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Abstract

Baier recently published an interesting original article in the Journal
of Interpersonal Violence. He compared violent behavior (VB) between
Christians and Muslims and concluded that religiosity was not a protecting
factor against violence and that Muslim religiosity associated positively with
increased VB. We appreciate the author’s enormous efforts on researching
such an issue of relevance to today’s world. However, in our view, the
article has methodological weaknesses in terms of participants, instruments,
and statistical analyses, which we examine in detail. Therefore, Baier’s results
should be interpreted more cautiously. Although interpersonal violence
may sometimes be observable among Muslims, we do not attribute these
to Islam’s teachings. In our opinion, both Islam and Christianity invite to
tolerance, peace, and friendship. So, the comparison of such differences and
the drawing of conclusions that may reflect negatively on specific religious
groups need better defined research, taking into consideration other basic
variables in different communities.
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We read with great interest Baier’s (2014) article titled “The Influence of
Religiosity on Violent Behavior of Adolescents: A Comparison of Christian
and Muslim Religiosity.” Herewith, we follow some points for the author’s
and the readers’ attention.

The research subject is a widely discussed issue in today’s world.
Throughout history, questions such as “What is the relationship, if any,
between religiosity and violence? Which religions are more susceptible to
violent forms of behavior?” have often been asked.

The author has obviously invested considerable effort toward the realiza-
tion of this project; he analyzed a population-based national survey in
Germany, which must have necessitated the use of a great number of man-
hours and logistics. For all this, he should be commended. However, some
methodological concerns are outlined below, based on the author’s partici-
pants, instruments, and statistical analyses.

Participants

1. The researchers considered Catholic and Protestant adolescents as
Christians and excluded the data of other groups of Christian people
such as Orthodox and Evangelical Free Church. On the contrary, they
considered Muslims as a unified group and they did not exclude any
adolescents affiliated to different groups of Muslims. It is important
to highlight that in all religions, various subgroups are different in
terms of violent behavior (VB) and intergroup conflicts. Moreover,
the question of how religions can provoke such oppositions, and
whether they do, remains undetermined (Neuberg et al., 2014).
Therefore, the artificial grouping of Muslims into one (presumably)
homogenecous group does not allow for the differentiation between
extremist and mainstream Muslim groups. Although members of both
Muslim groups would designate themselves as “Muslims,” it is
plainly obvious that members of extremist groups are by definition
more likely to be involved in violence.

2. In the introduction, the author mentions that most Muslims in
Germany are immigrants. In addition, based on the population sam-
ple, it is assumed that the various Christian groups consisted largely
of ethnically native population, that is, Germans, whereas the Muslim
group presumably consisted of immigrant groups. Let us, for a
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moment, borrow a methodological principle from epidemiology,
where migrant people are not considered good representatives in sur-
veys because they bear characteristics similar to their country of ori-
gin as well as their country of adoption (Chaturvedi & McKeigue,
1994; Haenszel & Kurihara, 1968). Assuming that the same principle
applies, by virtue of the fact that Muslims constitute a religious
minority in Germany, they should not be considered a representative
sample (Chaturvedi & McKeigue, 1994). The author himself acknowl-
edges the anomic situation of Muslims in the last part of his article.
The participants were asked to state which religious affiliation they
belonged to. If a participant answered “no religion,” she or he was
excluded from the project, and if a participant did not respond to the
question, she or he would be classified according to her or his parents’
religion. The frequency of such missing data is not mentioned, even
though, in our view, it is a critical point, as nowadays, many people
practice religions other than those of their parents’ or they do not
practice any religion, even that of their parents. By making the deci-
sion to classify a participant according to her or his parents’ religion,
the author seems to be implicitly assuming that adherence to a reli-
gion is an acculturation and upbringing issue, rather than a personal
choice.

Therefore, in the light of the challenges mentioned in this section, it seems
that the project is disposed to a selection bias.

Instruments

The author used a self-made questionnaire for evaluating VB and religiosity.
The following issues relate to the use of such a questionnaire:

1.

More than 50 valid international instruments for the assessment of
violence-related behaviors among youths are available (Dahlberg,
Toal, Swahn, & Behrens, 2005). Some of them are lengthy general
questionnaires containing a number of items evaluating different
aspects of VB, whereas others are short, specific questionnaires con-
taining a few items aimed at evaluating a particular aspect of VB. The
present research uses a binary coded questionnaire with only 3 items
in which a respondent reports her or his history of minor injury or/and
severe injury or/and robbery in the past 12 months. In comparison, the
Modified Aggression Scale, devised by Orpinas in 1993, is one of the
best instruments in this field, consisting of 22 items for four subscales
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of Fighting, Bullying, Anger, and Cooperative/Caring Behavior
(Dahlberg et al., 2005). Baier’s questionnaire rather resembles the
Physical Fighting Scale, devised by the Division of Adolescent and
School Health of Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
in 1993, which is a specific instrument consisting of 4 items for mea-
suring the frequency of physical fighting and injuries from fights
within the past year (Dahlberg et al., 2005). Accordingly, Baier’s
questionnaire does not seem adequate for the thorough study of VB.

2.  More than 10 valid international instruments assessing religiosity are
available (Zwingmann, Klein, & Biissing, 2011). As for the previous
item, both lengthy, general questionnaires as well as short, specific
questionnaires are in use. Baier used a Likert-type scale questionnaire
with only 3 items, in which a respondent reported her or his history of
praying and visiting a place of worship in the past 12 months along
with rating the extent of importance of religion in her or his personal
everyday life. In contrast, the System of Belief Inventory, devised by
Holland in 1998, is one of the best instruments in this field, consisting
of 35 items for four subscales of Deriving Meaning From an
Existential Perspective, Frequency of Religious Activities,
Relationship to a Higher Power, and Social Support Derived From
Religious Community (Cotton, McGrady, & Rosenthal, 2010).
Importantly, when an informant is asked to grade religiosity, she or he
should precisely consider what religiosity may mean to her or him
(Biissing, Pilchowska, Baumann, & Surzykiewicz, 2014). In fact, the
rituals that the researcher focused on make up only a small part of
religion and, to evaluate religiosity, other important variables should
also be studied. As a result, Baier’s questionnaire does not seem to
cover all the necessary aspects of religiosity adequately.

3. Honesty is one of the criteria of religiosity that cannot be assessed by
Baier’s instrument. As a result, honest people are more likely to report
past misbehavior than liars. Therefore, because honesty correlates
with religiosity, according to Baier’s questionnaire of VB, more reli-
gious people can score worse than less honest people.

Again, considering the issues raised in this section, it seems that the proj-
ect is disposed to a measurement bias.

Statistical Analyses

1. The author does not mention the level of significance in the method
part of the article, while he considers this level as .05 in his analytic
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tables. However, the author considers .06 as significant in one of the
most important analyses (Table 4), namely, that of concluding that
religiosity in Muslims has a positive effect on VB.

2. The author controls the alcohol consumption variable by using a mul-
tivariate model (Table 5) and in the next step shows that Muslim reli-
giosity increases VB. Likewise, in the conclusion, he states that the
Muslim faith absolutely prohibits alcohol and that Muslims consume
less alcohol than Christians. In terms of Muslim religiosity, absolute
abstinence from alcohol, not moderation in drinking as is the case
with Christians, should be considered in analysis.

3. Figure 1 shows the proportion of adolescents displaying VB, by reli-
giosity, alcohol consumption, and religious group. We know that a
Christian might infrequently consume alcohol and still considered as
low, medium, and high religiosity. On the contrary, a Muslim cannot
consume even a drop of alcohol and be considered as belonging to the
high-religiosity group. Consequently, the author’s statement in page
119 “The effect is most pronounced for the infrequent alcohol con-
sumer group: Whereas among low-religiosity Muslim adolescents
27.6% displayed VB at least once, the equivalent figure for high-reli-
giosity Muslim adolescents is 47.6%” is not correct. In other words,
there is a discrepancy in the division of low, medium, and high religi-
osity for Muslims. More importantly, Figure 1 has another important
implication. It shows that in all subgroups of Christians and Muslims,
those who consume alcohol, even infrequently, are involved in more
violence than those who do not consume alcohol.

Similarly, according to the conflicts raised in this section, Baier’s analyses
cannot be seen as having the validity the author aimed for.

Finally, we believe that the attribution of higher level of VB among
Muslims is unhelpful. Although interpersonal violence may sometimes be
observable among Muslims, the writers do not attribute these to Islam’s
teachings, nor might we be able to, as the Quran, as Islam’s central scripture
encourages the promotion of peace and harmony and forbids any form of
violence, except in self-defense (Quran 2:194, Oxford World’s Classics edi-
tion). It is possible to consider other factors explaining different VB among
Western adolescents who live in developed countries but are not Christians,
and immigrants from developing countries who are not Muslims. Maybe
other factors, such as respect for the law and cultural differences, which may
take many years or even generations to change, rather than the isolated vari-
able of religion, bear upon the incidence of violence. More research in this
area is needed to define the effects of these factors upon the incidence of
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violence. Although no religious teachings ever justify the use of violence,
throughout history and in the world we live in, religion has often been used
as an instrument of perpetrating violence. VB is the outcome of the complex
interaction among numerous variables. To associate one variable, religiosity,
which has often been misused and misappropriated, and to link it with
increased levels of VB, seems at best misguided, and at the worst disingenu-
ous. Therefore, considering the religious teachings, both Islam and
Christianity invite to tolerance, peace, and friendship.

In conclusion, it seems that Baier’s article has serious weaknesses in the
understudied participants, the questionnaires, and interpretation of analyses,
and therefore, its results should be interpreted carefully. More research taking
into account the points mentioned is strongly recommended.
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