit erratic) between 1998 and 2006 in
preferences for in-marriage among Muslims.

Family formation increases the likelihood of
being religiously involved, particularly in the
United States (Stolzenberg et al. 1995, Hout &
Fischer 2002, Tilley 2003). These lifecycle ef-
fects have also been observed among Muslims
in the Netherlands, where having children is
associated with higher religiosity (Maliepaard
et al. 2012). Such effects may reinforce the re-
ligious participation of Muslims in the West,
among whom marriage is nearly universal and
fertility tends to be relatively high (Pew Res.
Cent. 2011, p. 131).

Islam is an exception to the widely observed
gender gap in religious participation: Men are
at least as active as women (Sullins 2006; see
also van Tubergen 2006). Although to some
extent this phenomenon merely reflects differ-
ent expectations about mosque attendance for
men and women, there is some evidence that
Muslim men in the West are more religious

than women even on measures of attitudes and
belief (Ghaffari & Çiftçi 2010). The relatively
high religious involvement of men may help
to maintain levels of religious activity within
families.

The Transmission of Religious
Involvement to the Second Generation

One strand of research has focused on changes
between generations in the centrality of re-
ligious identities. Inspired by the work of
Herberg (1955) on the role of religion in the
Americanization of earlier waves of immigrants,
scholars have raised the question of whether re-
ligion will also replace ethnicity as the most
important identity marker for the second and
higher generations among the more recent (and
more ethnically and religiously diverse) post-
1965 immigrants (Ebaugh & Chafetz 2000,
Jeung et al. 2012).

In her review of research among Asian
American Muslims and Christians, Chen
(2008b) does find that religious identity be-
comes of central importance. She argues that
this shift occurs because racial, ethnic, and na-
tional identities are more difficult to claim in
an authentic way by the Asian American sec-
ond generation. Her findings may not general-
ize to Europe, however, where Islam is a bright
boundary marker, like race in the United States
(Alba 2005).

Nevertheless, ethnographic studies of
Muslim youth have identified a common trend
among some elements of the second generation
on both sides of the Atlantic: the attempt to
appropriate an Islam that is separate from
the ethnic culture of the parental generation
(e.g., Cesari 2002 and Saint-Blancat 2004 for
France; Vertovec & Rogers 1998 for Europe
generally; Ebaugh & Chafetz 2000, Peek
2005, and Warner et al. 2012 for the United
States). A typical finding from these studies is
that immigrant parents are surprised by their
children’s rejection of some traditions as non-
Islamic and their determination to return to
“real Islam” (Cesari 2002, Warner et al. 2012).

Yet the desire to create a “cultureless
Islam” (Chen 2008b) may result from different
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processes on the two sides of the Atlantic.
Scholars in the United States have found the
phenomenon already present in the first gener-
ation. Ethnically specific expressions of Islam
are seen as obstacles to community-building,
given the diverse origins of Muslims in the
United States (Yang & Ebaugh 2001b). In
Europe, however, Muslim congregations are
mostly organized along ethnic lines (Buijs &
Rath 2002). Here, the effort to free Islam from
parental homeland culture is more often a
reaction to generational conflicts, to the low
status of the working-class first generation in
the receiving society, and to social exclusion
and discrimination (Cesari 2002; see Ebaugh &
Chafetz 2000, p. 129 for a similar trend among
second-generation Muslims in the United
States).

Orthodoxy, or even fundamentalism, is only
one of the ways in which children of im-
migrants approach their religious heritage,
though. Some have been described in the same
studies as taking a “consumer” approach to
Islam, adopting just those doctrines and prac-
tices that appeal to them (Cesari 2002). A strong
Muslim identity may be combined with low
levels of religious practice (Phalet et al. 2012)
or even rejection of central religious teachings
(Vertovec & Rogers 1998). Others may aban-
don their faith altogether and identify them-
selves as nonreligious.

These mainly ethnographic studies attest
to the diversity of the ways of being religious
among the second generation. However, the
finding that religious identities gain primacy
over or become detached from ethnic or racial
identities in the second generation has to
date emerged solely from qualitative research,
whereas survey data suggest that the association
between ethnic and Muslim religious identity
is actually stronger in the second than in
the first generation (Maliepaard et al. 2010).
Large representative samples of the children
of Muslim immigrants are still scarce, and it is
too early to draw conclusions regarding which
of the manifold ways of relating to Islam that
have been observed in ethnographic research
prevail in which contexts and for what reasons

(cf. Ebaugh & Chafetz 2000, p. 129). As a
conjecture for testing, we suggest that so far
there has been little intergenerational change
(either up or down) in the average religiosity
of Muslims, but second and later generations
are more dispersed than their parents across
the scale from secular to devout.

Most of the research discussed above on
the transmission of religion relies on broad
comparisons of the religious identity and re-
ligiosity of the first and second generations (see
also Phalet et al. 2008, Diehl & Koenig 2009,
Maliepaard et al. 2010). Such studies tell us
little about the process of religious transmis-
sion within immigrant families and communi-
ties, however, or about the effects of immigrant
generation as distinct from birth cohort.

There are two studies that do examine the
mechanisms of Muslim religious transmission
within families, using either parent-child dyads
(Maliepaard & Lubbers 2012) or retrospective
reports of youthful religious practice from
second generation adults (Güngör et al. 2011).
The frequency of parental mosque attendance
is a strong predictor of religious values and
practices in the adult second generation.
Whether one attended Koran lessons as a
child is also significant. Religious socialization
increases the desire to maintain the heritage
culture, which in turn is associated with higher
levels of religiosity (Güngör et al. 2011).
Religious transmission is not solely a matter of
parental effort, however. Both of these studies
find it to be more effective among Turkish
compared with Moroccan families, arguably as
a result of differences in community cohesion
(cf. Phalet & Schönpflug 2001, De Valk &
Liefbroer 2007). Importantly, there is little
evidence that religious socialization, current
religiosity, or desire to maintain inherited
traditions reduce the interest in adopting the
mainstream culture (Güngör et al. 2011).

The Effects of Integration

Contact with a highly secularized majority
population—particularly in education and
employment—seems likely to undermine
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religious commitment. In line with argu-
ments about exposure to other worldviews
and increased economic security leading to
declines in religiosity, several studies find
religious practice to be lower where education
and employment status are higher, both
among immigrants in general (Van Tubergen
2006, 2007; Connor 2009a; Van Tubergen &
Sindradóttir 2011) and for Muslims specifically
(Lesthaeghe & Neels 2000, Phalet et al. 2008,
Diehl & Koenig 2009).

With the exception of Diehl & Koenig
(2009) and Phalet et al. (2008), however,
these studies focus on the immigrant first
generation. More recent research among
the locally born second generation calls the
standard view into question. Fleischmann
& Phalet (2012) find a negative association
between educational attainment and religiosity
among the children of Turkish immigrants
in Berlin but not in Amsterdam, Brussels, or
Stockholm. Similarly, in their analysis of trends
in religiosity among Turkish and Moroccan
Muslims in the Netherlands, Maliepaard et al.
(2012) find a negative effect of education on
mosque attendance among the first generation
and in earlier survey years (1998 and 2002) but
not for the second generation and later survey
years (2004 and 2006).

These somewhat conflicting results might
be explained by generational differences or pe-
riod effects or both. Educational attainment,
for example, has different meanings for the
first and second generations. The well edu-
cated were a minority among Muslim immi-
grants. Their lower religious involvement is
likely to be related to the fact that elites are
relatively secular in some countries of origin
(such as Turkey; cf. Güveli 2011). If education
is no longer or less negatively related to reli-
giosity among the second generation, it might
imply that structural integration does not nec-
essarily lead to lower levels of Muslim religious
commitment in the West. Gender might also
be relevant: Average religiosity is stable across
generations for men even in some settings
where it declines for women (Diehl & Koenig
2009).

The changing association between educa-
tion and religiosity could also be the result
of period effects. Western hostility toward
Muslims has increased in recent years, arguably
leading to the emergence of reactive religiosity
(see below). The second generation and the
better educated consistently report higher
levels of discrimination than the first gener-
ation and the less well educated (Gijsberts &
Vervoort 2009, Fleischmann et al. 2011). Thus,
any negative effects of structural integration
on religiosity may be trumped by the wish
to uphold a Muslim identity in the face of
prejudice and social exclusion.

Longitudinal research including both gen-
erations (as in Maliepaard et al. 2012) is needed
to assess the relative importance of origins and
period. It would also be useful to collect data
on perceived discrimination in order to test its
role in moderating the relationship between in-
tegration and religiosity.

The Effects of Prejudice
and Discrimination

Prejudice against Muslims in the West, often
labeled Islamophobia, has been a topic of grow-
ing research interest (C. Allen 2010, Esposito
& Kalin 2011, Helbling 2012). The use and
definition of Islamophobia are contested,
and, given the overlap between the categories
“Muslim” and “immigrant” in Europe (Cesari
2011), one might question whether Islamo-
phobia can be distinguished from xenophobia
(Helbling 2012) or racism (Meer & Mod-
ood 2009). Rising anti-Muslim prejudice
and discrimination have been documented
in Britain (Field 2007, 2012) and France
(Bleich 2009) since the late 1980s, initially
in response to the Rushdie and headscarf
affairs, respectively. The same hostility has
been observed in Europe generally since the
events of September 11, 2001 (Allen & Nielsen
2002), although there is evidence that even
before 2001 prejudice against Muslims was
more widespread than that against immigrants
(Strabac & Listhaug 2008).
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Public hostility could have one of three con-
sequences for the religiosity of Muslims in the
West: (a) Muslims might become more reli-
gious in response to negative external valuations
of Islam; (b) they might be motivated (not nec-
essarily consciously) to scale back their religious
identity, belief, and practice; or (c) prejudice and
discrimination might have no effect on religious
commitment. Most research on this issue has
explored the first hypothesis. The notion of re-
active ethnicity, in which group consciousness
increases in response to social marginalization
and rejection (Portes & Rumbaut 2001), has
been extended to the religious domain (cf. Diehl
& Koenig 2009). The argument is that expe-
riences of discrimination may foster “reactive
religiosity,” such as for example the increased
adoption of the headscarf among Muslim girls
in the United States after 9/11 (Haddad 2007;
see also Peek 2005).

Research in social psychology has provided
ample evidence, mainly based on experiments,
for a rejection-identification mechanism: In re-
sponse to discriminatory treatment, individuals
identify with a group more strongly to buffer
negative consequences for their self-esteem
(Branscombe et al. 1999). It has been argued
that religion, in which notions of a righteous
life are inherent, offers particularly attractive
identities for individuals faced with unjust
treatment (Ysseldyk et al. 2010). Religiosity
has indeed been found in cross-sectional survey
research to buffer the negative effects of per-
ceived discrimination on self-esteem among
Muslim immigrants in the United States
(Ghaffari & Çiftçi 2010). Moreover, studies
among Muslims as well as Christians suggest
that social rejection triggers increased religios-
ity (Aydin et al. 2010). Similarly, Verkuyten &
Yildiz (2007) find that perceived discrimination
is related to enhanced Muslim identification
among Turkish-Dutch Muslims. In a sample of
Muslim American youth, however, discrimina-
tion was unrelated to Muslim identity, although
it was associated with weaker American identity
(Sirin et al. 2008). A common problem with
the studies mentioned above is that they use
convenience samples, often recruited through

Muslim organizations, and employ cross-
sectional rather than experimental methods.
Thus, both the direction of causality and the
generalizability of the results to the wider pop-
ulation of Muslims in the West are uncertain.

Relying on large-scale comparative surveys
collected on the basis of ethnic rather than re-
ligious background, Fleischmann et al. (2011)
find that perceived discrimination is associated
with greater willingness to engage in political
action to defend Islam among European-born
Moroccan and Turkish Muslims. However,
perceived discrimination was not significantly
related to levels of individual religiosity once
other important predictors, in particular
childhood religious socialization, were taken
into account (Fleischmann & Phalet 2012).
These results would seem to support the hy-
pothesis that discrimination and religiosity are
unconnected.

The third possibility mentioned above—
that religiosity could be diminished in re-
sponse to prejudice and discrimination—seems
practically absent in the current literature on
Muslims, either as a theoretical expectation or
as an empirical finding. Including this alterna-
tive hypothesis in future research could help
to explain why reactive or strict religiosity is
not more prevalent, despite the pervasiveness
of hostility against Islam and Muslims in the
West. Such research would ideally be based on
large representative samples.

CONCLUSION

Classical theories of assimilation produce the
expectation that Muslims in the West will
become less religious over time, particularly
as new generations raised in Europe, North
America, or Australia replace their immigrant
parents in the population. Migration itself can
change personal priorities and disrupt religious
participation, which might start a drift away
from strong commitment. It is the social
environment of the countries of settlement
that seems particularly relevant, though. The
Islamic “sacred canopy” present in the coun-
tries of origin disappears; there is often little
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mainstream support for being religious,
let alone Muslim, in the receiving societies.
Instead of being constantly reminded that
the future is in God’s hands, people are
reminded of their own ability to choose.
Increasing contact with the differently reli-
gious and the nonreligious undermines the
taken-for-granted character of inherited faith.

It is clear, however, that gradual accultura-
tion is not the whole story, or even the main
story. In the first place, we are interested in the
level as well as the long-term trend in religios-
ity. A number of factors contribute to relatively
high religiosity among Muslims in the West:
(a) origin in less developed regions and socioe-
conomic selectivity produced by recruitment
for manual labor; (b) high residential concentra-
tion in destination countries; (c) involvement in
religious communities that offer meeting places
and provide support; and (d ) endogamy, con-
tinued spousal migration from the origin coun-
tries, and ensuing family formation. There is
nothing particularly unusual about Muslims,
though, in relation to these factors. All immi-
grants are subject to similar influences. If the
trajectory of Muslim religiosity in the West is
different, it must be for other reasons. We can
see three respects in which this group might at
the moment be distinctive.

First, there is often a wide gulf between
the customs of the sending and receiving so-
cieties. The West can seem alarmingly deca-
dent to Muslims with traditional values. There
is a natural urge—particularly among religious
leaders—to try to reassert old forms of social
control, with discipline being increased rather
than relaxed. This impulse was labeled “immi-
grant Puritanism” by the American historian
Marcus Hansen (1936).

Second, with the benefit of education, ideal-
ism, and Western individualism, some children
of Muslim immigrants look for a “real Islam”
that is free from the defects they see in the
parental culture. Instead of blaming the reli-
gion for troubles in their families’ countries of
origin, not to mention their own upbringing,
they attribute all ills to local customs. Islam be-
comes a Teflon religion, to which nothing bad

can stick—unlike Catholicism, to which prob-
lems adhere like Velcro (Warner et al. 2012).

Finally, the inescapable pressure of contem-
porary Western suspicion of Islam and Muslims
makes this identity particularly salient. Muslims
currently encounter far greater hostility than
members of any other religious group, although
Catholic and Jewish immigrants faced similar
prejudice in the past. With external evaluations
being so negative, there is a natural tendency to
react by upholding what is being disparaged.

The Muslim second generation is thus con-
founding “Hansen’s Law” that children of im-
migrants distance themselves from the parental
culture and religion, only for their children to
reclaim it. Although there are generational cy-
cles at work, some of the pressures are currently
strengthening rather than weakening religious
involvement in the second generation. It would
be a mistake to suppose, however, that all move-
ment is in one direction. Many young Muslims
in the West are drifting away from religious
practice; they are less visible to people in the so-
cial mainstream, being either more assimilated
or more marginalized (Berry 1997). As noted
earlier, it is tempting to conjecture that the dif-
ference in religiosity between the second gen-
eration and their parents is less a matter of the
mean (higher versus lower) than the dispersion
(more versus less varied).

All of these hypotheses, and a number of
others that can be formulated, are speculative.
None can easily be assessed at present, and we
have therefore listed them below as “Future
Issues.” For a better understanding of the lev-
els, distribution, and possible trends in religios-
ity of people of Muslim heritage settled or born
in the West, we need more quantitative, and
preferably longitudinal, research based on ran-
dom samples of that population. Surveys should
cover various measures of religiosity; parental
religiosity; location of upbringing and current
residence; education; employment; character-
istics of the respondent’s spouse, family, and
social network; perceived discrimination; and
social attitudes.

Muslim populations in the West are ex-
pected to grow rapidly over the next few
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decades, and prejudice and discrimination are
unlikely to disappear quickly. The forces that
produce reactive religiosity and religious per-
fectionism will persist. That said, the evidence
from earlier episodes of large-scale migration
(in particular the flows of Irish Catholics to
Great Britain and the United States, of South-
ern and Eastern European Catholics across the
Atlantic, and of Jews from Russia into Western

Europe and the United States) suggests that
religious minorities tend to lose their distinc-
tiveness over successive generations. Although
Muslims in the West will remain highly reli-
gious into the medium term, it seems likely that
the secular, nominal, lapsed, or inactive will ul-
timately outnumber the committed. Adherents
and opponents of Islam see it as exceptional;
sociologists are harder to persuade.

SUMMARY POINTS

1. Postcolonial, labor, or refugee migration brought Muslims to Western Europe and
Australia, generally from rural areas of less developed countries where religiosity is higher
than in the receiving societies. Muslim immigrants to the United States tend to be more
educated and prosperous.

2. Religious upbringing, residence in areas of high coethnic concentration, and religious
endogamy foster high religiosity among Muslims in the West.

3. Earlier research among immigrants found that structural integration and religiosity were
inversely related, but more recent studies of the Muslim second generation find the
association to be absent or in some cases even reversed.

4. Several studies have identified a second-generation interest in a “pure” Islam, often
explicitly contrasted with the culturally infected beliefs and practices of their parents.
How widespread this phenomenon is and what conditions tend to produce it remain
unclear.

5. Some scholars speculate that Islamophobia has led to “reactive religiosity” among many
Muslims in Western societies, but as yet the evidence is inconclusive.

FUTURE ISSUES

Hypotheses that should be tested include the following:
1. The experience of migration promotes religious commitment as a response to insecurity

and the need for consolation and protection. The subsequent encounter with a new
culture may trigger stricter religious practice (as an aspect of “immigrant Puritanism”).

2. Higher qualifications are associated with lower religiosity among immigrants, but in the
second generation education sometimes leads to increased interest in Islamic doctrine
and hence in religiosity. With successive generations, however, the longer-term impact
of education may still be negative.

3. Accommodation of Islam in the countries of settlement may facilitate religious education
and practice. Proponents of the market model of religion maintain that competition in a
free market boosts consumption and hence that lack of state interference and regulation
is beneficial to religion.
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4. The lack of a gender gap in Muslim religiosity—so that men are just as committed as
women, although their religious activities may be different—helps to maintain high levels
of family involvement and transmission to the next generation.

5. Prejudice and discrimination against Muslims in Western countries tend to create op-
positional identities that reinforce religiosity.

6. Religious participation in the second generation is stimulated by the salience of religious
compared with ethnic or country-of-origin national identity and a quest for “real Islam,”
purified of cultural corruptions. At the same time, young Muslims raised in the West
cannot escape the individualistic and consumerist approach to religion that is culturally
endemic and that leads to a privatized (and ultimately less sustainable) kind of religiosity.

7. The second generation is more varied than the first in religiosity; even if the average
levels of commitment among immigrant parents and their adult children are similar,
people born in the West are more dispersed over the spectrum from the devout to the
secular.
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