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Jencks refers to disparagingly as our “laissez-faire culture.”
These concerns are shared by many nonimmigrant par-

ents, but American youth culture is particularly threatening, 
even downright offensive, to Muslim immigrant parents, 
including those who are not particularly observant. Moham-
mad Akhtar, a psychology professor at Slippery Rock Uni-
versity, depicts “the Muslim family dilemma” in broad 
terms: “The values posing confl icts here are the need for 
autonomy and independence (Western) as opposed to obe-
dience and compliance (high in immigrants), along with 
the issues of dating and sex.” Akhtar also notes that Muslim 
immigrants come from cultures where young people, includ-
ing the males, are “completely ignored” by their elders, to 
whom it is invariably assumed youth must defer.

This is how a Bangladeshi engineer living in suburban 
Boston explained the problem to sociologist Nazli Kibria: 
“The education here is good. .  .  . Children have opportuni-
ties, but it is diffi cult to raise them well. Here the children 
have more freedom and the laws are such that you have 
to constantly watch how you are dealing with the kids. 
At home we can be more tough and everyone can disci-
pline. We see that there are a lot of children here who don’t 
respect their parents and teachers and who don’t seem to 
care about anything.”

To be sure, Muslim parents are more focused on pro-
tecting their daughters than their sons from the currents of 
American society. As anthropologist Nadine Naber reminds 
us, family honor, both here and among family members back 
home, still depends on the probity and chastity of daughters. 
Sons are typically afforded surprising latitude to sow their 
wild oats—though one would not want to underestimate the 
fi nal reckoning even for young males in such families.

So far, this may confi rm the stereotype of Muslim fami-
lies held by non-Muslims. Yet the story is more complicated. 
Contrary to what many Americans might expect, Muslim 
daughters are with some notable exceptions (for example, 
impoverished Yemenis) just about as likely as their brothers 
to be encouraged, even pressured, to earn good grades and 
gain admission to college or university.

Such expectations may refl ect the widespread if not uni-
versal emphasis on women being able to read the Koran. 
But the emphasis, at least here in America, is also on both 
sons and daughters choosing from a small number of safe, 
predictable, and remunerative career paths, especially medi-
cine and engineering, the study of which is also presumed 
to avoid troublesome topics raised in the social sciences and 
humanities. In recent years Muslim students have begun to 
branch out into other professions, especially law and jour-
nalism. But the pressure on young Muslims to succeed has 
not abated.

This pressure is not surprising, given that many or most 
Muslims in America came here as university students in 

search of degrees and career advancement. Nor is it surpris-
ing that Muslim parents turn to Islam as a bulwark against 
youth culture. Yet as already suggested, many Muslims here 
are not themselves very observant. Indeed, a consistent if 
imprecise survey fi nding is that most Muslims in America 
do not attend mosque weekly (one of the basic tenets of 
Islam, certainly for men). Yet many Muslims report being 
more observant here than in their home countries. This 
apparent paradox is explained by the Bangladeshi engineer 
in Boston quoted above: “At home, you get a natural reli-
gious education from relatives. .  .  . Here you have to con-
stantly answer the children’s questions. .  .  . It is a good thing, 
this American questioning of everything; we did not grow 
up like that. .  .  . Because I don’t have much knowledge about 
these [religious] things, I take them to the mosque every 
week for classes, and we also attend a summer camp where 
we pray together and talk about the Koran. I do these things 
for my children, not for myself. I am personally very relaxed 
about religious matters; I do not pray regularly or fast and I 
am not inclined to go to the mosque except as a social occa-
sion. But when you are raising children in this country you 
have to do it.”

T hus, about 4 percent of all Muslim children in 
America attend approximately 250 full-time 
Islamic schools. Teachers and administrators at 

these schools readily acknowledge their frustration with 
parents who are not very observant or knowledgeable about 
Islam but who turn to Islamic schools in desperation after 
their kids run aground in the public schools. Yet while 
these schools are preoccupied with keeping the youth cul-
ture at bay, the quality and rigor of their religious instruc-
tion typically takes a back seat to the academic curriculum, 
which is judged by what colleges and universities their 
graduates attend.

Not surprisingly, children pick up on their parents’ 
ambivalent or at best instrumental turn to Islam. Yet even 
this turn may lead to a genuine religious commitment. For 
restless and confl icted adolescents, hypocrisy—especially 
parental hypocrisy—lurks everywhere. And the more suc-
cessful and assimilated the parents, the more likely the 
children will regard a sudden preoccupation with Islam as 
hypocritical. Newly observant daughters donning the head-
scarf may suddenly start pestering mothers, who long ago 
decided against wearing it in corporate America. More dis-
cerning youth may notice that, whatever the mix of piety 
and achievement their parents press on them, very few 
encourage their sons to become imams.

Sooner or later, Muslim youth are bound to ask why 
their parents are so eager for them to prosper in a society 
whose values and culture (not to mention foreign policy) 
the parents reject or even condemn. One tack pursued by 
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