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Abstract
This paper compares how Muslim youth identify with traditional values in two
disadvantaged areas: a banlieue of Paris and a barrio of Madrid. Research has revealed
divergent forms of identification with Islam and tradition. In Les Bosquets (Paris),
where the predominating context is one of ethnic segregations, a lack of civic partic-
ipation, isolation from the city center, and increasing inequalities and Islamophobia,
youth are exhibiting an ambivalent return to traditional values and building a new
proud, combative and collective Islam. In the case of Madrid, young people distinguish
between human/religious and traditional values while ignoring the latter values when
they interfere with individual interests. Islam here is individual and compatible with a
collective feeling of neighborhood, one built within a context of ethnic diversity, a less
intense feeling of Islamophobia, greater accessibility to the cosmopolitan urban center,
and dense networks of civil society that encourage local participation.
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Introduction

During the 1980s, young Muslims in Europe were mainly studied in terms of class and
urban and social crisis (Touraine 1991; Castel 1995; Wacquant 2002; Dubet 1987). The
riots and early anti-racism movements took center stage for sociologists. Nevertheless,
and especially after 9/11, sociological research has focused on issues of national and
ethno-religious belonging.
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Some authors warn of the growing influence of a conservative and fundamentalist
political Islam among young people and announce the re-Islamization and re-
traditionalization of Muslim-majority neighborhoods (Kepel 2013, 2015; Lagrange
2010; Naïr 2015; Khan 2016). Other authors condemn the essentialism of these visions
(Cesari 1999; Roy 2009; Modood 2005; O’Toole et al. 2015; Ramadan 2004;
Kundnani 2007; Mavelli 2012; Fassin 2006).

The main results of research youth in Europe conclude that European Islam is
individual-personal, autonomous, and free (Ramadan 2003, 2004). In disadvantaged
urban areas, it is also solid (strongly held convictions and values), elastic (connecting
with the international umma and breaking with national identities), and resilient
(capable of adapting to each context and protecting itself from Islamophobia)
(Mythen 2012).

However, though some more vulnerable neighborhoods may be fertile ground for
extremism, if the current complexity of the Western practice of Islam is not analyzed,
we will miss an opportunity to learn about the more innovative movements that might
influence the future (Cesari 2004; Parekh 2008; Joly 2016).

This research has identified that the literature falls short in determining if there is
really a new weight to ethnic norms in some neighborhoods and the real relationship
between young people, Islam, and the traditions that get passed down by adults in the
local surroundings, in short, how young people identify with, negotiate, and transform
traditional values and conceived Islam. The life paths of young people of Maghrebi and
sub-Saharan origin (between 18 and 25 years old) are examined in two of the most
vulnerable urban areas of Paris and Madrid, Les Bosquets (Paris), and San Cristóbal
(Madrid).

These cultural beliefs (Bourdieu 1979) cannot be understood without consider-
ing structural inequality, Islamophobia, and the racialized disadvantages that
disenfranchised Muslims have faced for decades (Frost 2008; Mavelli 2012;
Kundnani 2007). To this end, an analysis is performed taking the concept of
identification as a reference point. Identification is understood as the emotional
and psychological bond with the values and ideas of a certain group, which
provides meaning to their everyday practices through a complicity that gets
defined by a common language (Castells 1997). Setting aside the ambiguity of
the word identity —employed as a catch-all term in both the academic circles and
in the media— using the term identification allows us to detect the empirical
evidence. This term allows us to understand not only the outcome, as something
closed and fixed, but also the journey or process, with all its contradictions and
ambiguities (Brubaker 2001).

Islam and the State in France and Spain

On July 25, 1995, Khaled Kelkal, son of Algerian immigrants and raised in the Parisian
banlieue, set off a homemade bomb inside a train carriage at the Saint Michel station in
Paris. This event rocked France. He was the first jihadist to have grown up in France.
After the attack, Khosrokhavar (1996) stated that a new religion—the Islam of the
banlieues— had been born in France. He also calmed public opinion, however, by
describing the compatibility of this new Islam and the principle of laïcité.
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During the 1990s, this new religious identification was the product of the disaffec-
tion between young people and the republican model of integration (Roy 2005; Fassin
2006; Keaton 2006; Joly 2005). The institutionalization of social and local movements
(such as the Beur Movement1) by the Socialist party, who offered their leaders
parliamentary representation and abandoned its bases by demanding recognition of
their ethnic and religious diversity, sowed even greater discontent in the suburbs. The
most committed youth left the secular associations and found a new place in Islamic
associations.

In 2004, the frustration and sense of discrimination grew even further when the
government approved the law prohibiting the use of any religious symbols in the public
sphere. A new generation of Muslims tried to explain to mainstream society that “they
are not looking to break with a French identity but wish to assume it differently”
(Khosrokhavar 1997: 117). But the discrimination and relegation continued, coming to
the fore in 2005 in the northern banlieue, when the most violent urban riots in 40 years
broke out following the death of two young people. Structural disadvantages and
Islamophobia affect the lives of young people in the form of serious personality
conflicts, social isolation, falling behind in school, and long-term unemployment
(Khosrokhavar 1996; Bouamama 1993).

After each wave of riots, the secular State launched plans for urban renovation,
usually failing to remember to fight against ethnic and social isolation and territorial
discrimination (Wieviorka 1999). In addition, and paradoxically, “since the 1990s
Islamic structures have become government allies in the fight against exclusion, drug
addiction and youth violence” (Wihtol de Wenden and Leveau 2001: 123). Some
scholars see this new religious leadership as the beginning of the influence of a new
conservative Islam in certain urban areas (Kepel 2013).

In Spain, it was not until the 2000s that the State started discussing the need for an
“integration model.” Islam was recognized early on as a “deeply rooted” (notorio
arraigo) religion within Spanish society because the political elite were seeking to
refashion Spain as a modern society that values its Muslim heritage (Astor 2014).
Religious and ethnic diversity was not yet an issue of public concern. In the case of
Madrid, there was neither a specific philosophy on citizenship nor a specific idea on
“national” identity (as is indeed the case in France and in the Region of Catalonia)
(Arango 2009; Gil Araujo 2010; Prada 2000).

In addition, social intervention takes place at the local level (in the Autonomous
Communities) in contrast with the centralized French model. Research has demonstrat-
ed that this institutional system facilitates the inclusion of Muslim youth through civil
society and the educational system (Portes et al. 2016; Eseverri-Mayer 2019). The most
recent survey conducted by Alejandro Portes and Rosa Aparicio (ILSEG Project)—
which sought to test the validity of Segmented Assimilation Theory in the Spanish
context—also shows positive trends. Young people experience a kind of selective
acculturation, which involves balancing the preservation of the original culture and
identifying with the values and norms of mainstream society (Portes et al. 2017).

1 First anti-racist movement born in the banlieues after the first urban riots in 1981. See (Eseverri-Mayer 2015)
for more information.
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The final phase of the ILSEG project warns of increasing Islamophobia (Portes et al.
2018). The history of the Islamic presence on the Iberian Península and the religious
war during XVI might facilitate the construction of an “otherness” (Corpas 2010;
Zapata 2006). However, though certain case studies do identify new forms of discrim-
ination (Adlbi 2010; Eseverri-Mayer 2015), these experiences do not discourage youths
to the point of marginalization.

According to several authors (López García 2009; Ramirez and Mijares 2009), the
evolution of Islam in Spain went from immigrant Islam (private and communitarian
practice mainly performed by men from the first generation) to a solid and engaged
Islam (Eseverri-Mayer and Khir Allah 2020), represented by the second generation,
practicing religion in an individual and spiritual way, combining their faith with their
commitment to associative work as “good Spanish citizens” (Téllez Delgado 2011;
Veredas 2011).

In France, by contrast, authors talk about an evolution which went from being the
private/silent Islam of the parents in the 1960s–1970s, to a social/republican Islam
represented by the older brothers active in the Beur Movement in the 1980s and 90s,
and then to a new identitarian Islam in the 2000s (Jouili 2015; Jouili and Amir-
moazami 2006; Cesari 2013a; Beaman 2016; Mogahed 2007; Killian 2007). As in
Spain, most authors describe faith as independent and disconnected from collective
identity, traditions, and religious authority (Roy 2006). Young Muslims in Europe are
experiencing a process of secularization while also “putting personal choices ahead of
religious tradition” (2003: 138). This individual logic means that Islam does not have a
direct impact on the social and public behavior of young European Muslims (Cesari
2013b).

Young people are influenced by their family’s cultural and religious values but not
to the point of affecting their personal choices and individual agency (López and Olmo
1995). As Tariq Ramadan explains, the rediscovery of religion by second, third, and
fourth generations in Europe “is a positive activity of self-confidence” (2002: 165),
allowing them to distinguish between traditions (customs) and the religion itself, for the
purpose of moving closer to an Islam thought to be “purer” and “more authentic.” As
Beaman concludes, “their religion does not hinder them from feeling French nor places
them outside French secularism” (2016: 64).

Nevertheless, non-essentialist research has also shown that in some urban areas, an
identity-based isolationism (Wacquant 2008) can develop. A new weight to authority
and the patriarchal tradition, expressed as domestic violence and constraints on free-
dom, can be observed (Keaton 2006: 158; Khosrokhavar 1997:119). For young men
and women choosing to leave Islam, it is also difficult to escape the weight of the
community eye (le regard) (2006: 173). Freedom of conscience or dissent from social
norms in poor areas of Europe can result in isolation from family and friends,
stigmatization from community members, and violent or psychological abuse
(Eseverri-Mayer 2019; Crul and Vermeulen 2003; Portes 1988; Waters et al. 2010;
Waldinger 1995).

Consequently, a gap remains in the understanding of identification with traditional
values and the conception of Islam in some of the poorest urban areas in Europe. This
research provides an approach to two of them and is an opportunity to resolve two
apparently irreconcilable sociological explanations. One warns of the arrival of a new
ideological Islam, and the other describes the rise in Europe of a secular, individual,
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and free Islam that always manages to put personal choices ahead of religious tradition.
This paper seeks to contribute to the international debate and capture the nuances of the
disadvantaged youth.

Methodology

The empirical results of this article are drawn from the [name of the Project]
project. The methodology has combined sociological intervention (SI) and ethno-
graphic work through a comparative historical perspective. The fieldwork was
carried out in Les Bosquets (Paris) between October 2013 and April 2014 and in
San Cristobal (Madrid), between April 2014 and September 2014. The SI method
stems from Touraine’s Theory of Social Action (Touraine 1965, 1978, framed in
the Weberian tradition. In it, the sociologist does not just observe but also
intervenes in the field to learn youth experience and their capacity of action and
innovation. This method consists of bringing 15 young participants together on a
regular basis (over 3 months) to discuss key issues—education, security, politics,
entrepreneurship, art, racism, and Islamophobia—with key speakers: a successful
businessman, an artist of Maghreb origin, a teacher, two police officers, a local
policy maker, an imam, and a leader of an anti-Islamophobia movement. These
“open” sessions were interspersed with “closed” sessions, during which the
previous discussions were analyzed and the first qualitative categories of analysis
extracted.

This experience was also enriched with biographical interviews (Bertaux 1980)
with old neighbors, members of civil society, and adults—9 from the second
generation of Algerian, Moroccan, Malian, and Senegal origin in Paris and 11
from the first generation of Moroccan and Senegalese immigrants in Madrid. In
addition, a youth exchange project was organized in Madrid in 20152 with the aim
of comparing (in situ) forms of identification with Islam and local traditions. This
experience made it possible to interview at least one parent and repeat individual
interviews with young people.

The qualitative sample in the two neighborhoods was composed of 15 youths
in Les Bosquets and 15 in San Cristóbal (see Table 1). Getting access to
vulnerable youth from a Muslim background in vulnerable neighborhoods is
not easy. Prior experience in these urban areas (Eseverri-Mayer 2015, 2019)
made it possible to gain trust with the young people and secure the commit-
ment of the group for 3 months and during the trip to Madrid. The sample does
not allow these results to be generalized across to other vulnerable urban areas.
However, the real value of this research (and of the SI method) is the insight
gained and the possibility of performing a deeper analysis of particular cases:
learning about their environment, their families, and their biographies”.

2 The meeting took place in Madrid (May 2015) and allowed for four more sessions of SI to be done (Erasmus
Plus Program: Grant Agreement Number 2014-2-ES02-KA105-000987).
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Isolation, Feelings of Abandonment, and the Rise of a New Collective
and Conservative Islam in Les Bosquets (Paris)

The relationship between youths of Muslim background and the traditional values of
their family or community is built up in a complex way in Les Bosquets, depending on
the feelings of isolation (from social and ethnic diversity and from wider society) as
well as feelings of abandonment (on the part of intuitions and the political elite). These
feelings have made adherence to tradition and the relationship with Islam complex and
ambivalent. In this section, evidence gleaned from the fieldwork and categories of
analysis are laid out. A description of the location is also developed in accordance with
the analyzed data3.

Collective Loneliness and Feeling of Not Belonging to La Republique

Ethnic and social isolation contributes to a sense of “disappointment with France”
among young people. Located in northeast Paris (District 93, Seine-Saint-Denis), the
neighborhood of Les Bosquets is one of the top 20 most vulnerable areas in the Ile de
France, with a household income of 19,560 Euros per year (compared to 28,800 in the
region) and an overall unemployment rate of 24% and 34% for young people (com-
pared to an average of 11.7% and 9% in Ile de France) (Observatoire National des
Zones Urbaines 2014). In terms of segregation, the inhabitants of Les Bosquets live
32 km from the center of Paris (an hour and a half by public transport). Though it
cannot be considered a ghetto (Preteceille 2011), Les Bosquets does have a very
significant concentration of one specific type of population, those from former colonies
who are the least likely to be able to change neighborhoods (Pan Ké Shon 2011: 26-

Table 1 Characteristics of qualitative sample

San Cristóbal Les Bosquets

Female Male Female Male

Studying 7 3 7 6

Not studying 2 3 1 1

Working 2 3 4 4

Not working 7 3 4 3

Born in Europe 4 2 7 5

Arrived before age 5 5 4 1 2

Maghrebi origin 5 3 4 3

Sub-Saharan origin 4 2 3 3

Multiracial 0 1 1 1

Religious practicing 6 3 7 6

Not religious practicing 3 3 1 1

Total 9 6 8 7

3 Detailed description of both urban areas from the ethnographic work can be found in (Eseverri-Mayer 2015,
2019).
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478). Under these circumstances, the proportion of young people from a Muslim
tradition (18- to 25-year-olds of North African, Sub-Saharan African, and Turkish
origin) is, according to the latest calculations, the largest group in the district, making
up 76% of the total youth population (Tribalat 2010).

The lack of interethnic relationships and economic disconnection make young
people feel anchored in Les Bosquets, distant from the opportunities of urban networks
(Donzelot 2011). The neighborhood and internal networks are of no help and in fact
mire them deeper into poverty. This isolation also generates a sense of having been
abandoned by the institutions. In a world conditioned by globalization, austerity, and
the economic crisis, isolation generates feelings of powerlessness, invisibility, and
voicelessness. The historical perspective shows that this abandonment has lasted over
40 years in the outskirts of Paris and has taken root in a series of discriminatory
practices and status and ethno-religious inequality involving violence and exclusion.

I am done with La France… We call the remodeled buildings ‘misery in
disguise’ because they are nicely painted on the outside, but they hide a lot of
suffering inside. The State remodels them, but they don’t realize that our main
problem is our disconnection from the world (…) and fuck, 30 years of racism
and police brutality is a long time! (Second generation of Malian origin, 35 years
old, street dance teacher)

Moreover, this collective loneliness and the experience of “not belonging to the world”
include another important factor. The isolation is not merely political but also personal,
economic, and social. It is also about feeling disconnected from their fellow citizens
and political leaders. In Les Bosquets, the civic and political participation of the 1980s
and 1990s is gone, civic associations have lost their social activism and been institu-
tionalized, and intercultural and inter-religious dialogue is non-existent (Eseverri-
Mayer 2019). New generations have slowly stopped feeling French and are discon-
nected from participation as citizens. The director of the local mosque admits that most
of the 600 young people who pass through the mosque each year lack an identity as
French citizens.

France has offered them nothing and of course, the families, the communities are
closed […] There is a great need to educate these young people, so they can be
French and Muslim at the same time. (Second generation of Maghreb origin, 43
years old, engineer)

This discontent was accentuated by the 2004 Law prohibiting religious symbols. The
young people saw these laws as stoking Islamophobic and discriminatory political
discourse and legitimizing microaggressions. Young people struggling against a hostile
environment identify with values opposed to the dominant society’s (Castells 1997),
toward a questioning the principle of laïcité and instead, are drawn to the community
and belonging to religious values and traditions that protect them from stigmatization,
isolation and feelings of abandonment.

This law was written against female students of the Muslim religion! They teach us
liberté, égalité, fraternité, and little by little you tell yourself, damn it! That’s not the
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way it is! You notice the police watching over you because of what you look like,
especially our brothers, you see what happens to your female neighbor... buah, the high
school counselor who sends you off to study hairdressing […] In the group of girls at
the mosque I feel at peace, in good company. That’s something no one can take away
from me! I feel like I’m part of them... (Third generation of Maghreb origin, 23 years
old woman, studying to be a secretary)

The Rise of a New Collective, Combative, and Conservative Islam

This research has found that the combination of personal and political isolation
is connected to the rise of a new collective Islam and new strong feelings
toward traditions. Inclusion in the neighborhood mosque provides young people
a sense of belonging. When the fieldwork was carried out (in 2015), there were
two types of Islamic associations. The first was the Islamo-leftist associations,
which predominantly did social work and were active in the socialist and
communist party. This kind of association was losing adherents to the second
type, united under the same umbrella organization: the Union of Muslim
Associations (UAM93). These new structures managed to create the first Mus-
lim school (École Reussite) and built the biggest mosque in Paris. Its president
defends lobbying to get political representatives in local institutions and fight-
ing against Islamophobia. This big new mosque (still under construction but
located nearby) hosts international and local solidarity activities, as well as
environmental seminars and sporting events. In addition to attending sermons
and daily prayers, the young people are made to feel part of something greater.
They provide a sense of belonging, which can be difficult to find in other
secular and institutional spaces.

The success of these Islamic organizations is not due only to their emphasis on local
participation and sense of belonging. It lies in their power to include anyone who might
have felt ignored and abandoned by those in political and economic power. One major
success for the Islamic movement in District 93 has been to define cultural and
political identification in terms of religion and traditional values. The Islamic associ-
ations replace “republican and civic sentiment” with a participatory and conservative
Islam that demands to be heard.

According to most from the Beur generation (second generation of North-African
origin), the general mindset in the neighborhood has become closed, imposing on
families a new rigorous moral code based on traditional patriarchal values. Political
ideology has disappeared, and the sense of belonging associated with the political
militancy has vanished. This situation leads to a new legitimacy of religious groups and
its traditional values, while also making social control in the public space more
effective.

We used to have a political identity, but now politics is dead. Young people just
want to make money and consume […] they’ve regained their dignity because
they don’t tolerate racism. But ultimately, the use of religion as a rallying call, in
contrast to my generation, restricts their liberty. (42, second generation of
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Maghrebi origin, married to a white French, working in a Social Centre. Ex-
militant of the Communist Party)

The return to a new morality can be appreciated in the growing incompatibility that the
youth feel between certain values defended by the Republic and the traditional and
patriarchal model defended by religious leaders. The imam from District 93 who was
invited to the SI in Paris supported adapting Islam to life in France but considered
patriarchy to be the only viable system. The youths, in contrast, failed to see the need
for ijtihad (the work of interpreting the Koran and consequently the patriarchal model)
and identified with dogma (the distinction between halal and haram) instead of with
spirituality in their daily life. They also stood in opposition to the central role of science
in education and the new tolerance toward civil and individual rights. These quotations
demonstrate this new conservativism.

If I fancy a French guy, I look the other way, I control myself. Marrying a non-
Muslim means abandoning Islam as well as your family. (21-year-old young
women, third generation of Senegalese origin, studying accounting)
I am done with France. I don’t agree with gay marriage. If I had a gay brother,
you can be sure I’d stop speaking to him. (24-year-old young men, waiter, third
generation of Senegalese origin)
I just cannot believe we come from monkeys. It seems horrible to me. It’s not
possible, we come from something much bigger, magical. In France, the only
thing people believe in is science and all religions get rejected... (19-year-old
young women, third generation of Moroccan, works at La Poste and studying
management)

In summary, today in Les Bosquets, a new collective, self-confident, combative, and
conservative expression of Islam has emerged, one with a strong sense of community
cohesion built up to guard against isolation and feelings of abandonment, an Islam that
provides cultural and political identification in terms of religion and traditional values,
and a new collective identification whose contradictions and ambivalences are not
disclosed when speaking in public (in the SI session) but are revealed in private (during
biographical interviews).

Taboo and the Patriarchy Model: Contradictions and Ambivalences

The ambivalence toward religious traditions and contradictions when it comes to the
system of patriarchy get reflected in individual testimonies. A young man from the
third generation who defended the patriarchal system in public has to keep up appear-
ances because he is struggling to find a job and confesses that his private life does not
fit into the traditional model.

I cannot say I change diapers because this is not supposed to be my role. But I
have to do it and it’s hard for me […] I would like for things to be different […] I
would like to have a job and not depend on my wife. (24-years-old, from the
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fourth generation of Malian origin; his wife is a state social worker, and they have
a 6-month-old baby)

The economic crisis and the growing school dropout rate do not help young men live
up to traditional models. Young women, on the other hand, with a better record of
education, have become more active (Eseverri-Mayer 2019). This situation is demon-
strated by a minority group (2 in 15 within the sample), mainly of North African
background, who have developed different forms of identification. These youths have
sought out contact with mixed groups in terms of ethnicity and religion, identify with
groups by interest, frequent the city center, and tended to perform well in school.

We make our own lives […] we eat in non-halal restaurants, we go to
McDonald’s, we go to Paris […] I feel part of my dance group […] I’m practicing
but I have friends from all religions. I have two Jewish friends with a lot of guts…
(21-year-old from fourth generation of Moroccan origin, IT student)

In fact, in Les Bosquets, only a very tiny minority have embraced strict, puritan Islam.
Though they claimed to support the patriarchal system, most of them tended to shift
their discourse when the interlocutor during the SI sessions was no longer an imam or a
(potentially racist) Frenchman—a young female teacher of Moroccan background with
a critical point of view, for example.

-“A problem we have as Muslims is the taboo of sex… something I think we
young people have moved on from that, don’t you think?”—says the teacher.
- “Yeah”—says 25-years-old of Malian origin—(...) here in the neighborhood,
the bad thing is that hanging out with girls on the street is frowned upon, just
being friends, and I think that there is a relationship problem between girls and
boys and the taboo is not good...
-“Yes”—says one of the educators from the second generation—“I believe part of
the violence, the frustration and anger of young people is because of that sexual
repression, I say it, and no one blush now...” (laughs).

In fact, during the youth exchange in Madrid, Spanish Muslims accused their French
counterparts of being ambivalent and cowardly for hiding their relationships with
French boys and having pre-marital relationships. They said that this was precisely
how gossip and the difference between “good girls” and “bad girls” got fueled in their
neighborhood (a distinction that emerged during the journey itself). Nevertheless, after
a week of being together, two of the three French girls decided to confess to the Spanish
girls that they had had pre-marital relationships. A young girl had a boyfriend whom
she met once a week in Les Halles (central Paris), and another girl confessed she had
even had a relationship with a native French boy she felt very comfortable around.
However, upon saying it, they became quite distraught and pleaded with the other
French girls to not say anything on their return to Paris.

They all admit being locked into (even trapped) a set of predominately local
traditions. Most accept this to avoid betraying loved ones in the face of a society that
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marginalizes or accuses them of being traitors and terrorists. Even within this context of
identity reaffirmation and their sense of belonging to a global and local umma,
however, young people recognize that they will always be Muslims à la français. As
proof of this, only two young people in the sample group wear veils.

For me, my identity is no longer French. […] Europeans aren’t black, are they? I
think we must say things the way they are (...) I am Muslim and I want to comply
with the traditions, values, norms ... but then there are lots of things that distract
you (...) Even if we don’t want to, we will always be Muslims à la française (he
laughs). (Fourth generation of Algerian origin. He just abandoned his physic
studies).

Poverty, Ethnic Diversity, Civic Participation, and a New Young Islam
in San Cristóbal (Madrid)

In San Cristóbal (Madrid), the findings show a different relationship between young
Muslims and traditional values. In this case, Islam is refashioned and affected by civic
participation. Although racism and poverty are also present, living together with
different cultures and beliefs change the way young people identify with tradition
and religion.

The Power of “the Mix” and of Youth Engagement in a Poor Neighborhood

San Cristóbal (14,980 inhabitants) is “the south of the south” in the city of Madrid. But
unlike Les Bosquets, it has a good connection to the city center, the Puerta del Sol
(20 min away by underground). The third poorest neighborhood in the city, San
Cristobal, has a 31% unemployment rate (12 points higher than the city average,
18%) and a per capita income of 16,971 Euros (compared to the 26,409 average in
Madrid) (Ayuntamiento de Madrid 2016; Consejería de Educación e Investigación
2017).

Despite this precariousness, exacerbated by the economic crisis in 2008 and the
world pandemic now, the type of settling by immigrants here has made ethnic
concentration avoidable (Leal and Dominguez 2008). There has been no “white flight”
in the neighborhood (59% of the population is of Spanish origin) and the immigrant
population is the “daughter of immigration” (Arango 2009), home to over 45 different
nationalities. The Latin American population (from over 15 different countries) repre-
sents 12% of the total population, while the population from Muslim countries (Ban-
gladesh, Pakistan, Senegal, Mali, and especially Morocco) makes up 10%. Populations
from Eastern Europe (7%), from Asia (6%), and other African (4%) and European
countries (2%) are also significant.

However, the lack of institutional support has pushed the network of associations to
make use of its own resources. A system of dialogue with the administrations was
created in 2014 through participatory councils, which have made it possible to deal
with conflicts between gangs, problems of coexistence in buildings, hunger in families
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and children, prevention of teenage pregnancies, and violence toward teachers, among
other issues. These spaces of participation allow leaders of different youth, cultural,
sports, religious, ethnic, and women’s associations to meet every month with profes-
sionals from different social services and representatives of the city council.

Unlike in Les Bosquets, young people do not talk about isolation. They feel no need
to push back at racism or the surrounding Islamophobia because the feeling of
discrimination is lower, and it is accepted as a process that Spaniards must experience.
Unlike in Les Bosquets, treatment from the police is not viewed as being so violent,
with a distinction made between national and municipal police, and it is generally
accepted with resignation. Nevertheless, even though most do not see racism as a
barrier, some voices are starting to be raised in the second generations.

One day I got attacked in the restaurant where I work, some girl with a knife cut
me on one hand. An ambulance came, they dressed the wound, and then the
national police came. One of them asked for my ID and I gave it to him. Then he
said: ‘ah, so you are a Moor!’ That bothered me, you know, because if I give you
a Spanish ID card, it’s because I’m Spanish... it’s totally out of line! (21-years-
old, second generation of Moroccan origin, trying to get the Secondary Education
Degree through a local Association)

Though young people do feel the discourse from the extreme right is gaining traction,
for now, it is not affecting them beyond just replicating that distinction between “them”
(White, Catholic, or Spanish) and “us” (Muslims). They do not experience a feeling of
separation within the city in any violent way, and they all say they go into the city
center at least two or three times a week. Moreover, despite the fact that peer groups in
the neighborhood get formed according to national origin or ethnic group, the street, the
bars, sports centers, and intermediate structures (associations, movements, and partic-
ipatory councils) ensure there is inter-ethnic and inter-religious contact. It is important
to note that there are 8 times the number of cafés and bars in San Cristóbal as there are
in Les Bosquet (31 vs 8).

This daily contact and friction make it so they incorporate the values, cultural
elements, and habits of young Latinos (such as the music, dance, street contact, and
fashion) and of Spaniards (such as participation in associations, social protest actions,
the kinds of leisure activities, and gender relations) and so develop a complex and
mixed social belonging, a belonging that is not ideological in nature, instead multidi-
mensional, hybrid, changing, and dynamic in character (Lamo de Espinosa 1996).
These two quotations demonstrate this fluid identification.

We move like the Dominicans; we dance like they do. I get asked if I am
Dominican [...] but I also have Spanish friends, and my girlfriend is Ecuadorian
... Ah, and I am Muslim! (20-year-old young man, second generation Senegalese
origin. He works the night shift in a paper factory)
I feel I am Spanish, from San Cris and also Moroccan. And I feel Muslim above
everything else, because I believe that borders should not exist. But we (her
family) have also adopted a lot of Spanish culture. With my sisters I speak in
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Spanish, we sing Spanish songs. We don’t celebrate Christmas, but we love it!
The lights, the sweet bread! (Second generation of Maghreb origin, 20-year-old
woman, studying social work and participates in a civic association)

The young people’s local engagement in participatory councils—through the organi-
zation of parties, events, discussion groups for preventing gang violence, etc.—facil-
itates inclusion and a feeling of being useful to the community. Youth from diverse
ethnic and religious backgrounds start identifying with the local territory. Common
interests are discovered and defended, life experience gets shared, and a new sense of
belonging engendered. Sharing territory and daily contact with different ethnicities
become core to their identity. The ethnic-religious elements become secondary, and
Islamic traditions become offshoots that can be adapted or put together in a positive
way.

Mixing with “the other” creates distance between young people and religious
dogma. Though the primary group is a crucial channel for entering the job market (in
construction, hospitality, and domestic service), belonging in San Cristóbal is not
formed through the ethnic community. Young people frequent a variety of cultural
environments, and the belonging they build is not ambivalent but rather multidimen-
sional and dynamic.

A New Free, Humanistic, and Young Islam

The president of the local Mosque and his wife stress the need for “instructing” the
residents in true Islam. Unlike in Les Bosquets, this Mosque has been on the partic-
ipatory councils since their creation. Inter-religious dialogue is therefore taking place.
As in Les Bosquets, the imam has a conservative approach (he has been trained in the
Sunni Azhar School in Egypt), but the vast majority of the sample have a moderate or a
progressive discourse about Islam.

In contrast to Les Bosquets, the session in San Cristóbal with an Islamic preacher
evidenced most of the youths’ dismissal of the dogmatic practices of Islam (9 were
practicing Muslims, 4 non-practicing, and 2 atheists). The invited Islamic preacher
spent the entire 3-h session defending Islam against the young people’s criticisms of
patriarchal systems and the discrepancies between dogma and scientific discoveries.
Unlike the French youth, in San Cristóbal, the majority speak of science and knowledge
as sources of progress and a guarantee for obtaining rights. A girl and boy who had read
parts of the Qur’an in preparation for the session even presented a verse, which
according to them, explicitly undervalued women: “It is He who created you from
one soul and created from it its mate that she might dwell in security with him.”
Participants stressed the importance of faith over traditions. Condemnation of the social
control exercised by people associated with the mosque and the local café nearby was
unanimous.

This is not Islam. They are people who have nothing better to do, all they do is
move back and forth between the café and the mosque. That’s haram! (19-years-
old man, second generation of Senegalese origin, unemployed)
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In San Cristóbal, part of the sample belongs to the 1.75 generation (Rumbaut 2006),
arrived before the age of 5, mastered the language and cultural patterns of the majority,
but still have some memories of the country of origin. This makes their discourse on
their expectations and relationship with the majority culture different from that of their
peers in Paris. For them, their family has struggled to settle in Spain, and they are eager
to enjoy the youth—“having fun in Madrid and leaving traditions for adulthood”—and
also of the economic, cultural, and social opportunities the country has to offer. During
the youth exchange in Madrid, a young Senegalese man said that to achieve his dream
of being a chef, he spent years working as an Iberian ham cutter. He explained it was
not easy to go against the commandments of Allah. Most French youths condemned his
decision, while most of the Spanish defended it, claiming the most important thing in
life is not dogma but rather to better yourself and succeed.

Most of the youth in the sample distinguish between Islam and ethnic norms
inherited from the past, eliciting a productive confrontation between them and the
traditionalism of their families or communities. They confront social norms and think
identifying with religious values is not dogmatic but rather universal, humanistic, and
personal.

I just ignore the people who want to impose norms. […] I think each person
should just do what feels right, especially in jurisprudence. I don’t know, if it
makes you feel good to wax your eyebrows and wear makeup, if your conscience
is okay with something, even if for someone else it isn’t, you know? We all have
a male chauvinist cousin or aunt (laughs) ... But you have to listen to yourself...
Then there are the basics, which are unchangeable. But people who judge […]
They are not good people. (Second generation of Maghreb origin, 20-year-old
woman, studying social work)

Pre-marital relationships with the opposite sex lie at the heart of traditional taboos.
Participant observation allowed us to observe that girls in Paris (Les Bosquets) hide the
fact that they have this kind of relationship from not only their own community but
from wider French society as well. They want to make their belonging to the Muslim
community so explicit that they feel the need to prove their adherence to religious
dogma to French girls too. From this comes their vindication of belonging in purely
religious terms. By contrast, Muslim girls from San Cristóbal do not choose to resolve
this by keeping it secret but rather take the path of conflict and confrontation. They do
not hide their relationships with the opposite sex from Spanish society and even go as
far as to negotiate the matter with their parents. However, their particular brand of
ambivalence comes in the form of a disconnect between their claim to freely choose a
partner during their youth and their adherence to traditional concepts of marriage in the
future.

I’m the one who decides […] I have a boyfriend and I also go out with my
friends. My dad has given me 300 euros to go to Marbella with my sister and two
friends […] My dad always tells me I need to go to mosque, that I need to change
one day…and it’s true, when I get married, it’ll be with someone who can
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provide for me and I’ll stay at home like a queen. (Second generation of
Moroccan origin, 21-years-old, waitress at night)

Discussion

The French-Algerian Imam and physics teacher began his talk to the youths by saying:
“Islam defends the necessity of coexisting with others despite differences. Differences
do not divide us; they bring us closer. It is the same as the principle of the communi-
cating vessels in physics. If mixing did not exist, there would be no life.” These words
correspond to one of the main results of this research. Namely, the fact of socializing in
a mixed environment (having friends from different backgrounds and beliefs), coming
into weekly contact with the diversity of the city center, and participating in civic life
leads to a dynamic (changeable) relationship with Islam and not rigid identification to
traditions and norms.

In San Cristóbal (Madrid), ethnic-religious identification is not exclusive but rather
one of several elements in mixed or hybrid belonging. It is a dynamic new way of
taking part in a local community where social conditions and civic participation
together create bonds between diverse ethnic and social groups. Young people have
a role within the community, and Islam becomes a motivation for engagement, rather
than an element of alienation. Identification with traditional values in San Cristóbal is
not strict. Young people distinguish between spirituality and traditional dogmas, lend
great importance to science, and enter into conflict with their parents for transgressing
these rules.

Nevertheless, most of the participants express their desire to “settle down” in the
future and becoming more religious in their adulthood. This finding raises the question:
Does this spiritual and humanistic Islam correspond to a specific life moment or will it
be part of a new kind of “Spanish Islam”? Young people have not developed feelings of
having ruptured with the Spanish population living in the city center. This is despite a
new Islamophobia being stoked by the extreme right.

These facts confirm pre-existing findings about young Muslims in Europe (Cesari
2013b; Roy 2006), who describe a young Islam as being free, individual, and private, a
type of Islam that does “not influence social behavior and is disconnected from the
collective identity” (Cesari 2004: 46).

That description might be accurate for most young European Muslims and in France
the case for middle-class French-Muslims (Beaman 2016) and Muslims living on the
outskirts besides the most segregated ones like Les Bosquets. However, the research
carried out in this area shows that young people build a common belonging based on
conservative Islam. They feel part of their local surroundings as well as part of
something bigger (the global umma). More than ever, young people need to show
their loyalty/solidarity toward their primary group, toward their family, and toward the
religious community and its traditions (even if they later break from them in private and
in secret). And they do so in the face of a secular tradition that, denying Islamophobia
under the veil of universalism, insists on non-public expression of religious beliefs and
rejects difference. This confirms findings found elsewhere in disadvantaged urban
contexts (Mythen 2012). Identification with traditional values is therefore built up in
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a collective way and not individually, in the face of a shared experience of
Islamophobia and feelings of isolation and abandonment by the political elite.

The Muslim community in Les Bosquets therefore has a new capacity for building
internal solidarity, which turns it into a source of social capital (Portes and
Sensenbrenner 1993). This collective solidarity offers young people a sense of belong-
ing, protects them from Islamophobia, though not without negative effects in terms of
gender equality and freedom of conscience. Dissent from social norms can result in
isolation from family and friends and stigmatization by other community members. In
this sense, the benefits of ethnic embeddedness in disadvantaged and segregated areas
are being questioned in so far as they represent limitations on personal freedom,
pressures to conform, and an overbearing form of control on a person’s future plans
and ambitions (Crul and Vermeulen 2003; Portes 1988; Waters et al. 2010; Waldinger
1995; Keaton 2006).

However, despite this new strength of the Muslim associations and the weight of
traditions, this research shows a complex micro-society in Les Bosquets, one contain-
ing a minority who feel Parisian, secular, and believe in academic excellence as a
means for leaving the area, another who chose puritan and rigorist Islam, and a majority
who drift in ambivalence between submitting and rejecting “Frenchness,” who seek to
show their commitment to their origins and traditions, but who sometimes hide it and
blend in with the majority of society outside the neighborhood.

In conclusion, these findings show the determinant effect of the local context (Crul
and Vermeulen 2003) and the need for sociologists to get an up-close look in order to
understand the complexity of each specific site. Young French Muslims in Les
Bosquets seek refuge in the ethnic group because outside of it, they are not allowed
to develop their citizenship. In fact, Muslimness at local level becomes the new way of
acquiring collective power for getting their voices heard by the institutions. Hence,
Muslim associations, with their newfound influence, also have a new responsibility
toward the inclusion and education of the youth (Eseverri-Mayer 2019). In contrast,
and for now, the new generation of Spanish Muslims in San Cristobal, with their desire
to transgress norms, to mix with others, and interpret their own personal Islam, can
express a hybrid belonging. This multicultural and multi-religious neighborhood is an
example because it still manages to fight and improve social conditions by exercising
an urban and local citizenship that transcends religious, ethnic, and gender divisions.
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