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Abstract 
Recently there has been an increasing body of research regarding the religious experience of Muslims in 
the West. However, these studies often neglect the individualized character of Islam by investigating 
only one or two aspects of religion. Consequently, this research applies a qualitative approach to answer 
the question: ‘’How does international migration influence the religious experience of Muslims in 
Groningen”. By building on Güveli’s (2015) three dimensions of religiosity, this study investigates how 
different aspects of Muslim’s religiosity are influenced by migration. First, subjective religiosity 
increased due to a diminishing social control and an increasing confrontation with diversity in 
Groningen. This results in what Roy (2004) calls a ‘triumph of the religious self’. Secondly, a decreasing 
individual religiosity was found which is predominantly caused by a weaker religious infrastructure in 
Groningen. Thirdly, an expected increase in the communal religiosity has not been found. A possible 
explanation can be that certain selection-methods are present in this research, or the interrelatedness 
of the subjective- and communal religiosity. Nevertheless, more qualitative research is necessary to 
better understand the religious experience of Muslims in the West.  
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1. Introduction  
Islam in the Netherlands is not a recent phenomenon. Since the 1960’s, mainly Turkish and 

Moroccan guest workers moved to the Netherlands, and with them they brought Islam (SCP, 2018). By 

natural growth, family unification and further migration, the number of Muslims in the Netherlands 

increased to around a million (Huijnk, 2018). Migration continues, and especially with the recent 

refugee crisis, the number of migrants from Syria has increased dramatically. Indeed, in the years 

building up to the Syrian civil war, only a couple of hundred Syrians migrated to the Netherlands 

annually. However, between 2014-2017, this increased to an estimated 80.000 documented Syrians 

migrating to the Netherlands to escape the civil war (Statistics Netherlands, 2020).  

This large influx of Muslims into the West resulted in an increasing anti-Islam rhetoric from 

populist parties (Hamid, 2019). In case of the Netherlands, the most recent example is the rise of a 

new political party called Forum voor Democratie (Forum for Democracy). In 2017, Forum voor 

Democratie entered the Dutch House of Representatives, earning two seats in their first ever elections. 

The party is known for following a strong anti-Islam rhetoric and promoting Dutch nationalism. Less 

than three years after earning their first seats in the House of Representatives, the party grew to 

become the largest political party in the Netherlands, with over 40.000 active members (NOS, 2020).  

Populist parties like Forum voor Democratie sometimes purposely ignore the dynamics and 

pluralism within Islam. A prime example is the veiling of Muslim women. In recent years, several 

countries banned the headscarf in public buildings, arguing that it emphasizes the patriarchy within 

Islam and contradicts our western, liberal values (Joppke, 2009). However, Lorasdagi (2009) 

investigated the diverse meanings for wearing the headscarf for women in Amsterdam and found that 

women often wear it voluntarily. They argue that it is not forced upon by their family or the 

community. Instead, many Muslim women wear the hijab as an expression of their Muslim identity or 

as a means to express their devotion (Hopkins and Greenwood, 2013).  

In his 2004 book Globalized Islam, French political scientist Olivier Roy writes about the 

developments of Islam in a globalized world, where Muslims live as a minority-population in secular 

nation-states. Migration to secular countries, or as Roy calls it ‘the passage to the West’, has a wide-

ranging impact on Muslims. In these Western countries, there is no top-down religion, a weaker 

religious infrastructure and a changing social and religious authority (Roy, 2004). All these 

developments influence the religious experience of Muslims. New challenges arise after moving to the 

West, for example the ability to go to the mosque every day, or the availability of halal meat. On the 

other hand, the passage to the West also offers opportunities for Muslims, due to the fact that they 

might experience more freedom and diversity.  

Regarding the impact of international migration on the religiosity of Muslims, a significant body 

of research has been conducted already. Often using international survey data like the European Social 

Survey (ESS) and the European Value Survey (EVS), researchers tried to examine how a Muslims’ 

religiosity is impacted by international migration. Güveli (2015) has used indicators such as the 

frequency of mosque attendance, the frequency of personal prayer and how Muslims rate their own 

piety. This data was compared to the data of the people at the country of origin and the data of the 

natives at the country of destination. Van Tubergen et. al. (2010) used different variables to 

quantitively measure the impacted religiosity for Belgian Muslims, such as fasting during Ramadan and 

sacrificing a sheep at the Festival of Sacrifice. Furthermore, the Dutch Institute of Social Research has 

intensively investigated how Moroccan and Turkish Muslims experience their religion in the 

Netherlands.  
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However, most researches use quantitative methods to explore this topic. Although this offers 

interesting insights for governments and policymakers, it disregards the subjective character of Islam, 

since every Muslim in the West experiences his beliefs in a different and unique way (Roy, 2004). For 

this reason, this study investigates how the process of international migration impacts a Muslim’s 

religiosity within the context of the Northern Netherlands, using qualitative methods. By conducting 

semi-structured, in-depth interviews, this study aims to answer the question: “How does international 

migration influence a Muslim’s religiosity in the city of Groningen”.  

To answer this research question, this study starts by explaining what is meant by religiosity. 

Next, different processes are discussed that can have an influence on a Muslim´s religious experience 

in the West. Then, three different dimensions of religiosity are described that are relevant to this study. 

Subsequently, an explanation of the used researched methods is given, followed by an analysis of the 

results. Finally, some conclusions are given, together with recommendations for future research. 

2. Theoretical framework 

2.1. Religiosity  
Migration, especially when crossing a cultural border, can have several short-term and long-

term implications on someone’s life. Research has been conducted in a wide variety of fields, for 

example the impact of migration on mental health (Meyer et al; 2017), fertility (Kulu, 2005), income 

(Brell et. al; 2020) and education (Arif & Chaudhry; 2015). Another theme that has been researched 

extensively is the impact on migrants’ religion, and more recently, on Muslims settling in the West. 

However, most studies focus on integration and the economic position of Muslims, while disregarding 

the impact on their religious experiences (Güveli, 2015). Therefore, surprisingly little is known on how 

living in secular states affects the religious experience of Muslims.  

To get a better understanding of how religiosity is impacted by migration, it is necessary to 

make a distinction between religion and religiosity. Although some scholars argue that it is difficult and 

almost impossible to define what religion exactly is (Martin, 2014), we can distinguish certain 

‘observable’ aspects of religion (Indinopulos, 1998). Religion can be seen as a belief-system, 

manifested in religious communities, rituals, ideas, teachings, institutions, arts and architecture. In 

case of Islam, this is expressed in the entire system of communal beliefs, values, traditions, historical- 

and contemporary Islamic thinkers, scripture etc. (Brown, 2017). However, Roy (2004) argues that, 

especially due to the recent ‘passage to the West’, religion has become increasingly irrelevant and the 

emphasis is shifted to religiosity. Religiosity is the personal interpretation of this belief-system, and 

how an individual implements this in his or her personal life. The focus has shifted away from the 

beliefs of the community, to the beliefs of the individual.   

 

“The key question is not what the Koran actually says, but what Muslims say the Koran says.” 

Olivier Roy, Globalized Islam (2004, p.10).  

 

Different theories exist on how religiosity is impacted by international migration (Connor, 

2008). Some scholars state that migration has a theologizing effect, arguing that it increases the 

religious participation and spiritual beliefs (Hirschman, 2004). Arguments in favour of the theologizing 

effect argue that the unstable period following migration might make a migrant more reliant on the 

supernatural, spiritual world. Also, the religious community offers many benefits to migrants, for 

example regarding employment, language classes and social services. The community could also serve 

as a refuge against racism and feelings of exclusion (Voas & Fleischmann, 2012).  
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The opposing view is that migration has a secularization effect, resulting in a decreasing 

religious participation and spiritual belief. Possible arguments in favour of the secularization effect of 

migration can be the lack of religious infrastructure in the destination country, or the fact that settling 

in a new environment is overwhelming and religion is not a priority (Connor, 2008). For example, 

finding a job or getting accustomed to the new social and physical environment can disrupt a migrant’s 

religious experience. Nevertheless, one thing many do agree on is the fact that migration influences 

the religious experience of a migrant.  

2.2. Social control and ‘the triumph of the religious self’. 
The personal interpretation of the Islamic belief-system is what Roy (2004) calls the 

objectification of Islam. There are multiple factors that make this objectification of Islam possible. First, 

in secular societies like the Netherlands, Muslims are confronted with diversity and the ‘other’ more 

frequently than in their country of origin. People in the destination country might ask them about their 

religion and the things they believe in. This results in a reflection on their own beliefs, where it offers 

the opportunity to identify what is important to them and what is not (Van Tuberegen, 2006; Güveli & 

Platt, 2011). Furthermore, events like the attack on the World Trade Centre in 2001 also have a 

reflective effect on Muslims. (Emilsen, 2012; Roy, 2004). By constantly having to define what they do 

and don’t believe in, Muslims in the West are objectifying their beliefs.  

Another important factor that contributes to this objectification of Islam, is a weaker social 

control and religious authority in the West. The concept of social control finds its origin in classical 

sociological theories, like Durkheim’s (1893) ‘Mechanical and Organic Solidarity’ and Tönnies’ (1887) 

‘Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft’. These theories sought to explain how social relationships originate in 

a society, but also how these relationships are maintained (Wardak, 2002). In turn, American 

sociologist Edward Alsworth Ross (1901) built on the theories by Tönnies and Durkheim, and described 

social control as ‘intended social ascendency’. Social ascendency is a mechanism where the society as 

a whole has a superordinate position over the individuals in that society. The main purpose of this 

ascendency is to create a society with a certain cultural homogeneity, and where this homogeneity can 

be maintained.  

When looking at societies with a Muslim majority, a similar process can be identified, which 

manifests itself in different levels of society. First, 27 countries in predominantly the Middle East and 

North Africa still have Islam as their official state-religion, with some countries having implemented 

elements of sharia. When hearing sharia, people in the West misleadingly think of a certain kind of 

Islamic penal law (Siddiqui, 2008), but sharia can best be described as ‘the totality of God’s 

requirements for human behaviour’ (Brown, 2017). This means that governments could implement 

religious based laws on a national level, affecting the entire society. Nevertheless, religious social 

control mainly exists in lower levels within society. Social control starts at home, where children are 

often raised by the religious ideals of their parents. Furthermore, social control happens in the 

neighbourhood, in schools, at work and of course at religious institutions like the mosque (Thue, L. A; 

1998).  

 However, with the recent passage to the West, Roy (2004) argues that social control 

disappears. Muslims live as a minority population in societies with freedom of religion. The result is 

the ability to create an Islam that fits the individual best, where they are not judged on their choices 

by the religious community, the neighbourhood or their family. They are the ones to decide whether 

or not they want to attend the mosque every day, or to drink alcohol. This is what he calls ‘the triumph 

of the religious self’, the ability to construct a personal interpretation of Islam.  
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Although there is a certain truth in Roy’s argument, in reality it is more complicated. Several 

scholars have examined the role of the mosque in different European and American cities. For 

example, Wardak (2002) explored the role of the main Sunni mosque in Edinburgh. He found that as a 

result of alienation and social exclusion, the community revived traditional social and religious 

institutions. Furthermore, social control was exerted through the ritualistic Friday prayer. More 

recently, Es (2016) concluded that Turkish-Dutch mosques are places where mainly children and 

adolescents are exposed to Turkish morality and communal social control.  

In conclusion, although social control does not fully disappear with the passage to the West, it 

is clear that the scale of social control diminishes. This phenomenon, together with the confrontation 

with diversity and ‘other’, results in a ‘triumph of the religious self’, the ability for a Muslim to construct 

an Islam that is most preferable to them. 

2.3. Dimensions of religiosity 
To analyse how a Muslim’s religiosity is impacted by international migration, it is important to 

make a distinction between the different dimensions of religiosity. Within Christianity, there is a long 

tradition of defining the various dimensions of religiosity. For example, Fukuyama’s (1961) distinction 

between the cognitive, cultic, creedal and devotional dimension. However, according to Güveli (2015), 

such a distinction did not exist within Islam yet. Consequently, she distinguishes three different 

dimensions of religiosity to investigate how the religiosity of first- and second-generation Turkish 

migrants is impacted.  

First, subjective religiosity, reflects the judgement of a Muslim´s own piety. Aspects of this 

dimension are the way an individual feels connected with the divine and how he or she evaluates his 

or her own beliefs. Secondly, individual religiosity, reflects the individual’s religious duties. For 

example, the frequency of personal prayer, fasting during Ramadan and whether or not they eat halal. 

Thirdly, communal religiosity, is how an individual Muslim publicly manifests his or her beliefs. This 

could be attendance at the Friday prayer or the involvement within the religious community. Lastly, it 

is important to keep in mind that there is some overlap between these dimensions, and they are often 

interrelated. The increase in one dimension could result in the increase or decrease of the other. For 

example, when a Muslim might feel more religious (subjective), there is an increasing probability that 

he or she will act on it (individual or communal).  

Güveli (2015) found that subjective and communal religiosity increased after migration, while 

the individual religiosity saw a decrease. First, the increase in subjective religiosity could be explained 

by Roy’s (2004) ‘triumph of the religious self’. Muslim migrants are able to construct their personal 

Islam that reflects their own religious desires, thus creating an opportunity to truthfully believe. 

Secondly, the increase in communal religiosity can be explained by the fact that religious communities 

offer a place of refuge against discrimination, and also offer a place of cultural- and religious 

reproduction (Es, 2016; Güveli, 2015). Furthermore, the religious community also offers social services 

and entertainment activities for migrants (Voas & Fleischmann, 2012). All these factors create a 

theologizing effect on the subjective and communal religiosity.  

In contrast to subjective and communal religiosity, individual religiosity is most susceptible to 

secularization effects. This could be explained by the weaker religious infrastructure in the West, 

compared to their countries of origin. It is more difficult to attend the mosque every day, and in 

addition, eating halal or fasting during Ramadan could be a bigger challenge in the West (Buitelaar, 

2006).  
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Consequently, this research builds on the existing literature discussed above. Like Güveli 

(2015), this study investigates how the subjective, individual and communal religiosity for Muslims are 

influenced by international migration. As shown in Figure 1, I expect to find certain theologizing- and 

secularizing effects. Theologizing effects will mainly be related to the subjective and communal 

religiosity. Possible causes are the increasing religious freedom in the West, and the opportunities the 

religious community offers for migrants. Regarding the decreasing individual religiosity, disruptive 

effects such as the lack of a proper religious infrastructure and other restraints cause this dimension 

to decrease after migration.  

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research method 
In this research, qualitative methods have been applied to answer the question: “How does 

international migration influence a Muslim’s religiosity in the city of Groningen.” There are several 

reasons why a qualitative approach would help me answer this research question. First, there is a 

deficiency of qualitative research examining Muslim’s religious experiences in the West. Although 

several scholars have studied the influence of international migration on Muslim’s religiosity (Güveli, 

2015; Van Tubergen, 2010; Huijnk, 2018), the majority of them used quantitative methods. Although 

this offers interesting insights, it only sheds light on a very small segment of the entire religious 

experience of migrants. Secondly, Islam in the West has an increasingly subjective character (Roy, 

2004). Every Muslim experiences his or her religion in their own unique way. By following a qualitative 

approach, it offers more insight in the everyday experiences and obstacles of Muslim’s in the West 

(Clifford & Valentine, 2016). It also provides me with the opportunity to explore the underlying 

processes that affect this religious experience.  

Figure 1 
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3.2. Data Collection 
To obtain the required data, semi-structured, in-depth interviews have been conducted. The 

interview guide is designed to cover all three of Güveli’s dimensions of religiosity, but the respondents 

were given the ability to steer the conversation in a specific way if they wanted to.  

In order to gather respondents, a non-random recruitment approach has been applied 

(Hennink et. al; 2011). First, several Dutch NGO’s active in Groningen have been approached, like the 

foodbank and Humanitas, a community building organisation. However, neither of them were able to 

help. Secondly, Groningen is home to a Moroccan mosque and a Turkish mosque. These institutions 

were asked if they could provide respondents, but argued that they did not want to participate. Thirdly, 

the Islamic student association in Groningen was asked for help, but they were not willing to assist 

either. This reluctancy to help could be explained by the increasing social scrutiny and hostility 

Muslim’s experience in the West (Voas & Fleischmann, 2012). Even though each institution was 

informed about the purpose of this research, they were still unwilling to participate.  

In the end, using personal contacts and snowball sampling, four respondents were 

interviewed. The average duration of the interviews was approximately 45 minutes. Three 

respondents originate from Syria and one respondent from Egypt. Their ages are between 23 and 34, 

and they are all males. This latter part is important because men and women have notably different 

religious experiences. A consistent finding in regard to religious research is that woman have a stronger 

connection to religion than men (Huijnk, 2018). A possible explanation is a woman’s dominant role in 

raising children, thus being the ones transmitting rituals and duties.  

Next, all respondents have been living in the Netherlands between five and seven years. Out 

of these four respondents, three argued to be practicing Muslim and one being secular, meaning he 

did not actively engage in his religion. 

3.3. Data analysis 
Each interview was recorded after obtaining the respondent’s consent, and transcribed shortly 

after the interview was conducted. Each transcript has been read thoroughly to get a full 

understanding of the respondent´s answers. Next, the transcriptions were uploaded to ATLAS.TI, a 

software package designed for systematic, qualitative data analysis.  

 In order to  code the transcripts, two approaches have been applied. The first approach is what 

Clifford et. al. (2016) call descriptive coding. Descriptive codes appear in text and are mainly the 

respondent’s own words. Each transcript has been read scrupulously and important or interesting 

segments were coded. These codes are called in vivo codes. However, even though this offers a better 

understanding of the interviews, I was stuck with over 300 unique codes after analysing the four 

interviews. To make more sense of the data and to create a better connection with the literature, a 

second approach has been applied. This approach is what the authors call analytic coding.  

Analytic codes are, in contrast to descriptive codes, connected to the existing literature. It 

offers the ability to find reoccurring themes throughout the different interviews. The transcripts 

transform from chaotic pieces of text, to understandable and structured documents. This allows me to 

understand the influence of international migration on the religiosity of Muslims.     

3.4. Methodological reflections 
Many restraints came to light regarding the data collection. First, the current global pandemic 

required me to find respondents from a distance, which resulted in a lot of non-response from 

organizations. Next, interviews had to be conducted digitally using videoconference-software. Even 

though this was not an issue most of the time, it had some drawbacks. For example, by conducting 
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interviews digitally, it is rather difficult to make the respondent feel comfortable and safe. This might 

have caused the respondents to not open up completely and share their true experiences. 

Furthermore, only four interviews were conducted, which is a rather small number. However, the 

conversations with the respondents were fruitful and interesting topics were discussed.  

Additionally, three out of four interviews were conducted in Dutch to make the interviews 

more comfortable for the respondents. The quotes extracted from those interviews are translated to 

English. Some quotes are also slightly adjusted for readability. Also, the respondents were asked for 

permission to record the interviews before recording had started. Consequently, there is no written or 

recorded consent from the respondents. Lastly, all names used in this study are fictional in order to 

guarantee the privacy of the respondents.  

4. Results 

4.1. Subjective religiosity 
During the interviews, three out of four respondents told me about their experiences with social 

control in their respective countries of origin. This social control was predominantly exerted within the 

religious communities and by their families. They argued that the communities were very close, and 

everyone in the community knew if you didn´t show up at, for example, Friday prayer. Additionally, 

one respondent mentioned that he felt like his beliefs were forced upon him by his environment. This 

aligns with Ross’s (1901) idea about social ascendency, where social control is exerted to create and 

maintain a culturally homogenous society. Instead of his faith and beliefs genuinely coming from inside 

of him, he argued that religion was taught to him by his environment: 

 

“Let’s put it this way, religion for me was basically coming from the outside in. So, the 

environment was teaching me and informing me. Be like that, be like us.” (Ahmed, 32). 

 

 However, after moving to the West, all respondents argued that this social control 

disappeared. Even though some scholars documented that social control is still exerted in the West 

(Wardak, 2002; Es, 2016), predominantly around religious institutions, my respondents did not 

experience this in Groningen. They explained that they felt a sense of religious freedom after they 

migrated, which corresponds with Roy’s (2004) argument about ´the triumph of the religious self´. This 

can be explained by the fact that three respondents came to the Netherlands without family, while 

one respondent came with his brother. This was especially an important factor for Jamal, who argued 

that back in Syria, his mother would remind him to visit the mosque every day:  

 

“Over here, no one asks if you go to the mosque or not or tell you to pray. Because in Syria, with 

my mother and my brothers, not going to the mosque is not an option. My mother would tell 

me: ‘you hear the call to prayer; you need to go to the mosque’. But over here, there is no 

control, there is no duty. I am my own boss.” (Jamal, 33). 

 

Especially the last part of Jamal´s argument is very interesting. It implies that back in his 

country of origin, he wasn´t in control of his own beliefs. Rather, his family strongly influenced his 

experience by reminding him to fulfil his religious duties. However, after moving to the Netherlands, 

he calls himself ´his own boss´, implying that he is in charge now. It demonstrates how Muslims in the 

West are indeed able to construct their own Islam, due to a significantly lower social control. 
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Additionally, this ‘triumph of the religious self’ is reinforced by the confrontation with diversity. 

All respondents mentioned that the confrontation with people from different cultural backgrounds 

was a positive phenomenon. This confrontation had the effect of a mirror, in which they can look at 

themselves and shape their own beliefs. This aligns with what Van Tubergen (2006) found in his study 

among migrant’s religiosity in eight different countries. He found that in destination countries with 

more religious diversity, religious affiliation and participation is higher among migrants than in 

countries with a religious homogeneity. As for my research, it is best described by Ahmed: 

 

“You know, you can form your ideology properly among difference. Because you can only be 

who you are inside if you can compare yourself to ‘the other’. This difference makes you know 

yourself, and become yourself more.” (Ahmed, 32). 

 

In conclusion, a clear theologizing effect has been found related to the subjective religiosity. 

The respondents felt a certain religious liberation in Groningen through the disappearance of social 

control. Also, the confrontation with more cultural and religious diversity in Groningen is seen as a 

positive phenomenon. This allowed the respondents to shape their religion more to their personal 

desires, which created a more personal connection with their beliefs.  

 

4.2. Individual religiosity 
 During each interview, a reoccurring topic was the experience of Ramadan in both the Middle 

East and Groningen. Three out of four respondents still participated in Ramadan in Groningen, while 

the fourth one explained that he did not always participate in Syria either. When talking about 

Ramadan, the respondents consistently compared the experience in Groningen to that in their country 

of origin. For example, they told me that in the Middle East, Ramadan is a lot more than just fasting 

between sunrise and sunset. During this period, there is also an increasing emphasis on the importance 

of the community. Not only because the majority of the population is fasting at the same time, but 

also because it brings the community closer together. For example, iftar, the break of fast, is 

traditionally done with family and friends. Indeed, this sense of community makes Ramadan a lot 

easier:  

 

“So why I was fasting? Well, because everyone is fasting. Because the atmosphere in the entire 

country changes during this month. There are traditional dishes everywhere and restaurants 

sell traditional dishes. Yeah, a different atmosphere.” (Hassan, 23).  

 

In addition, Buitelaar (2006) writes about her experiences of Ramadan in Morocco, where she 

lived with a group of women for two years. She also describes that the physical landscape of the city 

changes during Ramadan. For example, banners with Quran-verses are spread throughout the city and 

vendors selling Quran’s instead of old magazines. Also, streets are rather quiet during the day and the 

smell of food disappears.  

However, this experience is different in Groningen, where according to the respondents, 

Ramadan is more of a challenge. First, the physical environment does not change like it does in the 

Middle East. During the day, you still see and smell food all across the city and see people eating. 

Secondly, there is less involvement with family, friends and the community. For example, Jamal told 

me that until last year, he would break the fast alone. Thirdly, unlike in Egypt and Syria, everyday life 

continues in Groningen. The respondents argued that working or studying on an empty stomach is 
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difficult and made them feel less productive. Finally, fasting in Groningen is a bigger challenge because 

it simply lasts longer than in Egypt and Syria due to longer days: 

 

“You go to work, you study and there are few social moments. But Ramadan in Syria or any 

other Islamic country, it is very different. There is lots of contact with your family and friends. 

You go to the mosque and read Quran. Yeah, you cannot compare it. Ramadan here is no 

Ramadan.” (Farid, 34). 

 

Another reoccurring theme was a diminishing mosque attendance for personal prayer in 

Groningen. Three out of four respondents mentioned that in their countries of origin, they would visit 

the mosque at least once or twice per week, while one out of these three visited the mosque daily. 

However, in Groningen, three respondents told me they would only visit the mosque during Friday 

prayer, and not throughout the week. This phenomenon can be explained by the weaker religious 

infrastructure in Groningen. Even though Groningen has two mosques, they are located outside the 

city centre. However, the recent opening of a meditation room in the university made it easier for the 

respondents to pray. Nevertheless, this did not change the decreasing mosque attendance in 

Groningen: 

 

“Look, in Syria, the mosque was part of my daily life, daily, not weekly. Because in my small 

village, the distance between my house and the mosque is approximately a 100 meters. So, I almost go 

to the mosque every day, and sometimes even 5 times a day.” (Jamal, 33). 

 

In conclusion,  a secularization effect was found in relation to individual religiosity, which aligns 

with Güveli’s (2015) findings. Indeed, all respondents still participate in Ramadan, but the respondents 

explained how it is more of a challenge in Groningen. Also, disruptive side-effects of migration such as 

the lower accessibility to prayer rooms are responsible for a decreasing individual religiosity. However, 

the University of Groningen is helping Islamic students by the recent opening of a meditation studio. 

Lastly, the respondents told me that the abundance of Turkish butchers in Groningen makes it easy for 

a respondents to have access to halal meat.  

4.3. Communal religiosity 
 In Groningen, three out of four respondents still attempt to visit the mosque weekly for Friday 

prayer, while the fourth one mentioned he wouldn´t visit the mosque in Syria either. However, they 

also mentioned that in their countries of origin, they sometimes felt compelled to go every Friday, 

mainly due to social control exerted by family and the community. Indeed, in Islam it is required for 

men to attend the communal Friday prayer (Horrie & Chippindale, 2007).  

As mentioned in the previous section, this social control disappeared after moving to 

Groningen. Consequently, this offered the opportunity to miss the Friday prayer if the respondents 

couldn´t make it due to their studies for example:  

 

“Yes, to the Friday prayer, so once a week. But sometimes I can’t make, or I don’t have time. I 

don’t feel obliged to go if I can’t. Other times when I do have time, then I go” (Farid, 34).  

 

 The respondents were also asked why they would attend the mosque in Groningen. Ahmed 

explained to me that he would particularly visit the mosque to worship God and not for any social 

purposes. He argued that he felt like a stranger at both the Turkish and the Moroccan mosque. The 
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reason is that both mosques had established communities, where he sometimes felt like an outsider. 

Indeed, the language of the service at the Turkish mosque is Turkish and Arabic for the Moroccan 

mosque. However, Farid for example explained that he simply did not like going to the Moroccan 

mosque because the service took too long. Again, this also demonstrates the individualised character 

of Islam, where individuals can choose whether or not they attend Friday prayer or choose what 

mosque to visit. Lastly, Jamal argued that he would visit the mosque both for social purposes and to 

worship. Still, he missed certain communal practices  in Groningen, such as the ability to read Quran 

with friends, or talk to them about Islam.  

 Furthermore, the involvement and connection with the religious community increased during 

special occasions like Ramadan and Hajj. Indeed, Islamic holidays are times with an increasing 

emphasis on the community (Buitelaar, 2006). Additionally, in the West this is intensified by the fact 

that the community is a refuge for “feelings of loss and separation” (Voas & Fleischmann, 2012, p.529). 

For example, Jamal explained that he would sometimes contact his family in Syria during Ramadan, or 

Ahmed who told me he always tries to invite people to his house to break the fast together, even 

though he also said he normally is not much involved in the community. However, during the Ramadan 

there is an increasing need for a sense of belonging: 

 

“Yes! We have to do it (break of fast) as a community, because without the community it 

doesn’t have a meaning at all. So, we have this collective prayer, even the people who don’t 

usually go to the mosque, because they need to have this feeling of belonging.” (Ahmed, 32).  

 

In conclusion, from the interviews I did not find a clear theologizing effect on communal 

religiosity. Indeed, during holidays like Ramadan and Hajj, the respondents would be more involved 

with the religious community because of an increasing need for belonging. However, during the rest 

of the year, only two respondents argued they were socially involved with the religious community. 

Furthermore, although three respondents tried to attend the mosque every week for Friday prayer, 

not being able to go does not feel like a problem in Groningen. 

5. Conclusion 
 By applying a qualitative approach, this study aims to understand how migration to the West 

influences the religious experience of first-generation Muslims in Groningen. Building on Güveli’s 

(2015) three dimensions of religiosity, I expected to see an increase in subjective and communal 

religiosity, while seeing a decrease in individual religiosity.  

First, a theologizing effect was found in relation to subjective religiosity. After moving to 

Groningen, respondents explained how social control exerted by their families and the religious 

community disappeared, which allowed them to be in charge of their own beliefs. This is in line with 

Roy’s (2004) idea of the triumph of the religious self.  In addition, this was strengthened by the 

confrontation with diversity in Groningen. This mirror-effect allows migrants to better construct their 

own personalized version of Islam. 

Secondly, a secularization effect was found regarding the individual religiosity. The disruptive 

effect of international migration obstructs the ability for migrants to pray every day. Despite the recent 

instalment of a meditation studio at the University of Groningen, time restraints also interfere with 

the ability to pray. Moreover, even though three respondents still participate in Ramadan every year, 

the experience has become more arduous. This is caused by both the immutable physical environment 

in Groningen, as well as the decreasing sense of community compared to their countries of origin.  
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Thirdly, a theologizing effect in relation to the communal religiosity has not been found. 

Neither attendance at the Friday prayer, nor involvement with the religious community has increased 

in Groningen. This unexpected outcome can possibly be explained by the fact that subjective religiosity 

has a negative relationship with communal religiosity. Güveli only used one indicator to measure 

subjective religiosity instead of an in-depth analysis like this research. Again, this highlights the 

importance of qualitative research to explore the current topic.  

Furthermore, there is a possibility there are certain selection-methods at play regarding this 

research. Two out of four respondents are currently studying at the University of Groningen, while one 

is also affiliated with higher education. Consequently, this can explain why the respondents did not 

feel the need to connect with the religious community. For example, Van Tubergen (2007) found that 

obtaining a post-migration educational degree has a secularization effect due to the confrontation with 

secular-attitudes.  

This research underlines the wide-ranging impact of international migration on the religious 

experience of Muslims. As this study has shown, migration has certain disruptive, secularization 

effects, as well as it has theologizing effects. However, the current study is not elaborate enough to 

fully understand the influence of migration in regard to the religious experience of Muslims. For 

example, for this research, only men have been interviewed while women will probably have a 

different experience. In conclusion, large-scale qualitative research is necessary to better understand 

this group of people, which is still often misunderstood.  
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Appendix 1: Data collection instrument 
Primary questions and probing questions in parentheses: 

1. Tell me something about yourself. (what does an average day look like for you? Hobby’s, work, 

study, social contacts etc.)  

2.  When did you arrive in the Netherlands? (Can you tell me something about those first 

months? Who came with you?) 

3. Can you tell me something about your life back in [place of origin]? (Daily life etc.) 

4. What kind of role did religion play in your life back there? (Explain. Part of the everyday 

routine?)  

5. Did you participate in personal prayer? (Explain. How often?) 

6. Did you participate in the Ramadan? (Explain. What kind of memories or feelings does it give 

you?) 

7. Did you go to a mosque? (Why yes/no? If yes, how often? Can you tell your experience within 

that community?) 

8. Did you participate in any of the Islamic holidays over there? (If so, which ones? How did you 

experience those? What kind of feelings did they bring you?/If not, explain?) 

9. You have been living here for [answer for question 2] years now. Do you experience religion 

differently in Groningen? (Can you elaborate on that? Which factors contribute to this?) 

10. You mentioned that you did/did not pray back in [country of origin], has that changed since 

you came to Groningen? (Explain. What contributed to this?] 

11. Do you participate in the Ramadan in Groningen? (Explain. Is it a different experience 

compared to [country of origin]? Why yes/no?)  

12. Do you go to a mosque in Groningen? (Explain. What are your motivations to (not) go to a 

mosque? Religious/community/friends? What meaning does this place have for you?)  

13. Do you participate in any of the Islamic holidays over here? (Which ones? How is this 

experience in Groningen compared to [country of origin]?)  

14. Are you ever confronted by people with the fact that you are a Muslim in Groningen? (When? 

How did this make you feel? Did this impact your beliefs? Do you know other people who 

have?) 

15. Do you feel like you have become more or less religious since you came to Groningen? 

(Explain).  

16. Are there other things you want to talk about which haven’t come up during this interview? 

 


