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ABSTRACT	

	

With	increased	Islamophobia	across	Europe,	White	Danish	citizens’	mistrust	
of	Danish	Muslim	minorities	has	partially	been	focused	on	private	schools	with	large	
Muslim	 populations.	 Politicians	who	 argue	 for	 the	 increased	 regulation	 of	 private	
schools	rely	on	the	narrative	that	these	schools	foster	a	parallel	society	by	preventing	
students	from	becoming	fully	integrated	into	society	as	a	‘democratic	citizen.’	In	this	
dissertation,	 I	 respond	 to	 these	 critiques	 by	 drawing	 on	 a	 year	 of	 fieldwork	 at	 a	
private	high	school	founded	by	Turkish	parents	in	Copenhagen,	Denmark.	Narratives	
from	the	school’s	students	and	parents	illuminate	not	only	why	some	parents	choose	
private	 schools	 for	 their	 children	 but	 also	 how	 schooling	 influences	 the	 students’	
subject	positions	and	their	ability	to	navigate	public	space.	Specifically,	I	argue	that	
rather	than	produce	a	parallel	society,	private	schools	operate	as	what	Gillian	Rose	
(1993)	calls	a	‘paradoxical	space,’	wherein	subjects	can	position	themselves	as	both	
the	center	and	the	margin.		By	allowing	students	the	space	to	form	their	identity	as	a	
majority,	they	are	empowered	to	grow	up	and	engage	society	differently	than	those	
who	have	grown	up	with	constant	reminders	of	their	minority	status.		In	making	this	
argument,	 I	 show	 how	 geographers	 can	 contribute	 to	 the	 growing	 use	 of	
intersectionality	within	 the	social	sciences.	 I	also	point	 to	 the	 importance	of	space	
when	unpacking	how	multiple	axes	of	social	division	are	in	play,	including	how	space	
produces	different	forms	of	inequality,	and	what	this	says	about	social	structures	of	
power	in	Denmark.	
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CHAPTER	1		

INTRODUCTION	

	

	 	 In	an	episode	of	the	Danish	TV	program,	Debatten	(The	Debate),	moderator	

Clement	 Kjersgaard	 asked	 Martin	 Henriksen,	 the	 Danish	 People's	 Party	 (DF)	

representative	 on	 committees	 concerning	 immigration	 and	 integration,	 whether	

Phillip	Yazdani,	a	Danish-born,	high	school	council	president,	was	Danish.	Henriksen	

answered:		

You	can’t	say.	If	you	gather	the	whole	world	and	bring	them	to	Denmark,	and	
then	they	have	some	children	in	Denmark,	then	those	kids	are	Danish.	Then	
the	debate	becomes	superficial,	and	disgraces	generations	who	have	built	this	
country.	(DR.DK	23	September,	2016)					
	

	 	 When	pressed	on	 the	 issue	Henriksen	kept	 repeating	 that	he	 could	not	 say	

whether	Yazdani	was	Danish	because	he	had	not	spoken	to	him	or	spent	time	with	

him.	 The	next	 day	 he	 expanded	 on	his	 statement	 saying,	 “You	 can’t	 conclude	 that	

because	someone	is	born	and	raised	in	Denmark,	speaks	Danish,	and	attended	Danish	

schools,	 that	 the	 person	 is	 Danish”	 (Informationen	 23	 September,	 2016).	 The	

unspoken	 idea	 underlying	 Henriksen’s	 remarks—that	 ‘Danishness’	 and	 what	 it	

means	to	be	Danish	 is	something	tangible—has	been	debated	over	the	 last	decade	

and	a	half.	What	 is	 troubling	about	Henriksen’s	statement	 is	how	he	assumes	 that	

Yazdani,	because	of	his	last	name	and	brown	body,	is	always	already	an	Other,	even	

implying	 that	brown	bodies	 automatically	 take	on	a	Muslim	 identity.	This	 form	of	

racial	 profiling	 is	 part	 of	 a	 growing	 Islamophobia	 taking	 root	 across	 Europe.	 This	

antagonistic	public	discourse	built	around	‘us’	and	‘them’	leaves	European	Muslims	
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marginalized,	 both	 politically	 through	 legislative	 restrictions	 on	 religious	 symbols	

(Scott	 2010)	 and	 in	 their	 everyday	 encounters	 in	which	 they	 are	 not	 seen	 as	 full	

citizens	(Haldrup,	Koefoed	and	Simonsen	2006;	Koefoed	and	Simonsen	2011).		

	 	 This	 idea	of	Danishness	as	something	tangible	 is	often	brought	up	 in	public	

discussions	on	or	about	Muslim	minorities,	where	the	Danish	subject	is	set	against	a	

Muslim	Other.	In	a	highly	globalized	society,	however,	defining	what	it	means	to	be	

Danish	can	be	difficult	and	at	times	controversial.	To	try	to	define	a	Danish	identity	in	

the	 21st	 century,	 the	 previous	 minister	 for	 culture	 and	 church,	 Bertel	 Haarder,	

spearheaded	the	Denmark	Canon,	a	cultural	project	to	help	define	the	Danish	national	

identity.	On	 their	website	 they	state:	 “The	purpose	of	 the	canon	 is	also	 to	make	 it	

clearer	what	creates	our	national	identity	and	cohesion,	to	give	us	all	a	better	sense	

of	 self	 and	 general	 education,	 [and	 to]	 create	 solidarity	 and	make	 us	 a	 people	 of	

increased	 cultural	 awareness	 and	 common	 cultural	 experience”	

(Denmarkskanon.dk/English).	 It	 is	 important	to	note	that	this	project	 is	 intimately	

linked	 to	 decades	 of	 situating	 a	 Danish	 national	 identity	 in	 contrast	 to	 a	 growing	

number	of	refugees	and	Muslim	minorities,	which	 the	 following	quote	 from	Bertel	

Haarder's	 Facebook	 account	 (as	 quoted	 on	 their	 website)	 exemplifies	 (emphases	

added):	

	 A	Denmark	Canon	 is	a	 formative	project	about	 the	history	and	culture	that	
have	shaped	our	society.	It	is	to	create	debate	and	awareness	about	our	values,	
not	 because	 we	 are	 better	 than	 others,	 but	 because	 we	 need	 to	 know	
ourselves	and	our	background.	This	has	been	brought	into	sharper	focus	by	
the	 influx	 of	 refugees	 and	 globalization.	 As	 writer	 Jens	 Christian	 Grøndahl	
wrote	yesterday	in	Politiken,	those	who	wish	to	become	Danes	or	Europeans	
should	 “be	 given	 clearer	 information	 about	 what	 this	 entails	 and	 what	 is	
incompatible	with	life	here.”	In	other	words:	We	need	to	be	clearer	when	it	
comes	to	our	values	and	that	which	is	‘incompatible	with	life	here.’	We	should	
not	 retreat	simply	because	people	arrive	here	with	a	different	ballast.	This	
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also	applies	to	the	Christian	culture.	Most	Muslims	gladly	allow	their	children	
to	attend	Christian	studies,	Christmas	services,	and	hymn	singing.	They	don’t	
mind	 that	 Denmark	 is	 a	 Christian	 country.	 It’s	 the	 atheists	 they	 don't	
understand!		(Denmarkskanon.dk/English)						

	
	 	 As	 the	 quote	 highlights,	 the	 Canon	 is	meant	 to	 signal	 and	 reinstate	Danish	

values	in	response	to	the	influx	of	refugees	and	globalization.	This	project	is	further	

meant	 to	 underline	 how	 values	 defined	 as	 Danish	 can	 reveal	 that	 which	 is	

incompatible	with	Denmark’s	Western	democratic	values.		

	 	 These	conversations	around	national	 identity	are	 increasingly	prompted	by	

the	 refugee	 crisis	 in	 Europe	 and	 the	 terrorist	 attacks	 that	 took	 place	 in	 France,	

Belgium,	 and	 Denmark,1	 where	 the	 ethnocentric	 rhetoric	 of	 ‘them’	 and	 ‘us’	 has	

intensified.	 Within	 Denmark,	 the	 response	 to	 the	 terrorist	 attack	 in	 Copenhagen	

resulted	in	24-hour	armed	police	protection	for	Jewish	institutions	(see	Figure	1.1).	

The	 political	 reasoning	 for	 allotting	 so	 many	 police	 hours	 to	 protecting	 Jewish	

institutions	has	been	under	scrutiny	 for	what	 in	Danish	 is	called	symbol	politik,	or	

symbolic	politics.	In	particular,	the	‘protection’	revealed	a	complex	public	discourse	

on	 the	 distinctions	 between	 vulnerable	 and	 aggressive	 communities,	 or	 ‘potential	

victims’	 and	 ‘potential	 assailants.’	 While	 the	 attacks	 on	 the	 Jewish	 community	

resulted	in	condemnation	from	political	parties	as	well	as	police	protection,	the	same	

                                                
1	On	February	14th	and	15th,	2015,	Omar	El-Hussein	went	to	Kulturhuset	Krudttønde	(Cultural	Center	
Krudttønden)	where	Swedish	Lars	Vilks,	known	for	his	drawings	of	the	prophet	Muhammed	depicted	
as	 a	 dog,	was	participating	 in	 a	public	 debate	 titled,	 “Art,	 Blasphemy,	 and	Freedom	of	 Speech.”	 El-
Hussein	opened	fire	at	Kulturhuset	Krudttønden.	In	the	exchange	of	bullets,	Finn	Nørgaard	was	hit	and	
died	 shortly	 after.	 El-Hussein	 fled	 the	 area	 and	 arrived	 past	 midnight	 at	 the	 synagogue	Mosaisk	
Trossamfund	 in	 the	 center	 of	 Copenhagen.	 Dan	 Uzan	 was	 shot	 trying	 to	 prevent	 El-Hussein	 from	
entering	 the	 synagogue,	which	was	occupied	at	 the	 time	by	eighty	guests	attending	a	Bar	Mitzvah.	
Altogether,	five	police	officers	were	injured	before	Omar	El-Hussein	was	killed	by	police.		
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response	 is	 not	 given	 to	 the	 Muslim	 community	 when	 their	 graveyards	 was	

vandalized,	their	community	members	are	verbally	and	physically	attacked	in	public		

	

Figure	1.1.	Police	outside	a	Jewish	assisted	living	facility	behind	KPG.	Source:	Anne	Ranek.	

	

spaces,	or,	as	happened	recently,	when	a	boarding	school	was	vandalized	with	neo-

Nazi	 language.	 Part	 of	 this	 distinction	 between	 victims	 and	 assailants	 is	 the	

sometimes-held	belief	 that	Islam	can	never	be	compatible	with	secular	democratic	

values.	 Following	 this	 logic,	 the	 Jewish	 community	 becomes	 a	 symbol	 of	 the	

incompatibility	 between	 the	West	 and	 Islam,	 a	 symbol	 of	 values	 that	 we	 need	 to	

protect	in	a	time	of	globalization	and	unrest.			

	 	 In	the	following	two	sections	I	set	up	the	historical	and	political	context	of	my	

research	 among	 Muslim	 youth	 at	 a	 ‘Muslim’	 private	 school	 in	 Copenhagen.	 This	
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research	asks	broad	questions	about	citizenship	and	belonging	and	more	intimate	

questions	around	everyday	practice.	To	contextualize	these	questions	it	is	important	

that	 I	 clarify	my	 understanding	 of	 the	 political	 climate	 in	 Denmark	 and	 how	 this	

informs	my	interpretation	of	Danishness,	citizenship,	and	the	articulation	of	an	Other.	

My	 position	 on	 the	 political	 landscape	 in	 Denmark	 is	 informed	 by	 my	 previous	

research	on	the	intensification	of	value	politics	in	the	early	2000s	and	how	it	shaped	

the	political	language	towards	both	Muslim	women	who	veil	and	Muslim	masculinity.	

This	change	in	the	discourse	informed	the	political	reasons	behind	the	decision	to	bar	

judges	from	wearing	material	signs	of	religious	affiliation	while	in	the	courtroom.		

	 	 Before	I	get	into	the	Danish	context,	I	will	first	review	some	of	the	research	in	

geography	that	engages	Muslim	minorities	in	Western	society.		

	 	 	

1.1 Muslim	minorities	in	Western	Society			

									 This	dissertation	is	situated	in	a	larger	body	of	literature	that	addresses	the	

growing	 Muslim	 influx	 in	 Europe,	 where	 questions	 of	 assimilation,	 integration,	

citizenship,	 and	 religious	 identity	 are	 constantly	 negotiated.	 The	 literature	 on	

Muslims	 in	Western	 society	 covers	 issues	of	 Islamophobia	 (Hopkins	2007d,	2011;	

Itaoui	 2016;	 Hopkins	 et	 al.	 2017),	 masculinity	 (Dwyer,	 Shah	 and	 Sanghera	 2008;	

Hopkins	 2007b),	 and	 legislative	 restrictions	 and	 associated	 controversies	 over	

religious	visibility,	such	as	veiling	practices	(Dwyer	1998;	Razack	2005;	Mohammad	

2013).	 Research	 has	 also	 examined	 at	 assimilation	 and	 integration	 discourses	

(Phillips	 2006;	 Ehrkamp	 2010;	 Bolt,	 Özüekren,	 Phillips	 2010),	 as	well	 as	 the	 link	

between	 spatial	 practices	 and	 discrimination	 (Nagel	 and	 Staeheli	 2006;	 Hopkins	
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2006,	2016;	Phillips	2010;	Hopkins	et	al.	2017).	Recently,	Dunn	and	Hopkins	(2016,	

256)	put	forth	a	call	for	research	that	focuses	on	the	“everyday	lives	of	Muslims	and	

their	 lived	 experiences	 in	 the	 Western	 world.”	 Specifically,	 this	 call	 asked	 that	

researchers	pay	attention	to	the	“ordinary	and	everyday	experiences	of	Muslims”	and	

“eschew	an	emphasis	on	the	spectacular	and	sensational”	(2016,	256).	The	aim	of	this	

call	is	to	break	down	stereotypes	and	highlight	life	among	‘ordinary’	Muslims.					

									 Across	Europe,	there	has	been	a	change	in	how	immigrants	are	labeled.	Soysal	

(2003),	for	example,	writes	on	the	changing	vocabulary	used	to	describe	migration	

and	 immigrants	 in	 Germany.	 In	 Germany	 in	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s,	migrants	were	

understood	to	be	guest	workers	and	would	enter	the	public	realm	as	either	worker	

or	guest,	terminology	that	changed	in	the	1980s.	Many	who	came	to	northern	Europe	

as	 part	 of	 the	 guest	 worker	 program	 ended	 up	 staying,	 bringing	 their	 extended	

families	through	family	unification	programs.	Soysal	(2003)	argues	that	in	the	1980s	

the	migrant	was	 no	 longer	 identified	 as	 the	 guest	worker;	 instead,	migration	was	

written	through	stories	of	culture	and	identity	(Soysal	2003,	497).	Today,	while	many	

of	the	guest	workers	have	been	incorporated	into	the	host	society	and	their	children	

and	grandchildren	have	grown	up	as	second	and	third	generation	Euroepans,	debates	

have	intensified	around	integration	as	their	cultural	‘otherness’	has	become	front	and	

center	in	public	and	political	debates	(Soysal	2003,	500).			

								According	 to	 Phillips	 (2006),	 with	 the	 fall	 of	 communism	 in	 Europe	 and	 the	

increased	antagonistic	rhetoric	among	politicians	and	the	media,	Islamophobia	has	

been	on	the	rise.	This	is	especially	the	case	since	11	September	2001	(9/11),	when	

Islam	came	to	be	constructed	as	the	new	threat	to	Western	democracy.	According	to	
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McGinty	(2012,	2958),	in	the	aftermath	of	9/11,	Muslim	nonprofits	and	larger	Muslim	

organizations	 have	 had	 to	 mobilize,	 in	 response	 to	 increased	 prejudice	 and	 civil	

liberty	violations.	McGinty	(2012)	argues	that	the	‘war	on	terror’	has	played	a	role	in	

the	 contemporary	 racialization	 of	 Islam	 and	Muslims,	 such	 that	 now	 ‘Muslim’	 has	

become	the	primary	axis	of	non-European	difference.	Stereotypes	about	“Islam	and	

Muslims	 have	 become	 interchangeable	 with	 debates	 about	 race,	 ethnicity,	 and	

belonging”	(Hopkins	et	al.	2017,	00).	According	to	Kong	(2001),	Islam	operates	as	a	

signifier	 for	social	categorization,	and	Islamophobia	 is	a	 form	of	 ‘new	racism’	built	

around	 stereotypes	 and	 Othering	 and	 produced	 through	 political	 and	 public	

discourses	 and	 media	 (Itaoui	 2016).	 The	 increase	 in	 violence	 towards	 Muslim	

minorities	or	people	who	are	misrecognized	as	Muslim	is	often	perpetrated	by	white	

men	 (Hopkins	 2016).	 These	 racial	 incidents,	which	 range	 from	 verbal	 to	 physical	

attacks,	 often	 occur	 in	 public	 spaces,	 making	 it	 a	 challenge	 for	 Muslims	 to	 move	

through	and	in	social	space	(also	see	Itaoui	2016).	

									 According	 to	 Bolt,	 Özüekren,	 and	 Phillips	 (2010),	 the	 ‘war	 on	 terror’	 has	

increased	 political	 attention	 to	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘self-segregation’	 among	 Muslim	

minorities	across	Europe,	while	the	divide	between	secularism	and	multiculturalism	

has	grown	after	9/11	(Modood	and	Ahmad	2007).	Phillips	(2006,	37)	argues	that	“the	

construction	of	minority	 ethnic	 segregation	 as	 a	 ‘problem’	 and	British	Muslims	 as	

alien,	inward-looking	‘Others’	perpetuates,	and	indeed	normalizes,	the	view	that	the	

responsibility	 for	 community	 tensions	 lies	 principally	 with	 the	 ‘self-segregating’	

minorities.”	To	highlight	a	common	theme	across	European	countries,	Phillips	(2006)	

draws	 from	 Ehrkamp	 (2005,	 173),	 who	 writes,	 “in	 discourses	 on	 Turkish	
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neighborhoods,	for	example,	ethnic	segregation	is	seen	as	an	expression	of	Turkish	

immigrants’	refusal	to	assimilate	into	German	society”	Phillips	(2006,	38)	then	goes	

on	to	state:	

		 	 The	ideology	of	community	cohesion	is	grounded	in	the	somewhat	simplistic	
notion	that	social	integration	can	be	promoted	by	greater	residential	mixing,	
which	 will	 in	 turn	 foster	 shared	 values	 and	 a	 sense	 of	 common	 identity.	
However,	 evidence	 from	 Bradford,	 which	 points	 to	 racialized	 spaces	
sustained	 by	 fears	 of	 rejection,	 racism,	 and	 harassment,	 suggests	 that	 the	
conditions	for	this	may	not	yet	be	in	place.		

	
According	 to	 Bolt,	 Özüekren,	 and	 Phillips	 (2010,	 171),	 the	 data	 that	 supports	 the	

argument	 that	 concentrations	of	minorities	produce	adverse	effects	 is	 “scarce	and	

mixed…	 We	 argue	 that	 the	 possible	 positive	 effects	 of	 concentration	 are	 often	

overlooked,	and	that	ethnic	mixing	does	not	necessarily	lead	to	more	integration.”		

	 	 This	 change	 in	 language	 also	 extends	 to	 how	 Muslim	 men	 and	 women	 in	

particular	 are	 framed	 within	 the	 Western	 imaginary.	 In	 the	 aftermath	 of	 9/11,	

Western	feminism	has	demarcated	the	female	Muslim	body	as	Other.	According	to	

Razack	(2005,	12),	“saving	Muslim	women	from	the	excesses	of	their	society	marks	

Western	 men	 and	 women	 as	 more	 civilized…	 The	 Western	 woman	 requires	 the	

culturally	different	body	to	make	her	own	claim	of	universality.	Unveiling	the	Muslim	

woman,	making	her	body	visible,	and	hence	knowable	and	available	for	possessing	

subject.”	While	women	are	framed	as	oppressed,	uneducated,	and	secluded	(Dwyer	

1998;	 Nagel	 and	 Staeheli	 2005;	 Ehrkamp	 2010),	 stereotypes	 of	 Muslim	 men	 are	

framed	in	forms	of	violence	and	extremism	(Nagel	and	Staeheli	2005;	Hopkins	2006,	

2007).	According	to	Ehrkamp	(2010),	Muslim	women	have	become	instrumental	in	

the	political	and	public	debate	on	the	status	of	integration.	Particularly,	the	emphasis	

on	unveiling	Muslim	women	has	focused	on	“Muslim	women’s	bodies	and	on	bringing	
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sexuality	and	sexual	 liberation	out	 into	the	public	as	symbols	of	emancipation	and	

active	 citizenship”	 (Ehrkamp	 2010,	 24).	 Emancipation	 is	 achieved	 when	 Muslim	

women	take	on	Western	ways	of	dressing	and	lifestyle.	

	

1.2	Historical	and	political	context	of	Denmark	

	 	 The	 following	 subsection	briefly	discusses	Denmark’s	 colonial	 era	 and	how	

minority	 categories	of	 identification	are	 formulated	against	 a	White	ethnic	Danish	

identity.	With	this	backdrop,	I	turn	to	the	guest	worker	programs	in	the	1960s	and	

1970s,	which	are	years	that	resonate	with	my	parental	research	participants	directly,	

and	indirectly	through	family	narratives.	I	then	discuss	the	changing	political	climate	

in	Denmark	in	order	to	set	up	the	research	problem	and	frame	the	research	questions.		

	

1.2.1	Colonial	legacies	and	white	identity					

Though	conducted	 in	 the	same	brutal	manner,	Denmark’s	 colonial	 rule	and	

slave	trade	were	neither	as	long-lived	nor	as	economically	beneficial	as	those	of	other	

European	 nations.	 As	 colonizer,	 Denmark’s	major	 claims	were	 St.	 Thomas	 and	 St.	

Croix	in	the	Caribbean	and	Greenland	in	the	North	Atlantic.	Denmark’s	colonial	legacy	

further	 differs	 from	 that	 of	 other	 European	 nations	 in	 the	 effect	 it	 has	 had	 on	

immigration.		While	countries	such	as	England,	France,	Holland,	and	Italy	experienced	

significant	 immigration	 from	 their	 colonies,	 Danish	 immigrants	 came	 only	 from	

Greenland.	In	1380,	Greenland	became	part	of	a	union	with	Denmark,	but	it	was	not	

until	the	early	19th	century	that	it	became	a	Danish	colony.	Denmark's	colonial	rule	of	

Greenland	was	very	different	from	its	rule	over	 its	Caribbean	colonies,	reflecting	a	



	

	 20	

paternalistic	relation	toward	the	former	in	which	policies	were	made	to	‘look	out'	for	

the	indigenous	population.	Greenland’s	resources,	for	example,	were	not	exploited	in	

the	same	manner	as	in	Denmark’s	other	colonies.	In	many	ways,	this	attitude	led	to	

the	preservation	of	Greenland’s	indigenous	population	until	WW	II,	as	if	 in	a	living	

museum	(Wren	2001).			

According	to	Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	(2017),	the	Nordic	countries,	

including	Denmark,	have	not	been	shaped	to	the	same	degree	by	the	history	of	their	

colonial	 past	 as	 compared	 to	 other	European	 countries.	 The	 relationship	between	

Denmark	and	Greenland	has	certainly	been	contentious,	and	the	legacy	of	colonialism	

has	lingering	effects	among	the	people	of	Greenland,	a	topic	that	has	been	addressed	

elsewhere	 (Blaagaard	 2010).	 But	 what	 makes	 the	 Nordic	 countries	 especially	

interesting	 in	relation	to	minorities	 is	 that	unlike	other	European	colonial	nations,	

they	lack	a	lexicon	for	talking	about	race	and	racism.	In	their	paper	on	race	and	daily	

life	practice,	which	is	written	as	a	dialog	between	a	heterosexual	Muslim	woman	of	

color	and	a	lesbian	white	woman,	Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	(2017,	25)	argue	

that	the:		

Nordic	vocabulary	for	the	term	‘race’—as	‘race’	is	associated	with	biological	
racism	 which	 dominated	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 and	 first	 half	 of	 the	 twentieth	
century,	 and	 hence	 is	 viewed	 as	 a	 historical	 phenomenon	 left	 behind—
prevents	 contemporary	 people	 from	 addressing	 existing	 patterns	 of	 racial	
discrimination,	 inclusion	 and	 exclusion	 in	 their	 daily	 lives,	 as	well	 as	 from	
connecting	 their	 contemporary	 struggles	 to	 historical	 struggles	 and	
inequalities.		
	
By	leaving	out	‘race’	in	the	Danish	vocabulary	in	favor	of	‘ethnicity,’	they	argue	

that	Danes	fail	to	realize	that	the	word	ethnicity	carries	its	own	set	of	problems.	In	

Denmark,	racial	minorities	are	interchangeably	called	‘immigrants,’	‘refugee,’	‘second	
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or	third-generation	immigrant,’	 ‘other	ethnic	origin	than	Danish,’	 ‘Muslim,’	or	 ‘new	

Danes’	(Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	2017,	28).	Such	categories	are	racialized	

because	these	categories	of	identification	are	normally	not	used	in	reference	to	white	

European	immigrants,	whatever	their	immigrant	or	religious	status.	Such	labels	are	

set	 against	 ethnic	 Danes—mostly	 referred	 to	 simply	 as	 ‘Danes’—who	 are	 White	

Danes	 born	 in	 Denmark,	 by	 Danish	 parents	 (Andreassen	 2006,	 94).	 Part	 of	

Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen’s	(2017)	argument	is	that	these	identity	categories	

are	folded	into	a	homogeneous	narrative	that	is	situated	in	opposition	to	White	Danes.	

Quoting	 Audre	 Lorde,	 they	 write,	 “The	 production	 of	 whiteness,	 and	 hence	 the	

maintenance	of	the	white	body	as	the	normative	body,	works	by	assigning	race	and	

ethnicity	to	others”	(Lorde	1984,	116,	as	quoted	in	Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	

2017).	 How	 racialization	 is	 being	 experienced	 will	 be	 discussed	 further	 in	 the	

empirical	chapters.			

			

1.2.2	‘Gæstearbejder’:	Turkish	immigration	in	the	late	1960s	and	1970s		

In	the	1960s,	Denmark’s	job	market	expanded	and	guest	workers,	or	gæste-	

arbejder,	 were	 brought	 into	 the	 country	 to	 fill	 occupations	 that	 were	 in	 need	 of	

workers.	The	types	of	 jobs	available	 to	guest	workers	were	mostly	unskilled	 labor	

positions,	which	were	mainly	filled	by	men	from	the	former	Yugoslavia,	Turkey,	and	

Pakistan.	 Later,	 these	 guest	 workers	 either	 brought	 their	 extended	 families	 to	

Denmark	 through	 the	 Family	Unification	 Program	or	 they	married	 someone	 from	

their	country	of	origin.	The	number	of	immigrants	coming	into	the	country	increased,	

enabled	by	the	relatively	liberal	immigrant	policies.	At	this	time,	guest	workers	were	
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mostly	treated	with	respect	and	curiosity	(Wren	2001).	However,	according	to	Garbi	

Schmidt	 (2015,	 301),	 the	 political	 discussions	 in	 the	 1960s	 largely	 concerned	 the	

question	whether	 immigration	was	damaging	to	the	Danish	welfare	system.	It	was	

not	 until	 the	 late	 1970s	 and	 early	 1980s	 that	 immigrants	 became	 visible	 in	 the	

streetscape	and	not	until	the	2000s	that	immigration	became	an	integral	part	of	the	

political	 platform	 (Schmidt	 2015,	 328).	 The	 initial	 intention	 of	many	 of	 the	 guest	

workers	was	 to	return	 to	 their	home	country	with	 financial	 security.	According	 to	

Yvonne	Mørck	 (1998),	 because	 the	 plan	was	 always	 to	move	 back	 to	 their	 home	

country,	when	things	changed	and	many	of	the	first	generation	guest	workers	decided	

to	stay	in	Denmark,	the	new	immigrants’	focus	was	not	necessarily	on	integrating	into	

the	host	country.		

In	 the	 1970s	 and	 1980s,	 as	 immigrants	 became	 increasingly	 visible	 in	 the	

streets,	anti-refugee	and	anti-Muslim	sentiments	began	to	be	heard,	with	a	focus	on	

these	groups’	religion	and	culture	(Schmidt	2015).	As	the	economy	weakened	in	the	

aftermath	of	the	oil	crisis	(Wren	2001)	and	as	the	movement	of	Danish	factories	to	

countries	 with	 cheaper	 labor	 created	 unemployment,	 there	 developed	 a	 general	

sense	that	the	flow	of	immigrants	was	not	going	to	stop.	Public	and	political	discourse	

became	ever	more	concerned	with	the	ways	in	which	immigration	policies	could	be	

tightened	 while	 still	 allowing	 amnesty	 to	 people	 fleeing	 inhumane	 conditions	 or	

persecution.	In	the	years	that	followed,	tough	immigration	reforms	were	enacted	that	

enabled	Denmark	to	limit	the	number	of	new	immigrants	arriving	in	the	country	each	

year.	 In	1978,	people	who	 lived	 in	Denmark	but	held	citizenship	status	 in	another	

country	 could	be	grouped	 into	 four	 ethnicities:	 those	 from	Nordic	 countries	other	
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than	Denmark,	totaling	21,886	individuals;	those	from	Turkey,	totaling	10,299;	those	

from	Yugoslavia,	totaling	6,674;	and	those	from	Pakistan,	totaling	5,557.	Over	a	six-

year	period,	the	number	of	immigrants	from	Turkey	grew	by	40	percent,	rising	from	

10,299	in	1978	to	15,838	in	1981,	and	then	to	17,240	in	1983	(Schmidt	2015,	278).	

According	 to	 Anika	 Liversage	 (2016),	 a	 researcher	 at	 the	 Danish	 National	

Center	for	Social	Research	(SFI),	the	first	generation	of	guest	workers,	now	in	their	

retirement	 years,	 are	 being	 challenged	 by	 poverty.	 According	 to	 Liversage,	 if	 we	

follow	OECD’s	measure	of	poverty,	only	one	percent	of	ethnic	Danes	live	in	poverty	

compared	to	29	percent	among	Turkish	families.	Liversage	correlates	these	numbers	

with	 the	 history	 of	 guest	 workers,	 where	 the	 men	 often	 had	 only	 five	 years	 of	

education	and	the	women	had	none.	This	lack	of	primary	education	left	many	unable	

to	read	and	write,	resulting	in	limited	Danish	language	skills.	This	not	only	made	it	

hard	for	them	to	apply	to	and	integrate	into	the	workforce,	it	also	left	them	with	little	

means	for	building	retirement	funds,	which	in	turn	was	further	complicated	by	the	

Danish	pension	system.	Liversage	further	argues	that	many	Turkish	immigrants	are	

in	worse	health	than	their	ethnic	Danish	counterparts.	This	poor	health	limits	their	

social	circles	and	makes	them	more	reliant	on	their	children.	While	some	may	dream	

of	moving	back	to	Turkey,	many	end	up	staying,	often	living	with	their	children	and	

grandchildren.	Their	family	can	be	their	main	outlet	for	socialization,	as	well	as	the	

primary	source	of	financial	and	health	care	support.					

In	 conjunction	with	 the	 increase	 of	 immigrants	 in	Denmark	 and	 a	 political	

climate	 that	 has	 become	 increasingly	 antagonistic,	 immigrants	 also	 encounter	

changes	in	discourse	among	politicians,	a	topic	to	which	I	now	turn.		
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1.2.3	Changes	in	discourse	and	rhetoric	among	politicians	since	the	1980s	

Anderson	 (2006)	 theorizes	 nationalism	 by	 arguing	 that	 the	 nation	 is	 an	

imagined	political	community.	Here,	the	term	‘imagined’	is	used	in	reference	to	the	

fact	 that	 “the	members	 of	 even	 the	 smallest	 nation	will	 never	 know	most	 of	 their	

fellow-members,	meet	them,	or	even	hear	of	them,	yet	in	the	minds	of	each	lives	the	

image	of	their	communion”	(Anderson	2006,	6).	In	the	case	of	Denmark,	the	imagined	

political	 community	 has	 been	 constructed	 around	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 culturally	

homogeneous	 nation	 and	 its	 ideals	 of	 equality.	 For	 Anderson	 (2006),	 nationalism	

does	not	take	place	in	a	vacuum	but	is	shaped	by	its	history,	through	which	meaning	

changes	over	time.	Producing	and	maintaining	nationalism	is	in	part	the	role	of	the	

media,	 the	educational	 system,	 and	administrative	 regulations,	 to	name	 just	 a	 few	

(Anderson	2006,	114).	The	implication	of	this	notion	of	nationalism	is	that	it	is	not	

founded	on	objective	principles.	Instead,	the	nation	is	imagined,	meaning	that	it	is	a	

representation	 produced	when	 people	 draw	 from	 the	 same	 set	 of	 ideological	 and	

discursive	 constructs	 (Billig	1995).	The	 imagined	political	 community	 in	Denmark	

raises	the	questions	of	who	belongs	and	who	does	not	(Koefoed	and	Simonsen	2011).	

Up	 through	 the	1980s	and	1990s,	 the	use	of	anti-immigrant	 language	came	

mainly	from	the	nationalist	party	Dansk	Folkeparti	(The	Danish	People’s	Party,	DFP).	

An	example	of	this	ant-immigration	language	comes	from	a	member	of	the	DFP:			

Muslim	 peasant	 populations	 from	 the	 Third	 World	 are	 invading	 the	 high	
technological	 European	 Union...	 they	 fight	 for	 their	 right	 to	 run	 around	 in	
costumes	 from	 the	 Middle	 Ages	 and	 with	 their	 thighs	 pinched	 together	
because	of	ideological-missionary	fear	of	the	sexes;	that	is	nonsense.	That	is	
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the	same	as	driving	the	car	in	reverse	back	to	the	darkness	of	the	Middle	Ages.	
(Jyllands	Posten	26	August,	1999)		
	

The	DFP’s	anti-immigration	rhetoric	relies	on	what	they	call	‘value	politics,’	which	has	

been	 a	 mainstay	 for	 the	 political	 platform.	 Political	 change	 in	 rhetoric	 toward	

minorities	occurred	in	the	lead	up	to	the	2001	election,	when	Denmark	was	led	by	the	

conservative	 party	 Venstre	 (The	 Liberal	 Party).	 In	 a	 shift	 in	 political	 discourse,	

Venstre,	with	support	from	DFP,	fanned	a	rise	in	nationalism	through	‘value	politics.’	

The	 consequences	 were	 that	 “within	 a	 short	 time	 neo-nationalism	 attitudes	 had	

become	commonplace	and	widespread	in	Danish	society;	statements	that	a	few	years	

ago	 would	 have	 caused	 scandal	 now	 were	 (and	 are)	 commonplace”	 (Haldrup,	

Koefoed,	and	Simonsen	2006,	173).		

	 New	 liberal	 values	 emerged	 that	 placed	 gender,	 secularism,	 and	 the	 ‘good	

citizen’	 in	 the	 center	 of	 immigration	 debates,	 often	 allowing	 for	 provocative	

articulations	 in	discussions	of	 essential	 liberal	principles.	This	 attention	 to	Danish	

values	 became	 symptomatic	 of	 the	 changes	 in	 voting	 patterns	 during	 the	 general	

election	in	2005.	Addressing	this	change,	Politiken	wrote:		

	 	 Voters	 can	 no	 longer	 be	 placed	 within	 traditional	 right	 or	 left	 politics;	
increasingly,	 voters	 are	 choosing	 parties	 based	 on	 values	 concerning	
environmental,	immigration,	and	legal	policies...	it	is	especially	the	debate	of	
immigrants	that	has	been	controversial.	Questions	around	immigration	have	
been	influential	in	the	last	two	elections.	But	after	the	laws	have	become	so	
strict,	it	is	now	a	confrontational	debate	over	values	that	have	taken	over	the	
agenda.	Where	are	the	limits	in	this	debate?	This	is	something	the	political	
parties	are	having	difficulties	defining.	(Politiken	3	May,	2007)	

	
As	 the	 above	 quote	 illustrates,	 these	 debates	 have	 been	 increasingly	

confrontational	and	part	of	the	discursive	tension	centers	on	citizenship.	In	Denmark,	

the	value	of	‘good	citizenship’	became		intimately	linked	to	the	integration	of	Muslims.	
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According	to	Mouritsen	(2013)	citizenship	connotes	two	sets	of	traditions:	in	the	first,	

citizenship	is	medborgerskab,	meaning	membership	in	society,	which	includes	equal	

sharing,	contributing	to	social	and	political	life,	and	being	‘one	of	us’;	in	the	second,	

citizenship	 aligns	 with	 the	 notion	 of	 statsborgerskab,	 which	 stands	 for	 legal	

nationality.	The	two	traditions	fall	into	what	Dickinson	et	al.	(2008)	understand	as	

political	 and	 legal	 citizenship.	 Both	 are	 implicated	 in	 identity	 formation	 and	 in	

feelings	of	belonging.	

The	 following	 quote	 from	 a	 DFP	 member	 demonstrates	 the	 difficulty	 of	

obtaining	medborgerskab,	or	to	be	seen	as	Danish:		

…	you	don’t	become	Danish	because	you	were	born	here.	You	don’t	become	
Danish	 because	 you	 speak	 the	 language	 perfectly,	 and	 you	 don’t	 become	
Danish	because	you	receive	welfare…	which	the	Danes	have	paid	for.	To	be	
Danish	means	 that	 you	 embrace	Danish	 culture,	 our	way	 of	 life,	 and	work	
towards	Danish	interests...	We	do	not	wish	for	Islam’s	Middle	Age[s]	opinions	
here.	(Jyllands	Posten	4	April,	2001)	
	
This	nationalist	surge	has,	according	to	Mauritsen	(2013),	created	a	situation	

where	medborgerskab’s	sharing	equally,	contributing	to	social	and	political	life,	and	

being	 ‘one	of	us’	 has	become	 the	 condition	 for	 statsborgerskab	 (legal	nationality).	

This	 has	 led	 to	 the	 adoption	 of	 strict	 immigration	 laws,	which	 in	 practice	means:	

longer	residence	requirements,	refusal	to	grant	dual	citizenship,2	and	language	tests,	

to	name	 just	 a	 few.	Mauritsen	 argues	 that	 the	 very	 act	 of	 tightening	 the	 laws	 and	

leaving	out	exemptions	pertaining	to	citizenship	is	to	make	it	exclusive.	This	is	done	

through	 requirements	 over	 language	 and	 cultural	 knowledge	 that	 are	 designed	 to	

promote	 assimilation.	This	 idea	of	 exclusivity	 only	 functions	 if	many	 fail,	which	 is	

                                                
2	 At	 the	 time	 of	 the	 research	Danish	 citizens	were	 not	 able	 to	 hold	 dual	 citizenship.	 This	 has	 now	
changed.		
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expressed	in	a	quote	from	the	Minister	of	Integration	when	defending	the	country’s	

new	 citizenship	 test:	 “Citizenship	 is	 not	 just	 a	 piece	 of	 paper,	 but	 a	 declaration	of	

belonging	make	 sure	 that	 they	 [new	citizens]	 love	Denmark	and	prefer	Denmark”	

(quoted	in	Mouritsen	2013,	98).		

Internal	to	immigration	debates	is	the	difference	between	‘being	Danish’	and	

holding	 Danish	 citizenship.	 Consequently,	 migrants	 and	 descendants	 do	 not	

necessarily	become	‘Danish’	by	obtaining	citizenship.	The	difficulty	of	‘feeling	Danish’	

is	 reported	 in	 the	 work	 of	 Lasse	 Koefoed	 and	 Kirsten	 Simonsen	 (2011),	 where	

experiences	among	Pakistanis	 in	Denmark	 revealed	 that	 racialization	 is	 expressed	

within	everyday	talk	through	the	binaries	of	us/them	(2011,	10).	Essential	to	their	

argument	is	that	these	binaries	often	work	to	exclude	Muslim	minorities	from	feeling	

recognized	as	Danes	or	as	full	members	of	Danish	society.	This	view	is	consistent	with	

Tuft’s	 (2001)	 analysis	 of	 the	media’s	 role	 in	 reproducing	 discourses	 of	 sameness	

about	 minorities.	 Drawing	 on	 Stuart	 Hall,	 Tuft	 directs	 attention	 to	 the	 elision	 of	

difference	in	the	‘politics	of	representation.’	Since	many	Danes	have	little	contact	with	

minority	 populations,	 the	 media	 becomes	 a	 significant	 source	 of	 knowledge	

production	 in	 constructing	 perceptions	 of	 minorities	 (Hussain	 2000;	 Tuft	 2001;	

Andreassen	2012).	If	we	are	to	follow	the	argument	that	a	majority	of	Danes	have	no	

daily	 contact	 with	 immigrants	 and	 therefore	 become	 informed	 only	 through	 the	

media,	then	it	becomes	necessary	to	understand	the	link	between	discourses	in	the	

press	and	identity	formation.	

The	tension	between	Muslim	minorities	and	the	print	media	pivoted	in	2005	

with	 the	 publication	 of	 the	 satirical	 cartoons	 depicting	 the	 Prophet	 Muhammad.	
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Jyllands	 Posten,	 one	 of	 the	most	 prominent	 conservative	 newspapers	 in	Denmark,	

published	twelve	satirical	cartoons	depicting	the	Prophet	Muhammad,	with	the	most	

offensive	depicting	the	him	as	a	terrorist	(Moddod	et	al.	2005).	The	cartoon	crisis	was	

seen	by	many	as	the	biggest	crisis	since	WW	II	(Berg-Sørensen	2010),	and	opened	

discussions	around	secularism,	liberal	values	and	freedom	of	speech.	In	defending	the	

publications	of	the	cartoons,	cultural	editor	Flemming	Rose	of	Jyllands	Posten	argued:		

The	modern,	 secular	 society	 is	 rejected	 by	 some	Muslims.	 They	 demand	 a	
special	 position	when	 they	 insist	 on	 paying	 special	 attention	 to	 their	 own	
religious	feelings.	It	is	incompatible	with	a	secular	democracy	and	free	speech,	
where	 you	 must	 be	 willing	 to	 put	 up	 with	 insults,	 mockery	 and	 ridicule.	
(Jyllands	Posten	30	September,	2005)	
	

Writing	in	the	Washington	Post,	Rose	further	upheld	his	newspaper’s	solicitation	of	

the	 cartoons	by	 referencing	what,	 in	his	 view,	 is	 a	 growing	 self-censorship	within	

Europe,	one	based	on	fear	and	intimidation.	

The	“Muhammad	controversy”	(Hussain	2007),	as	it	became	known,	circulated	

in	 part	 around	 the	 incommensurability	 between	 religious	 and	 secular	 notions	 of	

freedom	 (Mahmood	 2009).	 Drawing	 both	 support	 and	 critique	 from	 Western	

countries,	Denmark	was	put	in	a	position	of	having	to	defend	what	for	many	was	seen	

as	 both	 a	 racist	 and	 inconsiderate	 treatment	 of	 its	 Muslim	 minority.	 In	 Europe,	

Muslims	pointed	to	the	increased	marginalization	of	their	citizens,	while	in	the	Middle	

East	 the	 cartoons	 provoked	 uprisings	 and	 boycotts	 of	 Danish	 goods.	 As	 a	

demonstration	 of	 solidarity	 and	 in	 defense	 of	 free-speech,	 newspapers	 in	 the	

Netherlands,	Germany,	Scandinavia,	Belgium,	and	France	republished	the	cartoons	in	

early	2006.	Each	of	these	countries	has	recently	experienced	political	discord	over	

growing	migrant	populations.			
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	 The	Muhammad	 controversy	was	 indicative	 of	 a	 shift	 in	Denmark,	 revealing	

anxieties	that	had	appeared	in	the	earlier	general	election	(2005)	in	which	a	slate	of	

‘Danish	 values’	 candidates	 dominated	 political	 discussions.	 Reflections	 on	 what	

constitutes	the	‘national	character’	only	became	more	pronounced	in	the	wake	of	the	

Muhammad	controversy.	Here,	Danes	and	Danish	politicians	were	pushed	to	take	a	

stance	on	Islam	and	its	position	within	the	Danish	nation.	In	March	of	2006,	to	build	

a	 bridge	 between	 mainstream	 Danish	 culture	 and	 Denmark’s	 Muslim	 minority	

following	the	controversy,	Danish	National	Television	(DR2)	aired	the	first	of	eight	

debates	 titled,	 Adam	og	Asmaa	 (Adam	and	Asmaa),	 created	 specifically	 to	 discuss	

these	 issues.	One	of	 its	hosts,	Asmaa	Abdol-Hamid,	 sparked	a	media	cause	célébre	

following	her	appearance	on	the	show	as	a	veiled	woman.	The	event	raised	a	host	of	

debates	over	veiling	in	public	institutions.	What	makes	the	Danish	debate	politically	

significant	is	how	the	veil	has	come	to	define	the	boundaries	and	contents	of	‘Danish	

culture’	and	‘liberal	values.’	In	particular,	veiling	practices	reveal	how,	despite	claims	

of	 tolerance,	Muslim	 identities	 are	over-coded	 through	articulations	of	patriarchal	

oppression,	religious	fundamentalism,	and	anti-democratic	sentiments.		

	

1.3	Research	problem	

When	discussing	Muslim	minorities	and	issues	of	assimilation	and	integration,	

public	and	political	discourse	often	centers	on	two	notions.	The	first	is	that	Islam	as	a	

religion	is	incompatible	with	Danish	society	and	ideals	of	democracy	since	Islam	is,	

according	to	this	notion,	not	only	a	religion	based	on	laws	but	also	because	those	laws	

stand	above	the	laws	of	society.	Second,	Islamic	religious	minorities	are	thought	to	
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produce	 a	 parallel	 society	 in	which	 they	 never	 become	 part	 of	 the	 larger	 society,	

resulting	in	a	failure	of	cultural-political	integration	that	damages	Danish	society	and	

economy.		

The	narrative	 told	by	politicians	 and	media	 about	Muslim	minorities	 living	

parallel	lives	by	refusing	to	integrate	into	the	wider	Danish	society	falls	into	the	same	

pattern	that	Deborah	Phillips	(2006)	identifies	in	her	research	in	Britain,	where	she	

challenges	 these	 discourses	 of	 self-segregation.	 According	 to	 Phillips	 (2006,	 25),	

concern	 over	 self-segregation	 is	 “symptomatic	 of	 wider	 (long	 standing)	 anxieties	

about	 immigration,	 citizenship,	 and	 national	 identity	 in	 Britain.”	 In	 her	work,	 she	

examines	the	process	by	which	space	becomes	racialized,	challenging	the	notion	that	

British	Muslims	are	choosing	to	live	parallel	lives.	Part	of	this	process	is	how	“‘race’,	

ethnicity,	 and	 religious	 identity	have…	become	 intertwined	 to	 construct	 images	of	

outsiders	that	disrupt	and	defy	a	national	sense	of	belonging	rooted	in	whiteness	and	

Christianity”	 (Phillips	 2006,	 27).	 Some	of	what	 Phillips	 calls	 racialization	 of	 space	

involves	white	flight,	institutional	racism,	and	racist	harassment.	Spatial	segregation	

is	most	often	reflected	in	“bounded	choices,	constrained	by	structural	disadvantage,	

inequality	 in	 the	 housing	market,	worries	 about	 racism,	 and…	 racist	 harassment.”	

Here	spatial	segregation	“reflects	the	intersections	of	class,	and	‘race’,	with	poverty	

as	well	as	racism	providing	a	break	on	mobility	for	many”	(Phillips	2006,	34).			Phillips	

argues	that	deconstructing	this	notion	of	parallel	lives	points	to	the	racial	structures	

that	are	producing	them	in	the	first	place.	For	example,		

The	 parallel	 ‘problem’	 of	 white	 segregation	 passes	without	 comment…	 the	
dominance,	power,	and	authority	of	whiteness	as	a	discourse	rely	on	its	taken-
for-granted	nature	and	invisibility.	The	white	suburb	and	school	thus	become	
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normalized,	 centralized	 spaces	 in	 the	 popular	 imagination,	 against	 which	
other	spaces	and	lives	are	judged	to	be	deviant	or	marginal.	(Phillips	2006,	29)			
	
This	research	recognizes	that	there	are	multiple	voices	within	these	debates,	

and	 that	 parties	 in	 opposition	 to	 the	 right-wing	 are	 trying	 to	 counter	 right-wing	

antagonistic	discourses.	This	research	is	not	going	to	engage	the	broader	questions	of	

integration	and	assimilation	of	minorities	residing	in	Denmark.	Instead,	it	will	focus	

on	a	small	part	of	the	political	debates,	which	is	whether	Muslims	self-segregate	by	

choosing	private	schools	in	which	most	students	are	Muslim.				

	 	 This	 research	 will	 contribute	 to	 the	 conversation	 in	 Denmark	 on	 whether	

private	 schools,	 where	 a	 majority	 of	 the	 student	 population	 is	 Muslim,	 threaten	

integration	because	they	produce	a	parallel	society	of	us/them.	Through	fieldwork	at	

a	private	high	school	where	almost	all	students	identify	as	Muslims,	I	have	sought	to	

capture	layers	of	often-overlooked	complexity	among	Muslim	youth	who	are	easily	

homogenized	in	political	discussions.	To	do	so,	I	bring	political	and	public	debates	on	

Muslim	minorities	into	conversations	with	the	everyday	lives	of	Muslim	youth	living	

in	Copenhagen,	Denmark	(see	Figure	1.2).		

	 	 This	 research	 focuses	 on	 students	 between	 ages	 18	 and	 21	 who	 attend	

Københavns	Private	Gymnasium	(KPG),	a	private	high	school	named	and	founded	by	

Turkish	parents	in	2011.	The	purpose	of	this	analysis	is	to	unpack	how	youth	make	

decisions	 related	 to	 school,	 work,	 and	 family,	 while	 also	 negotiating	 political	

discourses	 and	 societal	 norms,	 as	well	 as	 peer	 and	 family	 pressure.	 The	 students	

differ	 in	 class	 position,	 length	 of	 residency	 and	 citizenship,	 and	 how	 they	 define	

themselves	as	Muslim.	In	addition	to	current	students,	I	have	also	engaged	students	
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who	are	now	at	the	university.	Additionally,	I	interviewed	of	parents	of	KPG	students	

to	understand	the	reasons	behind	choosing	a	private	over	a	public	school.	

	

	Figure	1.2.		Map	of	Denmark.	Source:	Mapofworld.com.		

	

	 	 Some	of	the	research	questions	are	broad	in	scope	and	the	findings	in	relation	

to	them	cannot	be	assumed	to	represent	Muslim	youth	in	general.	Through	empirical	

work,	 this	 dissertation	 tries	 to	 answer	 the	 broader	 questions	 of	 citizenship	 and	

belonging	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 school	 through	 theories	 of	 the	 Other	 and	 through	

attention	to	everyday	practices	and	how	they	are	intimately	linked	to	citizenship	and	

belonging.	My	focus	on	the	everyday	is	inspired	by	feminist	geopolitics	(Secor	2001;	
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Smith	 2009;	 Dixon	 and	 Marston	 2011).	 With	 this	 in	 mind,	 my	 research	 seeks	 to	

answer	the	following	questions:	

● Citizenship	and	belonging:		

o What	does	it	mean	to	be	a	Muslim	youth	in	Denmark?		

o How	do	their	feelings	of	belonging,	self-identity,	and	citizenship	align	

or	conflict	with	what	it	means	to	be	‘Danish’?	

● Everyday	Practices:		

o How	 are	 feelings	 of	 inclusion	 and	 exclusion	 expressed	 in	 the	 daily	

spatial	practices	of	these	young	women	and	men?		

o What	 role	 does	 the	 school	 play	 in	 how	 they	 position	 themselves	 in	

relation	to	family,	friends,	and	community?		

o Are	parts	of	Copenhagen	and	its	suburbs	more	or	less	easily	negotiated	

for	the	students?		

o What	are	some	of	the	ways	 in	which	the	bodies	of	Muslim	youth	are	

policed—by	 the	 state,	 in	 school,	 in	 selected	 neighborhoods,	 and	 by	

friends	and	family—and	what	are	the	social	stakes	involved	when	they	

transgress	these	sometimes-invisible	boundaries?		

	 	 These	questions	are	informed	by	my	previous	research	in	which	I	examined	

political	debates	surrounding	the	veil	in	Denmark	through	a	content	and	discourse	

analysis	of	the	print	archives	of	the	two	largest	newspapers	in	the	country	between	

the	 years	 1995-2010.	 In	 that	 research,	 I	 showed	 how	dominant	media	 discourses	

combine	concepts	of	secularism	and	gender	equality	to	oppose	the	veil	and	‘help’	the	

presumptively	‘oppressed’	Muslim	woman.	This	works	by	invoking	discursive	tropes	
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that	align	veiling	with	the	Middle	Ages,	patriarchy,	primitivism,	and	the	non-Western	

Other.	 In	 preparation	 for	 that	 research	 I	 conducted	 preliminary	 focus	 groups	 and	

interviews,	 which	 indicated	 that,	 while	 religion	 and	 ethnicity	 play	 a	 role	 in	 how	

Muslim	women	view	themselves	in	relation	to	Danish	society,	other	factors,	such	as	

social	class	and	education,	are	important	in	defining	their	levels	of	spatial	mobility	

and	 their	 feelings	 of	 belonging.	 These	 conversations	 sparked	 my	 interest	 in	 the	

current	 research.	 Thus,	 while	 my	 previous	 research	 followed	 in	 the	 tradition	 of	

critical	 geopolitics’	 discursive	 analyses	 of	 texts	 (Ó	 Thuathail	 1996),	 the	 present	

research	engages	identity	theory	and	recent	theoretical	contributions	within	feminist	

geopolitics	on	the	materiality	of	everyday	life	and	attention	to	embodied	everyday	

experience	 (Dixon	 and	 Marston	 2011).	 This	 combination	 enables	 me	 to	 link	 the	

widely	circulating	political	and	public	discourses	to	the	everyday	practices	of	Muslim	

youth	attending	a	private	‘Muslim’	school	in	Denmark.		

	

1.4	Choice	of	words		

	 		 Before	 turning	 to	 the	 theoretical	 chapter,	 attention	 needs	 to	 be	 given	 to	

terminology	and	how	to	define	different	groups	or	people	within	the	research	and	in	

the	wider	debate.	 In	 the	political	 and	public	debate,	questions	of	what	 constitutes	

Danishness	are	constantly	being	raised,	as	was	seen	in	the	words	of	Henriksen	quoted	

at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 chapter.	 Yet	 as	 Andreassen	 and	 Ahmed-Andresen	 (2017)	

argue,	 the	 term	 ‘race’	 is	 no	 longer	part	 of	 the	Nordic	 vocabulary.	 Instead,	 ‘race’	 is	

related	to	the	nineteenth	century	and	early	half	of	the	twentieth	century	archetypes	

of	biological	racism	(25).	By	not	acknowledging	the	structures	and	ideologies	behind	
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‘race’	 or	 ‘racism,’	 Danish	 society	 limits	 the	 ability	 of	 minorities	 to	 discursively	

articulate	“existing	patterns	of	racial	discrimination”	or	connect	“their	contemporary	

struggles	to	historical	struggles	and	inequalities”	(2017,	25).	This	is	illustrated	in	how	

people	are	categorized	in	relation	to	the	imagined	community	of		‘Danish’.		

	 	 Throughout	the	research	process	questions	of	identification	have	come	up,	not	

only	in	how	the	participants	define	themselves,	but	also	during	the	writing	process	

wherein	I	use	categories	or	markers	of	identification	to	describe	participants.	I	have	

decided	to	use	terms	that	are	used	not	only	in	the	media	but	also	by	the	participants	

themselves.	While	‘race’	is	not	used	in	public	discourse,	its	substitute,	‘ethnicity’	is	not	

without	problems.	For	one,	the	phrase	‘ethnic	Dane’	is	meant	to	describe	white	Danes,	

though	 within	 public	 discourse	 this	 group	 is	 only	 referred	 to	 as	 ‘Danes,’	 while	

minorities	are	referred	to	as	“‘immigrant’,	‘refugee’,	‘second-generation	immigrant’,	

‘ethnic’,	 ‘of	 ethnic	origin’,	 ‘other	 ethnic	origin	 than	Danish’,	 ‘Muslim’	or	 ‘bilingual’”	

(Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	2017,	28).	In	this	dissertation,	the	phrase	‘ethnic	

minorities,’	which	is	mostly	used	towards	non-Western	immigrants,	will	be	used	to	

describe	 immigrants	who	 are	 either	 first,	 second,	 or	 third	 generation.	 The	 phrase	

‘ethnic	Danes’	will	be	applied	to	people	who	have	historically	been	in	the	country	for	

a	 long	 time,	who	 have	 a	 Christian	 heritage,	 and	who	 are	white.	 In	 the	 public	 and	

political	 debates,	 immigration	 is	 most	 often	 discussed	 in	 relation	 to	 Muslim	

minorities,	a	practice	that	creates	a	discourse	in	which	minorities	are	homogenized,	

assumed	to	be	Muslim,	and	generalized	as	a	certain	way	of	being	in	the	world.		These	

terms	 are	 convoluted	 because	 of	 their	 racial	 undertones,	 which	 is	 why	 ethnic	

minorities	themselves	often	use	brown	bodies	as	a	marker	of	identification.	Often	the	
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term	 ‘brown	 bodies’	 is	 used	 to	 highlight	 a	 particular	 form	 of	 discrimination	 that	

occurs	between	Muslim	minorities	and	ethnic	Danes,	as	when	only	‘brown	bodies’	are	

asked	whether	they	are	 ‘Danish,’	excluded	from	night	 life,	or	profiled	 in	a	range	of	

other	ways.		

	 	 Other	terms	that	come	up	throughout	the	writing	are	the	two	Danish	words,	

indvandrere	 and	 perker.	 Indvandrere	 stands	 for	 immigrant.	 In	 the	 last	 decade	

however,	the	word	has	often	been	used	both	as	a	descriptive	term	and	in	a	derogatory	

way.	Indvandrere	encompasses	at	its	core	the	dichotomy	of	them/us,	where	‘them’	

are	the	immigrants	from	non-Western	Muslim	countries.	When	used	both	politically	

and	 publicly	 in	 discussing	 integration	 and	 refuges,	 it	 often	 gets	 used	 to	 describe	

Muslims	 living	 in	 Denmark,	 which	 includes	 third	 generation	 Muslim	 minorities.	

Equally,	the	word	can	be	used	in	a	derogatory	way	towards	someone	who	falls	outside	

the	 norms	 of	 society	 or	 by	 being	 a	 brown	 body.	 Another	 word	 that	 appears	

throughout	the	research	is	perker,	which	is	used	towards	someone	from	the	Middle	

East.		It	is	believed	to	have	been	developed	in	the	1980s	from	a	combination	of	the	

words	‘Persian'	and	‘Turkish.'	While	it	does	not	have	the	same	history	and	violence	

as	 the	 ‘N'	word	 in	 the	U.S.,	 perker	 is	 a	 derogatory	 term	used	 solely	 to	 take	 down	

someone	who	 looks	 and	 acts	 in	 a	 certain	way.	 Similar	 to	 the	 ‘N’	word	 in	 the	U.S.,	

however,	perker	has	been	taken	up	by	some	minorities	through	humor,	satire,	or	as	a	

way	to	describe	oneself	or	friends.	Such	use	does	not	allow	or	invite	people	who	are	

outside	this	category	to	deploy	it.	

	 	 In	the	Danish	debate	there	is	often	a	 lack	of	clarity	regarding	the	use	of	the	

words	‘assimilation’	and	‘integration,’	which	in	many	instances	leads	to	them	being	
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used	 incorrectly.	While	 assimilation	 is	 normally	 defined	 as	 the	 process	 by	 which	

immigrants	take	up	local	customs	and	become	fully	part	of	that	society,	leaving	one’s	

customs	behind,	 integration	 is	 a	process	of	 incorporating	 individuals	or	groups	as	

equals	in	society,	while	allowing	that	person	or	group	to	retain	their	cultural	identity	

and	practices.	Examples	can	be	found	in	France	and	England.	In	France,	the	process	

of	assimilation	is	based	on	their	notion	of	laicïté,	which	is	the	secular	idea	that	‘we	are	

all	 French,’	 resulting	 in	 a	 country	 where	 there	 are	 no	 statistics	 on	 ethnicity.	 In	

England,	however,	where	integration	or	multiculturalism	has	been	the	main	policy,	

people	or	 groups	have	been	allowed	 to	hold	on	 to	 the	 culture	 they	 left	 behind.	 In	

Denmark,	integration	is	the	term	used	in	the	public	and	political	debate	to	describe	

either	 failed	 or	 successful	 integration	 efforts	 on	 behalf	 of	 the	 government	 or	

immigrants.	However,	here	 ‘integration’	 falls	 in	 line	with	what	we	normally	would	

call	assimilation,	where	the	argument	is	that	people	need	to	learn	to	be	fully	part	of	

society.	 Successful	 integration	 is	 often	 predicated	 on	whether	 they	 follow	 Danish	

holidays,	 food	preferences,	or	even	the	way	that	ethnic	Danes	socialize.	This	again	

comes	back	to	the	idea	of	what	it	means	to	be	Danish	and	whether	someone	can	ever	

become	Danish.		

	 	 	In	the	following	chapters	words	and	concepts	such	as	perker	and	indvandrere	

and	what	 constitutes	 Danishness	 are	 inextricable	 from	 subject	 formation	 and	 the	

narration	of	 everyday	 life.	While	 participants'	 stories	 are	personal	 accounts,	what	

they	produce	is	not	only	a	glimpse	into	their	history	and	their	everyday	experiences,	

but	 equally	 a	 story	 about	 Danish	 society	 and	 how	 it	 has	 changed	 over	 time.	 This	

dissertation	 is	 not	 going	 to	 speak	 for	 ethnic	minorities	 living	 in	 Denmark;	 in	my	
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research,	 I	 acknowledge	 the	 complexities	 within	 lived	 experiences.	 Through	 my	

theoretical	and	analytical	stand,	I	aim	to	allow	participants	the	opportunity	to	speak	

to	some	of	the	complexities	that	are	normally	granted	only	to	ethnic	Danes.	That	is	

not	to	say	that	 I	am	not	aware	that	there	are	possibilities	that	people	can	take	my	

findings	and	use	them	to	justify	or	make	a	point	that	is	contrary	to	what	I	am	trying	

to	 do.	 	 I	 trust,	 however,	 that	 they	 contribute	 to	 the	 conversation	 in	 Denmark	 on	

whether	a	private	school,	where	a	majority	of	 the	student	population	is	Muslim,	 is	

working	against	integration	because	it	produces	a	parallel	society	of	us/them.		

	

1.5	Outline	of	the	dissertation		

	 	 The	dissertation	is	structured	as	follows.	This	chapter	has	situated	the	current	

political	climate	to	provide	a	context	for	the	research	questions	and	research	design.	

I	have	pointed	to	the	antagonistic	discourses	of	what	it	means	to	be	Danish	and	who	

belongs	within	this	category.	With	this	backdrop,	I	presented	my	research	questions,	

which	 have	 been	 divided	 into	 two	 categories.	 First,	 a	 set	 of	 larger	 theoretical	

questions	about	how	participants	frame	the	notion	of	citizenship	and	belonging,	and	

second,	 how	 these	 translate	 into	 the	messiness	of	 everyday	practice.	This	 chapter	

concludes	 with	 a	 discussion	 of	 the	 words	 or	 categories	 used	 through	 out	 the	

dissertation.	This	is	an	acknowledgment	that	categories	of	identification	are	or	can	be	

highly	politicized	and	embedded	with	meaning.			

Chapter	2,	“Negotiating	Difference:	Theory	to	Practice,”	lays	out	the	theoretical	

framework	of	the	dissertation.	This	allows	for	a	discussion	of	the	social	construction	

of	 identity	 in	 the	everyday	 lives	of	not	only	among	Muslim	youth	at	KPG,	but	also	
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former	students	and	parents.	The	first	part	of	the	chapter	is	a	theoretical	discussion	

of	 the	 social	 construction	of	 identity	 and	 the	 role	 of	 space	 in	 identity	 formation.	 I	

discuss	 anti-essentialist	 and	 poststructuralist	 contributions	 to	 identity	 theory	 in	

relation	 to	 Otherness,	 in	 particular	 how	 the	 Other	 is	 produced	 through	 thought,	

practice,	and	 language.	This	chapter	engages	 the	different	ways	that	scholars	have	

applied	the	same	analytic	to	different	ends	or	domain	areas.		I	conclude	the	first	part	

with	Sara	Ahmed’s	(2000)	notion	of	the	stranger,	as	well	as	intersectionality,	which	

originates	from	the	social	movements	of	the	1960s	among	women	of	color	(Crenshaw	

1991;	Hill,	Collins,	and	Bilge	2016).	These	two	bodies	of	 literature	offer	a	frame	to	

address	how	the	nation	is	defined	in	relation	to	an	Other	through	bodily	encounters	

and	how	intersections	of	sex,	gender,	race,	and	class	produce	and	structure	different	

forms	of	oppression	and	systems	of	power.		

	 	 The	second	part	of	Chapter	2	introduces	research	in	citizenship	studies	and	

feminist	 geopolitics,	 both	 of	 which	 will	 help	 frame	 participant	 narratives	 when	

feelings	 of	 belonging	 and	 ideals	 of	 citizenship	 emerge.	 Feminist	 geopolitics	

theoretically	 and	 methodologically	 frames	 how	 the	 field	 of	 geography	 helps	 us	

understand	 subject	 formation	 as	 unfolding	 within	 everyday	 spatial	 practices	 and	

encounters	of	Muslim	youth.	This	chapter,	then,	provides	a	theory	of	and	analytical	

tools	 for	 situating	 everyday	 socio-spatial	 practices	 and	 understanding	 how	 race,	

gender,	 patriarchy,	 and	 class	 intersect	 in	 ways	 that	 inform	 and	 shapes	 subject	

positions.	

	 	 With	 this	 theoretical	 framework	 as	 a	 backdrop,	 Chapter	 3,	 “Methodology,”	

begins	by	reflecting	upon	the	research	process	by	discussing	how	the	research	design,	
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methods	and	ethics	guide	my	work,	not	just	with	youth	but	also	minorities.		Ethical	

questions	of	positionality	and	power	are	informed	by	feminist	geographers	and	post-

colonial	 theorists.	 Part	 of	 their	 argument	 is	 that	 we	 should	 not	 only	 look	 at	 the	

unequal	 power	 relations	 between	 researcher	 and	 participants,	 but	 also	 consider	

questions	of	knowledge	production:	for	whom	and	to	what	ends	is	the	research	being	

used?	 The	 research	 design	 reflects	 how	 research	 questions	 are	 tied	 into	 theory,	

allowing	for	changes	necessary	to	capture	unexpected	directions.	The	chapter	then	

describes	the	field	site	and	research	participants,	elucidating	the	process	by	which	I	

enrolled	 participants	 in	 the	 research.	 Data	 collection	 is	 based	 on	 participant	

observation,	 interviews,	 focus	 groups,	 and	place	mapping.	 Each	method	 speaks	 to	

different	aspects	of	the	research	questions.	The	chapter	ends	with	a	discussion	of	how	

the	data	was	organized	and	analyzed,	with	an	emphasis	on	narrative	analysis.			

	 	 Against	this	backdrop,	Chapter	4,	“Parents:	Occupying	the	Margin,”	is	the	first	

empirical	chapter.	Here	I	unpack	why	parents	choose	a	private	school	option	for	their	

children.	The	chapter	draws	from	parents’	narratives	of	their	childhood	experiences	

and	their	reflections	on	the	changing	rhetoric	toward	minorities	to	understand	their	

choices	 in	 raising	 their	 children	 and	 selecting	 schools.	 A	 common	 theme	 in	 these	

narratives	 is	 the	 failure	 of	 the	 public-school	 system	 to	 account	 for	 cultural	 and	

religious	differences.	This	is	a	system	in	which	encounters	with	the	secular	state	are	

described	 as	 antagonistic.	 Drawing	 from	 post-secular	 geography,	 I	 discuss	 how	

religion	and	the	secular	school	create	tensions	that	further	feelings	of	them	versus	us.	

The	tension	between	religious	practice	and	the	supposedly	secular	Danish	society	is	

where	the	private	school	comes	in,	providing	an	alternative	for	Muslim	parents.	To	
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understand	the	role	of	the	private	school,	I	introduce	Gillian	Rose's	(1993)	concept	of	

'paradoxical	spaces'	to	frame	how	subjects	position	themselves	at	both	the	center	and	

the	 margin	 of	 Otherness.	 This	 theme	 runs	 throughout	 Chapter	 5,	 “Students:	

Negotiating	School	Space”	and	Chapter	6,	“Students:	Negotiating	Public	Space.”	These	

chapters	focus	on	how	the	school	has	a	double	function	for	the	students:	on	the	one	

hand	it	provides	them	with	academic	and	personal	support,	while	on	the	other	hand	

it	functions	as	a	moral	guardian	that	parents	rely	on.	However,	this	double	function,	

or	 paradoxical	 space,	 also	 allows	 students	 to	 negotiate	 options	 that	 might	 not	

otherwise	be	open	to	them.		

	 	 Chapter	 5	 begins	with	 an	 explanation	 of	 the	 private	 educational	 system	 in	

Denmark	 and	 recent	 research	 on	 how	minority	 students	 preform	 academically	 in	

both	 the	 public	 and	 private	 school	 settings.	 The	 chapter	 elucidates	 a	 narrative	 of	

belonging	and	community	and	 the	 importance	of	 cultural	understanding	at	 a	 time	

when	public	discourse	and	social	media	are	often	antagonistic.	Chapter	6’s	purpose	

is	 twofold;	 first,	 to	 examine	 students’	 narratives	 of	 inclusion	 and	 exclusion,	 and	

second,	 to	 reveal	 both	 visible	 and	 invisible	 barriers	within	 public	 space.	 Through	

intersectionality,	 the	 empirical	 analysis	 highlights	 how	 spatial	 practices	 vary	

alongside	the	deployment	of	certain	categories	of	identification,	and	how	these	then	

produce	different	effects.	A	comparison	of	the	experiences	male	and	female	students	

reveals	how	gender	works	to	differentially	influence	the	negotiation	of	public	space.				

	 	 Finally,	 Chapter	 7,	 “Conclusion,”	 discusses	 the	 school	 in	 relation	 to	 Danish	

society	and	offers	an	alternative	reading	of	the	private	school	option	for	minorities	in	

Denmark.	In	particular,	this	chapter	illuminates	the	role	of	the	private	school	in	the	
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realm	of	subject	formation	among	students.	It	further	discusses	how	the	theoretical	

framework	and	methodology	allow	for	diverse	narratives	that	reveal	the	complexities	

among	students	and	parents.	The	concluding	chapter	also	discusses	how	students	and	

parents	 situate	 themselves	 in	 relation	 to	 concepts	of	 citizenship	and	belonging,	 as	

well	 as	 how	 everyday	 practices	 uncover	 invisible	 and	 visible	 boundaries	 that	

determine	feelings	of	inclusion	and	exclusion.	Lastly,	I	provide	a	summary	of	how	this	

research	will	contribute	to	the	sub-field	of	Children’s	and	Post-Secular	geography,	as	

well	 as	 to	 recent	 debates	 on	 intersectionality	 and	 its	 role	 as	 a	 spatial	 and	 social	

concept.		
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CHAPTER	2		

NEGOTIATING	DIFFERENCE:	THEORY	TO	PRACTICE	

	

In	this	chapter	on	negotiating	difference,	I	lay	out	the	dissertation’s	theoretical	

framework,	which	will	weave	 through	 the	 remaining	 chapters.	 I	 have	 divided	 the	

chapter	into	two	theoretical	parts	that	are	meant	to	allow	the	empirical	data	to	stay	

multilayered,	revealing	the	messy	and	sometimes-contradictory	stories.	The	first	part	

elucidates	 a	 lineage	 of	 thought	 behind	 anti-essentialist	 and	 poststructuralist	

engagements	with	identity	and	identity	politics,	in	particular	work	that	addresses	the	

‘Other’	as	produced	through	thought,	practice,	and	language.	In	the	following	sections	

of	 this	 chapter,	 we	 see	 how	 various	 theorists	 have	 deployed	 this	 constructivist	

approach	to	identity.	While	different	domain	areas	are	activated,	they	nevertheless	

tend	to	replicate	the	same	analytic—from	the	visual	economy	to	the	emergence	of	

post-colonial	theory	and	radical	democratic	politics—but	they	do	so	across	different	

contexts.		

I	 end	 the	 first	 part	 with	 Sara	 Ahmed’s	 notion	 of	 the	 stranger,	 as	 well	 as	

intersectionality,	which	originates	 from	the	social	movements	of	 the	1960s	among	

women	 of	 color	 (Crenshaw	 1991;	 Collins	 and	 Bilge	 2016).	 These	 two	 bodies	 of	

literature	offer	a	framework	for	addressing	how	the	nation	is	defined	in	relation	to	an	

Other	through	bodily	encounters	and	how	intersections	of	sex,	gender,	race,	and	class	
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produce	and	structure	different	 forms	of	oppression	and	systems	of	power.	These	

lines	of	thought	are	particularly	useful	in	addressing	the	complexities	of	Denmark’s	

political	climate,	where	minorities	are	feeling	harassed	and	marginalized	in	the	public	

debate.		

The	 second	 part	 introduces	 the	 work	 in	 citizenship	 studies	 and	 feminist	

geopolitics,	which	will	help	frame	participant	narratives	when	feelings	of	belonging	

and	 ideals	of	 citizenship	emerge.	Feminist	geopolitics	helps	us	understand	subject	

formation	as	unfolding	within	everyday	spatial	practices	and	encounters	(Secor	2001,	

2004;	 Staeheli,	 Kofman,	 and	 Peake	 2004;	 Staeheli	 et	 al.	 2012)	 that	 themselves	

produce	 and	 reproduce	 feelings	 of	 Otherness.	 Of	 equal	 concern	 here,	 I	 argue	 that	

geography	can	contribute	to	intersectionality	by	drawing	attention	to	the	importance	

of	space	when	discussing	different	intersections	of	social	identification	and	the	power	

relations	that	produce	them.	

	

2.1	Theory	of	the	Other				

	 What	does	it	mean	to	socially	construct	identity	and	at	the	same	time	produce	

Otherness?	As	Rose	(1993,	9)	writes	the:	“Same	[I]	requires	an	Other	against	which	it	

can	identify	itself.”	In	other	words,	the	assertive	I	is	at	the	heart	of	the	establishment	

of	the	Other.	This	is	because	identity	is	relational,	not	only	in	terms	of	how	humans	

encounter	 one	 another	 but	 also	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 spatial	 encounters	 humans	 have	

alongside		the	‘Other’	bodies	occupying	these	spaces.	As	Rose	(1993,	5)	writes:	“Who	

I	think	I	am	depends	on	me	establishing	in	what	ways	I	am	different	from,	or	similar	

to,	 someone	 else.	 We	 position	 ourselves	 in	 relation	 to	 others.”	 Poststructuralist	
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theory	not	only	opens	up	“new	lines	of	inquiry	into	the	spatiality	of	social	life…	[It]	

offers	the	potential	to	break	down	existing	categories	of	power	and	knowledge,	and	

thereby	foster	alternative	narratives,	which	have	the	potential	to	widen	the	scope	and	

scale	of	our	geographical	imaginations”	(Popke	2003,	298).		

A	 poststructuralist	 or	 nonessentialist	 take	 on	 identity	 is	 occupied	 with	

questions	 such	as,	 “How	does	 identity	arise,	how	 is	 it	differentiated,	 and	how	 is	 it	

maintained?”	(Natter	and	Jones	1997,	142).	Part	of	this	line	of	thought	recognizes	that	

the	 subject	 is	 inseparable	 from	 the	Other,	 forming	 a	 relationship	 in	which	 certain	

aspects	of	difference	are	given	meaning	or	assigned	social	significance.	This	line	of	

thought	starts	“with	an	understanding	that	identity	is	the	product	of	categorization	

rather	 than	 its	 raw	 material”	 (Natter	 and	 Jones	 1997,	 146).	 The	 implications	 of	

understanding	identity	as	construction,	a	product	of	hegemony	is	that	we	are	able	to	

see	how	social	alterity,	or	differences	is	“seized	upon	and	amplified	into	a	system	of	

social	differentiation”	(Natter	and	Jones,	1997,	147).	To	illustrate	this	point,	Natter	

and	Jones	draw	from	Toni	Morrison,	who	describes	this	process	in	relation	to	slaves’	

skin	color:		

These	slaves,	unlike	many	others	in	the	world’s	history,	were	visible	to	a	fault.	
And	they	had	inherited,	among	other	things,	a	long	history	on	the	meanings	
of	color;	it	was	this	color	‘meant’	something…	One	supposes	that	if	Africans	
all	 had	 three	 eyes	 or	 one	 ear,	 the	 significance	 of	 that	 difference	 from	 the	
smaller	 but	 conquering	European	 invaders	would	have	 also	 been	 found	 to	
have	meaning.	(Morrison	1992,	49	quoted	in	Natter	and	Jones	1997,	147)		
	

Important	 to	 [deconstructing]	 this	 practice	 of	 differentiation	 is	 that	we	must	 first	

understand	 the	process	of	how	 these	categories	are	 formed,	and	second,	how	 this	

categorization	plays	out	within	everyday	encounters.	It	is	when	we	deconstruct	this	

dual	 process	 that	 we	 can	 come	 to	 understand	 the	 structures	 that	 produce	 and	
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maintain	these	identity	categories.	Part	of	this	deconstructive	process,	as	it	pertains	

to	 the	 category	 of	 ‘race,’	 through	 the	 denaturalization	 of	 white	 identity,	 “the	

normative	and	often	unspoken	category	against	which	all	other	racialized	identities	

are	 marked	 as	 Other”	 (Owen	 and	 Jones	 2000,	 210).	 	 The	 role	 of	 whiteness	 in	

producing	subjects	as	Other	can	be	seen	in	how:		

whiteness	 offers	 subjects	 who	 can	 claim	 it	 an	 opportunity	 to	 ignore	 the	
constitutive	processes	by	which	all	identities	are	constructed.	In	effacing	their	
construction,	‘white’	people	can	paradoxically	hover	over	social	diversity	just	
as	they	become	the	yardstick	for	its	measure.	(Owen	and	Jones	2000,	210)		
		

Whiteness	as	the	yardstick	for	how	we	perceive	or	order	society	is	also	produced	and	

maintained	through	discourse.	This	attention	to	discourse	as	a	way	of	maintaining	

and	policing	identity	is	expressed	in	the	work	of	Laclau	and	Mouffe.	As	post-Marxist	

thinkers,	Laclau	and	Mouffe’s	social	ontology	is	an	argument	against	the	idea	of	an	

objective	 material	 reality,	 contending	 instead	 that	 we	 are	 shaped	 by	 discursive	

processes.	 For	 Laclau	 and	 Mouffe,	 the	 fixing	 of	 social	 meaning	 operates	 through	

‘articulations,’	 which	 serve	 to	 partially	 suture	 ‘nodal	 points’	 of	 identification	

(‘Muslim,’	‘Danish,’	‘European’).	The	discourses	that	produce	and	sustain	these	nodal	

points	 allow	 us	 to	 understand	 how	 identity	 “congeals	 as	 apparently	 fixed,	 if	 not	

natural”	(Natter	and	Jones	1997,	142).	

While	liberal	and	Marxist	writings	often	work	on	the	premise	of	the	universal	

subject,	which	accordingly	creates	identity	or	subjects	as	“substantively	structured,	

and	 temporally	 fixed”	 (Jones	 and	 Moss	 1995,	 254),	 Laclau	 and	 Mouffe	 offer	 an	

alternative	by	“highlight[ing]	the	diverse	and	often	conflicting	social	constitution	of	

subjects”	(Jones	and	Moss	1995,	254).	 	 Jones	and	Moss	(1995,	254)	go	on	to	recap	

Laclau	and	Mouffe’s	understanding	of	identities	as	being:	
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Contingent,	in	the	sense	that	the	construction	of	difference	that	defines	them	
is	part	of	an	open	and	ongoing	social	process;	differentiated,	in	the	sense	that	
subjects	usually	occupy	more	 than	one	 system	of	difference	 at	 a	 time;	 and	
relational,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 the	 social	 powers	 constructing	 difference	 are	
never	fully	bound	as	a	system	within,	but	are	constructed	against	and	through	
an	always	present	oppositional	moment.	(Jones	and	Moss	1995,	254)						
	
Within	geography,	Laclau	and	Mouffe’s	anti-essentialist	theory	(1985)	has	also	

been	 used	 to	 examine	 how	 “unmarked	 social	 alterity	 is	 discursively	 organized	 as	

difference”	and	how	this	difference	is	then	structured	in	and	by	social	space	(Dwyer	

and	Jones	2000,	211).	It	is	this	process	of	socio-spatial	production	that	turns	broader	

questions	 of	 gender,	 race,	 citizenship	 and	 the	 like	 into	 everyday	 material	 and	

discursive	experiences	(Natter	and	Jones	1997;	Secor	2004).		

Hence	Laclau	and	Mouffe	are	said	to	have	allowed	for	a	new	way	to	“widen	and	

deepen	the	socialist	project	by	creating	a	theoretical	and	political	space	in	which	new	

social	 movements	 are	 articulated	 alongside	 those	 that	 have	 traditionally	 been	

concerned	 solely	 with	 class”	 (Jones	 and	 Moss	 1995,	 253).	 This	 new	 widening	 of	

political	possibilities	includes	groups	such	as	feminist,	gay	and	lesbian,	and	racial	and	

ethnic	movements,	which,	by	being	allowed	into	the	 ‘we’	of	democracy,	strengthen	

and	rather	than	deter	the	democratic	project	(Jones	and	Moss	1995,	253).	

The	anti-essentialist	 theory	of	 identity	has	consequences	 that	we	see	 in	 the	

narratives	 of	 parents	 and	 students.	 In	 particular,	 subjects	with	 ‘brown	 bodies,’	 as	

described	in	chapter	1,	face	a	nationalist	narrative	of	what	it	means	to	be	Danish	and	

is	maintained	through	stereotypes	and	a	visual	economy	that	uses	whiteness	as	the	

yardstick	by	which	citizenship	and	belonging	are	measured.	While	some	students	can	

pass	as	white,	other	students	reveal	how	‘brown	bodies,’	black	hair,	and	the	veil	in	

particular	are	a	measure	by	which	they	are	positioned	as	Other.	This	knowledge	is	
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carried	with	them	when	they	talk	about	spatial	encounters	and	how	they	navigate	

public	spaces	in	ways	that	allow	them	to	stay	away	from	spaces	in	which	people	see	

them	as	Other.				

A	 poststructuralist	 or	 a	 nonessentialist	 take	 on	 identity	 is	 informative	 in	

understanding	 how	 discourses	 in	 Denmark,	 particularly	 those	 articulating	 the	

national	formulation	of	Danishness,	represent	the	‘we’	that	already	carries	“elements	

of	the	opposition	that	enables	its	formulation”	(Jones	and	Moss	1995,	253).	Crucially,	

this	approach	further	compels	us	to	look	at	different	moments	in	Denmark’s	history	

to	provide	an	alternative	reading	of	the	political	climate	in	Denmark,	 including	the	

role	that	‘ethnicity’	plays	as	a	substitute	for	‘race’	in	political	debates.	While	Laclau	

and	 Mouffe’s	 work	 is	 situated	 within	 the	 theory	 of	 a	 radical	 but	 largly	 Western	

democracy,	 I	 now	 turn	 to	 postcolonial	writing	 to	 see	how	 colonialism	has	 shaped	

Western	writing	as	well	as	the	dualisms	of	them/us,	West/East,	masculine/feminine,	

and	modern/traditional.		

	

2.1.1	Orientalism	

To	address	the	political	discourses	in	Denmark	and	their	framing	of	a	Muslim	

Other,	 I	 turn	 to	 work	 on	 the	 postcolonial	 Other.	 Edward	 Said’s	 book,	Orientalism	

(1979),	shows	what	is	at	stake	in	the	production	of	an	Oriental	Other,	and	has	become	

one	of	the	most	influential	postcolonial	accounts	of	Western	discourses	on	the	Orient	

and	Islam.	According	to	Said,	the	Other	is	produced	from	a	Western	desire	to	create	

boundaries	that	describe	the	West	as	a	sovereign	subject	and	that	can	be	understood	

through	the	binary	of	Orient	and	Occident.	Drawing	from	Foucault,	Said	shows	how	
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Western	 discourses	 of	 the	 Orient	 articulate	 a	 desire	 to	 rule,	 locating	 Orientalist	

knowledge	in	the	beginning	of	colonial	history.	Central	to	colonial	discourses	was	the	

establishment	(or	construction)	of	binary	oppositions	that	would	work	to	pitch	the	

Orient	 against	 the	 presumed	 ‘modern’	West.	 These	 binaries	 were	 necessary,	 Said	

writes,	in	order	“to	formulate	the	Orient,	to	give	it	shape,	identity,	definition	with	full	

recognition	 of	 its	 place	 in	 memory,	 its	 importance	 to	 imperial	 strategy,	 and	 its	

‘natural’	role	as	an	appendage	to	Europe”	(Said	1979,	6).	These	binary	framings	of	a	

modern	West	and	 its	Muslim	minority	population	are	 intimately	 linked	to	colonial	

phantasies	as	well	as	colonial	articulations	about	Islam.		

Part	 of	 this	 post-colonial	 critique	 of	Western	 discourse	 and	writing	 comes	

from	Homi	Bhabha	(1990)	and	his	complex	analysis	and	deconstruction	of	hegemonic	

discourses.	According	to	Gillian	Rose	(1995,	365),	Bhabha’s	work	“has	implications	

for	the	theorization	of	space,	because	Bhabha	argues	that	the	politics	of	subjectivity	

are	also	the	politics	of	spatiality.”	Part	of	Bhabha’s	argument	is	that	some	spaces	and	

subject	positions	are	permeated	by	and	constituted	through	colonial	discourse	(Rose	

1995,	 368).	 Equally,	 the	 Western	 self	 “is	 constructed	 through	 a	 specular	 space	

imagined	as	profound,	coherent,	and	transparent,	and	the	process	of	self-reflection	

depends	on	this	space	to	produce	an	image	of	the	visible	self,	and	the	self	as	visible”	

(368).	It	is	not	the	colonialist	Self	or	the	colonized	Other,	but	the	disturbing	distance	

in	between	that	constitutes	the	figure	of	colonial	Otherness;	the	white	man’s	artifact	

inscribed	on	the	black	man’s	body	(Bhabha	1993,	64;	Fanon	2008).	Part	of	colonial	

discourse	is	to	assert	“fixity	in	the	ideological	construction	of	otherness”	(64).	These	

stabilizations	enable	stereotypes,	but	they	also	leave	traces	of	these	histories	folded	
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into	 the	 imagined	 community	 or	 nation,	 which	 are	 “internally	 marked	 by	 the	

discourses	of	minorities,	the	heterogeneous	histories	of	contending	peoples”	(212).	

Bhabha	allows	for	optimism	by	arguing	that	“counter-narratives	of	 the	nation	that	

continually	 evoke	 and	 erase	 its	 totalizing	 boundaries	 both	 actual	 and	 conceptual	

disturb	those	ideological	maneuvers	through	which	imagined	communities	are	given	

essentialist	identities”	(Bhabha	1993,	213).		

Both	 Said	 and	 Bhabha	 have	 been	 instrumental	 in	 postcolonial	 critique	 of	

Western	discourse	and	writing.	Drawing	from	their	work,	similar	critiques	come	from	

feminists	of	color	who	critique	Western	 feminists	 for	maintaining	an	Other	within	

their	own	writing.	According	 to	Mohanty	 (2003),	Western	 feminism	produces	and	

maintains	an	Other	that	becomes	“an	image	that	appears	arbitrarily	constructed	but	

nevertheless	 carries	 with	 it	 the	 authorizing	 signature	 of	 Western	 humanism”	

(Mohanty	 2003,	 19).	 Western	 humanism	 is	 described	 as	 both	 an	 ideological	 and	

political	project	of	bringing	back	 the	 construction	of	 the	 ‘East’	 and	 ‘Woman’	 as	 an	

Other.	 It	 reproduces	 an	 ideological	 and	 political	 project	where	 the	West	 can	 only	

articulate	itself	when	set	in	relation	to	the	Other.	Mohanty	(2003)	writes,	

It	is	only	insofar	as	‘Woman/Women’	and	‘the	East’	are	defined	as	Others,	or	
as	peripheral,	that	(Western)	Man/Humanism	can	represent	him/itself	as	the	
center.	It	is	not	the	center	that	determines	the	periphery,	but	the	periphery	
that,	in	its	boundedness,	determines	the	center	(Mohanty	2003,	42).		
	

According	to	Moallem	(1999,	346),	these	colonial	discourses	are	seen	today	in	a	new	

Euro-American	 racist	 discourse	 that	 has	 constructed	 a	 Muslim	 and	 Arab	 Other	

through	a	European	hegemonic	model	of	masculinity	and	femininity.		
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2.1.2	The	‘Stranger’		

As	discussed	in	Chapter	1,	in	the	case	of	Denmark,	nationalism	and	citizenship	

are	intimately	linked	with	one	another.	These	concepts	are	further	imbricated	with	

the	 body	 as	 a	 site	 of	 producing	 a	 ‘us’	 (nation)	 that	 stands	 in	 contrast	 to	 ‘them’	

(minorities),	and	equally	with	how	these	encounters	both	produce	and	are	products	

of	space.	To	understand	how	exclusion	works	through	bodily	encounters,	I	draw	from	

the	work	of	Sara	Ahmed	(2000)	who	theorizes	the	term	‘stranger’	as	an	encounter	

that	has	already	taken	place	elsewhere	(the	colonial	encounter)	and	which	becomes	

embodied	in	future	encounters.	

	Drawing	 from	 feminist	 poststructuralism,	 postcolonial	 theory,	 and	

phenomenology,	Ahmed	argues	that	identity	is	never	produced	or	shaped	through	the	

subject’s	relation	to	self.	Instead,	identity	formation	is	a	constant	process	that	takes	

place	through	everyday	encounters.	However,	in	these	encounters,	we	recognize	that	

the	self	 is	defined	in	relation	to	others.	According	to	Ahmed,	the	encounter	is	read	

through	signs	on	the	body,	or	as	she	writes,	bodies	as	signs.	It	is	the	act	of	reading	

these	 signs	 as	 being	 out	 of	 place	 (Ahmed	 2000,	 8)	 that	 constitutes	 the	 subject's	

relation	to	the	stranger.	Reading	the	body	as	being	out	of	place	is	something	we	do	

implicitly	 as	 we	 try	 to	 gain	 recognition	 of	 the	 self	 by	 articulating	 the	 differences	

between	bodies.	These	encounters	are	often	antagonistic	because	of	unequal	power	

relations.	What	governs	the	encounter	is	history,	and	colonial	history	in	particular.	As	

many	have	argued,	including	scholars	of	postcolonial	studies,	European	identity	was	

built	on	its	colonial	Other,	which	has	penetrated	all	aspects	of	social	life	(Said	1979;	
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Ahmed	2000).	The	implications	of	our	colonial	history	are	that	it	has	shaped	how	we	

constitute	 the	 stranger;	 strangers	are	not	 the	ones	who	 live	elsewhere,	but	 rather	

those	who	inhabit	the	constructed	boundaries	that	determine	who	belongs.		

To	situate	how	embodiment	transpires	through	the	encounter,	Ahmed	(2000)	

draws	on	a	scene	from	Audre	Lorde’s	Sister	Outside	(1984)	in	which	Lorde	recalls	a	

memory	from	her	childhood	where	she	sits	on	a	train	to	Harlem.	On	the	train,	her	

snowsuit	 touches	 the	 contour	 of	 a	 fur	 coat	 belonging	 to	 a	 white	 woman.	 In	 the	

encounter,	 Lorde	 recognizes	 that	 while	 there	 is	 no	 spoken	word,	 she	 senses	 that	

something	is	wrong,	“not	through	words,	or	even	sounds	that	are	voiced,	but	through	

the	body	of	another,	‘her	nose	holes	and	eyes	huge’.	What	is	the	woman’s	body	saying?	

How	do	we	read	her	body?	The	woman’s	bodily	gestures	express	her	hate,	her	fear,	

her	disgust”	(Ahmed	2000,	39).	This	encounter	not	only	establishes	which	body	 is	

understood	to	be	out	of	place	(Lorde’s),	but	also	how	“particular	bodies	that	move	

apart	 allow	 the	 redefinition	 of	 social	 as	well	 as	 bodily	 integrity:	 black	 bodies	 are	

expelled	from	the	white	social	body”	(39).	In	her	work,	Ahmed	(2000,	42)	tries	to	go	

beyond	the	notion	of	reading	difference	through	the	 figure	of	race,	asking	 instead:	

“How	do	 ‘bodies’	become	marked	by	differences?	How	do	bodies	come	to	be	 lived	

precisely	through	being	differentiated	from	other	bodies.”	She	suggests	that	instead	

of	 taking	the	body	as	a	point	of	departure,	we	should	think	of	skin	as	a	process	of	

boundary	formation.	This	task	recognizes	that	“the	lived	experience	of	embodiment	

is	always	already	the	social	experience	of	dwelling	with	other	bodies”	(Ahmed	2000,	

47).	 Ahmed	 draws	 from	 phenomenology,	 particularly	 Merleau-Ponty	 (1968),	 to	

theorize	how	embodiment	is	a	process	where	‘my	body’	becomes	‘our	body,’	or	what	
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Merleau-Ponty	 (1968)	 calls	 inter-embodiment.	 This	 process	 of	 inter-embodiment	

rests	on	the	idea	that	embodied	knowledge	is	produced	though	bodily	encounters.	

Ahmed	goes	beyond	Merleau-Ponty’s	notion	of	inter-embodiment	to	ask	that	we	try	

to	conceptualize	inter-embodiment	as	a	site	of	difference	and	an	economy	of	touch	

(48).	While	the	stranger	is	always	in	proximity,	the	body	of	the	stranger	becomes	a	

body	out	of	place,	she	describes	the	process:	

Strange	encounters	are	hence	tactile	as	well	as	visual:	just	as	some	others	are	‘seen’	
and	 recognized	 as	 stranger	 than	 other	 others…	 so	 too	 some	 skins	 are	 touched	 as	
stranger	than	other	skins.	It	 is	 in	this	specific	sense	that	touch	is	economic.	Rather	
than	 thinking	 of	 skin	 as	 always	 exposed	 and	 touchable,	 we	 can	 think	 about	 how	
different	 ways	 of	 touching	 allow	 for	 different	 configurations	 of	 bodily	 and	 social	
space.	Friendship	and	 familial	 relation	 involve	 the	 ritualization	of	 certain	 forms	of	
touch,	while	the	recognition	of	an-other	as	a	stranger	might	involve	a	refusal	to	get	
too	close	through	touch.	But	the	stranger’s	body	cannot	be	reified	as	the	untouchable.	
For	example,	although	the	white	woman	refuses	to	touch	Audre’s	clothes	which	have	
been	touched	by	Audre’s	skin,	she	is	still	touched.	In	other	words,	to	withdraw	from	
a	 relation	 of	 physical	 proximity	 to	 bodies	 recognized	 as	 strange	 is	 precisely	 to	 be	
touched	by	those	bodies,	in	such	a	way	that	the	subject	is	moved	from	its	place.	In	this	
sense,	the	stranger	is	always	in	proximity:	a	body	that	is	out	of	place	because	it	has	
come	too	close.	(Ahmed	2000,	49)							
	
Alongside	 this	 idea	 of	 inter-embodiment	 is	 the	 role	 of	 discourse.	 Ahmed	

describes	how	discourses	produce	the	notion	of	‘stranger	danger.’	Here,	discourses	

produce	 an	 image	 of	 the	 stranger	 that	 takes	 form	 through	 linguistic	 and	 bodily	

integrity,	 identifying	 that	which	 needs	 to	 be	 expelled	 because	 it	 is	 a	 threat	 to	 the	

community	(Ahmed	2000,	22).	These	encounters	can	be	seen	in	part	in	Anderson’s	

(2006)	idea	of	the	imagined	political	community	through	which	a	national	identity	

emerges,	as	well	as	in	Billig’s	(1995)	notion	of	banal	nationalism,	which	is	produced	

through	 mundane,	 everyday	 practices	 (also	 see	 Painter	 2006).	 While	 Anderson’s	

work	engages	how	the	‘we’	emerges	through	an	imagined	community,	Ahmed	points	

to	 how	 that	 ‘we’	 in	 turn	 produces	 the	 stranger.	 Drawing	 from	 Anderson	 and	 the	

notion	of	imagined	communities,	Ahmed	(2000,	33)	argues	that	for	the	community	to	
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feel	safe	when	moving	in	space,	it	collectively	defines	and	differentiates	between	the	

familiar	and	the	strange,	the	safe	and	the	unsafe.	Ahmed	argues	that	this	idea	of	safety	

involves	both	a	bodily	capital	and	a	cultural	capital	of	knowing,	which	together	allow	

subjects	to	stay	‘safe,’	or	out	of	reach	of	the	stranger.		

The	subject	of	the	stranger	is,	according	to	Ahmed,	often	articulated	with	the	

image	of	the	innocent	child	who	is	most	at	risk	from	their	proximity	to	the	stranger	

(Ahmed	2000,	35).	The	child	stands	 in	 for	a	nostalgic	 image	of	 the	nation	as	pure;	

however,	the	proximity	to	the	stranger	becomes	a	threat	to	the	nation	and	its	morals.	

The	ultimately	violent	stranger	is	the	figure	of	the	immigrant	who	stands	outside	the	

nation	 and	 whose	 behavior	 is	 read	 as	 unpredictable	 and	 uncontrollable	 (Ahmed	

2000,	 36).	 	 Critical	 to	 this	 argument	 is	 that	 the	 stranger	 is	 only	 recognized	 as	 a	

stranger	because	they	cross	the	boundary	of	the	community	and	is	someone	who	is	

always	 already	 known	 as	 the	 stranger.	 This	 analogy	 of	 the	 child	 becomes	 more	

relevant	when	discourses	address	the	number	of	minorities	attending	public	schools.	

In	areas	of	Denmark	where	the	concentration	of	minorities	is	higher	than	average,	the	

presence	of	minorities	is	often	viewed	as	problematic	if	minority	students	outnumber	

ethnic	Danes.	Even	while	the	argument	may	hinge	on	the	importance	of	mixing	ethnic	

Danish	and	minority	students,	it	is	the	supposed	harm	to	ethnic	Danish	students	when	

they	are	put	in	the	‘minority’	position	that	is	discussed,	and	not	the	opposite.		Often,	

arguments	 revolve	 around	 the	 idea	 that	 Danish	 culture	 and	 identity	 is	 being	

undermined,	 leaving	 the	 ethnic	 Danish	 child	 vulnerable,	 both	 academically	 and	

emotionally.	This	sense	of	vulnerability	has	led	to	white	flight,	leaving	some	schools	
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with	 only	 a	 few	 ethnic	 Danish	 students.	 These	 narratives	 also	 enter	 the	 critique	

towards	private	‘Muslim	schools,’	which	will	be	discussed	in	Chapter	4.		

2.1.3	Intersectionality		

The	previous	section	considered	the	lineage	of	theoretical	engagement	with	

identity,	Otherness,	and	how	Western	society	has	discursively	constituted	the	figure	

of	the	colonial	Other	through	the	colonial	encounter.		Intersectionality’s	contributions	

to	these	issues	can	be	traced	back	to	the	black	feminist	movements	in	the	1960s	and	

1970s,	but	also	from	the	1970s	feminist	standpoint	theory	that	came	out	of	Marxist	

and	 feminist	 readings	 inspired	 by	 Hegel’s	 account	 of	 the	 master/slave	 dialectic.		

Feminist	 standpoint	 theory	 is	 best	 described	 as	 a	 feminist	 epistemology	 and	

methodology	grounded	in	the	notion	that	knowledge	is	socially	situated.	Some	of	the	

prominent	writers	who	have	shaped	this	way	of	thinking	are	Nancy	Hartsock	(1983),	

Sandra	 Harding	 (1986),	 Donna	 Haraway	 (1988),	 and	 Patricia	 Hill	 Collins	 (1990).	

According	 to	 Harding,	 the	 closest	 we	 can	 come	 to	 objectivity	 in	 science	 is	

incorporating	 situated	 knowledge	 that	 takes	 women’s	 and	 minorities’	 lived	

experiences	seriously.	A	similar	critique	 is	made	by	Haraway	of	what	she	calls	 the	

God’s-eye-view	of	nature,	a	masculine	reading	of	nature	which	she	critiques	in	favor	

of	 situated	 knowledge.	 The	 traces	 of	 intersectionality	within	 standpoint	 theory	 is	

elucidated	 by	 Patricia	 Hill	 Collins,	 who	 drew	 attention	 to	 the	 importance	 of	

recognizing	the	distinctive	intersection	of	being	a	Black	woman.	Collins	has	described	

the	necessity	for	a	black	feminist	standpoint,	writing:	“Black	feminist	thought	consists	

of	 specialized	 knowledge	 created	 by	 African-American	 women	 which	 clarify	 a	

standpoint	of	and	for	Black	women”	(Collins	2000,	461).		
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The	term	intersectionality	is	often	credited	to	legal	scholar	Kimberlé	Crenshaw	and	

her	article	in	Stanford	Law	Review,	“Mapping	the	Margins:	Intersectionality,	Identity	Politics,	

and	Violence	 against	Women	 of	 Color”	 (1991).	However,	 the	 line	 of	 inquiry	 derives	 from	

social	movements	in	the	1960s	and	1970s.	According	to	Collins	and	Bilge	(2016),3	it	was	in	

this	period	that	African-American	and	Mexican-American	women	framed	their	own	political	

movement	under	the	rubric	of	Black	and	Chicana	feminism.	Intersectional	analysis	was	used	

as	a	tool	in	social	movements	to	address	social	inequality	by	acknowledging	that	oppression	

cannot	be	understood	in	terms	of	race,	gender,	or	sexuality	alone	(Collins	and	Bilge	2016,	65).	

In	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s,	 the	 critical	 engagement	 within	 social	 movements	 was	 the	

acknowledgment	 that	 in	 order	 to	 address	 oppression	 we	 need	 to	 understand	 the	

interconnection	of	personal	experiences	and	structural	systems.	In	the	1980s	and	1990s,	this	

line	of	thought	moved	into	the	academy	and	political	institutions.	As	Collins	and	Bilge	(2016,	

78)	write:	“Women	of	color	and	their	allies	brought	with	them	ideas	such	as	the	multiplicity	

of	 oppressions,	 the	 importance	 of	 identity	 politics,	 and	 the	 significance	 of	 structural	

transformation	 that	 shaped	 their	 understanding	 of	 institutional	 incorporation	 into	 the	

academy.”					

Collins	and	Bilge	 (2016,	201-208)	note	 that	Crenshaw’s	writing	 “works	within	 the	

tenets	of	 standpoint	epistemology,	acknowledging	 that	experiences	matters,	not	 simply	 in	

incorporating	the	experiences	of	 individual	knowers,	but	also	in	seeing	women	of	color	as	

differentially	placed	as	knowledge-creators.”	According	to	Collins	and	Bilge	(2016),	people	

who	 write	 that	 Crenshaw	 ‘coined’	 the	 term	 erase	 the	 work	 of	 women	 of	 color.	 Equally	

                                                
3	In	their	book,	Intersectionality,	is	a	discussion	of	some	of	the	early	work	written	by	women	of	color	
on	which	the	concept	of	intersectionality	was	built.		
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significant,	 they	argue,	 is	 that	people	often	misread	Crenshaw’s	 full	argument,	which	 they	

sum	up	as:		

1)	links	between	individual	identity	and	collective	identity;	(2)	to	keep	a	focus	
on	social	structures;	(3)	to	theorize	from	the	ground	up	(versus	from	the	top	
down)	the	case	of	violence	against	women	of	color	as	a	set	of	experiences	with	
structural,	political,	and	representational	links;	and	(4)	to	remind	readers	that	
the	 purpose	 of	 intersectional	 scholarship	 lies	 in	 its	 contributions	 to	 social	
justice	initiatives…[it]	fuses	the	sensibilities	of	social	movement	politics	and	
its	 commitment	 to	 social	 justice	 initiatives	 with	 sophisticated	 theoretical	
perspectives,	in	particular,	the	growing	significance	of	post-modern	and	post-
structuralist	analyses.	(Collins	and	Bilge	2016,	83-84)					

	

These	 four	 steps	 are	 useful	 for	 scholars	 and	 activists	 alike	 to	 situate	 and	 use	

intersectionality	 in	 their	own	work.	Crenshaw	(1991)	 took	up	 intersectionality	 to	address	

how	race	intersects	with	a	range	of	other	social	categories	(e.g.,	gender,	socioeconomic	status,	

urban/rural	 living	environment)	to	produce	different	realities	and	inequalities	in	daily	life	

(Crenshaw	1991,	787).	Specifically,	Crenshaw	sought	to	address	the	differential	treatment	of	

Black	female	victims	of	violent	crime	in	the	American	justice	system,	where	their	experiences	

are	often	translated	through	a	white	male	lens	by	judges,	attorneys,	and	legal	discourse	itself.		

Crenshaw’s	work	confronts	the	notion	that	‘justice	is	blind,’	arguing	instead	that	justice	is	in	

fact	based	on	the	social	categories	that	judges,	attorneys,	victims,	and	perpetrators	hold	in	

society.	Crenshaw’s	use	of	intersectionality	has	since	been	taken	up	across	the	social	sciences.	

A	range	of	research	using	intersectionality	to	address	different	axes	of	power	

highlights	the	utility	of	the	term	as	both	a	theoretical	and	methodological	means	of	

unpacking	 inequality.	 Writing	 in	 geography,	 Jill	 Valentine	 (2007)	 argues	 that	

intersectionality—despite	its	often-spatial	references—has	had	limited	attention	in	

geography,	particularly	in	terms	of	how	interactions	within	specific	spatial	contexts	

can	play	an	important	role	in	subject	positions	and	formation.	Another	spatial	aspect	
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of	 intersectionality	 is	 its	 applicability	 for	 providing	 insights	 into	 dominant	 spatial	

orders	that	are	exposed	when	someone	falls	‘out	of	place.’	One	such	example	is	when	

Black	men,	who	are	always	already	seen	as	a	threat,	entering	certain	spaces,	where	

they	often	encounter	excessive	force	by	police	or	vigilantes.	Valentine	draws	on	West	

and	Fenstermaker’s	(1995)	efforts	to	rethink	intersectionality	by	paying	attention	to	

how	 identities	are	created.	For	 them,	categories	emerge	 through	 interactions	with	

one	another,	which	focus	“not	on	being	but	on	becoming”	(West	and	Fenstermaker	

1995,	13).	According	to	their	theory	of	intersectionality,	identities	should	be	thought	

of	as:	

…	a	doing,	a	more	fluid	coming	together,	of	contingencies	and	discontinuities,	
clashes	and	neutralizations,	in	which	positions,	identities,	and	differences	are	
made	and	unmade,	claimed	and	rejected.	In	this	way	they	trouble	rather	than	
reinforce	identity	demarcations.	(summarized	by	Valentine	2007,	14)	

	

Central	to	this	argument	is	the	need	to	ask	the	researcher	to	be	mindful	of	the	multiple	and	

shifting	ways	that	Self	and	Other	are	presented	and	represented.	In	the	analysis,	attention	

should	 be	 given	 to	 an	 understanding	 of	 “how	 particular	 identities	 are	weighted	 or	 given	

importance	by	individuals	at	particular	moments	and	in	specific	contexts,	and	determining	

when	some	categories	such	as	gender	might	unsettle,	undo,	or	cancel	out	other	categories	

such	as	sexuality”	(Valentine	2007,	15).		

For	Hopkins	and	Nobel	(2009,	815),	intersectionality	is	an	analytic	tool	to	capture	the	

“messiness	of	layered	subjectivities	and	multi-dimensional	relations	in	particular	localities.”	

It	is	important	that	any	discursive	field	that	engages	intersectionality	also	provide	a	method	

for	doing	 so,	one	 that	allows	 for	 the	 complexity	of	 subjectivities	 to	emerge.	 Intersectional	

critique	involves	an	engagement	with	the	conditions	that	allot	power	to	certain	categories.		

Further,	 it	points	to	the	ways	in	which	power	is	created	and	operated	differentially	across	
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intersecting	 identity	 categories	 (Cho,	 Crenshaw	 and	 McCall	 2013,	 797).	 Throughout	 the	

different	disciplines,	 there	seems	 to	be	a	consensus	 that	when	using	 intersectionality	as	a	

framework	it	is	necessary	that	researchers	choose	a	qualitative	mixed-methods	approach	in	

order	to	capture	the	complexity	of	social	life	(cf.	McCall	2005).		

In	 this	 research	 I	 try	 to	 capture	 these	effects	or	 complexities	by	bringing	 together	

feminist	 geography	 with	 intersectionality	 through	 methods	 that	 elucidate	 how	 ethnicity,	

gender,	patriarchy,	and	class	intersect	and	produce	effects	or	certain	subjects.	Important	to	

note	 is	 how	 “positions,	 identities,	 and	 differences	 are	 made	 and	 unmade,	 claimed	 and	

rejected”	(Valentine	2007,	14),	which	I	discuss	further	in	Chapter	3.		

	

2.2	Citizenship		

According	to	Lynn	Staeheli	(2011,	393),	citizenship	is	a	“slippery	concept	and	

category”	that	at	the	same	time	provides	a	critical	focus	because	of	its	material	(legal	

rights)	and	more	abstract	nuances	(belonging).	Over	the	last	twenty	years,	citizenship	

studies	both	within	and	outside	of	geography	have	received	new	traction.	This	can	be	

attributed	to	the	new	attention	to	claims	of	inclusion	and	belonging,	where	struggles	

have	been	framed	around	a	“language	of	rights	and	recognitions”	(Isin	and	Turner	

2002,	2).	Recent	inroads	in	citizenship	studies	have	been	recognized	for	the	different	

ways	that	we	can	conceptualize	the	practice	of	citizenship.	This	has	allowed	for	a	new	

thinking	 that	 recognizes	 the	 failure	of	modern	 liberal	 citizenship	 (Isin	and	Turner	

2002)	 and	 instead	 looks	 for	 different	 ways	 that	 citizenship	 is	 expressed	 and	

embodied	(Secor	2001;	2004;	Staeheli,	Kofman,	and	Peake	2004;	Staeheli	et	al.	2012).	

Feminist	critiques	of	citizenship	have	argued	that	it	 is	an	ideological	construct	and	
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liberal	 formulation	 that	 assumes	 gender	 neutrality	 and	 has	 sexism	 and	 racism	

embedded	 within	 it,	 leading	 them	 to	 raise	 the	 question	 of	 who	 has	 access	 to	

citizenship	(Marston	1990).	

Citizenship	 is	 a	disputed	 topic	 in	political	 geography	owing	 to	 the	different	

ways	it	 is	understood	and	conceptualized.	On	the	one	hand,	 it	 is	conceptualized	as	

static	and	universal,	while	on	the	other,	it	is	understood	as	relational	and	contextual	

(Dickinson	et	al.	2008;	Staeheli	2011;	Staeheli	et	al.	2012;	Bauder	2014).	While	the	

traditional	 notion	 of	 citizenship	 has	 been	 destabilized	 by	 showing	 how	 the	 state	

operates	in	prosaic	ways	(Painter	2006;	Secor	2007),	it	has	also	been	demonstrated	

that	citizenship	is	part	of	negotiating	public	spaces	(Secor	2001;	2004).		At	the	same	

time	that	links	between	border	state-making	and	the	nature	of	citizenship	have	been	

noted	(Spark	2006),	links	have	also	been	found	between	citizenship	and	belonging	to	

particular	migrant	populations	 (Nagel	 and	Staeheli	2004;	 Secor	2004;	Leitner	 and	

Ehrkamp	2006).	

In	their	review	of	citizenship	within	geography,	Dickinson	et	al.	(2008,	102)	

point	to	the	different	ways	that	citizenship	has	been	re-imagined	to	include	“rights,	

obligations	and	membership	requirements	of	 citizenship,	as	well	as	 the	discursive	

and	embodied	practices	of	citizenship.”	Their	interventionist	article	asks	researchers	

to	 move	 the	 analysis	 to	 the	 “mundane,	 spatio-temporalities	 of	 everyday	 life”	

(Dickinson	et	al.	2008,	102).	They	do	this	by	drawing	on	Massey’s	(2004)	argument	

that	place	is	where	social	processes	exist	at	different	intersecting	scales	and	where	

difference	 is	 “embedded	 in	 the	 mutually	 constitutive	 nature	 of	 all	 spheres	 of	

economic,	 political,	 personal	 and	 cultural	 life”	 (Massey	 2004,	 103).	 In	 this	
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formulation,	 citizenship	 is	 enacted	 in	 places	 through	 everyday	 interaction	 with	

others,	 an	 approach	 that	 thus	 acknowledges	 the	 inroads	 made	 by	 feminist	

geographers	 into	 how	 liberal	 notions	 of	 citizenship	 have	 dismissed	 the	 place	 of	

citizenship	within	the	everyday.		

	Dickinson	et	al.	(2008)	argue	that	within	geography,	when	we	see	citizenship	

as	a	“lived	process”	where	“citizenship	acts	accumulate,”	then:	

We	come	closer	to	understanding	how	everyday	life	can	also	operate	as	an	
arena	for	the	contestation	and	transformation	of	dominant,	often	repressive,	
modalities	 of	 citizenship.	 To	 make	 this	 connection,	 however,	 we	 must	
understand	that	‘everyday	life’	is	not	reducible	to	the	immediate	environs	of	
(subaltern)	 bodies	 but	 also	 captures	 the	 vast	 array	 of	 routine	 relations	
amongst	and	between	individuals	and	institutions,	relations	that	can	and	do	
cross	the	globe…	to	understand	the	potential	of	‘citizenship’	to	be	normatively	
and	empirically	transformed	through	the	everyday,	and	thus	how	obligations	
dictated	 by	 the	 state	 and	 other	 institutions	 can	 be	 contested,	 reworked,	
reimagined,	and	subverted.	(Dickinson	et	al.	2008,	105)	
	

With	the	development	of	recent	social	 issues	concerning	 immigrants	and	refugees,	

the	 language	 around	 citizenship,	 rights,	 and	 obligations	 is	 being	 redefined.	 For	

Staeheli	(2011),	it	is	important	“to	consider	citizenship	as	both	a	status	and	a	set	of	

relationships	 by	 which	 membership	 is	 constructed	 through	 physical	 and	

metaphorical	boundaries	and	in	the	sites	and	practices	that	give	it	meaning”	(Staeheli	

2011,	394).		

Following	the	call	for	an	understanding	of	citizenship	as	a	political	and	legal	

reality	that	is	implicated	in	identity	formation	and	feelings	of	belonging,	Ho	(2009)	

points	to	the	lack	of	literature	that	addresses	the	emotional	aspect	of	citizenship.	The	

neglect	of	looking	at	emotion	is	no	surprise	given	that	traditional	social	science	has	

favored	reason.	Emotional	representations	of	citizenship	can	be	captured	by	listening	

to	 the	 vocabulary	 and	metaphors	 used	 by	 individuals	 to	 describe	 their	 particular	
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relationship	to	citizenship	and	the	‘nation’.	With	new	immigration	patterns	and	the	

increasing	marginalization	of	particular	Muslims	following	11	September	2001,	it	has	

become	even	more	important	to	understand	the	relationship	between	citizenship	and	

belonging.	In	research	among	Arab	Americans,	Nagel	and	Staeheli	(2004)	found	that	

participants	 saw	 tension	 between	 being	 American	 and	 Arab.	 For	 some,	 it	 was	 a	

difference	 between	 cultures	 while	 others	 pointed	 to	 the	 discriminatory	 practices	

within	‘mainstream’	America.	Many	were	also	caught	between	wanting	to	contribute	

culturally	and	politically	to	American	society	while	also	seeking	acceptance	for	their	

Arab	 heritage.	 For	 immigrants,	 citizenship	 comes	 with	 expectations	 that	 are	

embedded	within	assimilation	narratives.	However,	social	practice	and	attitudes	that	

construct	Arabs	as	different	and	unassimilable	often	stand	in	contrast	to	assimilation	

rhetoric.	Nagel	and	Staeheli	argue	that	the	geographies	of	“community,	identity,	and	

citizenship	are	more	complex	and	are	in	greater	flux	than	much	of	the	contemporary	

debate	implies”	(Nagel	and	Staeheli	2004,	4).		

Citizenship	 studies	 show	 that	 while	 some	 might	 have	 citizenship	 status,	

citizenship	is	much	more	complex	and	can	reveal	issues	of	belonging	and	feelings	of	

exclusion	in	relation	to	the	nation	state.	Citizenship	is	also	highly	spatial	in	the	ways	

it	is	shaped	and	negotiated	through	different	spaces	and	at	different	times.	According	

to	Hopkins	(2010),	 ideals	of	nation	and	citizenship	are	always	at	play	in	the	life	of	

children	and	youth.	Forming	national	 identities	and	citizen-subjects	 takes	place	 in	

classrooms,	museums,	and	government	buildings,	as	well	as	through	mundane	signs	

and	symbols	such	as	bumper	stickers	and	texts	in	popular	media,	to	name	just	a	few.	

However,	 in	 order	 to	 engage	 the	 everyday	 and	 the	 notion	 that	 the	 ‘personal	 is	
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political,’	this	dissertation	also	draws	from	a	feminist	geopolitics	that	links	broader	

geopolitical	 questions	 of	 immigration,	 the	 production	 of	 the	 nation	 state,	 and	

citizenship,	 and	 how	 these	 are	 part	 of	 and	 influence	 the	 everyday,	 especially	 for	

minority	populations.	

	

2.3	Feminist	geopolitics	

The	inroads	made	by	feminist	geographers	in	the	field	of	geopolitics4	came	out	

of	 years	 of	 work	 in	 which	 they	 identified	 how	 power	 is	 being	 exercised	 through	

mundane	everyday	practice	(Rose	1993;	Dowler	and	Sharp	2001;	Staeheli,	Kofman,	

and	Peake	2004;	Sharp	2007).	While	critical	geopolitics	was	intended	to	bring	forth	a	

critical	 analysis	 of	 geopolitics,	 feminists	 pointed	 to	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 critical	

geopolitics	still	engaged	a	macro-scale	analysis	of	the	state	(Dowler	and	Sharp	2001;	

Hyndman	2001).	Feminist	critique	was	centered	on	the	insistence	that	‘the	personal	

is	 political.’	 According	 to	 feminist	 geographers,	 a	 feminist	 approach	 to	 geopolitics	

would	add	insight	to	both	local	and	informal	alternatives	to	the	existing	public	and	

                                                
4	Geopolitics	originates	from	European	colonial	expansion	and	the	use	of	geographical	knowledge	as	a	
technology	to	manage	the	production	of	territorial	space	(O’Tuathail	1996).	In	the	early	1990s,	John	
Agnew	and	Gearoid	O’Tuathail	(1992)	tried	to	critically	re-conceptualize	geopolitics	by	drawing	on	the	
work	of	Foucault	and	the	link	between	geography	and	power/knowledge.	For	them,	geopolitics	should	
be	seen	as	“a	discursive	practice	by	which	intellectuals	of	statecraft	‘spatialize’	international	politics	in	
such	a	way	as	to	represent	a	‘world’	characterized	by	particular	types	of	places,	peoples	and	dramas.	
In	our	understanding,	the	study	of	geopolitics	is	the	study	of	the	spatialization	of	international	politics	
by	 core	powers	and	hegemonic	 states”	 (O’Tuathail	 and	Agnew	1992,	192).	To	 critically	engage	 the	
‘doing’	 of	 geopolitics,	 Simon	Dalby	 (1990)	 challenged	 the	ways	 in	which	 global	 political	 space	had	
become	naturalized.	To	him,	critical	geopolitics	should	look	at	“exposing	the	plays	of	power	of	grand	
geopolitical	schemes,	and	in	turn,	challenging	the	categorizations	of	discourses	of	power”	(Dalby	1990,	
180).	The	practice	of	engaging	critical	geopolitics	often	relies	on	textual	analysis	of	newspaper	articles,	
news	outlets,	political	discourses,	and	law	in	order	to	look	at	how	language	shapes	local	and	global	
politics	 and	 underlying	 structures	 of	 power.	 According	 to	 Dowler	 and	 Sharp	 (2001),	 because	 of	 a	
“masculinist	history	of	geopolitical	strategies	of	elite	practitioners”	(167)	this	research	lacks	attention	
to	the	history	of	struggle	and	representation. 
	



	

	 64	

political	institutions	and	challenge	the	national	scales	that	are	often	privileged	(Secor	

2001;	Staeheli,	Kofman	and	Peak	2004;	Smith	2009;	Pain	et	al.	2010).	For	some,	it	is	

essential	 to	pay	attention	 to	how	geopolitics	both	shape	and	are	shaped	by	bodily	

experiences	 (Sharp	2007).	As	 argued	by	 Smith	 (2009),	 feminist	 geographers	 have	

emphasized	 the	 importance	 of	 re-articulating	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 political	 by	

challenging	notions	of	power,	citizenship,	and	difference.		

According	to	Secor	(2001,	193),	a	feminist	approach	can	show	how	categories	

of	“public	and	private,	global	and	local,	formal	and	informal,	ultimately	blur,	overlap	

and	collapse	into	one	another	in	the	making	of	political	life.”	Another	aspect	of	this	

re-articulation	 is	 for	 researchers	 to	 recognize	 the	 social	practices	of	 inclusion	and	

exclusion	that	highlight	normative	ideas	of	community	or	broader	notions	of	what	it	

means	to	be	a	citizen	(Smith	2009).	Through	her	work	in	the	Leh	district	of	Ladakh,	

India,	which	is	experiencing	a	new	form	of	territorialization	between	Buddhist	and	

Ladakhi	Muslims,	Smith	 (2009,	2011,	2012)	 found	 that	a	new	 form	of	geopolitical	

struggle	around	 territory	has	become	 intimately	 linked	 to	 reproductive	rights	and	

marriage.	 Her	 work	 points	 to	 the	 importance	 of	 looking	 at	 the	 body	 as	 a	 site	 of	

geopolitical	struggle,	where	disciplinary	power	works	though	the	body	(Smith	2012).	

This	intimate	link	between	the	body	and	broader	political	and	religious	narratives	is	

also	 addressed	 in	 the	 work	 of	 Gökarıksel	 (2009,	 2012)	 and	 Secor	 (2002,	 2004).	

According	to	Dixon	and	Marston	(2011,	446):	

What	is	most	exciting	about	recent	feminist	approaches	to	geopolitics	is	their	
theoretical	and	methodological	attention	to	the	materialities	of	everyday	life	
as	they	constitute	the	substantive	foundations	–	the	bodies,	the	subjectivities,	
the	practices	and	discourses	–	of	constantly	unfolding	geopolitical	 tensions	
and	conflicts.	
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Global	events	such	as	11	September	2001,	the	London	bombing	in	2005,	the	

Paris	attacks	in	2015,	and	similar	terror	attacks	across	Europe	and	the	United	States	

have	influenced	the	everyday	experiences	among	Muslim	youth	in	Western	Europe,	

the	United	States,	and	Australia	 (Hopkins	2007;	 Itaoui	2016;	Hopkins	et	al.	2017).	

These	geopolitical	events	have	consequences	for	how	Muslim	youth	identify	feelings	

of	 belonging	 and	 citizenship.	 In	 particular,	 youth	 have	 experienced	 increased	

racialization	mounting	to	discrimination,	which	includes	verbal	and	physical	attacks,	

harassment,	 and	 religious	 and	 racial	 profiling	 (Nagel	 and	 Staeheli	 2005).	 These	

different	 forms	 of	 racialization,	 which	mainly	 take	 place	 in	 public	 spaces	 such	 as	

public	transportation,	malls,	airports,	and	streets	(Peek	2003;	Hopkins	2004,	2007,	

2016),	make	racialized	bodies	feel	‘out	of	place’	(Cresswell	1996)	while	also	“limiting	

Muslims’	ability	to	access,	inhabit	and	move	through	social	space”	(Itaoui	2016,	263).	

This	 new	 form	 of	 racism	 peaks	 when	 Muslims	 “become	 the	 ultimate	 ‘Other,’	

transfixed	 through	 the	 racialization	 of	 religious	 identity	 to	 stand	 at	 the	 margins:	

undesired,	irredeemable,	alien”	(Alexander	2002,	564,	quoted	in	Hopkins	et	al.	2017).	

Hopkins	(2011)	traces	how	geopolitical	events	influence	not	only	national	politics	but	

also	 how	 those	 politics	 unfold	 on	 university	 campuses.	 	 While	 Muslim	 students	

experienced	the	university	campus	as	a	space	free	of	racial	tension,	their	narratives	

also	revealed	contradictions,	such	as	 feeling	 increasingly	surveilled.	What	Hopkins	

points	to	is	how	geopolitical	events	become	embodied	in	youth	and	how	this	form	of	

embodiment	is	space	and	context	specific.		Quoting	Puwar	(2004,	51),	Hopkins	(2011)	

writes,	“some	bodies	have	the	right	to	belong	in	certain	locations,	while	others	are	

marked	 out	 as	 trespassers	 [in]	 accordance	with	 how	 both	 spaces	 and	 bodies	 are	
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imagined,	 politically,	 historically”	 these	 trespassers	 are	 then	 seen	 as	 being	 ‘out	 of	

place’(Cresswell	1996).”	While	Muslims	have	felt	increased	surveillance	on	university	

campuses,	Hancock	(2015)	draws	on	research	among	young	Muslim	women	in	the	

outskirts	of	Paris	to	illuminate	the	link	between	mainstream	media	coverage	of	Islam	

and	 Muslims	 and	 the	 exclusionary	 practices	 that	 young	 women	 are	 faced	 with.	

Hancock	 demonstrates	 how	 public	 debates	 over	 the	 veil,	 or	 the	 ‘veil	 debates,’	

influence	 the	ways	 these	young	women	come	to	understand	 ‘everyday	citizenship’	

(Secor	2004).	What	these	debates	reveal	is	how	feminist	ideals	are	tied	into	notions	

of	citizenship,	where	“Muslim	women	[are]	never	given	a	voice,	constantly	objectified,	

somehow	measured	up	against	 specific	understandings	of	 femininity…”	while	also	

feeling	“increased	fear	of	aggression”	and	a	need	for	“cautious	dressing	and	avoidance	

of	public	space	outside	the	confines	of	their	neighborhood”	(Hancock	2015,	1035).	

Hancock	concludes	that	some	women	are	showing	political	subjectification	through	

everyday,	mundane	 rejections	of	 the	French	national	 aesthetic	 regime	of	 dress	by	

refusing	to	conform	in	order	to	be	acknowledged	as	a	citizen.			

My	research	contributes	 to	an	understanding	of	 the	everyday	geopolitics	of	

youth	through	an	analysis	of	their	everyday	spatial	practices,	particularly	following	

Dunn	and	Hopkins’	(2016,	256)	call	for	research	that	pays	attention	to	the	“ordinary	

and	 everyday	 experiences	 of	 Muslims”	 and	 “eschew[es]	 an	 emphasis	 on	 the	

spectacular	and	sensational.”	Throughout	this	dissertation,	I	will	be	discussing	how	

citizenship	 plays	 into	 identity	 formation	 and	 the	 development	 of	 feelings	 of	

belonging,	 as	 well	 as	 how	 citizenship,	 identity,	 and	 belonging	 are	 produced	 and	

expressed	through	everyday	practice.		
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CHAPTER	3	

METHODOLOGY	

	

Throughout	the	research	process	the	question	of	ethics	and	positionality	has	

played	an	important	role	in	the	research	design	and,	in	the	end,	the	research	process	

of	being	in	the	field,	creating	relationships,	and	maintaining	those	relationships	after	

the	 fieldwork	 was	 finished.5	 The	 decision	 to	 include	 a	 discussion	 of	 ethics	 and	

positionality	 in	 the	 methodology	 chapter	 is	 a	 political	 one	 that	 is	 grounded	 in	 a	

feminist	and	post-colonial	critique	of	the	research	process.	Part	of	the	research	design	

has	been	to	maintain	an	awareness	of	how	Muslim	youth,	both	in	the	media	but	also	

in	some	research,	are	always	already	marked	as	different.		

Often,	 in	 the	 public	 and	 political	 debate,	 being	 a	Muslim	 is	 equated	with	 a	

certain	level	of	religiosity	that	we	don't	expect	when	we	talk	about	Christians.	The	

result	of	this	marking	is	that	for	Muslim	youth	their	religion	is	constantly	questioned	

in	relation	to	society,	leaving	no	room	for	their	actions	to	be	understood	as	simply	

those	of	teenagers	who	are	‘figuring	life	out’	on	their	own	terms,	with	all	its	messiness	

and	 contradictions.	 Messiness	 and	 contradictions	 are	 things	 that	 we	 all	 live	 with	

whether	we	are	 religious,	 spiritual,	 or	 atheist.	 Furthermore,	 by	 approaching	 these	

                                                
5	As	a	white	non-Muslim	academic	I	wanted	a	space	outside	the	research	site	where	I	could	discuss	
issues,	thoughts,	and	questions	that	came	up	while	doing	the	research.	While	conducting	fieldwork	I	
volunteered	at	a	non-profit	organization,	founded	by	a	prison	priest,	that	supports	minorities	who	are	
in	prison.	Part	of	the	support	provided	by	the	organization	is	listening,	advocacy,	and	help	with	the	
transition	from	prison	to	 life	on	the	outside.	Most	of	the	volunteers	were	Muslim,	but	with	a	broad	
range	 of	 ethnicities	 and	 religious	 practice.	 The	 volunteer	 community	 became	 a	 safe	 space	 where	
politics,	thoughts,	and	issues	could	be	brought	up	and	discussed.	
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youth	as	always	already	religious	we	cast	a	religious	identity	onto	them,	forcing	them	

to	take	a	stand	that	they	might	not	be	prepared	to	or	even	interested	in	making.	With	

this	 critique	 in	mind,	 I	 have	made	 a	 conscious	 decision	 not	 to	 push	 questions	 of	

religion	 onto	 the	 students	 unless	 the	 topic	 is	 brought	 up	 by	 them	 first.	 Another	

decision	I	have	made	in	this	regard,	which	was	informed	by	previous	research,	is	to	

not	directly	ask	people	why	they	choose	to	veil.	There	are	many	reasons	for	veiling.	

Some	 are	 very	 personal,	 some	 are	 contradictory,	 and	 some	 have	 to	 do	 with	

formulating	an	identity	that	signals	membership	in	a	broader	Muslim	community,	a	

type	of	religious	becoming.	The	time	when	ethnic	Danes	start	dating	and	drinking	is	

around	the	time	when	many	young	Muslim	girls	start	debating	whether	or	not	to	veil.	

This	research	has	been	designed	to	allow	for	complexities	to	emerge	in	order	

to	destabilize	the	public	and	political	narrative	on	what	it	means	to	be	a	Muslim	youth	

living	in	Denmark.	Equally	important	has	been	a	theoretical	framing	that	allows	me	

to	analyze	the	data	in	such	a	way	that	it	enables	me	to	talk	not	only	about	participants’	

narratives,	but	also	what	their	stories	reveal	about	Danish	society,	citizenship,	and	

Danishness.	 This	 chapter	 is	 first	 going	 to	 discuss	 feminist	 critiques	 of	 research	

practice.	I	then	turn	to	a	description	of	the	research	site	and	research	participants.	

With	 this	 backdrop	 in	 place	 I	 explain	 the	 research	 design	 and	 how	 each	method	

corresponds	to	different	aspects	of	the	research	questions.		

	

3.1	Feminist	response	to	research	practice	

In	 the	 late	 1980s	 and	 early	 1990s,	 feminists	 brought	 forth	 a	 critique	 of	

traditional	social	science	research	informed	by	normative	white/hetero/masculinist	
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social	 values	and	 in	which	objectivity	and	neutrality	were	valued	 (England	1994).	

Part	of	the	feminist	critique	was	a	call	for	a	“politics	of	research,	emphasizing	such	

issues	as	reflexivity,	relations	with	‘subjects,’	representation,	and	voice,	particular	to	

concerns	about	power”	(Monk,	Manning	and	Denman	2003,	91).		

While	feminist	geographers	at	that	time	didn’t	refer	directly	to	the	theory	of	

intersectionality	(Crenshaw	1991),	its	use	by	geographers	was	prefigured	by	writings	

such	as	Kobayashi	and	Peake’s,	who	first	connected	critical	race	theory	and	feminist	

geography.	 In	 their	 1994	 article,	 they	 argue	 that	 race	 and	 gender	 intersect	 and	

produce	different	axes	of	power.	Other	feminists	at	the	time	explored	how	categories	

such	as	gender	and	sexuality	intersect	(England	1994).	Weight	was	also	given	to	the	

positionality	 of	 the	 researcher	 by	 raising	 questions	 around	 how	 the	 researcher’s	

gender,	 age,	 ethnicity,	 and	 sexual	 identity	not	only	 influence	 interactions,	but	 also	

create	or	prevent	access	to	certain	groups	or	methods.	However,	recent	critiques	of	

this	approach	to	positionality	have	hinged	on	the	notion	that	self-reflection	can	have	

traces	of	self-indulgence—suggesting	even	that	at	times	the	method	has	become	more	

like	 self-therapy	 rather	 than	 social	 science	 research—unless	 tied	 into	 broader	 a	

schema	 (Kobayashi	 2003;	 Hopkins	 2007).	 Part	 of	 the	 researcher’s	 role	 is	 to	

acknowledge	intersections	of	difference	while	also	recognizing	moments	of	shared	

experience.	 Drawing	 from	 Pratt	 et	 al.	 (2007),	 Hopkins	 (2007,	 388)	 argues	 that,	

“cultural,	 social	 and	 economic	 differences	 can	 be	 used	 productively	 in	 research:	

‘Indeed,	 recognizing	 this	 productivity	 is	 one	means	 of	working	with—rather	 than	

attempting	to	overcome—difference.’”		
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	Feminist	 scholarship	 has	 argued	 that	 while	 researchers	 have	 been	

increasingly	aware	of	their	subject	position	and	self-reflection,	less	attention	has	been	

given	 to	 research	 participants'	 subject	 positions.	 Part	 of	 acknowledging	 research	

participants'	 subject-positions	 is	 to	 recognize	 and	 challenge	 our	 feminist	 ideals	 in	

those	research	relationships.	As	a	feminist	and	anti-racist	scholar,	Thomas	(2011),	in	

her	 work	 on	 girlhood,	 racism,	 and	 segregation,	 acknowledged	 her	 complex	

positionality.	She	 found	 that	she	was	arguing	 for	ways	 that	girls	choose	 their	own	

agency	in	line	with	progressive	feminist	 ideas	of	gender	and	race.	However,	this	 is	

clearly	problematic	since	not	all	girls	choose	subject-positions	that	align	with	these	

feminist	 ideals.	 Thomas	 addresses	 this	 complexity	 through	 the	work	 of	Mahmood	

(2005):	

Saba	 Mahmood	 (2005:	 7)	 points	 out	 that	 this	 sort	 of	 predominant	
feminist	notion	“locates	agency	in	the	political	and	moral	autonomy	of	
the	subject.”	Agency,	she	argues,	must	be	delinked	from	liberal	feminist	
assumptions	that	all	subjects	are	inclined	toward	progressive	politics.	
Such	assumptions	are	deeply	problematic	because	women	and	girls	do	
not	necessarily	desire	“to	be	free	from	relations	of	subordination”	(10);	
nor	do	 they	necessarily	have	 the	capacity	 for	 freedom	beyond	social	
norms	and	subordinating	structures.	(Thomas	2011,	6)		

	

Acknowledging	 the	 complexity	 of	 research	 subjects,	 and	 participants'	

experiences	of	discursive	events	 in	particular,	might	not	always	align	with	current	

feminist	 ideas	 of	 agency.	 In	 order	 to	 negotiate	 these	 complexities	 and	 allow	

participants	to	narrate	what	matters	to	them,	the	methods	and	questions,	which	will	

be	 discussed	 below,	were	 designed	 to	 reflect	 these	 research	 ideals.	 It	 is	with	 this	
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complexity	in	mind	that	I	conducted	fieldwork	in	2014-2015	at	a	private	high	school	

in	Copenhagen	founded	by	Turkish	parents	in	2011.	

	

3.2	The	Field	Site		

After	multiple	efforts	to	find	a	school	that	would	be	willing	to	host	me	while	I	

conducted	my	research,	I	discovered	an	article	about	a	private	high	school	founded	

by	Turkish	parents	that	had	just	graduated	its	first	cohort.	I	had	initially	been	hesitant	

to	 work	 with	 schools	 that	 only	 had	 a	 small	 number	 of	 Muslim	 students,	

acknowledging	the	risk	of	Othering	when	working	in	a	space	that	makes	the	research	

and	 the	 participants	 visible.	 I	 contacted	 the	 high	 school,	 København’s	 Private	

Gymnasium	(KPG)6,	and	was	able	to	set	up	a	meeting	with	both	the	principal	and	vice-

principal.	 After	 our	 initial	 meeting	 they	 presented	my	 research	 proposal	 to	 their	

school	board,	where	it	was	approved.	This	allowed	me	to	conduct	research	at	KPG	

over	the	2014-2015	academic	year.	Originally,	I	had	intended	to	do	research	among	

young	Muslim	women	in	three	different	educational	settings.	However,	the	change	in	

                                                
6	While	conducting	research	at	the	school,	 I	was	confronted	by	an	imam	who	accused	the	school	of	
being	a	Gülen	school.	I	asked	the	administration	whether	they	were	part	of	the	Gülen	movement,	to	
which	they	responded	that	some	of	the	board	members	were	supportive	of	the	philosophy	that	has	
been	put	forth	by	exiled	leader	Fethullah	Gülen,	while	others	are	critical	of	him.	The	Gülen	movement	
started	 in	 “late	 1960s	 Turkey	 as	 a	 faith-based	 (or	 Islam-inspired)	 initiative	 around	 creating	
educational	 opportunities	 in	 the	 form	 of	 scholarships,	 dormitories,	 schools	 and	 tutoring	 centers”	
(gulenschools.org).	Since	the	coupe	in	Turkey,	the	relationship	between	Erdogan	and	Gülen	supporters	
has	been	incredibly	antagonistic	and	hostile.	I	have	decided	not	to	enter	this	debate	for	several	reasons.	
First,	 the	 information	available	 from	either	group	does	not	 seem	credible.	Second,	 the	antagonistic	
relationship	is	highly	political	and	has	a	long	history	that	goes	beyond	the	scope	of	this	research.	Lastly,	
my	 research	 questions	 focus	 on	 the	 everyday	 lives	 of	 students	 and	 it	 is	 their	 narratives	 that	 I	 am	
interested	in.		
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site	offered	the	opportunity	to	re-think	the	initial	research	design	and	focus	on	both	

young	men	and	women.	What	had	not	occurred	to	me	at	 first	were	 the	conditions	

behind	the	establishment	of	‘private’	school	and	its	role	as	an	important	part	in	the	

lives	of	parents	and	student.		

The	high	school	was	located	within	the	city	limits	of	Copenhagen,	the	country’s	

capital	 and	 home	 to	 approximately	 1,280,000	 people.	 While	 Denmark’s	 total	

population	 is	 around	 five-million,	 immigrants	 and	descendants	 from	non-Western	

countries	account	for	approximately	465,000	of	that.	Central	Copenhagen	is	partially	

surrounded	by	water,	with	the	island	of	Amager	on	one	side	and	the	three	lakes	that	

divide	central	Copenhagen	from	the	city’s	three	main		
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Figure	 3.1	 Map	 of	 neighborhoods7	 in	 Copenhagen.	 Source:	 Københavns	 Kommune	
http://kbhkort.kk.dk/tmp/report5335561914271600926.pdf	
	
neighborhoods,	Østerbro,	Nørrebro,	Vesterbro,	and	the	city	of	Frederiksberg8,	on	the	

other	side	(Figure	3.1).	

Part	of	central	Copenhagen	is	the	main	walking	street	that	connects	the	City	

Hall	Square,	Tivoli	Gardens,	and	main	train	station	to	Nyhavn,	the	harbor,	which	is	

surrounded	by	high-end	department	stores,	shopping,	and	restaurants.	The	walking	

street	 closest	 to	City	Hall	 is	where	most	of	 the	 tourist	 stores	and	more	affordable	

brands	are	located.	The	closer	you	get	to	Nyhavn,	the	more	expensive	the	stores	and	

restaurants	 become.	 Between	 central	 Copenhagen	 and	 Amager	 is	 Christianshavn,	

                                                
7	Frederiksberg	is	located	next	to	Nørrebro	and	is	the	area	not	mark	with	a	
neighborhood	name.	
8	Frederiksberg	became	a	‘city’	in	1857	but	is	still	considered	part	of	greater	
Copenhagen.	

© Københavns Kommune
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with	its	cobblestone	streets	alongside	channels.	This	neighborhood	is	also	home	to	

the	 ‘famous’	 Christiania,	 also	 called	 Freetown,	 which	 was	 established	 in	 1971	 by	

hippies	and	anarchists.	On	the	opposite	side	of	central	Copenhagen	is	Østerbro,	a	posh	

part	 of	 the	 city	 known	 for	 being	 family-friendly	 and	 its	 green	 parks.	 The	

neighborhood	 extends	 out	 to	 the	 waterfront	 where	 a	 statue	 of	 Hans	 Christian	

Andersen’s	Little	Mermaid	 is	 located.	 In	 the	opposite	direction	 is	 the	city’s	biggest	

public	park.	Adjacent	to	Østerbro	is	Nørrebro,	an	old	working	class	neighborhood	that	

today	is	one	of	Copenhagen’s	most	vibrant	and	eclectic	neighborhoods	based	on	its	

multicultural	mix.	Nørrebro	is	home	to	one	of	Copenhagen’s	biggest	concentrations	

of	non-Western	minorities,	which	is	manifest	in	the	built	environment	in	the	range	of	

store	 selections	 and	 the	 proximity	 of	 shawarma	 restaurants	 to	 one-star	 Michelin	

restaurants.	Neighboring	Nørrebro	is	Frederiksberg	and	Vesterbro.	Frederiksberg	is	

seen	as	another	posh	part	of	Copenhagen.	However,	compared	to	Østerbro,	the	people	

living	 here	 are	mostly	 older.	 The	 neighborhood	 is	 known	 for	 its	 green	 areas	 and	

shopping.	Vesterbro	is	an	old	neighborhood	that	was	and	is	known	for	its	‘red	light	

district,’	 alcoholics,	 and	drug	addicts.	 In	 the	 last	decade,	 intense	gentrification	has	

pushed	 many	 of	 the	 most	 vulnerable	 populations	 to	 outlying	 cities	 within	 the	

municipality	of	Copenhagen.		

The	high	school	was	located	in	Østerbro9	(Figure.	3.2)	a	neighborhood	that	is	

home	 to	an	old	 industrial	 cluster	 that	blends	both	prime	real-estate	housing	units	

with	government	subsidized	housing	and	discount	supermarkets.	Located	behind	the	

school	is	a	Jewish	assisted	living	facility	that,	after	the	terror	attack	in	Copenhagen	on		

                                                
9	The	school	has	now	been	moved	to	a	new	location.		
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Figure	3.2	Map	of	Østerbro.	Source	Google	map	

	

February	 14,	 2015,	 came	 under	 24-hour	 police	 protection	 by	 virtue	 of	 a	 political	

mandate	covering	all	Jewish	communities	and	buildings.	Each	day,	as	they	made	their	

way	back	and	forth	between	the	school	and	the	supermarket	where	

they	often	went	to	get	lunch	or	a	snack,	students	would	encounter	a	police	van	and	

fully	armed	police	officers	(Figure	3.2).	 In	 this	way,	 the	 facility	became	a	symbolic	

presence	among	students,	parents,	and	teachers	at	KPG,	serving	as	a	reminder	of	the	

attack	on	 the	 Jewish	 community,	 but	 also	 of	 the	 growing	 tension	 towards	Muslim	

minorities	living	in	Denmark.	At	first,	the	students	were	very	concerned	and	nervous	

about	the	presence	of	armed	police	officers,	especially	regarding	whether	they	would	

be	targeted	by	police	because	of	their	 ‘brown	bodies’.	However,	 to	circumvent	any	

conflict,	KPG	administrators	invited	the	police	to	the	school	so	that	the	students	could	



	

	 76	

ask	questions	and	raise	concerns.	The	administrators	felt	that	the	police	were	very	

forthcoming	and	comforting	in	their	response	to	the	students’		

	

Figure	3.3	Police	present	outside	the	school10.	Source:	Anne	Ranek	

questions.	

The	 school	 was	 established	 as	 part	 of	 a	 longstanding	 tradition	 within	 the	

Turkish	 community11	 to	 organize	 and	 build	 both	 private	 and	 boarding	 schools	

                                                
10 The	day	I	took	the	photo,	I	politely	told	the	police	officer	on	site	that	I	was	going	to	take	a	picture	of	
the	police	van	and	police.	First,	the	police	asked	me	not	to	take	the	picture.	When	I	insisted,	arguing	
that	the	police	were	in	a	public	space	and	that	I	was	going	to	use	the	pictures	as	illustrations	in	my	
dissertation,	he	said,	“Can	you	please	explain	[to	people	in	the	US]	that	we	have	no	interest	in	doing	
this?	This	is	purely	symbolic	politics.”  
11	This	tradition	manifests	itself	in	countries	with	Turkish	immigrants.			



	

	 77	

according	to	the	Danish	private	school	philosophy.	It	is	important	to	point	out	that	

though	the	school	is	not	religious,	they	do	allow	students	to	pray.	There	are,	however	

no	religious	teachings	or	structure	at	the	school.	According	to	the	students,	some	of	

the	young	men	go	to	a	mosque	on	Fridays.	The	young	women	participants	stated	that	

they	never	attended	the	Mosque.		

KPG	 has	 a	 student	 body	 of	 approximately	 200	 students.	 Predominantly,	 these	

students	 are	 of	 Turkish	 descent,	 with	 a	 small	 but	 steadily	 growing	 population	

representing	the	wider	Middle	East,	North	Africa,	and	Europe.	The	students	arrive	at	

the	school	mostly	by	public	transportation,	or	by	car	for	the	older	students.	Because	

this	was	the	first	high	school	built	by	Turkish	parents,	many	students	commute	long	

distances,	 some	 for	 over	 an	 hour.	 Students	 whose	 parents	 live	 so	 far	 away	 that	

commuting	 would	 not	 be	 possible	 were	 they	 to	 live	 at	 home	 reside	 in	 boarding	

facilities	separated	by	gender.	Each	of	these	facilities	has	a	‘big	brother'	or	‘big	sister,'	

usually	a	university	student,	who	looks	out	for	and	supervises	the	students	while	they	

are	 away	 from	 their	 parents.	 After	 school,	 most	 of	 the	 students	 use	 public	

transportation	to	get	around	when	socializing.	Preferred	places	to	socialize	are	the	

main	walking	street	in	central	Copenhagen,	the	mall,	hookah	cafes,	and	public	parks.		

	 At	the	time	I	was	at	the	school,	the	principal	stated	that	all	except	one	student	

identified	as	Muslim.	This	concentration	clearly	influences	school	culture.	The	young	

women	would	 talk	about	parties	 that	were	separated	by	gender;	alcohol,	which	 is	

otherwise	 ubiquitous	 in	 Danish	 high	 schools,	 is	 prohibited.	 A	 majority	 of	 the	

administration	and	half	of	the	teachers	are	either	Turkish	or	of	Turkish	descent;	the	

rest	are	ethnic	Danes.	The	school	follows	Danish	government-mandated	high-school	
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guidelines	 in	structure	and	curriculum,	distinguished	only	by	offering	Turkish	as	a	

second	language.	This	strict	adherence	to	the	state	mandate	was	a	conscious	choice	

on	behalf	of	the	KPG	administration12,	which	they	made	so	as	to	be	at	the	forefront	of	

public	and	political	 critique	of	private	 schools	 in	which	a	majority	of	 students	are	

Muslim.		

	

3.3	Research	Design		

As	 discussed,	 reflections	 on	 my	 research	 positionality	 influenced	 how	 I	

conducted	 the	 research.	 To	 build	 relationships	 with	 the	 students	 I	 made	 myself	

available	 for	 a	 two-week	 period	while	 they	were	writing	 their	 senior	 (final)	 year	

thesis.	Every	day	I	sat	with	students,	discussed	ideas	with	them,	and	read	through	

their	work.	I	attended	classes	where	I	was	able	to	present	myself	and	have	students	

ask	 questions	 that	 could	 demystify	why	 I	was	 at	 the	 school.	 I	 also	 participated	 in	

extracurricular	activities	and	taught	a	course	in	English	on	white	privilege	and	racism	

in	 the	U.S.	 for	 fourteen	 female	students	over	a	weekend.	While	 this	position	could	

have	left	me	as	an	obvious	outsider	(non-Muslim	and	critical	of	Denmark's	Muslim	

minorities),	 I	 instead	 occupied	 the	 position	 of	 insider/outsider.	 I	 was	 an	 insider	

because	I	spoke	Danish	and	was	familiar	with	Danish	culture	and	its	political	history	

towards	ethnic	minorities.	And	yet,	I	was	an	outsider	because	I	had	migrated	to	the	

U.S.	and	now	lived	and	worked	there,	which	many	students	found	exotic.	Also,	I	was	

                                                
12	According	to	the	school,	going	beyond	what	is	expected	was	important	because	they	knew	that	any	
misstep	could	be	intepreted	as	being	anti-society.				
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someone	who	stood	outside	both	their	own	as	well	as	the	greater	Danish	community,	

allowing	them	a	position	of	being	experts	in	their	lives.		

This	 research	 is	 informed	 by	 a	 mixed	 method	 approach	 including:	 1)	

participant	observations	 throughout	 the	duration	of	 the	study;	2)	 focus	groups;	3)	

place-mapping	and	4)	one-on-one	and	group	interviews	with	students,	parents,	and	

school	 employees.	 These	methods	 (discussed	 below)	 are	meant	 to	 illuminate	 the	

relationship	between	everyday	socio-spatial	practices	and	feelings	of	belonging	and	

citizenship.		 		

	 	 By	using	a	mixed	methods	approach	 I	have	 tried	 to	capture	 the	complexity	

among	students	and	illuminate	how	categories	of	ethnicity,	patriarchy,	gender,	and	

nationality	play	a	role	in	the	daily	life	of	Muslim	youth	in	Denmark.	What	the	methods	

also	 revealed	 was	 how	 youth	 make	 decisions	 surrounding	 education,	 family,	 and	

work	while	also	being	vulnerable	to	socio-political	discourses	and	peer	and	family	

pressure.	Via	email	I	asked	the	students	whether	they	would	like	to	participate	in	the	

research.	Because	I	had	established	my	presence	at	the	school	prior	to	reaching	out	

to	them,	the	students	already	knew	me	and	my	research.	I	was	able	to	get	access	to	

former	 students	 through	 the	 administrative	 staff	 at	 the	 school.	 Interviews	 with	

parents	was	also	facilitated	through	the	school.	The	number	of	participants	across	the	

different	methods	is	expressed	in	Table	3.1	

	 Interviews	 Focus	groups	 Place-mapping	

Students	 Female	N=4	

Male	N=1	

Female	N=4	

Female	N=	4	

Male	N=	3	

Female	N=	5	

Male	N	=	2	
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Former	Students		 Female	N=4		 	 	

Parents		 N=6	 	 	

Administrators	 N=2	 	 	

Table	3.1	Research	participants		

	 	 In	 the	 section	below	 I	 briefly	 explain	 the	methods	 and	how	 they	 enhanced	

knowledge	about	spatial	mobility,	emotions,	and	feelings	of	belonging.		

	

3.3.1	Participant	observation	

I	did	participant	observation	at	KPG	on	and	off	throughout	the	data	collection	

phase,	which	was	in	the	fall	of	2014	and	spring	2015.	Though	this	method	originally	

came	from	anthropology,	it	is	now	widely	used	across	the	social	sciences	and	has	been	

successfully	 used	 to	 understand	 how	 bodies	 interact	 and	 relate	 to	 their	 material	

surroundings.	This	practice	is	distinct	in	how	it	requires	the	researcher	to	collect	data,	

which	includes,	in	part,	“paying	as	close	attention	to	social	practices	(what	people	do)	

as	to	social	discourses	(what	people	say)”	(Whatmore	2003,	93).	This	method	was	

useful	for	contextualizing	and	identifying	spatial	practices	among	youth	as	well	as	for	

observing	their	everyday	interactions.	It	allowed	me	to	immerse	myself	in	the	daily	

life	of	the	school	and	was	especially	useful	in	helping	me	understand	the	habituation	

of	 social	 practices	 and	 the	 circulation	 of	 discourses	 (Whatmore	2003).	 The	 time	 I	

spent	conducting	participant	observation	can	roughly	be	divided	into	three	chunks:	

time	spent	with	students,	time	spent	with	teachers,	and	time	spent	with	both	students	

and	teachers,	as	discussed	below.		
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Time	spent	with	students	included	providing	services	to	the	students	in	the	

form	of	academic	support	in	different	settings	and	sitting	in	the	common	area	where	

students	would	interact	during	breaks,	lunchtime,	and	class	time	(if	they	had	group	

projects).	I	would	often	sit	and	take	notes	and	in	the	beginning	the	students	would	

take	note	of	this.	With	time,	however,	they	became	accustomed	to	my	presence	and	

most	 of	 them	 knew	 why	 I	 was	 there.	 My	 observations	 were	 honed	 in	 on	 social	

interactions	and	language,	which	I	would	either	document	while	observing	or	reflect	

on	and	write	notes	at	the	end	of	the	day.	Services	for	the	students	included	a	two-

week	 period	 during	which	 I	 was	 at	 the	 school	 almost	 full-time	 offering	 academic	

support	 in	 writing	 and	 research	 related	 to	 the	 students’	 senior	 year	 thesis	

assignment.	 These	 two	 weeks	 allowed	 me	 to	 establish	 a	 relationship	 with	 the	

students	during	which	they	saw	me	as	something	outside	the	role	of	a	‘researcher.’	

Another	activity	was	acting	as	a	judge	in	a	school	competition	for	which	students	had	

to	write	an	essay	in	English	on	identity.	This	essay	was	then	performed	in	front	of	a	

panel	of	judges.	The	two	winners	of	this	school-wide	competition	would	go	on	to	a	

regional	competition,	the	winner	of	which	would	then	go	on	to	the	final	competition,	

which	was	held	in	London.	After	the	competition,	I	worked	with	the	two	winners	on	

refining	 their	 essays,	 delivery,	 and	 pronunciation.	 Another	 project	 was	 held	 in	

cooperation	with	 the	 vice-principal.	 For	 this,	 I	 created	 a	 curriculum	 in	 English	 on	

racism	and	white	privilege	in	the	U.S.,	which	was	to	be	taught	over	a	weekend	in	a	

house	that	is	normally	occupied	by	students	living	there	and	supervised	by	an	older	

‘sister.’	The	curriculum	was	offered	to	girls	who	were	interested	either	in	the	topic	or	

in	 improving	 their	 English.	 The	 weekend	 was	 also	 an	 opportunity	 to	 conduct	
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participant	observation	in	a	setting	with	only	women	present	and	to	see	how	they	

socialize	outside	of	the	school.	All	in	all,	for	this	workshop	we	had	three	adults	and	

fifteen	female	students	staying	together	from	Friday	to	Sunday.	There,	I	got	a	glimpse	

of	 the	 intimate	 relationships	 between	 the	 girls	 and	 how	 they	 socialize	 outside	 of	

school.		

Time	 spent	 exclusively	 with	 teachers	 occurred	 when	 I	 would	 sit	 in	 the	

teacher's	lounge,	especially	during	lunch.	The	school	had	hired	an	older	Turkish	man	

who	was	in	charge	of	the	small	food	court	for	the	students.	For	the	teachers	he	would	

provide	Turkish	soups	in	the	wintertime	and	salads	the	rest	of	the	year.	The	teachers’	

lounge	allowed	me	to	see	how	the	teachers	interacted	and	heard	about	issues	that	

would	 come	up	 regarding	 students	 and	 their	 schoo’s	 curriculum.	Time	 spent	with	

both	students	and	teachers	together	arose	when	I	was	invited	to	observe	several	class	

periods	to	see	how	students	engaged	with	the	teacher	and	each	other	in	a	classroom	

setting.	These	common	areas	illuminated	spatial	interactions	between	the	different	

genders,	 their	 teachers,	 and	 administration,	 as	 well	 as	 how	 the	 male	 students	

interacted	with	their	mentor,	who	also	taught	at	the	school.		

	

3.3.2	Focus	groups		

	 	 I	first	conducted	focus	group	meetings	with	research	participants	to	create	a	

baseline	understanding	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	Muslim	youth	in	Denmark.	The	focus	

group	was	undertaken	 to	get	an	understanding	of	how	youth	negotiate	education,	

family,	and	their	future.	To	assess	whether	and	how	gender	plays	into	the	proposed	

research	questions,	I	separated	the	focus	groups	by	sex.	I	had	more	women	than	men	
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participating	in	the	focus	groups,	which	was	also	true	for	the	interviews	and	place-

mapping.	 To	 verify	 that	 issues	 brought	 up	 among	 the	 male	 students	 were	

representative	of	 the	students	at	 the	school	(since	I	had	fewer	participants),	 I	also	

interviewed	the	mentor	hired	to	work	with	this	student	population.	Because	of	the	

students'	busy	schedules,	the	meetings	were	held	at	the	school	and	lasted	around	an	

hour	to	an	hour	and	a	half.		

	 		 The	focus	groups	started	with	each	student	describing	themselves	with	five	

words.	 This	 exercise	 revealed	 forms	 of	 identification	 with	 their	 community	 and	

Danish	 society.	 The	 questions	 that	 followed	 were	 open-ended,	 addressing	 broad	

issues	of	citizenship	and	belonging	with	attention	to	narratives	that	reveal	multiple	

and	shifting	ways	that	self	and	other	are	presented	and	represented,	as	well	as	how	

ethnicity/race	 intersect	 with	 other	 categories	 of	 identity.	 Among	 the	 female	

participants	some	wore	the	abaya	(an	Islamic	loose	over-garment);	others	the	hijab	

(veil)	accompanied	by	teenage	clothes	such	as	sneakers,	tight	jeans	or	sweat	pants,	a	

t-shirt	with	a	long	cardigan;	and	still	others	wore	no	visible	religious	clothing.	What	

became	apparent	 in	the	focus	group	was	that	many	of	the	female	students	(except	

one)	had	attended	a	Turkish	private	school	since	third	grade,	while	all	of	the	male	

students	had	attended	public	schools	for	most	of	their	lives.	The	relationship	between	

schools	 and	 subject	 position	 revealed	 a	 distinctly	 different	way	 of	 narrating	 their	

experiences,	 which	 prompted	 me	 to	 change	 the	 research	 to	 include	 questions	

regarding	the	role	of	private	schools	relative	to	public	schools.	It	was	because	of	the	

focus	 groups	 that	 I	 decided	 to	 interview	 parents	 to	 understand	 some	 of	 the	

underlying	 reasons	 for	 choosing	 a	 private	 over	 a	 public	 school.	 The	 critique	 that	
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private	schools	produce	a	parallel	society	led	me	to	include	interviews	with	former	

students.		

	 	 Originally,	 I	 was	 going	 to	 do	 photo-voice	 with	 the	 students,	 which	 is	 a	

photographic	 technique	 in	which	 participants	 are	 asked	 to	 identify	 and	 represent	

their	community.	 It	 falls	within	 the	broader	scope	of	participatory	action	research	

(PAR),	which	has	three	main	goals:	“to	enable	people	to	(1)	record	and	represent	their	

everyday	realities;	(2)	promote	critical	dialogue	and	knowledge	about	personal	and	

community	strengths	and	concerns;	and	(3)	reach	policymakers”	(Wang	2006,	148).	

With	 this	 visual	 technique,	 the	 students	 would	 be	 asked	 to	 define,	 through	

photographs,	terms	such	as	citizenship,	Danishness,	and	belonging.	They	would	also	

be	 instructed	to	 take	pictures	of	places	where	they	 like	to	 ‘hang	out’,	 feel	safe	and	

unsafe,	and	feel	included	and	excluded.	Because	of	the	students’	busy	schedules,	I	was	

unable	to	get	them	to	take	the	pictures.	Instead,	we	turned	our	meeting	into	a	focus	

group	where	they	would	use	their	photo	archive	on	their	computers13	to	answer	the	

photo-voice	 questions.	 This	 unintended	 focus	 group	 ended	 up	 providing	me	with	

visual	insights	into	their	lived	experience.	These	results	are	consistent	with	Thomas’s	

(2005)	 findings	that	photography	can	be	used	as	a	 tool	 to	help	young	participants	

visually	 express	 what	 is	 important	 in	 their	 daily	 lives.	 Place-based	 photography	

especially	is	able	to	capture	a	wide,	multisensory	moment	in	which	nearly	all	senses	

(vision,	 touch,	 smell,	 sound)	 are	 simultaneously	 present.	 The	 photograph	 “brings	

forth	things	that	are	more	than	a	mere	representation:	a	 live	relationship	with	the	

photographed	space	and	practical	knowledge	connected	to	it”	(Pyyry	2013,	7).			

                                                
13	All	the	students	have	smart	phones	that	sync	photos	between	their	phone	and	computer.		
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3.3.3	Place	mapping		

The	method	of	place-mapping	was	developed	by	Travlou,	Owens,	Thompson	

and	Maxwell	(2008)	in	response	to	the	more	common	use	of	cognitive	mapping	when	

working	with	 youth	 and	 children.	 Travlou	 et	 al.	 (2008,	 311)	 argue	 that	 cognitive	

mapping14	 does	 not	 show	 the	 full	 range	 of	 the	 participants’	 relations	 to	 the	 built	

environment.	 To	 address	 this	 failing	 they	 developed	 place-mapping	 as	 a	 way	 to	

understand	 youth’s	 spatial	 experiences	 and	 how	 they	 relate	 to	 inclusion	 and	

exclusion	within	public	space.	Place-mapping	also	allows	for	comparisons	between	

male	and	female	participants	because	the	method	“offers	the	researcher	a	map	and	

recorded	 conversations	 of	 young	 people’s	 spatial	 experiences	 concerning	 the	

dialectics	of	 inclusion	and	exclusion	 from	public	space”	 (Travlou	et	al.	2008,	310).	

Equally	important,	the	exercise	creates	an	opportunity	in	which	students	and	not	the	

researcher	define	and	incorporate	the	terms	by	which	they	understand	their	social	

mobility	within	the	city	and	what	inclusion	and	exclusion	mean	for	them.	According	

to	Mitchell	and	Elwood	(2012),	a	map	can	generate	data	of	physical	constraints	or	

concerns,	as	well	as	a	way	for	youth	to	articulate	what	spatial	and	emotional	politics	

“matter	to	them”	(2012,	799)	through	narration	of	their	everyday	mobility	(Mitchell	

and	Elwood	2012;	DeLyser	and	Sui	2014).	Place-mapping	can	reveal	contradictions	

and	 allow	 for	 interrogations	 over	 access	 to	 public	 space	 through	 the	 participant’s	

narrations	of	their	spatial	experiences.	Through	these	stories	place	is	not	understood	

as	static,	but	instead	follows	Massey’s	(1994)	argument	that	it	lacks	a	fixed	identity	

                                                
14	Cognitive	mapping	is	when	people	draw	maps	based	on	memory.		
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but	is	instead	always	contested	or,	as	Amin	(2007)	suggests,	exhibits	the	“tension	in	

urban	life	between	fixity	and	flow,	stasis	and	change,	integration	and	fragmentation,	

diversity	and	commonality”	(Amin	2007,	104).		

I	 conducted	 place-mapping	 with	 groups	 of	 either	 all	 male	 or	 all	 female	

students.	 Place-mapping	 in	 a	 group	 setting	 such	 as	 this	 is	 good	 for	 generating	

knowledge	produced	through	interactions,	especially	among	participants	who	have	

friendships	 outside	 of	 the	 research	 environment.	 The	 confidence	 created	 by	 this	

group	 setting	 enables	 participants	 to	 push	 their	 own	 agenda,	 which	 at	 times	 can	

create	moments	of	resistance	while	also	giving	insight	into	their	social	relationships	

(Hyams	2004).	For	the	girls’	and	boys’	interaction	with	the	map,	I	chose	to	use	an	‘old	

fashioned’	paper	map	of	 the	 city	of	Copenhagen	 so	as	 to	 facilitate	a	 simultaneous,	

collective	 experience.	 The	 decision	 to	 use	 a	 paper	 map	 usually	 used	 for	 public	

navigation	and	tourism	was	based	on	the	idea	that	the	map	is	easier	to	congregate	

around	compared	to	a	computer	or	a	smart	device.	All	the	girls	had	little	experience	

with	 paper	maps	 since	 they	 have	 grown	 up	 only	 using	 navigation	 tools	 found	 on	

smartphones.	Thus,	the	initial	task	was	to	learn	how	to	read	the	map.	Interestingly	

enough	this	revealed	which	part	of	the	city	they	use	as	 ‘landmarks’	to	situate	their	

knowledge	of	the	city.		

Critical	 to	this	method	is	allowing	the	students	to	narrate	their	experiences	

without	being	guided	by	the	researcher.	The	broad	questions	that	they	were	asked	to	

reflect	on	were:	How	do	you	navigate	the	city;	In	what	areas	do	you	feel	safe	or	unsafe;	

And,	where	do	you	hang	out?	This	seemingly	unstructured	questions	created	a	space	

where	 the	 participants	 connected	 with	 each	 other	 and	 built	 upon	 each	 other's	
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insights.	They	narrated	and	even	compared	stories	of	how	they	use	the	city,	which	

illuminated	a	spectrum	of	everyday	interactions,	a	type	of	data	sharing	that	seldom	

comes	forth	in	structured	interviews.	One	of	the	shortcomings	of	this	method	is	that,	

because	of	the	broad	questions,	the	data	is	less	accessible	for	comparison	between	

groups.		

	

3.3.4	Interviews		

	 	 	Interviews	were	meant	to	supplement	and	clarify	the	data	acquired	through	

the	 first	 three	 methods	 and	 were	 done	 in	 the	 latter	 part	 of	 the	 research	 period.	

Drawing	on	my	 experience	during	participant	 observation,	 I	 chose	participants	 to	

interview	who	seemed	to	represent	different	subject	positions	or	who	socialized	in	

different	groups	than	the	students	participating	in	the	focus	groups	or	place	mapping.	

The	 interviews	 were	 open-ended	 and	 were	 guided	 by	 topics	 that	 had	 emerged	

through	the	focus	groups	and	place-mapping	exercise.	This	time	allowed	me	to	ask	

more	 direct	 questions	 and	 illuminate	 certain	 issues.	 I	 decided	 to	 interview	 the	

principal	 of	 the	 school	 to	 get	 answers	 to	 questions	 that	 had	 come	 up	 during	 the	

research	 period;	 this	 also	 allowed	 me	 to	 ask	 questions	 regarding	 the	 school's	

philosophy	towards	students	and	the	political	critique	of	a	‘parallel	society’.	When	the	

school	 first	 received	 attention	 from	 the	 media,	 concerns	 were	 raised	 about	 the	

potential	problems	of	‘all	Muslim’	schools.	The	general	critique	of	these	schools	that	

politicians	have	raised	is	whether	they	create	a	parallel	society	in	which	students	do	

not	learn	the	‘social	cues’	of	Danish	society.		
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	 	 Because	I	had	fewer	male	students,	I	interviewed	the	male	students’	mentor,	

who	also	worked	as	a	 teacher.	During	participant	observation	I	saw	how	the	male	

students	interacted	with	the	mentor	and	it	took	me	a	while	before	I	understood	who	

he	was.	What	 captured	my	 interest	 about	 the	mentor	was	how	 the	male	 students	

associated	 with	 him,	 which	 was	 as	 a	 ‘brother,’	 but	 with	 immense	 respect.	 The	

mentor’s	 role	 was	 to	 create	 activities	 outside	 the	 school	 and	 to	 be	 there	 for	 the	

students	if	they	have	problems	with	friends	or	family.	Of	equal	importance	is	that	the	

mentor	be	someone	the	students	can	identify	with	and	from	whom	they	can	learn	the	

importance	 of	 education.	 This	 position	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 the	male	 students	 gave	 the	

mentor	unique	insights	into	issues	of	importance	to	the	students,	such	as	friends	and	

family.		

	 	 The	last	group	I	interviewed	was	parents.	The	choice	of	interviewing	parents	

happened	 late	 in	 the	research	process.	While	working	with	the	students,	 I	became	

interested	in	some	of	the	thoughts	and	reasons	behind	choosing	the	private	school	

option.	Some	of	the	parents	were	teachers	at	the	school,	while	others	I	connected	to	

with	the	help	of	the	school.	Out	of	all	the	parents	contacted,	only	one	had	chosen	to	

enroll	 their	children	 in	a	public	school.	The	 interviews	were	not	meant	 to	provide	

generalizing	 statements	 about	 parents’	 choices.	 However,	 there	 was	 enough	

consistency	between	the	stories	of	the	parents,	students,	my	other	networks,	and	the	

literature	 to	 provide	 narratives	 that	 are	 informative	 of	 parents’	 choices	 and	 how	

these	 fit	 into	 the	 public	 and	 political	 debates.	 Interviews	with	 parents	were	 built	

around	 open-ended	 questions	 that	 inquired	 about	 public	 and	 political	 discourses	

regarding	Muslims	in	Denmark,	school	choice,	and	what	it	means	to	raise	children	in	
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Denmark.	What	 unintentionally	 emerged	was	 a	 history	 of	 the	 early	 guest	worker	

program	and	the	parents’	experiences	of	being	the	only	brown	bodies	at	their	school.	

Their	experiences	of	growing	up	and	seeing	the	political	climate	change	has	shaped	

how	they	negotiate	education	for	their	children.	

	

3.4	Analysis		

What	makes	an	analysis	intersectional—whatever	terms	it	deploys,	whatever	
its	 iteration,	 whatever	 its	 field	 or	 discipline—is	 its	 adoption	 of	 an	
intersectional	way	of	thinking	about	the	problem	of	sameness	and	difference	
and	 its	 relation	 to	 power.	 This	 framing—conceiving	 of	 categories	 not	 as	
distinct	 but	 as	 always	 permeated	 by	 other	 categories,	 fluid	 and	 changing,	
always	in	the	process	of	creating	and	being	created	by	dynamics	of	power—
emphasizes	what	intersectionality	does	rather	than	what	intersectionality	is	
(Cho,	Crenshaw,	and	McCall	2013,	795).	
	
The	above	quote	hails	the	researcher	to	acknowledge	how	categories	are	not	

static	 entities,	 but	 ever-changing	 and	 influenced	 by	 other	 categories,	 all	 within	

different	structures	of	power.	This	form	of	analysis	evades	quantification	because	it	

produces	and	allow	messiness	and	contradictions	to	take	front	stage	in	the	research.	

Part	of	the	analysis	is	to	capture	how	categories	are	produced	and	maintained	while	

recognizing	 that	 categories	 are	 not	 distinct	 (Cho,	 Crenshaw,	 and	 McCall	 2013).	

Instead,	“the	point	is	not	to	deny	the	importance—both	material	and	discursive—of	

categories	 but	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 process	 by	which	 they	 are	 produced,	 experienced,	

reproduced,	and	resisted	in	everyday	life”	(McCall	2005,	1783).	Trying	to	stay	close	

to	 this	 line	of	 thought,	which	 is	 informed	by	 feminist	and	anti-racist	 scholarship,	 I	

have	 used	 narrative	 analysis	 throughout	 my	 review	 of	 the	 audio	 files.	 Since	 the	

interviews,	 focus	 groups,	 and	 place-mapping	 exercises	 were	 all	 audio	 recorded,	 I	
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ended	up	with	hours	of	audio	files	that	I	decided	not	to	transcribe	word	for	word	due	

to	time	constraints	and	my	own	limited	ability	to	transcribe.	Instead,	I	listened	to	each	

audio	file	once	while	taking	notes.	I	would	then	go	through	the	audio	again,	this	time	

writing	 up	 observations	 and	 explanations.	 Next,	 I	 wrote	 up	 my	 notes	 on	 these	

observations	 and	 comments	 while	 looking	 for	 patterns	 in	 the	 respondents’	

narratives.	After	identifying	patterns	throughout,	I	went	back	and	chose	sections	that	

were	then	transcribed	and	translated.	

Part	of	the	analysis	has	involved	paying	attention	to	moments	where	topics	

change	or	where	changes	in	voice	and	body	comportment	indicate	disagreement	or	

reluctance.	 Such	moments	 can	be	 insightful	 because	 they	 can	 reveal	 an	 emotional	

trigger	to	a	moment	of	social	construction	(Thomas	2011).	According	to	Ho	(2009),	

we	can	access	the	emotional	aspects	of	citizenship	and	belonging	by	using	emotional	

representations,	or	the	“lexicon	and	metaphors	that	individuals	use	to	describe	and	

give	meaning	to	citizenship”	(Ho	2009,	791).	Paying	attention	to	emotional	lexicon	

and	metaphors	can	only	happen	through	a	close	reading	of	the	notes.	Another	part	of	

the	 analysis	 was	 to	 compare	 the	 data	 along	 the	 lines	 of	 gender.	 This	 can	 help	

illuminate	how	categories	of	gender,	ethnicity,	nationalism,	 religion,	and	age	cross	

and	produce	different	outcomes/effects.		

Ethical	issues	of	data	analysis	have	also	been	taken	into	account.	According	to	

Hadfield-Hill	and	Horton	(2013),	part	of	an	ethical	research	process	is	to	recognize	

that	 the	 researcher	 is	 not	 a	 distant,	 neutral	 observer,	 but	 conscious	 of	 one's	 own	

subject	 position.	 Recording	 emotions	 throughout	 the	 research	 provides	 an	

opportunity	 to	 combine	 research	 accounts	with	 emotional	 experiences,	which	 can	
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help	 situate	 the	 research.	 An	 example	 of	 self-censoring	 data	 comes	 from	 Benwell	

(2009),	 who	 conducted	 research	 among	 youth	 in	 post-apartheid	 suburban	 South	

Africa.	 In	 the	 research	process,	 he	 found	 that	 he	would	 self-censor	 his	 data	when	

youth	started	engaging	topics	of	race	and	sexual	harassment	because	it	made	him	feel	

uncomfortable.	However,	he	had	no	problems	with	engaging	the	data	when	the	same	

issues	came	up	among	adults.	This	brings	up	the	question	of	what	is	being	left	out	

when	analyzing	and	writing	up	data	based	on	self-censorship.	It	also	brings	up	the	

inconsistency	 of	 seeing	 children	 and	 youth	 as	 ‘experts.’	 To	 this	 he	 writes,	 “my	

research	conceptualized	children	as	social	actors,	as	beings	in	their	own	right	with	

informed	things	to	say	about	their	outdoor	environments,	but	when	it	was	allied	to	

more	 negative	 performances	 of	 agency	 such	 as	 racism,	 it	 was	 suddenly	 someone	

else’s	 fault”	 (Benwall	 2009,	 231).	 While	 it	 is	 highly	 problematic	 to	 leave	 out	

statements	that	are	uncomfortable,	the	issue	goes	back	to	Thomas’s	(2011)	argument	

at	the	beginning	of	this	chapter:	subjects	might	not	choose	positions	that	align	with	

feminist	 ideals.	 To	 acknowledge	 this	 uncomfortable	 position	 is	 also	 to	 allow	 the	

research	 subjects	 a	 subject	 position	 that	 is	 complex	 and	 messy.	 Another	 ethical	

question	when	working	with	youth	is	how	to	maintain	a	relationship	that	doesn’t	blur	

the	 lines	 between	 researcher	 and	 participants.	 This	 is	 especially	 important	 when	

working	with	youth	because	they	might	not	be	 fully	aware	of	 the	consequences	of	

participating	in	research.		

Working	with	youth	also	raises	questions	of	how	close	our	relations	can	get,	

without	crossing	boundaries	or	maintain	promises	and	relationships	that	have	been	

developed	 in	 the	 research	 period.	 Through	 my	 work	 at	 KPG	 my	 position	 as	 an	
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‘outsider’	 allowed	 me	 a	 position	 where	 the	 students	 saw	 me	 as	 a	 white	 Danish-

American	older	woman	who	didn’t	occupy	any	position	within	 their	 community.	 I	

think	that	this	allowed	me	to	maintain	a	position	in	which	they	could	be	free	to	make	

statements	that	they	knew	would	not	hurt	their	standing	within	their	community.	My	

relationship	with	the	students	was	built	over	time	through	my	regular	presence	and	

engagement	at	the	school.	Because	I	was	moving	within	both	the	group	of	students,	

on	the	one	hand,	and	the	teachers	and	administrators,	on	the	other,	I	was	very	aware	

of	 telling	 students	 that	 any	 of	 my	 findings	 would	 not	 be	 shared	 until	 after	 they	

graduated.	By	using	a	mixed	method	approach,	I	have	been	able	to	design	the	research	

in	ways	that	allow	for	complexities	to	emerge,	destabilizing	the	public	and	political	

narrative	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	Muslim	youth	living	in	Denmark.	The	methods	are	

further	 intended	 to	 elucidate	 the	 relationship	 between	 everyday	 socio-spatial	

practices	and	feelings	of	belonging	and	citizenship.		 	
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CHAPTER	4	

PARENTS:	OCCUPYING	THE	MARGIN	

	

	 	 Homeplace	 was	 the	 one	 site	 where	 one	 could	 freely	 confront	 the	 issue	 of	
humanization,	 where	 one	 could	 resist.	 Black	 women	 resisted	 by	 making	
homes	where	all	black	people	could	strive	 to	be	subjects,	not	objects.	 (bell	
hooks	1990,	42)	

	 	

	 		 After	the	first	focus	group	with	the	female	students,	I	was	perplexed	that	the	

girls'	narratives	revealed	so	little	reflection	on	the	political	climate	towards	Muslims	

living	 in	 Denmark.	 The	 only	 exception	 to	 this	 was	 one	 student	 whose	 narrative	

reflected	 feelings	 of	 Otherness	 from	 everyday	 negotiations.	 This	 difference	 in	

perspective,	I	later	found,	related	to	her	having	different	academic	experiences	than	

the	other	girls.	While	this	girl	had	moved	to	KPG	from	a	public	school	for	her	last	year	

of	high	school,	all	the	other	girls	had	attended	a	private	school	founded	by	Turkish	

parents	since	third	grade.	This	difference	made	me	think	of	school	as	a	space	of	refuge	

or,	following	bell	hooks's	(1990)	essay,	“homeplace.”		In	this	sense,	school	is	no	longer	

the	 space	 for	 the	 oppression	 of	 women—as	 ‘home’	 is	 often	 represented	 within	

feminist	 critique—but	 instead	 is	 a	 space	 that	 allows	 humanization	 and	 a	 subject	

position	 that	 is	 not	 captured	 and	 controlled	 by	 the	 dominant	 Other.	 This	 chapter	

begins	with	an	overview	of	the	connection	between	proponents	of	secularization	and	

their	 response	 to	 Muslim	 minorities	 in	 Europe.	 In	 particular,	 I	 discuss	 how	

mainstream	Danish	society	uses	secularization	as	a	way	to	exclude	religious	practice	

within	 public	 space,	 thereby	 alienating	 Muslim	 parents	 and	 students	 who	 feel	

alienated	and	excluded	from	the	broader	Danish	community.	One	response	by	Muslim	
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parents	to	the	secularization	of	public	space	has	been	to	build	private	schools.	These	

schools	range	from	Koran	schools,	where	the	curriculums	comprise	an	amalgam	of	

Danish	school	guidelines	as	well	as	the	teachings	of	Islam,	to	more	secularized	but	

still	private	schools	based	on	the	philosophy	that	education	among	minorities	is	the	

most	successful	way	to	achieve	integration.		

	 	 To	conceptualize	the	private	school	in	ways	that	move	beyond	the	dichotomies	

of	us/them	or	integrated/parallel	society,	I	draw	on	Gillian	Rose's	(1993)	concept	of	

paradoxical	 space.	 	 For	 Rose,	 paradoxical	 space	 recognizes	 the	 intersections	 of	

gender,	 sexuality,	 class,	 race,	 and	 religion,	 all	 of	 which	 can	 be	 experienced	

simultaneously.	 Here,	 the	 two-dimensional	 social	 map	 of	 Self	 (center)	 and	 Other	

(margin)	is	inadequate	to	describe	difference	(1993,	151).	Paradoxical	space	is	where	

we	can	 imagine	occupying	 the	center	and	margin	simultaneously.	To	describe	 this	

paradox,	Rose	draws	from	Black	feminist	writers	Patricia	Hill	Collins	and	bell	hooks.	

Collins	 describes	 this	 as	 a	 space	 where	 the	 destabilization	 of	 the	 Same/Other	

happens,	and	where	the	subject	occupies	a	position:		

	 	 both	inside	and	outside	the	center…	a	position	articulated	very	often	by	black	
women	because	of	their	role	as	domestic	workers	in	white	homes.	There	they	
were	on	intimate	terms	with	the	children	of	the	family	in	particular,	but	were	
also	made	to	know	that	they	did	not	belong.	(Quoted	in	Rose	1993,	152)		

	
	 	 For	hooks,	paradoxical	space	is	a	refusal	to	trace	the	“territorial	logic	of	white	

masculinity…	[with]	‘oppressive	boundaries	set	by	race,	sex,	and	class	domination’”	

(Rose	1993,	155-156).	Instead,	we	need	to	re-imagine	the	space	where	the	margins	

are	defined	by	their	relation	to	the	center	(Rose	1993,	156).	Hooks’s	essay	on	‘home’	

is	a	story	that	takes	as	its	beginning	the	struggle	and	pain	of	historically	being	silenced	
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by	the	center	and	the	high	price	paid	by	those	who	have	tried	to	stand	up	for	self-

determination	in	the	racist	center	(Rose	1993,	156).	hooks	argues	that	resistance	can	

happen	through	a	reconceptualization	of	home,	as	we	see	in	this	chapter’s	epigraph.	

According	 to	 Rose’s	 (1993,	 156)	 interpretation,	 home	 is	 not	 “where	 center	 and	

margin	are	permanently	marked	and	mutually	exclusive.”	Instead,	it	“requires	its	own	

paradoxical	 space,	 where	 theorizing	 is	 grounded	 in	 a	 felt	 sense	 of	 history	 and	

geography”	 (1993,	 156).	 In	Denmark,	Muslim	minorities	 are	marginalized	 in	 both	

public	and	political	discourse	through	articulations	of	Danishness.	The	private	school	

can	 be	 a	 space	 of	 resistance	 where	 families	 occupy	 the	 center	 and	 margins	

simultaneously,	a	space	where	they	are	allowed	majority	status.		

	

4.1	Tension	between	secularization	and	a	religious	identity	

With	 a	 growing	 Muslim	 influx	 in	 Europe,	 questions	 of	 assimilation,	

nationalism,	and	religious	identity	are	constantly	negotiated.	This	increased	attention	

to	Muslim	minorities	has	produced	new	forms	of	Orientalism	that	exclude	Muslims	

from	broader	society	(Husain	and	O’Brien	2000)	by	constructing	identities	rooted	in	

Islamic	traditions	(Khan	1998).	According	to	Scott	(2010),	80	percent	of	Muslims	in	

France	feel	harassed	and	discriminated	against,	a	35	percent	increase	over	a	seven-

year	 period.	 In	 particular,	 Muslim	 women	 who	 veil	 have	 become	 the	 center	 of	

attention	in	these	discussions	due	to	the	visibility	of	the	veil	in	public	space	and	its	

religious	 symbolism.	 In	 public	 discourse,	 the	 veiled	woman	 becomes	 the	material	

marker	 of	 binary	 divisions,	 including	 traditional/modern,	 secular/religious,	

liberated/oppressed,	 and	Western/non-Western.	Academic	 research	has	primarily	
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engaged	 the	 roles	of	 veiling	practices	 and	Muslim	masculinity	 in	 secular	 societies,	

arguing	 that	 this	 new	 form	 of	 Otherness	 has	 come	 to	 define	 the	 antithesis	 of	 the	

secular	state	and	therefore	justifies	the	exclusion	of	certain	bodies	from	public	spaces.	

This	 tension	 between	 religious	 markers	 and	 the	 secular	 state	 is	 described	 by	

Gökariksel	and	Mitchell	(2005,	149-150)	thusly:		

At	 the	heart	 of	 secularism	 is	 the	notion	 that	public	 spaces	 and	 institutions	
must	be	free	of	‘particularist’	influences	such	as	religious	or	ethnic	allegiance	
(Taylor	 1998).	 Once	 purged	 of	 personal	 sentiments	 these	 spaces	 can	 be	
considered	 neutral	 and	 egalitarian,	 allowing	 a	 free	 and	 unhindered	
interaction	 of	 rational	 individuals.	 Secular	 adherents	 are	 particularly	
concerned	with	the	strict	separation	of	church	and	state,	which	they	believe	
is	 a	 precondition	 for	 the	 formation	 of	 a	 modern	 democratic	 republic	 and	
essential	for	the	maintenance	of	a	liberal	society.		
	

In	 this	 chapter	 I	 bring	 forth	 the	 importance	 of	 examining	 schools	 as	 secular	

representations	of	the	nation.		

In	 Denmark	 and	 elsewhere	 in	 Europe,	 the	 secular	 state	 founded	 on	 the	

separation	of	church	and	state	is	often	used	as	a	framing	device	for	discussions	about	

Muslim	minorities.	It	is	particularly	the	ideals	of	secular	democratic	values	that	are	

upfront	 in	 these	 often	 confrontational	 political	 debates.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note,	

however,	that	secularism	unfolds	very	differently	from	country	to	country.	Spatially	

speaking,	secularism’s	power	can	be	thought	to	extend	throughout	the	public	sphere,	

and	as	such	has	been	used	to	justify	a	ban	on	the	veil	in	public	spaces	and	institutions	

(Gökariksel	 and	Mitchell	 2005;	 Scott	 2010;	 Gökariksel	 2009,	 2012).	 According	 to	

Mahmood	(2005),	the	veil	provokes	such	strong	responses	because	it	symbolizes	a	

religious	identity	that	stands	in	contrast	to	normative	secular	sociability.	Within	these	

debates,	Islam	is	the	only	religion	that	is	challenged	for	its	incompatibility	with	the	
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secular	state.	Traditional	symbols	of	Christianity,	such	as	one	might	find	on	jewelry,	

are	tolerated,	as	is	the	headwear	of	Denmark’s	small	Jewish	community.		

As	Berg-Sørensen	(2006)	points	out,	however,	secularism	in	Denmark	is	itself	

contradictorily	defined	through	Lutheran	 ideals.	These	 ideals	position	religion	and	

politics	 as	 separate	 spheres,	 with	 religion	 confined	 to	 the	 private	 sphere	 (thus	

drawing	 similarities	 to	 the	 French	 definition	 of	 the	 secular	 laicïté).	 Yet	 while	

politicians	in	Denmark	use	secular	ideology	to	justify	a	public	sphere	free	of	religion,	

religion	 is	 an	 intrinsic	 part	 of	 Danish	 culture,	 both	 philosophically	 and	materially	

(Berg-Sørensen	2006).	This	secular	contradiction	is	addressed	by	Asad	(2003),	who	

problematizes	universal	definitions	of	the	terms	‘secular’	and	‘religious’	by	drawing	

attention	to	the	contradictions	within	secular	thought.	We	see	some	of	these	in	how	

Christianity	is	treated	in	the	Danish	state:	Citizens	are	paying	church	tax	unless	they	

opt	out,	one	of	the	government	ministries	is	the	Ministry	of	Ecclesiastical	Affairs,	and	

the	teaching	of	Christianity	is	a	mandatory	part	of	the	curriculum	in	public	schools.	

Further,	 state-sponsored	 holidays,	 such	 as	 Christmas	 and	 Easter,	 are	 centered	 on	

Christianity,	 and	 in	 general,	 the	 Lutheran	 faith	 is	 central	 to	Danish	 culture	 (Berg-

Sørensen	2006).		

The	linkages	between	secularism	and	the	public	and	private	spheres	make	the	

former	 of	 specific	 geographic	 interest	 for	 geographers,	 and	 yet	 Gökariksel	 (2009)	

argues	 that	 secularism	 has	 been	 overlooked	 within	 geography.	 She	 writes:	 “the	

secular	is	neglected	even	more	than	the	religious;	it	seems	that	the	secular	subject	is	

not	considered	worthy	of	examination	as	 if	secularity	denotes	a	neutral	or	natural	

way	of	being	in	the	world”	(Gökariksel	2009,	659).	In	my	research,	the	secular	state	
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and	 secularization	 will	 serve	 as	 a	 context	 to	 understand	 how	 Muslim	 minorities	

experience	and	interpret	the	contradictions	within	secular	ideology	in	Denmark.	As	

the	 literature	shows	(Secor	2001;	Gökariksel	and	Mitchell	2005;	Gökariksel	2009),	

debate	over	the	compatibility	of	secular	ideology	and	Islam	is	not	unique	to	Denmark.	

Yet	despite	the	pervasiveness	of	this	issue,	we	still	know	very	little	about	how	these	

relationships	work	out	in	practice	and	especially	how	they	vary	across	axes	of	gender,	

nationality,	and	age,	to	name	just	a	few.	These	different	subject	positions	have	been	

lost	in	the	debates,	which	tend	to	group	Muslims	as	a	homogeneous	entity.	According	

to	Mørck	(1998),	research	often	points	to	the	minority’s	culture,	especially	religion,	

as	that	which	is	standing	in	the	way	of	a	successful	integration.			

This	 chapter	 discusses	 how	 religious	 dietary	 practices	 can	 create	 social	

isolation	and	feelings	of	Otherness	within	the	public	school.	This	attention	to	religious	

dietary	 restrictions	has	emerged	 in	public	discourse	where	 it	 takes	 the	shape	of	a	

debate	over	whether	or	not	public	schools	and	daycares	should	be	required	to	abide	

by	Islamic	dietary	requirements.	Most	recently	(2016),	Randers,	a	city	in	Denmark,	

passed	regulations	that	require	any	public	institution	that	partakes	in	the	city's	food	

distribution	system15	(Sæhl	2013;	Hjort	2016)	to	serve	pork	as	part	of	the	base	menu.	

This	 regulation,	 designed	 to	 target	 daycares	 and	 schools	 in	 particular,	 was	 in	

response	to	a	publication	in	which	it	was	revealed	that	a	daycare	with	a	majority	of	

Muslim	children	was	serving	Halal	meat	and	had	taken	pork	off	the	menu	due	to	the	

children's	dietary	restrictions.	Central	to	the	argument	behind	the	regulations	is	that	

                                                
15	Most	daycares	provide	food	for	the	youngest	kids.	At	school,	parents	can	pay	for	their	children	to	
receive	lunch.		
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pork	is	essential	to	Danish	food	culture	and	thus	Danishness.	These	discourses	reveal	

that	the	underlying	principle	of	secular	thought	is	that	public	space	(which	includes	

the	school	system)	should	be	free	of	all	religious	influence.		

	 According	 to	Gökariksel	and	Secor	 (2015,	21),	 few	have	bridged	 the	changes	

within	 secularism	 and	 religion	 and	 related	 them	 to	 “daily	 practices	 and	 ordinary	

discourses	through	which	these	are	dynamically	and	spatially	constituted.”	In	their	

research,	 they	 approach	 the	 problem	 of	 “post-secularism	 and	 the	 practice	 of	

pluralism”	(2015,	22)	through	a	feminist	geopolitics	of	religion.	This	approach	allows	

for	an	understanding	of	the	link	between	mundane	practices	of	religion	and	politics,	

while	also	acknowledging	the	everyday	materiality	upon	which	geopolitical	conflicts	

unfold.	This	chapter	 follows	their	work	on	bridging	the	changes	 in	secularism	and	

religion	with	the	everyday	and	mundane	through	interviews	with	parents	on	their	

thoughts	and	experiences	of	choosing	schools	for	their	children.	

The	 following	sections	are	built	around	 interviews	with	parents	and	school	

administrators.	 The	 aim	 is	 to	 capture	 not	 only	 the	 thought	 process	 but	 also	 the	

questions	 that	 parents	 ask	 before	 choosing	 a	 ‘Muslim’	 private	 school.	 While	 my	

original	 intentions	 were	 to	 focus	 on	 their	 school	 choices,	 their	 narratives	 also	

revealed	their	experiences	of	growing	up	in	Denmark	and	how	the	political	climate	

has	changed	over	time.	Throughout	the	parents’	narratives,	I	have	found	that	what	

crosses	 over	 from	 generation	 to	 generation	 is	 the	 role	 of	 cultural	 and	 religious	

practices,	 such	as	 food	and	alcohol	 restrictions.	These	practices	produce	spaces	of	

social	exclusion	within	Danish	society.	Equally	important	to	parents	is	that	children	
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are	allowed	to	just	“be	a	kid,”	which	the	majority	status	allows	for	but	the	minority	

status	does	not.		

	

4.2	How	do	we	fit	in?		

	 	 Most	 of	 the	 participants	 where	 either	 born	 in	 Turkey	 or	 had	 parents	 or	

grandparents	who	came	to	Denmark	as	guest	workers.	While	many	of	my	participants	

share	the	same	values	and	ideology,	it	is	important	to	note	how	diverse	the	Turkish	

population	in	Denmark	is.	The	majority	of	Turks	in	Denmark	are	Sunnis,	but	there	are	

also	Alevis,	who	are	part	of	Shia	Muslims	while	also	being	inspired	by	Sufi	traditions.	

Another	group	is	Turkish	Kurds.	Some	Turks	and	Kurds	in	Denmark	live	secular	lives	

or	 define	 themselves	 as	 cultural	Muslims	while	 others	 are	more	 religious.	 As	 one	

Turkish	taxi	driver	told	me	when	he	heard	where	I	was	conducting	research,	“Those	

schools	are	nonsense,	why	would	you	live	in	Denmark	and	not	have	your	kids	in	a	

regular	school”	his	comment	was	a	critique	of	the	Turkish	community	that	send	their	

children	 to	 private	 Turkish	 schools.	My	 research	 participants	 also	 highlighted	 the	

difference	between	Turkish	communities.	In	the	place	mapping	exercise,	we	talked	

about	whether	 there	are	differences	within	 the	Turkish	community.	To	 this,	 Signe		

answered,	

		 Turks	in	Odense	and	Århus	(the	third	and	second	largest	city	in	Denmark)	are	
so	 different	 from	 Turks	 in	 Copenhagen.	 They	 [the	 Turkish	 youth	 in	 other	
cities]		are	more	open,	and	the	way	they	act	is	culturally	more	Danish.	We	are	
more	Turkish.	We	think	more	Turkish.	(02.05.2015)	

The	 women	 in	 the	 place	 mapping	 exercise	 tried	 to	 explain	 this	 difference	 by	

suggesting	that,		
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	 Maybe	it	is	the	school?	We	have	gone	to	a	private	school	where	everyone	is	a	
minority,	or	maybe	 it	 is	 something	about	where	 they	 live,	 they	might	have	
attended	public	schools	and	have	Danish	friends.	(02.05.2015)	

While	 many	 of	 the	 research	 participants	 highlight	 their	 ‘Turkishness,'	 they	

acknowledge	 that	 when	 they	 visit	 Turkey,	 they	 are	 seen	 as	 tourists.	 One	 woman	

describes	how	young	Turks	in	Turkey	act:		

	 	 We	are	tourists;	they	are	very	different	from	us.	Their	relationship	between	
friends	and	girlfriends	is	different	even	though	we	have	the	same	background.	
They	go	and	put	an	arm	around	each	other.	That	would	be	wrong	to	walk	up	
to	a	boy	and	put	your	arm	around	him.	People	would	look	at	that	the	wrong	
way,	but	there	it's	normal.	We	also	don’t	have	the	same	humor	and	we	feel	
more	at	home	in	Denmark.	(02.05.2015)		

	
A	 father	 in	 the	 study	mentioned	a	 similar	 observation.	He	 stated	 that	 the	Turkish	

culture	 in	 Denmark	 is	 stuck	 in	 the	 1970s	when	 their	 parents	 left	 Turkey,	 leaving	

Danish	Turks	to	be	recognized	as	a	relic	of	the	past.		

	 	 Across	the	interviews	with	parents,	it	became	apparent	that	their	childhood	

experiences	influenced	their	decision	to	enroll	their	children	in	a	private	school.	Their	

stories	shared	a	common	theme:	One	of	 the	 informant’s	parents	 (often	 the	 father)	

came	to	Denmark	as	part	of	the	guest	worker	program	in	the	1960s	and	1970s.	Later,	

through	marriage,	the	other	parent	would	arrive	from	Turkey	as	part	of	the	Family	

Unification	Program.	The	parents	I	interviewed	were	all	children	of	the	first	wave	of	

Turkish	guest	workers.	At	that	time,	the	number	of	Muslims	in	Denmark	was	lower,	

and	many	of	them	were	one	of	the	few	(or	only)	‘brown’16	kids	in	their	school.	Their	

own	experiences	with	the	school	system	were	shaped	by	parents	who	didn't	speak	

Danish,	which	 put	 them	 as	 children	 in	 the	 position	 of	 acting	 as	 a	 translator	 in	 all	

                                                
16	Throughout	the	interviews	and	focus	groups,	participants	would	refer	to	themselves	as	brown	in	
comparison	to	ethnic	Danes.			
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communications	between	state	and	home.	The	lack	of	Danish	language	skills	among	

parents	also	meant	that	some	of	them	were	kept	home	from	social	gatherings,	such	

as	birthdays,	sleepovers,	and	sleep-away	field	trips	because	it	was	challenging	for	the	

parents	to	communicate	their	concerns	to	teachers	and	other	parents.	This	 falls	 in	

line	with	the	earlier	argument	that	many	of	the	Turkish	workers	came	to	Denmark	to	

work	as	unskilled	laborers	with	little	or	no	formal	education,	making	it	even	more	

difficult	for	immigrants	to	acquire	Danish	language	skills.					

	 	 For	one	of	the	parents,	Ayşe,	the	experience	of	being	one	of	the	‘only’	brown	

kids	 in	 school	had	 lasting	effects.	 In	our	 interview,	 she	 revealed	 that	her	 low	self-

esteem	as	a	child	didn't	change	until	later	in	life.	It	was	only	with	the	support	of	her	

husband	and	through	academic	achievements	that	she	became	confident	in	herself:		

	 	 I	grew	up	in	it	[the	constant	questions	about	being	Muslim].	Sometimes	I	think	
about	whether	I'm	now	picking	up	the	wrong	signals.	Is	it	me	reading	them	
wrong	because	I	have	all	these	thoughts?	You	start	thinking	that	maybe	you	
have	been	permanently	damaged.	(Ayşe	06.23.2015)	

	
It	was	not	only	the	color	of	her	skin	that	made	her	stand	out.	Ayşe	recalls	(laughing)	

how	her	parents	were	planning	to	go	back	to	Turkey:	

We	did	not	have	much	wealth.	For	many	the	idea	was	to	go	back	to	Turkey,	so	
there	was	 no	 investment	 in	material	 goods,	 especially	 not	 shoes	 and	 such	
(laughing).	At	one	point	there	was	a	sale	at	"Fabric	2000,"	so	my	mom	bought	
this	huge	roll	of	yellow	fabric…	so	the	3	of	us	[siblings]	came	home,	and	she	
had	the	idea	to	take	out	the	sewing	machine	and	she	sewed	dresses,	shades,	
and	bed	linen,	when	you	walked	into	my	room	you	couldn't	find	me,	it	was	
crazy.	Because	our	clothes	were	handmade,	the	three	of	us	looked	different.	
(06.23.2015)	
	

This	brought	up	another	story:		

One	time,	my	mom	was	so	happy	because	we	went	on	a	picnic	by	this	lake.	My	
dad	liked	to	do	family	picnics	every	weekend.	So	she	found—what	we	today	
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think	 is	 delicious	 and	 exotic—green	 leaves	 (laughing)	 and	 she	 got	 lots	 of	
them,	it	ended	in	our	school	lunch	and	all	the	classmates	were	asking	if	we	ate	
grass	like	the	animals…	All	this	was	so	hard.	(Ayşe	06.23.2015)	
	

	 		 As	discussed	earlier,	many	of	 the	Turkish	parents	had	originally	planned	to	

move	 back	 to	 Turkey.	 For	 some,	 this	 resulted	 in	 a	 lack	 of	 integration	 into	Danish	

society.	Because	the	savings	earned	in	Denmark	were	meant	to	establish	themselves	

financially	back	in	Turkey,	it	also	led	to	a	life	of	frugality.	In	the	beginning	of	Ayşe’s	

life,	Denmark	was	not	‘home’	but	rather	a	temporary	stopping	point	before	going	back	

‘home’	 to	 Turkey.	 For	 Ayşe’s	 parents,	 citizenship	 and	 belonging	 were	 not	 tied	 to	

Denmark.	 Because	 they	 thought	 they	would	move	 back	 to	 Turkey,	 this	 could	 also	

explain	why	some	Turkish	parents	might	think	it	easier	to	keep	their	children	home	

rather	 than	 to	engage	 them	in	school	and	extra-curricular	activities.	 Intersectional	

analysis	 allows	 us	 to	 unravel	 these	 complex	 narratives	 and	 problematize	 those	

produced	by	Danes	about	immigrants	by	drawing	attention	to	the	different	histories	

and	reasons	for	migration	and	how	these	have	shaped	both	the	first	and	the	second	

generation	of	Danish	Turks.	In	Ayşe’s	story,	we	see	reflections	of	the	pain	of	being	the	

outsider,	while	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 she	 expresses	 a	 deep	 respect	 and	 love	 for	 her	

parents	who	worked	hard	to	give	their	children	a	better	opportunity	in	life.	Tied	into	

this	feeling	of	‘Otherness’	were	not	only	the	visible	differences	of	skin	color,	clothes	

and	 food	but	also	 the	 language	 that	was	used	to	capture	 the	new	 influx	of	Muslim	

minorities.	They	were	the	‘indvandre’	and	later	‘perker,’17	a	term	used	toward	people	

                                                
17	Explained	in	Chapter	1.	
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who	 looked	Middle-Eastern	or	whose	behavior	 crossed	Danish	 social	norms.	Ayşe	

describes	her	first	encounter	with	the	word	perker	at	school:			

	 At	one	point	in	the	schoolyard,	I	had	enough.	There	was	a	boy	who	kept	calling	
me	perker	when	he	would	get	angry.	I	knew	that	it	meant	something	bad,	just	
not	the	real	meaning.	So	I	walked	up	to	the	principal	(laughing),	I	wanted	to	
make	a	complaint	about	this	boy.	I	thought	it	was	problematic	that	I	was	not	
comfortable	with	this	use	of	the	word,	and	in	response,	the	principal	says,	“but	
you	are	one	(perker).”	I	think	it	was	the	first	time	that	I	felt	so	helpless.	No	
matter	what,	you	are	labeled.	Even	when	you	get	all	the	way	up	the	hierarchy,	
you	are	still	at	the	bottom.	(06.23.2015)	

	
Here,	 intersections	 of	 gender,	 ethnicity,	 race,	 generation,	 and	 age	 shape	

feelings	of	helplessness.	Through	the	racial	‘naming’	and	denial	of	support	from	the	

establishment,	Ayşe	is	marked	as	someone	who	is	not	part	of	the	‘we.’	Being	amongst	

the	first	generation	of	immigrants	whose	parents	came	as	part	of	the	guest	worker	

program	produced	its	own	set	of	problems	for	some.		For	Ayşe,	this	has	led	to	being	

one	of	the	few	brown	kids	in	the	neighborhood,	not	having	adults	that	understood	

how	to	deal	with	the	situation,	and	not	being	able	to	escape	the	category	of	Other.		 	

	 	 In	her	narratives	is	the	longing	to	fit	 in	and	the	traces	of	the	pain	of	always	

being	seen	as	different	that,	according	to	her,	“left	me	with	many	years	of	low	self-

esteem	and	not	having	the	confidence	of	speaking	my	mind.”	She	explains	this	urge	

for	acceptance	thus	by:	“Every	day	I	would	leave	a	piece	of	candy	for	the	popular	girls,	

I	 just	 wanted	 to	 be	 accepted.	 It	 was	 so	 pathetic.”	 The	 feelings	 of	 Otherness	 are	

lingering	memories,	and	in	our	interview,	she	compares	these	to	her	daughter	who	

has	attended	private	school	since	third	grade:	

I	believe	that	the	feeling	has	given	me	low	self-esteem.	You	are	cautious,	you	
are	overly	cautious,	so	you	never	deliver	100	percent	when	you	are	out.	For	
me,	 that's	a	handicap,	 that	you	are	never	good	enough	compared	 to	all	 the	
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others.	 So	when	 the	 chance	 came,	 I	 thought,	 why	 not	 try	 and	 let	 her	 [the	
daughter]	grow	up	among	kids	that	look	like	her	so	she	can	be	free,	because	
these	 feelings	are	still	haunting	me	 to	 this	day….	 I	 can	see	 in	my	daughter,	
when	we	are	out	 shopping,	walking,	 or	 in	Tivoli,	when	 she	 experiences	 an	
encounter,	or	I	have	an	encounter,	we	react	very	differently.	I	have	a	tendency	
to	 think	that	 it's	something	about	me	or	 that	 I’m	different,	 for	her	 the	man	
might	just	have	been	busy	or	had	a	bad	day.	(Ayşe	06.23.2015)	

	

	 	 Here,	the	categories	of	private/public	enter	the	narrative.	Ayşe	sees	her	school	

as	a	space	that	verified	her	difference	from	her	ethnic	Danish	peers.	Minority	status	

produces	a	subject	that	is	conscious	not	only	of	being	minority,	but	also	of	how	one	

encounters	people	in	public	space,	causing	her	or	him	to	be	suspicious	of	being	read	

as	Other.	Today,	Ayşe	veils,	but	it	was	not	until	later	in	her	life	that	she	started.	Her	

daughter,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 started	 veiling	 as	 a	 teenager.	 Ayşe’s	 daughter	 has	

attended	 a	 friskole	 most	 of	 her	 life.	 While	 the	 daughter	 wears	 visibly	 religious	

markers,	she	does	not	interpret	her	position	in	the	encounter	as	Other.	Here,	we	can	

start	thinking	about	the	friskole	experience	as	being	a	paradoxical	space.	Unlike	her	

daughter,	Ayşe	felt	the	‘oppressive’	boundaries	between	center	and	margin	through	

categories	of	race,	sex,	and	class.	She	felt	that	she	was	being	silenced	when	she	asked	

to	 be	 heard.	 Ayşe’s	 resistance	 can	 be	 read	 as	 allowing	 her	 daughter	 to	 re-

conceptualize	what	 it	means	 to	be	 a	Turkish	Dane,	 enabling	her	 to	 grow	up	 in	 an	

environment	where	center	and	margin	can	be	occupied	at	the	same	time.		

		 	 While	 Ayşe’s	 narratives	 reflect	 feelings	 of	 Otherness	 in	 a	 school	where	 the	

student	 body	 was	 white	 and	 middle	 to	 upper	 class,	 Leyla’s	 experiences	 reflect	 a	

different	 spatial	 story.	 Leyla	 grew	 up	 in	 a	 small,	 tight-knit	 community	 where	

everybody	 knew	 each	 other.	 The	 public	 school	 was	 good,	 and	 communication	
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between	 parents	 and	 school	 functioned	 well	 even	 though	 Leyla	 had	 to	 translate	

between	 them.	 According	 to	 Leyla,	 “It	 meant	 a	 lot	 that	 we	 lived	 in	 such	 a	 small	

community,	 they	 [the	 school]	 knew	 my	 parents,	 and	 there	 were	 many	 Turkish	

families,	but	not	people	from	other	cultures	[besides	Danish].”	She	didn't	feel	different	

or	feel	the	difference	between	Danish	and	Turkish	culture	until	she	got	older.	Feeling	

different	started	when	she	became	more	religious	and	began	to	wear	a	headscarf:				

	 There	were	others	who	had	gone	ahead	of	me,	brothers	and	sisters	and	the	
older	 generations.	 So,	 people	 knew	 the	 culture.	 However,	when	 I	 chose	 to	
wear	the	veil	a	whole	new	wave	started.	Suddenly	something	else	came	in	that	
they	[Danes]	were	not	ready	for.	From	swim	lessons	to	single	rooms	on	field	
trips.	This	changed	things,	and	I	understand	them,	it’s	a	different	culture	and	
religion…	There	were	30-40	Turkish	families	who	had	all	done	these	things	
and	then	this	girl	comes	along	with	her	sub-culture.	(Leyla	06.23.2015)	

	

	 	 This	 story	 is	 an	 example	 of	 the	 difference	 between	 rural	 and	 urban	

backgrounds	and	whether	a	community	has	been	exposed	to	the	Other	prior	to	the	

encounter.	In	Leyla’s	story,	we	see	a	community	in	which,	as	long	as	the	Other	was	

within	the	boundaries	of	Danish	 ‘norms,’	 there	were	no	questions.	However,	when	

Leyla	decided	to	act	on	what	she	saw	as	religiously	appropriate	behavior,	she	was	met	

with	resistance.	While	she	had	to	take	up	fights	that	earlier	generations	did	not,	she	

is	 sympathetic	 to	 their	 (Dane’s)	 reactions,	 knowing	 that	 she	 came	 to	 represent	

something	and	someone	they	didn’t	know	how	to	accommodate.	In	our	conversation,	

we	talked	about	how	in	their	early	years	Leyla	and	her	family	were	often	met	with	

questions	about	‘being’	Muslim.	What	bothers	her,	though,	is	the	fact	that	the	same	

questions	are	still	being	asked	decades	later.	To	a	certain	degree,	it	reveals	how	little	

contact	ethnic	Danes	have	with	Muslims	living	in	Denmark.						
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	 	 As	 in	 Leyla’s	 example,	 my	 research	 participants	 often	 explained	 their	

experiences	in	relation	to	the	broader	Turkish	community.	In	Leyla’s	small	town,	the	

Muslim	 community	 consisted	 of	 Sunni	 and	 Alevi	 Muslims.	 Some	 Alevis	 allow	 the	

consumption	of	alcohol	and	pork:		

Because	of	that	difference,	there	was	a	lot	to	explain.	We	were	from	the	same	
place	but	were	allowed	different	things.	You	sit	in	class,	and	your	classmate	
can	do	it,	but	you	can’t.	That	was	hard	to	explain	when	you	are	in	fifth	grade	
and	 don't	 know	 enough	 about	 religion	 to	 explain	 the	 differences.	 (Leyla	
06.23.2015)	
	

	 	 For	 Leyla,	 her	 subject	 position	was	 pitted	 against	 a	 different	 expression	 of	

what	it	meant	to	be	Muslim,	forcing	her	to	explain	differences	that	were	beyond	her	

capabilities.	 The	 space	 of	 the	 small	 community	 allowed	 its	Muslim	 community	 to	

inhabit	the	center	and	the	margin	simultaneously	as	long	as	they	did	not	transgress	

the	 invisible	 boundaries	 between	 the	 two.	 For	 Leyla,	 the	 transgression	 happened	

when	she	decided	to	veil	and	articulate	her	religious	boundaries.		

	 	 While	Ayşe	felt	different	among	her	peers	and	while	Leyla	only	experienced	

that	later	when	she	decided	to	show	her	religiosity,	to	a	certain	degree	Aslan	enjoyed	

the	attention.18	Aslan	reflected	on	being	one	of	the	few	minorities	at	his	school:	 	

We	went	 to	a	regular	school;	all	my	siblings	went	 there.	At	 that	 time	there	
were	not	that	many	minorities.	It’s	not	like	today	where	they	[the	schools]	are	
multicultural.	We	were	special.	We	had	another	background.	It	was	a	positive	
experience.	We	were	special	in	a	good	way.	Personally,	I	didn't	have	any	of	the	
problems	the	young	people	have	today	where	they	are	discriminated	against	
and	excluded.	That	is	something	I	never	experienced.	I	think	it	was	because	
we	 went	 to	 a	 school	 where	 there	 had	 not	 been	 any	 [foreigners].	 (Aslan	
05.19.2015)		

                                                
18	The	interview	with	Aslan	and	his	wife	took	place	at	his	home.	Present	at	the	interview	were	his	
daughters,	who	both	attend	private	schools.		
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	 		 For	Aslan,	the	school	experience	was	positive	because	he	was	seen	as	special.	

However,	while	 talking	 about	 his	 experiences,	 he	 compares	 them	 to	what	 he	 sees	

today,	 which	 includes	 discrimination	 and	 exclusion.	 Aslan	 seems	 very	 firm	 in	 his	

subject	position,	explaining	that	he	grew	up	in	a	multicultural	home:	“I	don't	think	I'm	

afraid	of	losing	part	of	my	culture…	However,	there	are	values	that	I	would	like	to	give	

to	my	children,	values	that	I	got	from	my	parents	[both	of	whom	came	from	Turkey]”	

(Aslan	 05.19.2015).	 For	 him,	 the	 multicultural	 home	 was	 based	 on	 his	 Turkish	

parents	and	the	Danish	culture	that	became	part	of	his	upbringing.					

	 	 Only	one	parent,	Rashida,	came	from	a	private	school	upbringing.	Rashida	was	

the	 first	 generation	 of	 students	 to	 start	 at	 the	 first	 Turkish	 school,	 which	 offered	

grades	third	through	eighth.	Her	memories	are	of	a	space	that	felt	safe,	a	community	

where	everyone	knew	the	Turkish	culture	and	its	boundaries.	Across	the	interviews	

and	 focus	groups,	belonging	 is	 intimately	 tied	 into	 the	Turkish	community.	Part	of	

belonging	is	to	know	each	other’s	boundaries	and	family	expectations,	which	allow	

children	a	space	where	they	do	not	have	to	explain	themselves	or	overtly	challenge	

their	parents’	culture.	I	use	word	‘overtly’	because	in	the	next	chapter	I	describe	how	

students	transgress	these	boundaries	in	less	confrontational	ways.	While	Rashida’s	

grade	school	experience	represented	feelings	of	safety	and	community,	her	transition	

to	a	public	high	school	was	a	challenge	even	though	one	of	her	 friends	 joined	her.	

While	she	found	friendships	with	other	Muslim	girls	from	Pakistan,	she	felt	isolated	

from	the	rest	of	the	class.	The	fellow	students	would	congregate	after	the	weekends,	

and	most	of	their	conversations	would	revolve	around	parties	that	they	had	attended,	
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making	it	difficult	to	be	part	of	the	conversation.	This	changed	when	Rashida	entered	

college.	Here,	Rashida	found	that	as	a	student	you	are	more	on	your	own	and	that	

conversations	among	 students	were	 structured	around	academics.	 For	her	 college	

provided	a	more	 inclusive	environment	where	she	experienced	a	social	 fabric	that	

was	less	built	on	parties,	drinking,	and	dating	compared	to	high	school.		

	 	 The	examples	above	illuminate	very	different	experiences	and	how	different	

categories	of	identification	are	at	play	in	how	the	parents	describe	these	experiences.	

One	thing	they	share	is	the	decision	to	have	their	children	attend	a	Turkish	private	

school.	 They	 all	 agree	 that	 the	 political	 climate	 has	 changed	 toward	 becoming	

increasingly	 hostile	 towards	 Muslim	 minorities.	 	 This	 hostility	 translates	 into	

experiences	where	children	are	having	to	defend	their	Muslim	culture	and	religion.	

Important	to	these	narratives	is	a	recognition	of	the	role	of	race	as	a	determinant	of	

inclusion	into	the	‘we’	of	what	I	call	Danishness.	In	her	research,	Kristine	Juul	(2014)	

uses	 visibility	 or	 invisibility	 as	 an	 analytic	 to	 discuss	 different	 ways	 that	 Serbian	

immigrants	 in	 Denmark	 negotiate	 Danish	 citizenship,	 acknowledging	 that	 these	

terms	are	not	static.	She	sees	visibility	and	invisibility	as	a	performance	(186);	while	

invisibility	is	the	ability	to	blend	into	normative	Danish	society,	visibility	is	the	act	of	

preforming	ones	 ‘own’	 culture.	 I	would	argue	 that	 for	many,	 ‘invisibility’	 is	not	an	

option	because	their	brown	bodies	or	material	markers	of	religion	are	always	already	

coded	as	Other.	This	question	of	invisibility,	or	‘passing,’	is	articulated	in	the	dialog	

below	 between	 Andreassen	 and	 Ahmed-Andersen	 (2014).	 Here,	 Ahmed-Andersen	

reflects	on	her	two	daughters,	one	of	whom	is	brown	and	one	of	whom	is	fair,	and	

how	they	are	treated	differently	in	school.	The	daughter	with	light	skin	is	assumed	to	



	

	 110	

be	an	ethnic	Dane	and	the	daughter	with	brown	skin	is	“assumed	to	be	an	immigrant	

child”	(2014,	27).	Problematizing	this	idea	of	passing	or	even	who	can	pass	brings	up	

the	question	of	race.	Ahmed-Andresen	states:	

	 	 [the	daughter	who	is	assumed	to	be	an	immigrant	child]	is	verbally	excluded	
from	the	Danish	‘we’	and	national	community	that	the	institutions	embody.	I	
do	not	have	a	language	to	address	this	different	treatment,	as	I	cannot	speak	
about	race	and	racial	visibility	in	Danish.	I	can	only	talk	about	‘ethnicity,’	and	
that	makes	no	sense	here,	seeing	that	they	share	the	same	ethnicity.	The	lack	
of	language	and	the	disappearance	of	‘race’	from	our	vocabulary	prevent	us	
from	 addressing	 existing	 patterns	 of	 racial	 inclusion	 and	 exclusion.	
(Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andersen	2014,	27)	

	
	 	 Allowing	 ‘race’	 into	the	conversation	when	we	talk	about	 integration	would	

grant	 people	 a	 space	 to	 vocalize	 their	 experiences	 of	 inclusion	 and	 exclusion.	

According	to	Juul	(2011,	239),	the	“feeling	of	being	successful	seems	to	be	linked	to	

the	conditions	of	 invisibility.”	She	further	writes,	“[I]nvisibility	is	upheld	through	a	

constant	 emphasis	 on	 the	 sameness	 between	 Danes	 and	 Serbian	 immigrants	 (for	

example	being	both	Christian	and	European)”	(2011,	240).	In	conclusion,	she	writes	

that	the	“focus	on	sameness	in	terms	of	(European)	origin,	Christianity	and	whiteness	

obviously	 serves	 to	 downplay	 their	 position	 or	 more	 subtle	 feelings	 of	 being	

excluded”	 (2011,	 253).	 Her	 conclusion	 supports	 this	 idea	 that	 categories	 such	 as	

religion	and	color/race	can	be	barriers	to	the	performance	of	‘invisibility.’		

	 	 While	the	parents	described	above	choose	a	private	school	for	the	children,	

many	of	them	had	enrolled	their	children	in	the	public	school	system	first.	Part	of	the	

reasoning	behind	entering	 the	public	 school	 system	was	wanting	 their	 children	 to	

master	 the	 Danish	 language	 and	 interact	 with	 Danish	 peers.	 These	 concerns	 also	

encourage	some	to	decide	on	extra-curricular	activities	that	would	allow	these	same	
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interactions.	 While	 parents	 seem	 to	 be	 very	 aware	 of	 and	 reflective	 on	 the	

consequences	of	having	their	children	in	the	private	school	system,	trying	to	fit	in	at	

public	 school	 can	 be	 taxing.	 For	 many,	 the	 language	 used	 towards	 Muslims	 has	

become	more	antagonistic,	making	some	retreat	by	sticking	to	their	communities.		

	

4.3	Trying	out	the	public	school		

	 	 For	minorities,	feeling	that	their	bodies	are	marked	as	inferior,	outside,	and	

often	 a	 threat	 to	 a	 Danish	 national	 identity	 is	 not	 just	 a	 matter	 of	 explaining	

themselves;	it	 is	also	about	the	small,	everyday	doings	that	create	an	awareness	of	

difference.	The	markers	of	difference	are	not	always	intentional,	but	happen	through	

mundane	sayings	or	doings.	For	a	minority,	a	Danish	public	school	is	a	space	where	

the	parents	and	children	are	constantly	being	reminded	about	their	minority	status.	

Of	this,	Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	(2014,	29)	write:	

	 	 Most	children…	are	born	in	Denmark	by	parents	who	are	born	in	Denmark—
but	 they	 have	 immigrant	 grandparents…	 These	 children	 continue	 to	 be	
labeled	 ‘immigrant	 children’	 or	 ‘descendants	 of	 immigrants,’	 just	 as	 I	 as	 a	
parent	continue	to	be	categorized	as	an	 ‘immigrant	parent,’	and	along	with	
that	categorization	follow	assumptions	about	my	lack	of	Danish	skills	and	lack	
of	knowledge	of	Danish	customs	and	culture.	Audre	Lorde	has	pointed	to	how	
the	production	of	whiteness,	and	hence	the	maintenance	of	the	white	body	as	
the	normative	body,	works	by	assigning	race	and	ethnicity	to	others.	

	
	 	 To	position	her	choice	of	enrolling	her	children	in	a	private	school,	Rashida,	

mother	of	two,	tells	the	story	of	her	friend	whose	child	attends	a	public	school	because	

the	mother	wanted	her	kids	to	learn	proper	Danish.	To	make	this	work,	however,		the	

mother	 has	 to	 come	 up	 with	 strategies	 for	 her	 kids	 to	 follow	 so	 that	 they	 could	

participate:	
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	 	 She	talks	a	lot	to	her	daughter	about	not	accepting	or	eating	food	from	other	
students	and	talks	a	lot	with	the	teachers…	And	when	they	are	changing	[after	
physical	education	(P.E.)],	she	has	taught	them	to	keep	their	underwear	on	
and	that	it	is	okay	that	they	get	wet	when	they	take	a	shower,	they	have	some	
extra	dry	ones…	You	find	different	strategies,	but	I’m	thinking,	that	I	would	
not	want	to	do	that	to	my	child.	They	should	not	feel	that	they	are	different	
next	to	girls	who	are	naked.	(Rashida	06.29.2015)	

	
	 Stories	 like	 these	 play	 an	 important	 part	 in	 Rashida's	 justification	 and	

rationalization	of	keeping	her	kids	in	private	school.	To	her,	these	encounters	put	an	

extra	burden	on	the	child,	producing	situations	where	the	child	comes	to	see	herself	

or	himself	as	different.	Otherness	is	produced	simultaneously	by	the	center	and	the	

margin.	The	center,	‘Danishness,’	articulates	what	constitutes	‘normal,’	while	these	on	

the	 margin,	 minority	 status,	 must	 find	 strategies	 to	 co-exist	 with	 the	 oppressive	

boundaries	that	the	center	governs.	As	expressed	in	Rashida’s	quote,	the	feelings	of	

difference	are	not	only	verbal	but	also	occur	when	religious	practices	such	as	food	

and	modesty	become	‘a	thing,’	because	these	practices	stand	in	contrast	to	the	secular	

public	 school	 system;	 or,	 if	 we	 follow	 Lorde’s	 argument,	 “the	 production	 of	

whiteness...	as	the	normative	body,	works	by	assigning	race	and	ethnicity	to	others”	

(Lorde	1984,	116).	These	 encounters	often	become	anecdotes	 that	 strengthen	 the	

parent’s	choice	to	pursue	the	private	school	option,	especially	for	parents	who	are	

practicing	Muslims.	For	Rashida,	the	public	school	experience	only	lasted	a	day,	not	

necessarily	because	of	a	specific	rule	but	because	of	the	materiality	of	the	space.	In	

Denmark,	children	attend	an	SFO,	which	is	an	afterschool	care	that	works	closely	with	

the	 school	 and	 is	 often	 located	 at	 the	 school.	 For	 the	 children	 to	 have	 an	 easier	

transition	into	kindergarten,	the	children	start	SFO	before	the	summer	so	that	when	

they	 start	 kindergarten	 they	 are	 in	 familiar	 territory	 and	 have	 met	 their	 new	
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classmates.	Rashida	and	her	husband	originally	chose	a	certain	public	school	for	their	

daughter	based	on	its	proximity	to	their	home.	However,	their	experience	only	lasted	

a	 couple	 of	 days.	 For	 them,	 the	 school	 represented	 a	 very	 specific	 site	 of	 Danish	

culture19:	

The	building	was	really	old,	and	there	were	not	that	many	toys.	My	daughter	
is	only	five	years	and	there	were	only	[a]	few	toys	for	small	kids.	There	was	
more	stuff	for	older	classes;	there	was	a	disco	corner	and	something	like	a	bar	
(laughing).	I	thought,	‘What	is	this?’	Maybe	she	could	have	tried	it	out	over	a	
couple	of	weeks,	but	she	did	not	feel	safe,	and	I	didn't	feel	safe	either.	(Rashida	
06.29.2015)	
	

	 	 For	Rashida,	the	space	was	a	representation	of	one	of	the	differences	between	

Danish	 and	 Turkish	 culture,	 making	 it	 uncomfortable	 for	 her.	 There	 are	 parts	 of	

Danish	 culture	 that	 many	 minorities	 find	 hard	 to	 navigate.	 One	 of	 the	 biggest	

challenges	are	drinking,	partying,	and	dating.		Often,	these	challenges	happen	when	

the	 children	 reach	 thirteen	 years	 of	 age,	 at	 which	 time	 many	 ethnic	 Danes	 start	

drinking.	According	to	the	Ministry	of	Health,	one	in	every	five	Danish	children	who	

are	 age	 thirteen	have	 tried	 to	 become	drunk.	According	 to	 some	of	 the	Ministry’s	

statistics,	many	children	who	have	been	drunk	before	the	age	of	twelve	have	also	been	

in	situations	that	are	considered	dangerous	or	problematic.	These	situations	range	

from	problems	with	friends	and	poor	academic	performances	to	fights,	accidents,	and	

non-consensual	sexual	intercourse,	to	name	a	few	(Sundhedsstyrelsen	2005).	These	

statistics	 decrease	 as	 the	 age	 at	which	 students	 first	 start	 drinking	 increases.	 The	

Ministry	argues	that	these	habits	among	children	in	Denmark,	which	rank	statistically	

                                                
19	 Denmark	 is	 known	 for	 alcohol	 consumption	 among	 teenagers	 and	 currently	 ranks	 number	 one	
among	 European	 countries	 in	 terms	 of	 how	much	 alcohol	 consumed	 by	 teenagers.	 There	 are	 new	
trends,	however,	that	show	a	decline	in	alcohol	consumption.																			
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highest	 (when	 it	 comes	 to	 alcohol	 consumption)	 among	 all	 European	 youth,	 are	

symptomatic	of	Denmark’s	drinking	culture	and	mirror	practices	of	Danish	adults,	

who	also	have	a	high	level	of	alcohol	consumption.	In	this	light,	it	may	not	be	without	

reason	 that	 some	 parents	 who	 do	 not	 consume	 alcohol	 find	 these	 practices	

problematic	or	would	want	to	shield	their	children	from	these	environments.	Feelings	

of	 social	 isolation	 when	 you	 are	 not	 drinking	 will	 be	 discussed	 in	 the	 following	

chapter.		

	 	 In	general,	sexuality	and	the	body	are	often	openly	discussed	in	Danish	life,	

topics	 that	 challenge	 the	 ideals	 of	 modesty	 within	 Islam.	 Religious	 sensibility	

regarding	showering	is	one	of	the	many	challenges	that	minority	families	face.	 	An	

example	of	these	challenges	came	from	Aslan’s	niece	who	was	in	a	public	school	and	

was	not	comfortable	taking	showers	with	the	other	kids.	In	response,	Aslan’s	brother	

(the	girl’s	father):		

	 	 took	 charge	 and	had	a	 long	 fight	with	 the	 city	 and	 the	 school.	They	would	
argue	that	it	was	the	rules,	but	then	my	brother	asked	around	the	neighboring	
schools	about	how	they	would	handle	that	situation,	and	he	found	that	some	
divided	up	the	showers	and	others	found	alternative	solutions.	But	his	school	
kept	arguing	that	 it	was	their	rule.	We	tried	to	say	that	our	religion	speaks	
against	it,	but	it	is	more	than	that.	It	is	also	because	the	girls	are	shy,	and	when	
I	 asked	other	parents	at	my	 job	 they	all	 concurred	 that	 their	kids	also	 feel	
uncomfortable…	 He	 ended	 up	 taking	 his	 girl	 out	 of	 the	 school.	 (Aslan	
05.19.2015)		

	
	 	 While	Aslan’s	brother	had	to	fight	the	system,	Esra,	who	chose	to	enroll	her	

two	children	in	a	public	school,	was	able	to	find	a	solution.	According	to	Esra,	“It	could	

have	become	a	problem,	but	we	found	a	solution,	and	she	was	able	to	take	a	shower	

10	min	before	the	other	girls.	However,	it	is	not	all	schools	or	teachers	who	allow	this”	
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(Esra	 06.23.2015).	 It	 seems	 that	 the	 discussion	 about	 whether	 to	 grant	 Muslim	

families	alternatives	to	group	showers	or	not	is	one	that	has	gone	on	for	many	years,	

causing	group	showers	 to	become	 in	some	ways	a	manifestation	of	Danish	values.	

While	many	schools	do	find	solutions,	it	is	often	the	negative	stories	that	circulate	in	

the	media	and	among	politicians,	but	also	among	parents.	Even	when	some	schools	

find	solutions,	some	might	argue	that	they	are	 ‘giving	 in’	 to	Muslim	particularities.	

What	is	interesting	in	these	debates	is	the	notion	that	by	finding	alternatives,	‘Danish	

values’	are	slowly	eroding.	These	discussions,	which	are	 taking	place	 in	 the	public	

debate,	become	antagonistic	when	the	idea	of	allowing	difference	is	understood	as	a	

threat	to	Danish	values,	which	are	assumed	to	be	a	static	set	of	values.	A	case	in	point	

is	 recently	when	Politiken20	 (Hækkeruo	2016)	aired	an	opinion	piece	written	by	a	

high	school	student	about	Danish	youth	who	no	longer	participate	in	showering	after	

physical	education.	According	to	the	article,	the	Center	for	Youth	Studies	did	a	study	

among	1,300	youth	between	the	ages	13	to	16.	Fifty	percent	said	they	did	not	 like	

showing	with	 their	 peers.	 One	might	 argue	 that	 there	 has	 been	 a	 shift	 in	 Danish	

society	about	our	relationship	to	our	bodies	and	concepts	of	nudity	that	has	nothing	

to	do	with	Muslim	minorities	but	that	may	have	something	to	do	with	the	increased	

presence	 of	 social	 media	 in	 the	 life	 of	 children.	 In	 other	 words,	 there	 is	 a	 visual	

economy	that	might	have	changed	how	youth	understand	and	engage	the	body.		

                                                
20	One	of	Denmark’s	largest	print	media.			
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	 	 The	body	and	bodily	practices	of	nakedness21	 are	often	debated	within	 the	

public	 sphere,	 as	well	 as	 among	minorities.	 Another	 concern	 that	 came	 up	 in	 the	

interviews	was	about	their	kids’	proficiency	in	the	Danish	language.	For	Aslan,	it	was	

important	that	his	kids	had	a	grounded	knowledge	of	the	Danish	language	and	Danish	

culture.	This	is	why	his	kids	started	out	in	the	public	school,	and	why	he	advised	his	

friends	to	send	their	children	to	public	schools.	As	parents,	it	was	critical	for	them	to	

make	sure	that	their	two	girls	felt	part	of	the	social	environment	in	the	public	school	

by:	

	 	 Attending	birthdays	and	inviting	children	home	for	them	not	to	be	excluded.	
My	 theory	 is	 that	 if	 you	 master	 the	 Danish	 language,	 then	 you	 can	
communicate	 eye	 to	 eye	 with	 the	 teacher	 at	 class	 meetings	 and	 parent	
conferences…	 They	 handle	 things	 differently	 when	 they	 don’t	 master	 the	
language,	and	you	can	come	across	hostile	because	you	can’t	articulate	your	
concerns.	(Aslan	05.19.2015)	

	 Aslan’s	statement	on	language	skills	reveals	the	difficulties	parents	can	have	

when	they	have	not	mastered	the	Danish	language.	He	also	articulates	the	effort	that	

he	 feels	 is	 necessary	 to	 make	 sure	 his	 girls	 are	 not	 excluded.	While	 Aslan	 is	 not	

reflecting	 on	 whether	 their	 efforts	 are	 any	 different	 from	 those	 of	 ethnic	 Danish	

parents,	I	would	argue	that	this	might	be	a	response	to	the	parents’	own	upbringing	

and	experiences	of	being	kept	home	from	parties	and	class	trips	because	they	were	

unable	to	communicate	their	concerns.	According	to	Aslan,	the	real	challenge	starts	

in	sixth	and	seventh	grade.	Around	this	time,	the	kids	“grow	older	and	hit	puberty,	

things	happen,	things	we	don’t	 like”	(05.19.2015).	These	thoughts	are	part	of	their	

                                                
21	In	the	smallest	classes	both	boys	and	girls	shower	together.	This	changes	in	first	or	second	grade	
where	students	then	shower	according	to	their	sex.	Also,	before	swimming	in	public	pools	people	have	
to	shower	without	wearing	their	swimsuit.		
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decision	to	transfer	their	kids	to	a	private	school:	“We	do	want	to	influence	our	kids,	

we	try	and	give	them	the	best	upbringing	at	home,	but	when	they	enter	the	school	

they	are	in	the	hands	of	other	people,	teachers,	and	school”	(05.19.2015).	Aslan’s	son,	

who	is	now	in	college	studying	to	become	a	doctor,	went	to	a	private	Catholic	high	

school	with	a	good	reputation.	On	this,	Aslan	tells	me:	

We	 didn’t	 have	 problems	with	 parties	 and	 such,	 maybe	 because	 he	 had	 a	
friend	with	him	from	his	Turkish	school.	He	did	other	things	to	maintain	social	
relationships.	He	would	invite	friends	home,	primarily	guy	friends,	and	they	
would	 do	 24-hour	 computer	 marathons.	 We	 would	 make	 sure	 they	 had	
enough	food	and	drinks.	They	still	do	this	once	or	twice	per	year.	There	are	
seven	or	eight	boys	from	high	school	that	meet	up.	The	group	is	ethnic	Danes,	
Iranians,	 and	his	old	 friends.	When	 they	want	 to	 feel	 cool,	 they	bring	 their	
hookah	instead	of	alcohol.	(Aslan	05.19.2015)										
	

	 In	 the	 narrative,	 there	 is	 an	 awareness	 of	 practice	 that	 would	 allow	 their	

children	to	tap	into	Danish	culture	and	language	and	the	limitations	to	these	practices.	

These	everyday	practices	 that	 families	engage	can	be	seen	as	 invisible	boundaries	

that	patrol	what	it	means	to	be	Danish	and	that	enforce	the	center	and	the	margin.	

For	Aslan,	puberty	is	in	some	way	the	defining	moment	where	they	are	confronted	

with	the	limits	of	Danishness,	acknowledging	that	for	them	there	is	a	very	different	

philosophy	of	ethics	and	practice.	

	 The	private	school	option	also	reveals	notions	of	what	constitutes	academic	

rigor.	Throughout	my	interviews,	there	is	a	narrative	of	the	private	school	being	more	

academically	rigorous.	Without	drawing	conclusions,	there	might	be	a	link	between	a	

generation	of	parents	who	had	 little	or	no	 formal	education	but	who	wanted	their	

children	to	have	opportunities	that	had	not	been	available	to	them.	These	children	

are	now	parents	themselves	and	they	see	education	as	not	only	a	valuable	asset	that	
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has	given	them	opportunities	that	were	not	available	to	their	parents,	but	also	as	a	

way	of	reacting	to	the	narrative	in	Denmark	that	education	is	the	way	for	integration.	

Across	the	interviews	there	is	a	story	of	parents	who	are	‘investing’	in	their	children’s	

education	by	giving	them	a	private	education.	I	would	argue	that	for	some	parents,	

there	are	two	reasons	for	choosing	a	private	school.	The	first	is	that	private	schools	

provide	a	strong	academic	education,	and	the	second	is	that	they	allow	students	to	be	

in	an	environment	that	reflects	their	own	cultural	heritage.		

	 	 	

4.3.1	Religion	and	the	secular	school	

	 	 	Wilford	(2012)	has	argued	that	we	ought	not	view	the	secular	as	passive	but	

instead	 as	 something	 fluid,	 something	 that	 relies	 on	 space	 and	 its	 structures.	 As	

discussed	in	the	introduction,	the	Danish	public	school	is	not	necessarily	secular	in	

the	sense	of	having	a	separation	of	church	and	state22.	In	the	discourses	on	Muslim	

minorities,	however,	there	is	an	argument	that	religious	visibility	or	sensibility	should	

not	be	part	of	the	school	system	because,	as	a	secular	space,	school	should	be	free	of	

religious	 particularities.	 These	 particularities,	 it	 is	 argued,	 stand	 in	 the	 way	 of	

integration	 and	 Danish	 cultural	 absorption.	 The	 challenge	 for	 many	 parents	 is	

whether	they	can	articulate	their	concerns	and	their	needs.	Esra,	whose	two	kids	are	

in	the	public	school	system,	reveals	that	though	she	is	committed	to	making	it	work	

for	her	children,	it	does	mean	a	lot	of	communication	between	the	family,	the	teacher,	

                                                
22	Part	of	the	curriculum	is	the	teaching	of	Christianity,	as	well	as	those	of	other	major	religions.	The	
school	 and	 the	 church	 also	 schedule	 together	 when	 students	 are	 doing	 their	 confirmation	 or	
communion	in	seventh	or	eighth	grade.	
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and	parents.	She	was	very	vocal	in	the	beginning	and	told	the	teachers	and	parents	in	

the	class:	

	 	 You	 can	 see	 I’m	 a	 Muslim.	 There	 are	 certain	 things	 we	 don’t	 eat	 such	 as	
margarine,	often	used	in	cakes.	I	don’t	expect	you	guys	to	change	but	just	let	
us	know.	Most	of	the	parents	were	really	understanding	and	it’s	just	as	easy	
to	use	butter…	There	was	some,	I	could	see	it	on	their	faces,	but	as	long	as	they	
didn’t	say	anything	or	make	a	big	deal	about	it,	I	don’t	care.	(Esra	06.23.2015)			

	
	 	 According	to	Esra,	 language	and	social	skills	are	extremely	 important	when	

trying	 to	 articulate	 your	 concerns	 and	 needs,	 which	 she	 believes	 many	 bilingual	

parents	are	not	equipped	to	do:		

	 	 Every	time	they	hand	out	cake	or	candy	at	the	school,	I	need	to	make	sure	it’s	
okay	for	my	kids	to	eat.	Every	time	they	are	at	a	birthday	I	call	the	parents	and	
remind	them	that	my	kids	don’t	eat	certain	things.	(Esra	06.23.2015)		

	
The	materiality	of	food	practices	makes	the	parents	visible,	creating	a	situation	where	

they	openly	negotiate	the	boundaries	of	Danishness.	At	social	gatherings,	Esra	always	

makes	 sure	 that	 she	 provides	 extra	 food	 because	 her	 family	 often	 eats	 their	 own	

dishes	because	the	other	ones	are	not	labeled.	For	her,	she	likes	the	challenge,	but	she	

also	understands	parents	who	choose	private	schools	because	it	can	be	exhausting	at	

times.	While	Esra	has	met	many	 teachers	who	have	been	understanding,	 she	 also	

conveys	that	there	have	been	some	teachers	that	are	less	willing	to	work	with	Muslim	

parents.	These	experiences	make	Muslim	parents	nervous,	and	their	anxieties	travel	

to	other	parents	in	the	community,	making	some	more	inclined	to	choose	the	private	

school	option	or	keep	the	children	home.	According	to	Esra,	prejudice	happens	when	

people	have	had	bad	experiences.	They	start	believing	that	it	always	happens,	so	they	

become	scared	of	the	cultural	meeting	without	giving	it	a	chance.	“It’s	hard	to	navigate	
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and	 be	 open	 if	 you	 already	 have	 fewer	 resources	 to	 draw	 from,”	 Esra	 explained	

(06.23.2015).	Across	the	interviews	with	the	parents	were	stories	of	their	childhood	

in	which	 they	were	kept	home	 from	birthdays	and	social	gatherings	because	 their	

parents	didn’t	have	the	same	language	and	perseverance	as	the	parents	I	interviewed.		

	

4.3.2	"We	look	different"	

	 	 In	 addition	 to	 these	difficulties	of	navigating	 cultural	differences,	 there	 is	 a	

feeling	 of	 being	 the	Other	 or,	 following	 Ahmed,	 the	 stranger.	While	 some	 parents	

choose	private	 school,	 some	of	 these	parents	 also	decided	 to	put	 their	 children	 in	

afterschool	activities	to	strengthen	their	Danish.		At	these	afterschool	activities,	the	

parents	are	not	free	from	antagonistic	encounters.			Experiences	of	being	the	stranger	

in	these	situations	are	expressed	in	Ayşe’s	narrative	of	being	a	parent	at	the	public	

school:			

	 	 I'm	the	one	who	shows	up	and	attends.	I	think	it	is	important	to	be	part	of	the	
society	that	surrounds	you.	I	think	that	is	extremely	important.	However,	at	
the	school	[name	of	school	is	taken	out]	is	kind	of	a	city	within	a	city,	we	were	
one	of	the	families	that	looked	different,	even	though	I	speak	Danish	fluently	
and	 I	 was	 willing	 to	 speak	 to	 this	 person	 or	 that	 person,	 people	 were	
uncomfortable	engaging,	no	one	really	wanted	to	have	anything	 to	do	with	
me.	(Ayşe	06.23.2015)	

	
In	the	quote,	Ayşe	is	expressing	feelings	of	always	already	being	seen	as	the	stranger,	

a	dehumanizing	subject	position	that	emerges	the	moment	you	are	recognized	as	the	

Other.	For	Ayşe,	categories	of	gender,	ethnicity,	and	religion	intersect	 in	ways	that	

produce	feelings	of	exclusion	from	the	imagined	community.		
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	 	 While	 the	 first	 example	 is	 about	 the	 center	 being	 uncomfortable,	 another	

example	 is	Ayşe’s	conclusion	that	 they	(other	parents)	 just	don’t	know	what	 to	do	

with	her:	

	 	 Whether	it	was	a	sports	day,	I	would	show	up	to	be	a	part	of	it,	throwing	the	
ball,	show	up	in	sports	attire	or	whatever,	but	there	was	still	no	engagement,	
you	know;	then	they	don't	throw	the	ball	to	you	because	they	just	don't	know	
how	to	deal	with	you.	I	don't	think	that	it	is	because	of	racism,	but,	the	feeling	
that	you	are	confronted	with	slowly	wears	you	down.	No	matter	what	you	do	
you	can	never	be	part	of	 the	 [larger]	community;	 that	 is	very	 taxing.	 (Ayşe	
06.23.2015)	

	
	 	 It	is	not	that	the	other	parents	cannot	read	her,	it	is	because	they	do	recognize	

her.	It	is	the	act	of	recognizing	that	is	out	of	place	(Ahmed	2000).	The	recognition	in	

Denmark	often	happens	through	the	media	and	political	discourse	where	debates	on	

Muslims	are	so	generalizing,	creating	discourses	that	box	Muslims	into	categories	of	

identification,	allowing	no	room	for	diversity	and	contradictions.	Ayşe	 is	a	Muslim	

woman	who	veils,	she	is	very	direct	and	energetic,	and	she	dresses	very	fashionably.	

In	many	ways,	she	falls	outside	Danish	expectations	of	how	a	Muslim	woman	should	

act	 and	dress.	 	Danes	have	gender	 expectations	 that	 align	with	notions	 that	 Islam	

oppresses	women.	While	there	is	a	recognition	of	being	the	Other	or	a	stranger,	there	

is	also	the	anxiety	of	not	fully	being	able	to	read	the	full	person.			

				 		 While	we	sit	during	the	interview	and	smile	and	laugh,	the	constant	feeling	of	

being	 the	 stranger,	 of	 never	 really	 being	 part	 of	 the	 imagined	 community,	 is	

acknowledged	to	be	taxing	in	the	long	run.	The	feeling	of	losing	hope	in	ever	being	

able	to	be	part	of	or	even	able	to	call	one's	self	Danish	is	expressed	in	the	following	

quote:				
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	 	 When	she	[her	daughter]	went	to	the	SFO	[after	school	care]…	When	there	
were	 [events]	 then	 you	 just	 sat	 by	 yourself	 at	 a	 table,	 I	 still	 have	 this	
experience	now	with	my	youngest	who	plays	the	flute	and	must	attend	many	
concerts…	No	matter	how	I	place	myself,	people	are	afraid	of	sitting	next	to	
me,	it	is	so	strange.	It’s	not	because	I	look	nasty	(laughter)	or	[like]	someone	
who	will	do	something	evil…	I	feel	that	these	feelings	have	fostered	low	self-
esteem.	I'm	careful,	overly	careful,	so	you	are	not	giving	100	percent,	which	I	
think	is	a	handicap,	that	you	are	never	as	good	as	everyone	else.	So	when	the	
opportunity	came	[to	sign	her	daughter	up	for	a	private	school	 founded	by	
Turkish	parents],	I	thought	if	she	grows	up	among	people	who	look	like	her	
then	she	would	be	without	the	experiences	that	I	had,	because	it	still	hurts	me	
to	this	day.	(Ayşe	06.23.2015)	

	
	 	 According	to	Ahmed,	the	encounter	that	produces	the	stranger	can	happen	at	

the	 level	 of	 the	 body,	 without	 the	 communication	 of	 words.	 Instead,	 the	

communication	can	happen	through	touch,	a	 look,	or,	drawing	from	Audra	Lorde’s	

story	of	her	childhood	encounter,	a	flared	nostril:					

The	AA	subway	train	to	Harlem.	I	clutch	my	mother’s	sleeve,	her	arms	full	of	
shopping	bags,	Christmas-heavy…	My	mother	spots	an	almost	seat,	pushes	my	
little	snowsuited	body	down.	On	one	side	of	me	a	man	reading	a	paper.	On	the	
other,	a	woman	in	a	fur	hat	staring	at	me.	Her	mouth	twitches	as	she	stares	
and	then	her	gaze	drops	down,	pulling	mine	with	it.	Her	leather-gloved	hand	
plucks	at	the	line	where	my	new	blue	snowpants	and	her	sleek	fur	coat	meet.	
She	jerks	her	coat	closer	to	her.	I	look.	I	do	not	see	whatever	terrible	thing	she	
is	 seeing	 on	 the	 seat	 between	 us	 –	 probably	 a	 roach.	 But	 she	 has	
communicated	her	horror	to	me.	It	must	be	something	very	bad	from	the	way	
she’s	looking,	so	I	pull	my	snowsuit	closer	to	me	away	from	it,	too.	When	I	look	
up	 the	 woman	 is	 still	 staring	 at	 me,	 her	 nose	 holes	 and	 eyes	 huge.	 And	
suddenly	I	realize	there	is	nothing	crawling	up	the	seat	between	us;	it	is	me	
she	doesn’t	want	her	coat	to	touch.	The	fur	brushes	past	my	face	as	she	stands	
with	a	shudder	and	holds	on	 to	a	 strap	 in	 the	speeding	 train…	 I	will	never	
forget	it.	Her	eyes.	The	flared	nostrils.	The	hate.	(Lorde	1984,	147-148	quoted	
in	Ahmed	2000,	75)	

	

	 	 Lorde’s	 narrative	 illustrates	 Ahmed’s	 argument	 that	 through	 bodily	

encounters	such	as	a	stare,	a	facial	expression	or	even	when	someone	choose	to	cross	

the	 street	 or	 keep	 their	 purse	 closer	we	 establish	 the	 stranger,	 the	 one	who	 falls	

outside	the	center.				 	 	
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	 	 Ayşe	 is	not	 the	only	parent	who	 reflects	on	what	 it	means	 to	be	 ‘different.’	

Aslan	 describes	 how	 he	 believes	 that	 the	 tone	 of	 the	 discourse	 towards	 Muslim	

minorities	has	become	more	aggressive	and	antagonistic:		

	 	 We	had	the	Danish	Folk	Party	(DFP),	which	pushed	an	agenda	that	was	more	
and	more	problematic.	Today's	lines	have	been	crossed,	and	now	we	see	right	
wing	parties	emerge	challenging	the	DFP	by	being	even	more	radical…	That	
can	worry	me.	 I	 start	 thinking	 about	what	 happened	 under	World	War	 II.	
(05.19.2015)	

	
The	concern	is	not	only	about	safety,	but	also	about	when	the	time	comes	for	his	girls	

to	get	a	job	and	what	opportunities	will	be	available	to	them.	On	this	topic,	he	says,	

“One	 thing	 that	 worries	 me	 regarding	 jobs	 and	 being	 part	 of	 society…	 What	

occupations	are	available	if	they	veil?	But	I	do	feel	optimistic;	we	see	all	these	women	

receiving	high	academic	educations	and	good	jobs”	(05.19.2015).	The	concerns	that	

Aslan	describes	are	often	voiced	among	minorities	when	revealing	their	negotiations	

of	 the	 intersection	 of	 religion	 and	 gender.	 For	 the	 parents,	 the	 increased	 hostile	

rhetoric	 and	 the	question	of	whether	 you	 can	be	 ‘Danish’	 becomes	 taxing.	 	As	 the	

politician	who	was	quoted	earlier	said:	“you	can’t	conclude	that	because	someone	is	

born	and	raised	in	Denmark,	speaks	Danish,	and	attended	Danish	schools,	 that	the	

person	is	Danish”	(Informationen	2016).		

	

4.4	Discussion:	“Let	them	just	be	kids”		

	 	 Across	the	 interviews,	parents	are	aware	that	 their	religion	and	ethnicity	 is	

something	 that	 raises	 questions,	 not	 only	 for	 their	 kids	 but	 also	 in	 their	 own	 life.	

However,	when	asked	why	they	chose	a	private	school,	they	all	answered	“I	just	want	
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my	 kid	 to	 be	 a	 kid.”	 Among	 the	 parents,	 there	 is	 an	 awareness	 of	 the	 escalating	

negative	rhetoric	 towards	Denmark’s	Muslim	minorities,	 in	both	 traditional	media	

and	 social	media.	 Social	media,	 in	 particular,	 makes	 the	 negative	 rhetoric	 readily	

available	 in	 the	 students’	 lives.	 For	 some,	 the	 private	 school	 provides	 a	 safe	

environment	where	the	kids	are	free	to	be	who	they	are	and	where	the	parents	can	

engage	without	having	to	explain	or	feel	outside.	The	pain	of	observing	the	challenges	

and	the	prejudices	towards	Muslims	today	is	expressed	in	this	story	from	Leyla:			

One	day	in	second	grade,	she	[her	daughter]	comes	home	and	says	that	she	
needs	to	tell	me	a	joke	that	she	heard	from	a	classmate.	There	was	a	bus	that	
drove	over	a	bridge	and	blew	up,	then	there	was	a	man	next	to	the	bridge	who	
started	crying,	and	when	someone	asked	why	he	was	crying	he	said,	‘Because	
the	bus	is	filled	with	perkerer.’	The	other	person	says,	‘Why	does	that	make	
you	 cry?’	 ‘Because	 there	 was	 room	 for	 more.’”	 She	 does	 not	 know	 what	
‘perker’	means	or	the	concept,	and	he	[the	classmate]	has	probably	heard	it	at	
home.	That	is	so	difficult	to	explain	because	she	only	has	very	little	experience	
with	difference.	(day	and	time)	

	
	 		 Experiences	like	this	help	explain	parents	decisions	to	send	their	children	to	

private	schools.		The	private	school	option	becomes	a	space	where	children	and	their	

families	become	subjects	not	objects,	a	space	that	allows	humanization	and	a	subject	

position	that	is	not	the	Other.	The	experiences	of	Othering	are	hard	to	communicate,	

because	what	 is	missing	 is	a	 language	 that	encompass	 race	and	racism	 to	address	

experiences	like	these.	Drawing	from	bell	hooks,	Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	

(2014)	write:	

bell	 hooks	 (1992)	 argues	 that	 bodily	 differences,	 e.g.	 skin	 colour,	 both	
continue	to	influence	individual	people’s	lives	as	well	as	represent	historical	
privileges	 and	 power	 struggles	 which	 should	 be	 named.	 Developing	 bell	
hooks’	argument	further,	I	would	argue	if	I	could	use	the	term	race	and	talk	
about	 racial	 visibility	 in	 contemporary	 Denmark,	 then	 I	 would	 have	 a	
language…	that	could	connect	my	present-day	struggles	to	previous	struggles	
and	inequality.	I	would	be	able	to	link	my	present-day	experiences	to	a	longer	
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history	of	racial	inequality.	While	it	is	positive	that	we	have	left	the	mindset	
of	biological	racism	behind,	I	need	to	question	who	benefits	from	the	racial	
void	in	today’s	vocabulary.	(27)	
	
Not	having	a	language	that	allows	you	to	situate	your	experiences	makes	the	

private	school	option	a	space	that	 is	safe,	a	space	of	belonging	where	“kids	can	be	

kids”.	By	drawing	on	Rose’s	concept	of	paradoxical	space,	we	can	go	beyond	a	two-

dimensional	 social	 map	 of	 Self	 (center)	 and	 Other	 (margin)	 when	 talking	 about	

minorities	 building	 private	 schools	 in	 Denmark.	 Instead,	 private	 schools	 have	 the	

potential	to	be	a	space	of	destabilization	where	the	center	and	margin	can	be	occupied	

simultaneously.	The	private	school	option	can	to	some	extent	be	a	space	of	resistance,	

a	space	where	students	find	an	agency	to	articulate	their	subject	position,	not	as	an	

Other,	but	as	someone	who	can	destabilize	the	oppressive	boundaries	of	what	it	can	

be	like	living	as	a	Muslim	in	Denmark.		

While	 this	 chapter’s	 focus	 was	 to	 illuminate	 the	 role	 of	 the	 private	 school	

option	and	parents’	school	negotiations,	the	following	chapter	will	examine	student	

experiences	with	both	the	public	and	private	school	choice	as	they	confront	belonging	

and	citizenship.	
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CHAPTER	5	

STUDENTS:	NEGOTIATING	SCHOOL	SPACE		

	

There	is	so	much	focus	on	us	and	I	am	so	tired	of	it.	The	media	writes,	now	
they	[Muslims]	have	done	this	or	that.	I	get	so	tired	of	it	that	I	don’t	really	want	
to	be	here	[Denmark]	any	more.	Denmark	is	a	great	country,	free	education	
and	healthcare.	What	more	can	you	want?	But	in	the	end,	you	just	get	tired	
and	you	ask	yourself,	am	I	really	that	bad	for	society?	(Osman	12.03.2014)	

	
The	 previous	 chapter	 focused	 on	 parents’	 experiences	 of	 growing	 up	 in	

Denmark	as	children	of	guest	workers,	and	focused	in	particular	on	their	experiences	

with	the	public	school	system	both	as	children	and	later	as	parents.	Their	narratives	

uncover	 reasons	 for	 choosing	 the	 private	 school	 option,	 as	 well	 as	 some	 of	 the	

challenges	 that	 exist	 within	 the	 public	 school	 system.	 This	 chapter	 draws	 on	

participant	observation	at	Københavns	Private	Gymnasium	(KPG),	focus	groups	with	

students,	and	interviews	with	school	employees,	students,	and	alumni	to	understand	

how	students	negotiate	social	difference	and	stereotypes,	as	well	as	how	they	situate	

the	school	as	a	space	of	belonging.		I	recognize	that	this	research	is	built	on	what	the	

students	say	they	do,	however,	“What	they	say	they	do	does	not	necessarily	reflect	

what	they	in	fact	do”	(Deeb	and	Harb	2013,	5).		

Rose’s	 (1993)	 concept	 of	 paradoxical	 space,	 introduced	 in	 Chapter	 4,	 will	

continue	to	serve	as	a	framework	for	discussing	an	alternative	way	to	conceptualize	

the	 private	 school.	 	 This	 reconceptualization	 moves	 away	 from	 the	 polarizing	

narrative	that	paints	Muslims	as	either	not	interested	in	or	in	capable	of	integrating	

into	 Danish	 society.	 In	 place	 of	 this	 stereotype,	 this	 chapter	 offers	 an	 alternative	

narrative,	one	that	points	to	feelings	of	belonging	and	community	while	being	acutely	
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aware	that	outside	of	the	boundaries	of	the	school	and	its	community	is	a	society	that	

questions	whether	you	are	‘Danish.’	The	above	quote	illustrates	a	feeling	that	came	

up	in	many	of	my	conversations	with	research	participants,	which	is	the	feeling	of	not	

belonging	or	being	accepted	by	the	wider	community.		

	 	 This	 chapter	 starts	 out	 with	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 private	 school	 or,	 as	 it	 is	

sometimes	called	in	Danish,	Friskolen	(The	Free	School).	This	space	serves	here	as	a	

backdrop	to	the	students’	narration	of	their	public	and	private	school	experiences,	

pointing	to	tension	between	notions	of	citizenship	and	Danishness.	The	chapter	then	

examines	 feelings	of	belonging	and	 citizenship	 among	 the	 students,	 as	well	 as	 the	

school	as	a	space	of	safety	and	community.	In	this	chapter,	I	draw	on	the	students’	

narratives	 to	 illuminate	 the	 argument	 that	 thinking	 about	 the	 private	 school	 as	 a	

paradoxical	 space	 provides	 an	 alternative	 argument	 to	 the	 private	 school	 debate.	

Furthermore,	 I	highlight	 the	challenges	of	 the	public	school	of	 fostering	 feelings	of	

Otherness	and	social	isolation,	particularly	for	the	students	who	are	now	at	KPG.		

	

5.1	The	private	school	option	in	Denmark		

In	Denmark,	parents	can	choose	a	private	school,	or	friskole,	as	an	alternative	

to	the	public	school.	Both	types	of	schools	are	subsidized	by	the	Danish	government.	

One	of	the	main	differences	between	the	two	types	of	schools	is	their	history	and	the	

fact	that	friskolen	are	often	founded	by	parents	while	the	private	school	is	founded	

by	 administrators	 or	 teachers.	 The	 friskole	 concept,	 which	 is	 often	 credited	 to	

Christen	 Kold	 and	 N.F.S.	 Grundtvig,	 dates	 back	 to	 the	 political	 and	 religious	
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movements	 of	 the	 mid-1800s.	 At	 that	 time,	 these	 initiatives	 allowed	 parents	 to	

organize	their	own	schools	as	an	alternative	to	 the	public	school	system.	The	core	

principle	was	to	protect	Danish	religious	and	political	minorities	by	allowing	a	space	

where	alternative	beliefs	might	be	contradictory	to	the	values	specified	by	society.	

The	original	term	for	these	schools	was	den	friskole,	which	translates	into	freedom	

from	the	system	(Fussingø-Egnens	Friskole23).	Today,	these	schools	receive	funding	

from	the	state	and	are	also	required	to	follow	friskoleloven,	the	law	that	governs	the	

free	and	private	schools.	

Over	 the	 last	 fifteen	to	 twenty-five	years	 in	Denmark,	Muslim	migrants	and	

asylum	seekers	have	been	part	of	a	movement	to	establish	private	schools	within	the	

principles	of	the	free	school.	Today,	15	percent	of	minority	students	attend	private	

schools.	Though	a	small	percentage	and	similar	to	the	enrollment	of	ethnic	Danes	at	

14	percent	(Ritzaus	Bureau	31.01.2012),	this	has	led	to	public	debates	on	whether	

private	 schools	 are	 creating	 a	 parallel	 society.	 According	 to	 Annette	 Haaber	 Ihle	

(2007),	the	general	critique	is	centered	on	the	notion	that	‘Muslim’	private	schools	

are	 not	working	 towards	 integrating	 the	 students	 into	 society.	 An	 example	 of	 the	

political	critique	of	the	presumed	problem	with	‘Muslim’	private	schools	is	that:	“If	

you	send	your	child	to	a	Muslim	private	school	then	you	make	a	statement	that	says,	

Islam	comes	first”	(Ekstra	Bladet	08.22.2013).	According	to	this	line	of	thought,	the	

public	school	is	where	minorities	are	best	integrated	into	society	because	it	is	there	

that	they	will	be	taught	freedom	of	speech,	equality	between	the	sexes,	proper	Danish,	

                                                
23	http://www.fusfriskolen.dk/skole/hvad-er-en-friskole.aspx	
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and	the	structures	of	and	appropriate	behavior	 in	Danish	society	(Ihle	2007).	This	

interpretation	allows	for	the	argument	that	the	decision	of	Muslim	parents	to	send	

their	 kids	 to	 private	 school	 is	 based	 on	 the	 parents’	 lack	 of	 knowledge	 of	 these	

important	concerns	and	is	therefore	guided	by	prejudice	and	fear.		

After	 the	 terror	 attacks	 across	 Europe	 and	 a	 television	 program	 that	

uncovered	 radical	 Islamic	 views	 among	 Imams,24	 politicians	 across	 the	 parties	

ordered	stricter	oversight	of	friskoler	and	other	private	schools	through	a	new	law	

that	is	meant	to	circumvent	radicalization	among	young	people.	This	law	is	intended	

to	“prepare	students	to	live	in	a	society	like	Denmark	with	freedom	and	democracy,	

and	develop	and	strengthen	the	students’	knowledge	of,	and	respect	for,	freedom	and	

human	 rights	which	 includes	gender	equality”	25	 (Pedersen	2016,	1).	According	 to	

Pedersen,	 the	 director	 of	 friskole	 foreningen	 (the	 organization	 that	 oversees	 and	

organizes	 these	 schools),	 this	 new	 law	 is	 based	 on	 a	 “fear	 that	 the	 law	 has	 been	

written	 based	 on	 national	 and	 international	 political	 current	 that	 is	 built	 on	 a	

suspicion	 towards	 a	 specific	 group	 of	 citizens”	 (2016,	 2).	 According	 to	 Pedersen	

(2016),	the	government	has	already	provided	schools	with	104	indicators	to	help	the	

schools	with	the	work	of	accomplishing	these	goals.	While	these	stricter	oversights	

recognize	 that	 most	 of	 the	 schools	 are	 doing	 well,	 there	 are	 some	 schools	 that,	

according	to	politicians,	are	challenged	with	respect	to	how	they	teach	“freedom	and	

democracy”	(Perdersen	2016).	According	to	Pedersen	(2016),	the	problems	with	this	

mandate	are,	one,	that	it	is	not	part	of	the	law	that	governs	public	education,	and	two,	

                                                
24	It	should	be	noted	that	the	programs	have	been	critiqued	for	their	editing,	which	was	said	to	have	
produced	an	un-nuanced	view.		
25	My	translation;	original	text	was	written	in	Danish.	
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that	 it	 is	 very	 unclear	 what	 is	 meant	 by	 it	 and	 how	 a	 school	 might	 be	 labeled	

‘undemocratic.’		In	light	of	these	problems,	Pedersen	raises	the	question	of	whether	

this	is	simply	“Symbolic	Politics.”	

	 	 While	the	parents	and	the	students	are	often	homogenized	as	a	group	in	this	line	of	

thinking,	and	though	the	majority	of	students	attending	these	private	schools	are	Muslim,	not	

all	who	 attend	 ‘Muslim’	 private	 school	 are	Muslim;	 some	Christians	 from	 the	Middle	East	

attend	as	well.	Furthermore,	among	 those	who	are	Muslim,	 religious	practices	vary,	as	do	

their	heritage,	which	spans	countries	in	Europe,	the	Middle	East,	North	Africa,	and	Asia.	Some	

of	the	students	are	born	outside	of	Denmark,	though	a	majority	are	either	second	or	third	

generation	Danes.	

	 	 While	these	critiques	of	schools	founded	by	Muslim	parents	seem	to	surface	often	in	

public	and	political	debates,	research	on	minority	students	in	Denmark	tells	another	story.	

According	 to	 PISA-Copenhagen,26	 bilingual	 students	 score	 higher	 when	 the	 number	 of	

bilingual	students	in	a	class	surpasses	85	percent	of	the	student	body	in	comparison	to	when	

bilingual	students	represent	only	50-85	percent	of	the	student	body.		This	is	due	to	what	PISA	

terms	“positive”	peer	pressure	among	students	who	share	an	ethnic	background	(Ihle	2007).	

Research	also	shows	that	students	who	attended	friskoler	 in	which	most	students	speak	a	

non-western	 language	 in	 addition	 to	 Danish	 are	 better	 equipped	 to	 provide	 the	 support	

needed	for	the	students	to	advance	into	gymnasiale	(high	school)	compared	to	the	country’s	

average	(Ihle	2007,	7).		

                                                
26	PISA	stands	for	the	International	Student	Assessment	of	15-year-old	students	on	their	performance	
in	mathematics,	 science,	 and	 reading.	 PISA	 is	 a	 survey	 set	 to	 evaluate	 school	 systems	worldwide.	
According	 to	 PISA's	 website,	 what	 makes	 these	 tests	 different	 is	 that	 they	 don't	 reflect	 school	
curriculum.	Instead,	they	test	whether	the	student	can	apply	their	"knowledge	to	real-life	situations	
and	be	equipped	for	full	participation	in	society"	(oecd.org).		
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5.2	The	role	of	education		

For	many	minority	parents,	education	is	the	key	to	integration.	The	young	men	

I	 talked	 to	 internalized	 this	 about	 the	 importance	 of	 education,	 saying	 that	 it	will	

enable	them	to	give	back	to	a	society	that	has	produced	opportunities	their	parents	

did	not	have.	As	one	student	said,	“For	my	parents,	the	primary	reason	to	choose	a	

private	school	was	the	academics”	(Emir	Date,	3:43).	This	narrative	of	becoming	a	

‘productive’	citizen	through	education	is	linked	to	the	immigration	narrative	in	which	

parents	want	 their	 children	 to	have	better	opportunities	 than	 they	were	afforded.	

Making	sure	that	students	have	the	best	education	might	also	play	into	parents’	and	

students’	 very	 high	 expectations	 towards	 future	 employment.	 On	 more	 than	 one	

occasion	 I	 heard	 the	 abbreviation	 A.L.I.	 (advokat,	 læge,	 ingeniør),	 a	 shorthand	 for	

lawyer,	doctor,	engineer—occupations	that	the	families	hope	that	their	children	will	

enter	one	day.	While	these	may	seem	unrealistic	or	overly	narrow,	these	expectations	

are	not	setting	students	up	for	failure,	the	mentor	claims,	because	both	parents	and	

students	seem	to	be	okay	if	their	children	ultimately	chose	other	occupations.	

While	 the	 Turkish	 community	 in	Denmark	 has	 a	 strong	 history	 of	 building	

private	schools,	I	found	that	the	wish	to	have	one’s	children	in	such	environments	is	

not	 always	 about	 finding	 places	 where	 students	 have	 shared	 national	 or	 cultural	

backgrounds.	Two	of	the	students	I	spoke	with	went	to	other	private	schools,	one	of	

which	was	a	Christian	school.	The	student	said	that	for	her	parents,	education	was	

critical	 and	 private	 school	 seemed	 to	 be	 the	 best	 option.	 Asya,	 who	 attended	 a	

Christian	private	school,	already	had	a	cousin	who	was	attending,	so	the	hope	was	

that	her	 experience	would	be	positive.	Asya	had	 fond	memories	 of	 the	 school	 but	
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brought	 up	 one	 incident	where	 her	 ‘Muslim’	 identity	was	 challenged	 because	 she	

wanted	to	start	veiling:		

You	dressed	like	you	would	if	you	went	to	church.	It	was	not	until	8th	grade	
that	 it	 became	 a	 problem.	 That	 is	 when	 I	 started	 thinking	 about	 veiling.	
However,	before	I	even	had	that	thought	a	Muslim	student	teacher	had	come	
in	and	she	veiled.	Somehow	the	school	heard	me	talk	about	it—they	thought	
it	was	because	of	the	student	teacher—so	they	called	my	mom	and	me	into	
the	office	to	tell	us	it	wasn’t	allowed…	I’ll	never	forget	seeing	my	mom	there	
in	 the	 office	 with	 a	 veil	 being	 told	 you	 can’t	 veil	 at	 the	 school.	 (Asya	
05.14.2015)	
	

Besides	 this	 experience,	 Asya	 spoke	 fondly	 about	 her	 time	 there	 and	 the	 Danish	

friends	that	she	still	has.	However,	on	the	first	day	she	started	at	a	public	high	school	

she	wore	the	veil.			

	

5.3	The	high	school	(KPG)	

KPG	offers	a	three-year-long	program	of	study	in	which	students	can	choose	a	

track	in	either	natural	sciences,	social	sciences,	or	humanities	(Figure	5.1	graduation).	

Throughout	these	three	years	students	travel	abroad,	receive	support	for	homework	

after	 school,	 and	 participate	 in	 additional	 academic	 activities	 beyond	 the	 regular	

curriculum.	At	the	time	I	was	there,	the	school	had	approximately	200	students	total	

with	roots	in	the	Middle	East,	Europe,	and	Turkey.		

KPG	was	founded	by	Turkish	parents,	and	the	first	generation	of	students	was	

entirely	of	Turkish	descent.		This	student	body	makeup,	as	the	principal	stated,	made	

it	 “easier	 to	 recruit	 within	 an	 already	 existing	 community”	 (06.22.2015).	 The	

principal,	however,	was	adamant	about	not	labeling	the	school	‘Turkish’.	According		
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Figure	5.1	Graduation	summer	of	201527.	Source:	Anne	Ranek	

to	him,	most	of	the	students	are	second	and	third	generation	immigrants	who	think	

very	 differently	 than	 their	 parents	 and	 thus	 do	 not	 represent	 the	 whole	 Turkish	

community.	While	the	school	is	not	a	‘Muslim’	school,	the	principal	was	clear	in	our	

conversation	that	the	school	does	have	a	heightened	awareness	of	‘radicalization’.		As	

he	put	it:	“…	an	ethnic	Dane	from	a	Danish	high	school	is	less	likely	to	do	something	

stupid	than	a	young	Muslim	guy”	(06.22.2015).	Given	this,	there	is	no	tolerance	for	

behavior	that	could	in	any	way	be	interpreted	as	‘preaching’	or	becoming	radicalized.		

                                                
27	While	the	students	are	wearing	the	traditional	hat	that	in	Denmark	symbolizes	graduation	from	the	
gymnasium,	they	are	also	wearing	robes	as	is	seen	in	American	high	schools.	During	the	ceremony	at	
KPG	students	sung	both	traditional	Danish	songs	and	Turkish	songs.				
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To	support	 the	students,	both	emotionally	and	academically,	 the	school	has	

established	a	mentorship	program.	For	the	young	men,	the	mentor	is	one	of	the	male	

teachers	with	a	background	similar	 to	 them	and	whose	behavior	 the	students	 can	

mirror.	Equally	important,	since	many	ethnic	minority	families	are	not	accustomed	to	

engaging	their	kids	in	sports,	the	mentors—through	the	school—organize	soccer	for	

the	young	men	(06.22.2015).	Part	of	the	intent	in	building	a	soccer	team	for	the	young	

men	is	to	teach	them	the	value	of	being	part	of	a	team.	Sports	organizations	are	very	

popular	generally	 in	Denmark,	where	they	function	as	a	space	for	both	fitness	and	

socializing.			

When	asked	whether	the	school	is	taking	part	in	creating	a	parallel	society,	the	

principal	 responded	 that	 they	 are	 fulfilling	 all	 the	 technical	 and	 academic	

requirements	set	by	the	Department	of	Education.	They	are	trying	to	attract	ethnic	

Danish	students,	especially	those	who	do	not	drink.	For	these	students,	KPG	would	

offer	an	alternative	to	the	typical	high	school,	where	drinking	plays	an	important	part	

in	the	students’	socialization.	His	concern	however,	is	whether	ethnic	Danish	students	

would	be	worried	that	KPG	is	a	‘Muslim’	school.	According	to	the	principal,	the	school	

is	better	equipped	than	other	Danish	high	schools	to	raise	the	academic	achievements	

of	their	students.	At	the	time	of	the	interview,	95	percent	of	KPG’s	graduating	students	

continued	on	to	college	or	sought	to	obtain	another,	higher	degree.	That	said,	“In	ten	

years	we	will	be	able	to	see	if	we	have	been	able	to	provide	good	results.	We	just	don’t	

have	 enough	 empirical	 evidence	 at	 this	 point”	 (06.22.2015).	 The	 principal	

acknowledged	that	there	might	be	things	that	the	students	lose	by	not	interacting	on	

a	regular	basis	with	ethnic	Danes,	but	then	turned	this	around	to	ask	instead,	“What	
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do	they	gain?	And	what	they	gain,	is	that	bigger?”	(06.22.2015).	Because	there	is	an	

understanding	 of	 the	 religion	 and	 family	 traditions,	 and	 because	 the	 students	 are	

often	schooled	by	teachers	with	similar	backgrounds,	there	is	a	strong	belief	that	the	

school	is	better	equipped	to	support	the	students	socially	as	well	as	academically.		

One	challenge	that	many	students	face	is	that	they	live	in	neighborhoods	with	

social	problems	and	attendant	criminal	activity	(Mentor	06.17.2015).	While	criminal	

activities	 can	 be	 attractive	 to	 some,	 the	 school	 has	 been	 able	 to	 keep	 a	 very	 low	

dropout	rate.	According	to	the	mentor,	religion	plays	a	major	role	in	keeping	students	

in	school	and	out	of	trouble.	By	allowing	the	students	to	have	a	religious	identity	that	

is	 not	 questioned,	 their	 religion	 becomes	 part	 of	 their	 everyday	 experience,	 with	

many	of	the	students	turning	to	it	to	negotiate	their	role	in	society.	This	is	echoed	by	

Dwyer,	Shah,	and	Sanghera	(2008)	in	their	research	among	Asian	Muslims	in	Britain.		

They	found	that	religion	becomes	a	“source	of	strength	to	overcome	class-based	and	

gender	 stereotypes,	 and	 resist	 the	 influence	of	 youth	peer	 cultures,	 as	well	 as	 the	

social	capital	which	encouraged	them	to	study	and	be	successful”	(2008,	130).	This	

role	of	religion	stands	in	contrast	to	many	of	the	political	discourses	that	accuse	Islam	

of	impeding	Muslim	immigrants’	integration	into	Danish	society.	These	discourses	fail	

to	capture	the	many	means	by	which	people	identify	with	and	practice	Islam.	Instead,	

we	should	consider	how	religion	for	some	can	be	a	way	of	navigating	the	everyday,	

especially	when	 individuals	 feel	caught	between	different	cultures	or	are	 trying	 to	

find	a	space	of	belonging.		
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5.4	The	students	

After	being	at	the	school	for	a	couple	of	months,	I	did	my	first	focus	group	with	

four	women,	Signe,	Lene,	Emma,	and	Laura,	all	 in	their	 last	year	at	KPG.	Signe	and	

Lene	both	have	parents	from	Turkey,	while	Emma’s	mother	is	from	Denmark	and	her	

father	is	from	Turkey,	and	Laura	is	a	third	generation	Pakistani.	Among	these	young	

women,	Signe	is	the	only	one	who	wears	the	veil.		

Signe,	 Lene,	 and	 Emma	 all	 started	 in	 private	 schools	 founded	 by	 Turkish	

parents	in	third	grade,	so	they	each	knew	one	another	from	their	earlier	years.	Laura,	

the	only	student	with	Pakistani	roots,	is	also	the	only	girl	who	attended	public	school	

until	the	year	prior	to	this	research.	Because	she	was	dissatisfied	with	her	grades	in	

her	 final	 year	 of	 high	 school,	 she	 decided	 to	 retake	 her	 third	 year	 at	 KPG.	 Laura	

revealed	 that	 she	 had	 felt	 socially	 isolated	 at	 her	 old	 school,	 particularly	 around	

eighth	and	ninth	grade.	At	her	old	school,	she	felt	that	she	needed	to	explain	herself	

because	 she	 was	 not	 interested	 in	 partying,	 dating,	 or	 drinking.	 Signe,	 Lene,	 and	

Emma	also	joined	in	the	place	mapping	exercise,	which	is	discussed	in	Chapter	6.		

After	doing	the	focus	groups	with	the	women,	I	conducted	a	focus	group	with	

three	young	men,	Anders,	Malik,	and	Osman,	all	in	their	last	year	at	KPG.	Malik	has	

Kurdish	roots,	Osman	has	Turkish	roots,	and	Anders	is	 from	Bosnia.	All	 three	men	

have	been	at	 the	 school	 since	 the	 start	of	high	 school.	Both	Malik	and	Osman	had	

attended	private	Turkish	boarding	schools	before	they	started	at	KPG,	while	Anders	

had	been	in	public	schools	prior	to	KPG.	Both	Anders	and	Osman	later	participated	in	

the	place	mapping	exercise	as	well.	Later	 in	my	stay	at	 the	 school	 I	 interviewed	a	

handful	of	other	students,	including	a	young	man	named	Emir,	and	two	women,	Sibil	
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and	Asya.	 	Emir,	whose	parents	are	both	 from	Turkey,	has	been	attending	private	

schools	most	of	his	life.	Sibil	and	Asya	are	also	of	Turkish	descent,	but	unlike	Emir,	

they	had	both	attended	public	schools	prior	to	starting	at	KPG.	Asya	started	out	at	a	

private	Christian	school,	and	later	went	to	a	public	school	which	was	when	she	started	

veiling.	Sibil	went	 to	both	public	and	private	schools	before	starting	at	KPG.	 	 	The	

alumni	 I	 interviewed	 were	 all	 young	 women.	 Two	 of	 them	 are	 studying	 law	 at	

Copenhagen’s	University.	One	was	Nisa,	who	is	also	of	Turkish	heritage.	Among	all	the	

participants,	she	is	the	only	one	who	talks	about	going	into	politics,	being	a	supporter	

of	Venstre	(the	ruling	conservative	party).	Also	studying	law	was	Leyla.	She	is	veiled	

and	our	interview	was	on	a	bench	in	a	small	mall	because	it	was	Ramadan	and	she	did	

not	want	to	be	in	a	place	with	food	and	drinks.	The	last	two	students	where	Azra	and	

Mira,		interviewed	at	the	college	of	business.	Mira	is	veiled,	and	both	young	women	

are	engaged	in	social	activism.		

					 In	the	following	section	I	discuss	the	link	between	integration	and	assimilation	

narratives	and	how	they	align	with	Denmark’s	lack	of	a	hyphenated	identity.	I	then	go	

on	 to	 discuss	 how	 stereotypes	 are	 produced	 and	 reproduced	 within	 everyday	

encounters		

	

5.4.1	Hyphenated	identities	

Among	 the	 students	 there	 is	 a	 frustration	 with	 identification,	 which	 is	

highlighted	by	Nisa,	who	argues:	

In	 Denmark,	 you	 are	 not	 accepted	 as	 Danish	 and	 in	 Turkey	 you	 are	 not	
accepted	as	Turkish.	I	see	myself	as	something	in	the	middle.	(06.13.2015)	
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As	Nisa	argues,	she	is	not	accepted	as	either	Danish	or	Turkish.	She	then	goes	on	to	

argue	 that	 part	 of	 the	 impossibility	 of	 becoming	 Danish	 is	 linked	 to	 a	

misunderstanding	of	the	concepts	of	integration	and	assimilation.	On	this,	she	states:	

I	 think	 many	 misunderstand	 the	 difference	 between	 integration	 and	
assimilation.	Why	should	I	integrate?	I	was	born	here…	Assimilation	is	when	
people	are	expecting	me	to	eat	pork	or	that	I	have	to	party	or	do	things	I	don’t	
want	to	do.	(06.13.2015)	

	
Nisa	problematizes	the	public	and	political	discourse	towards	minorities	by	pointing	

to	the	flaws	in	the	way	integration	and	assimilation	are	being	used.	According	to	her,	

using	 integration	 in	 relation	 to	 her	 position	within	 Danish	 society	 is	 problematic	

because	 she	 was	 born	 here,	 she	 is	 Danish.	 What	 is	 being	 asked	 is	 not	 whether	

minorities	are	integrated	but	instead,	whether	they	should	be	assimilated	in	the	sense	

of	partaking	in	certain	Danish	practices.	Nisa	is	pointing	to	an	important	shortcoming	

within	 the	 Danish	 debate,	 where	 integration	 efforts	 on	 behalf	 of	 government	 or	

immigrants	are	measured	by	how	successfully	 immigrants	 follow	Danish	holidays,	

food	preferences,	and	even	the	‘normal’	way	of	socializing.	This	system	of	measure	is	

what	would	typically	be	classified	as	an	assimilation	approach	towards	minorities.	In	

its	 essence,	 assimilation	 is	 when	 you	 have	 shorn	 any	 of	 the	 minorities’	 cultural	

particularities.				

One	thing	that	was	discussed	with	all	 the	research	participants	was	what	 it	

would	mean	if	they	were	allowed	to	use	a	hyphenated	identity.	While	U.S.	immigrants	

and	 their	 children	 can	 use	 a	 hyphenated	 identity	 as	 a	 category	 of	 identification,	

Denmark	doesn't	use—or	one	could	argue,	doesn’t	allow—	hyphenated	identities.	As	

mentioned	in	Chapter	4,	being	Danish	is	often	about	shedding	any	particularities	or	

differences	that	are	not	considered	Danish.	Even	when	that	is	achieved,	one’s	visible	
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religious	markers	and	skin	color	still	marks	the	body	as	Other.	Among	the	students	

there	is	a	consensus	that	a	hyphenated	identity	would	stress	the	diversity	of	what	it	

means	to	be	Danish,	allowing	their	socio-cultural	practices	to	be	part	of	the	imagined	

community	and	breaking	down	the	discourses	that	produce	images	of	the	stranger.	

This	 line	of	 thought	 falls	 in	 line	with	Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	(2014,	28)	

when	they	write,	“I	feel	that	I	cannot	get	away	from	my	ethnicity.	Even	though	I	am	

born	and	bred	here	and	hold	Danish	citizenship,	I	can	never	escape	my	ethnicity—

because	 of	my	 racial	 appearance.”	 As	 the	 quote	 argues,	 racial	 appearance	 play	 an	

important	role	in	being	denied	access	to	becoming	Danish.	The	hyphen	would	also	

challenge	whiteness	by	allowing	different	ethnicities	into	a	narrative	of	what	it	means	

to	be	Danish.				

The	 hyphen	 would	 allow	 a	 Danish	 identity	 that	 goes	 beyond	 a	 narrow	

understanding	of	what	it	means	to	be	Danish	(e.g.,	Christian	and	white).	In	particular,	

by	allowing	minorities	to	identify	with	a	hyphen,	they	could	acknowledge	the	cultural	

heritage	that	might	still	be	part	of	their	lives.	Allowing	a	hyphenated	identity	would	

also	 recognize	 that	 with	 globalization,	 Denmark	 is	 no	 longer	 the	 homogeneous	

country	that	the	Danish	ideal	type	suggests.	By	not	being	part	of	a	Danish	identity,	or	

what	Anderson	(2006)	would	call	the	imagined	community,	many	seek	acceptance	

within	alternative	communities	such	as	KPG	or	use	categories	of	identification	such	

as	indvandrer,	or	‘third	generation	Danish,’	both	which	have	negative	connotations28.	

In	Denmark,	while	they	are	citizens	on	paper,	the	lack	of	a	hyphenated	identity	limits	

                                                
28	According	to	Phillips	(2006),	by	adopting	the	identity	category	‘British	Muslim,’	Muslims	have	
been	able	to	create	a	more	nuanced	identity	compared	to	the	essentialist	category	of	‘Muslim.’	
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their	 access	 to	 citizenship	 within	 everyday	 encounters	 because	 they	 are	 instead	

constructed	as	the	stranger.	Nisa	reflected	on	this	double	status	when	she	said:	

We	live	with	two	cultures,	it	can	be	negative	and	positive,	it’s	hard	when	you	
constantly	have	to	be	accountable	for	what	you	do,	and	not	just	accepted	for	
what	you	are.	We	feel	that	we	have	a	function	in	society…	[but]	if	you	always	
have	to	explain,	explain,	explain,	yourself.	(06.13.2015)	
	

This	quote	reflects	the	frustration	with	having	to	“explain	yourself”	and	not	being	able	

to	just	fit	in.	The	hyphen	works	when	the	political	goal	is	integration,	which	allows	

people	 their	 heritage.	Assimilation,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	works	 towards	 eliminating	

difference	by	asking	people	 to	assimilate	 into	 the	majority	 culture.	By	not	using	a	

hyphen	 in	 the	 Danish	 language,	 the	 possibility	 for	 difference	 is	 lost.	 By	 not	

acknowledging	 that	 being	 Danish	 goes	 beyond	 the	 narrow	 definition	 used	 by	

politicians,	a	situation	is	created	in	which	minorities	are	faced	with	racial	stereotypes	

that	at	 times	become	internalized	by	the	students.	Still,	cultural	practice	 is	not	the	

only	thing	that	can	stand	in	the	way	of	becoming	Danish;	race	and	racialization	can	

also	stand	in	the	way.	

The	lack	of	a	hyphen	further	keeps	minorities	in	categories	other	than	Danish.		

One	 category	 that	 remains	a	 source	of	 frustration	 is	 indvandrer.	According	 to	one	

mentor	 at	 the	 school,	 his	 family	 is	 perceived	 as	 indvandrer	because	his	mother	 is	

Danish	and	his	father	is	from	Turkey.	The	meaning	of	the	word,	“Indvandrer…	doesn’t	

allow	you	to	feel	fully	Danish.	It's	them	and	us”	(06.17.2015).	Indvandrer	as	a	category	

of	 identification	has	for	many	of	the	students	become	a	marker	of	difference.	Emir	

states,		

I	find	it	provoking	to	be	called	indvandrer	because	I’m	not.	I	was	born	here,	
and	when	people	look	at	me	like	that,	that	is	provoking…	Particularly,	it’s	in	
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the	media	and	social	media,	like	when	people	write	‘go	home	to	your	country’.	
(05.11.2015).	
		

He	goes	on	to	elaborate	on	these	feelings	of	not	belonging,	saying,		

You	can’t	be	Danish,	it	has	something	to	do	with	religion.	For	many,	Danish	
means	that	you	are	Christian.	So	if	you	have	some	other	religious	norms	or	
speak	another	language,	then	you	are	not	one	of	us	[Danish].	(05.11.2015)	
	

For	Emir,	being	labeled	indvandrer	embodies	the	feeling	of	not	belonging,	of	standing	

outside	the	imagined	community,	for	it	is	a	racial	category	where:		

your	 hair	 is	 black,	 and	 your	 skin	 is	 brown,	 it’s	 the	 genes	 that	 you	 have	
inherited	 from	 your	 parents…	 You	 don’t	 have	 blue	 eyes,	 and	 that	 is	 what	
creates	the	wall.	(05.11.2015)	
	

The	 idea	 that	Otherness	 is	 built	 on	 racial	 inequality	 is	 also	 touched	on	by	 Sibel,	 a	

student	at	the	school,	who	says,		

I	was	talking	to	my	cousin.	We	talked	about	how	it	used	to	be	black	people	
who	were	constantly	in	the	spotlight,	you	had	slavery	and	everything.	Then	
when	that	was	over,	and	they	got	their	freedom,	then	there	had	to	be	another	
group,	someone	to	become	the	scapegoat	and	now	it	is	Muslims	(05.14.2015).	
	

	Here,	Sibel	describes	the	alterity	work	being	accomplished	by	the	constructing	of	the	

Other,	through	the	constitutive	outside.		

Azra	 believes	 that	 the	word	 indvandrer	 is	 so	 ingrained	 in	 the	 social	 fabric	

because	of	its	use	in	the	media.		On	this	she	states,	“Some	don’t	mean	it	in	a	negative	

way	when	they	call	people	indvandrer,	but	because	it	has	been	used	from	the	very	

beginning…	it	will	continue	unless	someone	stops	it”	(05.13.2015).	Part	of	the	blame	

of	 producing	 and	 maintaining	 this	 negative	 rhetoric	 rests	 with	 politicians	 who,	

according	to	Mira	(05.13.2015),	

play	a	significant	role	in	this.	There	are	so	many	of	them	who	have	changed	
their	 view	 on	 this	 [because	 the	 political	 parties	 have	 seen	 the	 right	 wing	
political	party	Danish	Folk	Party	has	gained	votes].	I	understand	that	[Danes]	
are	being	fearful	because	of	what	they	hear,	so	at	some	levels	I	can	see	why	



	

	 142	

they	vote	as	they	do.	However,	it	is	also	important	to	be	reflexive	of	what	you	
hear.	

	

5.4.2	Stereotypes		

	 Stereotypes	regarding	students’	academic	performance	emerge	repeatedly	in	

conversations	 with	 parents,	 school	 staff,	 and	 students.	 Regardless	 of	 minority	

students’	 academic	 success,	 negative	 attitudes	 towards	 minorities	 can	 become	

internalized	 by	 teachers	where	 they	 see	 this	 group	 as	 a	 ‘problem.’	 This	 prejudice	

reinforces	 the	 dichotomy	 of	 us/them	 and	 produces	 feelings	 of	 ‘Otherness’	 among	

minority	students.	During	my	fieldwork,	some	teachers	at	KPG	would	recall	stories	

told	 to	 them	by	students	who	had	moved	 there	 from	public	schools	 in	which	 they	

believed	 they	were	 graded	 or	 treated	 differently	 compared	 to	 their	white	 Danish	

peers.	While	the	teachers	acknowledged	that	“sometimes	a	teacher	is	just	a	horrible	

teacher,”	they	offered	narratives	of	prejudice	among	some	teachers	towards	minority	

students.	 Examples	 can	 arise	 when	 students	 are	 graded	 by	 outside	 graders.29	 In	

Danish	 high	 schools,	 written	 exams	 (including	 senior	 year	 research	 papers)	 are	

graded	 by	 an	 external	 grader	 from	 another	 school.	What	 is	 problematic	with	 this	

practice	 is	 that	 the	name	of	 the	school	and	 the	student	 is	 revealed	 to	 the	external	

examiner	during	the	grading	process.	One	teacher	reflected	on	an	experience	he	had	

with	 an	 external	 grader	 and	 a	 male	 student	 with	 a	 Middle	 Eastern	 name.	 The	

examiner	called	the	teacher	to	clarify	whether	the	student	in	question	would	have	the	

                                                
29	 In	high	school,	written	exams	(including	senior	year	research	papers)	are	graded	by	an	external	
grader	from	another	school.	What	is	problematic	with	this	practice	is	that	the	external	grader	has	the	
name	of	the	school	and	the	student.			
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language	skills	 to	write	an	 ‘A’	paper	or	whether	he	thought	that	 it	was	plagiarized	

because	it	was	so	well	written.	This	is	an	example	of	how	some	teachers	assume	a	

lower	 performance	 level	 by	 minority	 students,	 especially	 male	 students.	 These	

experiences	will	be	elaborated	upon	further	in	this	chapter.		

	 	 This	 process	 of	 assuming	 Muslim	 students’	 academic	 inferiority	 is	 not	 always	 a	

conscious	decision	on	the	part	of	the	teacher.	Often	it	happens	through	mundane	practices,	

such	 as	 when	 students	 draw	 from	 their	 own	 cultural	 or	 religious	 experiences	 but	 are	

dismissed	or	not	 respected	 for	 their	 contribution	 to	 the	discussions	 (Idle	2007;	Buchardt	

2012).	At	the	same	time,	Buchardt	(2012)	found	that	feelings	of	Otherness	were	produced	in	

the	classroom	when	teachers	would	purposely	call	out	students	with	questions	about	their	

cultural	 or	 religious	 practices,	 thereby	 asking	 them	 to	 stand	 in	 for—i.e.,	 be	 a	 token	

representative	for—all	Muslims.		While	such	questioning	was	meant	to	include	the	students,	

it	can	only	reinforce	the	binary	between	‘them’	and	‘us.’		

Structural	discrimination	is	not	lost	on	the	students.	Many	of	the	students	who	

transferred	from	other	high	schools	spoke	of	what	they	understood	to	be	different	

forms	 of	 structural	 discrimination.	 An	 older	 student	 who	 is	 now	 at	 Copenhagen	

Business	School	explained	 that	before	she	started	at	KPG	she	was	at	a	public	high	

school	where	she	found	that	she	would	repeatedly	be	graded	lower	than	her	ethnic	

Danish	 friends.	 In	 the	 end,	 she	 asked	 her	 friend	 if	 she	would	 be	willing	 to	 do	 an	

experiment	 that	 involved	her	doing	the	assignments	and	then	each	of	 them	would	

turn	it	in.	The	result	of	the	experiment	supported	her	claim:	she	was	graded	lower	

than	her	 friend	 for	 the	 same	assignment.	 	Recalling	 the	experience,	 she	 said,	 “So	 I	

thought	 that	 is	 either	 because	 of	 my	 name	 or	 something”	 (06.22.2015).	 Another	

teacher	would	continuously	grade	her	the	same.	When	she	approached	the	teacher	to	
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ask	why	she	didn’t	show	any	development	in	her	grading,	he	kept	repeating,	“You	are	

doing	 awesome,	 but	 you	 just	 need	 to	 push	 it	 more,	 it	 will	 come,	 it	 will	 come”	

(06.22.2015).	This	experience	pushed	her	to	switch	from	the	public	school	to	KPG.	

The	switch	had	nothing	to	do	with	feeling	socially	isolated,	for	“I	have	always	been	a	

very	social	person,	so	that	was	never	a	problem.	It	was	the	teachers”	(06.22.2015).		

A	similar	experience	was	verbalized	by	Asya.	Before	starting	at	KPG,	she	had	

been	at	a	public	high	school	with	a	high	number	of	minorities.	She	spoke	of	multiple	

episodes	where	she	felt	that	she	had	been	graded	unfairly,	especially	on	a	big	written	

assignment	that	she	had	someone	correct	before	handing	it	in.	The	teacher	responded	

by	writing	to	her,	“If	you	keep	this	up	you	won’t	even	be	able	to	work	in	an	office”		

(05.14.2015).	Describing	 this	 incident,	 Asya	 says,	 “That	was	 shocking…”.	 She	 then	

goes	on	to	elaborate	on	this	feeling	of	being	targeted,	explaining	that	“there	were	also	

minority	guys	who	would	get	kicked	out	even	though	they	had	fewer	absences	than	

ethnic	Danes…	That	is	when	it	clicked,	and	something	had	to	change”	(05.14.2015).	

What	the	students	reveal	in	their	narratives	are	structures	that	produce	feelings	of	

being	 less	 than	 their	 ethnic	 Danish	 peers,	 structures	 that	 can	 only	 be	 avoided	 by	

moving	to	KPG,	for	example,	or	when	entering	college.	As	one	former	student	pointed	

out:	

One	of	the	best	things	about	the	University	is	that	now	when	I	do	an	exam,	I’m	
graded	based	on	my	work	and	not	based	on	my	name.	We	put	a	number	on	
our	exam,	so	no	one	will	know	I’m	a	minority.	(06.22.15)		
	
While	there	is	a	recognition	within	the	community	of	structural	whiteness	that	

produces	 the	 stereotypes	 of	 academically	 weak	 Muslim	 students,	 this	 stereotype	

becomes	internalized	by	the	students.	When	discussing	the	benefits	of	attending	KPG,	
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the	 young	 men	 become	 critical	 towards	 the	 student	 body.	 They	 state	 that	

academically	 the	 level	 of	 education	 is	 lower	 than	 public	 schools,	 a	 condition	 they	

blame	on	what	they	call,	“third	generation	indvandrer,”	by	which	they	mean,	“boys	

are	not	very	hard	working”	 (12.03.2014).	All	 three	young	men	had	been	 in	public	

schools	prior,	with	Malik	and	Osman	having	spent	one	or	 two	years	at	a	boarding	

school,	which	was	also	founded	by	Turkish	parents.	According	to	Anders,	the	classes	

could	 benefit	 from	 the	 presence	 of	 ethnic	 Danish	 students.	 Malik	 unfavorably	

compares	 the	 academic	 rigor	 of	KPG	 to	 that	 of	 a	 public	 high	 school	where	he	has	

ethnic	Danish	friends.	Laura,	who	has	been	at	a	public	high	school	recently,	didn’t	feel	

that	the	academic	level	at	KPG	was	lower.	The	school	that	Malik	was	referring	to	is	in	

a	suburb	of	Copenhagen	with	a	relatively	high-income	level,	which	is	correlated	with	

parental	 educational	 levels	 and	 hence	 to	 the	 amount	 of	 academic	 support	 and	

resources	they	provide.	Statistically,	KPG	is	just	a	little	below	the	country’s	average	

regarding	grade	point	average	at	graduation.	However,	the	KPG	average	is	higher	if	

you	look	at	grade	averages	among	minorities	who	attend	public	high	schools.		

	 	 Different	 factors	 contribute	 to	 the	 young	men’s	 ambivalence	 towards	 the	 school’s	

academic	achievements.	First,	some	minority	students	are	academically	weaker	since	their	

parents	have	lower	levels	of	education	and	since	the	students	may	have	grown	up	without	

adequate	 Danish	 language	 skills.	 Second,	 as	we	 saw	 earlier,	 one’s	minority	 status	 can	 be	

taxing	 on	 one's	 self-esteem.	 If	 one	 is	 always	 already	marked	 as	 a	 low	 achiever,	 then	 that	

identification	 can	 become	 internalized,	 making	 it	 difficult	 to	 achieve	 beyond	 socially	 set	

expectations.		
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	 	 An	example	of	how	students	 internalize	 these	racial	categories	 is	elucidated	 in	 the	

following	 section.	 Initially,	 in	 my	 focus	 group	 with	 the	 students,	 I	 asked	 both	 groups	 to	

describe	themselves	with	five	words	with	the	aim	of	unpacking	questions	of	belonging	and	

citizenship.	 Among	 the	 four	 young	 women,	 none	 of	 them	 used	 ‘Danish’	 as	 a	 category	 of	

identification	without	adding	an	explanation.	According	to	Signe,	she	is	Danish	with	a	Turkish	

background,	and	Muslim.	Laura	described	herself	as	a	third	generation	immigrant	or	a	non-

ethnic	Dane	with	a	Pakistani	background.	Lene	told	me	she	has	roots	in	Turkey	and	is	Muslim.	

Emma	explained	that	although	her	mom	is	Danish,	her	dad	is	Turkish	and	she	is	a	Muslim	

raised	in	Denmark.	In	their	categorization	of	themselves,	the	students	draw	from	different	

identity	categories,	such	as	generational,	immigrant,	ethnicity,	and	religion.		

Feelings	of	belonging	are	also	at	 times	 tied	 into	whiteness,	or	 the	ability	 to	

‘pass.’		According	to	Hopkins	et	al.	(2017,	00),	passing	most	often	gets	employed	when	

“looking	for	acceptance	or	avoiding	stigma.”	Among	the	men,	I	had	three	students:	

Osman,	Anders,	and	Malik.	Osman	described	himself	as	an	18-year-old	 indvandrer	

and	student;	Anders	 told	me	that	he	 is	someone	 from	Tønder30,	as	well	as	Danish,	

Bosnian,	and	from	Husum31;	Malik	said	that	he	is	an	ethnic	Kurd	and	a	self-proclaimed	

Dane.	Malik	was	born	in	Denmark.	However,	through	the	normalization	of	whiteness	

through	 socio-cultural	 categories	 such	 as	 the	 ones	 they	 are	 using	 to	 describe	

themselves,	Malik	uses	the	“self-proclaimed	Dane”	as	an	identity	category,	signaling	

the	 impossibility	 of	 being	 ‘just	 Danish.’	 Anders	 was	 the	 only	 student	 who	 used	

‘Danish’	 as	 a	 category	 of	 identification.	 In	 our	 conversations,	 the	 young	men	 joke	

around	that	Anders	is	the	only	one	who	can	pass	as	‘Danish’	because	of	his	whiteness.		

                                                
30	Tønder	is	a	small	city	located	in	southern	Denmark.	
31	Husum	is	a	suburb	of	Copenhagen.	



	

	 147	

While	whiteness	as	a	category	plays	into	how	the	men	identify	themselves,	the	

same	correlation	does	not	come	up	among	the	women,	besides	one.	Sibel	explained:		

I	 was	 born	 and	 raised	 in	 Denmark	 and	 even	 then	 people	 don’t	 see	me	 as	
Danish,	even	though	I	 look	like	one,	but	because	of	my	background	and	my	
culture	I’m	not	seen	as	Danish.	In	Turkey	we	are	not	seen	as	Turkish,	we	don’t	
belong	anywhere.	(05.14.2015)		
	

For	Sibel,	being	able	to	pass	as	white	 is	not	enough	to	pass	as	Danish	because	her	

cultural	upbringing	is	in	the	way.		

These	 stereotypes	 that	 are	 produced	 and	maintained	 are	 often	 difficult	 to	

break	down.	 In	writing	 about	 the	 role	of	 stereotypes	 in	 schools,	Ahmed-Andresen	

write:		

This	 repetition	 [of	 stereotypes]	 is	 practiced	 in	 the	 school	 on	 a	 daily	 basis.	
Bhabha	 suggests	 that	 scholars	 should	 not	 view	 stereotypes	 in	 regard	 to	
whether	their	portrayed	image	is	positive	or	negative,	true	or	false,	but	rather	
in	 connection	 to	 the	 roles	 they	 play	 in	 subjectification	 processes	 (Bhabha	
1983,	18).	The	stereotype	plays	a	crucial	role	in	my	everyday	practices,	as	I	
constantly	need	to	struggle	to	prove	that	I	am	much	more	than	the	stereotype.	
(Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	2014,	30)	
	

		 Stereotypes	are	produced	and	maintained	through	the	dichotomy	of	‘us’	and	

‘them,’	 in	 particular	 through	 the	 racialized	 body.	 By	 not	 allowing	 the	 hyphenated	

identities,	the	Danish	identity	can	remain	white	and	homogenous.	An	example	of	how	

the	racialized	Other	is	produced	is	expressed	by	Ahmed-Andresen,	who	narrates	an	

experience	in	which	a	dance	photo	of	her	daughter	and	an	ethnic	white	Danish	girl	

was	used	in	a	school	magazine.	She	writes:	

The	principal	gave	me	a	magazine	and	commented	‘I	think	the	photographer	
saw	a	good	photo	opportunity	with	the	little	brown	girl	and	the	little	white	
girl.	They	complement	each	other	so	well.’	I	got	so	upset	and	wanted	to	scream	
to	the	principle:	 ‘Why	can’t	you	let	my	daughter	be	a	normal	girl?	They	are	
just	two	small	girls	dancing.	Why	does	her	color	have	to	be	pointed	out	every	
single	time?’	I	guess	one	reason	is	that	in	order	for	the	school	to	promote	itself	
as	being	really	good	at	 integrating	 these	 ‘racially/ethnically	other’	children	
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(and	 receive	 awards	 for	 its	 leadership),	 those	 children	must	 repeatedly	be	
highlighted	as	‘non-normal.’	(Andreassen	and	Ahmed-Andresen	2014,	30)	

	
These	 examples	 illuminate	 that	 for	 the	 students,	 the	 problem	 with	 public	

schools	is	not	always	about	feelings	of	social	isolation,	as	was	narrated	by	the	parents.	

Instead,	 students	 feel	 marginalized	 through	 racial	 encounters	 in	 which	 they	 are	

labeled	Other	or	by	less	explicit	stereotyping	that	labels	them	as	less	than	their	ethnic	

Danish	peers	through	school	practices	such	as	grading.		

	

5.4.3	Do	we	belong	here?	

The	encounter	that	produces	feelings	of	alienation	can	happen	through	bodily	

encounters	and	white	structures.	Many	of	these	racial	encounters	are	less	frequent	

for	the	students	who	are	now	at	KPG	or	who	have	been	in	private	schools	most	of	

their	 lives.	 This	 is	 not	 only	 because	 of	 the	 school,	 but	 also	 because	 many	 of	 the	

students	 socialize	 within	 their	 immediate	 community.	 While	 these	 students	 have	

experienced	fewer	physical	encounters	of	racism,	they	instead	emphasize	the	role	of	

media	and	social	media	as	a	platform	for	enabling	stereotypes	and	creating	feelings	

of	Otherness.		

Through	the	media,	and	especially	social	media,	they	are	made	aware	that	they	

are	always	already	Other.	The	increase	of	negative	rhetoric	towards	Muslims	living	in	

Denmark—from	 politicians	 and	 traditional	 media	 outlets—is	 amplified	 through	

social	media,	“where	people	with	marginal	opinions	get	a	voice”	(Mentor	06.17.2015).	

After	the	terror	attack	in	Copenhagen	the	negative	rhetoric	has	become	increasingly	

hostile	towards	Muslim	minorities.	This	feeling	of	becoming	a	threat	was	articulated	

by	Emir	in	response	to	the	police	officer	with	a	machine	gun	on	the	other	side	of	the	
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street	(see	Chapter	1,	p.	11):	 “We	felt	 insecure.	We	didn’t	know	if	 they	were	there	

because	of	the	school.	Are	they	afraid	of	us?	Why	are	they	there?”	(05.11.2015).	What	

happened	 both	 in	 Paris	 and	 Copenhagen	 changed	 the	 tone	 in	 the	media	 (and	 the	

within	public	space,	which	will	be	discussed	in	the	following	chapter).	In	the	dialog	

below	between	two	of	the	former	students,	Mira	and	Azra,	we	see	how	social	media	

influences	feelings	of	belonging:		

Mira:	 Social	 media	 and	 people	 around	 me	 have	 changed	 their	 views.	 The	
media	 is	 saying	 a	 lot	 that	 is	 not	 true,	 it’s	 propaganda.	 So	 you	 fuel	 those	
thoughts	[related	to	the	attack].		
	
Azra:	You	don’t	feel	that	it	is	your	country	if	you	are	always	outside,	outside,	
outside.	I’m	also	part	of	this	country	and	I	am	also	trying	to	better	this	country.	
	
Mira:	My	fellow	students	[at	Copenhagen	Business	School],	they	grew	up	here	
and	their	parents	grew	up	here.	 I	grew	up	here	and	my	parents	came	from	
somewhere	else.	We	all	grew	up	in	Denmark,	and	maybe	we	are	raised	a	bit	
different,	but	we	should	all	be	allowed	to	call	ourselves	Danish.	
	
Azra:	Denmark	wants	 freedom	of	 speech,	but	 then	why	don’t	 they	 tolerate	
difference?	(05.13.2015)	

																																												 	 	 	 	 	 	 		
The	students	brought	up	media	as	a	source	of	antagonistic	discourses,	saying:	

It’s	not	like	someone	is	yelling	‘Get	out	of	our	country.’	It’s	more	[about]	the	
media’s	portrayal…	They	have	always	been	negative	towards	indvandrer.	It’s	
the	media	that	critiques	us	all	the	time.	Maybe	three	or	four	times	I	have	had	
something	racist	happen	to	me	(12.03.14).		
	
Osman	articulates	a	frustration	towards	the	media,	which	he	sees	as	creating	

a	sense	of	them	and	us.	The	encounter	with	the	media,	while	not	happening	at	the	

bodily	 level,	 is	 still	 experienced	 at	 an	 intimate	 way.	 Religion,	 Islam	 in	 this	 case,	

becomes	one	of	the	signs	used	to	articulate	difference	between	bodies,	producing	the	

stranger	who	feels	out	of	place.	Through	traditional	and	social	media,	this	difference	

is	felt	even	in	the	intimate	space	of	the	home.		
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By	taking	away	the	option	of	identifying	with	a	hyphen,	some	bodies	are	then	

always	 already	 marked	 Other	 or	 stranger.	 According	 to	 the	 mentor,	 feelings	 of	

Otherness	 are	produced	when	 students	 repeatedly	have	 to	 explain	 themselves.	At	

some	point	they	experience	a	moment	of	social	defeat.	Students	are	to	some	extent	

shielded	from	this	at	KPG.	The	frustrations	are	sometimes	felt	in	the	small	encounters.	

Nisa	says,	“Sometimes	it	is	just	little	remarks	like,	‘Oh,	you	travel	to	Turkey,’	and	I	just	

want	to	say,	no	I’m	also	going	to	the	US	with	my	brother”	(06.13.2015).	While	it	seems	

like	an	 innocent	remark,	Nisa	articulates	a	 frustration	 in	that	she	 is	more	than	the	

stereotype	of	people	going	back	to	Turkey	every	summer,	and	never	doing	any	other	

travel,	a	stereotype	common	among	ethnic	Danes	towards	Turkish	minorities.		

	

5.5	Feelings	of	belonging		

For	families,	the	school	becomes	a	space	where	students	hopefully	experience	

less	trauma	by	protecting	them	against	racial	or	antagonistic	encounters.	Through	the	

curriculum,	the	students	are	taught	Danish	democratic	values	and	history	while	also	

leaving	 a	 specific	 Turkish	 identity	 that	 believes	 in	 an	 alcohol	 free	 environment,	

supporting	 gender-separated	 events,	 and	 pressing	 the	 value	 of	 education.	 At	 the	

school,	students	actively	create	their	own	spaces	through	their	hyphenated	identity	

in	 response	 to	 racialization.	 By	 being	 allowed	 to	merge	 both	 Danish	 and	 Turkish	

identities,	 the	 students	 reveal	 alternative	 narrations	 of	 belonging,	 cultural	

citizenship,	and	more	importantly,	what	it	means	to	be	Danish.			

According	to	the	students,	the	private	school	is	a	space	where	they	no	longer	

have	 to	 think	 about	 whether	 their	 academic	 achievements	 are	 being	 challenged	
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because	they	are	deemed	Other.	I	asked	the	students	to	describe	KPG	with	five	words.	

The	female	students	all	agreed	that	the	school	could	be	described	with	the	following	

terms:	safe,	cozy,	supportive,	community,	respect	for	teachers,	and	well-functioning.	

While	the	young	men	also	saw	the	school	as	a	supportive	community,	they	added	that	

there	are	conveniences	when	everyone	looks	the	same	(wears	the	same	clothing)	and	

shares	 the	 same	history.	 These	 experiences	 drive	 students	 to	 socialize	with	 other	

students	who	have	some	of	the	same	values.	These	shared	values	are	expressed	by	

the	students	in	the	following	dialog:		

Signe:	You	automatically	seek	what	you	know	and	who	 looks	 like	you.	You	
want	to	be	open…	If	I	walk	over	to	a	group	of	Danish	girls,	I	wouldn’t	mind	it,	
but	I	would	have	to	start	from	the	beginning,	introduce	myself,	where	I	come	
from	and	my	background.	It	would	be	easier	for	me	to	be	with	Mia	because	
we	have	the	same	background.	
	
Anne:	But	you	don’t	have	 the	same	background	[Signe	has	Turkish	parents	
and	Mia	has	Lebanese	parents].	
	
Signe:	No,	but	it	is	very	similar,	I	think	it	is	the	religion.	
	
Emma:	And	culture.		
	
Mia:	But	it’s	easier	than	a	Dane.	
	
Signe:	It’s	religion	and	culture.		
	

They	recognize	that	their	shared	culture	allows	them	to	stay	within	the	boundaries	of	

their	community	and	the	school	becomes	a	space	of	safety	and	support	that	mimics	

their	cultural	background.		

Across	 the	 two	 genders,	 students	 shared	 that	 they	 often	 socialize	 together.	

Frequently,	this	is	through	school	activities,	though	at	other	times	students	meet	to	

cook	together	at	the	park.		The	girls	are	quick	to	point	out	that	it	is	only	acceptable	to	

be	with	the	boys	as	long	as	they	are	not	alone.	The	school	serves	as	a	space	where	the	
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students	can	bend	gender	expectations	because	the	families	have	trust	in	the	school	

to	be	the	moral	guardian	of	their	children.	Deeb	and	Harb	(2013,	9)	elucidate	how	

youth	negotiate	social	norms,	writing:	

There	remains	space	for	negotiation,	movement,	moods,	and	even	day-
to-day	 changes	 in	 activities	 without	 accusations	 of	 hypocrisy	 or	
immorality.	 This	 does	 not	mean	 that	 these	 negotiations	 are	 easy	 or	
discussions	are	devoid	of	critique.	Youth	often	feel	guilty	as	they	try	to	
navigate	 social	 norms	while	 avoiding	 sin.	 Indeed,	 for	 someone	who	
wants	 to	 be	 a	 moral	 person	 according	 to	 both	 religious	 and	 social	
rubrics,	 the	 notion	 that	 individuals	 are	 responsible	 both	 for	 moral	
action	and	for	deciding	what	counts	as	moral	in	the	first	place	raises	
the	stakes	of	everyday	decisions	significantly.	
	
During	my	time	at	the	school	I	would	often	see	both	male	and	female	students	

congregate	 together	 during	 school	 breaks,	 talking	 or	 playing	 soccer	 together.	 The	

young	women	also	showed	me	photos	of	 their	 trips	to	the	park	where	they	would	

bring	food	and	socialize	in	gender	diverse	groups.	According	to	one	of	the	teachers,	

some	 of	 the	 students	 take	 advantage	 of	 that	 confidence	 by	 lying	 to	 their	 parents,	

telling	them	that	they	are	attending	a	mixed-gender	activity	that	is	sponsored	by	the	

school.		

Because	 of	 a	 shared	 upbringing,	 the	 students	 don’t	 have	 to	 explain	 gender	

expectations	and	rules	around	curfews,	to	name	a	few.	By	sharing	these	expectations,	

the	students	don’t	feel	alienated	because	they	are	not	able	to	join	certain	practices,	

which	can	happen	at	 the	public	school.	Another	example	of	 the	women	navigating	

gender	expectations	is	when	they	arrange	parties	at	the	school	that	are	only	attended	

by	women.	The	teachers	will	come	and	open	the	school	so	the	female	students	can	

have	parties	unsupervised.	The	school	knows	the	invisible	boundaries	that	parents	

expect	 for	 their	 children,	 especially	with	 respect	 to	gender	mixing.	Knowing	 these	
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boundaries,	 the	 school	 can	 support	 the	 students	 in	 some	 of	 their	wishes,	 such	 as	

female-only	parties.	An	example	of	 the	 school	 functioning	as	 a	 culturally	 sensitive	

‘safe’	space	is	their	graduation	party	(Figure	5.3).	

Here,	the	women,	who	normally	dress	and	look	slightly	conservative,	arrived	

with	 red	 lipstick	and	 tight	dresses.	This	behavior	becomes	acceptable	because	 the	

parents	feel	‘safe’	knowing	that	their	children	will	be	supervised.	Mohammad	(2013)	

writes	 that	 across	 communities	 such	 as	 schools	 and	 universities,	 young	 Muslim	

women	especially	are	experimenting	across	different	ethnic	styles:	“Western	dress	

(skirts,	trousers	and	tops),	which	was	so	taboo	within	the	community,	has	been	made	

more	acceptable	 through	 Islamification	 [of	Western	dress].	This	 look	underlines	 a	

visual	distancing	from	the	so-called	‘backward’	traditions”	(2013,	1817).	

In	these	spaces,	some	of	the	young	women	can	produce	new	subjectivities	by	

playing	with	gender	expectations	as	well	as	their	sexuality.	The	red	lipstick	and	high	

heels	 are	 expressions	 that	would	 have	 been	 considered	 ayip	 had	 it	 been	 done	 in	

another	social	setting.	The	female-only	parties	also	become	spaces	where	the	young	

women	 can	 express	 their	 sexuality	 in	 relation	 to	 dress	 and	makeup	 among	 other	

women.			
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Figure	5.2.	Graduation	dinner	party	for	students	and	teachers	2015.	Source:	Anne	Ranek		

	

Among	 the	young	women	 I	 spoke	with,	 the	 invisible	boundaries	of	 cultural	

expectations	were	similar	across	participants;	it	did	not	matter	whether	they	dressed	

in	modest	Muslim	dresses	(veil	and	abaya),	in	only	veil	and	‘normal’	teenage	clothes,	

or	with	no	religious	attire	at	all.	The	girls	however,	reflected	on	the	link	between	their	

behavior	and	the	people	they	hang	out	with.	Mia	told	me	that	she	attended	a	couple	

of	different	Arabic	schools	between	kindergarten	and	6th	grade	and	a	public	school	

between	7th	and	9th	grade.	For	her,	the	public-school	experience	was	positive,	and	she	

acknowledges	that	more	opportunities	were	presented	to	her.	Across	the	girls,	there	
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was	 an	 agreement	 that	 if	 they	 had	 had	 ethnic	Danish	 girlfriends	 then	 they	would	

probably	have	been	doing	different	things.				

In	my	conversations	with	the	female	students,	what	emerged	were	invisible	

boundaries	maintained	 and	 controlled	 by	 their	 community.	 These	 boundaries	 are	

noticeable	when	it	comes	to	gender	expectations	and	the	students	point	to	the	role	of	

gossip	and	rumors	in	patrolling	these	invisible	boundaries.	Sibil	explained	how	she	

experienced	these	invisible	boundaries	when	moving	from	public	to	private	school:	

I	was	used	to	being	around	boys	and	girls	and	suddenly	you	weren’t	allowed	
to	speak	to	boys	[after	moving	to	a	Muslim	school].	Later,	 it	became	easier	
knowing	each	other’s	culture.	Especially	at	Muslim	private	schools,	if	you	only	
run	around	with	boys	then	people	can	misunderstand	the	situation.	It	is	still	
like	 that	 today.	 If	you	run	around	with	someone	then	people	 think	you	are	
together,	that	you	are	a	couple.	People	start	gossiping	and	private	schools	are	
good	at	that—no	evidence,	they	just	say	it.	Then	came	the	9th	grade	and	I	said:	
‘I	 don’t	want	 to	 be	 in	 this	 kind	 of	 school	 and	 follow	 these	 kind	 of	 rules.’	 I	
wanted	to	try	something	new…	However,	I	gave	our	high	school	a	chance.	It	is	
still	the	same,	the	people	who	had	either	gone	to	girl	or	boy	boarding	schools	
were	very	shy…	Now	they	have	gotten	used	to	it	[being	among	the	other	sex].	
(05.14.2015)	

	
According	to	Sibil,	the	separation	between	the	sexes	is	successful	at	the	private	

school	 because	 the	 behavior	 can	 be	 patrolled	 through	 gossip.	 In	 my	

conversation	with	Asya	and	Sibil,	both	women	explain	how	they	socialize	with	

the	male	students	while	making	sure	that	rumors	do	not	get	to	their	parents	

or	teachers.	They	describe	this	transition	to	KPG	in	the	following	dialog:				

Asya:	When	I	started	[KPG]	I	was	told,	‘Don’t	speak	to	this	person.	It	might	be	
misunderstood.’	 I	 came	 from	 a	 place	 where	 it	 was	 really	 relaxed	 and	 you	
hugged	 and	 such.	 	 Now	 we	 all	 hang	 out,	 we	 take	 all	 the	 honor	 for	 that	
[laughing].		

	
Asya:	Today	we	do	everything	together.		

	
Sibil:	Today	we	see	each	other	as	brothers	and	sisters.		

	
Anne:	The	rumors	are	not	there	anymore?		
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Both:	No,	they	are	still	there	[laughing].		

	
Asya:	The	rumors	never	go	as	far	as	to	the	parents.		

	
Sibil:	You	always	make	sure	that	it	never	goes	that	far.	If	the	rumors	get	to	the	
teachers,	then	they	might	change	their	view.		
	
Anne:	Is	that	something	you	think	or	know?			
	
Sibil:	That	is	something	I	know.	These	are	gossips	that	deal	with	honor…	You	
don’t	want	the	teacher	to	get	a	bad	impression.		

	
Asya:	Also,	because	you	see	the	teacher	as	being	part	your	family,	part	of	us.		

	
Sibil:	For	example,	about	smoking.	My	English	teacher	has	known	me	for	many	
years	and	I	didn’t	want	her	to	find	out	I	was	smoking,	because	she	is	like	my	
own	mother.	I	don’t	want	her	to	be	like,	‘Why	did	you	start?’	So	I	have	been	
hiding	it	from	her,	now	she	knows.	That	is	the	kind	of	relationship	we	have	
with	them.		

	
Asya:	It’s	different	with	the	Danish	teachers.	Them	we	can	do	anything	with.	
On	our	trip,	our	Danish	teacher	got	so	tired	of	us	and	told	us	that	we	needed	
to	buy	him	a	beer	when	we	landed	in	the	airport	and	we	were,	‘Yes,	we	will	
totally	buy	you	 that.’	There	are	some	 jokes	you	can	make	with	a	Dane	and	
some	with	others.	(05.14.2015)	

	
Both	 Sibil	 and	 Asya	 acknowledge	 the	 invisible	 boundaries	 that	 patrol	 gender	

expectations.	 However,	 they	 also	 expose	 that	 while	 these	 boundaries	 exist,	 the	

students	make	sure	that	it	doesn’t	go	so	far	as	to	their	parents	or	teachers,	bending	

the	lines	of	community	expectations.			

	 The	 school	 becomes	 a	 paradoxical	 space	where	 students,	 because	 they	 are	

shielded	from	feelings	of	racial	exclusion,	are	able	to	challenge	gender	expectations	

by	 pushing	 boundaries	 and	 at	 times	 take	 advantage	 of	 the	 liberties	 the	 school	

provides.	 While	 Danish	 society	 operates	 under	 expectations	 of	 assimilation,	 the	

students	 articulate	 a	 form	 of	 cultural	 citizenship	 that	 allows	 them	 to	merge	 their	

identities	by	tapping	into	what	it	would	mean	to	have	a	hyphenated	identity.		
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5.6	Discussion	

While	politicians	have	turned	their	attention	to	private	schools	as	potential	

spaces	for	radicalization	as	well	as	spaces	that	produce	a	parallel	society,	the	friskole	

organization	has	pointed	to	already	existing	laws	that	allow	politicians	to	withdraw	

funding	 if	 a	 school	 is	 not	 following	 the	 guidelines	 provided	 by	 the	 ministry	 of	

education.	In	this	chapter,	I	argue	that	these	school	may	create	a	parallel	society	if	

that	phrase	is	defined	as	a	group	of	people	staying	within	a	community	that	resembles	

their	 own	 cultural	 values.	 	 However,	 this	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 students	 are	 not	

engaging	in	Danish	society	or	trying	to	become	Danish	citizens.	In	this	chapter,	I	have	

proposed	 that	we	 instead	 re-conceptualize	 these	 schools	 as	 paradoxical	 spaces,	 a	

space	 where	 students	 can	 position	 themselves	 in	 the	 margin	 and	 the	 center	

simultaneously.	 Currently,	 the	 geopolitical	 climate	 towards	 Muslim	 minorities	

produces	 feelings	 of	 Otherness	 by	 denying	 them	 the	 possibility	 of	 becoming	 fully	

‘Danish.’	Paradoxical	space	is	a	dynamic	relationship	between	the	community	as	an	

intimate	space,	on	the	one	hand,	and	a	geopolitical	climate	that	discursively	produces	

the	stranger	and	allows	the	stranger	to	be	seen	as	being	out	of	place,	on	the	other.	

				 	Occupying	the	margin	often	follows	experiences	of	being	racialized,	being	up	

against	a	system	that	privileges	white	bodies.	Some	of	these	experiences	are	feelings	

of	being	graded	unfairly,	of	not	being	allowed	full	entry	into	Danish	society.	For	some,	

public	school	can	be	burdensome	to	navigate	due	to	different	cultural	expectations	

and	practices.	These	challenges	can	produce	feelings	of	Otherness	by	reminding	the	

students	or	their	parents	that,	because	they	step	outside	the	norms	dictated	by	the	

majority,	 they	 are	 not	 entirely	 Danish.	 For	 some,	 a	 private	 school	 such	 as	 KPG	
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provides	an	alternative	that	promises	a	space	of	community	that	is	culturally	easier	

to	navigate	and	where	students	will	be	offered	support	through	engaged	teachers	and	

mentors.	 Occupying	 the	 center	 is	 a	 space	 that	 provides	 the	 privileges	 of	majority	

status,	 which	 means	 being	 in	 the	 world	 without	 being	 questioned	 about	 your	

legitimacy	as	a	full	citizen.	Occupying	a	paradoxical	space	also	allows	for	what	hooks	

(1990)	calls	humanization,	a	space	where	you	are	a	subject,	not	an	object.	Equally,	by	

not	having	the	burden	of	constantly	needing	to	defend	or	explain	their	backgrounds.	

					 Through	students’	narrative,	intersections	of	race,	ethnicity,	and	religion	are	

identity	categories	that	emerge	in	relation	to	media	and	social	media,	as	well	as	the	

public	school.	These	categories	of	identification—while	they	are	not	static—do	help	

illuminate	 the	 racial	 structures	 that	 prevent	 students	 from	 feeling	 part	 of	 society.	

Particular	to	Denmark	is	the	missing	hyphen	in	how	people	can	position	themselves	

as	 a	 Danish	 citizen	 as	 well	 as	 in	 how	 Danes	 define	 ‘Danishness.’	 A	 hyphen	 also	

challenges	whiteness	by	allowing	ethnicity	and	race	into	a	narrative	of	being	Danish.	

The	 private	 school	 becomes	 a	 space	where	 the	 students	 are	 being	 allowed	 space	

where	 they	can	articulate	 their	 subject	position	as	existing	between	 their	parents’	

heritage	and	their	own	Danish	heritage.		
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CHAPTER	6	

STUDENTS:	NEGOTIATING	PUBLIC	SPACES	

Sometimes	on	the	train,	people	look	at	you	like	you	are	a	monster,	or	
they	don’t	want	to	sit	next	to	you.	Sometimes	people	will	even	change	
the	seat	so	they	don’t	have	to	sit	next	to	you.	I	don’t	know	if	it	is	because	
they	are	afraid	of	us…	(Emir	05.11.2015)	

	

To	unpack	how	Muslim	youth	at	KPG	navigate	urban	space	in	Copenhagen,	this	

chapter	is	mainly	built	on	narratives	emerging	from	the	place	mapping	exercise	and	

supported	by	interviews	and	focus	groups	with	students	and	former	students	from	

KPG.	This	chapter	will	engage	the	everyday	practices	of	using	and	moving	in	public	

space,	while	also	elucidating	how	the	students’	bodies	are	policed—by	the	state,	in	

school,	in	selected	neighborhoods,	and	by	friends	and	family—and	what	social	stakes	

are	 involved	 when	 they	 transgress	 these	 sometimes-invisible	 boundaries.	 The	

policing	of	bodies	also	produces	spaces	of	resistance,	spaces	where	the	students	find	

ways	of	circumventing	these	invisible	boundaries.		

Two	 female	 students,	Mia	 and	Mette	 joined	 the	 other	 young	women	 in	 the	

place	mapping	exercise.	Mia	has	Turkish	heritage	and	Mette	has	Lebanese	heritage.	

Both		dress	in	a	abaya,	which	is	a	loose	over	garment	that	covers	everything	except	

hands	and	face.				
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6.1	Navigating	the	city		

For	the	place	mapping	exercise,	I	chose	to	use	an	‘old	fashioned'	paper	map	of	

Copenhagen	to	facilitate	a	simultaneous,	collective	experience	among	the	students.	

The	decision	to	use	a	paper	map,	one	that	is	typically	used	for	public	navigation	and	

tourism,	was	based	on	the	idea	that	the	map	is	easier	to	congregate	around	then	a	

computer	or	a	smart	device.	What	is	more,	few	of	the	students	had	much	experience	

with	reading	maps,	so	the	exercise	arguably	created	some	critical	distance	between	

them	 and	 the	 object	 of	 discussion.	 I	 thought	 the	 de-familiarization	 with	 the	 map	

would	help	in	the	exercise,	this	proved	interesting	enough	because	it	revealed	which	

parts	of	the	city	they	use	as	 ‘landmarks'	to	situate	their	knowledge	of	the	city.	It	is	

crucial	 when	 conducting	 this	 method	 to	 allow	 the	 students	 to	 narrate	 their	

experiences	without	 being	 guided	 by	 the	 researcher.	 The	 seemingly	 unstructured	

method	created	a	space	where	the	participants	connected	with	each	other	and	built	

upon	each	other's	insights.	They	narrated	and	even	compared	stories	of	how	they	use	

the	city,	a	type	of	data	sharing	that	seldom	comes	forth	in	structured	interviews	and	

which	illuminated	a	spectrum	of	everyday	interactions.		

	

6.1.1	Ayip	

When	asked	the	very	broad	question	of	how	they	navigate	the	city,	 the	two	

groups	 responded	with	 different	 points	 of	 departure.	 The	women	 brought	 up	 the	

concept	of	ayip,	while	the	men	talked	about	haram	 in	relation	to	negotiating	moral	

codes.	In	research	among	Shi’i	youth	in	Lebanon,	Deeb	and	Harb	(2013)	found	that	

youth	often	negotiate	moral	codes	in	their	everyday	practice,	especially	in	how	they	
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come	to	understand	piety	and	morality	as	a	process.	In	this	process,	religion	and	the	

social	 are	 often	 understood	 as	 distinct,	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 often	 overlapping	

within	reason.	Deeb	and	Harb	describe	the	distinct	act	of	transgression	in	relation	to	

drinking	alcohol,	which	is	understood	as	haram	(prescribed	by	Islamic	law)	while	ayb	

(ayip	 in	 Turkish)	 describes	 the	 process	 of	 transgressing	 social	 norms	 and	 can	 be	

translated	as	something	shameful	concerning	a	range	of	behaviors.	Deeb	and	Harb	

(2013,	4)	write,	“ayb	is	not	necessarily	haram	and	vice	versa,	as	the	former	describes	

a	violation	affecting	one’s	relationship	with	other	people	and	the	 latter	a	violation	

affecting	one’s	relationship	with	God.”	Negotiating	ayb	and	haram	becomes	a	flexible	

process;	they	write,	“We	always	mean	‘flexible’	in	this	dual	sense:	negotiations	within	

clear-cut	rules	(e.g.,	I	believe	it	is	haram	to	sit	in	a	pub,	but	I	will	go	anyway	without	

drinking)	and	negotiations	of	the	rules	themselves	(e.g.,	I	do	not	believe	that	sitting	in	

a	pub	is	haram)”	(Deeb	and	Harb	2013,	5).		

For	 the	 women,	 the	 question	 of	 how	 they	 navigate	 the	 city	 generated	

narratives	around	the	notion	of	ayip,	prompting	discussion	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	

good	Muslim	and	how	that	relates	to	the	way	they	access	public	space.	To	start	the	

conversation	in	the	place	mapping	exercise,	I	asked	them	to	think	about	the	following:	

How	do	you	navigate	the	city?	What	are	areas	where	they	feel	safe	and	unsafe?	Where	

do	you	hang	out?	The	concept	of	ayip	came	up	at	the	beginning	of	the	exercise	when	

Mia	tried	to	explain	how	she	walks	home	from	school:		

Mia:	[Leans	over	the	map	and	point	to	the	neighborhood	Nørrebro,	which	is	
close	to	where	the	school	is	located.]	There	are	different	areas	of	Nørrebro;	
it’s	not	because	I	get	scared	or	because	it’s	dangerous	over	there,	it’s	just…	If	
there	is	a	large	group…	No,	should	I	just	say	it	straight	out?		

Anne:	Yes,	yes.	
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Mia:	There	are	many	areas	of	Nørrebro	where	the	 local	boys	meet	up.	And	
then	maybe	it	wouldn’t	be	so	smart	to	walk	past	them.	(Figure	6.1)	

Anne:	Why,	what	could	happen?		

Mia:	Well,	nothing	would	happen	[laughing].	

Anne:	Is	it	a	feeling?	

Mia:	 It’s	 just	 a	 sense	 where	 I	 don't	 feel	 comfortable;	 it's	 just	 not	 smart,	
hmmmm…	No.	

Anne:	Just	explain,	there	are	no	right	or	wrong	answers.	

Mia:	It’s	just	hard	to	explain,	that’s	just	how	it	is	[asks	the	other	girls	if	they	
can	help	her	define	it].	

Mette:	I	think	that	when	you	have	ten	or	eleven	boys	who	are	talking	and	you	
walk	by	as	the	only	girl,	it’s	just	like…	[another	girl	says	“embarrassing”].	

Laura:	Then	they	look.	

Mette:	Yes,	they	look.	Not	that	they	look	in	a	bad	way	necessarily,	but	they	get	
quiet	when	a	girl	walks	by…that	is	awkward	somehow.		

Mia:	It's	so	ayip.	

Anne:	Ayip?	

Multiple	girls	at	the	same	time:	Yes,	that	is	just	something	that	you	don’t	do.		

Mia:	Okay,	here	is	an	example,	you	don't	pick	your	nose	in	the	middle	of	class	
[laughter].	That	is	also	ayip	[all	the	girls	are	nodding].	It’s	just	something	you	
don't	do.	

Anne:	Is	that	based	on	religion	or	culture?	

Multiple	girls	at	the	same	time:	This	is	more	cultural.	

Mia:	I	have	two	roads	home,	right?	One	of	them	is	the	closest	one	when	I	come	
from	Nørrebro,	but	I	take	the	other	way	because	it	[the	other	road]	is	a	bit	
dodgy,	but	not	because	I	am	scared.	I	like	it	there,	and	I	think	it's	awesome.	
But	there	is	a	club	over	there,	where	many	of	the	boys	where	I	live	come	and	
hang	out...	They	don’t	have	to	look	in	a	way	that	shows	bad	intention,	but	just	
the	fact	that	they	are	quiet	when	I	walk	by	 ‘all	eyes	on	me’	[girls	 laughing].	
And,	in	the	worst	case,	some	might	have	bad	thoughts	‘look	at	her,	she	wants	
attention’	 something	 like	 that.	 They	 are	 Kurds,	 Tyrks,	 Arabs;	 you	 know	
invandrere.	(02.05.2015)	
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Figure	6.1.	Young	minority	men	hanging	out	in	Nørrebro.	Source:	Anne	Ranek	
	

Through	the	concept	of	ayip,	 the	girls	can	express	more	than	a	doing,	but	a	

feeling	that	they	can	articulate	amongst	themselves.	They	all	agreed	on	the	principles	

of	 ayip,	 saying	 that	 it	 represents	 a	 feeling,	 something	 that’s	 embarrassing,	 and	

something	 that	 you	 just	 don’t	 do.	 Ayip	 represents	 a	 spatial	 encounter	 where	

intersections	of	gender,	ethnicity,	and	space	frame	how	they	navigate	public	space.	

This	 example	 illustrates	how	 the	young	women	position	 themselves	 in	 relation	 to	

other	young	minority	men	who	congregate	in	public	space.	For	the	women,	there	are	

gender	expectations	of	not	drawing	attention	when	walking	in	public	space.	These	
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expectations	 are	 recognized	 across	 the	 girls,	 illustrating	 that	 visible	 religious	

affiliation,	as	in	the	veil	or	abaya,	is	not	an	indication	of	being	more	restricted	in	public	

space	compared	to	women	who	do	not	signal	their	Muslim	identity.	They	later	talk	

about	 how	 the	 school	 is	 a	 space	 where	 these	 expectations	 are	 no	 longer	 in	 play	

because	the	young	men	are	often	younger	and	because	they	know	them.	The	young	

women	don’t	agree	on	whether	ayip	applies	to	a	group	of	ethnic	Danish	boys.	While	

for	Mia,	ayip	includes	both	ethnicities,	a	couple	of	girls	say	‘no,’	and	one	argues	that	

ethnic	Danish	boys	never	stand	around	in	groups	in	public	spaces.	This	example	of	

gender	expectations	is	more	pronounced	when	the	women	discuss	where	they	hang	

out	with	their	girlfriends.		

The	concept	of	Ayip	also	plays	into	where	the	girls	choose	to	hang	out	with	

their	girlfriends.	Throughout	our	conversation,	it	became	clear	that	hookah	cafes	are	

central	 to	hanging	out	and	that	 there	are	strategies	behind	how	they	choose	these	

spaces.	This	is	revealed	in	the	following	conversation:		

Mette:	There	are	different	cafes…	But	there	are	specific	ones	that	we	will	hang	
out	at;	we	know	the	place,	and	it’s	safe.	There	is	also	a	hookah	café	in	Ishøj	
[name	of	 city]	and	even	 though	 it’s	 for	girls	and	boys,	we	have	never	been	
there.	We	feel	that	there	are	a	lot	of	boys	and	then	we	don’t	want	to	go	there.		

Signe:	It	would	look	wrong	if	we	were	the	only	girls	surrounded	by	20	boys.		

Mette:	You	can	see	when	people	are	 there	 to	 just	hang	out	or	 if	 it’s	a	place	
where	people	are	there	on	dates	(the	girls	start	laughing	and	says	in	unison	
‘the	wrong	kind	of	dating’)…	you	can’t	say	it’s	wrong,	but…hunting	for	ladies	
(laughing).	(02.05.2015)	
	
The	girls	keep	coming	back	to	the	strategies	behind	choosing	the	appropriate	

hookah	café.	When	discussing	a	café	close	to	central	Copenhagen,	they	all	agree	that	

it	would	be	ayip	to	hang	out	there	because	young	men	frequent	it.	They	agree	that	the	
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‘danger’	of	visiting	this	café	would	be	if	someone	saw	them	and	went	back	home	and	

told	 their	 parents.	 Part	 of	 their	 strategy	 is	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 there	 is	 a	 balance	

between	the	two	genders	so	as	to	circumvent	the	possibility	that	someone	would	tell	

their	parents	and	say	that	they	were	acting	inappropriately.		

This	emphasis	on	gossip	as	a	tool	for	policing	the	places	where	the	women	can	

go	runs	through	all	the	conversations	with	the	women.	One	of	the	women,	Sibel,	is	

eighteen	years	old	and	not	allowed	to	visit	a	hookah	café	(Figure	6.2).	She	explains	

why	in	the	following:					

My	parents	don’t	know	that	I	go	to	hookah	cafes	because	they	think	that	if	you	
go	there	then	it’s	because	you	are	looking	for	a	guy	or	something	like	that…	
So	if	one	can’t	go	to	a	place	[because	someone	will	recognize	them]	then	we	
choose	another	place.	(05.14.2015)	

	
While	Sibel	is	not	allowed	to	visit	these	spaces,	she	crosses	her	parents’	rules	with	

support	from	her	friends.	The	women	share	similar	boundaries,	so	there	is	a	shared	

support	among	them.		

Part	 of	 the	 invisible	 boundaries	 is	 making	 sure	 that	 you	 do	 not	 ruin	 their	

reputation.	 In	 the	 following	dialog,	 this	concern	 is	shared	between	Asya	and	Sibel.	

Asya	further	points	out	that,	because	her	father	is	gone,	her	brothers	have	taken	on	

the	father’s	role	in	maintaining	Asya’s	reputation:			

Asya:	For	example,	I	have	many	brothers,	you	know.	
		

Sibel:	This	is	cultural	[we	are	talking	about	rumors].	
		

Asya:	In	our	culture,	you	don’t	want	people	to	talk	about	you,	‘People	shouldn’t	
talk	about	my	daughter	or	sons…’	Sometimes	if	I	stay	out	late,	I	call	my	mom	
and	say,	‘Hi,	let	the	brothers	know	so	there	are	no	consequences.’	It’s	just	that	
they	will	say	that	you	need	to	know	your	limits.	I	see	my	brothers	as	my	dad.	
I	can	go	and	tell	them	this	and	this	happen,	and	then	they	know	if	someone	
comes	up	to	them	saying	something.	(05.14.2015)	
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Figure	6.2.	Hookah	café	in	Copenhagen,	Denmark.	Source:	Anne	Ranek	

	
Asya,	who	hopes	to	own	her	own	dental	business	one	day,	recognizes	the	sacrifices	

that	her	brothers	have	made	for	her	to	get	an	education	and	she	goes	on	to	explain	

their	role	in	the	family:		

My	brothers	started	working	[in	the	family’s	café]	really	early.	When	we	started	
the	cafés,	they	started	working	in	the	kitchen	when	they	were	in	9th	grade.	So	I’m	
the	only	one	who	 is	getting	a	high	school	degree	so	 I	put	a	 lot	of	pressure	on	
myself	to	make	them	happy	and	me	happy.	They	have	done	everything	for	me.	
I’m	really	 spoiled.	And	 the	 last	 thing	 I	would	want	 to	do	 is	 to	 turn	my	back	 to	
them.	(05.14.2015)		
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Asya’s	story	reveals	the	role	of	patriarchy,	where	the	brothers	have	taken	on	the	role	

of	being	not	just	the	provider,	but	also	the	moral	guardian	for	their	sister	particular	

around	the	family’s	reputation	within	the	community.		

	 Another	 preferred	 thing	 to	 do	 after	 school,	 is	 described	 by	 Mette	 who	

describes	how	she	prefers	one	mall	over	the	other	because	it	is	a	place	of	familiarity.	

She	says		

When	we	celebrate	Eid	[Muslim	holiday]	 then	you	go	to	Fisketorvet	 [mall],	
you	see	everyone	you	know,	whether	they	are	from	Rødover	[name	of	city]	or	
Nørrebro,	you	meet	everyone	you	know.	(02.15.2015)	
	

When	the	young	women	talk	about	places	where	they	feel	out	of	place	they	mention	

a	department	 store	 in	 the	 center	of	Copenhagen,	 a	 space	 that	has	brands	 that	 are	

outside	 their	reach.	Feeling	 in	place	 is	 tightly	connected	 to	 the	women’s	economic	

position	and	they	negotiate	areas	of	the	city	where	there	are	stores	that	have	a	price	

point	they	can	afford.	While	affordability	plays	 into	where	the	young	women	hang	

out,	the	women	also	mention	how	Strøget,	the	main	walking	street,	is	a	space	that	you	

only	 go	 to	when	 it	 is	 light	 outside.	When	 the	 sun	goes	down,	 the	 street	become	a	

potential	 space	 for	 encountering	 drunk	 ethnic	 Danes,	which	 in	 their	mind	 can	 be	

potentially	 dangerous.	 Some	 of	 the	 potential	 danger	 is	 brought	 up	 by	 Emir,	 who	

describes	the	violence	as:			

Emir:	Girls	can’t	protect	themselves;	they	are	not	as	strong.	We	see	it	in	the	
media…	There	are	so	many	rapes,	people	 [the	perpetrator]	 look	the	wrong	
way	at	a	girl	and	when	the	girl	doesn’t	return	the	look	then	they	get	attacked	
or	something	like	that.			
	
Anne:	How	do	you	look	at	a	girl	the	wrong	way?	
	
Emir:	They	offer	her	intercourse	[the	perpetrator]	…	I’m	not	allowed	either	to	
be	out	late.	(05.11.2015)		
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Emir	describes	the	potential	danger	for	women	when	being	in	public	space	after	dark.	

His	assumptions	seem	to	fall	in	line	with	the	women’s	narrative	of	not	being	allowed	

out	 after	 dark,	 particularly	 not	 while	 on	 public	 transportation.	 Ayip	 as	 a	 concept	

represents	the	invisible	boundaries	that	guide	students	in	how	they	navigate	social	

and	 public	 space.	 However,	 that	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 students	 do	 not	 find	 different	

strategies	 to	 navigate	 this,	 such	 as	 having	 someone	 who	 can	 drive,	 since	 public	

transportation	is	also	not	seen	as	acceptable	after	dark.	These	temporal	boundaries	

create	 considerable	 discrepancies	 between	 the	 winter,	 when	 the	 sun	 goes	 down	

around	 five	o’clock	 in	 the	evening,	and	 the	summer,	when	 it	 sets	as	 late	as	eleven	

o’clock	at	night.		

Reputation	is	particularly	strong	as	a	guide	in	the	everyday	doings	among	the	

young	women,	compared	to	the	men.	While	ideas	of	what	is	considered	appropriate	

or	inappropriate	guided	the	young	women,	as	we	see	below,	the	young	men	discussed	

the	role	of	religion	and	culture	as	categories	of	identification	and	as	the	basis	for	their	

spatial	explorations.		

	

6.1.2	Drinking,	religion,	masculinity,	and	safety			

I	had	originally	three	young	men	who	were	going	to	participate,	but	on	the	day	

of	the	exercise	one	had	to	cancel	because	of	a	family	emergency.	One	of	the	students,	

Osman,	is	of	Turkish	heritage	and	lives	in	the	suburbs	of	Copenhagen	while	the	other,	

Anders,	was	born	in	Bosnia	but	moved	to	Denmark	when	he	was	a	young	child.	His	

early	childhood	was	on	the	island	of	Lolland	in	southern	Denmark,	though	he	later	

moved	to	the	suburbs	of	Copenhagen.	The	conversation	quickly	turned	to	issues	of	
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drinking	 and	 religion,	 with	 Anders	 pointing	 to	 the	 nightclubs	 close	 to	 the	 main	

walking	street.	Anders	argued	that	the	reason	that	he	goes	to	these	nightclubs	is	that	

he	grew	up	in	Lolland:		

The	reason	why	I	have	gone	out	[clubbing]	is	because	of	the	types	of	friends	I	
have.	I	used	to	live	in	Lolland	where	there	is	not	much	to	do,	so	you	went	out	
at	 night	 and	 on	 the	 weekends.	 Now	 in	 Copenhagen,	 there	 are	 a	 lot	 of	
opportunities	with	all	the	different	nightclubs.	(02.04.2015)	
	

In	his	narrative,	Anders	used	the	excuse	of	the	rural	as	a	place	that	encourages	him	to	

go	 out	 at	 night	 because	 there	 is	 “nothing	 else	 to	 do.”	 However,	 in	 the	 following	

conversation	he	acknowledges	that	it	is	predicated	on	the	kind	of	friends	and	family	

one	has:	

Anders:	 It’s	 really	 about	 your	 group	 of	 friends.	 Ever	 since	 I	 started	 in	 this	
school	[he	is	referring	to	going	out	drinking	in	the	weekends],	I	don’t	go	out	
with	anyone	from	this	school	because	they	are	good	Muslims.	(02.04.2015)	

	
Anders	is	reflecting	on	how	he	goes	out	drinking	less	now	that	he	is	in	a	school	

with	students	who	abstain,	equating	that	practice	with	being	a	good	Muslim.	To	this	

Osman	respond:	

Osman:	You	can’t	say	that,	it’s…	If	I’m	seen	in	a	nightclub,	and	my	dad	hears	
about	it,	it’s	not	because	he	is	going	punish	or	kill	me,	it’s	more	because,	what	
do	you	call	it…	It’s	not	seen	as	appropriate.	He	would	advise	against	it,	but	I	
could	do	it	if	I	wanted	to.		
	
Anders:	If	I	go	out	I	would	tell	it	to	my	mom	and	dad.		
	
Osman:	I	think	there	is	a	difference	between	our	parents.		
	
Anders:	I	think	my	dad	knows	that	I	have	tried	alcohol;	he	doesn’t	like	it.	I	don’t	
know	how	to	say	it,	but	I	think	he	thinks	that	I’m	an	adult	now…	My	father	
also	drinks	alcohol,	especially	after	the	war	he	would	drink	with	his	friends.	
In	the	beginning,	it	was	probably	to	forget	the	episodes	[from	the	war].	Our	
culture	 in	 Bosnia	 is	 very	 similar	 to	 the	 Turkish	 culture,	 but	 there	 are	 also	
similarities	 to	 the	 Danish.	 There	 are	 similarities	 between	 our	 food	 and	
Turkey,	but	you	don’t	see	that	many	Turkish	people	drink.	(02.04.2015)		
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Here	 intersections	 of	 rural,	 urban,	 religion	 and	national	 culture	 frame	how	

Anders	and	Osman	talk	about	the	reasons	that	one	would	go	out	to	clubs	or	drink	

alcohol.	While	I	try	to	keep	the	focus	on	the	map,	our	conversation	about	nightclubs	

and	drinking	becomes	a	platform	for	Osman	to	respond	to	Anders’s	idea	that	Turkish	

people	don’t	drink.		

Osman:	Well	 if	you	go	to	Turkey	and	you	go	to	Ankara	or	Istanbul—the	big	
cities—you	see	people	drink.	They	are	Muslims,	I’m	thinking…	You	see	people	
drink.	First	I	was	really	shocked.	I	was	little,	and	I	asked	my	dad,	are	they	not	
Muslims?	He	said,	‘Yes,	but	they	make	their	own	choices’.	They	have	the	right;	
you	 are	not	 allowed	 to	 force	 anyone	within	 your	 religion,	 then	 it	 becomes	
extreme,	and	that	is	not	allowed	within	Islam	or	the	Jewish	religion.		
	
Anders:	Because	you	drink	does	not	make	you	a	non-Muslim.	(02.04.2015)	
	
	

For	 Osman,	 the	 choice	 of	 not	 drinking	 is	 based	 on	 religion,	 but	 also	 tied	 into	 his	

Turkish	heritage	and	culture:	

Osman:	Me	and	my	dad,	as	a	matter	of	principles	we	don’t	support	selling	of	
alcohol	 in	 Turkey.	 We	 think	 that	 they	 are	 becoming	 a	 bit	 too	 modern	 or	
European…	Because	they	want	to	be	part	of	the	European	Union.	So	my	dad	
and	I	boycott	people	who	sell	alcohol.	We	can’t	do	that	here	because	everyone	
here	sells	alcohol.	(02.04.2015)	
	

Osman	described	drinking	as	something	European,	modern,	Danish	and	not	part	of	

their	 Turkish	 culture.	 While	 the	 young	 women	 talked	 about	 ayip	 to	 describe	 a	

situation	 that	 is	 not	 deemed	 acceptable,	Osman	uses	 religion	 as	 a	 guide	 to	why	 it	

would	be	inappropriate	to	be	caught	in	a	nightclub.		

In	an	interview	with	Emir	on	where	he	hangs	out,	he	offers	a	response	that	

reflects	perceived	risk,	and	 invisible	boundaries	that	separate	the	known	from	the	

unknown.	Emir	is	very	vocal	in	areas	that	he	avoids,	saying:		

I	stay	away	from	Istedgade.	I	don’t	feel	that	it	is	a	pleasant	place	to	be,	mostly	
because	there	is	a	lot	of	prostitutes	and	people	are	selling	drugs	and	people	
are	drinking	there…	I	will	also	go	to	Strøget	[the	main	walking	street	in	central	
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Copenhagen],	but	I	stay	away	at	night.	I	don’t	trust	the	Danish	streets	at	night.	
You	can	get	attacked.	The	debates	are	making	it	less	safe	to	be	out	at	night,	
especially	for	the	girls.	(05.11.2015)	
	
Later	in	my	conversation	with	the	young	men	we	talked	about	spaces	of	safety	

in	the	city.	Both	start	pointing	to	suburbs	outside	central	Copenhagen	where	they	live.	

Here,	 safety	 concerns	 are	 based	 on	 the	 invisible	 boundary	 between	 Tingbjerg,	 a	

housing	 project	 that	 borders	 Gladsaxe,	 and	 Husum,	which	 are	 both	 smaller	 cities	

within	greater	Copenhagen.	According	to	both	Anders	and	Osman,	these	three	places	

have	 a	 long-standing	 relationship	 with	 rival	 gangs.	 Anders	 tells	 me	 how	 a	 young	

Somali	man	was	killed	outside	of	his	window	 four	or	 five	 years	 ago.	According	 to	

Anders,	the	person	was	a	student	who	was	only	known	by	the	police	through	small	

thefts,	but	not	through	gang	affiliations.	He	described	this	event	saying:		

It	was	really	horrible	to	see	someone	killed	and	lying	there	in	front	of	you…	
He	was	black,	he	walked	with	a	group	in	the	late	evening,	they	were	on	their	
way	home	to	Tingbjerg…	.	(02.04.2015)	
	

Some	of	the	fighting	has	been	between	immigrant	gangs	and	AK81,	a	group	affiliated	

with	the	Hells	Angels.	The	escalation	of	violence	among	gangs	such	as	this	has	been	

pinned	in	part	to	the	hash	market.		

While	discussing	gang	rivalries,	both	talk	about	how	one	avoids	becoming	a	

target	or	being	stopped	by	 the	police.	Part	of	being	a	young	man	navigating	 these	

invisible	territorial	boundaries	is	knowing	that	any	of	the	gangs	might	target	you	or	

that	police	will	 stop	you	and	ask	where	you	are	 from.	Thus,	 a	 further	 component,	

described	by	Anders	and	Osman	below,	was	knowing	how	to	look	neutral:	

Anders:	It	also	depends	on	what	you	look	like,	if	you	walk	around	with	an	army	
cut	[haircut]	at	11PM.		
	
Osman:	Or	if	you	have	tattoos	on	your	face.	
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	Anders:	Or	a	big	beard	and	you	look	like	someone	who	is	religious,	then	they	
will	stop	you	and	interrogate	you.	(02.04.2015)	
	

According	to	the	two	of	them,	looking	suspicious	also	includes	things	such	as	driving	

a	BMW	with	tinted	windows	or	being	three	young	men	in	a	car.	When	asked	if	they	

had	ever	been	stopped	by	police	Osman	responded,	saying,	“It	happens	really	rarely,	

probably	every	six	months”	(02.04.2015).	It	could	be	argued	that	being	stopped	by	

police	 every	 six	 months	 could	 be	 highly	 stressful.	 Anders	 is	 very	 vocal	 about	

distancing	himself	from	the	gangs.	For	him,	one	key	to	being	left	alone	is	to	invoke	

certain	categories	of	identification:		

When	they	ask	me,	I	always	say	that	I	am	from	Lolland.	I	think	that	then	they	
don’t	want	 to	 touch	me.	But	 I	also	don’t	 really	 look	 like	 it,	 I	don’t	 look	 like	
someone	who	is	religious	or	someone	who	is	provoking.	I’m	kind	of	passive.	I	
want	to	avoid	all	forms	of	crime,	violence,	and	killings.	(02.04.2015)	
	

Throughout	 the	 conversation	 Anders	 talked	 about	 what	 he	 sees	 as	 similarities	

between	Bosnian	and	Danish	culture.	These	comparisons	allow	him	to	access	part	of	

Danish	culture	such	as	night	clubs,	which	constitute	closed	terrain	for	both	Osman	

and	 the	 young	women.	 The	 invisible	 boundaries	 also	 come	up	 among	 the	women	

when	looking	at	the	map	to	see	where	they	like	to	spend	time.	While	the	young	men	

talk	about	walking	around	the	main	walking	street	in	the	evening,	the	young	women	

concur	 that	walking	 the	 streets	 after	 dark	 is	 not	 appropriate	 for	women	 because	

people	start	to	drink.	In	the	following	section,	I	will	discuss	the	fine	line	between	fear	

and	rumors.			
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6.2	Public	space	after	the	terror	attack		

In	our	conversations,	the	students	refer	to	the	period	after	the	terror	attack	in	

Copenhagen,	both	in	relation	to	increased	antagonistic	rhetoric	among	politicians	but	

also	potential	and	perceived	physical	threats	in	public	space.	Mira,	a	former	student	

at	KPG,	reflected	on	a	political	event	she	had	attended	after	the	attack:		

I	was	at	a	forum	with	the	minister	of	justice,	Mette	Frederiksen.	I	like	to	be	
politically	 engaged,	 but	 the	 experience	 was	 not	 positive.	 The	 Mette	
Frederiksen	 that	 I	 know	 and	 have	 followed,	 I	 liked.	 She	 was	 about	 a	 free	
Denmark	 that	 allows	 difference.	 But	 under	 the	 debate,	 I	 became	 very	
disappointed	because	of	what	she	said.	Indirectly	I	heard	her	say	that	now	we	
need	to	take	a	step	away	from	boys	whose	parents	are	from	the	Middle	East	
and	she	kept	saying	‘our	Jews,	our	Jews,’	so	I	raised	my	hand	and	asked,	‘when	
you	say	‘our	Jews,’	when	will	you	say	our	Muslims?’	(05.13.2015)		
	

			Mira’s	 account	 reflects	 Ahmed’s	 (2000)	 description	 of	 the	 stranger.	 For	 Mira,	

something	 changed	 after	 the	 attack.	 Among	politicians,	 intersections	 of	 categories	

such	 as	 ‘Islam’	 and	 ‘Muslim	 boys’	 became	 a	 threat	 to	 national	 security,	 becoming	

Ahmed’s	stranger	through	their	religious	and	gender	identification.	

While	Mira	and	Azra	are	pessimistic	about	the	direction	of	political	rhetoric	

and	 the	media,	 both	 find	 hope	 in	 other	 events	 that	 took	 place	 after	 the	 attack	 in	

Copenhagen,	asking	whether	you	can	turn	hate	into	love.	They	explain:	

I	went	there	[to	the	vigil	where	one	of	the	victims	had	been	shot	referring	to	
the	terror	attack].	It	was	crazy.	I	had	my	little	brother	with	me.	He	is	nine.	He	
had	to	hold	hands	with	a	woman,	and	she	turned	to	him	and	said	‘You	know	
that	I	am	a	Jew?’	He	turned	to	me	and	asked	'What	is	a	Jew?'	The	feeling,	I	was	
so	proud	that	we	were	Christians,	Jews,	and	Muslims	together.	(05.13.2016)		
	

This	story	only	serves	to	exemplify	what	some	of	the	students	highlight,	namely	that	

“They	never	show	the	good	stories.”	While	this	story	did	make	it	to	the	print	media,	

such	stories	are	few	and	far	between.	In	the	geopolitical	climate	following	the	terror	

attack	in	Copenhagen,	much	of	the	media	coverage	has	been	negative	and	among	the	
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students	and	parents	you	also	get	the	sense	of	stories	that	gets	perpetuated	within	

the	community	and	across	social	media.		

Muslim	minorities	were	on	high	alert	for	potential	anger	and	hostility	towards	

them.	To	this,	two	of	the	women	say:					

Azra:	I	haven’t	tried	anything	myself,	but	wasn’t	there	something?		When	they	
were	discussing	the	veil?		
	
Mira:	Yes.		
	
Azra:	There	was	a	period	in	February	where	women	who	veiled	got	attacked.	
Which	is	a	sign	of	how	it	[the	debate]	has	influenced	public	space.	At	one	point	
on	 Facebook	 there	were	posts	 that	 stated	 that	 you	 should	 stay	 away	 from	
Flintholm	 station	 because	 people	 were	 attacking	 Muslims,	 particularly	
Muslim	girls.	Those	posts	got	shared	many	times.	My	school	is	by	the	station,	
but	there	was	nothing.	People	thought	 it	was	happening	and	they	 just	kept	
sharing.		
	
Mira:	You	need	to	be	critical	[towards	what	you	read	in	the	media	and	social	
media].	(05.13.2015)	
	

Azra	and	Mira	point	to	how	rumors	gets	spread	and	suggest	that	people	need	to	be	

critical	before	they	share	such	stories.	However,	encountering	danger	in	public	space	

is	something	real.	To	this,	Asya	states:	

After	 what	 happened	 [the	 terror	 attack],	 I	 would	 hear	 stories	 about	 girls	
[being	attacked].	We	were	two	girls	and	two	boys	in	a	train	and	I	saw	a	girl	
with	the	veil	and	a	guy	starts	attacking	her	verbally	and	then	starts	pulling	on	
her	veil.	What	am	I	supposed	to	do?	So,	I	took	the	boys	with	me	and	helped.	
He	[the	attacker]	saw	a	girl	with	the	veil	and	he	saw	her	as	responsible	for	
what	happened,	but	she	has	a	right	to	defend	herself.	After	the	episode,	the	
train	 conductor	 said	 over	 the	 radio,	 ‘We	 are	 all	 the	 same	 and	we	 need	 to	
respect	each	other.’	That	was	nice.	(05.14.2015)	

	
After	the	terror	attack,	Muslim	minorities	across	Europe	did	indeed	witness	

an	increase	in	hostility,	 including	physical	violence	and	vandalism	towards	Muslim	

cemeteries	and	private	schools.	this	string	of	attacks	reveals	how	the	stranger	is	not	

someone	who	is	unknown.	Instead,	Islam	has	come	to	represent	the	stranger	which	
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Danes	recognize	through	 ‘brown	bodies,’	visible	religious	symbols	such	as	the	veil,	

and	 buildings	 representing	 Muslim	 minorities	 presence	 in	 public	 space.		

Islam/Muslims	 becomes	 the	 body	 recognized	 as	 out	 of	 place	 and	 the	 stranger	

becomes	a	threat,	especially	in	public	space.	Ahmed	describes	‘stranger	danger’	as	a	

process	in	which	the	stranger	has	been	collectively	identified	as	that	which	is	lurking	

in	the	dark,	waiting	in	the	shadows.	In	Denmark,	this	collective	fear	is	built	around	

‘Islam’	and	the	‘threat’	that	Muslims	pose	to	the	community	and	nation.	While	some	

Muslims	might	be	able	to	be	‘invisible’	in	public	space,	Muslim	women	who	veil	are	

recognized	as	the	‘stranger’	because	of	their	visible	religiosity.		

Young	Muslims	who	are	seen	as	a	threat,	as	out	of	place,	are	affected	by	the	

wider	collective	consciousness	of	the	stranger,	and	this	reverberates	back	into	their	

own	lives.	Asya,	for	example	describes	how	she	is	no	longer	allowed	to	go	out	after	it	

gets	dark	because	of	an	encounter	her	mother	experienced:		

My	mother	and	brothers	told	me	not	be	out	after	 it	gets	dark.	Also,	 I’m	not	
allowed	 to	drive	when	 it	 gets	dark.	 She	 [the	mother]	 has	 experienced	 that	
when	she	was	driving	my	aunt	home	and	suddenly	there	was	two	motorcycle	
gang	members	who	went	 up	 to	 her	 car	window	and	 opened	her	 door	 and	
verbally	attacked	her	because	she	was	Muslim	[and	wearing	the	veil].	She	just	
drove	away	with	the	door	open.	She	was	really	shocked	after.	(05.14.2015)	
	

Another	example	of	being	out	of	place,	is	expressed	by	Emir:							

Sometimes	on	the	 train,	people	 look	at	you	 like	you	are	a	monster,	or	 they	
don’t	want	to	sit	next	to	you.	Sometimes	people	will	change	the	seat	so	they	
don’t	have	to	sit	next	to	you.	I	don’t	know	if	it	is	because	they	are	afraid	of	us…	
Or,	 if	 you	 are	 out	 shopping,	 people	 are	 staring	 like	 you	 are	 from	 another	
planet.	It’s	a	feeling…	you	try	to	speak	to	the	person	at	the	cash	register	and	
they	answer	you	back	coldly,	or	they	don’t	want	to	have	a	conversation	with	
you,	and	they	don’t	do	that	to	others.	You	ask	yourself,	 ‘Is	 it	because	of	my	
black	hair	or	brown	skin?’	(05.11.2015)	

	
Emir’s	comments	line	up	with	his	earlier	remarks	about	fear	and	danger	in	Istedgade,	

but	here	they	are	more	general	since	they	encompass	not	just	places	of	drinking	but	
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of	negotiating	space	as	a	Muslim.	He	underlines	how	the	encounters	don’t	have	to	be	

verbal,	but	can	be	based	on	a	stare	or	body	language.	He	goes	on	to	describe	situations	

at	his	work	place,	a	supermarket:		

Sometimes	when	I	sit	by	my	cash	register	I	hear	an	ethnic	Danish	couple	talk	
about	how	I’m	an	indvanrer	and	they	choose	another	cash	register,	even	if	the	
other	ones	are	full	and	I’m	not.	(5.11.2015)	

	
Emir	articulates	the	frustration	that	comes	with	his	proximity	to	but	exclusion	from	

the	imagined	community	feelings	of	not	belonging,	and	being	out	of	place.	Strategies	

to	avoid	these	encounters	include	choosing	spaces	where	he	knows	people	won’t	read	

him	as	the	stranger:	

You	choose	café	that	make	you	feel	comfortable	and	not	where	people	stare	
at	 you	weird.	We	will	 go	 to	 a	 shawarma	shop,	 and	while	 there	are	a	 lot	of	
ethnic	Danes,	they	don’t	stare	at	us,	because	why	would	they	if	they	are	at	a	
shawarma	 shop?	 I	 choose	 not	 to	 go	 to	 a	 very	Danish	 café.	 I	 prefer	 a	more	
mixed	café.	(5.11.2015)	

	
Emir	points	 to	the	 identity	category	of	race	and	ethnicity	as	visible	bodily	signs	of	

difference,	 but	 also	 how	 categories	 of	 religion	 and	 language	 are	 used	 to	 identify	

someone	as	being	out	of	place.			

While	 the	 students	narrate	how	 they	navigate	public	 space,	which	 includes	

invisible	boundaries	and	spaces	of	danger,	they	all	come	back	to	the	school	as	space	

of	safety.	Among	the	young	women,	they	all	agreed	that	ayip	does	not	apply	to	the	

school.	They	state	 that	 the	boys	are	often	younger	and	 they	know	 them,	but	most	

importantly,	the	school	functions	as	a	sanctuary	for	the	students,	a	space	where	the	

students	do	not	have	to	worry	about	being	seen	socializing	across	gender.	The	school	

represents	a	paradoxical	space	where	students	can	escape	the	public	perception	and	

the	potential	risks,	while	also	being	able	to	challenge	the	invisible	boundaries	of	the	
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community	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 gender	 norms.	 By	 sharing	 cultural	 and	 religious	

similarities,	 the	 students	 can	 support	 each	 other	 in	 their	 negotiations	 with	 their	

parents.	

	

6.3	Discussion		

The	students	mainly	socialized	with	other	Muslim	youth	and	mostly	within	

places	that	catered	to	Muslim	youth.	For	many	of	the	students,	 these	choices	were	

based	on	 shared	 interest,	 but	 also	on	whether	 certain	 spaces	would	or	would	not	

compromise	their	relationship	with	their	parents.	Especially	whether	they	would	be	

but	 in	 a	 compromising	 situation,	 such	 as	 being	 around	 too	many	men	 or	 alcohol.	

While	 the	 female	 students	used	 the	concept	of	ayip	 to	discuss	 their	negotiation	of	

public	spaces,	Osman	used	religion	as	a	moral	guide	to	assess	spaces	that	would	lead	

him	to	unacceptable	behavior.		

In	the	women’s	narrative	about	the	concept	of	ayip,	categories	of	identification	

such	 as	 gender,	 ethnicity,	 and	 age	were	built	 around	 invisible	 boundaries	 used	 to	

navigate	 social	 space.	 Ayip	was	 used	 to	 discuss	 not	 only	 how	 they	 choose	 certain	

streets	in	order	to	avoid	groups	of	men	hanging	out,	but	was	also	applied	to	the	places	

where	 they	would	 hang	 out	with	 friends.	 Throughout	 the	 research,	 I	 learned	 that	

choosing	 friends	 with	 shared	 interests	 and	 cultural	 similarities	 is	 also	 a	 way	 of	

negotiating	the	teenage	years.	Being	a	high	school	student	 in	Denmark	is	 linked	to	

behaviors	 that	 include	 drinking,	 partying,	 and	 dating.	 For	 participants	 who	 had	

previously	been	in	public	schools,	these	weekend	activities	left	them	feeling	socially	

excluded	because	they	were	not	able	to	 join.	While	the	 invisible	boundaries	set	by	
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community	and	family	expectations	were	limiting	their	access	to	public	space,	I	found	

that	 these	 young	 women	 found	 alternative	 ways	 of	 hanging	 out.	 Typically	 they	

negotiated	 the	 invisible	 boundaries	 by	 using	 the	 school	 as	 a	 space	 where	 it	 was	

acceptable	to	mix	genders.		

Place	mapping	as	a	tool	allowed	me	to	compare	across	genders	the	students’	

narratives	 about	 their	 use	 of	 public	 space.	 The	women’s	 narratives	 revealed	 how	

many	of	the	invisible	barriers	were	tied	into	their	gender	and	their	parents’	ideas	of	

what	 constitutes	 safe	 practices	 for	 women	 when	 navigating	 public	 space.	 These	

expectations	of	safe	practices	did	not	resonate	with	the	young	men.	While	the	women	

never	 brought	 up	 religion	 as	 a	 reason	 for	 certain	 practices,	 Osman,	 by	 contrast,	

argued	for	how	religion	played	into	his	decision	not	to	participate	in	social	activities,	

including	drinking	and	clubbing.	For	Osman,	 intersections	of	religion	and	ethnicity	

informed	how	he	positioned	himself	with	respect	to	the	wider	Danish	society.	Anders	

used	 similar	 categories	 but	 came	 to	 different	 decisions.	 While	 Osman’s	 Turkish	

heritage	 created	 invisible	 boundaries	 for	 his	 experience	 in	 public	 space,	 Anders’	

Bosnian	 ethnicity	 provided	 him	with	 a	way	 of	 passing	 as	 ‘Danish.’	 Being	 Bosnian	

allowed	him	to	access	both	Turkish	and	Danish	culture,	providing	him	access	to	areas	

of	Copenhagen	that	are	not	accessible	to	others.	The	young	men’s	narrative	of	safety	

and	 the	 invisible	boundaries	between	neighborhoods	speaks	 to	a	 larger	 issue	 that	

many	of	the	young	men	are	faced	with,	which	is	the	violence	and	crime	perpetuated	

by	gangs	in	their	neighborhoods.	According	to	the	school	administrator,	many	of	the	

young	men	are	having	to	negotiate	friends	or	communities	who	have	a	high	level	of	

criminal	activity	compared	to	other	areas	of	the	city.	Here	the	school	is	actively	trying	
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to	support	the	students	by	offering	rigorous	academic	tracks	and	providing	mentors	

for	the	young	men.		

The	 narratives	 in	 this	 chapter	 reveals	 that	 some	 students	 choose	 to	 self-

segregate,	 and	 some	 readers	 might	 take	 this	 as	 failed	 efforts	 of	 assimilation	 and	

integration	 among	 some	 minorities.	 I	 want	 to	 make	 clear,	 however,	 	 that	 these	

excerpts	are	part	of	a	larger	set	of	data	that	reveals	that	choosing	to	self-segregate	is	

not	only	a	way	of	finding	people	who	share	cultural	similarities,	but	also	a	tactic	of	

self-preservation.	 The	 invisible	 boundaries	 they	 attend	 to	 also	 speak	 to	 the	

geopolitical	 climate	 after	 the	 terror	 attacks	 in	 Europe.	 Participants	 vocalized	

concerns	of	 safety	based	on	both	rumors	and	personal	experiences.	Drawing	 from	

Ahmed,	we	can	identify	how	discourses	around	the	‘stranger’	are	produced	through	

an	antagonistic	encounter	between	the	imagined	community	and	Islam	and	Muslim	

minorities.	Choosing	to	stay	within	the	boundaries	of	your	own	community	is	a	way	

of	 staying	 safe,	 protecting	 yourself	 against	 encounters	 that	 produce	 feelings	 of	

Otherness	and	which	label	you	as	being	out	of	place.			
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CHAPTER	7	

CONCLUSION	

	

In	Denmark,	questions	of	‘Danishness’	and	the	integration	and	assimilation	of	

Muslim	minorities	into	Danish	society	are	unfolding	weekly	in	the	media	and	on	social	

media.	These	public	debates	illuminate	either	an	essentialist	or	anti-essentialist	view	

of	what	it	means	to	be	Danish	and	whether	there	is	a	‘true’	Danish	identity	that	can	

be	named.	This	essentialist	view	is	one	that	sees	 individual	virtues	such	as	gender	

equality,	democracy,	secularism,	and	modernity	as	inherently	Danish.	What	this	view	

fails	 to	 capture	 are	 the	 contradictions	 within	 Danish	 society	 and	 the	 implicit	

whiteness	 in	 its	 articulation.	 In	 this	 dissertation,	 I	 have	 argued	 that	 notions	 of	

‘Danishness’	 are	 discursively	 constructed	 in	 relation	 to	 a	 post-colonial	 Other.	

Following	 Andersen	 (2006),	 the	 imagined	 community	 can	 only	 be	 imagined	 in	

relation	to	this	distant	Other,	which	in	Denmark,	I	argue,	are	Danish	Muslims.	

This	research	engages	the	empirical	data	through	a	reading	of	Ahmed’s	(2000)	

notion	of	the	stranger,	alongside	intersectionality,	to	look	for	categories	of	identity	

and	how	they	are	deployed	in	different	spatial	settings.	For	Ahmed,	identity	is	never	

produced	through	the	subject’s	relation	to	 the	self.	 Instead,	 identity	 formation	 is	a	

constant	process	that	takes	place	through	everyday	encounters.	What	geographers	

can	add	to	Ahmed’s	notion	of	the	stranger	is	the	role	of	space.	The	stranger	gets	read	

through	signs	on	the	body,	or	as	she	writes,	bodies	as	signs.	In	my	work,	I	draw	on	

research	participants’	narratives	to	elucidate	which	intersectional	identity	categories	

participants	draw	on	when	talking	about	everyday	encounters	and	the	spaces	where	
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they	occur.	These	intersectional	categories	help	explain	how	the	body	is	read	as	‘out	

of	 place,’	 or	 as	 the	 stranger,	 producing	 feelings	 of	 Otherness.	 Among	 parents	 and	

students,	ethnicity,	race,	and	religion	are	the	most	prominent	categories	that	emerge	

when	 describing	 or	 narrating	 everyday	 encounters.	 These	 often	 messy	 layers	 of	

subjectivity	 are	experienced	within	particular	 localities	 (Hopkins	and	Nobel	2009,	

815),	such	as	public	schools,	trains,	cafes,	and	other	public	spaces.	Feelings	of	never	

fully	being	‘Danish’	are	enhanced	through	the	visual	economy	of	skin	color,	black	hair,	

language,	or	religious	markers	such	as	the	veil.	These	visible	signs	are	read	as	being	

‘out	of	place,'	as	not	belonging	to	the	imagined	community.	These	encounters	are	not	

always	verbal;	they	can	be	non-verbal	as	well,	recognized	in	the	moment	of	crossing	

the	street,	the	flared	nostril,	the	glance,	the	going	unnoticed.	The	stranger	is	never	the	

stranger	that	we	can’t	name;	the	stranger	is	what	we	have	already	named.	

By	not	having	race	or	racialization	as	part	of	the	Danish	language,	it	becomes	

difficult	 to	articulate	 these	encounters	and	 their	meaning.	There	 is	no	 language	 in	

place	to	fully	capture	the	layers	of	racialization	or	the	spaces	of	racial	inclusion	and	

exclusion.	 These	 antagonistic	 encounters	 have	 been	 notably	 intensifying	 after	 the	

many	terror	attacks	that	have	taken	place	across	Europe.	Among	participants,	there	

has	been	a	heightened	 fear	 for	retaliation	because	of	 their	religion	and	because	of	

their	 ‘brown	bodies.’	 These	 fears	 are	 partially	 playing	 out	 on	 the	 bodies	 of	 young	

Muslim	women,	particularly	women	who	veil.	The	fears	come	from	a	combination	of	

experiences	and	rumors	within	their	community.	

While	participants	will	argue	that	they	are	citizens,	 in	the	same	breath	they	

articulate	that	being	a	citizen	is	not	the	same	as	being	‘Danish.’	There	is	an	emotional	
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element	to	their	narrative,	one	that	questions	whether	they	can	stay	in	the	country	or	

why	people	hate	them	so	much.	What	this	elucidates	is	that	citizenship	for	many	of	

the	participants	is	understood	as	neither	static	nor	universal.	Instead,	citizenship	is	

expressed	and	embodied	 through	encounters	or	when	being	 read	as	Other.	 In	 the	

current	 geopolitical	 climate,	 notions	 of	 citizenship	 are	 being	 redrawn	 through	

legislative	regulations	and	through	projects	such	as	the	Denmark	Canon	(discussed	

in	Chapter	1),	which	was	founded	on	the	idea	that	we	need	to	conceptualize	Danish	

values	such	that:	“Those	who	wish	to	become	Danes	or	Europeans	should	‘be	given	

clearer	information	about	what	this	entails	and	what	is	incompatible	with	life	here.’	

In	other	words,	we	need	to	be	clearer	when	it	comes	to	our	values	and	that	which	is	

incompatible	 with	 life	 here”	 (Denmarkskanon.dk/English).	 This	 quote	 from	Bertel	

Haarder,	 the	 previous	 minister	 for	 culture	 and	 church,	 and	 the	 person	 who	

spearheaded	 the	 Denmark	 Canon,	 exemplifies	 the	 position	 that	 there	 exists	 an	

essentialist	set	of	Danish	values.	Following	Ahmed	(2000),	the	stranger	is	the	one	who	

is	placed	outside	these	values,	and	who	is	simultaneously	‘out	of	place’	when	they	take	

their	cultural	and	religious	practices	into	public	space.			

Part	 of	 redrawing	 notions	 of	 citizenship	 has	 been	 increased	 oversight	 of	

private	schools	and	friskoler	based	on	an	agreement	between	political	parties	that	

students	need	to	be	taught	‘freedom	and	democracy.’	This	research	draws	a	parallel	

between	 the	 private	 school	 debate	 and	 the	 geopolitical	 tension	 around	 Muslim	

minorities	 in	 Denmark.	 Specifically,	 this	 research	 speaks	 to	 the	 discussions	 over	

‘Muslim’	private	schools,	which	encompass	many	of	the	complexities	that	exist	within	

larger	discourses	in	Denmark	concerning	its	Muslim	minorities.	By	drawing	on	Gillian	
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Rose’s	concept	of	paradoxical	spaces	and	the	black	feminist	thought	of	bell	hooks,	I	

argue	 that	 we	 should	 re-conceptualize	 how	 we	 have	 come	 to	 understand	 these	

schools,	and	their	role	in	underwriting	an	alternative	narrative	of	what	it	means	to	be	

Danish.	 This	 is	 a	 narrative	 that	 recognizes	 difference,	 including	 how	 religious	

differences	can	and	should	have	a	space	within	social	and	public	space.	Part	of	this	

argument	 is	 that	 some	 of	 these	 schools	 function	 as	 a	 paradoxical	 space	 where	

students	and	their	families	can	inhabit	the	center	and	margin	simultaneously.	

The	theory	in	its	abstraction	is	a	way	of	understanding	how	concepts	such	as	

citizenship	and	belonging	play	out	in	everyday	encounters	while	also	capturing	the	

emotional	essence	of	being	a	Muslim	youth	in	Copenhagen.	The	research	design	was	

developed	using	different	methods	that	each	in	their	own	way	allowed	me	to	unpack	

various	aspects	of	citizenship	and	belonging.	These	methods	enabled	me	to	capture	a	

glimpse	of	 the	 youth’s	multilayered	 subject	positions,	 granting	 them	 the	 everyday	

messiness	 often	 reserved	 for	 their	 ethnic	Danish	 peers.	 Equally	 important	was	 to	

create	a	mutual	relationship	of	trust	between	researcher	and	participants,	which	took	

patience	and	time.	

It	was	through	the	initial	focus	groups	that	I	came	to	understand	the	school	as	

something	more	than	an	academic	institution	or	research	site.	The	school	served	as	a	

space	of	safety	and	community	where	students	did	not	need	to	explain	themselves	

and	where	friends	shared	similar	family	restrictions	and	expectations.	These	shared	

experiences	produced	a	space	with	less	conflict	among	the	students	and	between	the	

students	and	the	school,	but	also	between	students	and	their	families.	Most	striking	

of	all	was	hearing	the	different	ways	that	students	narrated	their	everyday	lives	in	
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relation	 to	 the	 school.	When	 compared	 to	 students	who	 had	 spent	 time	 in	 public	

school,	students	who	had	gone	to	private	school	for	most	of	their	academic	life	had	

fewer	stories	of	encounters	that	made	them	feel	like	the	Other.	I	argue	that	the	private	

school	provides	a	space	where	students	meet	fewer	discriminatory	practices	in	their	

encounters	with	white	ethnic	Danes.	While	 the	public	school	experiences	revealed	

invisible	boundaries	of	racial	inclusion	and	exclusion,	the	students	at	KPG	narrated	

invisible	 boundaries	 set	 by	 their	 community,	 particularly	 regarding	 gender	

expectations.	 These	 expectations	 are	 patrolled	 by	 gossip.	 However,	 the	 students	

found	 strategies	 to	 deal	 with	 and	 challenge	 these	 boundaries.	 By	 being	 among	

students	with	similar	backgrounds,	these	problems	could	be	addressed	collectively	

by	sharing	experiences	and	strategies.	

To	 conceptualize	 both	 the	 structures	 of	 the	 institution	 and	 the	 emotional	

language	 of	 belonging	 and	 citizenship,	 bell	 hooks’	 (1990)	 ‘home’	 is	 a	 useful	 entry	

point.	 The	 public	 school	 draws	 centers	 and	 margins	 in	 ways	 that	 reveals	 the	

“oppressive	boundaries	set	by	race,	sex,	and	class	domination”	(Rose	1990,	156).	Here	

students	drew	on	experiences	where	they	felt	they	were	treated	differently	than	their	

ethnic	 Danish	 peers.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note,	 however,	 that	 it	 is	 the	 teachers	 and	

administrators	who	students	identify	as	the	ones	who	make	them	feel	less	than	their	

ethnic	peers.	While	some	experience	social	isolation	from	not	being	able	to	partake	

in	social	gatherings,	it	is	not	the	ethnic	Danish	students	who	were	blamed	for	minority	

students’	feelings	of	social	exclusion.	What	hooks	points	to	is	that	home,	or	the	private	

school	in	this	case,	becomes	a	space	for	humanization	where	students	are	no	longer	
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objects	but	subjects.	It	is	the	process	of	becoming	a	subject	that	allows	for	resistance,	

and	new	ways	of	articulating	citizenship	and	belonging.	

Through	 parents’	 narratives,	 state	 structures	 such	 as	 schools	 demonstrate	

how	secular	ideals	such	as	the	supposed	neutrality	and	secularism	of	the	state	creates	

spaces	of	social	exclusion	for	some	Muslim	families.	This	exclusion	is	manifest	mainly	

around	 dietary	 restrictions,	 nudity,	 and	 sexuality.	 Some	 public	 institutions	 have	

become	spaces	where	secular	values	are	being	tied	into	what	it	means	to	be	‘Danish,’	

creating	antagonistic	discourses	where	Muslim	parents	 feel	alienated	and	Othered	

because	their	concerns	are	not	addressed	or	are	dismissed,	ridiculed,	or	worse.	This	

situation	is	exacerbated	when	parents	lack	the	language	skills	necessary	to	articulate	

their	concerns.	In	the	second	generation	parents’	narratives	there	is	an	awareness	of	

their	position	on	the	margins	of	society.	The	private	school	ameliorates	this	sense	of	

Otherness	by	providing	a	space	for	both	parents	and	students	in	which	their	practices	

and	faith	are	not	questioned	or	challenged.	This	is	a	space	where	the	‘kids	can	be	kids.’	

The	school	years	are	some	of	the	most	formative	years	in	the	development	of	

a	child.	Being	allowed	to	‘just	be	a	kid’	is	the	process	by	which	we	engage	others	in	

social	 space.	When	 this	experiential	 level	articulates	racial	 structures	 that	are	 tied	

into	geopolitical	tensions,	they	play	an	important	part	in	how	students	see	themselves	

in	 relation	 to	 their	 friends,	 family,	 and	 the	wider	 society.	While	 in	many	ways	 the	

students	at	the	private	school	mostly	move	and	socialize	within	their	communities,	

which	supports	the	argument	that	these	schools	produce	a	parallel	society,	I	argue	

that	this	can	be	beneficial	to	integration.	Being	granted	the	benefits	of	occupying	their	

own	center,	even	 though	marginal,	allows	students	opportunities	 to	engage	public	
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and	social	space	in	ways	that	are	less	marked	by	experiences	of	racial	exclusion.	This	

difference	was	expressed	in	an	earlier	quote	by	Ayşe,	who	talked	about	the	different	

ways	that	she	and	her	daughter	(who	has	been	in	a	private	school	since	third	grade)	

have	encountered	in	public	space:	

When	she	experiences	an	encounter	or	I	have	an	encounter,	we	react	
very	differently.	I	have	a	tendency	to	think	that	it’s	something	about	me,	
that	I’m	different.	For	her,	the	man	might	just	have	been	busy	or	had	a	
bad	day.	(06.23.2015)	
	

The	quote	illustrates	the	difference	in	how	the	two	read	encounters	in	public	space.	

The	 mother	 reacts	 to	 the	 encounter	 thinking	 that	 she	 is	 labeled	 Other	 while	 the	

daughter	reads	the	situation	as	an	encounter	between	two	equal	people.	The	position	

of	seeing	oneself	as	equal	also	becomes	a	space	from	which	the	students	are	able	to	

redefine	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 ‘Danish,’	 or	 what	 democratic	 participation	 is—or	

should—look	like.	
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