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Editorial 
Promoting Mutual Understanding  

of Cultures and Religions

Liz Mohn

Globalization and its impact on private and professional contexts are giving 

rise to a search for values and guiding principles within society. Internatio-

nal understanding that goes beyond political and language barriers � which 

numerous public �gures have called for � must also remain cognizant of the 

world�s diverse historical, cultural and religious roots. A person�s religious 

beliefs in particular determine his or her personal philosophy and actions to 

a degree that should not be underestimated.

To get a better idea of the role religion and faith play in modern life, the 

Bertelsmann Stiftung�s Religion Monitor interviewed over 21,000 people 

from 21 countries around the globe. Representing millions of others, the 

survey�s respondents discussed their thoughts and beliefs, their concep-

tions of God, their values and numerous other aspects of their innermost 

lives. The survey�s �ndings are more than just statistics; they represent the 

many individuals who were willing to talk about their religious practices, 

world views and considerations of life�s larger meanings. The Religion Moni-

tor thus provides us with an intimate look at the world�s religions and, as a 

result, allows us a better understanding of the globe�s diverse cultures.

Through its survey � carried out on each continent in a standardized manner 

� the Religion Monitor reveals in impressive fashion the degree to which the 

globe�s religions are in fact comparable. Clearly, despite their many centuries 

of divergent development and their resulting di�erences, the world�s faiths 

are similar in a multitude of ways, both in terms of structure and content.

With this brochure, the Bertelsmann Stiftung would like to introduce you to 

select �ndings from its Religion Monitor. Both the Bertelsmann Stiftung and 

I, personally, hope that the information it o�ers will help adherents of all 

religions better understand each other and, consequently, help increase 

tolerance among people everywhere. 

Liz Mohn

Vice-Chair of the Bertelsmann Stiftung 

Executive Board and Board of Trustees 

Bertelsmann Stiftung Muslim Religiousness in Germany

|  5  |



Muslims in Germany are characterized by high 

religiousness. 90 percent of Muslims in Ger-

many above the age of 18 are religious; inclu-

ding 41 percent highly religious. For compari-

son: for the German society as a whole, the 

Religion Monitor 2008 revealed that 70 percent 

of the German-speaking population is religious, 

including 18 percent highly religious.

Personal religiousness is most important to 

Sunnis: 92 percent of Sunnis in Germany are 

religious, including 47 percent highly religious. 

Of Shiites, 90 percent are religious, including 

29 percent highly religious. As for Alevis, 

77 percent are religious, and 12 percent can 

be rated as highly religious.

Divided by language groups, the highest reli-

giousness can be found with speakers of Tur-

kish and Arabic (91 percent religious or highly 

religious), wherein people of Turkish origin 

show the strongest tendency towards high 

religiousness (44 percent). 85 percent of the 

people of Bosnian origin, and 84 percent of 

the Persian-speaking group are religious.

Based on the Turkish-speaking group, a slight 

diaspora e�ect can be ascertained. According 

to the Religion Monitor 2008, 85 percent of 

the population in Turkey is religious, and this 

value is 6 percent higher among Turkish 

migrants in Germany.

78 percent of Muslims in Germany express 

�rm belief in the existence of God and life 

after death. This belief is signi�cantly stronger 

among the younger generations than among 

senior citizens (80 percent compared to 

66 percent).

Personal prayer as a form of private religious 

practice is more common with women: 79 per-

cent of them pray regularly and gain strength 

from their personal prayer; that can only be 

said of 59 percent of the men. With regard to 

prayer, younger Muslims again achieve higher 

values than the older generations (70 percent 

among the 18- to 29-year-olds; 65 percent 

among the generation 60+).

Public practice, e. g. mosque attendance for 

Friday prayer, is important to every third inter-

view partner, results partly di�ering signi�-

cantly according to ethnic and confessional 

origin. 24 percent of Shiites attribute a special 

role to publicly practiced faith. Only 9 percent 

of Alevis, but 42 percent of Sunnis consider 

communal experience of faith important. There 

is a great di�erence between genders: public 

practice rates highly with every second male, 

but only with 21 percent of Muslimas.

Overview of  
Muslim Religiousness  
in Germany
The Most Important Results of the Religion Monitor

Bertelsmann Stiftung
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have developed a questionnaire based on a 

substantial notion of religion that can be 

applied to all religions and corresponds with 

the broadest forms of individual religiousness. 

Special thanks are owed to the religious scien-

tist Dr. Stefan Huber, who signi�cantly contri-

buted to designing the Religion Monitor. The 

Religion Monitor considers a relation to tran-

scendence the main characteristic of religious 

experience and behavior. At the same time, it 

remains sensitive to all forms of religious 

expression. The questionnaire has been trans-

What signi�cance does personal religiousness 

have in daily life? Do religions in�uence mod-

ern societies? Are we about to experience a 

global renaissance of religion? Are certain 

societies going their own ways? The Bertels-

mann Stiftung�s Religion Monitor is aimed at 

providing basic data that help answer these 

questions and more. The Religion Monitor is 

an innovative scienti�c instrument for com-

prehensively analyzing religious dimensions 

on an interdisciplinary level. Sociologists, psy-

chologists, religious scientists and theologists 

The Religion Monitor
by Dr. Martin Rieger, Director Cultural Orientations 

Program, Bertelsmann Stiftung

Organizational chart for the Religion Monitor

Berte l smann St i f tung
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spiritual and religious books
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fundamentalism; other religious ideas
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Prescribed prayer; house altar
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aspects of life (e.g. family, politics);

religious commandments

Religious and spiritual

self-perception
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Interest in religious topics

Belief in God or something divine

Belief in life after death

Church service; congregational prayer;

attending temple

Prayer – Meditation

Personal experience

Experience of beeing at one;

General relevance of religion

to everyday life

Non religious

Religious

Highly religious

Centrality

Muslims in Germany are characterized by a 

high level of tolerance towards other creeds. 

86 percent think one should be open to all reli-

gions. This value is the same for all examined 

groups, no matter which gender, age, confes-

sion or origin.

For Muslims, religiousness is most important 

when it comes to questions concerning the 

meaning of life (57 percent) and important 

events in life, such as births, weddings or 

deaths (66 percent). Religion hardly in�uences 

their political views: 16 percent say Islam is 

important for their personal political opinion. 

26 percent want their own Islamic party in Ger-

many. Religiousness has a far greater impact 

on the choice of a spouse for women than for 

men (53 percent compared to 39 percent).

86 percent of Muslims strictly comply with 

the ban on eating pork. As far as alcohol is 

concerned, they are less austere: 58 percent 

claim never to drink alcohol. Here, too, the 

younger Muslims adhere to Islamic command-

ments closest: 90 percent of the 18- to 29-year-

olds never eat pork, and 59 percent of them 

drink no alcohol at all.

Family and education are core aspects in the 

lives of Muslims in Germany (each 94 per-

cent). And religious upbringing also plays an 

important role: 66 percent say they have been 

brought up in a religious tradition themselves. 

For 51 percent, personal religiousness rates 

highly in the upbringing of their own children.

Bertelsmann Stiftung
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giousness, and the category of centrality, 

which measures the impact of religiousness 

or the intensity of its presence in the person-

ality. The more central religiousness is in a 

person�s life, the more it determines his expe-

riencing and behavior.

Thus, the results of all question modules 

were consolidated according to a point system 

in a centrality index comprising the classi�-

cations �highly religious�, �religious� and �non-

religious�.

 Religious matters play a 

central role in the personality of this ideal 

type. They are experienced intensely and per-

meate the entire experiencing and behavior 

of the person. The �highly religious� actively 

introduce their belief in public discussions.

 In this group, religious matters 

and practices do occur, but do not play a cen-

tral role in the personality. Therefore, they are 

only experienced with medium intensity and 

only refer to a narrow area of experiencing 

and behavior.

 Religious practices, matters, 

and experiences hardly feature here. They play 

practically no role in the personality or in the 

�eld of experiencing and action.

The classi�cation helps develop individual 

pro�les and draw important conclusions 

about the degree of religiousness within the 

lated into 20 languages. It was the basis for a 

representative survey carried out in the year 

2007 in 21 countries on all continents and in 

all world religions. That made it possible to 

compare religions on an unprecedented scale. 

On account of the random sample polling of 

1,000 people selected on a representative 

basis over the course of 18 years, it was pre-

viously only possible to make statements on 

large religious groups in the countries sur-

veyed. That also applied to Germany, where 

the religious emotions and practices of Catho-

lics, Protestants, and non-denominationals 

were examined. Considering the signi�cance 

of Islam in the German society as well as in 

many other European societies, the Bertels-

mann Stiftung has now further developed the 

Religion Monitor and polled 2,000 Muslims 

throughout Germany. In this context, the cul-

tural-lingual background as well as the large 

factions within Islam in Germany were taken 

into account and examined individually. 

Some of the results of this survey and initial 

comments are presented here.

The Religion Monitor contains almost 100 

questions concerning six core dimensions of 

religiousness:

interest in religious matters

belief in God or something divine

public religious practices

private religious practices

religious experiences

relevance of religion to everyday life 

Basic studies have established that each of 

these six dimensions must be taken into 

account in order to gain a comprehensive and 

di�erentiated understanding of the individual 

and social role of religiousness. It does not suf-

�ce to draw conclusions from one dimension 

and apply them to another. That makes the 

Religion Monitor so valuable compared to many 

other studies, most of which are limited to the 

dimensions of religious ideology and public 

practice.

The survey also distinguishes between the 

matter, i. e. the concrete manifestation of reli-

Percentage of highly religious and religious
respondents for 20 countries

Berte l smann St i f tung

Centrality of religion averages for each country are given along the x-axis below each acronym, on a scale from one to five

AUS=Australia, AUT=Austria, BRA=Brazil, CHE=Switzerland, DEU=Germany, FRA=France, GBR=Great Britain, GTM=Guatemala, IDN=Indonesia,
IND=India, ISR=Israel, ITA=Italy, KOR=South Korea, MAR=Morocco, NGA=Nigeria, POL=Poland, RUS=Russia, THA=Thailand, TUR=Turkey,
USA=United States of America
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society. Deductions can be made from them 

about the rami�cations on social developments.

The graph on page 10 shows the percentage 

of �highly religious� and �religious� in the 

international survey. For more information, 

please refer to the publications recommended 

at the end of the brochure.

�The survey corrects impressions made by numerous 

headlines and preliminary assessments. This applies in 

particular to the �return of religion,� hoped for and feared 

by many.�  

Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung

�The religion survey of the Bertelsmann Stiftung proves 

that faith sets Christians and Muslims in motion more 

than ever, all around the world, including Germany.� 

Stuttgarter Nachrichten

�This study reveals the truth behind many clichØs sur-

rounding the signi�cance of faith.� 

Welt am Sonntag

Bertelsmann Stiftung

|  10  |

Muslim Religiousness in Germany

|  11  |



The random sample takes into account socio-

demographic factors such as gender division 

or various age groups (from 18 years) as a per-

centage of the overall population. The survey 

was weighted according to the cultural-lingual 

background of the interview partners. The tar-

get persons were determined by means of an 

onomastic process based on screening typical 

surnames of analyzed groups (i. e. Turkish, 

Bosnian, Persian, and Arabic names); this 

method seemed most appropriate for ensuring 

high representativity of the study. All inter-

views were conducted by phone, in the respec-

tive mother tongues of the interview partners, 

or in German. Many thanks are owed to TNS 

Emnid, in particular to Torsten Schneider-

Haase, for the always reliable coordination 

and execution of the survey.

The Religion Monitor will be repeated at regu-

lar intervals in order to show and analyze the 

trends of religious development. In addition 

Worldwide �ndings:  

Surveys for the Religion 

Monitor have been car-

ried out in all countries 

shaded blue on the right.

to this representative survey, there were oth-

er qualitative polls, the results of which are 

not taken into account in this brochure. The 

quantitative and qualitative survey is supple-

mented by means of an online tool. Under 

www.religionsmonitor.com you can have your 

own religiousness measured. Absolutely anony-

mously and free of charge, you can generate 

your own pro�le of religiousness. That will 

show you the meaning and in�uence of reli-

gion and spirituality in your life. The online 

tool is also accessible for groups. For example, 

school classes or other groups can use it indi-

vidually and generate their religious group 

pro�le by entering a code. This service is pre-

sently available in German, English and Turk-

ish. Further language versions will follow. 

Finally, particular thanks are owed to the many 

scientists and authors who have developed 

the Religion Monitor and analyzed or com-

mented the results.

Even after forty years of signi�cant presence 

of Muslims in Germany, knowledge concerning 

the variety of Muslim life in our society is not 

widespread, even among scientists. The results 

of the Bertelsmann Stiftung�s study on Muslim 

religiousness in Germany � the �rst one that 

has collected such di�erentiated and represen-

tative data on the personal religiousness of 

Muslims in Germany � can permanently chan-

ge that and make the public aware of the vari-

ety of religious beliefs and practices of our 

Muslim fellow citizens.

In what follows, I will �rst outline the history 

of Muslim presence in Germany and then intro-

duce the main results of the study in six steps 

(centrality and �ve core dimensions: intellec-

tual dimension, ideological dimension, public 

religious practice, private religious practice, 

consequences).

Varied Forms of Muslim 
Religiousness in Germany
A General Overview of the Results of the 

Bertelsmann Stiftung�s Survey

by Dr. Jörn Thielmann

Islam can be traced back to the 17th century 

in the territory of present-day Germany. In the 

1920s, the �rst Muslim Associations were foun-

ded in Berlin, and the still existing mosque 

was built in Berlin-Wilmersdorf. Nevertheless, 

the number of Muslims in Germany has only 

been signi�cant since the 1960s, when work-

ers from Turkey, Yugoslavia, Tunisia and 

Morocco immigrated. Today, they number 

roughly 3.5 million, including approximately 

two million Turks. In the meanwhile, more 

than 800,000 Muslims have become German 

citizens. Exact numbers do not exist. So far, 

research has mainly focused on Turkish Mus-

lims and those of Turkish origin. The present 

study of the Bertelsmann Stiftung widens 

this focus considerably.

During the �rst years of migration, Islam was 

just another religion. Little or nothing was 

Bertelsmann Stiftung
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known about it, but it was approached neu-

trally or even positively (for instance, most of 

the �rst collective Muslim prayers were held 

in Catholic churches, including the Cologne 

Cathedral). That changed fundamentally when 

the Islamic Revolution took place in Iran in 

1979 and radical, violent Islamic organizations 

developed in the Middle East in the 1980s. 

Islam was then perceived as an unenlightened 

and pre-modern religion that mixed faith, pol-

itics, and life-form and is resistant to secular-

ization. This change of perspective coincided 

with an increasing visibility of Muslims in 

Germany, for example on account of the Cali-

phate State movement of Cemaleddin Kaplan 

and other organizations that were founded 

during that period. Islam was observed almost 

exclusively in its Turkish manifestations and 

became a problem for integration, women�s 

rights and the welfare of children. The events 

of September 11, 2001 worsened this situa-

tion and added the threat of terrorism to the 

debate. Researchers1 focused on the religious-

ness of young Turkish Muslim activists and 

revealed their high degree of individualiza-

tion. Politicians discovered Islam as a political 

instrument for the integration of a section of 

the population that is considered problematic. 

Islam was now ethnicized � every migrant 

from a country with a Muslim majority was 

regarded as a Muslim, whether he was reli-

gious or not � and culturalized � Islam became 

the all-determining power of a Muslim culture.

The study of the Bertelsmann Stiftung on Mus-

lim religiousness can help develop new views 

on Muslims in Germany and take a � perhaps 

surprising � look at the variety of Muslim life, 

beliefs and practices.

2

A total of 2,007 persons were interviewed on 

the phone: 1,034 men (52 percent) and 973 

women (48 percent). 76 percent of the inter-

view partners had a Turkish, 14 percent had 

an Arab, 6 percent had a Bosnian and 4 per-

cent had an Iranian background.3 

As far as the age structure is concerned: 31 per-

cent of the interview partners were between 

18 and 29, 34 percent were between 30 and 

39, 20 percent were between 40 and 49, 8 per-

cent were between 50 and 59, and 6 percent 

were above 60. 

The study also collected interesting socio-demo-

graphic data: 72 percent of the interview part-

ners have no children or not more than two 

(35 percent have no children!) � so they 

almost correspond with the German average. 

8 percent have four or more children. These 

numbers contradict the common stereotypes 

of Muslim families having many children. For 

the �rst time, we also learn about the distri-

bution of Muslims: 13 percent of them live in 

villages, 27 percent in small towns, 29 percent 

in medium-sized towns and 31 percent in big 

cities. So far, researchers have largely neglec-

ted Muslims in rural areas and small towns. 

But interestingly, the size of the town or city 

has no e�ect on the centrality and contents of 

religiousness.

The connection to Muslim organizations is 

rather weak, as is often noted in discussions 

on their representativeness in the context of 

the Deutsche Islamkonferenz [German Islam 

Conference]. The vast majority of the inter-

viewed Muslims (78 percent) are not members 

of a religious society or association. It is also 

worth noting that 65 percent of the interview 

partners do not want an Islamic party in Ger-

many.

The great majority of Muslims in Germany are 

Sunni (65 percent), which was to be expected 

considering the large percentage of Turks. 

9 percent are Shiites, 8 percent are Alevis4 

and 8 percent of the interview partners could 

not or did not want to give an answer. A sur-

prisingly high percentage of the interview part-

ners (11 percent) belong to another denomina-

tion within Islam that was not speci�ed. It can_

not be said whether this number includes mem-

bers of Ahmadiyya Islam, mystic brotherhoods, 

or Syrian Alawites. Future studies should 

focus more on such details. It is interesting 

that only 57 percent of the interview partners 

with an Iranian background classi�ed them-

selves as Shiites and 29 percent identi�ed 

themselves as Sunnis. A much higher number 

of Shiites was expected. Perhaps the Sunni 

Kurds and Baloch who make up 10 percent of 

the population in Iran are overrepresented in 

Germany. It should also be noted that 14 per-

cent of the interview partners with an Arab 

background said they were Shiites, so they are 

probably from Lebanon or Iraq, or they belon-

ged to the Arab minority in Iran.

Basically, this study shows that Muslims in Ger-

many are far more religious than the average 

population. With its three-stage index on the 

centrality of religiousness (non-religious, reli-

gious, highly religious), the Bertelsmann Stif-

tung�s Religion Monitor 2008 established that 

18 percent of Germans are highly religious and 

52 percent are religious, whereas 41 percent 

of Muslims are highly religious, and 49 percent 

are religious. Only 5 percent of the interviewed 

Muslims consider themselves non-religious. 

Unlike with Germans, age and gender have no 

e�ect on the centrality of religiousness with 

Muslims.

Analyzed by denominations, the percentage of 

highly religious is largest with Sunnis, i. e. 

47 percent compared to 29 percent with Shi-

ites and 12 percent with Alevis. Alevis have 

the highest percentage of non-religious (21 per-

cent compared to 2 percent of Sunnis and 9 per-

cent of Shiites). Maybe that is because Alevism 

experienced decades of disintegration and has 

only been undergoing a revival since the 1990s 

in Turkey and the European diaspora, so there 

has been a break of tradition with a lasting 

e�ect. 

If we take the migration background into 

account, it shows that the percentage of high-

Bertelsmann Stiftung
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ly religious is lowest with persons from Iran 

(27 percent) and Bosnia (31 percent) compa-

red to the interview partners with a Turkish 

(44 percent) and Arab (37 percent) background. 

The percentage of non-religious is also high-

est with Iranians (13 percent) and Bosnians 

(11 percent), compared to 4 percent of the 

interview partners from Turkey and 5 percent 

of those from Arab countries. That corresponds 

with international analyses of religiousness 

with Iranians and is probably a result of the 

religious character of the political structures 

in Iran and the exile situation it causes.

Questions on the intellectual dimensions of 

religiousness were also compiled in a three-

stage index (low, medium, high). Here, there 

are hardly any di�erences between young and 

old. However, women (54 percent) deal with 

religious questions more than men (38 per-

cent). Again, the di�erences between the deno-

minations are signi�cant: 50 percent of Sun-

nis, but only 34 percent of Shiites and 27 per-

cent of Alevis deeply think about religion and 

are interested in religious questions. 

Of course, the highly religious deal with reli-

gion most (71 percent). More than others, they 

also critically analyze religious teachings they 

agree with in principle (42 percent of them 

compared to an average of 32 percent). The 

age and gender have no e�ect on the critical 

analysis of religious teachings, nor have the 

migration background and denomination.

41 percent of Muslims � women a little more 

(45 percent) than men (38 percent) � often or 

very often re�ect individual aspects of their 

religious views. Again, the highly religious are 

very contemplative: 57 percent of them often 

or very often reconsider their religious views. 

Migration background, age and denomination 

are of no relevance in this context.

Questions on the ideological dimension of 

religiousness (belief in God and life after death) 

were also consolidated in an intensity index 

and display high values on the whole. An ave-

rage of 78 percent of Muslims � even 93 per-

cent of the highly religious � strongly believes 

in God and life after death. Again, the percen-

tage of strong believers is highest with Sunnis 

(84 percent compared to 71 percent with Shi-

ites and 48 percent with Alevis). Interestingly, 

however, belief in God and life after death dimi_

nishes with age: 80 percent of those under 29, 

but only 66 percent of those above 60 strongly 

believe in God or something divine and life 

after death.

In Germany, Muslims� faith in God is open for 

pluralism and tolerance: 67 percent of Mus-

lims think there is a kernel of truth in every 

religion, and this percentage is even  larger 

with highly religious Muslims (71 percent). 

Only 13 percent do not agree fully, or at all. 

86 percent think one should be open to all reli-

gions. Only 6 % do not agree fully, or at all. But 

that does not lead to syncretic beliefs: only 

33 percent of all Muslims fall back on teach-

ings of various religious traditions themsel-

ves, and 36 percent rather reject that. Again, 

age, gender, migration background and deno-

mination are irrelevant here.

As far as religious questions are concerned, 

52 percent of all Muslims do not believe that 

their own religion is more in the right and 

others are mistaken. Only 24 percent think 

Islam has a preeminent position. 36 percent 

of highly religious Muslims are convinced of 

the preeminence of their religion, but 38 per-

cent are not. 

A signi�cantly higher number of interview 

partners with a Bosnian (63 percent) or Iranian 

(75 percent) background reject the preemi-

nence of their own religion, and the same app-

lies to Shiites (65 percent) and Alevis (75 per-

cent).

Only 31 percent of all Muslims (45 percent of 

the highly religious) believe that especially 

Muslims will attain salvation. 37 percent � 

including 24 percent of the highly religious � 

reject this opinion, but Shiites (50 percent) 

more than Sunnis (31 percent).

Centrality of religiousness, by confessions and language groups

Berte l smann St i f tung
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is manager of Erlanger Zentrum Islam und Recht in Europa EZIRE 

at Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen (as of January 2009) 
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41 percent of all Muslims are not prepared to 

make major sacri�ces for their religion. 20 per-

cent have no �rm opinion on this question. 

33 percent of all Muslims are prepared to make 

a sacri�ce. As expected, this percentage is 

larger (50 percent) with the highly religious, 

but it should be noted that almost a quarter of 

them would not make a major sacri�ce for their 

religion. The number of Shiites (51 percent) 

and interview partners with an Iranian back-

ground (60 percent) who are not willing to 

make sacri�ces is signi�cantly above average. 

Older Muslims (especially those between 50 

and 59) are far more willing to make sacri�ces 

(43 percent) than the average.

52 percent of Muslims tend not to convert 

others to Islam, and 35 percent even reject 

doing so (this value increases signi�cantly 

with age). As expected, the percentage of 

highly religious Muslims who try to convert 

others is larger (44 percent). In accordance 

with their religious tradition, 78 percent of 

Alevis reject missionary work.

The dimension of public religious practice 

(importance of and participation in communal / 

Friday prayer) was also compiled in an inten-

sity index. Surprisingly, there is not much dif-

ference between the various age groups: 35 per-

cent of those above 60 take part in communal 

or Friday prayer at least one to three times a 

month, compared to the overall average of 

34 percent. However, the number of those who 

never participate increases with age (from 

34 percent of those between 18 and 29 to 

43 percent of those above 60). It is somewhat 

surprising that only 42 percent of the highly 

religious take part in communal or Friday 

prayer every week. As expected, the number 

of men (35 percent of all men) who take part 

in communal or Friday prayer every week is 

higher than that of women (10 percent of all 

women). 52 percent of women never take part 

in communal or Friday prayer. However, it 

must be pointed out that 52 percent of all Mus-

lims rarely or never take part in communal or 

Friday prayer. The fact that 68 percent of Shi-

ites rarely or never take part in communal or 

Friday prayer is probably because there are 

not many Shiite mosques, and they are distri-

buted unevenly. Considering the religious tra-

ditions of Alevis, it is not surprising that 77 per-

cent of them never take part in communal or 

Friday prayer.

Most Muslims did not only go to a single mos-

que last year: 14 percent of them went to two, 

9 percent went to three and 13 percent went 

to more than three. That means 36 percent 

went to at least two di�erent mosques, and 

29 percent always went to the same one. How-

ever, a signi�cantly higher number of highly 

religious Muslims go to several mosques: 

53 percent went to at least two di�erent ones 

and 23 percent even went to more than three.

If we look at private religious practice, a very 

strong prayer life becomes apparent: 39 per-

cent of all Muslims (61 percent of the highly 

religious) perform at least one of the �ve obli-

gatory prayers (salat) every day. And 28 per-

cent of all Muslims (44 percent of the highly 

religious) perform all �ve obligatory prayers. 

Far more Muslims with an Arab background 

(47 percent) pray �ve times a day than those 

with a Turkish background (26 percent). How-

ever, roughly 20 percent of Muslims do not per-

form the obligatory prayer. 

Even more Muslims partake in personal prayer 

(du�a): 60 percent (even 84 percent of the high-

ly religious) pray at least once a day. The fre-

quency of personal prayer increases with age. 

Only 8 percent of all Muslims never partake 

in personal prayer. Meditation, however, is vir-

tually irrelevant. Only relatively few (13 per-

cent) meditate at least once a day, but this 

value also increases with age. No mystical prac-

tices of Su�sm can be clearly ascertained. 

Therefore, future studies on Muslim religious-

ness should focus more on personal prayer 

and Su� practices.

Muslims of moderate or high religiousness
in Germany
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Almost all Muslims (at least 90 percent) con-

sider their own family with their children 

and spouse quite or very important; the same 

applies to education. Job and profession are a 

little less important (an average of 86 percent). 

On the other hand, the interest in politics is 

surprisingly low (only 37 percent of all Mus-

lims �nd politics quite or very important, but 

this value increases with age). As for the con-

sequences of religiousness, it is remarkable 

that there are di�erent orders of priority for 

religious rules: two thirds of all Muslims (the 

young more than the old) consider fasting 

during Ramadan, pilgrimage, giving alms 

(zakat), dietary rules or ritual purity laws 

quite or very important, but only 36 percent 

say the same about dress regulations. Even 

roughly 20 percent of non-religious Muslims 

consider dietary or purity laws quite or very 

important. Therefore, it is not surprising that 

a vast majority abstains from pork and alcohol. 

That indicates a cultural overlap of religious 

standards and practices. The majority (53 per-

cent) � more men (56 percent) than women 

(50 percent) � is not in favor of wearing a head-

scarf. That even includes 37 percent of the 

highly religious. Those below 40 are more in 

favor of wearing a headscarf, but the majority 

of those below 29 (52 percent) is against it. 

The e�ect of religiousness5 is strongest (quite / 

very) on how Muslims bring up their children 

(for 51 %), deal with nature (52 percent), illness 

(51 percent), personal crises (55 percent) or 

important family events (66 percent). Indepen-

dent of age, gender, migration background or 

denomination, religiousness is less in�uential 

in matters of sexuality (36 percent), job (25 per-

cent), partnership (45 percent), choice of a 

spouse (45 percent), leisure time (26 percent) 

and especially political views (only 16 percent!), 

but the more central religiousness is, the high-

er are the percentage numbers.

In summary, it can be said that the religious 

beliefs and practices of Muslims in Germany 

mainly depend on how central religiousness 

is in their lives. However, high centrality is 

not bound up with rigid dogmatism or funda-

mentalism: highly religious Muslims in Ger-

many are discerning and contemplative; their 

acceptance of religious pluralism is high, and 

they deal with religious consequences in every-

day life rather pragmatically. If the migration 

background and denomination are taken into 

consideration, the picture of Muslim religious-

ness in Germany becomes varied. Sunnis are 

often more religious than Shiites, and people 

with an Iranian or Bosnian background take a 

more detached stance to religion. In most cas-

es, there is not much di�erence between the 

age groups, but sometimes the young are more 

religious than the old. As in many other reli-

gions, women tend to be more religious than 

men, but do not participate in public or com-

munal aspects of Islam to the same extent as 

men.

1	 For an overview, see Thielmann, J.: Islam and 

Muslims in Germany: An Introductory Explora-

tion. In: Al-Harmarneh, A. and Thielmann, J. 

(ed.): Islam and Muslims in Germany. Leiden 

2008, p. 1�29.

2	 On the make-up and structuring principles of 

the Religion Monitor as well as its concepts, cf. 

the contribution by Stefan Huber in Bertels-

mann Stiftung (ed.): Religionsmonitor 2008. 

Gütersloh 2007, p. 19�29.

3	 These percentage numbers are based on weight-

ed data, i. e. the actual number of respondents 

were weighted, so they correspond with the 

distribution of the four groups in the Federal 

Republic of Germany.

4	 Unlike Sunnis, Shiites only recognize the cous-

in and son-in-law of the prophet, the Fourth 

Caliph Ali, and his descendants as legitimate 

leaders. Alevis are an independent religious 

group that reveres Ali, but has no consistent 

religious dogma and rejects the Five Pillars of 

Islam; it is disputed whether they belong to 

Islam. Cf. the relevant entries in Elger, R. (ed.): 

Kleines Islam-Lexikon. 5. aktualisierte und 

erweiterte Au�age. Munich 2008.

5	 Respondents who identi�ed themselves as �not 

religious at all� were excluded here.
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Statement by Professor Dr. Rita Süssmuth on 

the Signi�cance of Interreligious Dialogue

These latest results by the Religion Monitor debunk many clichØs. Basically, it has 

shown the central areas of religiosity to be di�erent than previously thought. What 

has previously been denoted as a rejection of religion or disinterest stems from emp-

ty churches. But in reality, people are much more religious than we think � and that 

applies throughout all age groups. People are still on that quest. People are still ask-

ing who steers their fate, whether there�s a God there for them, a higher being, and 

what signi�cance it has for their life.

When I saw the results on the religiosity of Muslims in Germany, six points that are 

extremely important for interreligious dialogue stayed with me: Firstly, up until now, 

we�ve viewed Muslim religiosity with a very political aspect although, in reality, poli-

tics and political views play a very minor role for Muslims. Secondly, religiosity plays 

a much stronger role in everyday situations and lives of Muslims, with varying empha-

ses of course, but it is therefore especially important for the existential aspects of 

life. The third point is that religious education is of high importance to Muslims, 

while on the other hand, there is no consistent instrumentalization of the professio-

nal �eld by religion � religion there plays a rather reserved role. The fourth point is 

that the religious �eld is made up of a high proportion of 18 to 29-year olds. That�s 

conspicuous throughout the entire complex of religious questions, so one cannot 

speak of people turning their backs on religion. The �fth point is that in spite of 

what we believe, great value is placed on education, and not only among men. And 

six: the study contradicts the prejudicial belief in Germany that Muslims have a lot 

of children. 56 percent, which constitutes the largest group, have between one and 

two children. Only 30 percent have three children.

Religiousness and  
Enlightenment Are Not  
Mutually Exclusive

What do all these conclusions mean for interreligious dialogue? That religiosity and 

enlightenment are not mutually exclusive at all, but rather that religiosity has far-

reaching signi�cance for all parts of society. That�s why it�s important for us to keep 

a �rm grip on interreligious dialogue and not to forget how the population that lives 

here thinks. We owe it to them. We have to work harder to dispel the usual prejudices 

with facts. In addition, the openness to other religions stands out. Exclusion can no 

longer be acceptable; we have to ask, �What connects us, what can we learn from 

one another?�

We often ask ourselves where these people get their strength. From joy, hope, grati-

tude! All of these things are central to their daily life. And then there is the high value 

that is placed on love. These things emphasised by the study must be made as clear 

as possible and passed on to the relevant people. For example, religion lessons should 

not be taken o� the syllabus. They should be included. And something that cannot 

be ignored in this survey and should be made clear is that religion is not against 

education. On the contrary � religion educates people. And on the basis of this new 

information, we should ask ourselves how the interreligious and intercultural dia-

logue that is being practiced in politics can be built on. Anyone who is ignorant of 

their own religion can neither understand anyone else�s nor defend their own.

Prof. Dr. Rita Süssmuth was the German Minister for Youth, Family, Women and Health 

from 1985 to 1988 and Speaker of the German Bundestag from 1988 to 1998. From 2002 

to 2004, she was the Chairwoman of the Sachverständigenrat für Zuwanderung und Inte-

gration [Board of Experts on Immigration and Integration in Germany].

�For example, religion lessons should not be taken off the 

syllabus. They should be included. And something that 

cannot be ignored in this survey and should be made clear 

is that religion is not against education. On the contrary 

� religion educates people.�
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The public and scienti�c interest in followers 

of Islam in Germany that started in the 1980s 

and has increased ever since, has led to a few 

very limited quantitative studies, but mainly 

to qualitative research focused on Muslims in 

this country. Often, the need for nationwide 

quantitative empirical surveys has been empha-

sized on various sides, in particular because 

numbers on minorities among the population 

play a major role in the development, shaping, 

and legitimation of political strategies. This 

study on Muslimas and Muslims in Germany 

di�ers from other parts of the Religion Moni-

tor with regard to its political impact, especial-

ly since surveys of this kind usually leave 

considerable scope for the most diverse inter-

pretations.

The following explanations refer to the infor-

mation concerning denominations polled in 

the Religion Monitor. The central question is 

whether there are di�erences in the core 

dimensions of religiousness that correlate 

with the a�liation of the interview partners 

with di�erent religious currents within Islam. 

In other words, this study aims to determine 

whether religious practice, theological beliefs, 

and the relevance of religion to everyday life 

are a function of Islamic subgroups. As we will 

see, denominations can hardly be separated 

from migration backgrounds, so the di�eren-

ces between the denominations cannot all be 

attributed to theological views and practice. 

The Religion Monitor compiles the self-assess-

ments and self-reports of the interview part-

ners. This form of quantitative study, however, 

does not clearly indicate the motivation behind 

the statements or the actions inquired about.

The Religion Monitor asked whether the inter-

view partners were Sunnis, Shiites or Alevis. 

Of the interviewed Muslimas and Muslims in 

Germany, 9 percent classi�ed themselves as 

Shiites, 65 percent as Sunnis and 8 percent 

as Alevis. A remarkable percentage (19 per-

cent) of all interview partners did not classify 

themselves with any of the denominations 

listed, but answered �other denomination� 

(11 percent) or �don�t know/no answer� (8 per-

cent). More than a third (36 percent) of the 

Bosnian interview partners, but only 13 per-

cent of those of Iranian origin did not classify 

themselves with any of the denominations. 

Although�or perhaps because�the concept of 

a duality between Shia Islam and Sunni Islam 

dominates the academic and political discourse 

on Islam, the discourse is thwarted by a pola-

rization of counteracting movements within 

Islam.

Similar di�erences in the identi�cation with 

Islamic denominations were ascertained in 

the Religion Monitor surveys in several coun-

tries with a signi�cant Muslim population.1 

The self-identi�cation as a Sunni or Shiite only 

played a role in countries where this classi�-

cation was connected to political mobilization 

in sociopolitical con�icts. The answers of Mus-

limas and Muslims in countries in Asia and 

Africa revealed a di�erent degree of awareness 

as well as religious and cultural relevance of 

denominational a�liation.

The high number of those who say they belong 

to other denominations points to further con-

nections on a religious level; that might be 

mystic movements, Islamic schools of juris-

prudence, or transnational networks and reli-

gious groups that have acquired global signi-

�cance over the past decades. As for Germany, 

it can therefore be ascertained that the signi-

�cance of the polarization between Sunnis and 

Shiites or the a�liation with Islamic denomi-

nations is more limited or complex than gene-

rally believed.

The correlations between the migration back-

ground and the denomination of the inter-

viewed Muslims in Germany are worth fur-

ther examination. They echo the regional dis-

tribution of Islamic denominations in the coun-

tries of emigration. 68 percent of the people 

of Turkish origin, 65 percent of the interview 

partners with an Arab background, and 51 per-

cent of the Bosnian interview partners are 

Sunnis. More than half (57 percent) of the 

interview partners from Iran are Shiites. Some 

interview partners with a Bosnian or Arab 

background said they were Alevis, but the 

absolute majority of Alevis have a Turkish 

background. A total of 9 percent of the inter-

view partners of Turkish origin in Germany, 

but only 3 percent of the interview partners 

in Turkey professed Alevism. In all probabil-

Sunnis and Shiites  
in Germany
A Brief Analysis of the Results of the Study  

by the Bertelsmann Stiftung

by Prof. Dr. Peter Heine and Riem Spielhaus

is professor at the philosophical faculty and chairman of the 

examining board of the institute of Asian and African studies, 

both at Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin. His main research areas 

include Islam in Germany and the Sunni-Shiite con�ict.

is an Islamic scholar at Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin. The orga-

nizational forms and religious practices of Muslims in Germany 

are her main research area. As a scienti�c expert, she is a mem-

ber of the discussion group of the Deutsche Islamkonferenz. 
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ity, that cannot be put down to methodical 

weaknesses of the survey (e. g. concerning 

the dispersion of the survey participants, or 

selective readiness of certain groups to par-

ticipate) alone.

These deviations can be interpreted as a con-

�rmation of qualitative surveys which reveal 

that the religious minority with a Turkish ori-

gin in Germany has, on the one hand, a greater 

feeling of security and religious freedom com-

pared to people in Turkey, and on the other 

hand, stronger group identi�cation in their 

double minority position as migrants. Anoth-

er explanation might be that members of mino-

rities were more ready to emigrate and took 

the chance to leave Turkey when foreign wor-

kers were recruited. Moreover, there were 

many Alevis among the political refugees who 

sought protection in Germany in the 1980s. 

The remarkably high percentage (29 percent) 

of the interview partners with an Iranian back-

ground who classify themselves as Sunnis can 

be explained similarly. According to o�cial 

�gures, less than 10 percent of the population 

in Iran is Sunni. Here, it is again likely that 

more Iranians who belong to a religious mino-

rity went abroad. With regard to the centrality 

of religiousness, which will be dealt with in 

the next section, it is also relevant that, at least 

for some of the interview partners from certain 

countries (e. g. Iran and Turkey), the motiva-

tion behind the emigration was the quest for 

more religious freedom. They either wanted 

the freedom to pursue a di�erent religious 

practice, or no religion at all.

Based on the answers to the questions concer-

ning the �ve dimensions of religiousness � 

religious re�exivity, faith, communal religious 

practice (congregational prayer), private reli-

gious practice (prayer) and experience of God 

� the Religion Monitor makes it possible to 

assign the interview partners to one of three 

categories regarding the centrality of religious-

ness (non-religious, religious and highly reli-

gious).

Based on the classi�cation according to items, 

Alevis have the highest percentage of non-

religious interview partners (21 percent), fol-

lowed by Shiites (9 percent) and only 2 per-

cent with Sunnis. Whereas the latter have the 

highest number of highly religious (47 per-

cent), around four times more than the Alevis 

(12 percent). The Shiite interview partners are 

roughly in the middle with 29 percent highly 

religious members. Almost two thirds of the 

Alevis (65 percent) and only four percent less 

Shiites (61 percent) can be classi�ed as reli-

gious. However, that does not mean that deno-

minations themselves determine the centrali-

ty of religion. Especially here, the correlations 

between centrality of religiousness, migration 

background and denomination must be taken 

into account. More than half of the interview 

partners of Iranian origin are Shiites, and the 

percentage of Iranians among the Shiites is 

also high. Hence, it cannot clearly be said 

which in�uencing factors are stronger: migra-

tion motivation, ethnicity or denomination.

A large majority of the polled Muslims in Ger-

many can be classi�ed as religious or very reli-

gious (90 percent). However, far less (66.5 per-

cent) engage in a communal religious prac-

tice with medium or high intensity. On the 

other hand, private religious practice in the 

form of daily prayer is quite common. A third 

of all interview partners pray at least 2�4 times 

a day, and 28 percent say they perform all �ve 

obligatory prayers.

Denomination within Islam
Which denomination do you belong to? Are you...?

centrality of religiousnessmigration background

basis (=100%)

Shiite

Sunni

Alevi

or do you belong
to another
denomination?
Don‘t know,
no answer

total
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Two thirds of the Shiites (65 percent) and Sun-

nis (73 percent) respectively, but not even one 

third of the interviewed Alevis (27 percent) 

answer the question whether they were 

brought up religiously in the a�rmative. 

Here, a strong connection between the denomi-

nation and the perception of one�s own upbrin-

ging can be made out. In this context, it is 

remarkable that a correlation between upbrin-

ging and centrality of religiousness can also 

be established. While 81 percent of the high-

ly religious had a religious upbringing, 79 per-

cent of the non-religious say they did not.

The set of questions concerning religious 

duties in Islam included in the survey is inte-

resting from the perspective of Islamic studies. 

For the majority of the interview partners, 

giving alms is most important of all, even if 

only half as many Alevis (36 percent) as Sun-

nis (81%) consider it very or quite important 

to pay zakat. Among the Shiites, 62 percent 

answered this way. The synonymous command-

ments of fasting during Ramadan and purity 

rules rank second among the religious duties 

for Sunnis and Shiites alike. The pilgrimage 

to Mecca and the adherence to dietary rules 

rank third and are of equal importance to the 

Sunni and Shiite interview partners. Sunnis 

and Shiites consider dress regulations least 

important among the religious commandments. 

Only 40 percent of the Sunnis, 28 percent of 

the Shiites and 26 percent of the Alevis said 

they were quite or very important to them. 

However, the views on dress rules vary, as 

the answers to the question concerning the 

compulsory headscarf show. A third of the 

Sunnis, a quarter of the Shiites and six per-

cent of the Alevis think a Muslima should wear 

a headscarf. In the eyes of the Alevi interview 

partners, the commandments had a di�erent 

order of importance than in those of the Shi-

ites and Sunnis: following zakat, the purity 

rules are most important to them; third come 

the dietary commandments followed by dress 

rules and fasting during Ramadan. The pilgrim-

age to Mecca ranks �fth. Still, 40 percent of 

the Alevis want to go on a pilgrimage to Mecca 

once in their life. Thus, Shiites and Sunnis 

have similar priorities regarding the impor-

tance of commandments, but Sunnis consider 

each of them more important than the Shiite 

interview partners. Alevis di�er by assigning 

less importance to the commandments and 

by setting di�erent priorities.

Personal prayer plays an important role in 

the religious practice of half of the Alevi and 

Shiite interview partners and two thirds of the 

Sunni interview partners. Only half of them 

or even less consider congregational prayer 

very important. Merely ten percent of the Ale-

vis display a high, and another ten percent 

display a medium level of communal religious 

practice. As far as Alevi interview partners 

are concerned, di�erences in the religious 

practice of the denomination were hardly 

taken into account in the questions, so the 

degree to which the answers mirror the reli-

gious practice cannot be determined.2 But 

the signi�cance of the di�erences makes it 

seem likely that personal practice plays a far 

greater role than communal religious prac-

tice, and Sunnis again display signi�cantly 

more intensity here than Shiites and Alevis.

There is less di�erence between the answers 

of Shiites, Sunnis and Alevis to questions con-

cerning the consumption of alcohol or pork 

(independent of the intensity of their faith). 

Half of the Alevis say they rarely or never 

drink alcohol, and less than ten percent of the 

Shiites and Alevis often drink alcohol. That 

applies to less than �ve percent of the Sunnis. 

Importance of religious rules and rituals, by confessions
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Double as many Shiites as Sunnis, and four 

times as many Alevis as Sunnis occasionally 

drink alcohol. The majority of the interview 

partners of all denominations do not eat pork. 

However, ten percent of Shiites and Alevis 

respectively, but only one percent of Sunnis 

often or very often eat pork.

All things considered, it can be ascertained 

that the awareness of belonging to Islam strong-

ly in�uences very personal aspects in the lives 

of Muslims (upbringing, marriage, family, 

relationship to nature, reaction to personal 

crises and changes), whereas working life, 

leisure time and political views are less a�ec-

ted by religion. However, di�erences can be 

made out between the members of di�erent 

denominations. The number of Shiite interview 

partners who assign a high or very high rele-

vance to religion in the spheres of life inquired 

about is always a few percent lower than that 

of the Sunni interview partners. The Alevi 

interview partners di�er far more. All in all, 

religion is highly relevant for the general life-

style of Sunnis (except for job, leisure time 

and political views). That applies to a lower, 

but still predominant percentage of the Shiite 

interview partners. The majority of Alevis rate 

the in�uence of their religion on their lifestyle 

as low.

The vast majority of the interview partners in 

all denominations consider family and children 

quite or very important. In conformity with 

the statements on religious practice and reli-

gious re�exivity, more than half of the Sunnis 

and one third of the Shiites say that religion is 

very important to them. For only 13 percent 

of the Alevis, religion plays a very important 

role, and this self-assessment also corresponds 

with the other data collected in the survey. 

The sphere of politics, however, is important 

to a larger number of Alevis. Ten percent 

more Alevi interview partners (30 percent) 

than Shiites and Sunnis (20 percent) say that 

politics are very important to them.

In summary, it can be said that the main di�e-

rences between Shiites and Sunnis concern the 

intensity and centrality of religiousness. That 

is con�rmed by a comparison with a third deno-

mination, the Alevis. The analysis of denomi-

nations and migration backgrounds in the Reli-

gion Monitor also shows a disproportionate dis-

tribution of religious groups in relation to the 

distribution in the countries of origin. Quanti-

tatively, it can be shown here that minorities 

within Islam (e. g. Sunnis of Iranian origin) 

account for a higher percentage of Muslims 

in Germany than in their countries of origin.

1	 See comparative evaluation of the Religion 

Monitor on Indonesia, Israel, Morocco, Nigeria, 

and Turkey. Three quarters of the interview 

partners in Nigeria and almost two thirds of 

the interview partners in Indonesia said they 

belonged to a denomination other than those 

listed.

2	 The questions concerning fasting and mosque 

attendance do not take the special characteris-

tics of Alevism into account. Alevis follow other 

fasting rules than Sunnis and Shiites, and they 

call their prayer room �cemevi� instead of �mos-

que�. For instance, it remains unclear whether 

the interview partners took �mosque� as a syn-

onym for �cemevi� or did not answer the ques-

tion in the a�rmative although they regularly 

attend cemevis and other Alevi community 

centers.

PP PrayPP Pray

Public and private practice (prayer), by confessions
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The Bertelsmann Stiftung�s Religion Monitor 

on Muslims in Germany is the �rst study that 

supplies quantitative data on Alevis in Germa-

ny. Alevis are a religious cultural minority that 

has only recently been the focus of scienti�c 

and � albeit less � public attention. Starting 

in the 13th century, a period of social upheav-

als in Anatolia, Alevism developed from politi-

cal-religious protest movements. It incorpora-

tes elements of Shia Islam and Su� teachings, 

but presumably also pre-Islamic Shamanism 

and Christian thought. Alevis � then called 

K�z�lba� (redheads) � were regarded as hetero-

dox apostates and, at times, severely persecu-

ted by Sunni Islam which was dominant in the 

Ottoman Empire. Most of them retreated to 

hardly accessible mountainous regions and 

did not disclose their religious identity. Only 

in the past few decades has this practice of 

takiya, hiding one�s religious a�liation, large-

ly been given up. Even today, Alevis are not 

recognized as a religious community in Turkey. 

Alevi rituals were long forbidden. To a certain 

extent, stigmatizing prejudices are still main-

tained against Alevis today. Social change in 

Turkey, especially the domestic migration to 

large cities, has dissolved the traditional social 

organization of Alevis for the most part. A few 

decades ago, Alevism has started to re-institu-

tionalize in the form of associations. 

Alevis have been immigrating to Germany 

since the mid 1960s as workers, like other 

people from Turkey. The actual number of 

Alevis in Turkey and Germany is unknown, 

because censuses do not cover a�liation to 

Alevism in either of the two countries. Accor-

ding to estimates, there are between 300,000 

and 700,000 Alevis in Germany. 

In Germany, too, Alevis initially practiced 

takiya. Along with the development in Turkey 

� and closely connected to it�an Alevi move-

ment developed in Germany in the 1980s with 

numerous new associations. Today, there are 

approximately 150 Alevi associations in Ger-

many, and more than two thirds of them are 

consolidated in the parent organization Aleviti-

sche Gemeinde Deutschland based in Cologne. 

In general, religion plays a rather subordinate 

role in the lives of Alevis. Alevis are strongly 

secularized. In the seventies and eighties, Ale-

vis were signi�cantly in�uenced by left-wing 

views, so many of them no longer interpreted 

Alevism as a �religion�, but a (non-religious) 

�culture�. Alevi beliefs and religious practices 

are radically di�erent from those of orthodox 

Islam, be it Sunni or Shia. Like Shiites, Alevis 

also revere the family of the prophet and the 

Twelve Imams, but they reject sharia and con-

sider most of the ��ve pillars� of Islam non-

binding. Fasting during Ramadan, Islamic 

prayer, and pilgrimage to Mecca are of no 

importance to them. Alevi beliefs center on 

notions of the unity of God and creation. Ale-

vism is a deeply undogmatic religion. There 

is no central authority that would determine 

dogmas or issue binding interpretations. Texts 

hardly play a role because Alevi thought has 

been handed down orally, so various regional 

di�erences have developed. Instead of praying 

�ve times a day, as prescribed by Islam, Ale-

vis are supposed to meet once a year for a com-

munal ritual called cem. Cem is a kind of anti-

thesis to the obligatory Islamic prayer: women 

and men take part together, music and ritual 

dance (semah) play a core role and the rite is 

concluded by a joint meal. 

Much of the Religion Monitor data con�rms the 

image of a strongly secularized community for 

which religion does not play a major role. Accor-

ding to the results of the study, Alevis do not 

re�ect religious issues as often as members 

of the other polled denominations, for instance. 

The vast majority of Alevis said they were not 

brought up religiously (71 percent), they rarely 

or never read religious books (70 percent) and 

hardly abide by religious commandments in 

their everyday lives (59 percent). Only few 

Alevis (7 percent) believe that their religion is 

more in the right than others when it comes to 

important issues, and only 13 percent classify 

themselves as quite or very religious. Accord-

ing to the summarized index of the Religion 

Monitor on the centrality of religion, 21 per-

cent of Alevis are not religious at all, 65 per-

cent are religious to a medium degree, and 
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only 12 percent can be considered highly reli-

gious. The index on public religious practice 

conveys a similar picture: 75 percent of Alevis 

are rated low (practice is of little importance), 

13 percent as medium and only 9 percent as 

high. In all these numbers, Alevis signi�cant-

ly di�er from Sunnis and (albeit less) Shiites, 

for whom religion is far more important. It also 

becomes clear that Alevism is not a missionary 

religion: only 9 percent of the interviewed Ale-

vis try to convert others to their religion, com-

pared to 23 percent of Shiites and 31 percent 

of Sunnis. Hence, the broad trend of the data 

con�rms what qualitative studies on Alevis in 

Germany have already established. 

Still, there are some surprising deviations from 

this general picture that, from my point of view, 

call for explanations. For instance, 26 percent 

of Alevis consider dress regulations important1 

� but there are no speci�c dress regulations in 

Alevism beyond what is considered appropriate 

by regular European standards. 24 percent of 

Alevis consider fasting during Ramadan impor-

tant, although it is not a religious command-

ment in Alevism. And an equally surprising 

17 percent of Alevis say pilgrimage to Mecca 

is important to them. For 15 percent, partici-

pation in communal prayer / Friday prayer is 

generally important, and for 19 percent Mus-

lim obligatory prayer is signi�cant. 5 percent 

said they actually participate in communal 

prayer, and 2 percent claimed to pray �ve 

times a day. According to the survey, 5 per-

cent of Alevis even said women should wear a 

headscarf, although Alevis always refer to the 

rejection of the headscarf�and the irrelevance 

of the pilgrimage, fasting during Ramadan and 

Muslim prayer�as a main di�erence to Sunni 

Islam. 

The relatively signi�cant percentage of devia-

tions from the general picture of Alevism con-

tradicts my experience gathered over years of 

research on Alevis in Germany.

Of course, there are always religious �eccen-

trics� who do not act and think like most of 

their co-religionists, and there are surely Alevis 

who fast during Ramadan or want to go on a 

pilgrimage to Mecca. A certain feeling of uncer-

tainty vis-à-vis the massive pressure some-

times exerted by Sunni Islam � Alevi organi-

zations always complain about Sunni assimi-

lation attempts � might also play a role. And 

there are also Alevis who have converted to 

Sunni Islam, or whose forefathers have conver-

ted, but still call themselves Alevis. But that 

surely does not explain why almost a quarter 

of the interviewed persons who identi�ed them-

selves as Alevis consider fasting during Rama-

dan important. 

What other explanations are there? First, it 

should be clari�ed what the survey means by 

the terms �Alevis� and �Alevism�. The initially 

described Anatolian Alevis who have emigrat-

ed from Turkey form by far the largest group 

of people called �Aleviten� in Germany. But 

there are other traditions and groups that use 

the same term. In Syria, for instance, there is 

the community of Alawites, and the name of 

the current Moroccan royal family is �Alaouite 

Dynasty�. The spelling is not the same, but the 

slightly di�erent name is not noticed during 

an oral/phone interview. The Syrian president 

belongs to the Syrian Alawites, also referred 

to as Nusayr�s. Their religious views di�er 

radically from those of Anatolian Alevism. The 

Syrian Alawites practice religious secrecy; only 

the initiated have access to their occult doctri-

ne, and little of it is publicly known. In addi-

tion to their speci�c rites, Alawites also prac-

tice the �regular� Muslim rites such as the obli-

gatory prayer and fasting during Ramadan, 

unlike the Alevis. There are, in fact, Alawites 

from Syria in Germany, most of whom emigra-

ted to the former GDR. 

Centrality of religiousness and core dimensions
with Alevis
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Indeed, the category �Alevis� in the Religion 

Monitor is heterogeneous, as far as the migra-

tion background is concerned: only an estima-

ted 90 percent of the interview partners are 

from Turkey. Others who also call themselves 

�Alevis� have stated a Bosnian, Iranian or �Arab� 

background.2 There is also an Alawite minori-

ty that follows Syrian traditions in the Hatay 

Province, in the border area between Turkey 

and Syria. 

Still, the roughly ten percent of Alawites who 

are not from Turkey cannot explain why almost 

a quarter of Alevis consider fasting during 

Ramadan important. There are bound to be 

some Anatolian Alevis in this quarter. 

The Anatolian Alevis (to cut things short, I will 

hereinafter simply refer to them as �Alevis� 

again) have their own fasting period, not in the 

Islamic month of Ramadan, but in the month 

of Muharram. The Muharram fasting, which 

is also important to Shiites, commemorates 

the martyrdom of Imam Hussain and his com-

panions in the year 680 at Karbala. It is very 

di�erent from the fasting during Ramadan: 

Alevis observe a fast for only twelve days, and 

they do not abstain from food and drink from 

sunrise to sunset, but only avoid certain dishes. 

However, only very few Alevis practice this 

fasting strictly. Most of them make do with a 

few days of abstinence, if at all.

During interviews, Alevis implicitly assume 

that the interviewer is not familiar with Ale-

vism, as I know from my own research expe-

rience. They often answer �Sunni� questions in 

an �Alevi� manner. Hence, it is well possible 

that Alevis think of Muharram fasting when 

asked about Ramadan fasting, because Rama-

dan does not count for them anyway. A similar 

mechanism might account for some of the ans-

wers that refer to communal prayer / Friday 

prayer as being important. The questionnaire 

asked about �communal prayer or Friday 

prayer�, but Alevis might very well have cem 

in mind when they hear �communal prayer� 

and answer accordingly. 

The low percentage of Alevis among the inter-

view partners from Turkey is also surprising: 

only about 9 percent of the interview partners 

with a Turkish background identi�ed them-

selves as Alevis. The strati�ed random sample 

was only based on a small number of interview 

partners and is therefore subject to statistical 

chance and cannot be taken as a basis for pro-

jecting the number of Alevis in Germany, but 

the signi�cant deviation from the usual esti-

mates still calls for an explanation. Perhaps 

takiya, hiding one�s religious a�liation, still 

retains some importance and the Alevi inter-

view partners did not all identify themselves 

as such. However, it is more signi�cant that 

the survey procedure probably systematically 

sorted out part of the Alevis, because a�lia-

tion to Islam was referred to in the �rst step, 

and a�liation to Alevism in the second. The 

survey � in particular the questionnaire � was 

based on the clear assumption that Alevism is 

part of Islam. But that is hotly disputed among 

Alevis in Germany, especially nowadays. Par-

ticularly the parent organization Alevitische 

Gemeinde Deutschland regards Alevism as 

an independent religion that does not belong 

to Islam. That can be explained by the fact 

that the historical relations between Alevism 

and �orthodox� Islam (for centuries, Alevis were 

not acknowledged as Muslims anyway) have 

always been charged with tension, and the 

currently prevailing image of Islam is extreme-

ly negative. Not all Alevis think Alevism does 

not belong to Islam (in a survey I conducted 

some years ago among members of Alevi asso-

ciations in Hamburg, 37 percent were of this 

opinion), but those who do are usually strong-

ly convinced and defend their position vehe-

mently. It is very likely that many of Alevis 

who think this way did not classify themselves 

as Muslims and therefore dropped out of the 

survey.3 That reduces the number of Alevis 

who are very critical towards Islamic practices 

(Ramadan, obligatory prayer etc.) in the survey. 

Since especially the associations that belong 

to the Alevi community think Alevism is not 

part of Islam (and even they do not all agree), 

it would be interesting to �nd out whether 

membership in an association a�ects the ans-

wers concerning Ramadan, obligatory prayer, 

pilgrimage etc. But the strati�ed random 

sample of Alevis is very small, and such a 

correlation would not be statistically convinc-

ing, so this question was not evaluated. 

The study has produced very interesting data. 

However, these data do not necessarily convey 

a thoroughly realistic picture of the views and 

practices of (Anatolian) Alevis in Germany. 

1	 To simplify matters, I have summarized the 

two categories �quite important� and �very 

important� in the survey as �important�.

2	 A number of Afghan interview partners were 

probably also included in the �Arab origin� group, 

because there is no category of �others� regard-

ing the migration background.

3	 The randomly selected participants in the study 

were asked whether they belong to Christianity, 

Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, another 

religious community or none at all. The inter-

view was only continued with those who pro-

fessed Islam in this question.
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Did any of the results surprize you?

No, the high levels of religiosity didn�t surprize me 

because throughout history, Muslims have always been 

very religious and since the 1970s, there has been a 

re-Islamization of Islamic countries, which of course 

has political reasons. The high levels of religiosity 

can also be explained by the migration of Muslims to 

Germany and the resulting diaspora situation. In addi-

tion, you have of course the worldwide boom of inter-

est in religion generally.

Why is faith �fashionable� again?

Firstly, religiosity was gauged for a long time by 

whether a person belonged to a church or other reli-

gious institution. But we�ve come to see, with the help 

of the Religion Monitor among others, that religion is 

more than that. It has to do with culture, tradition and 

upbringing. In times of globalization, people seek some-
thing with more meaning because material things 

alone aren�t enough.

What does that mean for the high religiosity of 

Turkish-speaking Muslims?

When they come to Germany, they suddenly �nd them-

selves in an alien environment. The intellectual lug-

gage they carry is their language, tradition and the 

Islamic religion. It�s a cultural system of values that 

they cling to and orient themselves by until they �nd 

their way. Religion gives a person their identity and 

shapes their life.

What role does it play in integration?

The results of the Religion Monitor show that openness 

to other religions is very high. I think that religions �

when they�re understood and practiced correctly � 

can become the cement of society. Religion has an 

integrating function, but only when the majority in 

society accepts Muslims and their culture and sys-

tem of values.

And do they?

To be frank, the majority in society does not have a 

good knowledge of Islam. By the same token, Muslims 

know too little about German society, their culture and 

history. That is only changing slowly.

What problems does that cause?

One problem is that those Muslims educated here 

aren�t accepted on the labor market despite a very 

good education. So gradually, the academic elite 

returns to their native country. There are problems 

with those that stay behind because there are no more 

multiplicators and mediators. That is why German 

society must open up and allow Muslims to carry 

responsibility. It�s only when you carry responsibility 

that you are part of a society.

Interviews

Interview with Prof. Dr. Abdullah Takim on the results of the Turkish-speaking group

Professor Dr. Abdullah Takim was born in Istanbul in 1972. He took oriental studies, Islamic studies 

and philosophy at Bochum and has been a guest lecturer for Islamic religion in Frankfurt am Main 

since 2007.

Do the facts that have emerged from the Religion 

Monitor shed light on any solutions?

The survey has created a better foundation for determi-

ning whether a problem has to do with religion, tradi-

tion or the social situation in Germany.

What kind of concrete solutions do you envisage?

It could help solve problems in the health sector. The 

poll shows that Muslims are very religious. If these 

sensitivities were recognized by hospitals for example 

with the establishment of a mosque, then Muslims 

would feel accepted by German society. This accep-

tance would help doctors and patients to work better 

together. It would show that patient treatment that is 

sensitive to religion was of importance.
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