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ABSTRACT
Islamic religiosity appears threatening to vocal critics amongst Western politicians, journalists and
social commentators, but this raises the question: how do religious Australian Muslims—and it must
be stated that not all Muslims are religious—go about practising Islam in their everyday lives? Do
Australian Muslims who claim that religion is important to them, live more religious lives than those
for whom religion is not as important? These are questions animating the research presented in this
paper. Its aim is to provide a descriptive analysis of Islamic religious practice as reported by a group of
Muslims over the age of 16, living in New South Wales and Victoria between March 2007 and May
2008. It takes a multidisciplinary approach, because despite decades of interesting and valuable
research, there is no single, universal model of religiosity that can explain and predict religiosity. In
line with previous research, it found that religious salience—in regards Muslims who self-report that
religion is important in their lives—is correspondingly associated with higher levels of religious
behaviours such as regularly praying all five prayers; usually praying ‘on time’; (for men) praying at
the mosque; more frequently attending religious meetings; abstaining from forbidden types of food
and drink, wearing Islamic clothing; and seeking guidance from local religious leaders.

A DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS OF RELIGIOSITY
AMONGST A GROUP OF AUSTRALIAN MUSLIMS
LIVING IN VICTORIA AND NEW SOUTH WALES
Introduction
The settlement and integration of Australian Muslims have been topics of interest in political debate
as well as in academia. Although there has been much research on Muslims’ experiences of cultural
and racial discrimination and prejudice, it is often Islamic religiosity that popular discourse presents as
the central problem impeding Muslim assimilation. Put crudely: if Muslims would stop being followers
of Islam, they could become proper Australians.
It follows, then, that understanding Australian Muslims’ religiosity and religious identity is the first
step to either unmask this popular sentiment as being merely Islamophobic, or to discover whether
there really is a problem with religious Muslims in Australia. The aim of this paper is to provide a
descriptive analysis of Islamic religious practice amongst a group of Muslims over the age of 16, living
in New South Wales and Victoria.

Studying Religiosity
Studying any concept requires it first be defined and delineated. Unfortunately religion and religiosity
are words taken for granted as obvious, when they are instead pointers to nebulous phenomena. As
psychologist William James, the great scholar of religious experience, wrote: ‘the very fact that they
are so many [definitions] and so different from one another is enough to prove that the word
“religion” cannot stand for any single principle or essence, but is rather a collective name.’1 Still,
definitions of religion, where provided and not already presumed, touch on ideas around the attempt
to answer existential questions of ultimate meaning, recognition (usually) of a supernatural realm, and
shared attitudes and behaviours that mark boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, even if these are
loosely-shared and difficult to precisely delineate.
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For Muslims, the group of interest in the present research, the word usually translated as ‘religion’
is the Arabic word dīn, which carries connotations of the debt of belief, worship and obedience that
human beings owe to God, in gratitude for their continuing existence. It is fully expressed in the
specific revelation of Islam given to the prophet Muhammad and exemplified by him.2 On the basis of
a famous tradition,3 Islam as a religion has three dimensions:
1. islām—submission to God’s will through performance of the five ‘pillars’. That is, to bear
witness to the peerless unicity of God and Muhammad’s station as God’s messenger; to
pray the five daily prayers; to fast during Ramadan; to pay the alms-tax; and to perform
the pilgrimage at least once in a lifetime, if able.
2. imān—essential truths about the nature of reality. Islam teaches the existence of one,
unique, creator God; an angelic realm; that God has sent prophets to humankind,
bearing his revelations; in a future day of judgement in which all will be held to account;
and that God has timeless knowledge of all things.
3. ihsān—to do what is beautiful. This is a difficult concept to translate, but essentially
means to perfect the first two dimensions of religion, so that one lives in complete
harmony with the divine will.
Although these are widely recognised as Islam’s essential beliefs and practices, the extent to which
Muslims hold and observe them is a separate issue. That is, there is Islam in its theoretical ideal as
defined by Islamic scholars, and there is the reality of how Muslims actually live; this paper is
concerned with the latter.
As for defining religiosity, despite decades of interesting and useful research, there is no consensus
on whether there can be constructed a universally applicable model defining, explaining and
predicting it. It seems the disagreement springs from the more fundamental issue that different
researchers from different disciplines are capturing different aspects of human experience. This is
obvious at the discipline level, with psychology-based studies more interested in quantitative
measurement of individual religiosity, sociology-based studies more interested in qualitatively
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understanding religiosity as a societal group phenomenon, and political scientists more interested in
religiosity’s role in power dynamics between groups.
For the purposes of the current research, however, I rely on Jörg Stolz’s distinction of religion
being a cultural phenomenon which is the ‘whole of cultural symbol-systems that respond to problems
of meaning and contingency by alluding to a transcendent reality which influences everyday life but
cannot be directly controlled’ and religiosity as the ‘individual preferences, emotions, beliefs, and
actions that refer to an existing (or self-made) religion.’4 But before presenting and analysing the data
on a group of Australian Muslims, the next section covers important stages and themes in the previous
research on religiosity.5 Because there is no universal model that explains and predicts religiosity, this
paper notes the particular disciplines and methodologies used by researchers, in order to discover
which may be useful in the attempt to understand Australian Muslim religiosity. Taking a multidisciplinary approach permits us to simultaneously take an expansive look at the general trends that
have arisen in religiosity research, and zoom in to specific ideas applicable to the current research aim.

The Psychology of Religiosity
Groundbreaking work on the psychology of religiosity was conducted in the mid-twentieth century by
Gordon W. Allport who, along with colleagues, developed the concepts of Intrinsic and Extrinsic
religiosity, the former being an internalised, fulfilling, affirming type of religiosity that a person
pursues for its own sake, and the latter being outward adherence to religious conventions to serve
some other purpose.6 ‘The extrinsically motivated person uses his religion, whereas the intrinsically
motivated lives his religion.’7 C. Daniel Batson with colleagues added a third Quest dimension of
religiosity in which a person is motivated by existential spiritual questioning even if the answers are
elusive.8 Yet, others cast doubt on whether Quest offers any conceptual clarity.9
Later research also confirmed that despite conceptual refinements that divided the IntrinsicExtrinsic scale into a four-fold typology,10 these are better described as different facets of religiosity,
rather than belonging to a single spectrum. Michael J. Donahue noted: ‘Means, end, and quest are
certainly three separate, orthogonal, replicable dimensions, but they may not be all the dimensions of
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religiousness.’11 He found in his meta-analysis of the literature, that extrinsic religiosity tended to be
positively correlated with undesirable traits such as dogmatism and prejudice, whereas intrinsic
religiosity was uncorrelated with the same. Instead, intrinsic religiosity tended to be positively
correlated with variables demonstrating religiousness, whereas extrinsic religiosity does not. He made
the subtle distinction that what was being defined as extrinsicness was really an attitude towards
religion, rather than being a type of genuine religiosity. He wryly observed that it ‘does a good job of
measuring the sort of religion that gives religion a bad name.’12

Religiosity as a Multi-Dimensional Phenomenon
Religiosity as a multi-dimensional phenomenon was the focus of research done by Charles Y. Glock
and other trailblazers in the field.13 Much was written by them debating the number and types of
dimensions, each researcher proposed models revolving around distinctions between the motivations
for religious behaviour, beliefs, practices, knowledge, experiences, and the effects of religiosity in
everyday life. One of the most commonly cited models comes from American Piety, in which Glock and
Rodney Stark delineated five dimensions:
1. Belief — Holding a set of religious tenets one believes to be true.
2. Practice — Engaging in acts of ritual worship and devotion, either publically (such as
attending church) or privately (such as informal praying).
3. Knowledge — Possessing knowledge of the basic tenets, rites, scriptures and traditions of
one’s religion.
4. Experience — A sense of contact, even fleeting, with a supernatural agency.
5. Consequences — The effect of the other dimensions on one’s everyday life.14
Yet, critics of the multi-dimensional models pointed to confusion in the levels of abstraction, overlap
in categories, possibly high inter-correlation of variables, temporal fuzziness, difficulties in scaling the
variables, and whether the captured activities were really describing social behaviours unrelated to
religion.15 Glock and Stark themselves already noted that the different dimensions were not correlated
strongly enough to be able to make predictions about other dimensions of religiosity by simply

6

measuring one dimension. ‘These empirical findings require that the dimensions of religious
commitment be treated as related, but distinct, manifestations of piety.’16
A number of subsequent researchers have attempted to shift the focus onto religiosity as a singular
phenomenon or to prioritise one facet such as salience—the self-reported importance of religion.
Richard L. Gorsuch and Sam G. McFarland were able to confirm that a single item for religious
salience could be used to measure General Religiosity or an ‘intrinsically proreligious attitude’,17 a finding
also confirmed by Riaz Hassan, Carolyn Corkindale and Jessica Sutherland in their cross-country
study which assessed whether self-reported levels of religiosity in Muslims correlated with a
constructed marker of Religious Intensity.18 This paper similarly confirms the utility of salience as a
marker of higher levels of religious behaviour, as will be seen.

Sociology of Religiosity
Marie Cornwall as a sociologist, used network theory to hypothesise that the number and strength of
in-group ties affect the magnitude of religious belief and behaviour, whereas out-group ties reduce
religious belief and behaviour.19 Her questionnaire asked items that produced four measures of
religious belief and commitment, with two scales measuring Personal Religiosity, and two scales
measuring Institutional Religiosity.

Her dependent variables were: frequency of personal prayer,

frequency of church attendance, and frequency of home religious observance. She analysed five
factors that influenced religious behaviour amongst American Latter-day Saints (Mormons): group
involvement; belief-orthodoxy; religious commitment; religious socialization; and sociodemographic
characteristics. The variables in the last category she looked at were: marital status; education status;
gender; age; and place of residence. She found these all influenced religious behaviour, but did so
indirectly by affecting the nature of the in-group and/or out-group ties individuals possessed. Families
were particularly important, as they ‘channeled’ individuals into religious groups, which perpetuated
beliefs and commitment. Of interest to the current paper, Cornwall challenged the presumption that it
is belief-orthodoxy that strongly influences behaviour, positing that group involvement (e.g. through
attendance) is what develops belief formation.20 In short, religious commitment influences group
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involvement, which influences belief-orthodoxy, which influences religious behaviour. This suggests
religiosity has to be actively nourished.
Individuals may also adapt their religiosity in new environments, as Frank van Tubergen, also a
sociologist, argued using social integration theory. In his large-scale, cross-sectional survey of heads of
households for four immigrant groups settling in the Netherlands, he found that immigrants adjusted
their religiosity when moving from a highly religious sending nation to a highly secular receiving
nation, the extent of which depended on the context of the immigrant’s new social setting context.21
Van Tubergen tested a variety of independent variables for their influence on three aspects of
religiosity: Affiliation, Attitudes, and Participation. The variables were: the percentage of non-Western
immigrants in the settling neighbourhood; partner’s ethnicity; ethnicity of social contacts; employment
status; place of education; language proficiency; age at migration; length of settlement; ethnicity of
immigrants; and gender. Van Tubergen’s confirmed hypothesis was that stronger social inclusion in a
more secular society moderates the religiosity of immigrants, which aligns with Cornwall’s thesis about
in-group and out-group ties influencing religiosity. This is relevant to the present research, as the
population of Australian Muslims is similarly predominantly composed of immigrants and their
children, living in a largely secular setting.
The difficulty that van Tubergen’s research presents, is that there was no measure for salience,
which Dale W. Wimberley found was linked with Intrinsic religiosity, and showed is likely to correlate
with adherence to religious behaviours, even when conflicting with other societal norms.22 It is
possible that extrinsically religious individuals—those who use religion to meet non-religious needs,
rather than live religiously for its own sake—may jettison some or much of their religiosity where such
an identity conflicts with the new surrounding environment.
Wimberley’s theoretical paper reconceptualised religiosity based on social-psychological theories
of symbolic interactionism and cognitive behaviourism. To explain: the self is formed through social
interactions. That is, an individual performs various roles—mother, teacher, Muslim etc.—based on
shared norms of appropriate behaviour, internalised as identities, the interplay of which constitutes

8

the self. The various identities are arranged in an internal hierarchy, which is possible to measure
through the extent to which the norms of a particularly identity are given performative preference at
the point in which they contradict each other.23
Wimberley defined religiosity as a type of role-identity that is composed of two interrelated
components: a) Religious Norm Adherence and b) Religious Identity Salience. Religious Norm Adherence is multidimensional and, at least in Western Christianity, relates to the dimensions that previous researchers
have described, such as belief orthodoxy, ritual involvement, devotionalism, experience, and religious
knowledge. The other component, Religious Identity Salience, is unidimensional and is the degree to
which an individual places their religious identity above other role identities. The relevance to the
present research is that Wimberley posits we can measure religiosity through measuring Norm
Adherence. That is ‘the degree to which an individual adheres to the normative expectations of his or
her religious group.’24
Performance of norms, however, is affected by perceived rewards and costs, which can be internal
(e.g. the belief that God rewards or punishes for adherence or violation of norms) or external (e.g. peer
pressure, or state-imposed rewards or sanctions). Nevertheless, as Wimberley argued, where Religious
Identity Salience is high, that is, it is manifested as Intrinsic religiosity, ‘sanctions should be unnecessary to
maintain adherence to the religious role.’25
Where Religious Identity Salience is high it likely causes greater Norm Adherence. But in societies where
the cost for rejecting religious norms is high (e.g. Myanmar, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Vatican City) salience
most likely plays a reduced role. In Australia, the situation is reversed, with greater social costs
incurred for public adherence to Islamic religious norms than for jettisoning them.26 It may be
expected, then, that Religious Identity Salience plays a more important role in Australian Muslim
religiosity. This also demonstrates why studying religious groups in various settings is important.
Although requiring different testing scales be developed, this approach nevertheless has flexibility
in allowing for different stresses various religious groups place on orthodoxy vs. orthopraxy. In
religions that are more orthopraxic than orthodoxic, such as Islam, it makes more sense to focus on
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performance of behaviours than content of theological beliefs. For Muslims in Australia, adherence to
theological orthodoxy carries little risk—you can believe what you like about Allah, Prophet
Muhammad, or any Islamic theological doctrine—but as mentioned previously, adherence to public
religious behaviours carries much greater stigma. Therefore, the latter is more likely to indicate
religiosity strength than content of theological beliefs.

Studying Non-Christian Religiosity
Non-Christian forms of religiosity are relatively under-studied and often misunderstood, partly
because most researchers studying beliefs and behaviours have, until recently, focused on Christians or
people living in nations with Christian majorities.27 Although the holy grail of religiosity measurement
has been the universally-applicable model,28 simply overlaying the model derived from studying one
group onto another runs the risk of missing important differences and generating skewed results.
One possible misplaced focus is on the weight given to the cognitive belief dimension of religiosity.
Western researchers looking at Christian populations often focused on adherence to beliefs and inner
mental states as important markers of religiosity.29 Whilst historically Christianity has been very
interested in questions of orthodoxy, some of the other major religions place greater emphasis on
orthopraxy. In the case of Islam, while much ink has been spilled by Muslim scholars defining the
boundaries of acceptable belief, the ultimate criterion for what makes someone a Muslim has always
been whether she observes the five pillars of practice.30
Whereas in Christianity acceptance of the catholic creeds has been the basic criterion [for
membership in the community], in Islam credal theology has been of less relative importance;
adherence to the Holy Law is the characteristic manifestation of faith, and hence orthopraxy
rather than orthodoxy has been the usual token of membership.31
Consequently, religiosity models that over-emphasise the cognitive dimension are inappropriate for
some non-Christian religions.
Yet, even comparing religious behaviours can be problematic. A specific example of where
Western/Christian derived models of religiosity may be inappropriate to merely overlay onto nonChristian populations, is that of church attendance, with the expectation that the more religious a
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person is, the more likely they are to attend services more frequently. However, this marker may not
capture the religiosity of many Muslim women, depending on a variety of factors such as whether they
belong to ethnicities that have traditionally dissuaded women from mosque-attendance, as well as the
varying gender policies of local mosques. It may well also miss the religiosity of Muslim men who live
in places where there is no easy access to mosques, and where the broader society is not set-up to cater
to Friday as a day of worship.
Because of the important differences in how religiosity is manifested in non-Christian religions
and among various societies and cultures, researchers have begun to recognise the need to develop
models sensitive to cross-cultural and cross-religious diversity.32 They have also admitted the need to
consider carefully the diversity that exists within religions. Although Catholic versus Protestant
differences have long been acknowledged for Christianity,33 it has unfortunately been common for
Western scholars across many disciplines to homogenise non-Christian groups, attributing
stereotypical characteristics to every member, or simply ignoring internal diversity. Anthropologist
Dobroslawa Wiktor-Mach pointed out qualitative research on the cultural variations of sub-groups
demonstrates the need to be sensitive to differences. Even recognising Sunni and Shi‘i variations is not
enough. She gave the example of Azeri Shi‘i Muslims who have a different culture, language and
history to Iranian Shi‘i Muslims. The secular nature of Azerbaijan and its history under Sovietenforced atheism must be taken into consideration in comparing the religiosity of Azeri Shi‘is with
Shi‘i Muslims from theocratic Iran.34 This is a particularly relevant point for the current research,
given the wide ethnic, linguistic, sectarian etc. diversity that exists among Muslims in Australia.
Studying Muslim Religiosity
Although as mentioned previously, most religiosity research has dealt with Christians’ experiences,
Muslim religiosity has begun to come to the attention of researchers, particularly given the political
and media attention on Muslims involved in global crisis events, and the increasing permanent
settlement of Muslims in Western nations. Some research has focused on Muslims living in Muslimmajority contexts,35 whilst other research has dealt with Muslims living as minorities in North America

11

and Europe.36 Furthermore, some research used the models developed whilst studying Christian
religiosity, whilst others attempted to develop their own measures of Islamic religiosity, and yet others
used a mixture of both.
Of the more recent attempts using the Intrinsic, Exrinsic & Quest ideas was Chang-Ho C. Ji and
Yodi Ibrahim’s study of religiosity among a sample of Indonesian Muslim university students. The
authors also constructed a measure of adherence to what they defined as Islamic Orthodoxy—the degree
to which participants assented to ‘basic Islamic doctrines on Allah, Mohammed the Prophet, the
Koran, last judgment’ and the five pillars.37 In line with previous research, Ji and Ibrahim confirmed
Intrinsic, Extrinsic and Quest forms of religiosity as separate, continuous dimensions. They found a
positive correlation between higher levels of doctrinal orthodoxy and increased religious activity but
did not attempt to explain the direction of influence. Also, they found only a weak correlation between
Islamic Orthodoxy and the three dimensions: ‘Muslim religious orientations are not readily predictable
from traditional Islamic doctrinal faith.38
Another psychology-based project was undertaken by Asma Jana-Masri and Paul E. Priester who
developed and tested a Qur’an-derived religiosity scale measuring the dimensions: Religious Belief
Orthodoxy and Ritual Practices.39 They were critical of previous scales that included non-Qur’anic
questions (i.e. that reflect a political belief). But their methodology presumed that all Islamic religiosity
must be derived from the Qur’an. It is more likely, however, that Muslims’ religiosity is complex and
derived from other non-Qur’anic sources as well.
Of particular interest because it confirms previous research and can point to an important
direction in future research assessing Muslim religiosity, is that Jana-Masri and Priester included a
separate question measuring religious salience, asking participants to rate the importance of religion in
life with a 5-point Likert-type scale. They discovered strong positive relationships of salience with both
the Belief Orthodoxy and Ritual Practices sub-scales.40 Also of interest is they found, with their admittedly
small sample of 71 participants, that those identifying as ethnically Middle-Eastern scored higher for
religiosity than those of other ethnic backgrounds.41 The authors did not speculate whether this is
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because Middle Eastern Muslims are more religious, or because they over-report their religiosity.
The issue of cultural differences in reporting religiosity was raised by Hassan, Corkindale and
Sutherland in their large-scale survey.42 Theirs was a unique contribution, in that their research was a)
specifically designed for Muslim participants, and to assess Islamic religiosity, and b) was multinational and cross-cultural. The authors compared a single-item question designed to reveal selfreported religiosity with a scale they constructed for Religious Intensity. The weakness of their method
was its emphasis on beliefs to measure intensity, many of which reflected a particular conservative
interpretation of Islamic beliefs. This unfortunately neglected alternative (e.g. modernist or
contextualist) interpretations, and by design could not capture strongly practising individuals—those
who fast, pray, attend mosque etc.—who nevertheless hold more secular or liberal religious attitudes.
However, it is of interest that they found the social environment affects how individuals self-report
their level of religiosity. In particular, Southeast Asian Muslims are less likely to use ‘extreme’
adjectives in self-reporting levels of religiosity, and nation states with current or formerly enforced
secularism tend to produce less intensity in individuals reporting religiosity.43 They speculated that
different countries have varying levels of ‘normal’ religiosity, so individuals can over- or underestimate their level of religiosity.44 Put simply, individuals are acclimatised to the religious temperature
of the surrounding culture, and consider that to be the ‘normal’ standard against which they measure
themselves.
In conclusion, whilst there has been an interesting start to examining Muslim religiosity, there is
need for further research looking at the religiosity of Muslims living as minorities, especially given that
permanent settlement of Muslims in secular, democratic countries is both perceived to be problematic,
and yet is increasing.

Methodology
Data Gathering
The current research is my analysis of data I helped gather for the Australian Research Council
Linkage Project Muslim Voices: Hopes & Aspirations of Australian Muslims, via a questionnaire with both
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open- and closed-ended questions covering a number of topics including religious salience and
practice as well as wellbeing and happiness; living in Australia; relationship with country of origin for
immigrants; values and characteristics; relationships and leisure; work and employment; education;
economics; and background demographic information.45 Techniques to minimise social desirability
bias in this research included anonymity for participants; using both open-ended and closed-ended
questions; using a variety of different scales for answers; keying the scales in different directions; and
through careful sentence construction.

Participants
Data collection took place during the period of March 2007 to May 2008, yielded a dataset of 572
cases for analysis after quality control checks eliminated unusable questionnaires. The vast majority of
questionnaires were completed in English, although a small number were translated from Arabic and
Turkish by native speakers with university-level English fluency. Tables 1 and 2 give basic
demographic information about the participants.
Although the sampling procedure was not designed to provide statistically representative numbers,
I sought and achieved a broad spread of opinions and views from Australian-born Muslims, migrants,
refugees, those in their late teens, young adults, mature adults, Sunnis, Shi‘is, Sufis, converts, as well as
those with different approaches to interpreting and living Islam.46 However, there were some areas of
the Muslim population (e.g. incarcerated Muslims, speakers of languages other than Arabic or Turkish
with no English language competency, those Muslims who do not attend any form of public or online
Islamic fora, Muslims under 16 years old) that I did not canvass and therefore further research would
need to be undertaken for their views and experiences to be heard.

Analysis
I conducted statistical analysis of the data with SPSS Statistics software, version 22. The following
represents a descriptive analysis of the sample and the state of Islamic religiosity among them.
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Table 1. Participants’ demographic information
Variable
Sex
Female
Male
Age-group at census
Teens
20s
30s
40s
>50s
Not stated
Marital status
Single
Married / de-facto
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Not stated
State
Victoria
New South Wales
Migrant status
Migrant
Australian-born
Not stated

Frequency (%) Variable
Ancestry
318 (55.6%)
West Asian
254 (44.4%)
South & Central Asian
North African
107 (18.7%)
North-West European
246 (43.0%)
South-East Asian
112 (19.6%)
South & East European
59 (10.3%)
Oceanian
43 (7.5%)
Sub-Saharan African
5 (0.9%)
North-East Asian
North American
230 (40.2%)
Not stated
Annual gross income
276 (48.3%)
8 (1.4%)
<$25,000
18 (3.2%)
>$25,000 <$50,000
6 (1.1%)
>$50,000 <$75,000
34 (5.9%)
>$75,000 <$100,000
>$100,000
339 (59.3%)
Not stated
Student status
233 (40.7%)
Full- or part-time student
324 (56.6%)
Not currently studying
198 (34.6%)
Not stated
Total sample size
50 (8.7%)

Frequency (%)
259 (45.3%)
108 (18.9%)
39 (6.8%)
32 (5.6%)
24 (4.2%)
21 (3.7%)
12 (2.1%)
11 (1.9%)
3 (0.5%)
2 (0.4%)
61 (10.7%)
196 (34.3%)
104 (18.2%)
89 (15.6%)
36 (6.3%)
37 (6.5%)
110 (19.2%)
276 (48.3%)
250 (43.7%)
46 (8.0%)
n=572

Religious Salience
As discussed previously, religious salience has been shown to be a reliable marker for religiosity, and
the questionnaire asked participants to answer: ‘how important is religion in your personal life?’ Only
eighteen chose not to answer the question, and the substantial majority of the rest (63.5%) indicated
that religion is ‘extremely important’ in their lives (see Figure 1). This means that the sample captured
Muslims for whom religion is highly salient, and thus the conclusions drawn from analysing the data
cannot be extrapolated to those Muslims who are not religious. Yet, because it is Muslim religiosity
that is threatening to some in the community, it is precisely this section of the population that is of
particular interest in the current research. A natural question, then, is does this self-reported high level
of religiosity among the majority of the participants, correlate with religious activities?47
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Table 2. Participants’ demographic information, by sex.
Variable
Female
Employment status
Employed
Unemployed
Not stated
Completed education
None
Primary
Secondary
Trade qualification/apprenticeship
Certificate/diploma
Bachelor degree
Master degree
Doctorate
Not stated
Convert status
Raised Muslim
Convert
Not stated
Total sample size

Frequency (%)
Male
Total

176 (55.3%)
120 (37.7%)
22 (6.9%)

180 (70.9%) 356 (62.2%)
55 (21.7%) 175 (30.6%)
19 (7.5%)
41 (7.2%)

2 (0.6%)
13 (4.1%)
109 (34.3%)
14 (4.4%)
41 (12.9%)
100 (31.4%)
25 (7.9%)
3 (0.9%)
11 (3.5%)

Co
2 (0.8%)
4 (0.7%)
8 (3.1%)
21 (3.7%)
73 (28.7%) 182 (31.8%)
21 (8.3%)
35 (6.1%)
20 (7.9%)
61 (10.7%)
62 (24.4%) 162 (28.3%)
40 (15.7%)
65 (11.4%)
7 (2.8%)
10 (1.8%)
21 (8.3%)
32 (5.6%)

266 (83.6%)
37 (11.6%)
15 (4.7%)
n=318

213 (83.9%) 479 (83.7%)
21 (8.3%)
58 (10.1%)
20 (7.9%)
35 (6.1%)
n=254
n=572

Figure 1. Importance of religion in participants’ lives.
Prayer
Ritual prayer five times a day—the second ‘pillar’—is a central Islamic practice. Each of the prayers,
interspersed throughout the day and night, takes around five to ten minutes to pray and involves
washing for ritual purity, facing the direction of the Ka‘ba in Makka, and performing set words and
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postures, preferably in congregation. Muslim scholars have always considered the ritual prayer a vital
indicator of Islamicity, as the Prophet was reported to have said: ‘The first matter that the slave will be
brought to account for on the Day of Judgment is the prayer. If it is sound, then the rest of his deeds
will be sound. And if it is bad, then the rest of his deeds will be bad’ (al-Tabarani).
Participants were asked to indicate which, if any, of the five daily prayers they regularly performed
and the usual location for performing the particular prayer (see Figure 2). Perhaps unsurprisingly,
given that it is very difficult to avoid social desirability bias with this question, the majority of
participants (73.7% of the 539 who answered it) indicated they usually prayed all five prayers. It is
evident by the location of where participants prayed, that integrating the ritual prayers into everyday
life including at work and school is achievable and achieved by many. For example, of the 160
participants who indicated they were in full-time employment and usually prayed the zuhr noon-time
prayer, 51.9% prayed zuhr at work. Of the 159 full-time students who indicated they usually pray zuhr,
41.5% prayed it at school.

Figure 2. Performance of daily ritual prayers.

Although praying the five daily prayers in congregation at the mosque is highly encouraged, even
obligatory for men in certain circumstances, only minorities of the 397 Muslims who prayed all
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prayers regularly were able to achieve this (see Table 3). That being said, nearly 32% of males usually
praying the ‘isha’ night prayer indicated they prayed it at the mosque; they are a substantial minority
and possibly a good indicator of high male religiosity for those who have easy access to mosques.48

Table 3. Prayers usually performed at the mosque.
Prayer

Females (n=228)

Males (n=169)

Total (n=397)

fajr/subh

2 (0.9%)

28 (16.6%)

30 (7.6%)

zuhr

4 (1.8%)

19 (11.2%)

23 (5.8%)

‘asr

5 (2.2%)

14 (8.3%)

19 (4.8%)

maghrib

4 (1.8%)

38 (22.5%)

42 (10.6%)

‘isha’

5 (2.2%)

54 (32.0%)

59 (14.9%)

Because asking Muslims whether they pray or not risks invoking social desirability bias, the
questionnaire also asked the more acceptable question of what extent participants were usually able to
pray ‘on time’.49 This gave psychological room for participants to avoid confessing a sin, mitigating
against (although admittedly probably not completely eliminating) bias.

Figure 3. How often participants make their prayers ‘on time’.

Although 73.7% of participants said they usually prayed all five prayers, only 23.8% indicated
they always pray ‘on time’ (see Figure 3). Because of the greater spread of results, this marker is a
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better indicator of strength of religiosity.

Figure 4. Frequency of attendance at religious meetings.

Figure 5. Frequency of attendance at Friday prayers, by gender.
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Figure 6. Percentage of Muslims attending religious meetings weekly and monthly, by gender.
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Attending Religious Meetings
Australian Muslims have the opportunity to attend a variety of different religious meetings including
(depending on availability) Friday jum‘ua prayers at the mosque, talks by prominent local and overseas
speakers, Islamic education meetings, Arabic language classes, converts support groups, dhikr prayer
meetings,50 and social gatherings. The questionnaire asked participants to nominate how frequently, if
ever, they attended them. Social gatherings, Friday jum‘ua prayers and Islamic talks or lectures were
the most popular activities, attended frequently by sizeable proportions of the sample (see Figure 4).
Because the belief that Muslim women do not have to/should not attend jum‘ua prayers is fairly
widespread, it is important to differentiate between genders when looking at attendance rates. There is
a clear sex distinction with 69% of men attending weekly and only 19% of women doing the same (see
Figure 5). Given all attendance options, the Chi-square test for independence indicated a large and
significant association, χ² (3, n=486) = 147.42, p < .000, V = .55. This is not to say that women are
not interested in attending religious services and meetings, because the gender disparity lessens
considerably when looking at other types of religious gatherings, particularly at the weekly and
monthly levels (see Figure 6).
There was no significant association between gender and attendance at spiritual meetings, Muslim
social gatherings, educational meetings or Arabic language classes. There was, however, a small albeit
significant association between gender and attendance at Islamic talks or lectures, χ² (4, n=525) =
10.9, p = .03, V = .14, one possible reason being they may be linked with Friday prayers.

Food and Dress
The questionnaire asked participants to indicate if they followed a variety of different food and dress
rules (see Figure 7). Dress is probably one of the most visible aspects of Islamic identity to the wider
Australian public. There exists not a small amount of criticism over women’s dress in particular, with
semi-regular calls to ban face and/or headcovers. Much of this criticism is framed in terms of concern
with women’s freedom or terrorism fears, but is actually part of an Islamophobic and racist
discourse.51 For all the newspaper headlines calling for the ‘burqa’52 to be banned as if it were a major
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public menace, only fifteen Muslim women (4.7%) in the current research indicated they wore faceveils in public. Although with such a small group no generalisations can be made, it is interesting to
note—given the rhetoric about face-veiling being foreign and un-Australian—that half were migrants
and half Australian-born. Furthermore, four of the women were converts. Headcovers, however, were
worn in public by nearly 60% of all Muslim women in the sample: a much more popular practice
than face-veiling.

Figure 7. Percentage of participants following various food and dress rules.

Abstaining from pork and alcohol were the most observed rules. Some of the items described
minority rulings within Islamic sacred law, for example avoiding some seafood or non-Muslim
prepared food, and as expected these were not commonly followed among the Muslims sampled here.
Other rules, such as men wearing beards, or abstaining from meat not slaughtered Islamically (dhabiha)
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are common to all interpretations of sacred law, yet are not universally followed.

Religious Guidance
Australia does not have the specialist knowledge infrastructure that long-established Muslim-majority
countries have where it comes to religious leadership and education. Imams—mosque prayerleaders—have been called on to fulfil the roles of muftis (providers of religious legal opinions), qadis
(judges), mujtahids (interpreters of sacred law), mutakallims (theologians), pirs (spiritual teachers), not to
mention those roles usually expected of their Christian and Jewish counterparts such as counsellors,
pastoral care-givers, community representatives, government liasons, and more. However, with the
advent of Internet technologies in particular, Australian Muslims have access to a wide variety of
sources of religious guidance. This is not without risk, as international sources often lack the necessary
local and contextual knowledge that has traditionally been required of those imparting religious
guidance.
The questionnaire asked participants to nominate which, if any, sources of religious guidance they
had consulted in the past (including an open-ended question to solicit alternative responses to those
listed in the questionnaire). The listed options were:
•

local imam / shaykh or shaykha53

•

Muslim religious leaders at official institutions outside Australia (such as in Saudi
Arabia, al-Azhar or Qom)

•

Muslim scholars or leaders on cable television

•

Muslim scholars or leaders on the Internet

•

national Muslim religious leaders in Australia

•

trusted family member or friend

•

other

Of the other sources that participants listed, the following were counted:
•

scholars non-specific
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•

local Islamic school or group

•

own study

Table 4. Sources of religious guidance previously consulted by participants.
Source
Females (n=318)
Local imam / shaykh or shaykha
189 (59.4%)
Official institutions outside Australia 60 (18.9%)
Cable television
48 (15.1%)
Internet
97 (30.5%)
National leaders in Australia
74 (23.3%)
Trusted family/friend
212 (66.7%)
Scholars non-specific
4 (1.3%)
Local Islamic school/group
2 (0.6%)
Own study
15 (4.7%)
Other - unspecified
8 (2.5%)

Males (n=254)
153 (60.2%)
61 (24.0%)
34 (13.4%)
72 (28.3%)
60 (23.6%)
166 (65.4%)
2 (0.8%)
3 (1.2%)
11 (4.3%)
9 (3.5%)

Total (n=572)
342 (59.8%)
121 (21.2%)
82 (14.3%)
169 (29.5%)
134 (23.4%)
378 (66.1%)
6 (1.0%)
5 (0.9%)
26 (4.5%)
17 (3.0%)

As is clear from Table 4 and Figure 8, gender has no discernable influence on the sources of
religious guidance that the participants sought. There were two main sources of guidance for both
men and women: their trusted family and friends as well as local imams, shaykhs and shaykhas. Religious
scholars or leaders on the Internet, as well as national Australian leaders and those from official

Figure 8. Sources of religious guidance previously consulted by participants.
24

overseas institutions played smaller but not insubstantial roles. However, local sources of knowledge
play a more prominent guiding role for Australian Muslims than other sources such as overseas
authorities and those imparting guidance through the Internet and media. This is important because
local scholars and leaders tend to have a much better grasp of the local context and environment that
Australian Muslims find themselves in, and can (at least in theory) provide more suitable guidance for
them. The gender parity in consulting sources of guidance means that women appear to have the
same access to sources of knowledge as men.

Interpretations of Islam
Muslims take a variety of approaches to interpreting Islam, that for the purposes of this research have
been divided into four main orientations: Secularists, Traditionalists, Fundamentalists and Contextualists.
Secularists are those who argue for separation of religion and state and the privatisation of religion.
Traditionalists are those who attempt to follow the pre-modern, traditional interpretations of theology
and jurisprudence that developed over the centuries. Fundamentalists are those who argue that Muslims
should return to the original ‘fundamentals’ of Islam—how they believe the Prophet and his early
companions and successors lived.54 Finally, Contextualists are those who believe that Islam should be
continually reinterpreted depending on the unique circumstances of when and where Muslims live.55
Participants were asked to choose between four statements that ‘most closely’ described their
approach to the role of religion in society:
a)

‘I think religion should be a private affair and have little or no role in the debate
about the nature of our society’ (coded as Secularist).

b)

‘I think Muslims should rely on the chain of traditional interpretations of Islam in
understanding the role of Islam in society’ (coded as Traditionalist).

c)

‘I think Muslims should return to the fundamentals of Islam as the source of authority
for all political and social action’ (coded as Fundamentalist).

d)

‘I think Muslims should interpret the role and nature of Islam in society in relation to
the needs and contexts of the times’ (coded as Contextualist).

25

Traditionalists made up the largest group at 28.7% of the sample, followed closely by Contextualists with
26.6%, then Fundamentalists at 19.9%, and Secularists at 12.8%. Finally 12.1% of the sample declined to
answer the question.
It is clear that the sample in the present research is, by and large, a sample of Australian Muslims
for whom religion is relatively important and who live this in their levels of prayer-observance,
attendance at religious meetings, observance of Islamic food and dress rules, the seeking of religious
guidance, and for most affirming an important place for Islam in society.

Comparing Levels of Religiosity
Previously, the question of whether high levels of self-reported religious salience correlate with
religious activities was posed. In order to test whether self-reported salience predicts greater adherence
to religious behaviours, the participants were divided into two groups: those for whom religion is
‘extremely’ or ‘very’ important in their lives (n=443) and those for whom it was less than ‘very’
important (n=111). The former were coded as ‘more important’ and the latter ‘less important’. The
18 who did not answer the question on religious salience have been excluded from analysis here.
Chi-square tests for independence were run on variables to do with prayer; attending religious
meetings; following Islamic food and dress rules; and seeking religious guidance, with hypotheses that
higher religious salience would be significantly associated with increased levels of religious behaviours.
This would confirm that the self-reported measure of religious salience correctly measures personal
religiosity. Most of the hypotheses were confirmed, with some exceptions, albeit with varying levels of
effect size (see Tables 5 through 11 for test results).

Table 5. Chi-square test for independence results for regular prayer habits.
Prayer
Praying the five daily prayers
Praying ‘on time’

Chi-square test results
χ² (5, n=535) = 109.29, p < .000, V = .45
χ² (4, n=529) = 99.7, p < .000, V = .43
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Table 6. Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) results for the
association between religious salience and males praying at the mosque.
Prayer
fajr/subh
zuhr
‘asr
maghrib
‘isha’

Chi-square test results
χ² (1, n=224) = 5.70, p = .02, phi = .18
χ² (1, n=227) = 4.104, p = .04, phi = .15
χ² (1, n=223) = 2.23, p = .14, phi = .12
χ² (1, n=223) = 9.22, p = .002, phi = .22
χ² (1, n=225) = 14.54, p < .000, phi = .27

Table 7. Chi-square test for independence results for the association between religious salience and
attendance at religious meetings.
Meeting
Arabic classes
Educational meetings
Muslim social gatherings
Spiritual meetings

Chi-square test results
χ² (4, n=445) = 30.59, p < .000, V = .26 (3 cells with expected count <5)
χ² (4, n=475) = 76.23, p < .000, V = .40 (1 cell with expected count <5)
χ² (4, n=503) = 82.23, p < .000, V = .40
χ² (4, n=473) = 67.04, p < .000, V = .38 (1 cell with expected count <5)

Table 8. Chi-square test for independence results for the association between religious salience and
male and female attendance at Islamic talks or lectures and Friday Jum‘ua prayers.
Meeting
Men at talks/lectures
Women at talks/lectures
Men’s at Jum‘ua prayers
Women at Jum‘ua prayers

Chi-square test results
χ² (4, n=224) = 55.22, p < .000, V = .50 (1 cell with expected count <5)
χ² (4, n=292) = 65.06, p < .000, V = .47 (2 cells with expected count <5)
χ² (4, n=224) = 49.28, p < .000, V = .47 (4 cells with expected count <5)
χ² (4, n=255) = 16.32, p = .003, V = .25 (2 cells with expected count <5)

Table 9. Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) results for association
between religious salience and following gender non-specific Islamic food and dress rules.
Rule
Abstaining from alcohol
Abstaining from pork
Abstaining from some seafood
Eating only dhabiha meat
Avoiding non-Muslim prep. food
Wearing loose, opaque, limb-covering clothing
Avoiding opposite-sex clothing
Avoiding non-Muslim clothing

Chi-square test results
χ² (1, n=554) = 46.52, p < .000, phi = -.30
χ² (1, n=554) = 5.37, p = .02, phi = -.01
χ² (1, n=554) = 1.73, p = .19, phi = -.06
χ² (1, n=554) = 56.62, p < .000, phi = -.32
χ² (1, n=554) = .05, p = .83, phi = -.02
χ² (1, n=554) = 44.71, p < .000, phi = -.29
χ² (1, n=554) = 54.58, p < .000, phi =- .32
χ² (1, n=554) = 6.16, p < .01, phi =- .11

Table 10. Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) results for association
between religious salience and following gender specific Islamic food and dress rules.
Rule
Men avoiding wearing gold
Men avoiding wearing silk
Men wearing beards
Men wearing headcovers in prayer
Women wearing face-veils in public
Women wearing headcovers in public
Women wearing loose over-garments in public
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Chi-square test results
χ² (1, n=244) = 47.05, p < .000, phi = -.45
χ² (1, n=244) = 46.11, p < .000, phi = -.45
χ² (1, n=244) = 6.74, p = .01, phi = -.18
χ² (df, n=244) = .01, p = .91, phi = -.02
χ² (1, n=310) = 2.47, p = .12, phi = .11
χ² (1, n=310) = 24.73, p < .000, phi = -.29
χ² (1, n=310) = 4.16, p = .04, phi = -.13

Table 11. Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) results for association
between religious salience and seeking religious guidance.
Source
Local imam/shaykh/shaykha
Official institutions outside Australia
Cable television
Internet
National leaders in Australia
Trusted family/friend

Chi-square test results
χ² (1, n=554) = 20.04, p < .000, phi = -.20
χ² (1, n=554) = 2.04, p = .15, phi = -.07
χ² (1, n=554) = .03, p = .87, phi = -.01
χ² (1, n=554) = 3.08, p = .08, phi = -.08
χ² (1, n=554) = 2.33, p = .13, phi = -.07
χ² (1, n=554) = .02, p = .89, phi = -.01

Higher religious salience is significantly associated with:
•

regularly praying all five prayers

•

usually praying ‘on time’

•

males praying at the mosque for all prayers except the afternoon ‘asr prayer56

•

more frequent attendance at Arabic classes, religious educational meetings, and social
gatherings with other Muslims and spiritual meetings

•

more frequent attendance for both men and women at Friday jum‘ua prayers and
Islamic talks or lectures

•

abstaining from alcohol, pork, and meat that has not been slaughtered Islamically
(dhabiha)

•

wearing loose, opaque, limb-covering clothing

•

avoiding wearing opposite-sex clothing and clothing that would mark them as nonMuslims

•

men avoiding wearing gold and silk, but wearing beards

•

women wearing headcovers and loose over-garments in public

•

seeking religious guidance from local imams, shaykhs or shaykhas.

However, higher religious salience is not significantly associated with:
•

abstaining from some forms of seafood or food prepared by non-Muslims

•

men wearing headcovers during prayer

•

women wearing face-veils in public
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•

seeking religious guidance from sources other than local imams, shaykhs or shaykhas.

As regards the four religio-political orientations for interpreting Islam’s role in society, only being
a Secularist was moderately but significantly associated with lower religious salience, as revealed by a
Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction), χ² (1, n=491) = 43.57, p < .000,
phi = .31.
In summary, this research describes the types of normative Islamic behaviours in which religious
Australian Muslims are engaged and confirms that religious salience, in regards Muslims who selfreport that religion is important in their lives, is correspondingly associated with higher levels of most
of these religious behaviours. This finding allows for religious salience to be a marker by which to test
whether religiosity is associated with a variety of other variables, for example levels of social inclusion
and subjective and objective wellbeing, as suggested subjects of future research.
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