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This paper draws from a larger ethnographic study that explores how working and lower-middle class Pakistani Muslim immigrant youth negotiate the expectations of their multiple “worlds” (e.g. the worlds of home, school, ethnic community), and the ways in which this negotiation shapes their identities, and influences their academic engagement and socialization. There are three reasons for focusing on Pakistani immigrant youth specifically. First, Pakistani immigrants form the largest immigrant Muslim group in the United States.  Second, it is important to recognize that Muslims are not a monolithic group and that there is great diversity among Muslims and as my research shows, even among particular national groups of Muslims, such as Pakistanis. Finally, Pakistani youth are a growing presence in the New York City public school system, they also have a high rate of SIFE status (i.e. students with interrupted formal education), and a increasingly, a large number are recently arrived (i.e. they entered the country within the last five years). 


The study is framed by four questions:  
(1) How do Pakistani-immigrant youth understand their identities and solidarities?  
(2) How do Pakistani-immigrant youth make sense of the various expectations of them given the multiple worlds in which they live?  
(3) In what ways does the racialization or positioning of youth (by themselves and others) influence their academic and social engagement?  
(4) How are gender, class, ethnicity, and religion implicated in this racialization?  

In an attempt to gain a deeper understanding of the issues that youth face, I looked at the ways in which (a) the family; (b) the ethnic community; and (c) schools influenced Pakistani youth. I was especially interested in understanding the potential differences in the attitudes and expectations of these three institutions regarding the education and socialization of Pakistani boys and girls. Data for this study, which includes observations, interviews, and focus group interviews, were collected over a three-year time span during which I was in and out of a Pakistani community and a public high school in the New York City area. 


For the purposes of this paper, I will be focusing specifically on how, in this historic moment where the “global war on terror” divides people around the world as friend or foe, Pakistani immigrant students are positioned by others and how they position themselves in relation to notions of citizenship and national belonging (Abu el Haj, 2007) and the ways in which this positioning affects their academic engagement and socialization. I begin by providing some contextual background before moving into a discussion on citizenship and belonging. Here I discuss the racialization process that the youth experienced in their school. Finally, I move into the role that the families play in these youth’s lives.
Citizenship and belonging


Events over the past few years suggest that a study on Pakistani immigrants in the 
United States is in fact long overdue. As the largest Muslim immigrant group in the US, the September 11th, 2001 terrorist attacks on US soil threw Pakistan (and hence Pakistani immigrants) into the limelight: On the one hand, Pakistan is a key ally in the US-led War on Terror; on the other hand, Pakistan has been implicated in the terrorist attacks due to the proliferation (and support) of extremist Madaris (religious seminaries) within Pakistan, where many terrorists allegedly received their training. In the face of this event, and by virtue of their religion and nationality, Pakistani immigrants have come under great scrutiny in the United States and around the world. 


In the six years and a half since the World Trade Center was destroyed, additional events across the globe have sustained attention on Pakistanis and Muslims in general in the United States and indeed around the world. Most recently, the assassination of Pakistan’s former Prime Minister, Benezir Bhutto on December 27th, 2007, has once again renewed concern about the country that graced the September 2007 cover of National Geographic Magazine under the alarming headline, “Islam’s fault line: Struggle for the soul of Pakistan,” and which was dubbed “The World’s Most Dangerous Place” by The Economist magazine’s first issue of the 2008 year. 

Other, older events that have focused attention on Muslims in general include the July 7th, 2005 train bombings in London, the riots in Paris in November and December 2005, and the Danish cartoon controversy in 2006. As a consequence of these events and others, Islam has been positioned as “most cultural Other, inimical to ‘Western’ values and traditions in an essential ‘clash of civilizations” (Abu el-Haj, 2002, p. 309), and its followers are regarded as “an alienated, problematic minority” (Werbner, 2004, p. 897). 

Questions of identity and representation have thus become important ones to consider. Stuart Hall (1992) suggests,  

Identities are about questions of using the resources of history, language and culture in the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we came from,’ so much as what we might become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how we might represent ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted within, not outside representation. (p. 4)

As I will argue in this paper, in the case of Pakistani immigrants, religion has trumped all other “identifiers” (such as race and ethnicity) in the ways that Pakistanis youth are racialized in schools. I term this racialization process the “religification” of identity. My research suggests that the predicament faced by the youth (and their families) is that they are seen as Muslims and nothing more. In the words of Nobel laureate Amartya Sen (2006),
Islamic identity is assumed to drown, if only implicitly, all other affiliations, priorities, and pursuits that a Muslim person may have. A person belongs to many different groups, of which a religious affiliation is only one. (para. 3)

This religification of identity works in two directions. On the one hand, Pakistani youth are essentially “stripped” of their other identities and their religion becomes the primary marker of both identity and difference. On the other hand, the youth themselves identify with a Muslim identity. Thus, there are definite political dimensions to this religification process: Global politics affect the way Muslims are constructed as outsiders to the nation. This in turn affects the ways in which Muslim youth see themselves. In the case of these Pakistani youth, they identified with a Muslim label not so much because of increased feelings of religiosity, but more for political reasons, to find a place to belong. Working and lower-middle class Pakistani immigrants and their children therefore face the dual-difficulty of being Muslim in a world where they are viewed with suspicion on the one hand, and of having less access to social and cultural networks due to social and linguistic barriers on the other (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). 

The effects of this racialization of Pakistani youth have particular ramifications on their education. Here, I considered a broad definition of education suggested by Bartlett (2007), which considers schooling as a set of social practices that illustrate how “power relations, social interactions, and cultural meanings influence the outcomes of schooling” (p. 1613) and which, beyond academic and literacy skills, also includes the “mastery of situationally appropriate means of interacting with peers and superiors” (p. 1616). Based on this broadened definition of education, my research suggests that the religification of Pakistani youth results in their “miseducation.” The term miseducation is not meant to connote deliberate attempts to misguide youth, rather I use it to suggest the unintended consequences of often well-intentioned acts on the part of both schools and the ethnic community.
The racialization/”religification” of Pakistani youth 

While there has been some popular press regarding the effects of September 11th on Pakistani/Muslim communities in the United States, until very recently, the ramifications of this event and subsequent developments on students in public schools has not been adequately explored (Abu el-Haj, 2002, 2007; Maira, 2004; Sarroub 2007, Sirin & Fine, 2008). Yet what happens within the four walls of a school is a vital part of the larger picture of what is occurring outside the school: Public spheres such as schools often reflect the relationships and tensions that exist in society at large. These tensions are frequently informed and fed by world events and media hype.  As a consequence of the increased media attention on Muslims, Muslim students in public schools have been vilified and constructed as “the other.” For many Pakistani Muslims students in this study, September 11th was a turning point in both their academic and social lives because of the ways in which they were verbally (and sometimes physically) attacked and ostracized by peers and occasionally even teachers.  Despite steps taken by schools and other groups to increase awareness and understanding about Islam and to reduce the stereotypes surrounding Muslims, the Muslim terrorist stereotype has flourished. The very nature of this education about Muslims reflects what Thea Abu el-Haj (2002) refers to as “the most banal and benign sense of multiculturalism. The script is a familiar one: We may do culture differently, but underneath it all we are all essentially the same” (p. 311). Thus, the view of “Muslim as other” remains embedded in public discourse. How the increased focus on Muslims in public schools influences the racialization/religification of Pakistani immigrants needs further attention. This is especially important since, as Abu el-Haj (2007) observes, 
Schools play an important role in the construction of the symbolic boundaries of the nation--in constructing who is and is not a member of the nation--and in the provision of resources with which immigrant youth learn to belong and navigate their new society. (p. 288) 

Questions of “nationalism,” however, have conspicuously remained absent in the 
sociological literature on becoming American (Hall, 2004). Kathleen Hall (2004) contends,  
The nation--the boundaries of which imply the very terms of distinction between migrant and immigrant--is reified as an enduring context within which the immigrant experience takes place. This reification of the nation and of nationalism limits our ability to explain fully the cultural dynamics of immigrant incorporation. (p. 109) 
According to Hall, the problem with holding ethnicity or national identity as static is that while it is telling of how people make sense of their lives, it provides little explanation as how such “classificatory schemes are produced, circulate, and organize social practice” (p. 112).  Issues of nationalism, citizenship and belonging are particularly salient to Pakistani immigrants given “politics of immigrant incorporation and those of the ‘global war on terror.’” (Abu el-Haj, 2007, p. 300). As Yuval-Davis, Anthias, and Kofman (2005) argue, the mounting surveillance of individuals who are seen to be “different” after September 11th has “increased racialization of  ‘Other’ in Western countries and affected constructions of national boundaries” (p. 517). This escalating racialization is particularly evident at school sites where youth are constructed as “national outsiders and enemies” (Abu el-Haj, 2007, p. 301). The experiences of Pakistani- immigrant reflect a complicated relationship between the ideas of citizenship and national belonging, particularly as transnational youth in this historic moment (Abu el-Haj, 2007).

In a parallel case with Palestinian youth, Abu el-Haj (2007) argues that on the one hand,  
Youth experience their position as outside the ‘imagined community’ of the US nation, framing them as ‘enemies within.’ As a result, they struggle to fell a sense of belonging to the nation to which they hold citizenship. On the other hand, these Palestinian American youth view their US citizenship positively in terms of legal and political rights and economic success. Yet, they tie their national identities--their sense of where they belong--to a Palestinian homeland. (p. 287) 
As such, “belonging” is a “thicker” concept that that of citizenship (Yuval-Davis, et. al, 2005, p. 526). Belonging is not simply about membership, rights, and duties, but “also about the emotions that such memberships evoke.” This notion of belonging becomes activated when there is a sense of exclusion” (p. 526). Purkayastha (2005) contends that “The increasing use of religion as a marker of difference, either through discourses about incommensurable civilizations or through policies” contributes to the racialization of youth (p. 169). Thus, “Muslims are a new globally racialized category, irrespective of national and cultural difference” (Purkayastha, 2005, p. 12). As one 16 year old high school girl that I interviewed put it, 
After September 11th, I think everybody started knowing who Pakis really are… before that it wasn’t really common. No one really cared. 
Similarly, a 14 year old boy explained,  
They see Muslim people as different. Like before there was just like regular people, you're from Pakistan… they don't think of it as a good thing, or a bad thing. 

More than any other event in recent times, the events of September 11th have made Muslim students more visible in schools, and since Pakistanis form the largest Muslim immigrant group in the United States, it also means that their visibility has increased. From what the youth said, it seemed that prior to September 11th, no one really knew or cared about who Pakistanis were, they were just “regular people.” Many youth who had once gotten along with students of all nationalities, races and ethnicities reported changes in behaviors of friends as a consequence of this event. For example, Bano, a high-school sophomore who had been away in Pakistan during September 11th, returned to school in 2002 to find that people looked at her differently. 
When I came back, it felt like people looked at me differently. Even my old friends would say “you’re like one of them too.” 
Whether changes in attitudes were real or imagined, the fact is that for the youth, their lives changed. Their sense of exclusion translated into behaviors that only served to reify their outsider status.


The feelings of “us and them” continue even though the current Pakistani immigrant students in the high school were in middle school at that time. However, even within their middle schools, many talked about how September 11th was a turning point in the way they had experienced schooling. The following are some of the written responses that students gave to the question, “Did race, gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic status affect your experiences at school? How?”  
My school experience was pretty good before 9/11. However, in sixth grade, after 9/11, I have been looked as a stereotype. Everybody used to call me a terrorist. All through Junior high school, people used to call me Ossama or Saddam. (Latif, 15 year old boy) 

At one point after 9/11 it really did because of my religion and where I come from. The kids in my class used to call me “terrorist” but that really didn’t bother me because I didn’t care for what they said. (Yasir, 14 year old boy) 

There was no concern for it [race, ethnicity] until 9-11. Then kids would talk trash and they would get beaten up. (Tariq, 16 year old boy) 

Around 9/1,1 students use to bother me and tease me because I was the only Muslim there (except my brother who was teased too).  (Ishra, 17 year old girl) 

For many youth, the ostracizing and negativity around being a Muslim that the youth experienced actually strengthened their identification as Muslims while widening the gap between Muslims and non-Muslims, making the possibility of being “American” less attainable. This was poignantly articulated by girls in a focus group. 
Soroiya:  Everything has a stereotype and there’s a stereotype for Americans.  
AGK:    What is that stereotype? 
Soroiya:  Like being White  
[...]
Soroiya:  Christian 
Marina:   Definitely not Muslim. Ever since  Sept. 11th, definitely not Muslim. 

Marina’s statement, “ever since Sept. 11th, definitely not Muslim” is particularly telling. She had just started the 7th grade in 2001 and prior to the events of September 11th, she had never wanted to associate with Pakistanis or even Muslims. But now, she identified herself as a “Muslim,” not so much because she was a practicing Muslim, but because she felt that she could no longer claim an American identity. She said, “I feel weird saying I’m American because American people, they don’t like Muslims so much.” For her, September 11th was clearly a watershed moment.  She recounted,
At first I did not fight so much, but I got into so many fights. Because we couldn’t sit there while people called us “terrorist, terrorist.” 
In relation to her South Asian American participants, Purkayastha (2005) observes,  
[the] ideological fragmentation of their identity into religious versus national identity (for example, Muslim versus American) simply did not reflect who they were. […] Consequently, the South Asian Americans felt that they were forced to defend their religion actively, and this conscious effort makes religion more significant (though not in way described by the critics) in their everyday lives. (p. 39) 

Thus, although Pakistani youth started identifying more strongly as Muslims, this did not necessarily translate into increased religiosity. It is worth mentioning here that an argument can be made about “strength in numbers.” This particular school had a large number of Muslim students (including a significant Pakistani population) and therefore, there was a sense of a Muslim community within the school. In a school where there may not be as many Muslims, students might be inclined to suppress their Muslim identity. 

While many youth reported that they heard the terrorist label less now when I held a focus group session with primarily non-Muslim/non-Pakistani students, the terrorist label was constantly brought up. One girl explained how she had avoided all Pakistani immigrants,

I wouldn’t even look at them but now like I became friends with them and I noticed that it’s not their fault, that you know, they’re not all bad. You know. It’s just that one group that makes everybody look bad. Like I know Marina, Marina is not a terrorist.

Interestingly, this girl did mention at the end that she knew that “Marina is not a terrorist.” It is highly unlikely that any of the students at the high school are terrorists, yet the terrorist stereotype hangs in the air. This was exemplified in the exercise I asked these non-Pakistani students to engage in before we began the formal focus group I asked the students to answer two questions. (see table). 

	Responses from 9 of 11 non-Muslim students who participated in the focus group. (Two were late and missed this exercise.) 

	What three words come to mind when you think of Pakistanis?


	What are three things (words, phrases, images) that come to mind when you hear about Pakistanis? (e.g. in class, when they come up in mediation, on the news, outside of school, etc)

	Muslim

Strict

Indian movies
	Girl fight

Guy jumpings

Terrorist

	Ethnic

Culture

Music
	Terrorist

Bad English

Nothing

	Swimming
	People

Language



	Spicy food

Muslim

Long shirts with pants
	Smell 

Terrorists

	Muslim

Hajab


	

	Muslim


	

	Sexy

Girls

Holla
	

	War

9/11


	Nothing

	A girl in my class
	Arabic

Nose ring

Terrorist


Of the nine responses, the word Muslim came up 4 times, and 9/11 was mentioned once in reference to the first question, which was asking student about their own opinion. In response to the second question, which was more about things that were not necessarily reflective of their opinion, the word “terrorist” came up four times. Despite this very small sample, it certainly suggests that even six years after the terrorist attacks, the terrorist stereotype hangs in the air. How long and what will it take for these kinds of associations to come to an end?


Many of the youth I interviewed (particularly boys) co-opted the terrorist stereotype and used it to suggest power and a shared identity. The following excerpt from an interview with Walid, a high-school senior, illustrates this: 
Walid:  People in school were scared of me…I said something bad to them, “yo, I’m going to blow up your house”  
AGK:  Why did you say that? 
Walid:  Just to scare them. So I became like an outcast, a rebel, and it felt good. 
AGK:  It felt good?  
Walid:  I felt different […] They threatened me, miss. I didn’t just say I’m going to blow up your house. Only if they picked on me then--”Oh I’m going to fight you outside! Oh yeah? I’m going to blow up your house”. 

Walid’s story was just one of many where young men felt cornered into taking on the ascribed persona of a terrorist. Even some of the girls took this route.  

Now we just joke about it. We’ll be like, get away from us, or we’ll bomb you… You know how you make a joke out of stuff because it bothers you but you don’t want to show that it bothers you. You joke about it, I guess…  


The negativity and ascription of the terrorist label or negative behaviors to Muslim students was not limited to peers. Teachers also were insensitive towards students, Talah relayed an incident in a classroom where one of the Arab students was asking his teacher how she came to school. She apparently replied, “the Verrazano Bridge. Why do you want to blow it up?”. Such snide remarks may seem harmless in the moment and are perhaps a reflection of teachers’ own fears, but students remember them and carry them. 
In my opinion, the more harmful remarks, however, were ones that were seemingly said in jest or without malice. Returning back to the focus group with the non-Pakistanis, when the girl had said “Marina is not a terrorist,” their teacher, who was also invited to be part of this group, jumped in and laughingly said, “Oh yes she is!” This was said in jest and the teacher who said this is greatly loved and respected. But these sorts of seemingly benign statements are what psychologist Derald Wing Sue calls “racial micro-aggressions” and can in fact be more harmful than outright racist remarks. According to Sue, micro-aggressions are invisible, unintentional and subtle in nature but they create a hostile and invalidating climate and their cumulative nature can result in depression, frustration, anger, rage, loss of self-esteem, and anxiety. This form of racism affected many youths’ socialization and academic engagement. In the case of Walid, the young man previously mentioned, he purposefully provoked teachers in class and limited who he would socialize with. For example, in class, he often challenged teachers and would say that certain things were “against his religion,” such as listening to music, yet when asked if he really believed if such things were against his religion, he replied with a laugh,

I just say that to get them mad. Because I like it when people get angry […] I do it to a lot of teachers. 

Thus, for Walid, religion did in fact help him cope with the racism that he experienced as a young Muslim man though not in the sense of increased religiosity, rather as a defense mechanism. 
During a social studies class I observed, the class was revising the unit on monotheistic religions. I had been informed by three different social studies teachers that the Muslim students get upset because Islam is discussed last and that they don’t understand the chronological order of religion. While this may be the case for some of the Muslim students, I doubt it is the case for all the students. In this particular class, as they were going over the religions, the teacher, who again is a lovely man and a wonderful, well-respected teacher, at one point said, “We have to hurry up because if we don’t hurry up, we won’t get to Islam and then Tanveer will get upset.” Obviously, at some point, the student Tanveer must have said something to the teacher about why Islam is not given enough attention or is rushed through. However, the teacher’s singling out of Tanveer, however well-intentioned, was unwarranted. The statement signaled to the class that Tanveer was a problem, even if this was not the intent. In fact, it was repeated, in several different iterations, at least three times over the course of the eighty minute double class period. About twenty minutes later, the teacher said once more, “Now I’m going to Islam or Tanveer will be upset.” In the end, they ran out of time and the class did not spend much time on Islam and teacher said, looking directly at Tanveer but addressing the entire class, “Tomorrow we continue from Islam. Don’t worry.” Again, this teacher was trying to be mindful of his student but instead, he was actually singling him out.  

While boys were constructed as problem students, girls were typically viewed as oppressed victims of Islam who were to be pitied. In their interviews with me, teachers constantly brought up the restrictions placed on girls by their families and equated this with Islamic tradition. “Sexual policing” is commonly assumed to be part and parcel of Islamic “culture,” yet research shows that it occurs in many cultures. For example, in her work with Carribean youth, Lopez (2002), found that “gendered social control of women […] resulted in the cloistering of young women from the outside world” (p. 122). Zhou and Bankston (1998) found a comparable kind of policing among Vietnamese immigrant youth. Similar regulation is found in the Sikh tradition (see Hall, 2002) and the Indian-Hindu tradition (see Maira, 2003; Purkayastha, 2005). Beyond immigrants, Anita Harris’ (2004) book Future Girl suggests that the regulation of sexuality of girls in general is alive and well. Yet, for Pakistani girls, it is their “Muslim” upbringing that is “blamed” for this policing. 
As a result of this belief in the regulation of Pakistani girls, several teachers I spoke with assumed that many Pakistani girls would not be allowed to go to college and that they would be “married off.” Such viewpoints affected the kinds of guidance the girls were provided. One of the guidance counselors told me that girls tried to stall graduation so that they could avoid marriage. However, not a single one of the twenty-seven girls that I engaged with seemed to be facing such a fate nor were any of them trying to stall graduation. Perhaps this had been more of an issue in the past, but it no longer appeared to be a concern for the girls. Yet the perception that this was a problem remained. 

Teachers often reminisced about the “golden era” of past students who were described as being more deferential and quiet. Many teachers who had worked with Pakistani students for a few years talked about how the students had “changed.” According to Valenzuela (1999), “Contemporary students, in failing to conform to this misty, mythical image of their historical counterparts, seem deficient, so teachers find it hard to see them in an appreciative, culture-affirming way” (p. 66). Thus, “contemporary” Pakistani students were seen by teachers as having more academic and behavioral problems which the teachers attributed to the length of stay in the country. However, what teachers did not recognize was their own role in the ways that their views of the students affected the guidance they provided. 

For example, many of the youth I talked to - both girls and boys - had little knowledge or even understanding of the college application process. Nor did their parents know much about it. In fact, parents had little understanding about the school system and appeared to be nonparticipants in their children’s education. However, while parents were not actively engaged in their children’s schooling they were active in their children’s education in the goals and expectations they set for their children as well as the home grown lessons that they taught their children. These lessons in some ways also contributed to youths’ sense of exclusion from the mainstream.

A question of “authenticity” 

I was able to gain a deeper understanding of the choices and decisions that the youth made by visiting their homes. The issue the youth seemed to be trying to grapple with was how to be an “authentic” Pakistani, and more often the case, an “authentic” Muslim. Since the youth did not grow up in secular households, their religious identity was entwined with a national one: to be an “authentic Pakistani” required simultaneously being an “authentic Muslim.” The youth rarely entertained the idea that they could be American without giving up their “Pakistani-ness” or “Muslim-ness.” Maira (2002) found a similar tension among the second-generation Indian youth in her study where “the pathways of assimilation and ethnic authenticity are presumed to be divergent” (p. 16).  In fact, to be an “authentic” Pakistani meant resisting all things American or what the youth called “Americanization.” Interestingly, there was a difference in what was viewed as “Americanization.” The more academically engaged and socially open students equated Americanization with emulating the culture of other minoritized groups, such as Black or Latino Americans. The more truant students equated “Americanization” with “acting White.” This affected social relationships among Pakistani youth in the school as well as how they were seen by others. For families, however, “Americanization” meant something different altogether. 


My research suggests that Pakistani Muslim youth encounter (at least) two contrasting ideologies--the ideology of being Pakistani and the ideology of being American. The conflicting expectations that youth face are not simply conflicts between two distinctive “bounded” cultures, rather “they come from contradictory expectations associated with two status systems” (Hall, 2004, p. 149).  As a result, there were “two cultural poles” available to youth (Maira, 2002, p. 132), where the ethno-national pole of tradition was seen as superior to the pole of modernity.  The construction of a binary classification of Pakistani/Muslim (culturally superior) versus Western/American (culturally lacking) by families and ethnic community was in some ways “an attempt to reverse the racial hierarchy imposed on immigrant communities by asserting a cultural nationalism in response. For Pakistani families, cultural nationalism is directly tied to Islam (Werbner, 2004). Some scholars criticize the majority view of situating Islam within the discourse of culture (see Abu el-Haj, 2002), but Muslims, as in the case of these Pakistani families, are just as guilty of equating Islam with culture. Thus, a way for families to maintain “ethnic purity” was to teach their children that the “Muslim way of life” was superior to the American way. This strategy might not have been as successful with the youth were it not for the way Pakistanis and Muslims in general have been racialized in the aftermath of September 11th, 2001. As mentioned already, youth began to identify with their religion for political reasons. Religion thus became a way to “mediate the vicissitudes of class and race” (Maira, 2002, p. 138).  Thus, it did not necessarily increase religiosity of the youth, but it did increase the importance of a Muslim identity.

This is not to reduce the importance of religion in the lives of these youth but to acknowledge how religion helped the youth deal with feelings of being outsiders. Since many of the youth’s homes are sites where “tradition” (that is, Pakistani and Islamic culture and varied gender expectations) is set up against “modernity,” (viewed as sexual liberation and mainstream popular culture), Islam serves as a moral compass and offers a way for the youth to make sense of the different values they are exposed to. However, this was not easy for youth to live. As one young woman told me,

I didn’t understand what side you’re supposed to be on or anything. Like you know, on one hand you’re Muslim and they’re saying “You’re Muslim, go this way”; on the other hand you’re American and you have to be like this. Like if you go to the American side, they’re never going to think of you as American but if you go to the Muslim side, you’re not Muslim enough. 
Another young woman summed up this feeling of not knowing where they belonged, “we’re not Muslim enough and we’re not American enough.” Yet another high school senior explained that it was extremely difficult for youth to reconcile his “Muslim” identity with an “American” one:  
It’s like on one side you’re pushing religion and on the other side being American, but you can’t have both. Being Muslim is hard. Our parents never told us that being Muslim is going to be easy. You have to hold on to that heritage and not let it go. 

Thus, religion was a way to connect to a larger community without “losing” one’s heritage and culture, which was deemed incompatible with American culture. While this is understandable for adults who seemed to stay within the boundaries of their ethnic communities and had limited engagement with mainstream culture, for youth, it seemed that creation of a “superior culture” was a way to deal with certain expectations and practices at home and the youth’s outsider status in the school. Maira (2002) notes,  
The degradations and exclusions of the school playground, where Indian American children learn that their cultural citizenship is in question cannot be divorced from the intense need for an ethnic community in later adolescence, for a subculture to which they feel they finally belong. (p. 148) 

It is this sense of belonging that became a key theme in the stories relayed by the youth.  Paradoxically, it did not increase the feeling of a shared national identity among the Pakistani youth; rather it incited questions of authenticity, which almost always revolved around issues of religion, the very reason for their exclusion in the first place. Thus, not only is religion increasingly being used as a formal marker of difference by the mainstream but also within ethnic groups (Purkayastha, 2005). As a result, Pakistani-Muslim youth see themselves as outsiders in the United States but part of an imagined “Muslim community” as a defensive mechanism to the racialization or religification that they encounter in their daily lives.  
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