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Unpacking the nexus of Islamic
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individual liberties and gender equality:
a person-centered analysis among
Dutch Muslims
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Public discourses frequently portray religiosity as a problem for the emancipation of women
and sexual minorities, and in Europe, Muslims are particularly singled out as threatening
liberal values. Empirical studies indeed often document negative associations between Muslims’
religiosity and attitudes such as support for gender equality and acceptance of homosexuality.
However, research so far mainly applied variable-centered analyses which neglect that there
might be different ways in which Muslim minority members combine their religiosity and
attitudes towards individual (sexual) liberties and gender equality. To provide a more differenti-
ated understanding of these complex associations, we conduct a person-centered analysis and
identify different subgroups in the Turkish- and Moroccan-origin oversample of the Netherlands
Longitudinal Lifecourse Study (NELLS 2011, N = 1829). Two subgroups confirm findings from
variable-centered approaches: we find a profile that combines high levels of religiosity with low
acceptance of sexual liberalism, and one with the opposite pattern of low religiosity but high
levels of acceptance of sexual liberalism and gender equality. A sizable additional subgroup
combines high levels of religiosity with acceptance of homosexuality, and to a lesser extent
divorce and chosen childlessness. Our findings suggest that the acceptance of homosexuality
is particularly relevant in differentiating between subgroups of Muslims, whereas attitudes
towards gender equality do not differ remarkably between profiles. In conclusion, liberal
attitudes are complexly related to religiosity, warning against over-simplified interpretations of
religion as generally threatening progressive values or the emancipation of minoritized groups
on the basis of gender or sexuality.
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Introduction
Public opinion on the issues of migration, gender, and sexuality is increasingly polarized in today’s
societies. Explicitly Islamophobic positions have attracted large voter shares in elections across
Europe; the most recent (2023) parliamentary election in the Netherlands with one in four votes
cast for a party that has championed anti-Islamic rhetoric (e.g., Kešić and Duyvendak 2019) is
a case in point. To justify their exclusionary agenda, anti-Muslim pundits frequently mobilize
discourses of threats to gender equality, sexual liberalism and the rights of sexual minorities
(e.g., Bracke 2012). Indeed, survey-based research finds higher average levels of religiosity and
greater conservatism among European Muslims (e.g., Eskelinen and Verkuyten 2018), and points
to elevated levels of religiosity as main explanation for Muslims’ conservatism (e.g., Berggren,
Ljunge and Nilsson 2019).

Against the background of these politicized debates and the stigmatization of Muslims in
European societies (FRA 2017), scholars have cautioned against an undifferentiated analysis of
Muslims’ attitudes and levels of religiosity as this may reinforce the representation of Muslims
as a monolithic entity defined completely by their religious affiliation—what Statham (2024)
recently described as the “Muslimification of Muslims”. One strategy to counter this problematic
trend is to explicitly examine heterogeneity within Muslim populations, particularly with regard
to how levels of religiosity and specific attitudes towards sexual liberties and gender equality
go together. This study therefore takes a person-centered approach (i.e., Latent Profile Analysis
[LPA]) to identify distinct subgroups among Muslims defined by their religious identification,
participation in religious worship and dietary practices, and their acceptance of a range of
personal and sexual liberties and gender equality, with Turkish- and Moroccan-Dutch minorities
who self-identify or were raised as Muslims as our test case. We ask whether all Muslims combine
high levels of religiosity with conservative attitudes, or low religiosity with liberal attitudes, or
whether other combinations can be identified that complicate the assumption of a linear negative
relationship between Islamic religiosity and liberal attitudes. After identifying distinct subgroups
of Muslims, we further describe them in terms of their socio-demographic and socio-cultural
characteristics in order to situate different positions in the social space of Dutch society as the
context under study.

Shifting the analytical focus from average associations—typical for variable-centered
approaches—to differential patterns of associations in distinct subgroups of Muslims serves two
purposes. The first is to provide a more nuanced description of different ways in which religiosity
and attitudes can go together, taking the multiple dimensions of religiosity and attitudes into
account. Documenting meaningful and substantial within-group variation in the nexus of
religiosity and attitudes already falsifies simplistic accounts that essentialize Muslims based
on their religious affiliation, and from that infer a specific (presumably high) level of religious
involvement as well as particular attitudes (conservative when it comes to gender relations and
sexual liberties). The second purpose is to provide a closer examination of the socio-demographic
and socio-cultural characteristics of Muslim subgroups characterized by different combinations
of religiosity and attitudes. This additionally allows theorizing how such variation might come
about—although we should add immediately that our data do not allow us to examine the
processes through which individual Muslims come to hold specific attitudinal positions and
engagements with their religion.

Our person-centered approach to the study of Muslims’ religiosity and attitudes towards sexual
liberties and gender relations also answers to Monk’s (2022) call to direct research attention to the
importance of variation within categories and a differentiated analysis of the cues of categories
in creating distinct outcomes. In the case of Muslim minorities, the defining characteristic of
the category is their religious affiliation, and specific aspects of religiosity, such as mosque
visits or participation in Ramadan, can be considered as cues (though even the most extensive
coverage of different aspects of religiosity will not be exhaustive in covering the intricacies of
the multidimensional concept of religion; cf. Glock and Stark 1965). Similar to approaching race
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as a “bundle of sticks” (Sen and Wasow 2016), we consider distinct indicators of religiosity in a
flexible and inductive person-centered analysis, which allows us to examine whether different
aspects of religiosity relate to the attitudes we consider in similar ways, or whether some are
more consequential for patterns of attitudes than others. Previous person-centered analyses of
Muslims’ religiosity indicated that different aspects of religiosity do not necessarily co-occur,
typically identifying subgroups of Muslims with high levels of religious identification, but low
engagement in religious practices, or selective engagement in some (e.g., dietary) but not others
(e.g., service attendance and prayer), in addition to a subgroup that scores high on all measures
of religiosity (Phalet, Fleischmann and Stojcic 2012).

Our person-centered approach thus aligns with Monk’s (2022) suggestion for empirical strate-
gies that can uncover heterogeneity within groups and identify those aspects of Muslims’
religiosity that go together with specific attitudes in the domain of gender relations and sexual
liberties. By comparing subgroups thus identified in their socio-demographic and socio-cultural
characteristics, we can moreover study how these distinct positions map on dimensions of
inequality that represent the state categories Monk criticizes and which are more frequently
studied – in our case: origin country, immigrant generation, gender, age, and level of education.
Our approach thus also serves to take up the recommendations to counter “Muslimification”
(Statham 2024) and to study within-category heterogeneity (Monk 2022) in levels of religiosity and
attitudes of two important immigrant groups from Muslim-majority countries to a prevalently
secular and highly liberal destination. While our analyses will reveal how many subgroups can
be distinguished in this population and how large these subgroups are, we are less interested
in these quantitative measures but rather aim to contribute to a more nuanced and realistic
understanding of the many different ways in which one can be a Muslim in contemporary
European society.

Theory and hypotheses
Social attitudes as markers of subgroups of Muslims
Addressing the problem of population heterogeneity to avoid misleading conclusions based on
averaging across distinct subgroups (Xie 2013) is particularly important in the study of social
attitudes (DiMaggio et al. 2018). Cultural theory understands attitudes as indicators of underlying
cultural schemas which, if studied jointly, can reveal distinct positions adopted by subgroups
in the population under study (DiMaggio et al. 2018). In contrast to focusing on one specific
attitude, e.g., support for same-sex marriage, the joint analysis of a set of attitudes as assessed
in surveys can provide “windows into supra-individual culture” (DiMaggio et al. 2018: 32) and
help us understand which attitudes typically go together for which individuals, and which ones
contribute most to differentiating between distinct “communities of thought”. This contrasts
with the more common empirical approach of comparing mean scores on specific attitudes
between groups (e.g., Muslims’ vs. non-Muslims’ acceptance of homosexuality) or assessing
covariation between attitudes (e.g., the relationship between acceptance of homosexuality and
religiosity) and emphasizes the relational character of attitudes. Thus, rather than inferring
overall conservatism from a measure of acceptance of homosexuality, a relational approach
identifies conservative positions from a combination of rejection of various sexual liberties based
on the notion that the meaning of a particular response to a specific survey item is shaped by
responses to related survey items.

Emphasizing relationality does not, however, imply that different attitudes are combined in
the same way for everyone in the population of interest. This cultural sociology approach to the
study of attitudes, in line with the call for subgroup analysis outlined above, also advocates for
a close examination of the distinct ways in which attitudes go together for different individuals
(the multiplicity principle in DiMaggio et al. 2018). We therefore apply person-centered analysis to
identify different subgroups of Muslims with different combinations of religiosity and attitudes
towards individual (sexual) liberties and gender relations, rather than assuming that these

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/sf/article/104/4/1386/8263646 by U

niversiteit van Am
sterdam

 user on 29 M
ay 2026



Islamic religiosity and attitudes towards liberties and equality | 1389

attitudes are neatly organized on a continuum from liberal to conservative in line with Muslims’
level of religiosity, as previous variable-centered research would suggest (cf. infra).

Below, we explain why we focus specifically on attitudes towards (sexual) liberties and gender
relations in conjunction with religiosity. While we argue that these are important topics to con-
sider in trying to identify subgroups of Muslims with distinct patterns of attitudes and religiosity,
based on the ideas of relationality and multiplicity we are explicitly agnostic as to which specific
attitudes or dimensions of religiosity are most powerful in differentiating between subgroups.
Moreover, we consider the available survey measures as operationalizations of potential latent
constructs and therefore as examples of underlying complex attitude structures, rather than as
accurate indicators of any person’s position. Our method allows maximal flexibility both in the
number of subgroups that can be differentiated, as well as which indicators contribute most to
distinguishing them.

Muslims’ attitudes towards sexual liberties and gender equality
Support for gender equality and sexual liberalism figure prominently in public discourses on
migration and diversity, with diverging attitudes on these topics between migrants and non-
migrants being represented as colliding cultures (Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2007). The per-
ception of immigrants’ cultural distinctiveness, which is most prominently perceived regarding
these issues, subsequently results in symbolic threat. In other words, non-migrants feel that
their culture is endangered by migration because immigrants hold different attitudes towards
gender equality and sexual liberalism (Velasco González, Verkuyten and Weesie 2008). That
debates about cultural differences between migrants and non-migrants revolve around support
for gender equality and sexual liberties can also be explained from worldwide research on attitude
divergence based on the World Values Studies (WVS, Inglehart et al. 2014). Across the various
rounds that have been conducted to date, the division between those with more traditional
vs. those with more secular values, and between those with more adherence to survival vs.
those adhering to self-expression values, emerges as most important cultural divide across
the globe. Support for gender equality, sexual liberalism and equal rights for sexual minorities
are prominent indicators of secular and self-expression values, and therefore emerge as major
contemporary fault lines in the attitudes of the world’s population.

Together with other large-scale surveys, the WVS has often been used to compare populations
on these attitudes, with an important focus on the contrast between Muslims and non-Muslims,
both in terms of different world regions and individuals within countries. This body of research
has revealed that, on average, Muslims are less accepting of gender equality (e.g., Inglehart and
Norris 2003), homosexuality (e.g., Soehl 2017), abortion (e.g., Carol and Milewski 2017), and sexual
liberties such as pre-marital sex (e.g., Eskelinen and Verkuyten 2018) than non-Muslims. More
recent research that takes a broad set of attitudes into account found that Muslims’ conservatism
is particularly pronounced when it comes to the acceptance of homosexuality, pre-marital sex
and sex education, and less so in terms of gender-related attitudes and the acceptance of divorce
(Kalmijn and Kraaykamp 2018; Müller and Pollack 2022; Tibajev et al. 2022).

Going beyond group differences in attitudes, studies have shown that increasing levels of
religiosity go together with less support for gender equality (e.g., Kretschmer 2018) and sexual
liberties (e.g., Berggren, Ljunge and Nilsson 2019). The joint finding of diverging average attitudes
based on Islamic religious affiliation, and the conservative pull of Islamic religiosity, have
contributed to the notion that attitudes towards sexual liberalism are an important demarcation
line of the bright boundary between Muslims and non-Muslims in Europe (Alba 2005) and the
notion that religion is the most important “ground for difference” in contemporary European
societies (Brubaker 2015).

Muslims’ religiosity and their social attitudes: a contested link
Despite this seeming convergence of public opinion and survey-based research, doubts about a
universal and unavoidable connection between Islamic religiosity and conservatism (as indicated
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by a rejection of sexual liberalism and gender equality) have been raised in two strands of
the migration literature. The first addresses the relation of Islamic religiosity with conservative
attitudes, focusing on gender relations. Based on a range of recent (mostly survey-based) studies
of the role of religion for immigrants’ integration, including research on the acceptance of non-
marital cohabitation (Kogan and Weißmann 2020), Kogan, Fong and Reitz (2020) conclude that
the relation between integration and religiosity is more complex than public discourses suggest.
Earlier research already showed that, particularly with regard to support for gender equality, the
association with Islamic religiosity is gender-specific with stronger negative links among men,
and weaker or even absent links among women, particularly in the second generation (Scheible
and Fleischmann 2013; Van Klingeren and Spierings 2020). Qualitative research additionally
documents more complex associations between Islamic religiosity and attitudes towards gender
equality. For instance, ethnographic research among veiled Muslim women has repeatedly shown
how they actively contest the association of Islamic religiosity with gender traditionalism and how
they negotiate gender and religion in their new societies (Jacobsen 2004). In these discourses,
patriarchal norms and practices are often attributed to “un-Islamic” cultural practices of the
(parental) countries of origin (e.g., Warner, Martel, and Dugan 2011). Along these lines, feminist
reinterpretations of the Qur’an strive to deconstruct the links between Islam and patriarchy,
arguing that the religious texts actually prescribe gender equality (Wadud 1999, 2006). This
suggests that at least for some Muslim women, there is no negative association between Islamic
religiosity and gender egalitarianism. Further, comparisons of parent–child dyads and immigrant
generations also revealed that conservative gender-related attitudes become increasingly decou-
pled from religiosity across immigrant generations (Maliepaard and Alba 2016; Röder 2014; Van
Klingeren and Spierings 2020).

The second strand of literature raising questions about a universally negative relation between
Islamic religiosity and egalitarian attitudes zooms in on the multidimensionality of religiosity and
of attitudes towards gender roles. Findings on generational differences suggest that Muslims’
attitudes will become more progressive and less religious with increasing length of stay and
acculturation, also considering their increasing levels of education and the substantive link
between higher education and progressive attitudes (e.g., Müller and Pollack 2022). However, such
unidimensional acculturation effects are less plausible when the multidimensional nature of
both religiosity and gender-related attitudes are considered, as different dimensions of religiosity
often relate to specific attitudes in different ways (Röder and Spierings 2022). For instance, more
devout Muslims often support education for women as much as their less devout counterparts,
but are more likely to oppose women in (political) leadership positions. Similarly, private prayer
is often found to be differentially related to attitudes than communal prayer or mosque visits
(Glas 2024). While these survey-based findings already provide nuance to an undifferentiated
view of higher religiosity being inextricably linked to conservative attitudes, they rest on variable-
centered empirical designs that focus on average associations. Our person-centered approach
makes a further contribution to unpacking the complex relationship between Muslims’ religiosity
and their attitudes by identifying subgroups defined by distinct aspects of religiosity and their
acceptance of homosexuality, abortion, divorce, chosen childlessness, and pre-marital sex, as
well as attitudes towards men’s and women’s roles and tasks as a broad range of measures of
conservative vs. liberal attitudes.

Because person-centered approaches are inherently inductive and flexible as to the number
of subgroups that are distinguished and the indicators that contribute most to the distinction
between subgroups, we refrain from formulating specific hypotheses regarding the number of
profiles or the connection between specific facets of religiosity and specific attitudes for specific
subgroups of Muslims. Based on previous variable-centered research, however, we expect to find
at least two profiles based on participants’ religiosity and attitudes: one characterized by high
religiosity and conservative attitudes, and a contrasting one characterized by low religiosity and
liberal attitudes. If our expectation that the association between Muslims’ religiosity and attitudes
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is more complex is correct, however, we expect at least one additional profile with distinct
combination of religiosity with liberal attitudes.

We assess these expectations using the Netherlands as our test case. This is partly prag-
matic given the availability of survey data with sufficient numbers of Muslims that contain
rich measures of religiosity and attitudes regarding sexual liberalism and gender equality. The
Netherlands is also an interesting case as one of the most secular countries in Western Europe (a
majority of the population is non-affiliated; SCP 2022) and with highly liberal attitudes regarding
homosexuality and pre-marital sex (Kraaykamp 2002). Muslims are estimated to constitute 6% of
the Dutch population, and people of Turkish and Moroccan origin are the largest groups within
this constituency (SCP 2022).

The focus on Turkish- and Moroccan-origin Muslims in the Netherlands therefore is societally
relevant, but also limits the generalizability of our findings to other origins and destinations.
However, our aim is not so much to find out how many Muslims belong to which subgroup, but
rather to establish if different subgroups can be reliably and meaningfully differentiated, and
subsequently, what their socio-demographic and socio-cultural characteristics are.

Materials and methods
Data
Our research aims required a data-set with a broad coverage of religiosity and attitudes relating
to sexual liberties and gender relations, while containing sufficient Muslim participants to mean-
ingfully differentiate subgroups. We therefore used the first wave of the Netherlands Longitudinal
Lifecourse Study (NELLS; Tolsma et al. 2014). The survey, collected between 2008 and 2010, used
a two-stage stratified sampling design, where first 35 municipalities were randomly selected
stratified by region and urbanization. Second, inhabitants in these municipalities between 15
and 45 years were randomly sampled from the population registry (De Graaf et al. 2010). In
addition to samples of non-migrant Dutch and migrants with other origins, the study purposively
oversampled inhabitants with Turkish and Moroccan origins, defined by participants’ or their
parents’ country of birth, which we used for our analysis. The response rates were 50% and
46%, respectively, for the two origin groups, resulting in a total sample of 2335 Turkish- and
Moroccan-origin participants. Due to high attrition rates in the two minority groups and because
our research questions do not call for longitudinal analyses, we constrained our analysis to the
first wave of NELLS.

We further applied several selection criteria to reach our final analytic sample of N = 1829.
First, NELLS used a mixed-mode design (face-to-face interviews combined with a self-completion
questionnaire) and the variables of interest were included in the self-completion part, so we
restricted our sample to participants who returned the self-completion questionnaire. Second,
we excluded 14 respondents who did not provide a response to any of the variables of interest.
Third, due to some deviations in the definition of ethnicity between the sampling frame and
Statistics Netherlands (De Graaf et al. 2010), the classification of ethnicity differed for some
respondents. We selected only participants who were classified as Turkish or Moroccan using
both definitions. Finally, we selected only participants who declared to be affiliated with Islam
(N = 1722) or participants who declared no religious affiliation but were raised with Islam (based
on declaring a religious upbringing and father’s affiliation reported as Islamic, N = 107).

Turkish respondents comprised 48% of the sample, and somewhat more than a third belonged
to the second generation, i.e., they were born in the Netherlands (35.2%). Female respondents
composed 52.8% of our sample, and the average age was 31 years. The majority of respondents
completed secondary education (64.6%).

Measures
Our analysis consisted of two parts (see below). First, we used a set of measures related to
religiosity, sexual and family liberties, and gender equality to identify distinct profiles of religiosity
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and attitudes. Second, we examined socio-demographic and socio-cultural characteristics to
further explore how different profiles differ from each other.

Religiosity, sexual liberties, and gender-related attitudes
We take three measures of religiosity into account: importance of religion, worship, and dietary
practices. The three measures were constructed from the full set of available items in NELLS based
on previous research with the same data that extensively explored differential empirical concep-
tualizations of Muslims’ religiosity and identified this tripartite distinction as best representing
individual differences in involvement with Islam (Beek and Fleischmann 2020).

Importance of religion. Respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point scale (1 = not at all
important; 5 = very important, after recoding) how important their religion is for them personally.
All subsequent items with different scale lengths were rescaled to five-point scales to facilitate
comparability with other measures.

Religious worship practices were measured by three items asking respondents whether they had
practiced any of the following during the past three months: reading Quran, praying, and talking
with friends about religion (1 = yes; 2 = no). We counted and summed up the items, and adjusted
the scale length (1 = does not engage in any of the practices, and 5 = engages in all practices).

Religious dietary practices were measured with three items asking respondents whether they
practice fasting (participation in Ramadan), drink alcohol, and eat pork meat (1 = yes; 2 = no).
The responses were recoded to binary variables, with 1 meaning that the respondent fasts, does
not consume alcohol and pork, and 0 otherwise. Again, the three variables were summated and
rescaled.

Sexual liberties. Respondents were asked to indicate on a four-point scale to what extent they
perceive each of the following practices to be wrong (1 = always wrong; 4 = never wrong):
homosexuality, abortion, divorce, chosen childlessness, and pre-marital sex.1

Gender-related attitudes: men’s and women’s tasks and responsibilities. Participants were asked to
indicate their agreement with the following four items: “A man is just as capable of taking
care of a baby as a woman”; “It is unnatural for the man to do the housework” (reverse coded);
“Husband and wife should contribute equally to childrearing”; and “It is good for a young child
if the father also contributes to their care”. The four items were reversed, so that higher scores
indicate more agreement with men’s involvement in raising children and household tasks, and
averaged (α = .66).

Gender-related attitudes: working mothers was measured with four items asking whether a woman
should be allowed to work if she has a child of the following ages: 0–1 years, 2–4 years, 5–12 years,
and 13–18 years (1 = yes; 2 = no; 3 = don’t know). The four items were recoded into dummies
(1 = yes), summated, and rescaled.

Socio-demographic and socio-cultural characteristics
We consider participants’ binary gender (0 = male, 1 = female), age (in years, observed range 14–49),
immigrant generation (0 = first generation, 1 = second generation), and ethnic origin (0 = Moroccan,
1 = Turkish).

Religious affiliation. Respondents were asked whether they were affiliated, and subsequently,
with which religion. Responses were recoded to create a binary variable: 0 = not affiliated,
1 = affiliated with Islam (Sunni, Shia, or another branch of Islam).

Education. Respondents indicated whether they were following or have completed one of 12
levels of education ranging from “no formal education” to “PhD degree” in the Netherlands, or
whether they have completed primary, secondary, or tertiary education abroad. The answers were
recoded to create a variable with three categories: 0 = no or primary education (in the Netherlands
or abroad); 1 = secondary education (abroad or LBO, VMBO, MAVO, VMBO-TL, MBO, HAVO, or
VWO/Gymnasium in the Netherlands); and 2 = tertiary education (abroad or HBO, Bachelor’s,
Master’s, or PhD in the Netherlands).
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Dutch language proficiency. We use the average of respondents’ self-assessed skills in terms of
comprehending, speaking, reading, and writing Dutch (1 = not at all, 5 = very well, after recoding;
α = .97).

Dutch identification. We averaged the following four items, assessed on a five-point scale
(1 = disagree, 5 = agree, after recoding; α = .86): “I feel at home in the Netherlands”, “I identify
strongly with the Netherlands”, “I really feel connected to the Netherlands”, and “Being Dutch is
an important part of myself”.

Analytical strategy
We first applied LPA to examine whether there are distinct subgroups of participants who differ
in how they combine different aspects of their religiosity with (specific) attitudes towards sexual
liberties and gender equality. We estimated models with up to seven profiles. This was based on
the empirical findings where the seven-profile solution already resulted in many small profiles.
We used 5000 random starts and 500 final stage optimizations to increase the likelihood of
obtaining global rather than local maxima solutions (Nylund-Gibson and Choi 2018).

Second, we used the three-step Lanza-method for distal outcomes (Lanza et al. 2013) to
estimate whether the participants classified in different profiles, on average, meaningfully
differ in their socio-demographic and socio-cultural characteristics (gender, age, immigrant
generation, education, origin country, religious affiliation, identification with the Netherlands,
and Dutch language proficiency). These continuous and categorical outcomes were regressed on
the latent profiles using the DCON and DCAT Mplus commands, respectively, to take classification
uncertainty into account, unlike approaches that use identified profiles as observed variables
(Asparouhov and Muthén 2014).

To deal with missing values, we used full information maximum likelihood (FIML) in the LPA,
and listwise deletion for the subsequent analysis when the data were missing for the dependent
variable of interest. Data were prepared in RStudio (version 2023.06.1; RStudio Team 2020), and
analyzed in MPlus (version 8.8; Muthén and Muthén 1998–2017).

Results
Descriptive statistics
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of all variables in our study. On average, respondents found
religion to be quite important and were frequently engaging in worship and dietary practices. They
were also accepting of divorce and chosen childlessness, and agreed with gender equality when
it comes to men’s and women’s roles and tasks. However, they perceived homosexuality, abortion
and sex before marriage to be wrong, and were less supportive of working mothers.

The three religiosity measures were negatively yet weakly correlated with support for sexual
liberties (ranging from r = −.12 to r = −.38) and gender equality (from r = −.08 to r = −.16), providing
the first indication that these variables might be differently combined.

Latent profile analysis
Table 2 shows the model fit statistics and profile membership distribution for LPA solutions with
up to seven profiles. To select the best-fitting model, we applied several criteria (Weller et al.,
2020). First, we checked the Akaike information criterion (AIC) and the Bayesian information crite-
rion (BIC), with lower values indicating better fit. Second, we used Lo–Mendell–Rubin loglikelihood
ratio test (LMR LRT) and Bayesian likelihood ratio test (BLRT). The p-value associated with these
likelihood ratio tests indicate whether a model with a certain number of profiles (k) is better than
a model with one profile less (k-1). Third, we considered theoretical interpretability and the size
of the extracted profiles.

As Table 2 shows, AIC and BIC kept decreasing with each increase in the number of estimated
profiles. However, the decrease flattened out around the three-profile solution (see fig. A1 in the
supplementary materials for the “elbow plot”) and increased again with the five-profile solution.
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Figure 1. Latent profile analysis: Three-profile model (N = 1829).

The p-value of the BLRT was significant for all estimated models, whereas the p-value of the LMR
LRT was not significant for the five-profile solution, but was again significant for the solution
with six profiles. Some of the starting values for models with four or more profiles did not lead
to stable solutions since some runs did not converge, suggesting that models with four or more
profiles might be too complex for the data. Also, models with four or more profiles resulted in
very small profiles or profiles that were not sufficiently distinct from each other (see figs. B1–B5
in supplementary online materials for all estimated models). Therefore, we selected the three-
profile solution, which had better fit on all statistical criteria compared to the model with two
profiles, and resulted in profiles that were distinct from each other and theoretically meaningful
(but see section Robustness checks below for detailed comparison between the two-, three- and
four-profile solutions). The entropy of the three-profile model was high (> 0.9), indicating high
precision in classifying participants.

Figure 1 shows the means of the three profiles on the 10 variables used to estimate the model
(for distribution of all variables per profiles, see fig. D1). The first profile, which contains 12% of
the study participants, is characterized by relatively low levels of religiosity on all three indicators,
high acceptance of sexual liberties (except abortion), and support for gender equality. Due to the
rescaling of the original variables, a value of 3.67 indicates that a specific practice is “wrong only
in some cases”, with 5 indicating that it is “never wrong” and 3 indicating a neutral position. As
participants in this cluster scored 4 or higher on all indicators except acceptance of abortion and
working mothers, which were still more accepted than rejected (values >3), we labeled this profile
Irreligious liberal.

The second profile (Religious conservative, 51%) is characterized by high levels of religiosity and
the rejection of all liberties and gender equality. In fact, only the items inquiring into the task
division of men and women are scored in the “acceptable” range in this profile, and all other
attitudes are neutral at best and often rated as “always wrong” (1) or “almost always wrong” (2.33).
Particularly homosexuality is strongly rejected, and to a lesser extent abortion and pre-marital
sex, with means below 2.33. Regarding divorce or chosen childlessness, attitudes are close to the
neutral mid-point of 3. Individuals in this profile, on average, disagreed that mothers should be
allowed to work.

Given the combination of low religiosity with liberal and high religiosity with conservative atti-
tudes, these first two profiles align with the findings from variable-centered analyses predicting
negative associations of religiosity with liberal attitudes, and thus confirm our first expectation.
Yet, these two profiles jointly represent 63% of the participants in our analysis, thus supporting
our second expectation that at least one additional subgroup with other ways of combining
Islamic religiosity with attitudes towards sexual liberties and gender equality can be found.

This third profile (36%) was characterized by similarly high levels of religiosity as the Religious
conservative profile, but showed similarly high acceptance of homosexuality as the Irreligious liberal
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profile. Also in terms of divorce and chosen childlessness, participants in this profile scored clearly
on the liberal end (all values > = 3,67). With regard to the acceptance of abortion, pre-marital sex
and working mothers, participants in this profile were neutral rather than rejecting. We termed
this the Religious moderately liberal profile.

In sum, contrasting variable-centered approaches that document negative associations
between religiosity and support for sexual liberties and gender equality, we show that there
are distinct ways of combining religiosity with these attitudes. It is also noteworthy that two
out of three profiles, together making up 87% of the participants, are characterized by high
religiosity, and two out of three, jointly representing 48% of the participants display liberal
attitudes, particularly with regard to the acceptance of homosexuality. While the Irreligious
liberal and Religious conservative profiles align with the results from variable-centered studies,
these two subgroups contain only two thirds of the participants in our analysis. The additional
profile, which is at odds with a consistently negative association of religiosity with support for
sexual liberties and gender equality, is characterized by high levels of religiosity combined with
at least moderate support for sexual liberties and gender equality. Zooming in on the attitudinal
measures, it is noticeable that despite widespread public discourse on the problematic relation
between gender equality and (Islamic) religiosity, there is actually quite little variation in support
for equal roles for men and women in childrearing, and only slightly more variation when it
comes to the acceptance of working mothers. We also observe that abortion is least accepted
of all practices in each subgroup. The attitude that is most consequential for the differentiation
between profiles is acceptance of homosexuality, which is similarly high in the Irreligious liberal
and Religious moderately liberal profile (4.5 and 4.3, respectively), but very low (1.3 on the 1–5 scale)
in the Religious conservative profile.

Socio-demographic and socio-cultural variation across subgroups.
Table 3 presents the mean level of identification with the Netherlands, Dutch language

proficiency, and age, as well as the proportion of women, Turkish-origin participants, second
generation, those who are religiously affiliated with Islam, and those who completed secondary
or tertiary education per profile.

Individuals in the Irreligious liberal profile were least likely to be religiously affiliated with
Islam and female, and most likely to have completed tertiary education, and to be from Turkey
compared to all other profiles.

Individuals in the Religious conservative profile where least likely to have completed tertiary
education, to be second generation and least proficient in Dutch compared to all other profiles.
They were also more likely to have Moroccan origin compared to the Religious moderately liberal
and less likely to have Moroccan origin compared to the Irreligious liberal profile.

Individuals in the Religious moderately liberal profile were younger, identified less with the
Netherlands and were more likely to be female compared to all other profiles. They were also
more likely to belong to the second generation and were more proficient in Dutch compared to
the Religious conservative profile. In addition, they were more likely to have completed secondary
or tertiary education compared to the Religious conservative profile.

Robustness checks
To investigate the robustness of our findings, particularly when it comes to identifying at least
one subgroup that combines high religiosity with liberal attitudes, we also scrutinized the 2- and
4-profile solutions (figs. B1 and B2 in the supplementary materials). In terms of model fit, some
indicators pointed towards the 4-profile solution as optimal solution, yet there was also a warning
message regarding its estimation, which made us opt for the more robust 3-profile solution in our
main analysis. Nevertheless, the four profiles that were extracted replicate the results from the
3-profile solution, with the main difference being that the Religious conservative profile (51% in
the 3-profile solution) is split into two separate profiles (Profile 1, 40%, and Profile 2, 13%) that
hold almost the same attitudes and similar levels of religious importance, but the second profile
scores lower on worship and particularly dietary religious practices than the first. The remaining
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Table 3. Mean and proportion of socio-demographic and socio-cultural variables per profile.

Sample
size

Religious
moderately
liberal
(1)

Religious
illiberal
(2)

Irreligious
liberal
(3)

Overall chi-square
test (df) sig

Cross-profile
comparison

Continuous variables (mean and standard
errors)
Age 1829 29.28 (0.35) 31.60 (0.29) 32.54 (0.57) χ2 (2) = 35.857∗∗∗ 1 < 2, 3
Identification with
the Netherlands

1814 2.16 (0.03) 2.37 (0.03) 2.33 (0.05) χ2 (2) = 35.64∗∗∗ 1 < 2, 3

Dutch language
proficiency

1802 4.41 (0.03) 3.95 (0.04) 4.48 (0.05) χ2 (2) = 117.64∗∗∗ 1, 3 > 2

Categorical variables
(proportion)
Female 1829 0.63 (0.02) 0.49 (0.02) 0.39 (0.04) χ2 (2) = 37.527∗∗∗ 1 > 2 > 3
Second generation 1829 0.45 (0.02) 0.27 (0.02) 0.39 (0.04) χ2 (3) = 52.039∗∗∗ 2 < 1, 3
Turkish origin 1829 0.41 (0.02) 0.49 (0.02) 0.67 (0.04) χ2 (3) = 41.693∗∗∗ 3 > 2 > 1
Education 1829 χ2 (4) = 66.052∗∗∗ 3 > 1 > 2
Secondary 0.69 (0.02) 0.62 (0.02) 0.61 (0.04)
Tertiary 0.19 (0.02) 0.16 (0.01) 0.34 (0.04)
Religious affiliation 1829 χ2 (2) = 73.088∗∗∗ 1 > 2 > 3
Affiliated with Islam 0.99 (0.00) 0.98 (0.01) 0.64 (0.05)

Note: ∗P < .05. ∗∗P < .01. ∗∗∗P < .001. Signs > and < indicates significantly higher and lower values, respectively, at
P < .05 level at least.

two profiles of the 4-profile model replicate the profiles we labeled Irreligious liberal and Religious
moderately liberal in the 3-profile model, both substantively as well as in their share of participants.
The conclusion that there is at least one subgroup that combines high Islamic religiosity with
liberal attitudes thus holds independent of the choice for the 3- or 4-profile solution.

This conclusion is further supported when interpreting the 2-profile solution, although this is
clearly not a preferred solution based on model fit criteria. The profiles of the 2-profile model do
not differ strongly in their religiosity, with both scoring 3.5 or higher on all three indicators, but
the first profile (52%) holds liberal attitudes (particularly with regard to homosexuality, chosen
childlessness and men’s and women’s roles and tasks, at similar levels as the Irreligious liberal
profile in the 3-profile solution), whereas the second profile (48%) strongly rejects homosexuality
and scores at best neutral on other attitudes (with the exception of men’s and women’s roles and
tasks), and therefore resembles the Religious conservative profile of the 3-profile solution.

To further investigate the robustness of the 3-profile solution, we re-estimated the LPA four
times. First, we used different sample selections: (1) comparing the sample of Turkish and
Moroccan respondents as defined by the sampling frame (N = 1889; fig. C1), with the (2) slightly
smaller sample of Turkish and Moroccan respondents as defined by Statistics Netherlands
(N = 1871; fig. C2). Further, to investigate how the inclusion or exclusion of participants who are
not affiliated with Islam affects our results, we ran the LPA again (3) with the sample of self-
identified Muslims only (N = 1722; fig. C3). Finally, to check how different strategies of dealing
with missing values affect our findings, we re-estimated the model (4) applying listwise deletion
instead of FIML (N = 1755; fig. C4). All robustness checks returned equivalent solutions, with only
minor variation in the size of profiles (<2%).

After replicating the LPA with different samples and approaches to missingness, we also
investigated whether our findings replicate over time by conducting LPA with the 2022 edition
of the NELLS data. While this survey is more recent and thus potentially preferable, two
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drawbacks made us opt for the 2010 NELLS: the sample size of participants affiliated with Islam
is smaller (N = 883), and the more recent survey contains more limited measures of interest.
Specifically, religiosity is measured only with the frequency of mosque visits, and while all items
on acceptance of sexual and family liberties are included, gender-related attitudes are restricted
to three out of four items concerning men’s roles and tasks, and do not include attitudes towards
working mothers. These discrepancies also preclude us from pooling the two surveys. To replicate
the 3-profile solution we found based on the data from 2010 with the more recent survey data,
we used the parameters (means and variances) of our main analysis as starting values instead
of a set of random starting values (for more details see section E in the supplementary material).
With this specification, we replicate the Irreligious liberal and Religious conservative profiles (40% and
35%, respectively) as well as a third profile (35%) that is liberal in its attitudes on all items except
abortion and working mothers (where attitudes are neutral rather than rejecting or accepting) but
can also be considered religious based on the frequency of their service attendance (the mean of
2.5 indicates that they visit mosque monthly or every few months; figs. E1 and E2).

All considered, these additional analyses document that our main finding that there is at least
one subgroup of Muslims combining high religiosity with liberal attitudes is robust to variations
in the survey period, sample selection, profile solution, and estimation method.

Discussion and conclusion
Public discourses emphasize clashing cultures between Muslims and non-Muslims over attitudes
related to sexual liberties and gender equality. Many survey-based studies indeed find that
Muslims, on average, are more religious and hold more conservative attitudes, e.g., regarding
homosexuality, abortion and gender equality, than non-Muslims (e.g., Müller and Pollack 2022),
and that conservative attitudes are driven in large part by Muslims’ religiosity (e.g., Berggren et al.
2019). Against this background, our study sought to approach the contested relationship between
Islamic religiosity and liberal attitudes from a new analytical perspective because previous
studies took variable-centered approaches and therefore insufficiently considered population
heterogeneity (Xie 2013). Even so, findings from these studies and from qualitative research call
for a more differentiated analysis of the association between Islamic religiosity and attitudes in
the realm of gender equality and sexual liberalism. This call emerges, firstly, from the finding
that associations vary considerably with the specific indicator of religiosity and attitude content
under study (Glas, 2024; Röder and Spierings 2021). Secondly, the association between religiosity
and attitudes has been found to vary by gender (e.g., Scheible and Fleischmann 2013) and
across migrant generations (e.g., Maliepaard and Alba 2016). Thirdly, younger generations of
Muslims actively contest conservative interpretations of their faith and propose interpretations
that support gender equality and the emancipation of sexual and gender minorities (e.g., Warner
et al. 2011).

To go beyond the limitations of previous research, we applied a person-centered approach to
identify and describe subgroups of Muslims based on their religious identification, participation in
dietary and worship practices, their acceptance of sexual and family liberties and their attitudes
towards gender equality. LPA allowed us to empirically examine heterogeneity in a group that
is often homogenized and essentialized in European public discourses (Statham 2024). By taking
different aspects of individuals’ religiosity into account, we could study which cues of the category
“Muslims” are most relevant in producing specific patterns of attitudes with a view to examining
intra-categorical variation (Monk 2022). We moreover included a purposefully broad range of
attitudes regarding liberalism and gender relations to unearth specific subgroups that combine
these attitudes in different ways, in order to expose the relationality of specific attitudes such as
acceptance of homosexuality and support for working mothers (cf. DiMaggio et al. 2018).

Our empirical approach was flexible and allowed us to observe which aspects of religiosity and
which attitudes differentiate between subgroups of Turkish- and Moroccan-origin Muslims in the
Netherlands. In line with previous research based on variable-centered analysis, we found two
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subgroups, labeled Religious conservatives and Irreligious liberals, that combine high (low) levels of
religiosity with rejection (acceptance) of sexual liberalism and gender equality. The joint size of
these subgroups was 63% of the sample. These combinations of religiosity and values were related
to education, language proficiency and immigrant generation, in line with previous research
showing that less religious and more progressive values are more common among women, the
second generation and the higher educated (e.g., Müller and Pollack 2022).

Importantly, our main analyses and four replications thereof all revealed an additional
subgroup of approximatively one third of participants that counters the assumption that high
Islamic religiosity unequivocally combines with conservative attitudes. This additional subgroup
was characterized by high levels of religiosity—attesting to the continued importance of Islam and
the relatively slow pace of secularization among Muslims in the Netherlands (cf. Fleischmann and
Khoudja 2023). Despite their high religiosity, however, Religious moderately liberals were, on average,
accepting of homosexuality, divorce and chosen childlessness. While being equally religious,
they were also more accepting of abortion and sex before marriage than Religious conservatives.
They were more likely to be young and female, to belong to the second generation and to
report higher language proficiency. This subgroup most strongly defies the simplistic assumption
that Muslims’ high involvement with their religion necessarily engenders conservative attitudes.
Given the overrepresentation of second-generation and highly educated Muslims, as well as
women, in this profile, this finding suggests that in contrast to religion becoming less salient with
increasing adaptation to Dutch society, we might be observing a change in the meaning of religion
towards more liberal interpretations in younger generations, and particularly among women—
although we have to add immediately that our cross-sectional analysis preclude us from drawing
conclusions about time trends. However, this finding aligns with previous work on feminist
re-interpretations of Islam (Wadud 2006) and the decoupling of conservative attitudes from
religiosity particularly among second-generation female Muslims (Scheible and Fleischmann
2013).

Our findings also underscore the added value of studying a broad range of attitudes related to
liberalism and gender equality. Contrasting previous literature that emphasized the importance of
gender-related attitudes as cultural dividing line (e.g., Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2007), attitudes
towards working mothers and men’s roles and tasks did not differentiate between the subgroups
in our analysis as much as attitudes towards sexual practices. Participants across all subgroups
were neutral towards working mothers and equal household task distributions between men
and women, similar to non-migrant Dutch (fig. 2). More differentiation, on the other hand, was
observed for the acceptance of sexual and family liberties. Divorce and chosen childlessness
found similarly high levels of acceptance in two out of three subgroups, representing about
half of the sample. Religious conservatives were rather neutral towards these practices, while
strongly rejecting homosexuality, abortion and pre-marital sex, and to a lesser extent working
mothers. Regarding pre-marital sex and abortion, acceptance differed across the three profiles
and gradually increased from the Religious conservatives, who were rejecting these practices, to
the Religious moderately liberals, who were neutral, and finally the Irreligious liberals who were
clearly accepting (they rated both practices on average to be (almost) never wrong). The attitude
that most sharply differentiated between the subgroups was the acceptance of homosexuality,
which was very high (>4 on the 1–5 scales) among the two most liberal subgroups, and very low
(<1.5) among the conservative subgroup. Given the distribution across subgroups in our main
analysis, this suggests a sharp divide with one half of Turkish- and Moroccan-origin Muslims
strongly rejecting homosexuality, and an equal-sized group expressing high levels of acceptance.
Importantly, among those who accepted homosexuality, more participants were in the subgroup
with high religiosity than those who combined their acceptance with lower religiosity.

Deviating from earlier person-centered analyses that identified distinct “ways of being Muslim”
based on different combinations of religious identification, religious practices and religion-related
attitudes (cf. Phalet, Fleischmann and Stojcic 2012), our results suggest a rather undifferentiated
model of religiosity in relation to attitudes. While levels of religiosity differed clearly across the
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Figure 2. Mean support for liberal values and gender equality: Comparing Dutch- and Turkish- and
Moroccan-origin survey participants and the three profiles extracted from LPA.

subgroups, those who scored high (low) on religious importance scored equally high (low) on
worship and dietary practices, with the latter always scoring slightly higher than the former.
Since worship practices are more costly in terms of time investment, and dietary practices might
also bring social rewards, this mean difference between the types of practices is not surprising
and should not be overstated, as the patterning of the three aspects of religiosity does not differ
across subgroups. In contrast to previous research (Glas 2024; Röder and Spierings 2021), our
findings thus suggest that the specific dimension or measure of religiosity is less consequential
in delineating subgroups of Muslims. Although our measures of religiosity were not exhaustive,
our empirical approach was sufficiently flexible to differentiate subgroups based on differential
combinations of religious identification with participation in dietary and worship practices.

Limitations and directions for future research
Our person-centered analyses of Muslims’ religiosity and attitudes towards liberties and gender
equality shed new light on how they are distinctively combined in different subgroups. This
contribution needs to be appreciated in light of a number of limitations of this study.

First, our sample included only two origin groups. Thus, we cannot generalize our findings to
all Muslims in the Netherlands, let alone other destination countries. Future research is needed
to examine whether the results of our study replicate across contexts. Given the variation in
the breakdown of participants across profiles as a function of different sample selections and
model specifications, we would expect there to be great variation in the numerical distribution of
Muslims across different subgroups, and we would not be surprised if more than three subgroups
could be identified, depending on the range of specific attitudes that is available for analysis.
Given the robust identification of a subgroup that combines high religiosity with acceptance of
(specific) sexual liberties and gender equality, we are confident that such subgroups can also be
identified in other contexts. More generally, we call on migration researchers to consider person-
centered analyses in the study of Muslims as well as adherents of other (minority) religions as this
is a useful tool to showcase intragroup heterogeneity (Monk 2022) and counter the problematic
trend of “Muslimification” (Statham 2024). For instance, in the Dutch context, it would be relevant
to conduct a similar analysis of the small fraction of orthodox Protestants to see whether their
(rather unanimously high) religiosity also combines with social attitudes in different ways. Such a
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comparative analysis would further contribute to “de-Muslimification” by showing how Muslims
compare to other religious groups.

Second, our research data are not the most recent available and a more recent edition of
the same survey only partly replicated our findings—mostly due to the fact that more limited
measures of religiosity were available, thus restricting the variation and our ability to detect
subgroups with different religious profiles. While our person-centered approach was able to
yield nuanced results in a field that operates within highly politicized debates, the limited
comparability of the two editions of the NELLS survey emphasizes the high demands on data
quality for such kinds of analysis. These practical constraints in terms of sample sizes of Muslims
and other minoritized groups in large-scale surveys that cover a broad range of attitudes pose a
significant challenge in answering to the call to paying more empirical attention to heterogeneity
within minoritized groups.

Conclusion
Against the background of strongly politicized debates pitting Islamic religiosity against liberal
attitudes in the realm of sexual liberties and gender equality, our study showed that substantial
shares of Turkish- and Moroccan-origin Muslims in the Netherlands combine high religiosity with
quite liberal attitudes. While divorce, chosen childlessness, working mothers and gender-equal
tasks and roles were widely accepted, pre-marital sex, abortion and particularly homosexuality
were more divisive issues, with half of the participants accepting and the other half rejecting
homosexuality. This implies that attitudes towards homosexuality are particularly important
to consider as demarcation line of distinct cultural subgroups within the Muslim population,
whereas attitudes towards family values and gender relations are less distinctive. This finding
highlights the importance of taking a broad range of attitudes into account as only the com-
bination of multiple sexual and family liberties, and gender-related attitudes, in conjunction
with religiosity, led to the differentiation into three distinct subgroups. Beyond the importance
of specific attitudes, the main result of our analysis is that liberal attitudes do not hinge upon
secularization, and that many Muslims combine high religiosity with attitudes that can be
characterized as liberal rather than conservative. Our further exploration of socio-demographic
and socio-cultural characteristics of the distinct subgroups provided some cues on how such
differential combinations of religiosity with attitudes might come about. While we importantly
established with a rigorous quantitative approach that Islamic religiosity can be combined in
different ways with attitudes towards sexual liberties and gender equality, future research using
a broad range of methods is needed to explain how such differential associations emerge in
individual Muslims and specific communities.

Endnote
1. We excluded two items referring to euthanasia and the death penalty as these are not often

discussed in relation to Islam. In addition, we excluded the item measuring attitudes towards
sex with a partner other than the marriage or cohabiting partner as there was little variation
with 88% of participants perceiving this as wrong or always wrong.
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