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Abstract 
 
Over the past several decades, the phenomenon of conversion to Islam in Western 
societies has received a significant amount of attention, both in academia and in 
the mass media. Much of this attention has focused on the motives and experiences 
of female converts, a likely result of suggestions that higher numbers of Western 
women are converting to Islam compared to their male counterparts, as well as 
pervasive views of Islam as a religion which subjugates women. Yet despite this 
fixation on conversion and gender, understanding of the comparative experiences 
of male and female converts remains limited. This article seeks to address this key 
gap in the existing literature by examining the differences and commonalities in 
the experiences, beliefs and identities of male and female converts to Islam in 
Australia. It is hoped that this research will contribute to a greater understanding 
of the complex relationships between gender, conversion and identity, while 
encouraging further research in this area. 
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Conversion to Islam in non-Muslim societies has a long history stretching back over 1400 

years to the origins of Islam in the 7th century. During this time, conversion has occurred 

in a range of settings and contexts (Hermansen 2014; Gilham 2014), in some cases 

leading to tensions within society and concern from pre-existing religious authorities 

(Tolan 2002). In the context of the early 21st century, conversion occurs in a socio-

political climate characterised by rising levels of Islamophobia and anti-Muslim 

sentiment, and in which Western Muslims have become increasingly framed in media 

reporting and political discourses in securitised contexts of conflict, violence and 

terrorism (Rane, Ewart and Martinkus 2014). Suggestions of a significant rise in 

conversion rates since 2001 (particularly amongst women), in addition to assertions that 

Western converts are more susceptible to extremism and radicalisation than born-

Muslims (Schuurman, Grol and Flower 2016), have led to converts being depicted as 

representing both a cultural and a security threat (Sealy 2017).  

In particular, the suggestion that there has been a substantial increase in the 

number of Western women embracing Islam (Brice 2010) has received considerable 

attention within both academia and the mass media. As Mitchell and Rane observe, ‘such 



 

 

attention is arguably due to wide-spread perceptions of an inherent gender inequality 

within Islam, and the resulting confusion over why a woman would choose to convert to 

a religion which seemingly subjugates women’ (2018). Over the past two decades, a 

considerable amount of scholarly research has been published on various aspects of the 

female experience of conversion (see, for example: van Nieuwkerk 2006; Soutar 2010; 

Roald 2006). Yet despite recognitions of the significant role which gender and sex plays 

in the conversion process (van Nieuwkerk 2006), few studies have sought to understand 

this phenomenon from a male perspective (Mitchell and Rane 2018; Suleiman 2016) or 

to consider comparative gender experiences of conversion (Rao 2015; Winchester 2008).  

This article seeks to address this key gap in the literature by exploring the 

differences and commonalities between male and female converts to Islam in Australia. 

Drawing upon data from a national survey of Muslim Australians (Rane et al. 2020), it 

will examine a range of issues, including converts’ motivations and pathways to Islam, 

their Islamic identities and views on matters of law, politics and conflict, as well as post-

conversion challenges and converts’ sense of social connection and belonging. It is hoped 

that this article will provide valuable insight into the comparative gender experiences of 

conversion in contemporary Australian society, while establishing a foundation for a 

more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the relationship between conversion 

and gender. 

 

Islam in Australia 

 

While the presence of Islam and Muslims in Australia dates back well over a century, the 

past several decades have witnessed considerable growth of the nation’s Muslim 

community. At the time of the 2016 Australian census there were 604,200 Muslim 

Australians, accounting for approximately 2.6 percent of the overall national population. 

This represented an increase from 2.2% in 2011 (ABS 2018). During this time, we can 

note that Islam was one of the few faiths that has actually risen in popularity within 

Australia, overtaking Buddhism as the nation’s second most-practiced religion (ABS 

2018). This could be in part due to the finding that Australian Muslim women tend to 

have more children than non-Muslim Australians (Hassan 2015). It likewise helps that 

this community youthful with 67% being under 35, compared to the 46% among non-

Muslims (Hassan 2015). Immigration accounts for the largest proportion of Muslim 

population growth in Australia. However, conversion may be a more important factor 



 

 

than previously recognised, with recent research suggesting that approximately 15.8 

percent of Muslim Australians are converts to the faith (Rane et al. 2020).   

Since 2001, Islamophobia and anti-Muslim sentiment have become an increasing 

concern in Australian society. As Rane et al. (2020) observe, ‘the past two decades have 

seen a marked increase in anti-Islam/anti-Muslim sentiments, which various studies and 

polls have found are harbored by 25 to 50 percent of the Australian population’. 

Furthermore, as rates of Islamophobia have increased, ‘for the first time in Australia’s 

history, multiple social movements and political parties have emerged with explicit anti-

Islam agendas’ (Rane et al. 2020). These trends have arguably been fuelled by prejudicial 

media coverage and pejorative political rhetoric. Regarding the former, news media has 

been criticized for contributing to this rise in anti-Muslim sentiment through a 

construction of Islam as a threatening ‘other’, and which has consistently linked Muslims 

to violence and terrorism, positioning them as an ‘enemy within’ (Aly and Walker 2007).  

The often gendered nature of these media constructions has been highlighted by a 

number of scholars. For example, Dagistanli and Grewal’s (2012) research on the media 

construction of the male ‘Muslim gang rapist’ following a series of sexual assaults which 

occurred in Sydney during 2001 and 2002 examined how the male offenders’ actions 

were consistently linked to their identities as Muslims. The authors argue that ‘the Sydney 

gang rapes allowed for the creation of the young Muslim man as “nasty migrant” against 

whom the “good white nation” was not only consolidated but also revalidated’ (126). 

More recently, Muslim males have come to be represented as the ‘homegrown terrorist’ 

and ‘violent extremist’ (Roose 2016). In the context of Muslim women, Aly and Walker 

(2007) consider the hijab/veil and its utilisation by media and politicians on one hand as 

a ‘marker of female oppression under Islam’, and on the other as a symbol of the cultural 

and security threat which Islam and its adherents are purported to represent. In the 

political sphere, the veil has become a focal point for conservative politicians who have 

called for the ban of headscarves and coverings in public spaces. In 2005 members of the 

conservative Liberal Party pushed for a ban on headscarves in public schools (Aly and 

Walker 2007). At that time, Liberal Party Member for Parliament Bronwyn Bishop 

framed the issue as being symbolic of a broader ‘clash of cultures’ and linked it to 

‘extremist Muslim leaders’ who she stated were “calling for the overthrow” of freedom 

and equality (Aly and Walker 2007, 211). More recently, the call for a ban on headscarves 

has been renewed by Pauline Hanson (Murphy 2017), whose One Nation Party 



 

 

experienced a political resurgence in the years prior to the 2018 federal election by 

running on an anti-Islam policy platform (Neubauer 2016). 

 
Religion and Gender 
 
The phenomenon of females generally being more inclined to religiosity than their male 

counterparts (Beit-Hallahmi 2014; Francis and Penny 2013; Stark 2002) has been well 

documented. As far back as the writings of the Greek and Romans, women were described 

as ‘particularly liable to succumb to the charms of’ new religions, noting the spread of 

both the cults of Isis and Dionysus which spread from Egypt as they attracted primarily 

female adherents (Beard, North, and Price 1998, 297, as quoted by Stark 2002, 495). The 

beginnings of Christianity too saw a similar course; despite men nearly always in the 

positions of power, women comprised the bulk of the followers; the Cathars, 

Waldensians, Beguines/ Beghards being prime examples of such (Stark 2002). Even in 

Islam, it is noted that Khadijah (d. 619), the first wife of Muhammad (d. 632), was the 

first to embrace Islam and that women were prominent among his earliest followers 

(Armstrong 2009).  

For a contemporary perspective there is a wealth of studies that provide 

quantitative support to this phenomenon. Beit-Hallahmi (2014) goes so far as to say that 

the ‘greater religiosity of women, demonstrated in consistent research findings over the 

past 100 years, is one of the most important facts about religion’ (89). The Pew Research 

Center’s comprehensive report on The Gender Gap in Religion Around the World (2016) 

outlined 5 areas to test religiosity: affiliation to a faith, attendance to worship services, 

prayer, personal importance of faith, and beliefs in core concepts. Across the board it was 

repeatedly found that females presented as more devout. Whilst this trend has been 

documented time and time again (Fichter 1952, Argyle 1959, Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle 

1997) the causes of this phenomenon have been studied considerably less and though 

there are a number of theories, concrete answers remain nebulous to scholars. Amongst 

the theoretical explanations for gender differences in religiosity are those relating to 

“socialization, social-structure and status, vulnerability, and personality and psychology” 

(Schnabel 2018: 59). Schnabel observes that in recent years, “risk preferences theory1 

                                                 
1 According to Schnabel (2018: 59), “risk preferences theory argues that being irreligious is spiritually risky, men are 
more prone to risky behavior, and therefore men are less religious than women”.  



 

 

and the assertion of “universal” gender differences have dominated recent debate on the 

topic” (2018: 59).  

 When assessing the gender disparity phenomenon in regards to Islam 

specifically, scholars have found that this is a unique case, as unlike most other faiths, 

Muslim women and Muslim men tend to have similar levels of religious commitment 

(Pew Research Center 2016; Read 2015). Some studies suggest that in the Islamic 

context, men actually demonstrate higher levels of religiosity than women (Schnabel 

2018: 67). When it comes to attendance at worship services, Muslim men are more active 

than Muslim women (Pew Research Center 2016) but this may be due to cultural and 

religious emphasis on men attending worship services at mosques. From 39 Muslim 

countries surveyed, it was found that 70% of Muslim men indicated they attended weekly 

whilst only 42% of women said the same (Pew Research Center 2016). This is not 

unexpected as it presents as a norm for men to be expected to attend Friday prayers in a 

communal setting, whereas women are free to perform their prayers in a home setting 

(Pew Research Center 2016). Additionally, women often face restricted access to 

mosques and/or feel unwelcome to attend (Ghafournia 2020; Rane et al. 2020; Auda 

2017). 

While, outside of the Islamic context, females may be widely considered as more 

religiously devout, it has also been suggested that males may be more dogmatic in how 

they understand and interpret religion. For example, Schnabel’s (2018) study on gender 

differences in religion found that in the context of Christianity, women were more 

religious, but less religiously dogmatic and that their beliefs were ‘more inclusive and 

benevolent than men’s’. The author suggests that this is due to the fact that “women and 

men” may “do religion” in gendered ways, with women's religious expression being more 

tolerant and inclusive consistent with gender socialization and gendered norms about 

women being caring, communitarian, and other-focused” (Schnabel 2018: 59).  

Interestingly, these particular gender differences in religious identity and 

experience do not appear to be universal, ‘but specific to particular cultural contexts’ 

(Schnabel 2018, 68). For example, the trend of women being more religious but less 

dogmatic than men appears to be unique to the Christian context, with males in Muslim 

and Jewish contexts demonstrating a higher level of religiosity than women, and in some 

areas, being less dogmatic than women (Schnabel 2018: 67). More broadly, it was also 

found that men trended “toward less dogmatism in non-Christian contexts” (Schnabel 

2018: 67). Findings such as these highlight the diverse and contextual nature of the 



 

 

relationship between gender and religion. It is on these scholarly foundations regarding 

gender and religiosity that this analysis shall build upon. 

 
Gender and Conversion to Islam 
 

The past two decades have witnessed a considerable growth in scholarship on conversion 

to Islam in Western nations. Overall, this research has been largely qualitative in nature 

and has tended to focus on a number of key themes, including motivational factors and 

pathways to Islam (King 2017), the social aspects of the conversion process (Woodlock 

2010), as well as the relationship between gender and conversion – overwhelmingly in 

the context of female conversion. Regarding the latter, female experiences of conversion 

have been well documented, with entire edited volumes devoted to this topic (see van 

Nieuwkerk 2006).  

Scholars such as van Nieuwkerk (2006) have asserted the importance of gender 

in understanding conversion processes and experiences. Based upon her anthropological 

fieldwork and internet based self-presentations of newly converted female Muslims, van 

Nieuwkerk (2006) attempts to isolate how gender specifically plays a role in the 

conversion to Islam in a Western context. It is suggested that the “gender discourse 

mainly centers on gender roles, sexuality, and motherhood. Islam provides converts with 

constructions of gender that allow them to live according to their fitrah, their feminine 

nature, without being treated as sex objects” (114). Van Nieukerk (2006) describes her 

participants as being of the same thinking as Difference Feminism and subscribed to 

gender essentialism theory. Van Nieuwkerk (2006) noted female converts criticised 

western gender roles as being in a state of “disorder” with an overindulged value in 

“equality” at the detriment to “equity” and appreciation of differences. Converting to 

Islam was seen as a way to address this dissatisfaction; with the perception that Islam 

upholds that “the sexes are complementary”, appreciated for their differences and thus 

not held to the same expectations. The value of motherhood was raised as an example, 

noting that Islam “permits women to stay at home and take care of the children” whereas 

they felt the modern western context undervalues this role by expecting women to 

simultaneously raise children and earn an income. 

Despite the apparent significance which gender is believed to play, existing 

scholarship has focused almost exclusively on the experiences of female converts, with 

only limited research on either the male conversion experience (Mitchell and Rane 2018) 



 

 

or comparative gender analyses of the conversion phenomenon (Winchester 2008; Rao 

2015). Several comparative studies have, however, explored the role of gender in post-

conversion processes of identity reconstruction and religious practice. For example, 

Rao’s (2015) study of American converts explored the gendered nature of the conversion 

process, arguing that male participants were influenced and informed by a notion of 

‘responsible masculinity’, while female converts were influenced by a notion of ‘self-

sacrificing femininity’. The author describes the concept of responsible masculinity as 

being in opposition to the notion of ‘secular masculinity’, which is understood as 

‘aggressive and sexually irresponsible’. In contrast to ‘responsible masculinity’, the 

notion of self-sacrificing femininity referred to an understanding that ‘women’s 

individual sacrifices enable the reproduction of a morally distinct religious order’. The 

construction of converts’ religious identities based on these gendered constructs was 

observed as being influenced by, and manifested through changes to clothing (such as 

veiling amongst women and the growing of beards amongst men), as well as acceptance 

of the practice of polygyny (Rao 2015). 

Other studies have examined the physical manifestations of converts’ religious 

identities and their adoption of new forms of ‘Islamic’ clothing and physical appearance. 

For example, research by Brice (2010) and Kose (1996) have found that following 

conversion, female converts were more likely to change their clothing and physical 

appearance than their male counterparts. In addition to the aforementioned issues, Kose 

and Loewenthal’s (2000) research on conversion in the United Kingdom examined 

gender-specific differences regarding conversion pathways. In their analysis of 

conversion motifs, the authors found that male converts were more likely to associate 

with intellectual motifs, while female converts were more likely to identify with 

affectional motifs (108). Within this framework, intellectual conversion motifs are 

described as involving ‘reading and other investigations of alternative theodicies’, and 

are considered to be ‘normally brief, entailing self-conversion with little social pressure.’ 

Affectional motifs are considered to be present in cases where ‘personal attachments or 

strong liking play a central role.’ Similarly, Allievi’s ‘typology of conversion itineraries’ 

separates ‘rational’ and ‘relational’ conversion (cited in van Nieuwkerk 2006). Broadly 

speaking, ‘rational’ conversion itineraries are motivated by an intellectual interest in 

Islamic beliefs and teachings, while ‘relational’ itineraries are motivated by personal 

relationships and encounters with Muslims (van Nieuwkerk 2006). 

 



 

 

Explaining the Gendered Experience 

 

This study attempts to highlight the differences and similarities in the experiences 

of converts to Islam of different genders. Why these differences occur is beyond the scope 

of this particular paper, however, it would be remiss to not outline the some of the more 

noted contributing variables. Four potential factors include socialization, physiological 

and morphological attributes, gender beliefs within the Muslim community and the 

interpretations of religious doctrine. 

Broadly speaking it is assumed different genders have varying experiences due to 

the factor of socialization (Burns, Schlozman, & Verba, 2001 ; Bussey & Bandura, 1999). 

For example, linking this to the study at hand, when querying about the gendered 

perceptions of Islamic politics the results must be considered against broad social norms. 

Fraile and Sánchez-Vitores (2020) contends that women are “often through subtle or 

indirect mechanisms - generally discouraged from involvement in political action, 

particularly when it is at the expense of their private life” (Fraile and Sánchez-Vitores , 

2020, p. 90). When theorizing about results, the experience of the Muslim convert of any 

gender cannot be considered in exclusion of the broader context. 

Another factor that has the possibility to contribute to the variance of experiences 

can be found when considering the role of sex and the varying physiological and 

morphological attributes. For example, Stark (2002) contends that perhaps the presence 

of high levels of testosterone or a lacking in cortisol as leading causes of why men are 

less risk averse, and (comparative to women) are found to be less able to resist immediate 

gratification (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). Miller and Hoffmann (1995) extended this 

thinking and suggest that irreligiousness could perhaps be considered under the category 

of risk taking behaviour, particularly following the premise of “Pascal’s wager”; that to 

believe (in faith) and be wrong is of no consequence (upon death) but to be a non-believer 

and be wrong results in condemnation. Applying this to the research, this could be a factor 

in conversion rates being more prominent to cisgender females, albeit does not explain 

the choice of Islam specifically, nor does it consider those who identify as gender diverse.  

Two additional factors that are more specific to Islam and could contribute to the 

experience of Muslim converts are the gender beliefs within the Muslim community, and 

the interpretations of religious doctrine. Regarding gender beliefs in the Australian 

context, Perales and Bouma (2018) sought to establish the links between religious 

denominations and patriarchal views. By assessing the survey results of 18,367 



 

 

individuals they were able to construct a patriarchal gender ideology index in which 

denominations could be assigned a number ranging from 0, indicating the most liberal 

views, to 100 being the most patriarchal. It was established that the Australian Muslim 

community received a score of 52.92. For context, the sample mean was 39.81, and the 

group that indicated no religion scored 35.77. From these results, the Australian Muslim 

community is suggested to hold considerably more patriarchal beliefs than the broader 

Australian society. With this in mind it must be considered as a potential factor in how 

the Muslim convert’s experience may vary between the genders. 

Similarly, we must also contemplate the role of doctrine, or arguably more 
significant, the interpretation of such. Wudud (1991) highlights three potential categories 
of interpreting genders in the Quran. These include traditional, reactive and holistic. 
Traditional exegesis encompasses reading each verse in isolation before moving onto the 
next and often not appreciating the thematic overview of the entire collection. It is noted 
that traditional tafsir is primarily written by men, hence the female experience is often 
excluded or written through a male perspective (Wudud 1991). Contrary to the traditional, 
the “reactive” category does contain numerous female voices and is representative of 
more modern scholarly thinking. Rather than beginning with the core text itself, the 
reactive interpretation of the Quran, is as the name suggests, a response to the many 
instances of gender inequality and extreme examples of female oppression that exists in 
the Muslim world (Wudud 1991). As a result, these interpretations are often highly 
critical of certain interpretation/manifestations of Islam and the Quran, as they are viewed 
as the common and therefore causal factor. The third methodology Wudud (1991) calls 
‘holistic’ and offers an appreciation of historical context, grammatical composition of 
individual verses, and how each verse or subject is positioned in the entirety of the text 
allowing broad and major themes to rise to the surface. This could drastically alter one’s 
experience as specific words and phrases that have gone unquestioned and therefore 
meant gendered outcomes can be revisited, and placed within the historical and scriptural 
context. This often relays vastly different thematic results to the traditional interpretation 
and leads Wudud (1991) to deduce that the Quran does not hold a gender bias, and does 
not relegate unbending stagnant roles for the genders and women specifically. These 
categories of interpretation will be discussed in relation to the findings presented below. 

 
Method 
 



 

 

This article is based on data collected through an online, national survey of Muslim 

Australians.2 The survey was fielded over a two-month period from September to October 

2019 through Lime Survey, with the objective of gaining insight into the ways in which 

Muslim Australians understand, interpret and express their faith. Participants were 

recruited via an online strategy which included the establishment of a dedicated Facebook 

page and engagement with various Muslim community organisations throughout 

Australia who assisted in the promotion of the project and the dissemination of the survey 

link. A total of 1034 participants, including both converts and born Muslims completed 

the survey. Participation was voluntary and no incentives were offered.    

In total, approximately 150 questions were included, focusing on issues such as 

participants’ understanding and interpretation of Islam, their views on key theological 

and societal issues, as well as their levels of social connection and belonging. Participants 

were also asked to identify if they had been born/raised Muslim or if they had 

converted/reverted3 to Islam. Participants who identified as converts were prompted to 

complete an additional series of questions regarding their conversion experiences. 

Remaining questions were presented to all participants regardless of their conversion 

status. Responses were primarily measured using a five-point Likert scale, with the option 

of ‘unsure’ also being included. In some cases, participants were provided with binary 

response options in regards to specific questions, in addition to the option of ‘unsure’.  

While the overall objective of the survey was to identify and measure religious 

knowledge and beliefs among Muslim Australians, the demographic question about the 

participant’s gender allows all subsequent questions, such as that of the conversion status 

of the participant, to be compared against this variable. The wording of the question is 

specific in that it queries ‘gender’ and does not ask of the participant’s biological sex, 

therefore the findings are limited to speak only to identified gender. Additionally, it is 

regrettable that the survey did not also inquire about the sexual orientation of the 

participants and therefore it will be unable to comment on Sherkat's (2002) discussion on 

how this impacts religiosity. 

                                                 
2 Ethical clearance was obtained from Griffith University’s Human Research Ethics Committee, Reference 2019/042. 

Informed consent was received from all survey respondents and focus group participants prior to participation.  
3 As explained by King (2017), the “notion of ‘revert’ is an interpretation of the word ‘fitrạ ’ or ‘natural state/ 
condition’ in which all humans are born; this is not to imply that all humans are born Muslim but that they are born 
‘pure’ and are inclined to believe in one true God.” Some individuals thus view their adoption of Islam as a 
‘reversion’ to this natural state, rather than ‘conversion’.  
 



 

 

Survey data were analysed using both the Lime Survey tool and Statistics Package 

for Social Sciences (SPSS, V. 26). Lime Survey was utilized in order to calculate basic 

frequencies and to establish an overall profile of participants. Further analysis was then 

conducted using SPSS descriptive statistics, in order to determine statistical significance 

and odds ratios. In addition to the online survey data, a series of subsequent focus groups 

were conducted throughout the country in order to add a qualitative dimension to the 

survey findings. A total of seven focus groups were conducted, in which participants 

(including both converts and born Muslims) were presented with key findings from the 

survey and asked to express their views and opinions. As these sessions addressed a range 

of topics reaching beyond gender, only the relevant data is utilised in this paper. Focus 

group participants were recruited in a similar manner to the survey, with these sessions 

being advertised via the project’s Facebook page and promoted via the social media and 

mailing lists of various Muslim community organisations throughout Australia. 

Participants were required to register online in order to attend one of these sessions. All 

sessions were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim, before being subjected to 

thematic coding and analysis. 

 

Findings 

 

This section will outline key findings from the Islam in Australia survey regarding the 

differences and commonalities between male and female converts to Islam. In particular, 

this will examine conversion pathways and experiences, converts’ Islamic identities and 

interpretations, as well as converts’ social identities and their sense of connection and 

belonging.  

 

Participants  
 

A total of 163 converts (comprising 15.8% of a total of 1034 participants), completed the 

Islam in Australia survey.4 Participants ranged in age from 16 to 77 years, with an average 

age of 43.6 years. In terms of gender, a greater number of female (61.4%) than male 

(38.0%) converts were represented in the survey. Comparatively, amongst survey 

                                                 
4 Participant demographics are outlined in Table 1, with comparative data provided for born Muslim survey 

respondents and demographic data on the general Muslim Australian population collected in the 2016 Australian 
national census.  



 

 

participants who were born/raised Muslim, 48.8 percent were female and 51.1 percent 

were male. In the context of gender, the demographic profile of our participants closely 

resembled those of Brice’s survey of British converts, in which 62% were female and 

38% were male (2010). While further data and research on this point is needed, these 

findings do appear to support notions that there are more female than male converts to 

Islam (Brice 2010). It is possible that this finding could be explained by the method of 

data collection, as gender is repeatedly flagged as one of the more prominent factors in 

survey non response, with males being less likely to participate (Curtin et al. 2000; 

Groves and Couper 1996; Moore and Tarnai 2002). Regarding web surveys specifically, 

Roster, Rogers, Albaum, & Klein (2004) determined that as many as two-thirds of 

respondents are expected to be female. It is, however, noteworthy that amongst born 

Muslims who completed this survey, males slightly outnumbered females. 

Whilst the multiple choice responses offered ‘Male’, ‘Female’ and ‘Other’, the 

gender diverse option was selected by two participants in total, representing 0.6 percent 

of converts (N=1) and 0.1 percent of born Muslims5 (N=1). This is perhaps unsurprising 

given the sample size of 1034 participants and that according to the 2016 Australian 

consensus, gender diversity was calculated at a rate of 1.8/ 20 000.6 This figure for gender 

diverse convert participants is unfortunately too small to be reliably representative, hence, 

the primary concern for this article will be focused on the comparative data between how 

male and female identifying converts answered the questions, allowing analysis of the 

differences and commonalities between their experiences and beliefs.  

In terms of age, female converts were on average younger than their male 

counterparts. The average age of female converts was 42, compared to 46 amongst men. 

Female converts were also, on average, slightly younger than males at the time of 

conversion.7 Regarding the time-period of conversion, it was found that a higher 

proportion of females than males had converted to Islam in the decade preceding data 

collection. Amongst women, more than half (54%) had converted between 2010 and 

2019, compared to 41.9 percent of men. The vast majority of both women and men had, 

                                                 
5 The term ‘born Muslim’ is used throughout this article in reference to individuals who were born/raised as 
Muslims, rather than having converted to Islam.  
6 The ABS has acknowledged that this count is contestable given the ‘limitations around the special procedures and 
willingness or opportunity to report as sex and/or gender diverse’, yet it remains unlikely that the ratio could rise 
enough to be a prominent figure within the survey’s sample size 
7 The average age at conversion was 28.9 for females and 31.4 for males. 



 

 

however, converted from the year 2000 onwards.8 These findings appear to support 

anecdotal evidence that there has been a considerable rise in overall conversion rates in 

Western nations since the turn of the century, and that a great number of women than men 

have converted to Islam in recent years (Brice 2010).  

 
Table 1. Demographics 

Demographic Australian Converts 
(Survey) 

Australian Born 
Muslims 
(Survey) 

Muslim 
Australians 

(2016 Census) 
 15.8% (n=163) 84.2% (n=871) n=604, 240 
Gender    
Female 61.4% (n=100) 48.8% (n =425) 47.0% 
Male 38.0% (n =62) 51.1% (n =445) 53.0% 
Other  0.6% (n =1) 0.1% (n =1) - 
    
Age    
10-19 1.9% (n =3) 5.2% (n =45) 19.4% 
20-29 19.8% (n=32) 19.4% (n =169) 18.9% 
30-39 24.1% (n=39) 35.4% (n =308) 19.7% 
40-49 21.6% (n=35) 24.7% (n=215) 11.7% 
50-59 14.2% (n=23) 8.0% (n=70) 7.0% 
60-69 13.6% (n=22) 5.4% (n=47) 3.8% 
70+ 4.9% (n=8) 2.0% (n=17) 2.1% 
Average age  43 38 - 
    
Place of Birth    
Australia 74.2% (n=121) 32.0% (n=279) 36.4% 
Overseas 25.8% (n =42) 68.0% (n=592) 63.6% 

 

 
Conversion Pathways and Processes  
 

Within the existing body of conversion scholarship, the question of motivational 

factors occupies a dominant position. However, as highlighted earlier in this paper, 

understandings of the differences and commonalities between male and female pathways 

to Islam remain limited. Survey participants were presented with a list of ten potential 

motivational factors (Table 1), derived from the scholarly literature, and asked to identify 

which had been influential in their decision to convert to Islam. They also had the option 

of selecting ‘other’ and providing a written response to this question. Overall, the most 

commonly endorsed factors included the message of the Quran, answers to questions 

concerning the purpose of life, and participants having experienced a spiritual awakening. 

                                                 
8 78% of females and 77.4% of males had converted between 2000 and 2019. 21% of female converts and 22.6% of 
male converts had converted prior to the year 2000.  



 

 

It is noteworthy that while participants were able to select as many options as applied, no 

single factor was endorsed by a majority of participants, either male or female. Relational 

(or affectional) factors were also identified by many converts as contributing to their 

decision to become Muslim, including having a personal connection with a Muslim, 

marriage to a Muslim and a sense of community/belonging. It is noteworthy that a higher 

proportion of female converts identified these relational/affectional aspects as 

contributing to their decision to convert. While further research is needed on this issue, 

these findings appear to align with those of Kose and Loewenthal (2000), who found that 

female converts in their study were more likely than males to identify with ‘affectional’ 

conversion motifs. In the context of marriage, such a finding is perhaps not unexpected 

given the gendered stance on interfaith marriage within Islamic tradition. It is largely 

accepted by scholars that there are minimal religious obstacles for a Muslim man to marry 

a woman ‘of the book’ (that is she embraces an Abrahamic faith) with no conversion of 

the spouse necessary (Leeman 2009; Van Niekerk and Verkuyten 2018). Should the 

marriage be outside of the Abrahamic faiths, it is encouraged that the marriage be deterred 

until the spouse becomes a ‘believer’ and converts (Quran 2:221). However, in the case 

of a Muslim woman marrying outside of her faith, even to a man of an Abrahamic faith, 

most Islamic scholars agree that the doctrine outlines this as unfavourable (Leeman 

2009). While a more thorough and qualitative understanding of the male and female 

pathways to Islam is needed, these findings suggest that interpersonal relationships with 

practicing Muslims may be, to a certain extent, more influential in the conversion 

journeys of women, while personal crises and trauma may play a larger role in the 

conversion journeys of men.  

Amongst male converts, personal crises appear to have been somewhat more 

influential than amongst females. For example, men were more likely to identify personal 

hardship or the death of a loved one as influencing their decision to convert. While cases 

of personal crises preceding conversion have been documented (Mitchell and Rane, 

2018), there is unfortunately no comparative data available on this issue between male 

and female converts to Islam. Male converts were also more likely than females to cite 

the example of the Prophet Muhammad. This trend may perhaps be explained to some 

degree by the gendered nature of religious archetypes and role models which has been 

highlighted by scholars such as El-Husseini (2008) and Deeb (2009) in the context of 

Shi’i Islam.  



 

 

While these findings provide insight into the personal experiences and factors 

which motivated participants to embrace Islam, it is important to note the potential for 

“biographical reconstruction” when considering these issues. This concept suggests that 

the act of conversion leads to “changes both to the way converts view and tell their life 

stories...and—therefore—to the way they make attributions regarding life events” 

(Snook, Williams & Horgan 2019: 226). As Jindra observes, “some argue that it is not 

possible to analyze a conversion narrative in terms of reasons and motives, since these 

stories are not accurate, but represent reconstructions or "accounts" of earlier experiences 

that are influenced by the official doctrine of a group” (Jindra 2011: 278). Additionally, 

it has been found that “conversion narratives also highlight or exaggerate prior crisis 

experience” (Jindra 2011: 279) - another factor which further raises questions about the 

reliability of this approach.  

 
Table 2. Motivational Factors  

Factor Female 
Converts 

Male 
Converts 

Total  

Message of the Quran 46.0% 41.9% 44.2% 

Answers to questions concerning the 
purpose of life  

41.0% 45.2% 42.9% 

Spiritual awakening 44.0% 38.7% 42.3% 

Personal connection with a Muslim 37.0% 32.3% 35.6% 

Example of the Prophet Muhammad 23.0% 38.7% 28.8% 

Sense of community/belonging  26.0% 21.0% 24.5% 

Disaffection or disillusion with a 
previous faith 

22.0% 25.8% 23.9% 

Marriage to a Muslim  27.0% 16.1% 22.7% 

Personal hardship 12.0% 21.0% 15.3% 

Death of a relative or friend 3.0% 4.8% 3.7% 

Other 9.0% 14.5% 11.0% 

Question: ‘What were the most important factors in your life, or aspects of Islam, that led you to 
convert/revert to Islam?’ 
 
In addition to asking about the factors which led them to embrace Islam, participants were 

also asked about their views on Islam and potential reservations regarding specific 

teachings or issues often associated with Islam, during the pre-conversion period (Table 



 

 

3). A comparative gender analysis of this question revealed some notable differences and 

commonalities between the responses of male and female converts. While similar 

proportions of male and female converts had reservations about such issues as how Islam 

perceives non-Muslims and mixing religion with politics, female converts were more 

likely to have experienced reservations regarding all other response options. Gender 

disparities were most noticeable in the context of views about violent jihad, terrorism in 

the name of Islam, views about homosexuals and gender segregation. It is noteworthy 

that overall, a higher proportion of female converts reported having specific reservations 

or concerns about Islam when they were considering conversion. While just over one-

quarter of women (26.0%) reported having “no issues or problems”, more than double 

the proportion of male participants (54.8%) said the same.9 This gender disparity appears 

to align with the thinking that Australian females are generally more concerned than 

males on most issues. This is demonstrated by the ‘Australia Talks’ survey, an initiative 

of the ABC, Vox Pop Labs and the University of Melbourne (Crabb 2019), which found 

that women outranked their male counterparts in their level of concern in 25 out of 26 

issues, including gender equality and terrorism, with the one exception being a concern 

for ‘loss of traditional values’. While several qualitative studies have explored ways in 

which converts critically engage with, and in some cases question or challenge specific 

Islamic teachings or views within Islam (for example, relating to homosexuality), an 

absence of prior quantitative data on this issue has thus far limited understandings of 

broader gender-based trends relating to these concepts (King 2017; Mitchell and Rane 

2018). Additionally, this finding may be linked to Wudud’s categories of interpreting 

genders in the Quran. As outlined earlier in this paper, the ‘reactive’ category, which 

contains more female voices than ‘traditional’ exegesis, tends to be more critical of Islam 

and the Quran. Should the “reactive” be the predominant interpretation a Muslim convert 

is exposed to, this could provide some explanation as to why women may have more pre-

conversion reservations about Islam than men. Overall, while this finding does appear to 

suggest that compared to females, male converts are more likely to uncritically accept 

religious teachings and beliefs, further research on this issue is needed before any 

conclusions can be drawn. 

 
Table 3. Pre-conversion reservations/concerns about Islam  
                                                 
9 A statistically significant difference was found in relation to this question, with the odds of a male convert having 
no pre-conversion reservations being 3.456 (OR) times greater than a female convert , 95% CIs [1.767, 6.759], p < 
0.001.  



 

 

Issue Female 
Converts  

Male 
Converts  

Total 
Converts  

No issues or problems  26.0% 54.8% 36.8% 

Views about non-Muslims 15.0% 14.5% 14.7% 

Views about women 34.0% 24.2% 30.1% 

Views about homosexuals 23.0% 11.3% 19.0% 

Views about violent jihad 27.0% 11.3% 20.9% 

Mixing religion with politics 13.0% 11.3% 12.3% 

Terrorism in the name of Islam 29.0% 12.9% 22.7% 

Gender segregation 32.0% 19.4% 27.6% 

Dietary requirements 12.0% 8.1% 11.0% 

Other 21.0% 12.9% 17.8% 

Question: ‘When you were considering converting/reverting, which teachings or aspects of Islam, if any, 
did you have reservations about or find problematic?’ 
 
 
Islamic Identity  
 
A series of questions were included in the survey in order to develop a greater 

understanding of converts’ Islamic identities and the specific interpretations of Islam with 

which they identify. When asked ‘how important is Islam to your identity’, a clear 

majority of participants described this as very important or important.10 Male converts 

(72.6%) were, however, slightly more likely than female converts (65.0%) to say that 

Islam was very important to their identity. It is noteworthy that this gender disparity was 

not observed amongst non-convert participants who completed the survey, where the 

responses of male and female born Muslims more closely aligned.11 Regarding ritual 

practice, 77.1 percent of converts overall prayed ‘daily’, with females (71.0%) slightly 

less likely than males (75.8%). Overall, while female converts’ observance of prayer was 

similar to that of males, females were also slightly more likely than males to pray only 

                                                 
10 Overall, 91.9% of male converts stated that Islam was either “important” or “very important” to their identity, 

while 91.0% of female converts reported the same.  
11 Amongst born Muslims, 82.3% of males and 82.4% of females said that Islam was ‘very important’ to their 
identity. 14.8% of male born Muslims, and 14.6% of female born Muslims said this Islam was ‘important’ to their 
identities.  



 

 

on occasion or not at all.12 This trend was also observed amongst born Muslims, where 

praying daily was more frequently selected among males (79.3%) than females (74.9%). 

While these findings appear to support broader assertions that male Muslims tend to 

exhibit either similar or higher levels of religiosity than female Muslims, further research 

is needed before any conclusions may be drawn in the context of Western converts to 

Islam. Unfortunately, no comparative data on such gender differences are currently 

available on Western converts to Islam.  

Further considering religious identity, participants were also asked to select the 

particular traditions or interpretations of Islam with which they identify. Overall, the 

highest number of participants (55.2%) identified as Sunni, with a large plurality (39.2%) 

identifying as ‘just Muslim’. Regarding the former, it was found that male converts were 

more likely to identify as Sunni, with 64.5 percent of males identifying as such, compared 

to 50.0 percent of females. Conversely, female converts (42.0%) were more likely to 

identify as being ‘just Muslim’ compared to their male counterparts (35.5%). In some 

regards, these findings align with those of studies conducted on converts in the United 

States. For example, the Pew Research Center found that approximately 55 percent of 

American converts to Islam (both male and female) identified as Sunni (Pew Resarch 

Center 2007). Maslim and Bjorck found that amongst female converts in the United 

States, 46.7 percent identified as Sunni, while 42.1 percent ‘did not affiliate with any 

particular Muslim sect’ (2009, 101). It is noteworthy that similar trends were not 

identified amongst born Muslim participants.13  

 

Table 4. Interpretation or Group 
Interpretation or Group   Female Converts  % Male Converts % Total Converts % 

Sunni 50.0% 64.5% 55.2% 

Just Muslim 42.0% 35.5% 39.2% 

Sufi 15.0% 24.2% 18.4% 

Ahl Sunnah wal Jamaa 8.0% 14.5% 10.4% 

Hanafi 10.0% 11.3% 10.4% 

                                                 
12 9.7% of male converts prayed weekly, compared to 7.0% of females. 14.5% of male converts prayed only on 
occasion, compared to 18.0% of females. No male converts reported that they never prayed, compared to 3.0% of 
females. 
13 Comparatively. 66.6% of female born Muslims and 64.0% of male born Muslims identified as Sunni, while 31.8% 
of female born Muslims and 34.4% of male born Muslims identified as ‘Just Muslim’.  



 

 

Progressive 11.0% 6.5% 9.8% 

Shafi’i 1.0% 16.13% 6.7% 

Salafi 6.0% 4.8% 5.5% 

Shia/Shiite   6.0% 3.2% 4.9% 

Maliki 1.0% 4.8% 2.5% 

Other 3.0% 3.2% 3.1% 
*Question: “With which Islamic tradition, school of thought or group do you most identify?”14 

 

Amongst converts overall, almost one-fifth (18.4%) identified as Sufi. 

Comparatively, 4.7% of born Muslims also identified as such. This trend is perhaps 

unsurprising considering the purported influence of Sufism in attracting Western converts 

to Islam (Kose 1996). Kose’s (1996) study on British converts, for example, found that 

approximately one-third (33%) of participants identified as Sufi. Interestingly, Sufism 

appears to hold more appeal for male respondents, with close to a quarter (24.2%) of male 

converts identifying as such, compared to 15 percent of female converts. Smaller numbers 

of respondents identified as Shi’a, including 6.0 percent of female converts and 3.2 

percent of male converts. 

Regarding schools of legal thought, only 12 percent of female converts identified 

with a particular Sunni madhab. Among this 12 percent, ten women identified with the 

Hanafi madhab, one identified as Shafi’i and one as Maliki. No female converts identified 

as Hanbali or with a Shi’ite madhab. While further research on this issue is needed, these 

findings do appear to align with other studies which have examined female converts’ 

interpretations of Islam. For example, in her study of female converts in Australia, King 

found that participants ‘were largely ambivalent and somewhat disinterested when it 

came to intellectual traditions and discourses’ (2017, 461). Comparatively, close to one-

third (30.6%) of male converts identified with a specific Sunni madhab.15 The lower 

likelihood of female converts identifying with Sunni Islam may help to explain these 

gender differences to some degree. Another possible explanation of such differences was 

offered within the focus groups, in reference to the familial gender roles found within 

                                                 
14 Note: responses were not mutually exclusive. Participants could select as many options as applied.  
15 Comparatively, amongst born Muslims 21.4% of females and 30.8% of males identified with a particular Sunni 
madhab 



 

 

Muslim communities and the perception that the patriarch is responsible for the 

intellectual exploration of doctrine: 

 
...the man in the family, he brings up most of the information about Islam back to the 
family by going to the mosque then comes back to teach the kids about salah [prayer], 
about the Kaaba, things like that. So they, the breadwinners yes, but they also the 
information winners in a certain context. (Perth, Participant 4) 
 

Such a suggestion aligns with assertions that among Muslims, men tend “to be more 

responsible for children's religious socialization” than women (Schnabel 2018: 61).  

 
Muslim Typologies 
 

In addition to considering the specific interpretations of Islam or groups with which 

participants identified, the survey also sought to gain insight into issues relating to 

Muslim typologies and Islamic orientations. Drawing upon existing studies which have 

formulated descriptive typology frameworks, ten Muslim typologies and accompanying 

statements were constructed by the researchers. These covered a wide ideological 

spectrum, from progressive and secular to political Islamist and militant. In this instance, 

rather than asking participants to self-identify with specific labels, in order to account for 

the potential of label avoidance, they were instead presented with a list of statements and 

asked to rate their level of agreement.  

 

Table 5. Typology by Gender16  
 
 

Typology 

Total Agree17 Total Disagree18 
 

Female 
Converts 

 
Male 

Converts 

 
Female 

Converts 

 
Male 

Converts 
 

Liberal19 77.0% 79.0% 6.0% 8.1% 
Progressive20 73.0% 59.7% 7.0% 16.1% 

Secular21 58.0% 51.6% 18.0% 29.0% 

                                                 
16 Neutral and “unsure” responses are not presented in this table.  
17 Total includes respondents who “agreed” and “strongly agreed” with typology statements.  
18 Total includes respondents who “disagreed” and “strongly disagreed” with typology statements. 
19 Statement (liberal): “I believe Islam aligns with human rights, civil liberties and democracy.” 
20 Statement (progressive): “I am a committed Muslim who believes in the rational, cosmopolitan nature of the 

Islamic tradition based on principles of social justice, gender justice and religious pluralism.” 
21 Statement (secular): “For me Islam is a matter of personal faith rather than a public identity.” 



 

 

Ethical-Maqasidi22 59.0% 45.2% 18.0% 24.2% 
Traditionalist23 52.0%  50.0%  22.0% 12.9% 

Sufi24 47.0% 32.3% 26.0% 21.0% 
Legalist25 27.0% 40.3% 39.0% 21.0% 

Political Islamist26 12.0% 25.8% 66.0% 41.9% 
Militant27 6.0% 11.3% 87.0% 61.3% 

Cultural Nominalist28 4.0% 1.6% 86.0% 90.3% 
 

Amongst both male and female converts, the greatest proportion of participants 

identified29 with the ‘liberal’ typology, followed by the ‘progressive’ typology (see Table 

5). The typology which received the lowest level of agreement (3.1% of converts overall) 

was that of ‘Cultural Nominalist’. Simply put, this category refers to those whose Muslim 

identity is informed more by a family or cultural background as opposed to a personal 

commitment to Islam. Comparatively, 19.1 percent of born Muslims identified with this 

typology. Such a finding is perhaps unsurprising amongst converts, considering the fact 

that they have made the conscious decision to embrace Islam, rather than having been 

born/raised within the faith.  

Minorities of converts overall identified with ‘political Islamist’ (17.2%) and 

‘militant’ (8.0%) typologies, with male converts much more likely than females to fall 

within these categories. Regarding the political Islamist typology, more than double the 

proportion of males (25.8%) than females (12.0%) agreed or strongly agreed with the 

corresponding statement. A similar trend was observed in relation to the militant 

typology, with 6.0 percent of female converts agreeing or strongly agreeing with the 

corresponding statement, compared to 11.3 percent of male converts.30 While the 

difference between male and female converts regarding the political Islamist typology 

was found to be statistically significant, this was not the case in regards to the militant 

                                                 
22 Statement (ethical maqasidi): “I am a committed, reform-minded Muslim who emphasizes the spirit and ethical 

principles of Islam over literal interpretations.” 
23 Statement (traditionalist): “I am a devout Muslim who follows a traditional understanding of Islam.” 
24 Statement (sufi): “I am a devout Muslim who follows a more spiritual path rather than formal legal rules.” 
25 Statement (legalist): “I am a strict Muslim who follows Islam according to the laws of shariah.” 
26 Statement (political Islamist): “I am a committed Muslim who believes politics is part of Islam and advocates for 

an Islamic state based on shariah laws.” 
27 Statement (militant): “I am a committed Muslim who believes an Islamic political order and shariah should be 

implemented by force if necessary.” 
28 Statement (cultural nominalist): “I am a cultural Muslim for whom Islam is based on my family background rather 

than my practice.” 
29 This includes respondents who either agreed or strongly agreed with the typology statements.  
30 Similar patterns were observed amongst born Muslim participants in relation to these questions.  



 

 

typology.31 A comparative gender analysis of convert responses reveals other interesting 

findings. While similar proportions of women and men agreed or strongly agreed with 

the liberal typology, female converts were more likely than male converts to agree or 

strongly agree with progressive, ethical-maqasidi and Sufi typologies. These findings 

suggest that female converts are more likely to understand and express Islam in 

progressive, contextual and spiritual ways, while male converts are more likely to hold 

legalistic and politicized understandings of Islam. In this regard, tentative parallels can 

be drawn to Schnabel’s (2018) findings on Christianity regarding male adherents' 

tendency to be more dogmatic in their faith then their female counterparts.  

It is noteworthy that similar gender differences were observed amongst born 

Muslim participants in relation to legalist, political Islamist and militant typologies, with 

higher proportions of males identifying as such. Gender differences were, however, more 

pronounced amongst converts than born Muslims in relation to progressive, ethical-

maqasidi and Sufi typologies, with which females were more likely to identify. While 

further research on this issue is needed, these findings may suggest that when the 

variables of gender and conversion status are taken into account, male converts are less 

inclined than other groups to identify with progressive, contextual and spiritual 

orientations of Islam, while the opposite seems to be more apparent among female 

converts to Islam.  

 
Views on Islam, Politics and Law 
 

Participants were also asked about their views on Islam’s relationship with politics and 

law, including the concepts of the caliphate and shariah, which have become increasingly 

central to understandings of the Islamic faith amongst both Muslims and non-Muslims. 

Regarding the relationship between Islam and politics, Muslim Australian males overall 

were found to have a more politicized understanding of Islam compared to Muslim 

Australian females overall. In the context of Australian converts, gender differences were 

observed in a number of areas. For example, when asked if they believed that Islam 

advocates a particular political system, 40.3 percent of male converts felt that at it did, 

                                                 
31 The odds of a male convert identifying as a political Islamist was 2.551 (OR) times greater than a female convert 
identifying as such, 95% CIs [1.113, 5.844], p = 0.024. The odds of a male convert identifying as a militant was 
1.994 (OR) times greater than a female convert identifying as such, 95% CIs [0.638, 6.235], p = 0.228.  



 

 

compared to 15.0 percent of women.32 33 It is noteworthy that female converts expressed 

a greater level of uncertainty regarding this question, with 28.0 percent selecting ‘don’t 

know/unsure’, compared to 9.7 percent of male converts. Additionally, when asked about 

the institution of the caliphate, male converts were more likely than females to believe 

that this was a religious obligation.34 Amongst female converts, 3 percent strongly agreed 

with this notion, while 10 percent agreed. Comparatively, 16.1 percent of male converts 

strongly agreed, and 17.7 percent agreed with this notion.35 Once again, female converts 

expressed a higher level of uncertainty in their response to this question than their male 

counterparts, with slightly under one-quarter (24.0%) of women selecting ‘don’t 

know/unsure’, compared to 11.3 percent of men.  

 

Table 6. Views on Islam and Politics  
 

 Female 
Converts % 

Male 
Converts % 

Total 
Converts % 

“Do you believe that Islam advocates a 
particular political system?” 

   

Yes 15.0% 40.3% 24.5% 
No 57.0% 50.0% 54.6% 

Don’t Know/Unsure  28.0% 9.7% 20.9% 
    

Is the caliphate a religious 
obligation?36 

   

Total Agree 13.0% 33.8% 20.9% 
Total Disagree 45.0% 38.7% 43.0% 
Neutral/Unsure 42.0% 27.4% 36.2% 

 

In addition to questions regarding Islam and politics, participants were also asked 

about their views on, and understandings of Islamic law and the concept of shariah. 

Overall, 44.8 percent of converts believed that shariah is a divine/revealed law/legal code, 

                                                 
32 A statistically significant difference was found in relation to this question, with the odds of a male convert 
believing that Islam advocates a particular political system being 3.829 (OR) times greater than a female convert , 
95% CIs [1.813, 8.085], p < 0.001.  
33 While a gender disparity was observed in the responses of born Muslim to the this question, this was not as 
pronounced. 30.1% percent of male born Muslims reported believing that Islam advocates a particular political 
system, as did 18.6% of female born Muslims.  
34 A statistically significant difference was found in relation to this question, with the odds of a male convert 
believing (includes agree and strongly agree) that the caliphate was an Islamic religious obligation being 3.428 (OR) 
times greater than a female convert , 95% CIs [1.563, 7.515], p < 0.002.  
35 Similar trends were observed in relation to the responses of born Muslims, however this was more pronounced 
amongst converts. 13.3% of male born Muslims and 5.7% of female born Muslims strongly agreed with this 
statement, while 18.0% of male born Muslims and 10.1% of female born Muslims agreed with this statement.  
36 Full question: “To what extent do you agree or disagree that the form of government referred to as a 

khilafah/caliphate is an Islamic religious obligation?” 



 

 

while 43.6 percent understood shariah as being Islamic jurists’ opinions and 

interpretations based on the Quran and other sources.37 Male and female converts 

expressed similar views on their understanding of the nature of shariah, with comparable 

numbers viewing shariah as either a divine law/legal code or a man-made legal 

framework. While the responses of male and female converts closely aligned on the 

nature of shariah, male converts were more likely to express a desire to live in a society 

in which shariah laws were implemented. For example, half (50.0%) of male participants 

agreed or strongly agreed that they ‘would like classical shariah laws relating to family 

matters, such as marriage, divorce and inheritance, recognised in Australian law’ 

(compared to 29.0 percent of female converts),38 while close to one-third (30.6%) said 

that they would like to live in a country where polygamy was legal (compared to 11.0 

percent of female converts).39 Regarding the latter, more than double the proportion of 

female (61.0%) than male (27.4%) converts disagreed or strongly disagreed with this 

notion. A greater proportion of male (29.0%) than female (12.0%) converts also 

expressed a desire to live in a country where classical shariah punishments are 

implemented.40  

 

Table 7. Views on Shariah  
 Female 

Converts % 
Male 

Converts % 
Total 

Converts % 
Understanding of shariah41    

Divine Law/Legal Code 45.0% 45.2% 44.8% 
Islamic jurists’ opinions and 

interpretations based on the Quran and 
other sources 

43.0% 43.6% 43.6% 

Unsure/Other 12.0% 11.3% 11.7% 
    

Support for recognition of shariah 
laws relating to family matters in 

Australia 

   

Total Agree 29.0% 50.0% 36.8% 
Total Disagree 39.0% 19.4% 31.3% 
Unsure/Neutral 32.0% 30.6% 31.9% 

                                                 
37 Comparatively, amongst born Muslims 33.3% of males and 36.5% of females believed that shariah was the 
divine/revealed law/legal code, while 55.7% of males and 49.2% of females understood shariah as being Islamic 
jurists’ opinions and interpretations based on the Quran and other sources. 
38 The odds of a male convert wanting shariah laws relating to family matters to be recognised in Australian law 
were 2.448 (OR) times greater than that of a female wanting such laws recognised, 95% CIs [1.267, 4.733], p = 
0.007.  
39 The odds of a male convert wanting to live in a country where polygamy is legal 3.575 (OR) times greater than 
that of a female wanting the same, 95% CIs [1.564, 8.174], p = 0.002.   
40 Figures listed include participants who selected both “strongly agree” and “agree”. 
41 Question: “Which of the following is closest to your understanding of the term shariah?” 



 

 

    
Desire to live in a country where 

polygamy is legal42 
   

Total Agee 11.0% 30.6% 18.4% 
Total Disagree 61.0% 27.4% 48.5% 
Unsure/Neutral 28.0% 41.9% 33.1% 

    
Desire to live in a country which 

implements classical shariah 
punishments43 

   

Total Agree 12.0% 29.0% 18.4% 
Total Disagree 67.0% 48.4% 60.1% 
Unsure/Neutral 21.0% 22.6% 21.5% 

 

Interestingly, male converts were also more critical of Australian society in 

regards to concepts of justice and religious freedom. For example, 17.7 percent of male 

converts agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that “countries today that 

implement classical shariah laws are more just and fair than Australia”, compared to 6.0 

percent of female converts. Males were also less likely than females to say that they were 

“content with the extent to which Muslims are currently able to practice Islam in 

Australia”, and more likely to disagree with this statement.44 Comparatively, male born 

Muslims were slightly more likely than female born Muslim to agree with this 

statement.45  

 

Table 8. Views on Shariah and Australian Society  

Statement Female 
Converts % 

Male 
Converts % 

Total 
Converts % 

“Countries today that implement 
classical shariah laws are more just 

and fair than Australia” 

   

Total Agree 6.0% 17.7% 10.4% 
Total Disagree 64.0% 56.5% 61.4% 
Unsure/Neutral 30.0% 25.8% 28.2% 

    
“I am content with the extent to 

which Muslims are currently able to 
practice Islam in Australia” 

   

Total Agee 71.0% 58.1% 66.3% 
                                                 
42 Statement: “I would like to live in a country where polygamy (polygyny: a man marrying multiple women) is 
legal” 
43 Statement: “I would like to live in a country where classical shariah punishments are implemented”.  
44 71.0% of female converts and 58.1% of male converts agreed/strongly agreed with the statement “I am content 
with the extent to which Muslims are currently able to practice Islam in Australia.” 16.0% of female converts 27.4% 
of male converts disagreed/strongly disagreed with this statement. 
45 73.6% of female born Muslims and 77.1% of male born Muslims agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “I 
am content with the extent to which Muslims are currently able to practice Islam in Australia.” 



 

 

Total Disagree 16.0% 27.4% 20.2% 
Unsure/Neutral 13.0% 14.5% 13.5% 

 

Converts and Society  
 

The survey also sought to develop an understanding of participants’ social identities and 

experiences, including their sense of belonging and connectedness in a range of social 

contexts. When asked about the various obstacles they had encountered following 

conversion, participants expressed that issues relating to self-other relations had proven 

to be the most difficult. Amongst converts overall, 27.0 percent of participants reported 

experiencing a great deal of difficulty regarding reactions or attitudes of family and 

friends, with a further 41.1 percent experiencing some difficulty.  In the context of 

reactions from the general Australian public, 22.7 percent of converts overall had 

experienced a great deal of difficulty, while 38.7 percent had experienced some difficulty.  

A comparative gender analysis revealed a number of interesting findings. 

Regarding the reactions/attitudes of friends and family, female converts were more likely 

than males to have experienced either a ‘great deal of difficulty’ or ‘some difficulty’ in 

this context, while males were more likely to report experiencing ‘no difficulty’.46 

Regarding reaction from the general Australian public, however, the responses of male 

and female converts aligned more closely.47 When the former was raised with focus group 

participants, it was suggested that this may be the result of greater visibility of a female 

convert’s Muslim identity (for example, the adoption of the hijab). In the words of one 

focus group participant (Canberra, Participant 4)48: 
 

I think for women in particular, it can be quite hard. Because if you are a male convert, 
not many people know unless you tell them you are unless you tell them you’re a convert. 
But if you’re female, and you decide to wear the hijab, you become more visible. And I 
think it makes it harder for you to reconnect with your friends and family members. And 
especially for family members, they are confronted by your physical appearance as well. 

 

                                                 
46 28.0% of female converts reported experiencing a great deal of difficulty regarding the reactions/attitudes of 
family and friends, compared to 24.2% of male converts. A further 43.0% of female converts reported experiencing 
some difficulty in this regard, compared to 38.7% of male converts. While 19.4% of male converts reported 
experiencing ‘no difficulty’ in this regard, only 7.0% of female converts said the same.  
47 Among male converts, 22.6% had experienced ‘a great deal of difficulty’ regarding reactions from the general 
Australian public, compared to 22.0% of female converts. A further 38.7% of male converts had experienced ‘some 
difficulty’ in this regard, compared to 39.0% of female converts.  
48 Note: this participant identified as a born Muslim.  



 

 

The visibility of converts’ Islamic identities, through the adoption of new forms of 

‘Islamic’ forms of clothing or other changes to physical appearance, also likely 

contributes to challenges relating to acceptance from wider Australian society, with these 

issues being highlighted in other studies of Western converts (Alam 2018; Moosavi 

2015). Such issues have also been raised in regards to Western Muslims more broadly, 

particularly in relation to female Muslims and cases of Islamophobic abuse. For example, 

a report on Islamophobia in Australia found that between 2016 and 2017, 73 percent of 

victims of Islamophobic harassment and attacks were Muslim women, and that 96 percent 

of female victims were “wearing Islamic headwear” at the time (Iner 2019, 39). It is 

important to acknowledge that many male converts also change their clothing and 

appearance following their adoption of Islam, for example the growing of a beard, or 

wearing forms of clothing such as the thawb and/or kufi. Research on male converts in 

Australia has found that in some cases, male converts’ ‘visibility’ as Muslims had led to 

social challenges in the context of wider Australian society, as well as verbal and physical 

assaults (Mitchell and Rane 2018).  

Participants were also asked to rate their sense of social connection and belonging 

to various social groups and contexts (Table 9). Overall, participants expressed the 

highest level of connection and belonging to friends and family, followed by the Muslim 

community and school/university/workplace. Participants reported the weakest sense of 

connection to the Australian political system, with slightly more than half of converts 

overall (50.3%) rating this as weak or very weak. A comparative gender analysis revealed 

that female converts expressed a weaker sense of social connection and belonging than 

their male counterparts in a number of areas, including family and friends, 

neighbourhood, school/university/place of work and the Muslim community. Females 

were, however, slightly more likely to report a strong/very strong sense of connection to 

wider Australian society and the Australian political system. In the context of wider 

Australian society, the largest pluralities of both male and female converts described their 

sense of connection as ‘moderate’, while smaller numbers described this as strong/very 

strong or weak/very weak. 

 

Table 9. Social Connection by Gender49  
 
 

Very Strong/Strong Moderate Weak/Very Weak 
      

                                                 
49 “Unsure” and “Not applicable” responses are not included in this table.  



 

 

Social 
Group/Context 

Female 
Converts 

Male 
Converts 

Female 
Converts 

Male 
Converts 

 

Female 
Converts 

Male 
Converts 

 
Family and Friends 59.0% 74.2% 26.0% 17.7% 13.0% 6.5% 

Neighbourhood 25.0% 27.4% 35.0% 38.7% 38.0% 27.4% 
Local Mosque 22.0% 38.7% 24.0% 40.3% 44.0% 19.4% 

Muslim Community  40.0% 43.6% 28.0% 41.9% 31.0% 14.5% 
School/University/ 

Workplace 
31.0% 35.5% 25.0% 27.4% 17.0% 17.7% 

Sporting/Social 
Clubs  

11.0% 12.9% 14.0% 19.4% 36.0% 29.0% 

Wider Australian 
Society 

28.0% 24.2% 37.0% 46.8% 31.0% 27.4% 

Australian Political 
System 

17.0% 11.3% 31.0% 29.0% 47.0% 54.8% 

 

It is noteworthy that while a plurality of both male and female converts rated their 

sense of connection to wider Australian society as weak or very weak, this does not appear 

to be the result of religious beliefs which would discourage interaction and engagement 

with non-Muslims. When asked about their views on engaging with non-Muslims ‘as 

family, friends, colleagues and in general social interactions’, an overwhelming majority 

of both male (90.32%) and female (89.0%) converts viewed this as ‘normal and good’. 

Smaller numbers expressed views that such engagement should be done primarily for 

da’wah [proselytizing], while less than one percent said engaging with non-Muslims was 

discouraged or forbidden. These findings, which also aligned closely with the responses 

of born Muslims, suggest that views and interpretations of Islam which reject or proscribe 

interaction with non-Muslims, such as the Salafist doctrine of ‘loyalty and disavowal’ 

(Shavit 2014), are not supported by the vast majority of Australian converts.  

Gender differences were most pronounced in the context of the Muslim 

community, where feelings of social connection were weaker amongst female converts. 

For example, a large plurality of female converts (44.0%) rated their sense of connection 

or belonging to their local mosque as being either weak or very weak. This was more than 

double that of male converts, of whom 19.4 percent reported the same.50 Likewise, the 

proportion of female converts who reported their sense of connection to the Muslim 

community as being weak or very weak (31.0%) was again more than double that of their 

                                                 
50 The odds of a female convert weak/very weak sense of connection to their local mosque were 3.274 (OR) times 
greater than that of a male convert, 95% CIs [1.556, 6.886], p = 0.001.  



 

 

male counterparts (14.5%).51 Regarding connection to mosques, these results are perhaps 

unsurprising. The challenges faced by female converts regarding access and acceptance 

at mosques have been documented by scholars such as Ghafournia (2020) and Woodlock 

(2010). Criticism of, and widespread dissatisfaction with these issues resulted in activist 

Asra Nomani drafting the Islamic Bill of Rights for Women in Mosques (2004) and 

stipulating the rights of women to enter a mosque, address the congregation, hold a 

position of leadership and be full participants in all and any congregational activities (as 

outlined by Duderija and Rane 2019, 129). While it is important to take these broader 

gender considerations into account, it is also evident that female converts reported lower 

levels of connection than their female born Muslim counterparts. Indeed, while gender 

differences were observed in regards to social connectivity and belonging amongst born 

Muslims as well as converts, taking into account both gender and conversion status 

reveals that it is female converts who consistently reported the weakest feelings of 

belonging and connection in a number of contexts. These findings raise concern that 

female converts may be particularly at risk of social isolation and exclusion, not only in 

the context of family, friends and wider Australian society, but also in the context of the 

religious community which they have chosen to embrace.   

The focus group discussions shed some light on these issues. While a number of 

participants, both converts and born Muslims, recognised the social challenges 

encountered by converts in general, and female converts more specifically, there were 

suggestions that social disconnection from mosques could be explained by gender issues 

more broadly, rather than being convert-specific. In the words of one focus group 

participant (Brisbane, Participant 4):  

 
The reality is most Muslim women don’t have a connection with the mosque. They don’t 
feel welcome at all. And I say this personally. I say this probably on behalf of many 
female Muslims, it’s not just converts themselves. It’s Muslim females generally. You’re 
made to feel that you’re not welcome.  
 

It is noteworthy, however, that while a gender disparity in this regard was 

observed amongst both converts and born-Muslims, a higher proportion of female 

converts than female born Muslims rated their connection to their local mosque and the 

                                                 
51 The odds of a female convert weak/very weak sense of connection to the Muslim community were 2.524 (OR) 
times greater than that of a male convert, 95% CIs [1.105, 5.765], p = 0.025.  



 

 

Muslim community as being weak or very weak.52 Other focus group participants 

suggested that in addition to gender, issues relating to ethnicity, cultural background and 

language may also contribute to converts’ difficulties regarding socialisation and 

engagement with Muslim communities. In the words of one born Muslim participant 

(Melbourne, Participant 9): 

...there's a very ethnic division, so if you come in there as a white Australian you're 
going to stick out like a sore thumb. People notice, they ask you for the millionth time 
how'd you convert so forth, so they do feel ostracized to a large degree, probably 
because the Muslim community is very ethnically connected, it's based on ethnicity, so 
all of a sudden they become a minority within the Muslim community. I think that's a 
huge shock for them, if they're from a white Australian background to come from being 
a majority to becoming a minority and I've heard some reverts, some converts talk 
about it that way.  

 
These findings suggest that while gender may account for lower levels of social 

connection and belonging to a certain extent, these issues may be further exacerbated by 

other factors associated with conversion.  

 

Discussion 

 

A comparative analysis of male and female converts from the survey data reveals a 

number of differences and commonalities. Of particular interest are trends indicating that 

Australian male converts to Islam hold more politicized and legalistic understandings of 

their faith than do their female counterparts, as well as female converts demonstrating 

weaker levels of social connection and belonging in several key contexts. Contrastingly, 

female converts tended to identify more than their male counterparts with more 

progressive, ethical and spiritual approaches to Islam. Regarding the former, male 

converts consistently demonstrated a more politicized, legalistic understanding of Islam 

across several key variables. This included a higher level of male participants identifying 

with ‘legalist’, ‘political Islamist’ and ‘militant typologies’, a higher proportion of males 

believing that Islam advocates a particular political system and that the institution of the 

caliphate represents a religious obligation for Muslims, and a greater desire and level of 

support for various aspects of shariah law. While these findings may be in part explained 

                                                 
52 Comparatively, 28.2% of female born Muslims rated their sense of connection and belonging to their local mosque 
as “weak” or “very weak”, while 17.2% rated their sense of connection and belonging to the Muslim community as 
“weak” or “weak”.  



 

 

by theories which suggest that in some contexts, males are more religiously dogmatic and 

politically minded that women (Schnabel 2018; Fernandez, Jaime-Castillo, Mayrl and 

Valiente 2020), further qualitative research is required to more fully understand and 

explain these trends amongst Australian converts to Islam.  

Another key area of interest and, potentially, concern, relates to participants’ 

feelings of social connection and belonging. As outlined in the findings section, a trend 

was identified wherein female converts indicated weaker levels of social connection and 

belonging in most contexts than did their male counterparts. This disparity was most 

pronounced in relation to the Muslim community and local mosques, although this trend 

was also evident in relation to family and friends, and neighbourhood. Additionally, 

amongst female participants overall, converts reported weaker levels of connection than 

their born Muslim counterparts. It could be theorized that these findings may be 

understood through the concept of intersectionality. This concept, which has become 

increasingly central in feminist discourse, focuses on “mutually constitutive relations 

among social identities”, and advances the notion that various aspects of an individual’s 

identity can compound and create specific forms of discrimination (Shields 2008; Schiek 

and Lawson 2011; Roberts, Tamene and Orta 2018). In the case of female converts, 

various aspects of identity including, but not confined to, ‘woman’, ‘convert’, ‘Muslim’, 

‘non-Muslim background’, race, language and the degree to which they are ‘visibly 

Muslim’ may intersect and compound in a manner which exposes them to higher levels 

of discrimination than their male counterparts.  

Interestingly, however, female converts did report slightly higher levels of 

connection and belonging to wider Australian society and the Australian political system. 

The former finding is of some interest, particularly considering that research has found 

that amongst Muslim Australians, women experience the vast majority of Islamophobic 

harrassment (Iner 2019: 4). It is possible that female converts may not be as ‘visibly’ 

Muslim as their female born Muslims, a factor which is likely dependent on their adoption 

of forms of ‘Islamic’ clothing such as the hijab or niqab. Additionally, it may be theorized 

that this could be linked to this survey’s findings which suggested that male converts were 

more critical of Australian society and less likely to be content with the extent to which 

Muslim Australians are currently able to practice Islam. While these findings provide 

some valuable insight on comparative gender experiences in the context of social identity 

and experience, it is clear that further study is required to gain a more in-depth 

understanding of these issues.  



 

 

The demographic data collected in this survey found there to be a higher 

proportion of women than men amongst converts overall. This finding provides some 

support for assertions that Western women embrace Islam at a higher rate than men, 

although further emprical evidence is required before any conclusions can be drawn 

within the Australian context. Furthermore, additional qualitative research on this point 

may provide some insight or potential explanation into the reasons behind this trend.  

In terms of commonalities between men and women, it was found that converts 

of both sexes displayed a high level of religiosity and ritual practice, although these 

numbers were slightly higher amongst men than women. Such a finding aligns with 

suggestions that unlike other faiths, male Muslims generally exhibit either similar or 

higher levels of religiosity than female Muslims. These findings do, however, contrast 

with the higher proportion of female than male converts amongst survey participants. 

This may indicate that while females are more likely than males to embrace Islam, their 

level of commitment to their faith may be slightly lower. Further research may shed light 

on these dynamics.  

It was also found that converts of both sexes appeared to identify with non-

mainstream interpretations of Islam (such as Sufism) at a higher rate than their born 

Muslim counterparts. However, several differences were observed between females and 

males in terms of the specific interpretations of Islam with which they identified, as was 

discussed earlier in this paper. Regarding the factors which motivated converts to 

embrace Islam, both females and males identified a diverse range (and combination) of 

factors which encouraged them to become Muslim, with intellectual, spiritual and 

relational factors. Some key differences were, however, observed here, with females more 

likely to cite marriage to a Muslim as a motivating factor, while males were more likely 

to identify personal hardship or the example of the Prophet Muhammad as contributing 

to their decision to convert.  

Overall, the findings of this research highlight that there are both key differences 

and commonalities between the identities and experiences of female and male converts 

to Islam in Australia. While some of these findings may present more questions than 

answers, it is hoped that this research will provide a modest contribution to existing 

knowledge of the relationship between conversion and gender, and encourage further 

research in this area.  

 

Conclusion 



 

 

 

Drawing upon data collected in the 2019 Islam in Australia survey, this article has sought 

to address a key gap in the existing scholarship on conversion to Islam by providing a 

gender-based analysis of Australian converts to Islam. Overall, the findings of this 

research suggest that gender does indeed play a role in the ways in which converts 

understand and interpret Islam, as well as in their social identities and experiences. 

Furthermore, the findings of this study appear to tentatively support anecdotal evidence 

that female converts outnumber males. 

While the findings outlined in this article suggest that while gender differences 

may be observed in the ways in which male and female Muslims in Australia understand, 

interpret and express Islam, the intersection of gender and conversion also appears to 

produce results that cannot be explained by gender alone. It is clear that further research 

is needed to more fully comprehend the complex and unique ways in which converts’ 

identities and beliefs are influenced and constructed through factors such as gender, as 

well as other aspects of their backgrounds and identities, including their status as 

converts. While many of the findings outlined in this article may raise more questions 

than answers, it is hoped that by highlighting this key gap in the conversion scholarship, 

further research in this area may be encouraged.  

 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Alam, Oishee. 2018. Facing Race: White Australian Converts to Islam. Melbourne: 

Melbourne University Press. 

Aly, Anne, and David Walker. 2007. “Veiled Threats: Recurrent Cultural Anxieties in 

Australia”. Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 27 (2): 203-214.  

Argyle, Michael. 1959. Religious behaviour. Glencoe, IL: Free Press. 

Armstrong, Karen. 2009. Muhammad: Prophet for our Time. New York: Harper 

Collins. 

Auda, Jasser. 2017. Reclaiming the Mosque: The Role of Women in Islam's House of 

Worship. Swansea: Claritas Books. 



 

 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2018. Census of Population and Housing: Reflecting 

Australia—Stories from the Census, 2016: ‘Religion’. Accessed October 1, 

2020. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/2071.02016?OpenD

ocument  

Barry III, Herbert, Margaret K. Bacon and Irvin L. Child. 1957. “A cross-cultural 

survey of some sex differences in socialization”. The Journal of Abnormal and 

Social Psychology 55(3): 327–332. 

Beit-Hallahmi, Benjamin. 2014. Psychological Perspectives on Religion and 

Religiosity. New York: Routledge. 

Beit-Hallahmi, Benjamin, and Michael Argyle. 1997. The psychology of religious 

behaviour, belief and experience. New York: Routledge. 

Brice, Kevin. 2010. A Minority within a Minority: A Report on Converts to Islam in the 

United Kingdom. London: Faith Matters.  

Burns, Nancy E., Kay L. Schlozman, and Sidney Verba. 2001. The private roots of 

public action: Gender, equality, and political participation. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press. 

Bussey, Kay and Albert Bandura. 1999. “Social cognitive theory of gender development 

and differentiation.” Psychological Review 106(4), 676– 713. 

Crabb, Annabel. 2019. Women worry more than men about (almost) everything. 

ABC, October 18. Accessed October 16, 2020. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-10-18/annabel-crabb-australia-talks-

women-worried-more-than-men/11562860  

Curtin, Richard, Stanley Presser, and Eleanor Singer. 2000. The effects of response rate 

changes on the index of consumer sentiment. Public Opinion Quarterly 64: 413–

28. 

Dagistanli, Selda, and Kiran Grewal. 2012. “Perverse Muslim Masculinities in 

Contemporary Orientalist Discourse: The Vagaries of Muslim Immigration in 

the West”. In Global Islamophobia : Muslims and Moral Panic in the West, 

edited by Scott Poynting. Taylor & Francis Group.  

Deeb, Lara. 2005. “Living Ashura in Lebanon: Mourning Transformed to Sacrifice”. 

Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 25 (1): 122-137. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/2071.02016?OpenDocument
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/2071.02016?OpenDocument
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-10-18/annabel-crabb-australia-talks-women-worried-more-than-men/11562860
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-10-18/annabel-crabb-australia-talks-women-worried-more-than-men/11562860


 

 

Duderija, Adis, and Halim Rane. 2019. Islam and Muslims in the West. Cham: Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

El-Husseini, Rola. 2008. “Women, Work, and Political Participation in Lebanese Shia 

Contemporary Thought: The Writings of Ayatollahs Fadlallah and Shams al-

Din”. Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 28 (2): 

273-282. 

Fernandez, Juan J., Antonio M. Jaime-Castillo, Damon Mayrl and Celia Valiente. 2020. 

“Societal religiosity and the gender gap in political interest, 1990–2014”. British 

Journal of Sociology 72: 252-269.  

Fichter, Joseph H. 1952. “The profile of Catholic religious life”. American Journal of 

Sociology, 58: 145-149. 

Fraile, Marta, and Irene Sánchez-Vítores. 2020. “Tracing the Gender Gap in Political 

Interest Over the Life Span: A Panel Analysis.” Political Psychology 41: 89-

106. 

Francis, Leslie J. 1991. “The personality characteristics of Anglican ordinands: 

Feminine men and masculine women?” Personality and Individual Differences 

12 (11): 1133-1140. . 

Francis, Leslie J. 1997. “The psychology of gender differences in religion: A review of 

empirical research.” Religion 27 (1): 81- 96. 

Francis, Leslie J., Susan H. Jones, Chris J. Jackson, and Mandy Robbins. 2001. “The 

feminine personality profiles of male Anglican clergy in Britain and Ireland.” 

Review of Religious Research 43 (1):14-23. 

Francis, Leslie J., and Gemma Penny. 2013. “Gender Differences in Religion”. In V. 

Saroglou (ed), Religion, Personality and Social Behaviour. Taylor and Francis 

Group.  

Francis, Leslie J. and Carolyn Wilcox. 1996. “Religion and gender orientation.” 

Personality and Individual Differences 20 (1): 119-21. 

Francis, Leslie J. and Carolyn Wilcox. 1998. “Religiosity and femininity: Do women 

really hold a more positive attitude toward Christianity?” Journal for the 

Scientific Study of Religion 37 (3): 462-69 

Ghafournia, Nafiseh. 2020. Negotiating Gendered Religious Space: Australian Muslim 

Women and the Mosque. Religions, 11(12), 686. 

Gilham, Jamie. 2014. Loyal Enemies: British Converts to Islam, 1850-1950. London: C 

Hurst & Co. Publishers.  



 

 

Gonzalez, Alessandra L. 2011. “Measuring Religiosity in a Majority Muslim Context: 

Gender, Religious Salience, and Religious Experience Among Kuwaiti College 

Students—A Research Note”. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 50 (2): 

339-350.  

Gottfredson, Michael. R., and Travis Hirschi. 1990. A General Theory of Crime. 

Stanford: Stanford University Press 

Groves, Robert M. and Mick P. Couper. 1996. “Contact-level influences on cooperation 

in face-to-face surveys”. Journal of Official Statistics 12 (1): 63–83. 

Hassan, Riaz. 2015. Australian Muslims: A Demographic, Social and Economic Profile 

of Muslims in Australia. Adelaide: International Centre for Muslim and non-

Muslim Understanding, University of South Australia. 

Hermansen, Marcia. 2014. “Conversion to Islam in Theological and Historical 

Perspectives”. In Oxford Handbook of Religious Conversion, edited by Lewis 

Rambo and L. Farhadian, 632-666.  Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Iner, Derya. 2019. Islamophobia in Australia II: (2016-2017). Centre for Islamic 

Studies and Civilisations, Charles Sturt University. Accessed October 14, 2020. 

https://cdn.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/3338081/Islamophobia-

Report-2019-Low-RES24-November.pdf  

King, Ebony. 2017. “Pathways to Allah: Female Conversion to Islam in Australia”. 

Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 28 (4): 453-472.  

Kose, Ali. 1996. Conversion to Islam: A Study of Native British Converts. London: 

Kegan Paul International.  

Kose, Ali, and Kate Miriam Loewenthal. 2000. “Conversion Motifs Among British 

Converts to Islam”. The International Journal for the Psychology of Religion 10 

(2): 101-110.  

Leeman, Alex B. 2009. "Interfaith marriage in Islam: an examination of the legal theory 

behind the traditional and reformist positions". Indiana Law Journal 84: 743-

771.  

Maslim, Audrey, and Jeffrey P. Bjorck. 2009. “Reasons for Conversion to Islam Among 

Women in the United States”. Psychology of Religion and Spirituality 1 (2): 97-

111.  

Miller, Alan. S., and John P. Hoffmann. 1995. “Risk and religion: An explanation of 
gender differences in religiosity.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion  
34, 63-75. 

https://cdn.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/3338081/Islamophobia-Report-2019-Low-RES24-November.pdf
https://cdn.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/3338081/Islamophobia-Report-2019-Low-RES24-November.pdf


 

 

Mitchell, Paul and Halim Rane. 2018. “Belief, Identity and Ideology: Experiences of 

Australian Male Converts to Islam”. In Islam in the West: Perceptions and 

Reactions, edited by Abe Ata and Jan Ali, 215-237. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Moore, D L. and  J. Tarnai. 2002. “Evaluating nonresponse error in mail surveys”. In R 

M Groves, D A Dillman, J L Eltinge, and  R J Little (eds), Survey Nonresponse 

(pp. 197–211). John Wiley & Sons: New York. 

Moosavi, Leon. 2015. “The Racialisation of Muslim Converts in Britain and Their 

Experiences of Islamophobia”. Critical Sociology 41 (1): 41-56.  

Murphy, Katharine. 2017. “Pauline Hanson wears burqa in Australian Senate while 

calling for ban”. The Guardian, August 17. Accessed October 2, 2020. 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/aug/17/pauline-hanson-

wears-burqa-in-australian-senate-while-calling-for-ban  

Neubauer, Ian Lloyd. 2016. "Australia’s Pauline Hanson wins on anti-Islam ticket". Al 

Jazeera, July 11. Accessed October 2, 2020. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2016/7/11/australias-pauline-hanson-wins-

on-anti-islam-ticket  

Perales, Francisco, and Gary Bouma. 2019. “Religion, religiosity and patriarchal gender 

beliefs: Understanding the Australian experience.” Journal of Sociology 

55(2):323-341.  

Pew Research Center. 2007. Muslim Americans: Middle Class and Mostly Mainstream. 

Pew Research Center. Accessed October 1, 2020. 

http://www.pewresearch.org/files/2007/05/muslim-americans.pdf  

Pew Research Center. 2016. The Gender Gap in Religion Around the World. Pew 

Research Center. Accessed October 2, 2020. 

https://www.pewforum.org/2016/03/22/the-gender-gap-in-religion-around-the-

world/  

Pew Research Centre. 2017. US Muslims Concerned About Their Place in Society, but 

Continue to Believe in the American dream. Pew Research Center. Accessed 

October 1, 2020. http://assets.pewre- search.org/wp-

content/uploads/sites/11/2017/07/25171611/U.S.-MUSLIMS-FULL-

REPORT.pdf  

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/aug/17/pauline-hanson-wears-burqa-in-australian-senate-while-calling-for-ban
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/aug/17/pauline-hanson-wears-burqa-in-australian-senate-while-calling-for-ban
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2016/7/11/australias-pauline-hanson-wins-on-anti-islam-ticket
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2016/7/11/australias-pauline-hanson-wins-on-anti-islam-ticket
http://www.pewresearch.org/files/2007/05/muslim-americans.pdf
https://www.pewforum.org/2016/03/22/the-gender-gap-in-religion-around-the-world/
https://www.pewforum.org/2016/03/22/the-gender-gap-in-religion-around-the-world/


 

 

Rane, Halim, Adis Duderija, Riyad Rahimullah, Paul Mitchell, Jessica Mamone. and 

Shane Satterley. 2020. “Islam in Australia: A National Survey of Muslim 

Australian Citizens and Permanent Residents”. Religions 11(8).  

Rane, Halim, Jacqui Ewart, and John Martinkus. 2014. Media Framing of the Muslim 

World: Conflicts, Crises and Contexts. Berlin/Heidelberg: Springer.  

Rao, Aliyah. 2015. “Gender and Cultivating the Moral Self in Islam: Muslim Converts 

in an American Mosque”. Sociology of Religion 76 (4): 413-435.  

Read, Jen'nan Ghazal. 2015. “Gender, Religious Identity, and Civic Engagement among 

Arab Muslims in the United States”. Sociology of Religion 76 (1): 30-48.  

Roald, Anne Sofie. 2006. “The Shaping of a Scandinavian ‘Islam’: Converts and 

Gender Equal Opportunity.” In Women Embracing Islam: Gender and 

Conversion in the West, edited by Karin van Nieuwkerk, 48–70. Austin: 

University of Texas Press. 

Roberts, Lynne, Mahader Tamene and Olivia R. Orta. 2018. “The Intersectionality of 

Racial and Gender Discrimination among Teens Exposed to Dating Violence”. 

Ethnicity and Disease 28 (1): 253-260.  

Roose, Joshua. 2016. Political Islam and Masculinity: Muslim Men in Australia. 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

Roster, Catherine A., Robert D. Rogers, Gerald Albaum and Darin Klein. 2004. “A 

Comparison of Response Characteristics from Web and Telephone Surveys”. 

International Journal of Market Research 46 (3): 359-373.  

Schiek, Dagmar and Anna Lawson. 2011. ‘Introduction’. In European Union Non-

Discrimination Law and Intersectionality : Investigating the Triangle of Racial, 

Gender and Disability Discrimination, edited by Dagmar Schiek and Anna 

Lawson, 1-8. Taylor & Francis Group.  

Schnabel, Landon. 2018. “More religious, less dogmatic: Toward a general framework 

for gender differences in religion.” Social Science Research 75: 58-72.  

Schuurman, Bart, Peter Grol, and Scott Flower. 2016. Converts and Islamist Extremism: 

An Introduction, Vol. 7, No. 3, The Hague: International Centre for Counter 

Terrorism. 

Sealy, Thomas. 2017. “Making the ‘Other’ from ‘Us’: The Representation of British 

Converts to Islam in Mainstream British Newspapers”. Journal of Muslim 

Minority Affairs 37 (2): 196-210.  



 

 

Shavit, Uriya. 2014. “Can Muslims Befriend Non-Muslims? Debating al-walāʾ wa-al-

barāʾ (Loyalty and Disavowal) in Theory and Practice”. Islam and Christian-

Muslim Relations 25 (1): 67-88.  

Sherkat, Darren E. 2002. “Sexuality and Religious Commitment in the United States: 

An Empirical Examination”. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 41 (2): 

313-323.  

Shields, Stephanie A. 2008. “Gender: An Intersectionality Perspective”. Sex Roles 59: 

301-311.  

Singer, Eleanor, John Van Hoewyk, and Mary P. Maher. 2000. Experiments with 

incentives in telephone surveys. Public Opinion Quarterly 64: 171–88. 

Sultan, Madeleine. 1999. “Choosing Islam: A Study of Swedish Converts.” Social 

Compass 46 (3): 325–335.  

Soutar, Louise. 2010. “British Female Converts to Islam: Choosing Islam as a Rejection 

of Individualism. ”Language and Intercultural Communication, 10 (1): 3–16. 

Stark, Rodney. 2002. “Physiology and Faith: Addressing the ‘Universal’ Gender 

Difference in Religious Commitment”. Journal for the Scientific Study of 

Religion , 495-507. 

Suleiman, Yasir. 2016, Narratives of Conversion to Islam in Britain: Male Perspectives. 

Cambridge: University of Cambridge. Accessed October 3, 2020. 

https://www.issuelab.org/resources/23867/23867.pdf  

Sullins, D. Paul. 2006. "Gender and Religion: Deconstructing Universality, 

Constructing Complexity". The American Journal of Sociology 112 (3): 830-

880.  

Thompson Jr., Edward H. 1991. “Beneath the Status Characteristic: Gender Variations 

in Religiousness”. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 30 (4): 381-394.  

Tolan, John Victor. 2002. Saracens: Islam in the Medieval European Imagination. New 

York: Columbia University Press. 

Van Niekerk, Jana and Maykel Verkuyten. 2018. “Interfaith marriage attitudes in 

Muslim majority countries: A multilevel approach”. The International Journal 

for the Psychology of Religion 28 (4): 257-270.  

Van Nieuwkerk, Karin. 2006. “Introduction: Gender and Conversion to Islam in the 

West”. In Women Embracing Islam: Gender and Conversion in the West, edited 

by Karin van Nieuwkerk, 1-16. Austin: University of Texas Press. 

https://www.issuelab.org/resources/23867/23867.pdf


 

 

Winchester, Daniel. 2008. “Embodying the Faith: Religious Practice and the Making of 

a Muslim Moral Habitus”. Social Forces 86 (4): 1753-1780.  

Woodlock, Rachel. 2010. “Praying Where They Don’t Belong: Female Muslim 

Converts and Access to Mosques in Melbourne, Australia.” Journal of Muslim 

Minority Affairs 30 (2): 265–278. 

Wudud, Amina. 1999. Qur'an and Woman RE-Reading the Sacred Text from a 
Woman's Perspective. New York: Oxford University Press Inc. 

 



 

 

Table 1. Demographics  

Table 2. Motivational Factors 
 
Table 3. Pre-conversion reservations/concerns about Islam 
 
Table 4. Interpretation or Group 
 
Table 5. Typology by Gender 
 
Table 6. Views on Islam and Politics 
 
Table 7. Views on Shariah 
 
Table 8. Views on Shariah and Australian Society  
 
Table 9. Social Connection by Gender 


	Bussey, Kay and Albert Bandura. 1999. “Social cognitive theory of gender development and differentiation.” Psychological Review 106(4), 676– 713.
	Crabb, Annabel. 2019. Women worry more than men about (almost) everything. ABC, October 18. Accessed October 16, 2020. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-10-18/annabel-crabb-australia-talks-women-worried-more-than-men/11562860

