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Drinking and partying among young Muslim women: Exclusion in the 

context of a normalized youth drinking culture  

 

Abstract 

Background and aims: 

Danish youth drinking culture is characterized by a very high level of alcohol consumption and a 

focus on intoxication. Young people with Muslim backgrounds drink markedly less, but their 

experiences with drinking and partying have been overlooked in research concerned with youth 

drinking. The aim of this paper is to investigate how young Danish Muslim women experience being 

part of a youth culture of intoxication and how they navigate through processes of exclusion related 

to drinking and partying. Special attention is paid to the intersections of different social positions 

relevant to these processes of exclusion in drinking and partying contexts. 

  

Methods: 

Twenty-five in-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with 32 young Danish Muslim women 

(mean age 23 years) residing mainly in big cities and surrounding areas. An intersectional case study 

design approach was applied to investigate how certain identities become salient at particular 

moments or within particular contexts.  

 

Results: 

The Danish normalized youth culture of intoxication had various consequences for our participants, 

of which two stand out. First, this culture of intoxication was excluding for young Muslim women 

and, furthermore, seemed to enhance exclusion based on ethnicity and religion, regardless of whether 
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our participants drank alcohol or abstained. Second, the culture of intoxication actualized gendered 

ideals within the young women’s families, and the potential for conflicts pertaining to drinking and 

partying could call into doubt their experiences of belonging to a local ethno-religious community.  

 

Discussion: 

Due to the Danish normalized youth culture of intoxication, young Muslim women are at risk of 

several exclusions: exclusion from central Danish youth contexts and, potentially, from their religious 

and cultural roots. We discuss the importance of including agency and strategic manoeuvring in 

intersectional approaches because these contribute to a better understanding of the complexity found 

in the results and, furthermore, they help to avoid the pitfalls of determinism and essentialism in 

studies of minorities. We also discuss how binge drinking prevention initiatives could focus not only 

on health warnings but also on the social consequences of exclusion. 

 

Keywords 

Alcohol, young Muslim women, drinking, parties, exclusion, intersectionality 
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Introduction 

In a European context, Danish young people have a very high level of alcohol consumption, and the 

drinking style is predominantly intoxication-oriented (Järvinen & Room 2016; Krauss et al. 2016). 

Research focused on the meaning of young Danes’ drinking and partying shows that these practices 

are highly important for ongoing identity work, for instance, when it comes to friendship-making and 

sexual experiences, and for the formation of gender identity and social class (Jensen 2019; Kolind 

2011; Järvinen & Gundelach 2007; Demant & Østergaard 2007). In fact, drinking has been shown to 

be necessary for social integration in a Danish youth context (Frederiksen et al. 2012). 

The link between social integration and drinking and partying has been widely documented in the 

international literature, with studies showing that these practices are often connected to pleasure, 

enjoyment, and sociability (Hunt & Frank 2016; Duff 2008; Heath 2000). Drinking is “essentially a 

social act” (Douglas 1987) in more than one sense: drinking practices play a part in the formation of 

social relations and hierarchies, and people may drink in order to become more sociable (Niland et 

al. 2013). For instance, when young people experience the bodily pleasure of being drunk, it can 

stimulate a sense of collectivity (Fry 2011), or when they plan and get ready for a night out, social 

bonds among friends are reinforced (Atkinson & Sumnall 2019; Szmigin et al. 2008), also in a 

gendered way (Herold & Hunt 2020). Even the aftermath of a drinking session is social, since drinking 

can generate drinking stories that are told and retold among friends, binding the group together 

(Tutenges & Sandbjerg 2013; Fjær 2012; Griffin et al. 2009). The consumption of alcohol, thus, can 

contribute to the sustaining of practices that bond an individual to a group (Thurnell-Read 2016; 

Measham & Brain 2005).  

As drinking in this way is closely linked to sociality, it may come as no surprise that in countries 

where the vast majority of young people drink large amounts of alcohol with a focus on becoming 

intoxicated, such as, for instance, in the UK, Australia, and in Denmark, young people who drink 



5 
 

moderately or abstain often risk social marginalization (Frank et al. 2020; Nicholls 2019; Parder 

2018). Regardless of their reasons for abstaining, young people are often asked to justify their choice 

not to drink alcohol and, consequently, many young people perceive drinking as a necessity for 

feeling included at parties (Frank et al. 2020; Advocat & Lindsay 2015; Frederiksen et al. 2012; 

Järvinen & Gundelach 2007). In this way, drinking alcohol is connected to social inclusion, while 

abstinence is connected to social exclusion.  

A group often associated with abstinence is people with Muslim backgrounds. In Denmark, young 

people with Muslim backgrounds generally drink less than the ethnic Danish population. 

Approximately 10% of Danish young people do not drink alcohol, and among young Danish people 

with a Muslim background, around 70% are abstainers (Gundelach & Järvinen, 2006). Likewise, 

studies from other Nordic countries have found that young Muslim women have significantly lower 

rates of drug and alcohol use than ethnic majority young people (Johnson & Svensson 2020; Øia 

2013; Bergengen & Larsen 2008; Skrowny 2005).  

The Muslim population in Denmark, which constitutes 5.5% of the total population of approximately 

six million (Danmarks Statistik 2020; Kristensen 2020), is not inexperienced with social exclusion. 

Public and political debates on the presence of immigrants (especially Muslims) have been 

increasingly tense and at times even racialized and Islamophobic (Hervik 2019; Suhr & Sinclair 

2016). For instance, since 9/11, Muslims have been regarded as a potential enemy within society 

(Rytter & Pedersen 2014). They have been met with increasing demands to ‘integrate’ better in the 

society (Olwig & Pærregaard 2011; Rytter 2019), and particularly the voices of younger generations 

of Muslims in Denmark have been silenced or disregarded (Kühle 2011; Hervik 2011; Matthiesen 

2015). Moreover, young Muslim women are, as in other European countries, often perceived 

negatively due to their clothing (Andreassen 2011; Korteweg & Yurdakul 2014; Mason-Bish & 

Zempi 2019). For many Islam-critics, and also some Danish feminists, the headscarf in particular is 
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a symbol of a patriarchal and authoritarian family pattern seen as incompatible with Danish values 

(Khawaja 2011). 

In addition to such exclusion from the majority society, some young Muslim women also encounter 

a high degree of social control from their local ethnic communities, which can turn into exclusion if 

resisted. Female sexuality, in particular, is often highly controlled, as women are typically perceived 

to embody important cultural values of decency and to symbolize cultural continuity (Mørck 1998; 

Prieur 2002; Gregoriou 2013). Such social control is, for instance, seen in Valentine et al.’s (2010) 

study of British Pakistani Muslims and their experiences with drinking and the night-time economy. 

When these young Muslims go out, there is “a sense that the eyes of the community are always on 

the street”. Furthermore, research has shown that young Muslim women can easily become the target 

of gossip in the local community and, especially, that drinking alcohol might lead to exclusion and 

sanctions against the individual (Mirdal 2006; Bradby 2007; Waltorp 2015). 

In sum, young ethnic minority Muslim women living in countries with a highly dominating youth 

drinking culture may experience several exclusions: exclusion from the larger society based on 

negative stereotypes of Muslims; exclusion from mainstream youth social settings dominated by 

intoxication; and exclusion from their own ethnic communities if they challenge local cultural values 

of abstinence and decent femininity.  

Based on these predicaments, we call for more attention to minority groups in alcohol research, such 

as young Muslim women, who are usually not regarded as a drinking population. As others have 

argued, alcohol and drugs research focusing on ethnic or religious identity has often contributed to 

the association of certain drugs with certain ethnic minority groups (Reinarman & Levine 1997; Hunt 

et al. 2017; Nordgren 2018). It contributes to making invisible those who use another drug, or use a 

drug in a different way, than what is associated with their ethnic or religious background. We propose 

that a lack of research also perpetuates a link between certain groups and their drug consumption. By 
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not studying young Muslim women and their use of alcohol, researchers continue the association of 

Muslims with abstinence. This association needs to be explored and challenged in all its complexity, 

for instance, by employing a more flexible understanding of abstinence, which includes both long-

term and situational abstinence (Frank et al. 2020; Parder 2018). Furthermore, it is not unlikely that 

shadow figures of drinking among Muslims are prevalent, as drinking is highly stigmatized among 

many Muslims. Researchers have thus encountered certain methodological problems that complicate 

the study of substance use among Muslims, e.g., nonresponse or a reluctance to report alcohol use 

(Michalak & Trocki 2006; Dotinga 2005).  

This paper explores how young Muslim women navigate being part of a normalized youth drinking 

culture while, at the same time, practicing and negotiating a Muslim identity where abstinence is often 

cherished. Our aim is to examine our research participants’ experiences of drinking and partying by 

focusing on processes of exclusion highlighted by the women themselves. To this end, we utilize an 

intersectional approach that is particularly sensitive to the various dimensions of exclusion (including 

marginalization, discrimination and suppression). Intersectionality brings the different social 

positions of our participants into focus and, in this way, contributes to nuanced and contextualized 

explanations of processes of exclusion.  

 

Theory: Intersectionality 

Intersectionality, originally a feminist concept coined by Crenshaw (1991), is used to analyze how 

not only gender but also other social positions or inequalities are important areas of investigation. 

Black scholars (see, for instance, Davis 1981; Lorde 2017/1984; Collins 1991) have long argued that 

a one-dimensional focus on gender or race glosses over the experiences of marginalized groups, such 

as Black women. Such a focus implicitly takes White middle-class women as the exemplary victims 

of sexism and Black men as the exemplary victims of racism (Prins 2006). Similarly, the young 
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Muslim women in this study would fall between two stools, with a feminist approach neglecting the 

meaning of their ethno-religious background and an ethnicity approach neglecting the gendered 

nature of their experiences.  

Intersectional approaches see the various social positions of individuals, such as gender and ethno-

religious background, as not just additive. Rather, they are positions that intersect and constitute each 

other as fundamental structuring phenomena (Staunæs 2003; Yuval-Davis 2006; Davis & Zarkov 

2017). To exemplify, the experience of being a woman is different depending on whether she is part 

of a minority or part of a majority, poor or rich, young or old.  

In this article, we lean on these understandings of intersectionality in order to analyze the ways in 

which different social positions intersect and become important for experiences of exclusion in 

drinking and partying contexts. In addition, we apply what McCall (2005) refers to as an intra-

categorical complexity approach to intersectionality. Complexity is at the heart of intersectionality, 

as the lived experiences of multiple dimensions of oppression demand that they are all adequately 

accounted for. The more dimensions included in the analysis, the more complex it becomes. The 

intra-categorical complexity approach focuses our analysis on the differences that exist between the 

young women in the study; this is in contrast to, for example, an inter-categorical approach, where 

the differences between groups are of interest. Rather than running the risk of reinforcing 

marginalizing stereotypes of Muslim women, we aim to contextualize the differences between our 

participants. In an intra-categorical complexity approach, the primary unit of analysis is typically 

either a single social group at a neglected point of intersection or a particular social setting—or both. 

In our analysis, the experience of being Muslim women in a White majority society is the “neglected 

point of intersection,” and the “particular social setting” is that of drinking and partying.  
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On a general level, our understanding emphasizes how identities are not stable but performed (Butler 

1990), and they emerge in interactions—they are “situated accomplishments” (West and Zimmerman 

1987).  

Finally, our analysis is inspired by intersectionality researchers who argue for the incorporation of 

relevant empirical positions into the analysis as a supplement to the “classical” positions of gender, 

ethnicity, and age (Søndergaard 2005; Staunæs 2003; Kofoed 2008). We do so in order to capture 

analytically not only the positions we are aware of beforehand but also the positions that are 

“recognized locally and that operate in local contexts” (Kofoed 2008:426). For instance, our analysis 

points to the importance of incorporating education, place of residence, and migration history as 

significant positions that carry meaning in drinking and partying contexts. 

 

Methods and Data 

Interviews and recruitment 

The analysis builds on 25 in-depth qualitative interviews (of which four were group interviews) with 

32 young Muslim women (aged 15 to 34 years, mean age 23 years) living across Denmark, mainly 

in bigger cities. The interviews lasted 1 to 2 ½ hours and were conducted between 2015 and 2018. 

The interviews were held in various settings, depending on the research participants’ requests for 

discretion: in the homes of the women, in the home or office of the interviewer, or in public spaces, 

such as cafes and libraries. Participants received a gift card for their participation. 

We employed various recruitment strategies, including using recruitment posters (online and in 

educational settings), chain referrals, and personal networks. Our recruitment targeted young women 

with a Muslim background, who would be interested in talking about their party practices and 

experiences. Consequently, we have mostly, but not exclusively, interviewed young women who do 

party. Thus, the findings from this study cannot be generalized to the broader Muslim population in 
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Denmark but, rather, concern the group of young Muslim women who participates in parties. The 

young women were difficult to recruit because showing an interest in drinking and partying on their 

part could be problematic. Hence, they refrained from “liking” or sharing posts on Facebook and did 

not tell (certain) friends and family members about their participation in the project. Nevertheless, 

once they were part of the interview situation, the young women enthusiastically involved us in their 

lives and their experiences. In this study, we focus on drinking and partying (and not, for instance, 

drinking alone), as we aim to contribute to research concerned with intoxication and youth culture, 

and, in the Danish context, intoxication and partying are central.  

All interviews were conducted by the first author, who is female and in her early thirties. Although 

she is White and has a middle-class background, the fact she is also a young woman made it possible 

to create the trusting and intimate atmosphere that characterized most of the interviews. The 

participants were generally talkative and some expressed that they found the project “important” 

because of its focus on young Muslim women, whom they felt were often overlooked, and in terms 

of its engagement with the dilemmas of young Muslim women who party.   

The interview guide was inspired by life-story interviews. Therefore, we focused on the different 

“chapters” in our participants’ lives where partying seemed significant. The interviews usually began 

with the years in lower secondary school (when parties gained importance for the first time) and 

ended with the participants’ current educational or work context and the sociality (for instance, 

concerning parties and alcohol) of that context. In this way, we sought to capture the research 

participants’ first experiences with parties as well as how their participation in parties progressed over 

time. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim before being edited for 

confidentiality. 

 

Participants 
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Thirteen ethnicities were represented in the data, mirroring the largest ethnic Muslim groups in 

Denmark (Jacobsen 2018): Afghan (6), Somali (5), Turkish (4), Palestinian (4), Bosnian (2), Iraqi 

(2), Kurdish (2), Kosovo-Albanian (2), Moroccan (1), Iranian (1), Lebanese (1), Syrian (1), and ethnic 

Danish convert (1). Twenty-two participants were born in Denmark, and the rest immigrated to 

Denmark at a very young age. Their histories of migration varied greatly. Some of the young women 

were children or grandchildren of guest workers, some were children of refugees, and some had 

experienced war and were refugees themselves. Eight participants wore a Muslim headscarf, and 

three additional participants used to wear one when they were younger. Seventeen participants were 

active drinkers and were regularly intoxicated, while another three had tasted alcohol on one or more 

occasions. The remaining 12 women had never drunk alcohol but were still occasionally partygoers. 

The women were all generally well educated. Fourteen of the women were studying or had studied 

at university, 14 were studying or had studied in a professional bachelor's degree programme, and 

four were attending lower or higher secondary school. A central concern among our participants was 

the generally negative discourse surrounding immigrants and Muslims in Denmark. Participation in 

parties was, for several participants, both a question of countering stereotypes and having a good 

time. Although our research participants had different experiences with drinking and partying, all 

were able to reflect on the themes at length. Being a young Muslim woman in a normalized youth 

drinking culture was, for many, a conflict-ridden endeavour, which induced caution and generated 

reflection. 

 

Case study 

Our intersectionality-inspired and complexity-oriented methodology makes use of a case study 

approach. Case studies are effective ways of researching how intersecting social positions are 

experienced by individuals in their everyday life (McCall 2005). Case studies allow one to investigate 
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intersectionality through individuals’ accounts of the ways they identify with or distance themselves 

from others, as well as the ways certain identities become salient at particular moments or within 

particular contexts (Valentine 2007). Moreover, the cases provide the reader with contextualized and 

nuanced perspectives on the complex reality of the participants’ lives (Flyvebjerg 2010, Yin 2014). 

Our objective was to represent the complexity in our data in order to gain most from an 

intersectionality approach. We explored complexity both in the contextualized knowledge of single 

participants and in the internal differences between all our participants.  

The text analysis software Nvivo 11 was used firstly to organize the data into overall themes and sub-

themes, particularly pertaining to codes of alcohol use, party participation, identity and belonging, 

the meaning of gender, and religion. Here we found that the experience of exclusion was a significant 

theme in the data and decided to pursue this further. Therefore, as a second step, the codes were re-

read and analysed with a specific focus on the different social positions of the participants that came 

to matter in their stories of exclusion. Here we found that ethno-religious background, gender, 

educational backgrounds, family migration histories, and places of residence were most important. 

Third, we selected three research participants who embodied the variety of social positions that were 

actualized in the stories of exclusion. As such, they were selected because they illustrate the range of 

experiences in the whole sample (see also: Bjønness 2019) and, in this way, can be seen as 

paradigmatic (Bryman 2012). Therefore, the following analysis builds on three cases: Sila Nur, 

Jamilah, and Yara. These three cases exemplify the ‘typical narratives’ (Bryman 2012) of drinking, 

partying, and inclusion/exclusion identified throughout the interviews.  

 

Results 

Our results section investigates how the young women experience exclusion in drinking and partying 

contexts by focusing on their different social positions in specific settings. First, we focus on how the 
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young Muslim women are positioned in relation to their friends and peers in the context of a 

normalized youth drinking culture. Second, we investigate the significance of the women’s families 

and ethno-religious communities for their experiences with drinking and partying.   

 

“We want more of your kind”: Young Muslim women and exclusion in the context of a normalized 

drinking culture 

Most of our participants experienced a growing divide between themselves and their ethnic Danish 

friends during the time when parties and drinking became central in ethnic Danish young people’s 

lives - around the age of 15. This growing divide is a dominant theme in the narratives and 

demonstrates how the normalization of partying and drinking among Danish young people can have 

consequences for young Muslim women.  

Looking back on her teenage years in lower secondary school, Sila Nur (24 years old, Turkish 

background, social work student) described the division between herself and her ethnic Danish 

classmates as a result of her own withdrawal and also the exclusion by her classmates. Sila Nur did 

not drink alcohol; however, she enjoyed the atmosphere at the private parties arranged by her 

classmates, and she recalled having good times talking with her intoxicated friends. Nevertheless, as 

she stated:  

 

I felt that it went downhill when the parties started. Or, it did not go downhill, but I withdrew at some 

point. I think it started around seventh grade [when she was 14 years old]. 

 

As Sila Nur gradually chose to stay away from parties, she also experienced how her classmates 

stopped inviting her. Even though she probably would have chosen not to come, she was surprised, 
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angry, and sad not to be invited: “I was so upset. Why don’t they say it [that there is a party] to me? 

Have I started to be left out?” 

 

This process of exclusion was hard to accept for Sila Nur, who had been popular in her class as well 

as outgoing and talkative. She felt that the exclusion she experienced had consequences for her 

personality, as she recalled a change from being popular and extroverted to becoming isolated and 

introverted. Sila Nur’s case shows how drinking among young people is closely linked to socializing 

and friendship in Denmark, and, as such, her experiences accord with other abstinent young people’s 

experiences, characterized by the sensation that “to be without alcohol is to feel alone among friends” 

(Niland et al. 2013:534). In contrast to Sila Nur’s experience, Telaya (26 years old, Afghan 

background, social and health care assistant) revealed how, in her teens, becoming popular played a 

big part in her motivation to participate in parties and become intoxicated: “I started going out, and 

already that first time, I just received so much attention, and that gave me the biggest confidence 

boost ever.” For both Sila Nur and Telaya, then, drinking alcohol and partying were decisive in 

whether or not they felt included in youth life, though they chose dissimilar strategies.  

 

Despite feeling excluded, Sila Nur tried to socialize and be open to new friends when she started in 

upper secondary school. In Danish upper secondary schools, parties are of central importance for 

socializing and experiences of belonging, a fact of which Sila Nur was well aware: 

 

When I started in gymnasium [upper secondary school], I actually participated [in parties] in the 

beginning. I wanted to show them, you know, it is a new class, and they don’t know what I am like. I 

always thought about how not to prejudice them against me and make them say, “Oh, she is Muslim, 

and that’s why she can’t do this and that.”  
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Sila Nur’s strategy of participating in parties in order to combat prejudice was found in the 

experiences of 10 other research participants, all of whom were non-drinkers like Sila Nur. Generally, 

they wished to demonstrate to their non-Muslim classmates that Muslims are not what existing 

stereotypes depict. As we see from Sila Nur’s reflections, her position as a Muslim was of little 

importance for her inclusion in the class until parties and drinking became central for her peers. Thus, 

her abstinence and her religious minority position intersected and reinforced each other as excluding 

mechanisms in this specific context, despite her active efforts to work against this exclusion. 

In contrast to Sila Nur, Jamilah (29 years old, Palestinian background, medical student) never felt 

socially integrated in lower secondary school. She even recalled experiencing discrimination from 

both classmates and teachers. Nevertheless, she noticed the effect youth parties had on the social 

cohesion of her class, and, in this way, the parties added to her feeling of being an outsider:   

 

They had so much shit to talk about with each other on Mondays [after the weekend parties], while 

we [the ethnic minorities in the class] were just sitting there.  

 

Jamilah wore a headscarf in the last years of lower secondary school and felt excluded because of it. 

This exclusion was intensified when parties became important for her peers. In her late teens, Jamilah 

was married for a short time. The marriage was arranged by her parents with Jamilah’s reluctant 

acceptance. Her husband turned out to be very violent and controlling, and they divorced. This 

experience created an emotional distance between Jamilah and her family. She began questioning her 

religious and cultural values, and she stopped wearing a headscarf. She also made new ethnic Danish 

friends at her new school in a new city: 
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I then chose to continue my HF [Higher Preparatory Examination Course] in [a larger city]. Here, 

I was introduced to new people and a new world, and here, I heard the word “booze” for the first 

time. I did not know it (laughing). In [the larger city], Danes and immigrants are more integrated 

[than in the town where she grew up]. I also got Danish friends. I actually did not have that before 

when I lived in [the town]—I was too different. 

 

Jamilah’s first experience of feeling integrated in Danish society and having ethnic Danish friends 

coincided with her move to a bigger city, her openness towards drinking alcohol, and her rejection of 

the Islamic headscarf. Her Muslim identity and especially her abstinence had contributed to a feeling 

of exclusion and being “too different.” For Jamilah, therefore, it was a relief to feel included in the 

lives of her peers, especially in the context of feeling alienated from her family. This feeling of 

inclusion and belonging also meant that she was increasingly receptive to drinking and partying 

because these activities were common among her new friends.  

Jamilah recalled that the first time she went to a party was when a female friend invited her to a 

birthday party where both boys and girls were attending. At first, Jamilah declined the invitation 

because she was unaccustomed to socializing at mixed gender events and immediately heard her 

mother’s warning in the back of her head, which made her imagination wander: 

 

I imagined an orgy. Like a porn orgy had just begun because I had always been brainwashed thinking 

the worst if boys participated […]. I imagined that the girls would be raped and killed. And then they 

would be beaten by their parents (laughter) because they had been raped. 

 

Eventually, however, her friends convinced her to attend the party by assuring her that her parents or 

brothers would never know about it, and, to her surprise, Jamilah found that she was enjoying herself: 
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It was the best birthday ever. Good food, cosiness [hygge], dancing, and fun. That is where it all 

started, where I thought, “Ok, I can mingle with boys and girls and have fun.” That was my first 

experience, but like without alcohol. Being at a birthday that included boys was dangerous enough 

for me. 

 

Jamilah’s experience of exclusion began earlier than Sila Nur’s and had to do with the intersection of 

her then-visible social identity as a Muslim (wearing a headscarf) and her abstinence (this experience 

of exclusion is mirrored in the experiences of the other 10 research participants who also wore a 

headscarf in lower secondary school). When parties became important for Jamilah’s classmates 

around eighth grade, her feeling of exclusion intensified. Combined with how her parents imagined 

Danish youth life and the way they leaned on gendered social control (having their daughter married 

at a young age), the distance to the majority society was insurmountable. Her broken marriage and 

the subsequent distancing from her religious and cultural background made possible Jamilah’s 

decision to study elsewhere and, hence, her openness towards partying and drinking alcohol. This 

was key to her experience of feeling included in her peer group. It is not unreasonable to interpret 

Jamilah’s alcohol use as a “symbolic act of resistance” against both social control and social exclusion 

(Anderson, 2008; Miller & Carbone-Lopez, 2015).  

 

Yara (23 years old, Syrian and Iraqi background, nursing student) started drinking and partying in 

lower secondary school (age 15), thus diverging from both Sila Nur and Jamilah. She felt comfortable 

in school and easily made friends with her classmates. Interestingly, in her class, pupils with ethnic 

minority backgrounds did not party with their ethnic Danish classmates even though the class, 

according to Yara, was well integrated and even though some ethnic minority students did drink 
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alcohol. Instead, Yara partied with a group of friends from outside of school with ethnic minority 

backgrounds like herself: 

 

We actually got ready at my place every time, in the presence of my parents. I usually invited three 

to four home, and we would always get a bottle of alcohol from my parents. We would drink and get 

ready and then go out. 

 

Among our research participants, Yara stood out as one of the few who drank alcohol with the 

approval of, and even in the presence of, her parents. Several other participants also drank alcohol 

and partied without significant concern about their parents’ reaction, but they described how this 

reflected their parents’ indifference rather than their approval. Yara also revealed how Danes are 

always curious to know how she manages to be Muslim and to drink alcohol, even though she herself 

does not experience this as a contradiction. Her ability to drink (like a Dane) and also be Muslim 

usually results in Danes commenting enthusiastically and Yara being annoyed:  

 

They [ethnic Danes] typically say, “Oh, we want more of your kind,” like, really, they say that. That 

is such a standard thing to say for Danes. 

 

In this section, we have seen how the increasing importance of parties among ethnic Danish young 

people contributes in various ways to the young Muslim women’s experiences of exclusion. For all 

our participants, regardless of whether or not they abstain, it seemed as if their otherness became 

more pronounced as parties and drinking gained importance. Sila Nur actively tried to challenge 

prejudices about Muslim women, but the intersection of her abstinence and her Muslim background 

seemed to contribute to her exclusion. Jamilah “resisted” both stereotyping from her peers and social 



19 
 

control from her family by abandoning the headscarf, changing her place of residence, and drinking 

alcohol, but this was ultimately a consequence of the same intersectional exclusions experienced by 

Sila Nur. Yara illustrates how Muslim women are damned if they do (drink), and damned if they 

don’t (drink). She was still deemed “other” as a young Muslim woman who drinks and parties, though 

her exclusion was experienced more moderately. Thus, gender, place of residence, abstinence, and 

ethno-religious background are intersections that were actualized for our participants in the particular 

social setting that is the initial years of the youth drinking culture. Abstinence and ethno-religious 

background in particular intersect and produce experiences of strong exclusion for some in this 

context. 

 

“They don’t care about their religion”: Family and community influence on Muslim women’s 

drinking and party experiences 

 

This section explores how our participants’ families and local ethno-religious communities influence 

the young women’s party and drinking experiences. This setting, more than the previous, brings 

cultural values, religion and gender to the foreground as significant intersections with experiences of 

drinking and partying. 

In the interviews, gender was particularly salient when the young women talked about their 

upbringings and their relationships to their parents. In particular, the young women told how they 

were often subject to much stricter rules than boys, for instance, their brothers. As Jamilah summed 

up: 

 

There are certain things that a girl should do, and there are certain things that boys – no, actually, 

boys can do anything they want. That is how it is. There are no consequences. 
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Our participants mentioned things such as not being home late, doing housework, taking care of 

younger siblings, letting their parents know where they are at all times and having sex before marriage 

as examples of differential treatment between Muslim girls and boys. Most of our participants 

experienced the gendered inequalities within their families as unfair. Some outspokenly negotiated 

inequality at home, while others accepted it as part of the state of affairs.  

Jamilah’s strategy for countering the gendered social control in her family included both negotiation 

and acceptance. As mentioned, Jamilah had a conflictual relationship with her family, which meant 

that she secretly found community elsewhere while still attempting to come across as a well-behaved 

young Muslim woman at home. She described it as leading a double life. Jamilah’s family was large 

and also had close ties to a larger Palestinian network in Denmark. Her family was particularly 

concerned with the reputation of their daughters. Consequently, Jamilah was careful not to be seen 

by “the wrong people” when she partied (e.g. those from the Palestinian community, who would tell 

her family). 

 

It took a long time to learn to hide it well enough […]. I was afraid all the time. I had to be really 

careful so that the news wouldn’t reach my parents […]. For example, I would tell the bouncer who 

was perker (derogative term for immigrant background, but slang among immigrants themselves), 

“If you ever see me out, you don’t know me” (laughter). 

 

The level of gendered social control in Jamilah’s family was high and contributed to Jamilah’s 

anxieties and her need to feel in control, particularly so in the context of drinking and partying. In 

other words, gender and ethno-religious background intersected for Jamilah in ways that influenced 

her experiences with partying. The existing gender inequalities in Jamilah’s family became even 



21 
 

clearer to her when she secretly started partying. For instance, when she felt the need to lie directly 

to her parents because she knew her actions were particularly unacceptable for a young woman.  

Compared to when she was younger, some changes in Jamilah’s life gave her more room to 

manoeuver vis-à-vis her parents. First, she was studying medicine, a profession that her family 

perceived as particularly prestigious. Consequently, she could go to a party but tell her parents that 

she was participating in study-relevant activities, and they accepted it without further questions. 

Second, social media and mobile phones can be liberating for young Muslim women struggling with 

unwanted social control (Waltorp 2015). The combination of education and technology made it 

possible for Jamilah to participate in parties without her parents’ knowledge and to build a 

relationship with her boyfriend, whose existence was unknown to her family: 

 

I am usually [saying that I am] working at the hospital or I am spending the night at a [friend’s 

house]. My friend has these conference calls. If my mum calls me and I do not answer it, she will call 

my friend. My friend will be like, “She is just in the toilet, two seconds.” Then she will call me, and 

she can do it in a way where the three of us are all in the conversation, but my mum thinks that I am 

at my friend’s place […]. It really saved my ass that new technology. 

 

In addition, Jamilah was careful to take pictures of herself busy working at the hospital or taking 

classes. So, if she was going out or spending the night at her boyfriend’s house and her parents were 

suspicious, she had innocuous pictures ready to show them. Education and technology, thus, were 

important intersections actualized in Jamilah’s life. They seemed to work against the gendered 

inequalities that were triggered by her participation in parties and intoxication.   
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Taking a step closer to the act of drinking and partying in itself, the significance of family and 

community for that experience is also worth exploring. For instance, Jamilah still vividly remembered 

the first time she was drunk: 

 

I had too much. I was sick, and I had a feeling that everything was swimming before my eyes and that 

just made it worse. I was ashamed. I was like, “Oh no. There are immigrants here; they have seen 

me. I am usually always the good girl. I have always been the good girl.” It was like really a burden, 

but also a burden that was lifted from my shoulders. Because now I was like, “Fuck it. I have done 

it. Let the consequences come.” 

 

The social control in Jamilah’s family and community meant that Jamilah was anxious and afraid 

because she felt she had crossed a line and everybody could see it. Her family and her community 

had a very real presence in her first drinking experience (and in the drinking experiences to come). 

She had already been let down by her family in connection with her past marriage, and she expected 

serious repercussions ranging from violence to a new forced marriage if anyone found her drunk and 

partying.  

Jamilah was navigating within a cultural setting of which she herself was very critical. She was 

particularly critical of the social control of young women and the general disparity between the sexes, 

which she found hypocritical. However, she still accepted some of the restrictions set up for her by 

her family and the larger community because she did not want to damage her family’s reputation or 

put herself in danger.  
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Sila Nur described her family and community as less controlling and more lenient than Jamilah’s. 

Interestingly, her story also differed from our other research participants’ stories, as the roles were 

swapped, and the lenient rules applied to Sila Nur but not to her older brother: 

 

I think it is because of my mother. She knows what it is like to be a girl who wants to party and to 

have friends who are boys, and she did not want me to experience it as she did. She always says, 

“Yes” to me and “No” to my brother […] “You know what you are doing. Boys are different from 

girls. They do not think about what they are doing.” 

 

Though the rule-setting of Sila Nur’s parents was different from our other research participants’ 

parents, her mother’s reasoning resembles what many participants experienced at home, namely that 

girls are (or should be) trustworthy, rational, and well behaved, while boys do not consider the 

consequences of their actions and often make wrong choices (see also: Prieur 2002).  

For Sila Nur, gender intersected with her party experiences, but in quite a different way than for 

Jamilah. This had to do with the migration story of Sila Nur’s family. Sila Nur’s mother was born in 

Denmark, and her experience of growing up as a young Turkish Muslim woman in Denmark 

influenced Sila Nur’s upbringing. Especially, Sila Nur’s mother wanted her daughter to experience 

more freedom than she had experienced herself. We see here how migration stories carry significant 

meaning (Christensen et al. 2017), and they potentially intersect with other positions, such as gender 

in this specific instance. For most other participants, e.g. Jamilah whose mother came to Denmark as 

an adult, there was a larger divide between parent and daughter caused by immigration (Prieur 2002). 

Very few of our participants experienced the same support as Sila Nur received from her mother in 

the context of attending parties.  
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Gossip was a recurring theme when our participants discussed the social control they saw in their 

otherwise cherished communities. Sila Nur grew up in a small suburb. She believed that there was 

only minimal gossip in her local ethnic community, which made her feel safe from comments about 

her participation in parties: 

 

No one knew that I was going out [hence, no gossip in her community]. It is not like I haven’t been 

open about it or haven’t talked about it. I could even take pictures [at parties, for social media]. I 

don’t think it would have been the same if I had lived in the city. 

 

Sila Nur explained that her life in the suburban ethnic community was free from too many “eyes of 

the community,” and this would have been different had she lived in the city, where the Turkish 

community is much larger. Geography or place of residence affected our participants’ experiences 

with parties (see also Valentine 2007; Törrönen et al. 2017) and their place of residence could either 

strengthen or weaken their possibility for participation. Sila Nur elaborated on the kind of gossip that 

might be spread about Turkish girls in the city: 

 

The Turks know all the Turks. We pretty much know who people are. And if you know that this group 

of girls participates in parties, then [people say that] they […] don’t care about their religion and 

culture. 

 

Being labelled as someone who does not care about religion or culture could be detrimental for our 

research participants’ feeling of belonging to their ethnic group, for the ways their family is perceived, 

and for their marriage options within the ethnic group. Hence, the different attachments of our 

research participants’ families to their local ethnic communities gave rise to divergent levels of social 
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control. This had consequences for the young women’s potential engagement in drinking and 

partying, as many of the women attached greater importance to family loyalty than to parties.  

 

When it comes to social control, our research participants had quite different preconditions. Yara 

explained how her parents, who have a lenient attitude towards drinking and partying, do not take 

part in the network of their ethnic community: “No, they do not talk to anyone from their own culture, 

not at all. So they have no gossip to share.” However, gossip and being held accountable as a Muslim 

woman do not only matter for the participants’ parents and their generation. As the following example 

shows, peers and friends are also important when trying to bridge a Muslim identity and a youth life 

with drinking and partying. Yara once went out with her friends wearing a necklace inscribed with 

the Arabic word “Allah.” Yara loved it, but her friends, who were also Muslims and partying, were 

indignant because she was wearing a godly symbol while drinking and behaving in an ungodly 

manner (see also: Bucerius 2013). The situation created a heated discussion, and Yara was surprised 

to find that her view that it is acceptable to support the Muslim faith and still love to party was 

outvoted. Her friends argued that it is better to separate your wrongdoings (drinking and partying) 

from your religious doings, and, therefore, Yara should leave her necklace at home (see also: Dotinga 

2005, who found the view among Muslims that praying while intoxicated was forbidden). Families 

and communities had a powerful influence on whether our participants partied and how they partied 

– for instance, whether they only participated in private parties or not, and whether they could wear 

their favourite jewellery or not.  

  

As demonstrated in this section, drinking and partying actualize not only exclusion from the ethnic 

majority youth culture, they also amplify existing gendered inequalities within the participants’ 

families and local ethnic communities. In fact, participation in parties contributes to the gender 
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inequalities within the local ethnic communities, and secrecy and double-dealing are common 

strategies for young Muslim women who party. In this way, the social positions of being both Muslim 

and a woman exaggerate each other and make participation in parties cumbersome. However, other 

positions are important to include in the analysis as well. Sila Nur exemplifies how different family 

migration stories activate different cultural schemes of interpretation. Likewise, different places can 

hold contradictory meanings for individuals. For Sila Nur, the larger city was imagined as a place of 

gossip and constraints, while, for Jamilah, it was associated with new ways of social integration and 

belonging. Moreover, Jamilah’s story illustrates how factors such as choice of education and mobile 

phone skills intersect with ethno-religious background and gender as well and can lead to greater 

independence for women who are subject to a high level of social control.  

Again, we see that there is no straightforward way to disaggregate these components of personal and 

group identity. Rather, we must locate drinking and partying within these intersecting strands of 

identity.  

 

Discussion 

Our study has analyzed processes of exclusion related to drinking and partying among young Muslim 

women in a country dominated by a youth culture of intoxication. We have focused on the intersection 

of the specific social positions actualized in our participants’ experiences of exclusion in a youth 

drinking context: primarily, gender, ethno-religious background, education, place of residence, and 

migration history. We have found that our participants were at risk of exclusion in several arenas and 

that the various social positions listed above would most often contribute to but sometimes actually 

reduce their experiences of exclusion.  

Especially, two things are central in our understanding of intersectionality and hence for our 

conclusions. First, the complexity in complex identities should be upheld in the analysis and not 
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reduced to single components, such as, for instance, gender alone. Hence, it is the interconnectedness 

of positions that we find important, contrary to an additive approach, where positions are examined 

individually. Second, positions should also include positions that are “recognized locally and that 

operate in local contexts” (Kofoed 2008:426). For instance, in our analysis, we showed how the 

cultural value of specific educations and individual migration histories affected experiences with 

drinking and partying. In this sense, we position ourselves among those intersectionality researchers 

who employ intersectionality to study a “process of doing” (Staunæs 2003) rather than to foreground 

political and structural inequalities (Cho, Crenshaw & McCall 2013:796-797). Intersectionality 

studies’ origin in activist politics emphasized the translating of the experiences of women, and Black 

women in particular, into concrete policy demands (Crenshaw 1989). Hence, intersectionality 

research primarily aimed at criticising power and structural suppression rather than studying identities 

and social positions of difference in their own right. As Sing (2015) points out, something is lost in 

such a focus away from identity: namely, the attentiveness to positive subjectivity and agency. Social 

positions, such as religious or cultural background, can definitely be the source of exclusion, but just 

as importantly, they can also be the source of pride, community and other positive and affirming 

aspects of identity. Furthermore, a too narrow focus on suppressive power structures might 

essentialize identities, that is, “the boundedness of identity becomes overconflated and rigid even 

when multiple axes of identity are considered” (Dhamoon 2011:233). In this view, there is “a 

tendency to understand subjects as determined by social systems, which again makes it difficult to 

comprehend complexity and ambiguity at a subject level” (Staunæs 2003).  

These theoretical precautions are key in our understanding and analysis of young Muslim women’s 

experiences with drinking alcohol and partying. Even though our study has identified how the 

processes of exclusion originate from both the culture of intoxication and the Muslim communities 

themselves, we have also exemplified, through our case studies, that our research participants had 
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quite complex and different experiences. In our understanding, this testifies to the agency and 

strategic maneuvering of our participants. They are in some circumstances and to a certain extent able 

to avoid exclusion by being strategic, which follows from the above argument that social positions 

are not necessarily determinant, though they are of high importance. Thus, our focus on the dynamics 

of both structures of exclusion and the agency and strategic maneuvering of the young women showed 

that our participants were not always doubly excluded, though that might have appeared to have been 

the case if the analysis had solely taken into consideration their social positions. 

Conducting alcohol research that deals with the experiences of minorities means opening up new 

understandings of parties and intoxication. For instance, we saw how our participants were not as 

oriented towards binge drinking and heavy intoxication as their Danish peers. Rather, they tended to 

focus more on fitting in, controlling their intoxication and their pleasure, and being attentive to prying 

eyes in their surroundings (see also: Bærndt et al. 2017). This might also be the case for other 

minorities within the Danish youth culture, and we suggest that future studies include a focus on other 

ethnic and cultural minorities. For instance, compared to young Muslim women, young Muslim men 

face fewer issues related to social control but encounter different problems, including rejections at 

the doors of nightclubs (May 2014). Future studies could explore how this situation affects 

participation in youth life.  

In addition, more research focusing on groups with low drinking rates, such as young Danish 

Muslims, could potentially contribute to bringing positive public attention to young people who drink 

moderately (Nicholls 2019). This, in turn, might also work against the processes of exclusion of 

moderate drinkers or abstainers in a Danish youth drinking context. Young people are generally not 

very susceptible to health warnings related to binge drinking (e.g., violence, accidents, and long-term 

implications for cognitive functions (Critchlow et al. 2019; Koff et al. 2011; Stock et al. 2016)). 

Therefore, in addition to a focus on the health risks of excessive drinking, we suggest that young 
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people are also made aware that their drinking culture risks excluding some of their friends and 

classmates. Hopefully, this can contribute to a more inclusive youth culture, where young Muslims 

(and other minorities) do not feel that participation in an excessive alcohol culture is a requirement 

for social inclusion. 
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