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Abstract: This article is an in-depth exploration of the roles of Dutch-Turkish Muslim parents in
facilitating their children’s freedom of thought, conscience and religion, and the rights of these parents
to provide their children with religious direction. A limited number of four semi-structured, in-depth
interviews was conducted, with a total of six Dutch-Turkish Muslim parents. The interview data
were analysed by both inductive and deductive analysis, so-called abductive analysis. Instead of
fostering child agency by promoting their children’s individual choice, the parents seek to promote a
religiously coloured agency. The findings indicate five ways the parents integrate a religious direction
while fostering the child’s agency.

Keywords: informal religious education; freedom of religion; children’s rights; Dutch-Turkish
Muslim parents; individual agency; religious direction

1. Introduction

The Dutch Education Council (Dutch Education Council 2021) recently highlighted
the tension between a child’s right to freedom of religion and parents’ right to provide their
children with religious direction. Taylor (2017) addresses this continued tension in light
of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and notes that raising children in a
particular religious direction is one of the most central aspects ‘of the parents’ own right to
religious freedom’ (Taylor 2017, p. 357; see also Schweitzer 2017). However, others argue
that, in religious schools, religious direction towards a child limits the child’s freedom of
religion (Hand 2003). In essence, they argue that a child should receive options to choose
from (Hemming 2018). Furthermore, Taylor (2017) outlines some controversies in the
interpretation of the CRC and notes how some countries made attempts to solve this. For
example, in the Netherlands and Belgium, it was added that the child will be given the
right to choose their own religion, ‘once capable of doing so’ (p. 358). Overall, according to
the Dutch Education Council (2021), it is in this tense field that conflicts may arise in the
educational context.

In this article, specific focus is on the role of Muslim parents in facilitating their children
with freedom of thought, conscience and religion, and these parents’ right to provide their
children with religious direction. Recent research shows that Muslim parents in Western
countries are faced with the task of ‘navigating’ different ‘normative systems’ in their
children’s educational contexts (Haga 2019, pp. 124–25). In this regard, Pels et al. (2009)
mention the ‘handling of dissonance’ (p. 8) in their conceptual framework on children being
raised in migrant families. Pels et al. (2009) emphasize the ‘multiple frames of reference’
these parents have to deal with, with respect to the dominant cultural views in societies
these families live in and ‘different and sometimes opposing ideals’ (p. 8).

In recent years, the agency of the child has become central in notions on the child’s
right to religious freedom (Wyness 2013; Hemming 2018; Greene and Nixon 2020). The
concept of child agency has evolved considerably over the years (Lollis and Kuczynski
1997; Hemming and Madge 2012; Greene and Nixon 2020). Lollis and Kuczynski (1997)

Religions 2022, 13, 886. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13100886 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13100886
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13100886
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13100886
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/rel13100886?type=check_update&version=1


Religions 2022, 13, 886 2 of 13

discussed how descriptions of children’s behaviour moved from ‘non-agentic’ notions to
descriptions of children ‘intentionally influencing and resisting parents, selecting parental
ideas and constructing ideas of their own’ (Lollis and Kuczynski 1997, p. 448). Hemming
and Madge (2012) reflected a similar development, when describing how this concept
originated from an emphasis in research on ‘children as social actors in their own right’
(p. 43). Most centrally, the position of children developed from being ‘passive recipients of
socialisation to be shaped by others’ into a position of ‘agents and social actors’ (Greene
and Nixon 2020). In the context of religion, Hemming (2018) describes this child agency
as when children demonstrate ‘that they are religious actors in their own right’ (p. 157).
In that sense, Hemming (2018) argues that viewing children as ‘active agents’ illuminates
their ability to ‘resist or negotiate’ (p. 157) religious messages in, for example, schools.
This concept of a child’s religious agency has, thus, become central, both in notions on the
child’s right to freedom of religion and in research on children and young people.

Hemming and Madge (2012) observe children’s religious agency emerging in several
studies, which they have summarized in four observations. It is interesting to note that these
authors did not specify the age of the children, but only observed this concept emerging in
the literature on ‘children and young people’ (p. 44). The following observations are, thus,
applicable to a relatively wide age range. First, in these studies, they observe ‘that children
and young people may attach their own value and importance to particular concepts, ideas
and practices in their religious and spiritual lives’ (p. 44) and thereby, often diverge from
their parents’ choices. Second, they note that children and young people ‘may reconfigure
and renegotiate formal religious meanings and practices’, which they observe as tenets
of children’s and young people’s religious agency. Third, they observe that children and
young people rely on different sources to ‘make sense of religious issues and concerns’, which,
they argue, could support the notion that children and young people enact religious agency.
Fourth, they state that children and young people are often actively involved in their own
religious identity development, which indicates the involvement of child agency within
this development. In this latter observation, Hemming and Madge, nevertheless, stress the
influences of ‘social spaces and contexts’ on the child (p. 45), pointing to the importance
of parental influence. Importantly, these four observations highlight the emergence of a
child’s religious agency, as they indicate that children and young people increasingly make
their own choices, though parental influences also play a pivotal role.

To date, there has been relatively little research into this role of parents influencing
their children’s religious agency. In the field of adolescent religious identity development,
de Bruin-Wassinkmaat et al. (2021) mentions the importance of the context influencing
religious identity in youngsters. In this, ‘influential’ persons in the context of young people
are viewed as able to ‘honour and stimulate’ their agency (de Bruin-Wassinkmaat et al. 2021,
p. 99). Furthermore, with regards to religious parents influencing their children’s agency,
Barrow et al. (2021) found that parents from an extensive range of religious backgrounds
seek to balance religious continuity while fostering the individual agency of their children.
In line with previous studies, Barrow et al. (2021) described parents’ perceptions of their
children’s agency as an acknowledgement of a free choice by the child to believe or not to
believe. Similar to Hemming and Madge (2012), Barrow et al. (2021) did not specify the
children’s ages.

Presenting how parents achieve this balancing act, the authors put forward six pro-
cesses (Barrow et al. 2021). Three processes focus on how parents support child agency and
three focus on how parents support religious continuity. The processes supporting child
agency are formulated as: (1) not forcing faith; (2) allowing exploration and mistakes; and
(3) showing respect for children’s views. The processes supporting religious continuity are
formulated as: (1) teaching values; (2) providing expectations; and (3) setting an example.
Barrow et al. (2021) conclude that parents preferred their children to believe but left the
choice with their children. Nevertheless, the authors also found that religious parents differ
in fostering agency and argued this resulted from cultural differences and different levels
of religiosity amongst parents. Likewise, Hemming and Madge (2012) note the various
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expectations in different religious or cultural groups ‘to exercise agency’, resulting in the
concept being ‘not a straightforward issue’ (p. 44).

These parents’ influences, nonetheless, resonate with their right to provide their
children with religious direction. In the educational context, Haga (2019) observes Somali–
Muslim parents to be in conflict with teachers on the amount of freedom children receive
to make their own choices. As previously noted, Haga (2019), thus, concludes that these
parents need to ‘navigate’ between the ‘different normative systems’ of facilitating children
with freedom of thought, conscience and religion, and parents’ right to raise children
religiously. To date, there have been no in-depth studies exploring this balancing of
religious direction and religious agency among Muslim parents in the Netherlands. This
study aims to fill that gap by exploring this among a limited number of Dutch–Turkish
Muslim parents who attend Diyanet (Türkiye Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı, the Turkish Presidency
of Religious Affairs) mosques. Dutch-Turkish Muslims make up the largest immigrant
community in the Netherlands (total of 397,000, as taken from Altinyelken and Sözeri
2019) and the Diyanet mosques make up the largest group of mosques in the Netherlands
(Altinyelken and Sözeri 2019). It is important to mention that the limited number of
participants does not allow for a generalization of the findings, but rather gives insight into
how Dutch-Turkish Muslim parents may balance religious direction and religious agency in
Dutch society.

2. Method

This article aims to elucidate how the participating Dutch-Turkish Muslim parents
influence both the religious agency and religious direction of their children in the Nether-
lands. Primarily, this article seeks to explore these processes in depth among parents in
Dutch-Turkish Muslim families attending Diyanet mosques. This requires centralising a
‘detailed and focused approach’ (Parr 2015, p. 196) to explore the ‘subjective meanings and
individual meaning making’ (Flick 2009, p. 57) of the religious parents. As a result, the data
used for this article is collected among a low number of respondents (six parents spread
over four families) and, therefore, allows for an in-depth exploration and illumination of
these processes, rather than for a generalization of findings.

The qualitative data used in this article is collected within a PhD study on Dutch-
Turkish Muslim and reformed-orthodox parents in contexts of their children’s education
in the Netherlands. The findings as presented in this article are not presented in the
PhD thesis.

2.1. Data Gathering, Selection of Participants, and Translation of Interviews

The data were gathered in autumn 2020 and spring 2021. A limited number of four
semi-structured, in-depth interviews was conducted with a total of six Dutch-Turkish
Muslim parents with children in the final years of primary school. In these interviews,
‘main questions’ (Rubin and Rubin 2012), informed by the research literature, served as
starting points for a lengthy conversation. The interview recordings lasted between 71 and
86 min, with one exception lasting 212 min. The parents were recruited in the largest group
of mosques in the Netherlands, Diyanet mosques, located in different places throughout
the country (see Table 1). Diyanet mosques are aligned with the Turkish state and as such
represent the ‘official Turkish Islam’ (Sözeri 2021, p. 32). In the mosques, gatekeepers
were asked to select parents who were active, regular attendees (see for a similar approach,
Barrow et al. 2021) and had children in the final years of primary school (8–12 year olds).

In three families, the parents were first-generation immigrants and in one family the
parents were second-generation immigrants (see Table 1). The school attendance of the
parents’ children ranged from Islamic (n = 2) to state (n = 2) and Protestant schools (n = 2).
In two families, children attended different schools. Participants were between 30 and
42 years old and their backgrounds ranged from vocational to university education. One
parent worked as a teacher at an Islamic school. In two interviews individual mothers
participated, while in the other two interviews both parents participated. In the presentation
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of the results, fictional names are used to anonymise participants’ identities. As parents
were recruited by snowball sampling, any characteristics which could reveal participants’
identities were removed from this study.

Table 1. Characteristics of participants 1.

Immigrant Generation Demographics Children, School Type

First generation
Middle part of the Netherlands,

small town
(65,000–70,000 inhabitants)

Five children, Protestant
school, changed to

Islamic school

First generation Western part of the Netherlands,
large village (20,000 inhabitants)

Three children, state school,
changed to Protestant school

First generation
Western part of the Netherlands,

small to medium-large town
(115,000–200,000 inhabitants)

Three children, state school

Second generation
Western part of the Netherlands,

small to medium-large town
(115,000–200,000 inhabitants)

Three children, Islamic school

1 To guarantee the participants’ anonymity, participants’ fictional names are not given in this table.

The interviews were conducted in Dutch. In translating the interview segments, first,
the extracts were carefully read, interpreted, and thought through in the original language.
A digital tool was used for an initial translation and these translations were then compared
with the extracts in the original language. In this considerate comparison of the words, the
sentences, their structure, and the extract as a whole, the author sometimes changed the
translation to make it closer to the original meaning. In this, the context of the interview,
participants’ body language, tone of voice, and emotions (Bilic 2013; Choluj 2019) were
taken into account. In this careful approach it was aimed to stay ‘as close as it could be
to the original meaning’ (Bilic 2013) in the original language. Finally, a native English
proof reader, having Dutch as second language, additionally checked the translations of
the interview segments.

2.2. Data Analysis

The interview data were analysed by both inductive and deductive analysis, which
is called abductive analysis (Timmermans and Tavory 2012). First, parts relevant to the
research topic were selected from the data set. Then these parts were thematized, both
inductively (themes coming up from the data, e.g., ‘choice of state school to address child’s
responsibility’) and deductively (themes derived from theoretical concepts, e.g., ‘parent
reinforcing child agency’). The in-depth variation in and between the data of the four
families was further analysed under the formulated themes. In line with the abductive
analysis of the interview data, the theoretical insights surrounding ‘agency’ and ‘religious
direction’ were analysed. Consequently, the analysis moved back and forth between these
theoretical concepts and the raw data. In particular, this led to a shift from old to new
theoretical insights (Timmermans and Tavory 2012), as ‘agency’ and ‘religious direction’
were initially theorized as two distinct concepts but were found to be integrated by five
formulated ways to ‘colour religious agency’.

3. Results

The findings in this study indicate five ways in which Dutch-Turkish Muslim parents
enact an entanglement of children’s agency with raising their children religiously (see
Figure 1). Rather than purely balancing religious direction and religious agency, as Barrow
et al. (2021) found, the findings indicate parents integrate a religious direction in their fostering
of their children’s religious agency in five ways. Below, these five ways are further explored.
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3.1. Dialogue

In dialogues with their children, the Muslim parents seem to intertwine both religious
direction and religious agency. They discuss the religious and ideological issues their
children are confronted with. One couple of Muslim parents, Derya and Ramazan, posit
the dialogue as an alternative to practices in their own childhood years. They describe
these years as ‘a different era’, in which sensitive issues were discussed less and direction
was more central:

Derya: Yeah, we live in a time when you can’t, err, forbid children, you know. Look, we
lived in a different era than our kids. You can’t say ‘oh no, we’re not going to talk about
that now’. You just can’t say that now. And you also can’t say: ‘no, you can’t do that’.
No, you can’t say that either.

Interviewer: No, no.

Derya: You know, you have to—as he [husband] says—talk about that in a nice way,
lovingly, and in an open, honest way.

In the extract above, Derya explains the difference she observes between her own
childhood and now, when she is raising her children. She mentions not ‘forbidding children’
and not avoiding the discussion of sensitive topics. Instead, she observes the importance
of openly discussing with her children, ‘lovingly, and in an open, honest way’. In this
context, Derya explains how her children take the initiative to discuss sensitive issues
arising from the educational context at home. In other words, Derya’s children express an
agency to open up about sensitive issues. Derya stresses that she is open to listening in
these situations:

Derya: I’m going to talk anyway . . . It’s not like I’d say: ‘no, we don’t do that.’ I love to
listen. And usually they [the children] start talking about it in the evening, before they
go to sleep. They come up with such a story, then the youngest falls asleep and then we
talk about it—how to deal with it and that.

Derya mentions how she avoids explicitly directing her children, noting that she
prefers ‘to listen’. She continues by outlining that she discusses issues together with her
children and helps her children with ‘how to deal with’ these issues. Here, an entanglement
of religious direction and a fostering of the child’s religious agency emerges. Derya does
not describe how exactly she ‘deals’ with these issues, but finally she describes her children
taking the initiative to ‘continue’ the discussion amongst themselves:

Derya: ( . . . ) Then they [the children] continue to discuss it with each other. I really
like that.

Ramazan: Yeah, we’re not going to cut it off; we’re willing to talk about it. And, yeah, to
support and coach them around it. Yeah.

Thus, arising from the dialogue with these parents, their children express an agency in
continuing the dialogue amongst each other. As a result, these parents mention not ‘cutting
off’ their children’s ideas, but rather ‘supporting and coaching’ them, as Ramazan maintains.

Likewise, another Muslim parent, Meryem, repeatedly indicates that she initiates
moments with her children, in which she both listens and expresses particular directions
she prefers them to take. In that sense, she also seems to combine facets of religious
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direction and religious agency. This is particularly evident when Meryem responds to
negative portrayals of the Islamic faith in the media and then describes how her 9 year old
is astonished by these. Meryem responds by saying it is her child’s responsibility to show
an opposite image of the Islamic faith:

Meryem: And then T. [name of son] says, ‘Huh, heavily Islamic again? But what rules
are those?’ I answer, ‘Yes, what are those rules? Because they do not know our faith, we
must [tell them]; you [to son] now really get [it] heaped on your shoulders’. I say to him:
‘you must tell your friends, those around you, whoever it is, what Islam actually is. This
is what our Prophet did, and we have to do it as well.’

Here, Meryem addresses the individual responsibility of her child and, with that, her
child’s agency. By addressing this responsibility, it appears she supports and encourages her
child to ‘reconfigure and renegotiate formal religious meanings and practices’ (Hemming
and Madge 2012, p. 44), thus, religiously colouring the child’s agency. However, in doing
so, Meryem also includes a clear religious direction towards her child. Overall, while Derya,
Ramazan, and Meryem mention the importance of listening and having open conversations
with their children, in these dialogues, these parents integrate a more or less clear ‘religious
direction’. As such, these findings indicate that in the dialogue, these Muslim parents
integrate a religious direction, religiously colouring their children’s agency.

3.2. Daily Life

Although Barrow et al. (2021) formulated ‘Setting an example’ as a strategy to foster
religious continuity and direction, the Muslim parents studied here foster their children’s
agency by setting themselves as an example in daily life. Nevertheless, these findings indi-
cate that the parents also integrate a religious direction into the fostering of their children’s
agency. In other words, the fostering of children’s agency seems religiously coloured by
the parents. For instance, Meryem sets out how she enacts a diversity of activities in daily
life, while she observes her children showing agency by choosing similar activities:

Meryem: ( . . . ) Every night before I go to bed, we do du’a [prayer]. That’s every night.
And then pray. ( . . . ) I also pray in front of them. I read the Qur’an, too, and then they
say: mum, please read the Qur’an with me, because it will help me to sleep. I do that as
well. If they really can’t sleep, they say: ‘Mum, can you turn on the Qur’an prayer?’
Then I put it on in the hallway they hear that and fall asleep like that. Or my daughter, if
she gets restless, I pick her up and start reading prayers. ( . . . ) And very often I also try
to remind them during the day that yes, we’re going to pray again.

Then, Meryem describes how her daughter shows an initiative to pray:

Meryem: Yesterday, too. My daughter, who is one and a half years old, always takes the
cloth [prayer rug] herself, then she takes her headscarf, then she also takes one for me, and
then we put them on together. And then she says, for example: ‘Allahu akbar, amen’. And
that’s so nice to see. [laughs] Then I think: yes, look, children imitate the [behaviour of
the] parents.

Thus, Meryem explicitly describes the individual choices her children make after
observing her as an example in daily life. Similarly, Semra describes the importance of
living her faith in daily life, whilst she additionally describes how this stimulates her
children to ask questions. Semra responds by explaining the deeper intentions behind her
religious practices.

Semra: I go to pray, and then my children come, from the smallest one; I always take
them [with me] when I go to the mosque, I take [them] with me. ( . . . ) then my kids ask,
‘why do you pray so many times a day, mum? Why do you do that?’ So I explain to them:
‘because Allah wants me to, because I believe in it.’

Interestingly, whilst both Semra and Meryem seem to more actively enact being an
example in daily life, one Muslim father, Ramazan, lives his religious life more passively:
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Ramazan: . . . I try to give the example of just acting normally, and not standing out.
[Imagining speaking to his children:] ‘Look, this is your culture, this is your faith. And
yes. We are this and if you want to follow us, this is the path.’

Ramazan appears to set an example in daily life, however, in order to foster his
children’s agency to ‘follow us’. In contrast, Meryem seems to more strongly intertwine
a religious direction with the fostering of religious agency, whilst Semra aims to explain
the deeper intentions of religious practices to her children. Overall, whether explicitly or
implicitly, by setting themselves as an example in daily life, the Muslim parents appear to
foster their children’s individual agency alongside expressing a religious direction. Most
importantly, the encouragement of children’s individual agency seems religiously coloured,
as the religious direction and religious agency seem to be intertwined.

3.3. Influencing the Contextual Factors

In several cases, the Muslim parents state that they influenced factors in their children’s
context. The findings suggest that, in doing so, the parents, again, integrate a religious
direction into a fostering of their children’s agency. For instance, during the interviews,
parents explain their choices for non-religious or religious schools. Selim and Emine discuss
their choice for an Islamic school: they seek to foster religious continuity through this choice,
as Selim considers the religious school as ‘an extension’ of the home. Selim then continues
that he favours the Islamic school, as there, ‘Christian celebrations’ are avoided:

Selim: It’s an extension of what they get at home. So it . . . what we give them here, they
see that there as well.

Emine: And it’s just a Dutch school, they just get everything that an average Dutch
school offers, only they get . . . .

Selim: ... they don’t take part in Christian celebrations, for example . . . I don’t want my
children to participate in Christmas. That’s important to me.

More practically, Emine describes how one television programme was not shown in
the classroom in the Islamic school:

Emine: I want to make sure my kids don’t see that in the first place. That’s the advantage
of our school. If they [teachers] know there is such a thing, they just skip over it, you
know. They talk about it, but without showing those images. [Those images] are really
shocking to me; I don’t even want to see them myself. I would be very upset if my son
saw them. I’d really hate that. He doesn’t need that at all, you know? It’s not my way
of parenting.

However, although here it seems that parents isolate their children from unwanted
influences, importantly, they also seek to construct an age-appropriate context for their
children to develop religious agency. To this end, some parents, nevertheless, appear
to think about the appropriate age to confront children with unwanted influences. For
instance, Selim notes how in the Islamic school, children are prevented from learning
about ‘lifestyles’ that are contrary to the parents’ faith. By ‘lifestyles’, Selim points to
specific ages to confront children and young people with sex and gender education, ‘talking
about sexuality’:

Selim: But why put children into that situation when they don’t really need to be. There’s
an Islamic school, it’s an extension of here [at home] . . . erm, no lifestyles are explained
to our children that we don’t want them to learn at this age. ( . . . ) Look, talking about
sexuality, with us, that’s only at puberty, not at the age of four. At the age of four you
should not ask children; ‘Do you already have a boyfriend or girlfriend?’ [In schools other
than Islamic schools] they start talking about boyfriends or girlfriends at the age of five.
We’re strict about that: you don’t need to. They don’t have to read about it, and nor do
they need to be read about it. That’s important to us.

In essence, Selim does not want his children to be exposed to lessons on sexuality
at an early age. He, thus, seems to prevent his child from entering a situation in which
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the child must ‘resist or negotiate’ (Hemming 2018, p. 157) religious messages in an
educational situation. Instead, he seeks to postpone this enactment of religious agency until
‘puberty’. Similarly, Derya notes she wants to provide her children with space to discuss
sensitive issues, but also to ‘be a child first’, relating this to content children encounter on
smartphones and the internet:

Derya: And I’m like, because of the internet and smartphones, those kids are already
seeing a lot. It’ll happen. But you know, let them be a child first.

Later on, Derya and Ramazan mention they even changed their school choice from
a state to a Protestant school for their younger child. They expect that these issues are
discussed more ‘carefully’ in this non-Islamic school:

Ramazan: We also know that state schools, in fact all schools are told to discuss this by
the government. Some might be really good at it . . . but some . . .

Derya: Do it carefully.

Ramazan: Do it carefully, which is why we have also chosen to send our youngest
daughter—who goes to primary school next year—to a Protestant school as well. As they
treat things like this with a little more respect there.

Thus, Derya and Ramazan actively seek to affect their children’s context, so that
influences, by these parents regarded as unwanted, will not impact their children. These
parents do this by choosing Islamic or other religious schools. Although this seems to
strongly align with a strategy of religious continuity and direction, similar to Selim, these
parents show they also think about age-appropriate contexts for their children’s agency.

In contrast to these parents, Meryem describes the advantage of a state school, as her
child can explain the Islamic faith to other children in that context. She, thus, seems to
prefer the state school for her child to express a religiously coloured agency:

Meryem: . . . but on the other hand I also thought, erm, then my children can—it’s
actually a very white school, let me put it like that—and then my children can also talk
to them [the non-Muslim children] about their faith. And show them. Because with Eid
ul-Fitr [the celebration at the end of the month of Ramadan], we always give treats. Or
with the first day of Ramadan they can simply tell the class what Ramadan is, and why
we fast. And things like that.

Later in the interview, Meryem argues that her children can encounter a ‘diversity of
cultures’ in state schools, in contrast to Islamic schools:

Meryem: ( . . . ) those children who go to those [Islamic] schools over there, are all the
same. So I don’t think my children could experience a diversity of cultures there. I also
think that as we live in the Netherlands, they should also be taught the norms and values
of Dutch culture.

Meryem, thus, shows that she values a context in which her child encounters a
‘diversity of cultures’. However, similar to the other parents, Meryem states that she
prevents her children learning about specific secular ideologies with regard to sex and
gender education. She mentions that, if needed, she would take her children out of school
for particular lessons, reflecting her preference for a specified context for them:

Meryem: But otherwise [if they had had to learn about those things] I would have kept
them at home. I really don’t care.

Therefore, although Meryem clearly expresses that she encourages her child’s reli-
giously coloured agency in a state school, when it comes to unwanted influences from
secular ideologies in this school, a strong religious direction emerges. Overall, these Muslim
parents express valuing specific contexts for their children. In this, several parents relate
the enactment of the child’s religious agency to specific ages. To this end, these parents
seek to influence their children’s contexts. Thus, throughout these findings, the parents
integrate a direction into the religiously coloured agency.
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3.4. Deeper Intentions

Although the findings presented above suggest that the Muslim parents mostly focus
on a religious direction integrated within the children’s religiously coloured agency, the
parents also mention they seek to avoid directing their children’s religious behaviours
by forcing the faith. Yet, while these parents do not ‘force faith’ (Barrow et al. 2021), the
findings suggest that they still seek to integrate a religious direction into the agency of their
children. In essence, they teach their children about the deeper intentions and religious
rationale behind their choices. For example, Semra describes how she encourages her child
to enact religious activities out of love for Allah. However, instead of focusing on teaching
these particular activities, she instils the religious rationale of these activities. She mentions
this as she discusses her daughter’s decision about wearing a headscarf:

Semra: So [in her neighbours’ views] children are told by their parents to do so [wear a
headscarf]. Actually, it shouldn’t be like that. ( . . . ) I can say to her: you have to, and
she will do it, but then she will do it for me, not for Allah. That’s of no use to Allah. She
shouldn’t do it for me, because I want her to. I need to explain it to her, but not force her.

As Semra notes, ‘she shouldn’t do it for me, because I want her to’. Here, Semra
encourages her child to develop agency, to be a ‘religious (actor) in their own right’
(Hemming 2018, p. 157). Semra describes how she encourages her child to individu-
ally make religious choices and describes her own role as needing ‘to explain it to her,
but not force her’. As a result, here, the religious colouring of the child’s agency clearly
emerges. In other words, the religious direction is subtly integrated in this encouragement
of the child’s agency. Likewise, Emine argues from a similar perspective of love for Allah.
In this respect, she encourages her child to think about Allah as seeing them. Consequently,
she seeks to instil an agency in her child to do things for Allah:

Emine: Because Allah created us out of love, so to speak. And I want to pass that on to
him, so when he does things secretly, I say: ‘There’s someone [Allah] who’s watching you;
he’s watching you. He sees, and he’d be very sad if you lied to your parents, or if you
bullied your sister. He wouldn’t like that. Also our Prophet wouldn’t like that at all, you
know?’ That’s how I try to explain it to him, so that he does or does not do certain things,
out of love. Do you get what I mean? That internally . . . that he develops it that way,
instead of thinking: if I do it secretly, no one will see it. No, then Allah sees it, so let’s not
do that, you know.

Similarly, Derya describes conversations she has had with her daughter and notes that
she leaves the choice completely with her daughter, who does not want to wear a headscarf:

Derya: Because then they would say, if you give this as an example, my daughter always
says—my son is very easy, but she always says, ‘yes, but I’m not going to wear a headscarf,
mum.’ And I reply: ‘You don’t have to. You don’t have to wear a headscarf. You have
to feel complete the way you feel’. I tell her that I feel complete. And now she notices
herself, if I don’t have a headscarf on and now and then the doorbell rings—then she runs,
then she grabs a headscarf for me. And I say to her: relax, slow down—that’s what I say.
Yeah, yeah.

Although these findings indicate these parents foster their children’s agency by dis-
cussing the deeper intentions in their choices, in doing so, these parents also seek to provide
their children with clear religious directions. In other words, the religious colouring of
the child’s agency emerges, as the religious direction is integrated in this encouragement
of the child’s agency. Additionally, the parents repeatedly mention the importance of the
previously described dialogues with their children. Once again, listening to their children
emerges as central to the parents.

3.5. Rewards

As described above, the Muslim parents state that they encourage their children
to enact a religiously coloured agency. In several cases, the parents also mention the
importance of rewarding or complimenting their children, in order to encourage their
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agency. For instance, Meryem extensively describes how she observes her child showing
religious agency. She recounts how her child started the fasting practice and mentions how
she gave him compliments for fasting ‘those three, four hours’:

Meryem: But my children are, [they] come to it themselves: ‘we want to try’. And [name
of child] got up at 9 am [started fasting], and then at noon he says, ‘I want to break
my fast’. [Meryem starts laughing] I tell him: ‘You did well, young man, those three,
four hours.’

Additionally, she describes how her child explains his fasting to non-religious friends,
as he explains the meaning of it:

Meryem: [name of child] simply said: ‘Yes, it’s the holy month of Ramadan, so we are not
allowed to gossip, we are not allowed to argue, we have to be extra nice to each other, we
have to be an example for each other and um, I’m also fasting. That’s to cleanse my body,
and uh, feel how poor people experience the world. And that’s really hard,’ he said. ‘But
I’m glad, because God still gives me courage to hold on.’

Overall, Meryem reflects the strategies Barrow et al. (2021) formulated regarding how
parents support child agency. Meryem is not forcing her child to fast (1), but rather allows
her child to explore the fasting practice (2) and shows respect for her child’s agency in this (3),
by complimenting her child for fasting ‘three, four hours’. Nevertheless, for Meryem, there
is no lack of clarity in the religious direction she expects her child to take. Thus, while she
encourages the child’s agency, it is coloured by a religious direction. It is important to note
here that children’s ages can play a role in expectancies regarding the enactment of religious
practices. Here, Meryem, nevertheless, spontaneously outlines how she deals with her
child enacting religious practices, while she does not mention the impact or meaning of
age in this regard. Notwithstanding, it is important to realise the importance of age, which
can affect a, more or less, stronger emphasis on religious direction.

This religious direction more strongly emerges later in the interview, when Meryem
mentions being relatively strict about her children eating halal food. She describes how
she forbade her child from eating a snack at a classmate’s birthday, but then during a
conversation with this classmate’s mother, discovered that her child had, nevertheless,
taken a snack. Meryem explains how she acted on this:

Meryem: So we explained that this is not allowed. And that that is really not . . . it’s
really not possible that this is allowed with us, as then your pearls [a metaphor used
by Meryem] will disappear. Because in the past [referring to her childhood years] we
were always told: ‘Yes, but God will burn you, things like that [eating snacks] are not
allowed.’ But um, at least that’s what we heard. But I don’t want to pass that on to my
children, because that’s not the case. If I now say to a 5-year-old child: oh, you have eaten
a [non-halal snack], and you’re now going to burn, then my child will not love but hate
Allah. So I turned things around with my child and conveyed it in a better way, so that
they now also pick up the faith more easily.

Here again, receiving rewards for religious behaviour emerges. Meryem mentions a
metaphor of earning ‘pearls’, which would disappear if her child eats the non-halal snacks.
At first, Meryem indicates that she explained to her child that eating these snacks ‘is not
allowed’. She is clear on this and, thus, provides her child with a clear religious direction.
However, although the religious direction seems to be Meryem’s primary approach, as she
continues, it is the intrinsic motivation of her child towards fulfilling religious practices
that seems paramount. In essence, she says she wants to avoid that her child would ‘not
love but hate Allah’. In this regard, Meryem contrasts ‘the past’ to her own approach,
stating that she aims for her child to ‘pick up the faith more easily’. By pointing to rewards,
Meryem seems to encourage her child to intentionally and individually undertake religious
activities, without being externally forced to. In short, this again shows this Muslim parent
integrating a religious direction into the encouragement of child agency, resulting in a
religiously coloured agency.
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4. Discussion

According to the Dutch Education Council (2021), a tense field where conflicts may
arise in the educational context is ‘when protecting the rights and freedoms of one conflict
with those of another’ (Dutch Education Council 2021, p. 25). In particular, there is a
tension between a child’s right to freedom of religion and parents’ right to provide their
children with religious direction (Dutch Education Council 2021). Here, parents can be
faced with different ‘normative systems’ (Haga 2019, pp. 124–5).

This study focuses on Dutch-Turkish Muslim parents handling this tension. The
theoretical concepts of providing children with ‘religious direction’ and ‘religious agency’
(Lollis and Kuczynski 1997; Hemming and Madge 2012; Hemming 2018; Greene and Nixon
2020; Barrow et al. 2021) were used in the analysis of a limited number of interviews (Parr
2015). The findings indicate these Dutch-Turkish Muslim parents create a complex interplay
of both religious direction and religious agency. In other words, the parents seek to promote
a religiously coloured agency. In five different ways, they integrate the ‘religious direction’
into an encouragement of the child’s agency. As summarized in Figure 1, these Muslim
parents do this in dialogues, by living their daily lives, guiding children’s contextual factors,
focusing on the deeper intentions of the child’s religious agency, and by rewarding and
complimenting the religious agency of their children. Thus, whilst children are regarded as
‘religious actors in their own right’ (Hemming 2018, p. 157), parents aim to influence this
agency in their children. In that sense, parents influence their children’s individual choices
to ‘resist or negotiate’ (Hemming 2018, p. 157) religious messages, whilst integrating a
religious direction.

Interestingly, these findings illuminate how parents can purposefully influence their
children’s agency. Whereas Lollis and Kuczynski (1997, p. 448) define child agency as an
ability of ‘intentionally influencing and resisting parents’, the findings in this study suggest
that parents might be actively involved in children’s development of this agency. Similarly,
observations on child research by Hemming and Madge (2012) suggest that child agency
implies that children diverge from parents’ choices. However, the findings in this study
rather suggest that a child’s agency does not necessarily reflect a diverging from parents’
views, but rather that it develops alongside parents’ influences. Thus, regardless of the
child’s age, it could even concur with their parents’ views.

In this regard, Shillitoe and Strhan (2020) refer to the idea of ‘docile agency’, developed
by Mahmood (2005). This docile agency reflects that, in contrast to non-compliance and
resisting parents, children can comply with parents’ religious actions. By religiously
colouring the child agency, the parents in this study seem to especially foster such ‘docile
agency’. Although children then comply with parents, and whilst parents are involved,
children ‘nevertheless create their own meanings and individual experiences’ (Shillitoe and
Strhan 2020, p. 630). Overall, this stresses the comprehensive impact of the dynamic parent–
child relationship, in which both the child’s agency and the parent’s role in influencing this
agency reside (Lollis and Kuczynski 1997).

The parents, thus, implicitly encourage their children to make use of their right to
express their views, as well as their right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion.
However, without ‘forcing faith’ (Barrow et al. 2021) and whilst taking into account the
power balance in the relationship between parent and child (Sevón 2015), parents seek
various ways to guide and religiously colour the expression of these rights. In essence, the
findings in this study show that a fostering of child agency does not necessarily limit a
parent’s influence, but rather could result in a religiously coloured child agency. As such,
these findings elucidate the complexity in the earlier-mentioned tension between the child’s
right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, and parents’ right to provide their
children with religious direction.

This extensive role of parents in colouring their children’s religious agency could
inform approaches, which include child agency in the field of children’s right to religious
freedom (Wyness 2013; Hemming 2018; Greene and Nixon 2020). For example, it contrasts
with recent notions of the Dutch Education Council (2021), which argued that children’s
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freedom of religion limits parents’ right to provide children with religious direction. The
five presented ways in this study rather illustrate a deep complexity in this, whilst it also
reflects religious groups’ differences in exercising agency, making it ‘not a straightforward
issue’ (Hemming and Madge 2012, p. 44). As such, the findings in this study warn against
an understanding of children’s agency as a ‘simple binary, having or not having agency,
capacity or power’ (Oswell 2013, p. 269, in Shillitoe and Strhan 2020, p. 628).

In this regard, it is important to note that these five presented ways are nowhere near
a finished or definite set. Rather, they indicate possible ways in which these Dutch-Turkish
Muslim parents seek to combine religious direction and their children’s individual agency.
Additionally, these five facets are neither sole, independent constructs nor mechanisms
the parents adapt. Instead, parents are shown to continually interconnect and combine
these in their parenting. In this, a foundation seems to emerge in the ‘open’, ‘loving’, and
‘trustful’ approach of the parents, which they regularly contrast with their own childhood
experiences. As such, the small-scale nature of this study allowed an in-depth exploration
of the concept of parents fostering children’s agency. Rather than abstracting from the
personalized aspects, it elucidated more detailed aspects in the parents’ perceptions regard-
ing their religious raising of their children. Nonetheless, the low number of respondents
requires a careful interpretation of the findings and does not allow for generalising any of
these findings.

Most importantly, the findings indicate that a straightforward approach of considering
parents fostering their children’s agency versus enacting a religious direction could limit an
in-depth understanding of a more complex process. Furthermore, the findings in this study
illuminate the comprehensive role of the home context in the societal realm of education,
which, thus far, seems largely underestimated in broader societal debates, as well as in
academic literature (see also van Schoonhoven 2021; Kolb 2021). This study, therefore, joins
recent calls to include the voices of religious parents in the field of educational research and
policy (Rissanen 2020; Kolb 2021; van Schoonhoven 2021) and policy regarding informal
religious education.
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