Basic Religious Practices of
Worldwide Muslims
More Cultural Research from Steve Cable
Between October 2011 and November 2012, Pew Research Center
conducted a major survey of Muslims involving more than 30,000
face-to-face interviews in 26 countries across North Africa,
Asia, the Middle East and Eastern Europe. Since Probe has been
evaluating similar surveys about the beliefs and practices of
Christians and other faiths in America, we wanted to analyze
the data in this large survey to see how the beliefs and
practices of Muslims in the eastern hemisphere relate to
Christians in America. We also wanted to see how Muslim
beliefs and practices varied across different regions. To do
this, we divided the data into five geographic regions: North
Africa, Middle East, Europe, the ‘Stans (e.g. Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan), and South Asia.
To evaluate the religious practices of Muslims,
a reasonable place to start would be the Five
Pillars of Islam. “Muslims hope that by
completing these duties of Islam, Allah will
favor them and grant them entrance into
heaven.”{1} In other words, performing these
duties are necessary but not sufficient to gain
the reward of eternal life in heaven. These
five pillars are:
1. Declaring “There is no god but Allah and Muhammad is His
prophet.”
2. Praying five times each day in Arabic quoting from the
Qur’an
3. Fasting during daylight hours of the month of Ramadan
4. Giving 2.5% of their income for the poor and for the cause
of Islam

5. Completing the hajj, a ritual pilgrimage to Mecca
Because the hajj is a once in a lifetime event and according
to the survey data is most likely to occur after the age of 60
(if at all), only the first four pillars are considered in our
analysis. The results divided into age groups and regions of
the world are as follows:
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18 – 29

49%
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30 plus

58%

57%

16%

17%

60%

As shown, the geographical groups vary significantly. The
composite of all those surveyed is 40% of the respondents
claim to practice these four pillars. While not miniscule,
this does indicate that the vast majority of those who claim
to be Muslim are not seriously attempting to gain favor with
Allah by adhering to these four key pillars of the faith.
One startling thing we note from this table is that the
Eastern European (e.g. Russia, Bosnia, Turkey) Muslims and
those from the ‘Stans do not practice the four pillars to the
same degree as other areas surveyed. In those areas, less than
1 in 7 practice the four pillars, while in the other areas it
is more than half of the people. In general, Eastern European
Muslims and those in the ‘Stans do not practice the four
pillars, much less the five pillars, of Islam. Given this, one
may argue that the Islam practiced in these parts of the world
is not Islam at all, but rather another religion with a
historical name, Islam, which may at some point in the past
been the dominant religion.
The second fact that stands out in the table is the difference
in practice versus age. From our earlier blog post on
religious beliefs, the results showed very little difference

between those ages 18 – 29 and the rest of the respondents,
but this is not the case for religious practice. In Eastern
Europe and the ‘Stans those over the age of 30 are more than
50% more likely to practice the four pillars than are those
aged 18 to 29. In the other areas of North Africa, the Middle
East, and South Asia, the older adults are 18% to 37% more
likely to practice the key pillars of Islam. In fact, if we
compare those ages 18 to 29 with those 60 and older these
ratios grow to more than 150% and 31% to 50% respectively.
It appears that the younger adults are not as committed to
carrying out these practices as their elders. We can only
speculate on whether this difference will diminish as they get
older. This difference may in fact shrink over time because,
as noted earlier, there is virtually no difference in the
percent of young adults and the percent of older adults who
profess a Muslim worldview.
The results found for this aspect of religious practice are
generally consistent with those reported for religious beliefs
(i.e., a Muslim worldview). We find the majority of those who
claim to be Muslim to NOT hold a Muslim worldview and do not
practice the five pillars of Islam. In our next post, we will
compare Muslim religious practice with Christian religious
practice in the United States.
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