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Abstract 

 This article discusses the impact of parental religious transmission upon the 

religious and citizen identities and performances of their offspring, using an 

ethnographic study on the parenting practices of Sunni and Ismaili migrant 

families conducted in Portugal, United Kingdom and Angola. The analysis 

highlights the role of parental religious upbringing in the strengthening of 

children’s faith and practice but also towards ensuring certain kinds of 

citizenship that foster pride of affiliation to a given group identity, while 

simultaneously promoting intergroup identifications and bridging attachments 

to fellow citizens. In addition, the comparison between migratory contexts  

shows how parental religious caregiving may help their children reconcile or 

resist alternative aspects of religiosity and citizenship in different nation-states. 

These findings represent a stark contrast with official political discourse, which 

tends to view immigrant religious parenting as simply based on 

intergenerational continuity. 

 

Keywords: Religion; citizenship; parenting; interfamilial change; immigrant 

families. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Recent decades have seen an expansion of studies that focus on European-born Muslim youths 

who have been raised in historically Christian and highly secularized societies. Nevertheless, 

available literature still falls short of providing solid comparative findings on parenting 
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processes directed at fostering children’s religious identity, including the transmission of a 

positive, counter narrative about their faith, and a proud affiliation to a group identity – that 

may offer their offspring a source of self-esteem as they are confronted with externally imposed 

denigrating public images of Islam and Muslims. 
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 However, some comparative studies should be acknowledged. Findings confirm that 

Islam is most effectively transmitted in migrant families in which children are encouraged to 

attend religious schooling at an early age and where parental religious practice and community 

participation operate as models of identification.1 With regard to the interplay of the heritage 

culture of origin and the host culture, cross-cultural research argues that stronger orientations 

toward cultural maintenance in the family context will support more effective religious 

transmission, regardless of children’s degree of socio-structural integration.2 Moreover, 

religiousness often plays an important role in the fostering of an ethnic/origin identity and, 

through this, allows the integration into a community and a sense of belonging that contributes 

to positive youth development.3 Nevertheless, comparative research also shows that religious 

identification is either unrelated or predicts low identification, acculturation attitudes and 

practices into the host country.4 Under specific influences (e.g., experience of discrimination 

worsened by Islamophobic environment, larger cultural distance particularly if thought to lead 

to parallel lives), adolescents’ Muslimness may potentiate the impact of discrimination on 

depressive symptoms, decreased self-esteem and feelings of rage toward the dominant group.5   

Through another lens, several contributions have focused on the religious distancing 

and disengagement of European-born Muslim youth from the parental generation. Their 

religious experiences tend to be conceptualized as markedly European Muslim as a result of 

secular education, access to new media, new reflexive and argumentative styles, challenging 

relations to religious authorities, and group membership that goes beyond their ethno-religious 

communities6. Equally emphasized is the emergence of new forms of self-esteem, arising both 

from processes of re-Islamization or from the negotiation of Islam with multiple other 

references, processes that can either stimulate acculturation strategies or lead to new patterns 

of difference and stigmatization.7 For other scholars, one of the most important 

intergenerational transformation involves a new religious understanding of citizenship and 

social participation in civil society which becomes a major reference in the ongoing processes 

of identity construction8 of European-born Muslims.9  

Incipiently documented, some sources indicate the development of transnational forms 

of consciousness, self-representation and belonging among European-born Muslims youths10 

and their progressive participation in Islamic global public spaces of normative reference and 

debate.11 However, the ways in which these narratives and debates are re-appropriated and re-
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contextualized have not been properly investigated neither has it been clarified how 

significantly is “ummah” imagined, actualized and re-elaborated throughout the identity 

development of young Muslims12.  

Although the dynamics underlying interfamilial stability or change in religiosity remain 

unclear, some of the divergences noted above may be due at least in part to the conceptual and 

methodological tools used in the study of parental transmission of religion. If some quantitative 

studies only take into account perceived religious upbringing on religious outcomes as reported 

by children themselves13, others already include a large-scale dataset in which both parents and 

their offspring offer information on their religious experiences.14 On the other hand, the 

concepts of vertical transmission by parents (as synonymous of culture/religion maintenance), 

horizontal transmission by non-Muslim peers, and oblique transmission (which refers to 

influences from authority figures other than the parents, such as secular education)15 tend to 

juxtapose strong forces of continuity associated to parental transmission with forces of 

adaptation and change, arising from extra-community friends and educational institutions.  

 

Parental caregiving for identity16 may equip their offspring for resisting and responding 

to depreciation or discrimination, particularly within contexts in which Islam forms a clear 

otherness boundary. However, parental religious transmission should not be viewed as a-priori 

resistant to the host society.17 Parents who see themselves as belonging to, and participating in 

their country of residence, may promote both continuity and change in their offspring by 

articulating ethnically and religiously specific resources with multicultural and inter-faith 

skills. 

With the view of covering the various aspects of religiosity, previous research often 

takes a multidimensional approach. However, religious upbringing as an expression of 

citizenship responsibilities, as a citizenship practice in itself, and as a legacy of citizenship for 

their children remains insufficiently examined. This article aims to fill this gap by addressing 

the interactive processes through which parents affect the religious and civic identities and 

performances of their offspring, using two ethnographic case studies on the parenting practices 

of Sunni and Ismaili migrant families conducted in Portugal, United Kingdom and Angola. Its 

guiding questions are: What processes of intergenerational transmission of religious identity 

do we find among the two groups of families?  How religious identification and practice may 

impact children that integrate into other domains of life?  When does religious upbringing 

function as a condition or resource for citizenship; when can it be qualified as a citizenship 

practice, and in what form?  

The article is structured as follows: the first section provides a short background for the 

case-studies, followed by a presentation of the qualitative and quantitative methodologies used 

in the study. The following sections address the impact of religious upbringing on the 

intergenerational dynamics of religiosity and citizenship within and beyond different nation-

states. The conclusion highlights how children articulate their parents’ legacy with a range of 

other sources of reference through new modes of living their religious identity and fulfilling 

their citizenship obligations. 
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Case Studies and Methodology  

 

This paper is primarily rooted in ethnographic fieldwork carried out under several distinct 

research projects we have undertaken involving Ismaili and Sunni families of Indo-African 

origin. These families form part of a trading diaspora that originated in the Indian sub-continent 

and settled in Mozambique (a Portuguese colony in Africa).18 The decolonization process led 

them to choose Portugal as a new destination. Generations of interethnic conviviality with the 

Portuguese as well as their behaviour in the public realm have contributed to the positive image 

of both Sunni and Ismaili families as respectful of formal rights and duties, and in performing 

loyalty and bridging attachment to the Portuguese nation-state. Furthermore, it is important to 

point out that Portugal was not affected by the turning of the tide against diversity which has 

spread across Europe after 11 September 2001. The relation between the (new) Islamic 

presence in Portugal and Portuguese society did not result either in tension and conflict, or in 

controversial discourses in the public arena, unlike what has happened in other European 

countries. 

The comparative analysis relies on empirical data provided by a combination of 

biographical interviews with an attitudinal survey applied to both groups of parents and 

children. Associations, networks and communities of worship established in the Greater Lisbon 

area emerged as a strategic passage for the early ethnographic encounters. The remaining 

participants were recruited through snowball sampling based on informants’ personal contacts. 

Conducted individually or in family, the interviews with 27 Sunni and 31 Ismaili parents sought 

to capture how their biographies provided resources and strategies for them to fashion 

themselves as Muslims, parents and citizens; and how they approached their children’s 

emotional, educational, socialization, religious and identity needs. We especially focused upon 

parenting performances in matters of religion, belonging and citizenship.  

At the same time, we also expanded upon previous encounters with their children 

including 42 daughters and 36 sons through in-depth interviews. The following topics were 

compared: 

- religious caregiving practices; 

- the impact of parental role upon the multi-dimensionality of their identifications, 

attachments and feelings of belonging;  

- peers as behavior, attitudinal and identity referents;  

- experiences of inter-ethnic relations and perceptions of discrimination;  

- understanding and practices of social participation and citizenship.  

Supported by semi-structured guides, the interviews followed a strong biographical orientation, 

thus providing the interlocutors with incentives to re-elaborate on their personal, family and 

religious lives. Previous extended fieldwork and regular encounters over many years with all 
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the respondents allowed us to interpret parent-child interactions while being familiar with the 

contexts in which they took place. 

 To increase comparability, we elaborated an attitudinal questionnaire, comprising 

183 stimulus–statements (mostly directly derived from previous ethnographic fieldwork) 

focused on multiple themes: constructions of self and family; religious identifications, beliefs 

and practices; community participation; heritage maintenance of ancestors’ family culture; host 

culture adoption orientation; inter-ethnic relations; perceived discrimination – to name a 

few.These statements were measured on a scale ranging from ‘completely agree to ‘completely 

disagree’. In each household at least one of the parents, as well as the oldest son or daughter 

(living at home with their parents) were selected. In total, 213 dyads were surveyed. Since the 

Portuguese Constitution forbids the counting of ethnic or religious groups, the survey doesn’t 

reflect a statistically representative distribution.  

In the mid-1990s, the charismatic Ismaili leader Aga Khan IV encouraged his followers 

to reinvest in Africa. Some of the Ismaili families studied have decided to seek trading 

opportunities in Angola. In parallel, Portugal’s integration into the European Community in 

1986 opened up better conditions for professional improvement and education to be found in 

countries such as the United Kingdom. This significantly increased the number of Sunni 

families who moved to London and Leicester. The follow-up of their new migratory 

experiences was also integrated in the comparative study since it reveals how parental religious 

transmission may help their children reconcile or resist alternative aspects of religiosity and 

citizenship in different nation-states. Ethnographic fieldwork carried out in Luanda, London 

and Leicester included semi-structured interwiews with both parents and children that focused 

on socioeconomic, educational and cultural integration processes, religious networks and 

practices, citizenship opportunities and constraints encountered in new nation-states of 

residence.  

 

Reconciling Religion and Citizenship in Colonial Mozambique   

 

The Ismaili and Sunni parents whom we worked with were all born in colonial Mozambique 

in the 1950s and 60s. During the second half of the nineteenth century, their forefathers (mainly 

originating in Gujarat, India) migrated and settled in the British colonies and protectorates of 

East and South Africa, and in Mozambique. The commercial sector flourished, and the largest 

Muslim economic interest lay in trading operations developed by family firms. The Indian 

family-based shareholding was gradually reconstructed. Business was the purview of men 

while mothering, family relations and cultural/religious traditions constituted the fundamental 

work of women.  

 Parents’ education in religious and cultural traditions, as well as in mother tongues 

(Gujarati or Kutchi) occurred within the extended family. Only a number of respondents whose 
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families settled in urban areas reported to attend supplementary schooling in religion. When 

asked about religious identifications and practices (see Table 1 below), Sunni respondents not 

only accepted the five pillars of Islam - tawhid (belief in one God), zakaat (alms), salaat 

(prayer), hajj (pilgrimage) and roza (fasting) – but also the madhab (schools of thoughts in 

Islamic jurisprudence). In the case of the Sunni groups represented in Mozambique, it is the 

Hanafi madhab.  

Table 1 – Religious Identifications, Beliefs and Practices 

 
Measures (agree + fully agree) Parents Children 

Intergenerational comparison Ismailis Sunnis Ismailis Sunnis 

Religious Identifications 

 ‘I feel I am a Portuguese of Muslim religion’   

‘When someone says something bad about Muslims, 

I personally suffer because our faith is being misrepresented’ 

‘I couldn’t bear it if my children distanced themselves from 

Islam’ 

83.4 

 

81.3 

 

72.5 

81.3 

 

88.0 

 

86.9 

98.1 

 

85.6 

 

67.4 

89.6 

 

89.6 

 

74.3 

Religious beliefs  

 ‘All sayings in the Koran are to be taken literally as they are 

written’ 

‘The Koran is a point of reference, but it may be interpreted in 

many different ways’ 

 

 

13.3 

 

90.5 

 

 

93.3 

 

14.3 

 

 

6.7 

 

98.0 

 

 

89.6 

 

14.3 

Religious Practices 

‘I make choices about what is/ is not essential in my  religious 

practice’ 

‘Each of us has their own way of being with God, it’s very 

personal’ 

‘My Islam is different from the Islam of my parents'’ 

‘I would have difficulties in getting used to living in a Muslim 

country’ 

 

 

76.4 

 

72.3 

 

32.3 

 

92.3 

 

 

56.3 

 

73.4 

 

14.3 

 

73.7 

 

 

86.4 

 

92.3 

 

68.7 

 

98.1 

 

 

74.3 

 

93.4 

 

53.7 

 

89.6 

Civic and Political Participation 

‘Our community works hard in favour of their most needy 

members’ 

‘Our community should attempt to elect local and national 

representatives to stand for our interests’ 

 

 

68.8 

 

 

35.7 

 

 

70.8 

 

 

73.7 

 

 

78.7 

 

 

6.7 

 

 

53.7 

 

 

24.3 

 

Asking the same question to Ismaili respondents, the pilgrimage to Mecca and the fast 

for the month of Ramadhan were the most reframed pillars of Islam: “The Hajj for us is the 

Imam's spiritual vision”; “These days, many more Ismailis are starting to fast in Ramadhan. 

But for us it is not compulsory”. Indeed, many interlocutors have described Ismailis as 

“special” and sometimes “better” than (other) Muslims because they follow a living Imam19 

who “keep them with the times” 20 (see Table 1 above). Two main concepts, the unquestioned 

allegiance to an infallible Imam (ta’lim) and the possession by the Imam of esoteric 

competences and knowledge which empowers him to interpret sacred texts in according to 

historical changes (ta’wil) were invoked to justify the different rules to follow than that which 

is established in the Quran.” In Mozambique, as both groups of respondents recognized, there 

were different expectations and pressures regarding the secular education of males and females 
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within families. “Girls were married young” and “fathers and husbands didn’t want them to 

progress beyond primary school.”21 (see Table 2 below). During the 1960s, however, several 

Sunni interviewees began attending private or public secondary schools of Catholic 

influence.The gradual appreciation of their skills in the education of children as well as in the 

local and transnational management of familial relationships, and their (direct and indirect) 

contribution to the family business increased the importance attributed to the woman/mother:  

 Muslim husbands give great importance to their wives, because we are the mothers 

of their children. We are the ones who prepare them to become good managers of 

the family business.22 

Some Ismaili respondents also benefited from higher education and training for certain 

professions. However, the major aim of these women became the academic education of their 

offspring, due to a principle upon which Aga Khan III had much insisted:  

The girl is the one who will become a mother and mothers are responsible for the 

education of their children. Investing in the education of girls means investing in 

the education of the whole next generation.23 

Table 2 – Heritage Maintenance of Ancestors’ Family Culture 

Measures (agree + fully agree) Parents Children 

Intergenerational comparison Ismailis Sunnis Ismailis Sunnis 

Male  Control on Women 

‘Women must be controlled by their fathers/husbands, to defend 

the honour of families’ 

‘Women are deferential and subordinate to men’  

‘The ideal would be separate schools for boys and girls’ 

 ‘Women are more religious than men’ 

 

 

14.8 

25.0 

0.0 

44.8 

 

 

41.9 

41.9 

33.4 

39.5 

 

 

7.7 

21.4 

0.0 

46.7 

 

 

32.0 

18.0 

25.0 

50.0 

Parental Control on Children  

‘Parents always have the last word, the children should just 

obey’ 

‘Youths generally accept family values and guarantee the family 

reputation’   

‘Girls should marry early, therefore they must not study too 

long’ 

 

 

78.7 

 

84,3 

 

6.7 

 

 

88.0 

 

89.3 

 

25.0 

 

 

50.6 

 

81.0 

 

3.4 

 

 

58.3 

 

83.0 

 

22.6 

Marriage 
‘Marriage with people of other races /castes/ religions affects the 

 education  

‘Marriage outside the community puts us at odds with the 

family’ 

 

 

79.3 

 

79.3 

 

 

81.3 

 

81.3 

 

 

20.0 

 

50.0 

 

 

60.0 

 

73.9 

Linguistic Habits  

‘I am bilingual as a result of being encouraged to speak 

Gujarat/Kachhi at home’ 

‘I only understand spoken Gujarat/Kachhi because it was often 

used by my parents and grandparents at home’  

‘I have a total loss of proficiency in Gujarati/Kachhi’ 

 

 

21.3 

 

67.3 

11.4 

 

 

27.2 

 

72.8 

0.0 

 

 

10.7 

 

29.3 

60.0 

 

 

32.4 

 

43.7 

23.9 
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A positive hyphenated identity – that of ‘Portuguese Ismaili/Muslim’ began to be built in 

Mozambique (see Table 3 below). Although Sunnis and Ismailis in general did not take an 

interest in politics, they organized themselves in order to become socio-political agents 

cooperating with the Portuguese colonial concept of affective citizenship and its underlying 

emotional regime.24 This concept was characterized by a repetitive use of familial relationships 

in the shaping of relational ideals which individuals were meant to adhere to, and of the 

emotions towards themselves and others they were expected to feel within colonial encounters. 

According to informant’s own recollection, colonial citizenry allowed for an affective 

personalization of interethnic and racial relations between whites and Indians, as well as for 

the construction of more or less hybrid forms of identity which always remained mediated by 

power relations.25   

In Mozambique, many Portuguese and Indians had personal relationships. 

Friendships such as ours were not possible in Uganda, Kenya, and much less so in 

Rhodesia and South Africa.26  

Mozambican Indians are very unlike the ones from East Africa. We grow up 

between three influences, Indian, African and Portuguese. We frequently say that 

we have many homelands.27  

Table 3: Host Culture Adoption Orientation and Inter-ethnic Relations 

Measures (agree + fully agree) Parents Children 

Intergenerational comparison Ismailis Sunnis Ismailis Sunnis 

Aconflictual Juxtaposition  

‘The ideal would be separate schools for boys and girls from 

each religion’  

‘I may have a Portuguese boyfriend / girlfriend, but I can only 

marry someone of my religion’ 

‘The best is to live side by side without conflict and without mix, 

each group with their religion and traditions’ 

‘The Portuguese values are very different from ours’ 

 

 

10.3 

 

10.3 

 

33.3 

23.3 

 

 

13.3 

 

13.3 

 

13.3 

13.3 

 

 

15.7 

 

50.0 

 

28.6 

27.3 

 

 

12.0 

 

36.8 

 

18.2 

18.2 

Communitarism with Inter-ethnic Openness  

‘When Portuguese compliments someone from my religion, I 

feel happy’ 

‘There is only one God, but people love it under different names 

and forms’  

‘We maintain our religious traditions, this does not prevent us 

from being Portuguese’   

 

 

96.6 

 

93.3 

 

100. 

 

 

84.6 

 

84.6 

 

100. 

 

 

93.5 

 

93.5 

 

100. 

 

 

90.5 

 

90.5 

 

100. 

Incorporative Predisposition  

‘I am Portuguese, but I have a different religion’ 

 ‘Most of my friends are (non-Muslins) Portuguese’ 

‘When someone admires the Portuguese I am very pleased’ 

 

83.4 

79.3 

83.4 

 

81.3 

81.3 

84.6 

 

88.0 

75.9 

89.5 

 

89.6 

70.8 

90.5 

Perception of (Racial and Religious) Discrimination  

‘We did not succeed more because many people are racists’ 

‘White people do not like to see us in their neighbourhoods’ 

‘White people do not like our children to attend their schools’ 

‘In Portugal, Muslims are discriminated against’ 

 

18.8 

14.6 

8.3 

18.5 

 

20.0 

11.4 

8.3 

16.7 

 

23.2 

11.5 

13.7 

20.0 

 

13.6 

13.6 

8.7 

16.7 
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It is in this sense that Ismaili and Sunni memories often focused upon the frequent 

commercial relations between Indians and Portuguese, especially those established on the basis 

of mutual trust; the lot of interaction experienced in their villages, small towns, and urban 

neighbourhoods, as well as in the colonial school system where they recalled Indian, 

Portuguese, black, and mestiço (mixed race) youngsters (of the same sex) playing together. 

Nevertheless, the racial hierarchy, with the constitutive assumption of the white stratum as 

dominant, constitutes a common denominator of parents’ memories about colonial society in 

Mozambique.  

A business culture which knew precisely how to circulate capital and people proved 

crucial in the decision of many Ismaili families to leave Mozambique in the 1970s.  The 

nationalization process implemented after the independence and the civil war that broke out in 

the mid-1970s led to a peak in Sunni emigration in the early 1980s. The network of 

intercontinental relations, together with the multiple colonial capitals they had accumulated, 

opened the way to relatively rapid (albeit non-uniform) processes of socioeconomic, cultural, 

and religious insertion in postcolonial Portugal. Despite the increased contact between their 

community leaders and the democratic government institutions, these contacts were generally 

centered on the development of religious organization and infrastructure and they did not result 

in any larger, generic institutional multiculturalism. 

 

Parental Caregiving for Identity 

 

Born in Portugal, young Muslims of Indo-Mozambican origin did not perceive themselves as 

children of immigrants but rather as Portuguese. They most often enrolled in Portuguese private 

and public schools (either Catholic or non-denominational) because their parents were 

extremely committed to their successful insertion into Portuguese society. 

While some became bilingual as a result of being stimulated to speak Gujarati/Kacchi at 

home by parents and grandparents, others were receptive bilingual and only understood their 

spoken mother tonge because it was used in family contexts. A significant majority didn't have 

any oral/aural proficiency in their parents’ mother tongues (see Table 2 above). The major 

factors that motivated parents to transmit the heritage language to their offspring were to ensure 

ties to cultural traditions and religion, and the maintenance of communication with the elders 

and family relatives settled in India and Pakistan. 

 

I feel that it’s important that children know their heritage tongue, to reinforce a 

sense of identity when practising faith, religion and culture.28  

Similarly, the transmission of religious values and practices was initiated within the 

extended family, in particular through mothers, aunts and grandmothers. Several mothers 
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adopted a vocabulary and discursive style similar to the predominant Catholic religious context 

and frequently tried to translate Muslim beliefs and ceremonies into terms compatible with 

Catholicism. At the same time, since a very young age, children were encouraged to attend 

schooling in the Islamic religion and Arabic language at local mosques or to follow the 

religious curriculum ta’lim (internationally standardized) which integrates Ismailis within the 

larger Muslim world and reflects Aga Khan IV’s Islamic focus. 

Another key element of religious upbringing was the transmission of family memories 

and stories29. In particular, parents focused upon the entrepreneurial actions of previous 

generations, and the long-standing affective relations between their families and the (non-

Muslim) Portuguese people. They successfully passed down a sense of identity pride, a feeling 

of belonging to a ‘we’ which combines all that is ‘best’ about their original cultural and 

religious traditions with ‘the best’ that can be gleaned from their secular contact with the 

Portuguese cultural ecology. These accounts must be understood as educational tactics 

designed to instil an ethos of work and sacrifice, as well as a positive hyphenated identity (see 

Table 1). Through all these strategies, parents felt that they had provided their children with 

citizenship resources that allowed them to better manage religious and cultural differences. 

 

My project is for children to be well versed in different cultures so they may be at 

ease wherever they are and always match up to the people they may meet. You 

know, we who came from Mozambique, we combine so many references.30 

Nevertheless, it was precisely when children entered the Portuguese school system that 

they projected an awareness of being different and recorded their first experiences of 

discrimination. The role of mothers towards inculcating a conflict-defusing stance in their 

offspring, the manner in which they resorted to meta-religious languages to contain their anger 

whenever they were targeted by their peers’ jokes, and their efforts to emphasise the specificity 

of their identity as Portuguese Muslims can be read as an important citizenship performance 

resulting from care-giving for identity. 

 

They called them darkies. At that time, all Indians were called darkies. I 

repeated them the words of His Highness: every Ismaili family should adopt a 

black child. The Lord meant that we should have empathetic feelings with the 

Africans.31  

When they came back from school upset because they mocked our religion, I 

told them: Jesus is one of our prophets, and his mother, Mary, is Fatima, the 

daughter of Mohammed. God is one.32 

Such feelings and perceptions were not reinforced in the subsequent educational process 

(see Table 3 above). Young interviewees managed to reconcile prayer times, Ramadan fasting, 

dietary restrictions and Muslim holidays with the public school curriculum, including physical 
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education and classes in Catholic ethics and religion or with certain school holidays such as 

Christmas or Carnival. Further, a high school performance was often accompanied by a 

religiosity increase.33 The flexibility of teachers, the understanding of school authorities, and 

parents’ efforts to develop their multicultural subjectivities enabled many respondents to finish 

secondary school with grades above the national average and to go on to a college education.  

 

In the last couple of years of Faculty I had to attend classes in the afternoon. I 

could not pray, so I brought my headscarf and left it in my locker. When prayer 

time came, I asked for a room and the Dean let me.34 

 

 

Pathways for Autonomy and Relatedness  

 

The caregiving memories of the Muslim children that were interviewed stressed the physical 

and emotional closeness and the gratifying relation between mothering persons and young 

children. They also evoked mothering pressures towards containing feelings of aggression or 

resentment so that they didn’t disrupt the familial emotional matrix, while fostering a way of 

relating very sensitively to the needs of the others. Initiating a developmental pathway to an 

autonomous-related self,35 children have internalized the notions of shame and family pride. 

They learned that the respect attached to the family's name depends on their individual acts, as 

states Nymeth, one of our interviewees:  

 

Since childhood we have learned that the single act of a single person can being 

shame over ten other family members. . . . This is why it’s difficult to oppose 

certain things within the family. It would put our parents in a situation of very 

big shame36.   

Understanding the importance of intergroup identifications as an asset for children’s 

development, parents also encouraged them to nurture affections and construct a sense of 

belonging well beyond their own ethno-religious community. As a result, children made 

themselves by reference to two cultural models: (1) one model in which the awareness of 

belonging to a family group and the identity responsibilities arising from it was experienced 

actively, thus involving the search of an autonomous individuality mediated by close 

attachments to parents and identification with one’s family; (2) and another Portuguese cultural 

model of autonomy as identity individuation within the family, incorporated through extra-

community socialization processes and non-Muslim friendships which integrated a substantial 

amount of choice and self-endorsement with generational interdependencies.  
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Indeed, most young respondents carved out their own personal identities turning to non-

Muslim friends to work through central concerns (see Table 3 above). These relationships were 

often defined as “more complete” because they deactivated a number of communication and 

sociability tactics conventionally deployed within their families and community. This resulted 

in unique conditions for telling their friends “secrets” that they would never reveal to Muslim 

peers. In sum, these ties helped them to construct a personal domain fundamental to their 

identity development. 37 

I can be more one set self with non-Mulims friends than with those of my 

community. They only speak of good parts. They are quite vocal in criticizing 

everyone, talking behind the back.38 

Moreover, youth respondents tended to make choices about “what is or is not essential” 

in their family and religious practice (see Table 1 above), granting themselves a good deal of 

freedom to compartmentalise the different aspects of their lives. Their ability to act 

appropriately and differentially within distinct contexts and relationships also gave them the 

approval of multiple significant others. Nevertheless, there was always an attempt to keep 

individual autonomy and to add family connectedness to it.  

 

Being comfortable with different situations without creating any conflict with the 

family, while remaining myself, may require some management effort, but it does 

not confuse me. Marrying a non-Muslim no, no, I know what my family wishes, so 

I will have to give in.39  

 

 

“Our Islam is different from yours”:  Intergenerational Debates 

 

As in the case of many European peers, youth respondents wanted to practice their religion in 

different ways to their parents (see Table 1 above). They often expressed a critique of parental 

demand for a mimetic and excessively normative practice. Challenging the strict observance 

of religious rules as the unique identification element of the ‘good/true’ Muslim, a Sunni 

respondent proposed to his mother other competing criteria:  

 

 [Son] – Thank God that you spent all night praying, knowing that you pray for 

me gives me strength (…) but you turn religion into something very heavy for 

me. 
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[Mother] – [As Sunni Muslims] We follow the Qu’ran. If is written, you know, 

it’s compulsory.  

[Son] – If Aziz [a cousin] prays five times, does it mean that he’s more religious 

than I am ? Does it means being a good person who cares for the poor and have 

ethics everyday, exempts one from going to Hell ?  

 

Similarly, the following dialogue illustrates how some Ismaili youth have dealt with 

parental resistance to the Islamization reforms promoted by Aga Khan IV over the past few 

decades, namely the abandonment of certain traditions such as praying and burning incense 

sticks in front of a picture of the Imam or the use of his portrait as a talisman:    

 

 [Daughter] – No matter how many times you tell me He is god, I cannot believe 

it, because the idea of God I have is of something invisible. It cannot be a human 

being who is going to die and to be replaced. Why do you burn incense and pray 

at Mowla Bapa photographs?  

[Mother] – I guess we converted from Hindu religion. I would be very, very 

uncomfortable, if I did not. I rely entirely on Bapa.  

[Daughter] – If you say du’a in Gujarati [and not in Arabic], I understand. But 

you evoke and prostrate to Bapa. It’s misrepresentation! You should pray to the 

image of God you have in your heart. 

Moreover, parent-child religious transmission processes often involved bi-directional 

negotiations that influenced not only children’s and but also parents’ own religious practices. 

The next dialogue exemplifies a typical strategy mobilized by proactive Ismaili children who 

sought to convert their parents to the pillars of Islam.   

 

[Mother] – (…) for us it’s not compulsory because we are Ismailis.  

[Daughter] – Hazar Imam prays five times a day and fast. As we follow him, 

why don’t we do as he does, Mum? 

 

Although some youth have reported conflicting processes of testing faith, the majority 

searched for a more individualised synthesis during religious identity formation. Because they 

did not experience the same level of social and religious discrimination (see Table 3 above) 

that has characterized the second generation in other parts of Europe,40 they rejected the 

patterns detected by Olivier Roy in several other European contexts. For instance, the Salafist 
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option, which demands a return to an original, authentic but also global Islam, has not recruited 

many followers from among the Sunnis of Indian origin in Portugal. Despite the growing 

influence of transnational Islamic movements, initiation into such movements was not an 

option for the great majority. Their occasional forays into chat-rooms where many transnational 

perspectives on Islam (usually more literal and conservative) are articulated were not a 

substitute for the interpretations offered by their families and communities. In sum, extreme 

traditionalism and positioning  ones self in cultural or religious opposition to the Portuguese 

society have not occurred.  

Despite the standardisation of Ismaili religious education and its greater emphasis on 

shared Islamic history, most Ismaili respondents (as their parents did) still reivindicated or 

claimed a special identity viewed as an example of “modern Islam”. In turn, young Sunnis 

questioned the legitimacy of the ‘Muslimness’ of their Ismaili peers, stating that these “forget 

there are things that are equal for all Muslims, whatever their religious community.”.41 Like 

their own parents, they also interpreted the prohibition to attend Ismaili places of worship as a 

form of hiding religious practices that would be inappropriate and contemptible for other 

Muslim groups. 

 

 

A New Civic Understanding of Religious Identity 

  

Young Sunni and Ismaili respondents did not organize associations to fight for Islamic 

education and mother-tongue instruction in the Portuguese state-school system. They did not 

demand the observance of Islamic holidays or certain dietary and ritual concessions in schools 

and workplaces. Unlike the case of many otherEuropean-born Muslims youths, they stressed 

their Portuguese Muslimness and were largely uninterested in transnational forms of self-

representation and belonging. However, events of major international impact (issues such as 

Islamic terrorism, the invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan, or the unresolved problems of Palestine 

and Kashmir) led them to increase their identification with the suffering of Muslim 

communities in different parts of the globe:  

 

When people die in London, it is a tragedy, it is painful for me and everybody 

else. They are innocent civilians. But when thousands of Muslims die in 

countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan, it doesn’t seem to matter. It’s unfair.42  

 

In particular, after July 7, 2005, some of our interviewees were asked to speak about 

Islam-related issues by teachers, peers and journalists. With regard to Islamic terrorism, 
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interviewee Nymeth insisted that “Islam is a religion of tolerance and peace, and not an obstacle 

to integration in Western democracies”. Evoking Aga Khan’s speech on the words of Samuel 

Huntington, Samir stressed that the “clash of civilizations” between the West and the Islamic 

world “is a clash of ignorance” which only through “dialogue could be overcome”. Often asked 

about suicide bombers, Malik acknowledged that “martyrs are valued by Muslims” but he made 

the distinction between “those who sacrificed for certain causes and suicide bombings that 

caused the death of innocents.” Answering to the (predictable) question “what is jihad?”, Alida 

mentioned that it was a notion debated and contested among Muslims too, which could mean 

either “a holy war” or “a personal struggle for self-purification”, stating that jihad is also that 

of wearing a hijab, for a woman, in a society where she is not widely accepted.43    

This sense of urgency to translate Muslim issues into a language which could be 

understood by non-Muslims44 has revealed a new understanding of their civic responsibilities 

as Portuguese Muslims and citizens, closely linked to a new expression of their Muslimness. 

Parents’ investment in their religious and secular education and what this allowed in terms of 

networking, bridging capital and mutual knowledge, gave them the self-confidence in their 

own qualities as translators to counter stereotypical images of Islam, as well as build bridges 

to their fellow citizens. 

 

The majority of my friends aren't Muslims. They always asked a lot of 

questions. I took it as an opportunity to express who we are. Otherwise, how 

could they understand that we share the same values? It made me more 

confident to be a Muslim.45 

I suffered because I saw our faith being misrepresented. I told my mother how 

unfair that was. ‘It is only through dialogue that you create respect’, she said. 

But I have to explain based on what I know and what they can understand.46 

 

Emphasizing One’s Identity Specificity as Portuguese Muslims 

   

During the past few years, a significant number of Sunni families included in the comparative 

study have been attracted by the professional opportunities offered by the United Kingdom. 

Confronted by the greater diversity of Islamic identifications and practices in the UK, 

Portuguese Sunnis clearly distinguish themselves from Indian Sunnis who came directly from 

India, seen as those who are more careful in observing all religious laws and values. They also 

differentiate themselves from the Pakistanis and Bangladeshis who they see as condensing their 

religious, national, linguistic and cultural identity into one. Despite the fact that they continue 

to maintain kinship ties with East African Muslims, who settled in UK during the 1960s and 

70s, the micro-family debates between the two groups highlight profound differences.   
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On their arrival in the UK, East African Muslims were confronted by constant pressure 

to assimilate. Social change was perceived as a threat to religious identity, to solidarity within 

the communities, and to the very Indian-influenced cultural repertoire from East Africa. 

Gradually integrated from the socioeconomic point of view, the presence of Muslim people in 

the UK has been marked by inequality and conflict. Racial tensions47 worsened by the 

Islamophobic atmosphere of the past decade48 and have had a strong impact on the social 

integration of the younger generation. Experiences of discrimination, combined with threats of 

cultural and religious erosion, justify the strong involvement with the family culture of their 

Gujarati ancestors, as well as the current preeminence of the self-ascription ‘Muslim’ over 

other identity referents.  

Instead, the socially inclusive lives that Sunni youths have reconstructed in the UK, as 

well as the emotions towards themselves and others that they publicly express in their family-

like relations, have led many of their Muslims peers to refer to them as ‘baglás’ [lit. as ‘white’, 

‘European’]: 

 

It has to do with our way of speaking, relating, dressing, eating, with our very 

lifestyle which, in the eyes of most Muslims, is codified as baglá, that is, more 

European. We speak a non-Indian language. We like Portuguese food. We do 

not dress the Muslim way, men and most women. The latter rarely use 

headscarves or hijabs and there is not much separation between men and 

women. We also mix more than they do.49  

I understand that someone made in India or even in Pakistan, right, when they 

come to a new place, they tend to prefer to live in that sort of place. We 

Portuguese Muslims are not like that, we really need to have people around, 

people of all styles and all religions, because we are used to that.50  

 

Although perceptions remain strong for a significant percentage of British Muslims for 

being the polluting hybrid ‘other’51, their parents continue to provide them with the self-

confidence to contest the narrow legalistic citizenship understanding of their religious peers 

which, in their own view, fails to capture the breadth and relevance of issues of social 

participation and membership in modern multicultural European societies. Were their opinions 

to be heard, they would subscribe to that which Mookherjee52 defines as transformative politics 

of affective citizenship, capable of promoting new forms of engagement with ‘difference’ 

without essentializing it: 

 

Already in the time of the Prophet, the mosque was more than anything a space 

for encounters. What we wish to do here is to open a new mosque, invite people 

of different faiths, to talk, to eat together, Hindus, Sikhs, Jews, Catholics, 
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Muslims. We are going to mix, to show people here, Muslims or not, that we 

have a different way of life. 53   

 

 Adjusting to the Nation-State of Residence 

 

Recently, more than half of young Ismaili informants followed their families to Angola. A 

drawn-out civil war, destructive to the already-scarce national production (affecting agriculture 

and fisheries, as well as mining and manufacturing) had increased the demand for imports. This 

translated into a unique opportunity for several Portuguese Ismaili firms which specialized in 

international trading (import-export). Following the official renunciation of Marxism-

Leninism, the legalization of private initiative and the gradual expansion of the banking system 

have allowed Portuguese Ismailis to emerge as a new power in the Angolan economy.54  

Following the Aga Khans’ firmans (edicts) for national loyalty to prevail over religious 

belonging whenever any potential conflict between the two exists, Portuguese Ismailis have 

been developing political and economic loyalties to the Angolan national elites. The main 

reasons behind their success hinge on a close articulation of their business strategies with the 

(economic, relational, and cultural) logics of the nation-state in which business activities are 

embedded (including political uncertainty and the changes in power groups). The same 

framework can also explain the numerous partnerships with Angolan businessmen, as well as 

the increasing participation in national investment funds. Such associations have been 

functioning as leverage to ambitious economic projects with implications for local 

development, as well as providing some guarantee against potential political upheavals.  

 

We are here to develop our businesses, not to become involved in politics. If the 

development of our businesses requires stronger relations with one group or 

another, of course we are going to do that, and ever more so. It’s also a way not 

to become hostages of political changes.55  

Furthermore, when asked how they would explain the Ismaili competitive advantage in 

Angola, both parents and children respondents mentioned their ability to engage with other 

people through face-to-face relations as a legacy of the affective citizenship experienced by 

their families in Mozambique and Portugal: 

 

I believe that our ability to deal with different partners and clients, and to do so 

on a more personal basis makes us very well integrated people in Angola, both 

economically and culturally. Our flexibility in dealing with people is quite 

unique.56  
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Although Angolan political elites recognize the Ismaili contribution to national 

development, they, nonetheless, tend to gloss over the religion of their partners. Confronted 

with an unprecedented presence of Muslim populations (both immigrants and converts), the 

Angolan State persists in refusing to make Islam legal, arguing that Muslim values and 

practices are contrary to Angolan constitutional principles and national interests, and could 

lead (if legalized) to a marked deterioration and loss of Angolan cultural identity. 

Integrated within a significantly Islamophobic ecology, some of the youths who 

previously intervened in public on Muslim issues are restricting their citizenship initiatives to 

private centres (the name given to jamats in a context of illegality). The role of Ismaili mothers 

as active agents in the transmission of religious and family memories has been crucial in re-

adjusting their meanings and practices of citizenship to new political circumstances. Evoking 

the Muslim concept of taqiya – synonymous with precaution, discretion, dissimulation – 

mothers seek to explain to their adult children that religious invisibility is not only lawful in 

Islam, but is seen as “a virtue in the eyes of God” when it seeks to preserve religious identity 

and avoid (unwanted) inter-identity conflicts. 

 

Our mothers always say: you cannot forget your religious values. You may feel 

fortunate and proud to belong to the Ismaili community. But be discreet. You 

have to adjust to the country where you live. And don’t forget to be thankful.57 

 

 

Parental Transmission for Religious Identity and Citizenship 

  

Converging with a vast body of research among Muslim families of migrant background, both 

case studies show that parental religious transmission positively affects their children’s 

religious identifications and practices. In addition they point towards an impressive stability of 

religiosity across generations (or even a higher likelihood of increase). Growing up in families 

with tradition of strong religious participation, combined with the experience of civic voluntary 

work, also increases the likelihood that the next generation will become and remain actively 

involved. However, this is not to suggest that parenting transmission is synonymous to religious 

generational reproduction. 

Our findings indicate that intergenerational change among the studied Sunni and Ismaili 

families is very similar.  Children respondents do not picture themselves as rebels, but they do 

reveal that they consider themselves different in comparison to parental generation in a number 

of ways. They display a more individualised, thoughtful and critical exploration of religion, 

sustained by new skills for acessing, processing and interpretating religious references while 
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maintaining an interdependent connectedness with their families. In sum, Islam (even though 

experienced differently) constitutes a major dimension of Sunni and Ismaili children’s lives 

and their follow-up suggests that religious identification and practice did not affect their 

integration into other domains of life nor hindered their educational outcomes and labor market 

insertion.  

Differing from other studies, religious upbringing was successful in transmitting a 

positive hyphenated identity to their offspring. Our youth respondents emphatically reject 

impermeable categories of ethnicity and religion that position Islam in opposition to 

Portugueseness. The non-Islamophobic cultural ecology where they grew up and their local 

communities’ characteristics were extremely important in facilitating the expression of their 

Portuguese Muslimness. They are unwilling simply to take over the behaviour of their non-

Muslims friends but they have learned and adopted set of discourses and practices that are not 

only comprehensible to their peers but that also enable them to live with their religious 

differences in different public spaces. 

Intervening into current debates on the potential role of parenting in the 

conceptualization and performance of citizenship across generations, both case studies 

highlight how parental religious care-work can be understood as a practice and a legacy of 

citizenship. Parents not only used specific religious resources to encourage their offspring to 

become more fully engaged with citizenship (in its normative, performative, and affective 

aspects), but also converted these resources into different kinds of material and social capital, 

which simultaneously empowered the construction of their children’s citizenship identities and 

practices.  

While Portuguese dominant discourses on Islam and Muslims did not affect the citizenship 

opportunities of these youths, both the Islamophobic ecology that Ismaili families found in 

Angola and the religious discrimination (on the part of British Muslims) against Portuguese 

Sunnis in the UK have been experienced as a constraint. However, shifting migratory context 

offers an interesting insight into the manner in which parental religious upbringing may help 

their children to reconcile (in Angola) or circumvent (in UK) prevalent understandings of 

citizenship and belonging. 

 

Conclusion  

 

Attesting the agentic capacity of parenting work for religious identity and citizenship, the 

narratives of the children interviewed place special emphasis on the multi-dimensionality of 

their identifications, attachments, and feelings of belonging. These narratives reveal new 

strategic ues, benefits and constraints in variable national contexts and ethno-community 

settings. What seems most meaningful is the way children respondents articulate their parents’ 
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legacy with a range of other sources of identifications, alignments and rights claims through 

new modes of conceptualizing and doing citizenship. 

Our study calls for further work on the different ways in which religious and citizen 

identities are mutually co-constituted and transmitted across generations. Further, the specific 

role of religious care-work in the pursuit of citizenship compels one to consider that it does not 

involve the mere transmission of religious values, practices and faith, but rather includes the 

promotion of certain notions about how religion should be lived in society. The latter dimension 

requires the parental production and transmission to children of an economy of feelings, 

sustained by specific religious resources, within which certain forms of attachment and 

interaction to local and transnational communities, as well as to multiple other socio-religious 

groups and the nation-state are given a higher value than others. By ensuring certain kinds of 

citizenship that foster proud affiliation and belonging to a group identity, while simultaneously 

promoting intergroup identifications to engage across ethnic, religious and national boundaries, 

religious upbringing may beget varied means and projects for affective citizenship and civic 

participation. 
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