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Abstract: This research is focused on a cultural communicative area – moral community. 
Using in-depth interviews, questionnaires and focus-interviews the research concentrates 
on this area as a mini-scale of a large process of inclusion/exclusion Muslims in/from 
a society where identities change permanently because of the dynamic structure of the 
moral community. The focus of the research is towards small groups (student teams), where 
mutual social recognition is potential
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Introduction

The goal of this paper is to discuss mutual social recognition in small groups, 
as well as to examine whether problems of Islamophobia exist on a micro level. 
On the micro level, interactions are not only informed by stereotypes existing 
in society (the macro level), but also by the personalities and self-identification 
of the individuals involved.

The definition of moral community as a dynamic structure in a communicative 
sphere constitutes a new approach to the question of mutual social recognition. 
Religious and ethnic factors are often closely intertwined in matters of mutual 
social recognition, and this makes the subject only more complicated and difficult 
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to comprehend. Although the combination of religious and ethnic markers causes 
problems on the macro level, it is resolved on the micro level.

This project is an attempt to investigate how issues of Islamophobia are 
handled, or which mechanisms are developed that can lead to positive results 
in concrete small groups. After a discussion of theoretical concepts, this article 
analyzes examples of discourses and individual narratives regarding islamophobia.

Methodology

The empirical part of this research is based on multi-step questionnaires 
and interviews. In-depth and informal interviews served to explore the range of 
problems that can emerge in a small group, as the qualitative nature of this data 
allows the researcher to look beyond statistics, gain a better understanding of the 
complex nature of the subject of study, and develop new ways to grapple with it.

Aside from the in-depth and informal interviews, which served to determine 
the direction of research, this project also relies on focused interviews. This type 
of interview in the context of academic research is discussed in detail in “The 
Focused Interview: A Manual of Problems and Procedures” by R. K Merton, 
M. Fiske, P. L. Kendall (Merton et al. 1956). Due to the nature of focus interviews, 
it is important that participants have a connection with the subject at hand. In 
this case, that is the issue of mutual social recognition occurring in small and 
large groups, such as student and professional teams, as well as on the street or 
in public spaces.

The focused interviews required thorough preparation. Based on the results of the 
initial in-depth interviews, a survey was created and completed by 31 respondents 
from three student groups, which allowed for the formulation of a preliminary 
hypothesis and specific questions that would guide the focused interviews. The 
main characteristic of focused interviews is the fact that they concentrate on 
individuals’ (participants’) subjective experience with a pre-analyzed situation, 
and these individuals’ evaluation of this situation.

In this case study, three student teams from Moscow participated. In total, 
two informal interviews (three hours each) and twelve focused interviews (two 
hours each) were conducted. The student groups consisted of students of different 
nationalities. The interviews consisted of a short bio-structured part, and larger 
life-narrative part. (McAdams 1997). Prior to the interviews, 31 members of the 
three focus student teams responded to the questionnaire that was developed 
for this study.
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Moral community and identity

A moral community is a communicative sphere to which individuals belong 
not only through naturalization or socialization, but through acculturation. The 
processes of inclusion and exclusion in this sphere have a dynamic character, and 
can take place continuously. For instance, the result of naturalization is receiving 
a passport (citizenship). Therefore, when we talk about mutual social recognition, 
this involves not only naturalization and socialization, but also acculturation 
and dynamic structures of inclusion and exclusion. The concept of identity also 
plays an important role in these processes. Identity is a theoretical construct, 
and for this case, it was defined by narratives that influence the result of the 
process of mutual recognition. An analysis of identity narratives in small groups 
(in this case, student and professional teams), sheds light on how mutual social 
recognition is achieved in such groups. Sometimes the process of exclusion and 
inclusion does not conform to the law of common sense, and exclusion from 
a moral community can be undefined personal intuitions, such as “I don’t like 
the colour of her nails/hair/lips”, or “I feel he is not a good person, I don’t know 
why, but I feel so”.

In most cases, it is more problematic to speak about mutual social recognition 
on a macro level (e.g. in a certain country), for on that level, the views of individuals 
are not only informed by personal experiences, but also by political ideals. In an 
ideal situation, all problems could be solved on the level of naturalization, and 
whoever holds citizenship is part of a society. However, naturalization is a legal 
term, and in practice, it constitutes only the upper layer of the inclusion process.

There are many different conceptions of citizenship, such as formal and moral 
citizenship virtual citizenship – Willem Schinkel (2008); citizenship vs denizenship 
(Schinkel 2008: 21); multilevel citizenship (Urry 2000). Problems related to social 
recognition cannot be solved merely by obtaining citizenship. Socialization also 
contributes to the acceptance of an individual in a certain society, for example, 
to obtain employment, or to use the medical or education system.

However, this does not solve the problem entirely, for mutual social recognition 
is a problem of inclusion and exclusion in the moral community. Moral community 
is a complex system of interaction between individuals in various situations. Since 
it is continuously in flux, it must be analyzed as a dynamic system, in which 
processes of inclusion and exclusion take place in the context of acculturation. In 
this sense, the concept of moral community can present an area for examining 
mutual social recognition, such as in the context of the positive identification of 
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citizenship in a broader sense. For example, an individual can be considered an 
“immigrant”, even though they have legal citizenship.

Often, individuals judge one another by their appearance, not taking their legal 
status into consideration. Thus, the transformation of identity is continuous, and 
it is influenced by many interrelated factors. Inclusion in a community can be 
achieved on various levels: society, group, and individual, and processes of social 
recognition play out differently on each of these levels.

Frames of social interaction

Issues involved in mutual social recognition between Muslims and non-Muslims 
often seems unsolvable, for different frames of social interaction are intertwined. 
For instance, the issue of religion flashes to the problem of nationality. I understand 
that in case of Islam, religious identity is hardly separable from national identity. 
Because of that, the problem of religion is replaced by the problem of nationality. 
A discussion about mutual social recognition between Muslims and non-Muslims 
should therefore include interreligious, civilization, and ethnocultural frames. 
Since these are conditional definitions, it is important to make several notes 
here. The interreligious frame is related to interreligious dialogue and issues of 
interaction between religious. There are also problems that cannot be solved through 
interreligious dialogue (Zhuravskiy 2000), yet this does not mean that they are 
impossible to solve in the area of civil society, for instance. In some cases, issues 
that appeared in the sphere of Christian-Muslim dialogue, for example, translate 
to the public sphere, despite the fact that European states are, as a rule, secular 
states. There are many different religions in European states, as well as atheism, 
and therefore, the problem of social recognition cannot be understood solely by 
concentrating on interreligious dialogue. The frame of civilization is concentrated 
on the issue of religion (Norton, 2003) in a broader sense, including questions 
regarding secularism, and the concepts of eurocentrism, islamocentrism and 
orientalism that are closely related to it.

An additional major frame is an ethnocultural one, in which interethnic 
communication is examined in the context of confessional identity (Krylov 2012). 
According to this frame, the question of how non-Muslims identify Muslims is 
informed by the latter’s ethnicity (Eriksen 2010). An example of this is an Ossetian 
who lives in Russia. Not all Ossetians are Muslims, yet in the streets of Moscow, 
they are often assumed to be Muslims. Among the students that participated in this 
research, it appeared that Ossetian students who are Christian communicate more 
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easily with Muslim people who are also from the Caucasus, than with Russians 
who are Christian:

My best friend is a Muslim. I cannot communicate better with Russians who are 
Christian than with her. I do not know to connect it to nationality or something 
like that, but I feel it (D., Osetian, 22 years old)

Possibilities for mutual social recognition in small groups. 
Examples from three Moscow student groups

Examination of the narratives about identity in each of the student teams, 
allows to determine the major values of the members of these teams.
– Team 1: tolerance, friendship, mutual aid, respect for each other, family values.
– Team 2: knowledge, mercifulness, altruism.
– Team 3: honesty, study, family, love, freedom, optimism, knowledge, friendship, 

mutual aid.

Table 1. Nationalities of the participating students

Team 1 (21–23 years old) Team 2 (21–23 years old) Team 3 (19–21 years old) 

9 Russians
1 Armenian
1 Chechen

5 Russians
1 Belarusian
1 Kalmyk
1 Lak
1 Azerbaijani
1 Ukrainian

3 Russians
1 Azerbaijani
2 Armenians
1 Kabardian
1 Ukrainian
1 Kurd
1 Jew

Not one of respondents included religion or nationality on their list of the 
most important values in a team, but on a personal level, it would be one of the 
most important values. Although student team 1 includes only one Muslim, he 
did not experience any problems with mutual social recognition.

‘In our team, we have a good relationship. Indeed, we have no issues regarding any 
topic of conversation [holidays, food/clothes, family values]. Whenever subjects such 
as religion or nationality are a stumbling block, we aim to discuss our differences 
respectfully’. (U., Chechen, 21 years old).

It is important to examine questions regarding religion and nationality on 
an individual level, because of the particular ways in which small groups seek 
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to navigate differences, and their flexibility regarding “minorities”. Student team 2 
has a more multinational membership, but the two Muslims in this group confirm:

‘I am friends with a non-Muslim from our team and I treasure this friendship. I do 
not notice a significant distinction. I suppose that Muslim cannot come to any 
problems studying or working in the secular institution’. (K., Lak, 21 years old).

Aside from the fact that the student groups themselves exist in a secular and 
multinational state, the students are used to particular ways of interacting. Therefore, 
their conversations are initially not related to religion or nationality. This allows for 
the creation of new narratives of identity and new friendly interactions based on 
the “place” where the group is located, in this case a secular university. Of course, 
the fact that the group members are not highly religious makes it easier for the 
group members to interact, but this is not the only factor that enhances personal 
relations in the initial stage of a relationship.

One student argues,

‘In my opinion, if all Muslims follow all rules of Islam, the distinctions [between 
Muslims and non-Muslims] would be enormous. I have a few non-Muslim friends 
and I can say that I do not see the distinctions between Muslim friends and friends 
who adhere to other religions. In my student team, I have no problem communicating 
with non-Muslims’ (M., Azerbaijani, 21 years old).

Team 3 is the most multicultural among the student teams, and the results 
from that group are of particular interest for this research. The multinational and 
multireligious composition of the group defined the relationship between the 
members of this team.

‘Our team is very multinational, therefore there are no misunderstandings. Even 
if the home countries of group members do not have a good relationship, this 
does not influence their relationship within this team. It is not important which 
nationality the members of our team have and which religion they adhere to. So far 
there are Russians, Kurds, Azerbaijanis, Jews, Armenians, and others in our team 
and I am fine with that’. (D., Armenian, 20 years old).

In this case, the difference in views between people of various religions and 
nationalities is not a divisive but a unifying factor. In a group of such a composition, 
there is no “universal” religion or nationality, which creates a unique platform for 
inclusion where no one religion or nationality is a dominant factor in interactions 
between group members, and allows for the development of a multireligious 
atmosphere in that group. The majority of the participants of this group are 
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satisfied with the fact that they collaborate with individuals of other nationalities 
and religions, while emphasizing the value of their own religion. Therefore, it is 
important to stress that while religious and national identity are important factors 
for the students, simultaneously a new identity develops (which does not negate 
their feelings of national or religious belonging) in the context of their membership 
in the student team, and becomes stronger due to their interaction with individuals 
of other nationalities and religions:

‘In term of socialization, it is not easy to be a Muslim. However, my worldview, 
which, of course, is influenced by my religion, helps me to communicate and solve 
difficult questions. There are Orthodox Christians, Jews and atheists in our team. 
And, of course, we are different. Each of us has his/her own opinion about the same 
questions. However, our understanding of what is “good” and what is “bad” often 
coincides. From the start, our team was multinational, so values of knowledge and 
studying have come to the fore, and I have not come across problems concerning 
religion. Yes, sometimes there are evening meetings where guys go, and I do not, 
but they respect my choice’. (E., Kabardian, 20 years old).

Thus, in the team that was formed as a multinational group, processes of 
inclusion and exclusion take place that are fundamentally different than in the other 
teams. In the multinational group, values among the team members are not related 
to religion or national values; the development of new values in a small group are 
informed by universal values and are formed through personal interactions. This 
leads to a specific communicative environment:

‘In this environment [work in a student group], the nationality of an individual did 
not influence my choice, because nationality does not define a person’s personal 
qualities.’ (V., Russian, 21 years old).
‘I would not be against a person of any nationality in our group, since it is always 
interesting to meet new people and learn about their culture. There are no bad 
nationalities, there are only bad people.’ (N., Russian, 21 years old).

Identity historically and contextually develops in relation to particular “others”, 
on the intersection between different categories of identity (Essers and Tedmanson 
2014). Therefore, it could be argued that in this type of group, in the stage of the 
formation of the group when the group members meet and begin to interact closely, 
a transformation of their identity takes place, i.e. their identity is constructed 
through their relationship with others. If before participation in the group, the issue 
of “us” vs. “them” used to be a problem of the individual on the level of religion, 
then after entering this new communicative environment of a small group, this 
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issue may be diminished or may disappear altogether because of the development 
of new narratives of identity among the members of the group. However, it is 
important to stress that in different conditions, outside the small group, feelings 
of “us” vs. “them” can arise again, since the identity that developed in the small 
group is not universal, but unique and specific to the group:

“I have been living in Moscow for three years, and although not often, I sometimes 
encounter unpleasant situations on the street. After passing an exam, a friend and 
I walked to a store to buy ice cream. It is possible that we spoke loudly, but the 
older lady at the store spoke rudely to us, and the conversation was very unpleasant. 
That was, probably, such an uncomfortable situation. If people are religious, and if 
this is visible (e.g. their clothes), then they probably receive more negative attention 
on the streets, in the metro. There was an unpleasant situation at the airport of 
Mineral’nie Vody; I wore a headscarf (it was cold and I had to wear it [a religious 
prescription]), and when I had to go through security, they took it from me, and 
examined my hair: I did not hide anything there – this was also very uncomfortable 
and rude. After all, Mineral’nye Vody is in the Caucasus, all girls wear headscarves 
there <…>. I am lucky, that our university is very international, i.e., that there 
are students of many different nationalities. I have never been treated poorly by 
anyone, but it sometimes happens to others. For some reason, this has to do with 
appearance. My brother has a beard, and people sometimes ask him questions or 
give him sidelong glances. In our student group, we understood from the beginning 
that everyone had a different nationality and religion. We created a group on social 
networks and wrote where everyone was from – it became immediately clear, who 
had which nationality, and there were never any questions about that. Sometimes 
there are misunderstandings about religion. For example, after the exams, everyone 
goes to a café, there may be alcohol, and I do not go. At first, there were questions: 
“Why are you not coming? Why do you not want to go?”, or they would constantly 
ask “why do you not wear a headscarf ? Do you pray five times a day?”. I always 
answered, that I do not discuss such matters. In any case, this is probably related 
to interest rather than a form of discrimination.” (E., Kabardian, 20 years old)

It is important to note, that if the formation of a small group takes place in the 
context of the search for its identity, which is not based on nationality or religion 
because the group members have different nationalities and adhere to different 
religions, then a gradual change takes place in the identities of all the members of 
the group. These changes cannot be one-sided, otherwise it is impossible to call this 
process mutual social recognition. Moreover, entering a small group cannot happen 
without changes in identity (except for groups which are created in totalitarian 
conditions by a charismatic individual). The small group itself serves as a place 
where such changes in group members’ self-identification and their identification 
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of other group members take place through interactions within the group. These 
new ways of identification and self-identification are based on newly introduced 
collective values, which may be unique for the larger society in which the particular 
small group exists. For example, religious prescriptions are never discussed by 
the members of this student group, while at the same time, in their everyday life, 
a respondent may encounter manifestations of discrimination.

The analysis of narratives of identity of only three groups of students, of 
course, has its limitations, and this qualitative research project does not make 
generalizations on the basis of this methodology. A significant number of focused 
interviews and in-depth interviews were taken, and based on that data, trends were 
identified that allow for a discussion of the possibility and perspectives regarding 
mutual social recognition in small groups.

The respondents stressed that an individual who believes that his or her 
religion is the greatest and the only true one, and actively shows these sentiments 
to other members of the group, would be very unpleasant to them. In a professional 
sphere, this narrative enters a new level and is replaced by a narrative of the 
“common cause”:

‘If a person relates to Muslims with prejudice, I cannot relate to this person neutrally. 
Even if he or she tells me that I am not like them [Muslims], I would still be offended. 
Hopefully this would only be in the depth of my soul and I would not say anything, 
but I would be offended. However, if this was a research project and it would be 
necessary to include this person [in the project], for the sake of medicine, and we 
would not need to discuss religious matters, then I would probably be fine with it.’ 
(E., Kabardian, 20 years old)

Thus, in this case, professional interests prevail over religious and national 
ones. Many respondents shared that they would feel uncomfortable if other group 
members would emphasize their partiality for a particular religion or nationality. 
At the same time, however, they indicated that this would not have a strong 
influence on their professional relationship if there was a need to collaborate for 
the sake of the “common cause”, or professional development. According to the 
respondents, neither they themselves, nor other group members, sense any notable 
issues regarding interactions between individuals of different nationalities and 
religions in the context of their small group.
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Conclusion

An examination of narratives of identity shows that the process of inclusion 
and mutual social recognition can be solved in a positive manner in small groups, 
because of changes in the narrative or the creation of new ones. While the process 
of inclusion and exclusion itself does not follow the laws of common sense, it can 
be driven by undefined personal instincts. Therefore, there is a profound difference 
between perspectives of mutual social recognition in small groups and in society 
at large. It changes continuously, which allows for a more flexible identity and 
determines the prospect of successful entry into a particular “moral community”. 
Political and ideological stereotypes influence interactions among members of 
a small group, yet they are not defining factors. This is quite different from the 
processes of social interaction that take place in a “large” community, where political 
and ideological stereotypes hinder the entrance of citizens of a certain state into 
a particular communicative sphere, a “moral community”.

Fieldwork Material

In-depth interviews with:

M., Kurdish, 20 years old (17th April, 2017, Moscow)
E., Kabardian, 20 years old (4th February, 2018 Moscow)

Focus-interviews (March-October, 2018, Moscow) with:

D., Ossetian, 23 years old
K., Lak, 21 years old
D., Armenian, 20 years old
N., Russian, 21 years old
V., Russian, 21 years old
M., Azerbaijani, 20 years old
M., Azerbaijani, 21 years old
D., Kalmyk, 21 year old
U., Chechen, 21 years old
V., Belarusian, 21 years old

Special questionnaire (see appendix):

31 members from 3 student teams (February-April, 2018, Moscow)
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Appendix

Questionnaire

Dear respondent,
The questionnaire is anonymous. Your answers will help me in my research on the problem 
and features of mutual social recognition of Muslims and non-Muslims in the European 
society (specifically, in my case, in Dutch and Russian societies) in case of a small group 
– student and professional teams.

I. General information
1. Gender
2. Age
3. Place of birth
4. Nationality
5. Level of education

II. Questions
6. Does the nationality of a person matter to you when communicating with him/her?
7. How do you know what kind of religion/nationality the other person has (Name, skin 

color or other physical marks), clothing, language, particular practices)?
8. Do they ever ask other people about their nationality / religion?
9. Do you have interest in people of other nationalities/religions? If you do, what is the 

interest about?
10. What kind of person do you account like as religious? Do you have problems 

in communication with religious people? If you do, what kind of problems are those?
11. When approaching people of another nationality/religion, what sphere of communication 

could cause problems for you: holidays, food/clothes, family values (choice of partner)?
12. Do you experience problems concerning your nationality or religion?

i. On the street (in public places: supermarkets, public transport, cafés, etc.). If you 
do, what kind of problems are those?

ii. At the university? If you do, what kind of problems are those?
iii. In your student/professional team/community? If you do, what kind of problems 

are those?
13. What values do you think prevail in your student/professional team/community? Can 

nationality interfere with key objectives of a team/community or become the main 
value of it?

14. Who would be in your own student/professional team if you could form it? Please list 
their nationalities, not their names.

Example #1: I’d like to include Russian, Dutch, German, Moroccan, Turkish, Jew, etc. nationalities.
Example #2: I’d like to include only Belarusians in my student team.


