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Abstract

Negative relationships between Post-Critical Beliefs in Iran imply that Muslim per-
spectives are closed-minded, but positive correlations between Religious Reflection 
factors point instead toward a Muslim open-mindedness. The hypothesis of this study 
was that this contrast reveals the Post-Critical Belief of Symbolism to be a questionable  

*	 Corresponding author: P. J. Watson, Psychology/Department #2803, 350 Holt Hall—615 
McCallie Avenue, University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, Chattanooga, TN 37403, U.S.A. 
E-mail: paul-watson@utc.edu.



50 Ghorbani et al.

Journal of Empirical Theology 31 (2018) 49-70

index of Muslim open-mindedness. Iranian university students and Islamic semi-
narians (N = 296) responded to Post-Critical Beliefs, Religious Reflection, Religious 
Orientation, Quest, Rumination-Reflection, and Satisfaction with Life measures. 
The “openness” of Symbolism correlated negatively with the “openness” of Intellect 
Oriented Reflection. Other relationships broadly documented Muslim potentials for 
openness. Evidence of open-mindedness also appeared in contrasts between univer-
sity students and Islamic seminarians. These results argued against Symbolism as a 
culturally sensitive measure of Muslim open-mindedness and supported the claim of 
the Religious Openness Hypothesis that traditional religions have at least some poten-
tials for openness that can be obscured by contextual influences.
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	 Introduction

Western research consistently identifies conservative religiousness as nar-
row and rigid in its cognitive and social implications. An Intrinsic Religious 
Orientation, for example, makes religion the master motive in life (Gorsuch & 
McPherson, 1989), but its linkages with orthodoxy and other measures have led 
to interpretations of this motivation as closed-minded, especially in compari-
son to the open-ended existential search for religious meaning operationalized 
by Quest (Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993). Similarly, Post-Critical Beliefs 
include a Transcendence factor that records the embrace of some traditional 
vision of God and a Symbolism factor that rejects literalistic interpretations 
of religious texts (e.g., Duriez, Soenens, & Hutsebaut, 2005). Transcendence 
points toward more closed and Symbolism toward more open forms of func-
tioning. The Religious Reflection Scale includes Faith and Intellect Oriented 
Reflection factors (Watson, Chen, & Hood, 2011). In largely Christian American 
samples, negative relationships between these factors once again suggest 
an incompatibility between a life of faith and a life of the mind. Along with 
findings for other constructs like Religious Fundamentalism (Altemeyer 
& Hunsberger, 1992) and Truth of Texts and Teachings (Streib, Hood & 
Klein, 2010), the consistent finding has been that traditional religiousness is  
narrow-minded.
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	 Religious Openness Hypothesis
Very different possibilities appear with an expansion of the research per-
spective. Studies outside the West increasingly support the argument that 
traditional religions have at least some potentials for openness that can be 
obscured by contextual factors (e.g., Watson, Chen, Ghorbani, & Vartanian, 
2015). According to a Religious Openness Hypothesis, conservatively religious 
individuals in the West display a defensive closed-mindedness in response to 
what they perceive as a culture war waged by secularism against faith (Watson, 
Chen, Morris, & Stephenson, 2015; Watson, Chen, & Morris, in press). Outside 
the West, secularism is less influential, defensiveness less necessary, and tradi-
tional religiousness consequently more open.

First hints of this possibility came with an examination of Post-Critical 
Beliefs in Iran (Ghorbani, Watson, Shamohammadi, & Cunningham, 2009). 
Transcendence displayed an inverse association with Symbolism, and 
Transcendence also tended to correlate positively and Symbolism negatively 
with religiousness. In parallel with findings in the West, therefore, these data 
suggested an incompatibility between Muslim faith and Muslim openness. 
Complexities, nevertheless, appeared. Transcendence more likely predicted 
better and Symbolism poorer mental health. More “closed” religious perspec-
tives, therefore, seemed predictive of better psychological functioning where-
as more “open” perspectives seemed to be maladjusted.

Even more striking were interactions between the two Post-Critical Beliefs 
that were used to assess the four religious attitudes described by Wulff (1997). 
Literal Affirmation appears with high Transcendence interacting with low 
Symbolism to essentially represent fundamentalism. Low scores on both Post-
Critical Beliefs record a Literal Disaffirmation that pursues a deconstructive 
rejection of all so-called revelation. Reductive Interpretation combines high 
Symbolism with low Transcendence to discern the true secular meaning with-
in religious texts. Restorative Interpretation pursues a renaissance in faith 
through efforts to unite high Transcendence with high Symbolism. Most note-
worthy in the Iranian data was the discovery that Literal Affirmation tended 
to predict the highest levels of Openness to Experience, Need for Cognition, 
Attributional Complexity, and the openness to self-experience recorded by 
Integrative Self-Knowledge. In short, fundamentalist attitudes suggested more 
open rather than more closed psychological functioning.

Even stronger evidence of conservative religious openness appeared in 
later findings for Religious Reflection factors. Underlying development of this 
scale were complaints that Quest was invalid an index of the Muslim search 
for meaning (Dover, Miner, & Dowson, 2007). Quest, for instance, places high 
value on doubt as an element of religious openness, but such doubt seems 
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inimical to sincere Muslim commitments. The Religious Reflection Scale as-
sumes, instead, that the traditionally religious search for meaning necessar-
ily appears in an intellect confidently framed within faith. In support of this 
idea, Faith and Intellect Oriented Religious Reflection correlate positively in 
Muslims from Iran (Ghorbani, Watson, Chen, & Dover, 2013), Malaysia (Tekke, 
Watson, İsmail, & Chen, 2015), and Pakistan (Khan, Watson, & Chen, 2017). 
The same relationship also appears with Hindus in India (Kamble, Watson, 
Marigoudar, & Chen, 2014). Contrasts of these positive correlations outside the 
West with the negative associations observed with Americans cannot be at-
tributed to Muslim and Hindu differences with Christians, because Faith and 
Intellect Oriented Reflection correlate positively in Christians living in Iran 
(Watson, Ghorbani, Vartanian. & Chen, 2015).

In less secularized non-Western cultural contexts, therefore, traditional re-
ligiousness has at least some potential to predict greater rather than poorer 
psychological openness. Studies using the Post-Critical Beliefs and Religious 
Reflection scales were the first to suggest this possibility, but research using 
other measures continues to confirm the hypothesis. Truth of Texts and 
Teachings predicts the greater openness of Muslims in Iran (Ghorbani, Watson, 
Amirbeigi, & Chen, 2016) and Malaysia (Tekke et al., 2015) and of Hindus in 
India (Kamble et al., 2014). Religious Fundamentalism also predicts more open 
Hindu perspectives in India (Kamble, Watson, Duggi, & Chen, in press).

	 Present Project
Contradictory implications appear in this non-Western research in that 
Transcendence and Symbolism have correlated negatively in Iran whereas 
Faith and Intellect Oriented Reflection have correlated positively. The former 
finding points toward Muslim closed-mindedness whereas the latter suggests 
greater openness. The initiating purpose of this study was to evaluate this 
paradox by conducting a first simultaneous analysis of the Post-Critical Belief 
and Religious Reflection measures in Iran. The central hypothesis was that 
this contradiction reveals Symbolism to be like Quest in serving as a culturally 
questionable operationalization of Muslim open-mindedness.

As an at least somewhat anti-Muslim expression of open-mindedness, 
Symbolism should display at least some tendency to predict lower levels of 
the openness associated with Intellect Oriented Reflection. At the same time, 
however, the two constructs will not be wholly incompatible. One Intellect 
Oriented item says, for example, “Studying nature and the universe would 
reveal treasures of knowledge and truth.” This statement presumably would 
not be incompatible with the implications of the Symbolism claim that “God 
grows together with the history of humanity and therefore is changeable.” 
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Also noteworthy is that one item loading on Symbolism in Iran says, “I think 
that Qur’anic stories should be taken literally, as they are written.” Within the 
context of other items loading on this factor, this statement seemed to reflect 
a demand that the Qur’an have simplistic meanings that then could be dis-
missed more easily. At the same time, however, conservative Muslim commit-
ments would presumably encourage agreement with this statement. Some 
Symbolism items should, therefore, work against the observation of a negative 
relationship with Intellect Oriented Reflection.

On the other hand, Symbolism items also say, for instance, “Science has made 
a religious understanding of life superfluous.” Intellect Oriented Reflection ap-
pears, instead, in such claims as, “I believe as humans we should use our minds 
to explore all fields of thought from science to metaphysics.” The suggestion, 
therefore, is that Symbolism is more closed and Intellect Oriented Reflection 
more open to nonscientific perspectives. Numerous other Symbolism items 
suggest the same thing (e.g., “Faith turns out to be an illusion when one is con-
fronted with the harshness of life,” and “The world of Qur’anic stories is so far 
removed from us, that it has little relevance). It is this type of contrast that 
should result in at least some tendency of Symbolism to predict lower Intellect 
Oriented Reflection.

	 Hypotheses
This study simultaneously examined the Post-Critical Beliefs and Religious 
Reflection factors to test six sets of predictions framed within the Religious 
Openness Hypothesis.

First, and most importantly, Symbolism should display at least some ten-
dency to predict lower Intellect Oriented Reflection and should also correlate 
negatively with Transcendence and Faith Oriented Reflection. Transcendence, 
Faith Oriented Reflection, and Intellect Oriented Reflection should also cor-
relate positively.

Second, Symbolism should predict lower Muslim religiousness. The Extrinsic 
Personal Religious Orientation involves a use of religion to achieve a sense of 
well-being, and like the Intrinsic Orientation, records Muslim religious ad-
justment. An Extrinsic Social Orientation reflects a use of religion for social 
gain and appears to be weak and ambiguous in Muslim samples (Ghorbani, 
Watson, & Khan, 2007). Positive adjustment implications also appear with 
a Muslim Experiential Religiousness (MER) measure of Muslim spirituality 
(Ghorbani, Watson, Geranmayepour, & Chen, 2014). The specific hypothesis, 
therefore, was that Symbolism would correlate negatively with MER and with 
the Intrinsic and Extrinsic Personal Orientations. No predictions seemed obvi-
ous for the ambiguous Extrinsic Social Orientation.
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Third, Symbolism should correlate positively with Quest. Like Symbolism, 
Quest should also predict lower levels of Muslim religious adjustment.

Fourth, Symbolism should have at least some problematic psychological im-
plications in relationships with Satisfaction with Life (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, 
& Griffin 1985) and with Rumination and Reflection (Trapnell, & Campbell, 
1999). Especially interesting was the Reflection measure, which records a form 
of self-experience that correlates positively with Openness to Experience. 
Rumination predicts greater Neuroticism. Evidence challenging Symbolism as 
an index of Muslim psychological health would appear in negative relation-
ships with Reflection and Satisfaction with Life and in positive correlations 
with Rumination.

Fifth, at least some interactions should associate the lower Symbolism 
and higher Transcendence of a more fundamentalist Literal Affirmation with 
greater adjustment.

Finally, Islamic seminarians should score lower on the presumably anti-
Muslim Symbolism measure than students pursuing non-religious careers in a 
state university. This prediction rested upon the further assumption that semi-
narians would display generally stronger Muslim religiousness while also dis-
playing no relative psychological liabilities that might be consequent to their 
rejection of Symbolism.

	 Method

	 Participants
Participants included 269 Iranian students enrolled in a state university in 
Tehran (N = 149) or in an Islamic seminary in Tehran or Qom (N = 120). Average 
age of these 159 men and 110 women was 23.2 years, SD = 5.9.

	 Measures
All psychological scales appeared in a single questionnaire booklet. Initial de-
velopment of MER occurred in Persian. Translation of all other instruments 
from English into Persian occurred prior to previous projects that documented 
their validity within the Iranian cultural context. Unless otherwise noted, reac-
tions to all questionnaire items occurred along a 0 to 4 Likert scale. Statistical 
procedures expressed responding to each instrument in terms of the average 
response per item. Measures appeared in the questionnaire booklet in the 
order of their description below. This description presents the internal reli-
ability, M, and SD data for all scales in the present sample.
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Muslim Experiential Religiousness (MER). Fifteen statements expressed 
MER as an explicitly Muslim form of spirituality. Defining this spirituality was 
a submission to, a love of, and personal efforts to get closer to God (Ghorbani 
et al., 2014; α = .93, M = 3.16, SD = 0.76). One MER item said, for example, 
“Experiences of submitting to God cause me to feel more vital and motivated.”

Post-Critical Beliefs. Measurement of Post-Critical Beliefs involved the use 
of 16 out of 18 original items (Duriez et al., 2005). A previous study (Ghorbani, 
Watson, Shamohammadi, & Cunningham, 2009) used these statements to iden-
tify a two-factor structure in Iran defined by a 6-item Transcendence (α = .65, 
M = 2.56, SD = 0.75) and a 10-item Symbolism (α = .83, M = 1.28, SD = 0.86) 
scale. Indicative of Transcendence was the belief, “God has been defined for 
once and for all and therefore is immutable.” Illustrative of Symbolism was the 
claim, “Each statement about God is a result of the time in which it was made.”

Islamic Religious Reflection. Islamic Religious Reflection included Faith 
and Intellect Oriented Reflection factors derived from the Dover at al. (2007) 
scale (Ghorbani et al., 2013). The printing of Intellect Oriented Reflection omit-
ted a critical clarifying final phrase from one statement (i.e., “The Qur’an does 
not reveal all the essential truth or facts about life and God and that is why God 
has blessed us with our intellect”); so, its elimination resulted in a final 4-item 
measure that said, for example, “I believe as humans we should use our minds 
to explore all fields of thought from science to metaphysics” (α = .56, M = 3.08, 
SD = 0.70). Faith Oriented Reflection (α = .79, M = 3.02, SD = 0.75) included  
7 statements. A representative item asserted, “Faith in God is what nourishes 
the intellect and makes the intellectual life prosperous and productive.”

Quest. The Quest Scale used a 0 to 3 Likert response format (Batson et al.,  
1993). Removal of one item with a negative item-to-total correlation pro-
duced a more internally reliable final 11-statement measure (α = .70, M = 1.50,  
SD = 0.51). This eliminated item was the reverse scored claim, “I do not expect 
my religious convictions to change in the next few years.” Indicative of Quest 
was the self-report, “For me, doubting is an important part of what it means to 
be religious.”

Rumination and Reflection. Trapnell and Campbell (1999) measures 
included a 16-item Rumination (α = .80, M = 2.57, SD = 0.59) and an 8-item 
Reflection (α = .66, M = 2.61, SD = 0.69) scale. “I often find myself reevaluating 
something I’ve done” was typical of self-reported Rumination. Reflection ap-
peared in such claims as “I’m very self-inquisitive by nature.”

Satisfaction with Life. Five items made up Diener et al. (1985) Satisfaction 
with Life Scale (α = .84, M = 2.23, SD = 0.96) that said, for example, “I am satis-
fied with my life.”
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Religious Orientations. The Gorsuch and McPherson (1989) Religious 
Orientations Scales recorded Intrinsic: (8 items: α = .82, M = 2.89, SD = 0.82), 
Extrinsic Personal (3 items: α = .68, M = 2.86, SD = 0.91), and Extrinsic Social 
(3 items: α = .63, M = 1.30, SD = 1.01) reasons for being religious. According to 
Gorsuch and McPherson, the most representative Intrinsic Orientation item 
says, “My whole approach to life is based on my religion.” “What religion of-
fers me most is comfort in times of trouble and sorrow” best exemplifies 
the Extrinsic Personal Orientation. Most indicative of the Extrinsic Social 
Orientation is the assertion that “I go to activities associated with my religion 
because I enjoy seeing people I know there.” In Iran, the phrase “activities  
associated with my religion” replaced “church.”

Procedure. Research procedures conformed with regulations governing the 
conduct of ethical research at each institution. Student groups of varying sizes 
responded to the questionnaire booklet in a classroom setting. Participation in 
the project was voluntary and confidential.

	 Results

	 Preliminary Analyses
Women scored higher than men on the Extrinsic Personal (.18) and lower on 
the Extrinsic Social (–.22) and Quest (–.20, p < .01) orientations. The univer-
sity student group of 79 men and 70 women also had a relatively higher per-
centage of women than the seminarian group, which included 80 males and  
40 females, χ2 (1) = 5.12, p < .05. Subsequent statistical procedures, therefore, 
controlled for gender.

	 Group Comparisons
In a multivariate analysis of covariance that controlled for gender, university 
and seminary students differed in their religious and psychological function-
ing, Wilks’ Lambda = .695, F (12, 251) = 9.16, p < .001 (see Table 1). Seminarians 
were higher in their Faith Oriented Reflection, Intrinsic and Extrinsic Social 
Orientations, MER, and Satisfaction with Life. Seminarians also scored lower 
on Symbolism, Intellect Oriented Reflection, and Transcendence.

Group differences also appeared in the covariance among measures, Box’s  
M = 250.58, F (78, 193216.298) = 3.06, p < .001. Most important were partial corre-
lations revealing a –.26, p < .01, linkage between Transcendence and Symbolism 
in university students that was +.42, p < 001, in seminarians. Opposite relation-
ships in two variables at the focus of this investigation meant that subsequent 
statistical procedures needed to examine each student group separately.
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	 Relationship among Measures Clarifying Post-Critical Beliefs
Table 2 presents partial correlations among the scales used to clarify the two 
Post-Critical Beliefs. Findings for seminarians appear above the diagonal 
with data for university students below. Most importantly, Faith and Intellect 
Oriented Reflection correlated positively in both samples. Faith Oriented 
Reflection also covaried directly with the Intrinsic, Extrinsic Personal, and 
MER measures. Only university students displayed linkages of Faith Oriented 
Reflection with a greater Extrinsic Social Orientation and lower Quest. Only 
in seminarians did Faith Oriented Reflection predict higher Rumination 
and Reflection. Across the two groups, parallel results for Intellect Oriented 
Reflection appeared only in its direct relationships with Rumination and 
Reflection. Intellect Oriented Reflection correlated positively with the Extrinsic 
Personal Orientation and MER in university students and with the Extrinsic 
Social Orientation and Quest in seminarians.

Table 1	 Mean (M) and Standard Error of the Mean (SEM) for comparisons between  
university and Islamic seminary students

University Seminary

Scale M SEM M SEM F

Transcendence 2.67 0.06 2.45 0.07 5.56*
Symbolism 1.44 0.07 1.09 0.08 10.82***
Faith Oriented Reflection 2.84 0.06 3.23 0.07 18.57***
Intellect Oriented Reflection 3.19 0.06 2.94 0.07 8.13**
Intrinsic Orientation 2.62 0.06 3.23 0.07 40.55***
Extrinsic Personal Orientation 2.79 0.07 2.95 0.08 2.08
Extrinsic Social Orientation 1.10 0.08 1.56 0.09 14.81***
Quest 1.51 0.04 1.47 0.05 0.42
MER 2.95 0.06 3.40 0.07 25.17***
Rumination 2.58 0.05 2.56 0.06 0.09
Reflection 2.64 0.06 2.55 0.06 1.13
Satisfaction with Life 2.06 0.08 2.46 0.09 12.03**

*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
Note: MANCOVA procedures controlled for gender. MER is Muslim Experiential Religiousness.
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Table 2	 Partial correlations for measures clarifying post-critical beliefs in seminarians  
(above diagonal) and university students (below diagonal)

Measures 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.

1. Faith Oriented 
Reflection — .36*** .35*** .21* .01 .03 .23* .32*** .20* .03

2. Intellect 
Oriented 
Reflection .41*** — .11 .00 .19* .21* .14 .37*** .23* .12

3. Intrinsic 
Religious 
Orientation .69*** .12 — .24* -.20* -.40*** .18* .08 .65*** .10

4. Extrinsic 
Personal 
Orientation .64*** .28** .57*** — .14 .14 .23* .23* .11 .08

5. Extrinsic 
Social 
Orientation .26** .06 .21** .31*** — .19* .19* .25** -.19* .13

6. Quest -.27** .12 -.43*** -.21** -.07 — .19* .36*** -.32** .24*
7. MER .72*** .32*** .68*** .74*** .25** -.21* — .26** .03 .36***
8. Rumination .11 .27** .08 .23** -.11 .28** .19* — .10 .17
9. Reflection .09 .21* .17* .12 -.33*** .14 .12 .62*** — .03
10. Satisfaction 

with Life .15 .03 .11 .09 .13 -.08 .12 -.10 -.10 —

*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
Note: Samples included 120 seminarians and 149 university students. Partial correlations con-
trolled for gender. MER is Muslim Experiential Religiousness.

Only two other partial correlations were opposite in sign across the two groups. 
The Intrinsic Religious Orientation correlated positively with the Extrinsic 
Social Orientation in university students, but negatively in seminarians. In 
addition, relationships of MER with Quest were positive in seminarians, but 
negative in university students.

Numerous other outcomes were parallel across both groups. The Intrinsic 
Orientation predicted lower Quest and higher Extrinsic Personal, MER, and 
Reflection scores. The Extrinsic Personal Orientation correlated positively with 
MER and Rumination, and the Extrinsic Social Orientation displayed linkages 
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that were positive with MER and negative with Reflection. Quest and MER cor-
related positively with Rumination.

Other significant findings occurred in one group only. In university students, 
the Extrinsic Personal Orientation correlated positively with the Extrinsic 
Social Orientation and negatively with Quest. A robust association also ap-
peared between Rumination and Reflection. In seminarians, the Extrinsic 
Social Orientation exhibited direct connections with Quest and Rumination, 
and Quest correlated negatively with Reflection and positively with Satisfaction 
with Life. MER and Satisfaction with Life also covaried directly.

	 Post-Critical Beliefs Relationships
Transcendence and Symbolism partial correlations with other variables ap-
pear in Table 3. One-tailed tests of significance examined Post-Critical Belief 
relationships with Religious Reflection given the directionality of these hy-
potheses and the presumed religious ambiguity built into the Symbolism 
measure. In both groups, Transcendence correlated positively with Faith 
Oriented Reflection, Intellect Oriented Reflection, and the Extrinsic Personal 

Table 3	 Partial correlations of transcendence and symbolism with other measures in  
university and islamic seminary students

Transcendence Symbolism

Scale University Seminary University Seminary

Faith Oriented Reflection .63*** .31*** -.50*** -.20*
Intellect Oriented Reflection .39*** .16* -.15* -.16*
Intrinsic Orientation .43*** -.17 -.52*** -.75***
Extrinsic Personal Orientation .53*** .26** -.25*** -.17
Extrinsic Social Orientation .20* .13 -.04 .19*
Quest -.07 .11 .30*** .27**
Muslim Experiential Religiousness .58*** -.04 -.39*** -.12
Rumination .18* .15 .11 .05
Reflection .09 -.24** -.16 -.67***
Satisfaction with Life .04 -.26** .05 .03

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
Note: Partial correlations controlled for gender. Given the directional hypotheses involved, one-
tailed tests of significance evaluated the relationships of Post-Critical Beliefs with the Religious 
Reflection measures.
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Orientation. Only in university students did Transcendence predict higher lev-
els of the Intrinsic and Extrinsic Social Orientations, MER, and Rumination. 
Inverse linkages of Transcendence with Reflection and Satisfaction with Life 
only appeared in seminarians.

Symbolism in both groups correlated positively with Quest and negatively 
with Faith Oriented Reflection, Intellect Oriented Reflection, and the Intrinsic 
Religious Orientation. In university students, Symbolism displayed inverse 
linkages with the Extrinsic Personal Orientation and MER. Relationships 
that were positive with the Extrinsic Social Orientation and negative with 
Reflection appeared only in seminarians.

	 Moderation Analyses
Prior to moderation analyses, standardization of Transcendence and 
Symbolism addressed the problem of multi-collinearity (Aiken & West, 1991). 
The first step of these multiple regression procedures controlled for gender. 
Table 4 focuses on the more conceptually noteworthy second and third steps. 
The second step used Transcendence and Symbolism as simultaneous predic-
tors of all other measures. In both groups, Transcendence contributed directly 
and Symbolism inversely to the prediction of Faith Oriented Reflection and 
the Intrinsic Religious Orientation. Symbolism was also a consistent positive 
predictor of Quest. Transcendence displayed direct associations with Intellect 
Oriented Reflection and the Extrinsic Personal Orientation in both groups, 
but the inverse connections of Symbolism with these two measures appeared 
only in seminarians. Only in university students did Transcendence predict 
greater and Symbolism lower MER. Transcendence also displayed direct asso-
ciations with the Extrinsic Social Orientation and with Rumination in univer-
sity students. Only in seminarians did inverse relationships appear between 
Symbolism and Reflection and between Transcendence and Satisfaction  
with Life.

Significant interactions between Transcendence and Symbolism on the 
third step identified moderation effects. As Table 4 makes clear, three signifi-
cant outcomes appeared in each group. Transcendence and Symbolism inter-
acted to predict Faith Oriented Reflection, MER, and Reflection in university 
students. In seminarians, interactions appeared with MER, Rumination, and 
Satisfaction with Life.

Figure 1 depicts these moderation effects. The top row presents the 
university student results. Positive linkages of Transcendence with Faith 
Oriented Reflection and MER were stronger at higher levels of Symbolism. 
Transcendence also displayed a positive relationship with Reflection only at 
lower levels of Symbolism. Most importantly with regards to the Wulff (1997) 
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religious attitudes, Restorative Interpretation (high Transcendence and high 
Symbolism) and Literal Affirmation (high Transcendence and low Symbolism) 
both defined higher levels of Faith Oriented Reflection and MER. Literal 
Affirmation also displayed the greatest Reflection.

Seminarian moderation effects appear in the bottom row of graphs of 
Figure 1. Once again, Transcendence predicted greater MER at higher levels of 
Symbolism; but in seminarians, this association tended to be negative at lower 
levels of Symbolism. The positive Transcendence relationship with Rumination 

Table 4	 Transcendence (T), Symbolism (S), and their interaction (T x S) as predictors of 
other measures

University students Seminarians

Step 2 Step 3 Step 2 Step 3

Scale ΔR2 T β S β ΔR2 T × S β ΔR2 T β S β ΔR2 T × S β

Faith Oriented 
Reflection

.52*** .54*** -.37*** .04*** .24*** .23** .47*** -.41*** .02 .15

Intellect Oriented 
Reflection

.26*** .45*** -.14 .01 .09 .21*** .22* -.50*** .02 .16

Intrinsic 
Orientation

.34*** .31*** -.43*** .02 .15 .58*** .15* -.81** .00 .07

Extrinsic Personal 
Orientation

.27*** .48*** -.12 .02 .15 .13*** .35*** -.31** .00 -.05

Extrinsic Social 
Orientation

.04 .20* .02 .02 .14 .03 .08 .13 .00 .07

Quest .09** .01 .31*** .00 .06 .06* .00 .25** .02 .15
MER .39*** .51*** -.26*** .07*** .32*** .01 -.01 -.11 .13* .40***
Rumination .06* .23** .16 .02 -.15 .03 -.17 -.03 .09** .33***
Reflection .03 .05 -.15 .04 -.23* .44*** .02 -.67*** .00 -.01
Satisfaction with 
Life

.01 .06 .06 .00 -.06 .06* -.21* -.06 .06** .27**

*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
Note: The first step of the multiple regression controlling for gender are not presented to 
focus on the conceptually noteworthy second and third steps. MER is Muslim Experiential  
Religiousness.
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was stronger when Symbolism was high. Transcendence predicted greater 
Satisfaction with Life at higher Symbolism levels, but an opposite association 
appeared when Symbolism was low. Among the religious attitudes, Reductive 
Interpretation (low Transcendence and high Symbolism) consistently de-
fined or helped define the lowest levels of MER, Rumination, and Satisfaction 
with Life. Associated with Literal Disaffirmation (low Transcendence and low 
Symbolism) was the highest Satisfaction with Life.

	 Discussion

The Religious Openness Hypothesis most broadly argues that traditional reli-
gions have at least some potentials for openness that become more obvious in 
contexts less defined by a religiously perceived culture war of secularism against 

Figure 1	 Transcendence appears along each X-axis. Solid lines indicate high symbolism  
(one SD above the mean) while dotted lines represent low symbolism (one SD below 
the mean). Responding to all measures occurred along a 0 to 4 Likert scale.
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faith. Faith and Intellect Oriented Reflection, for example, correlate negatively 
in the United States, but positively in Muslims, Hindus, and Christians out-
side the West (Ghorbani et al., 2013; Khan et al., 2017; Kamble et al. 2014; Tekke 
et al., 2015; Watson, Ghorbani, Vartanian, & Chen, 2015). Faith and intellect, 
therefore, seem incompatible in the West, but compatible in other cultural 
contexts. On the other hand, the Post-Critical Beliefs of Transcendence and 
Symbolism have correlated negatively in Iran, suggesting a closing of the non-
Western Muslim mind. The hypothesis of this project was that this evidence of 
Muslim closed-mindedness primarily occurs because Symbolism, like Quest, 
fails to clearly capture Muslim forms of religious openness and commitment. 
Expected and unexpected findings confirmed this prediction and supported 
the Religious Openness Hypothesis more generally.

	 Expected Findings
Most basically, the putative open-mindedness of Symbolism correlated nega-
tively rather than positively with the open-mindedness of Intellect Oriented 
Reflection. This inverse linkage was not robust, but such an outcome had been 
expected given overlap in the implications of some items across the two instru-
ments. Inverse relationships with Faith Oriented Reflection and Transcendence 
further documented an incompatibility of Symbolism with explicitly Muslim 
perspectives, as did at least some negative associations of Symbolism with 
MER and the Intrinsic and Extrinsic Personal Religious Orientations.

Quest was the only index of religiousness to display a direct linkage with 
Symbolism in both university students and seminarians. Quest, however, cor-
related positively with Rumination and was incompatible with or irrelevant 
to religious commitments in university students. In seminarians, Quest had 
both positive and negative religious implications. Perhaps most importantly, 
however, Quest correlated positively with the neuroticism of Rumination and 
negatively with the openness of Reflection.

Seminarians scored lower than university students on Symbolism (and 
Intellect Oriented Reflection as well) while also displaying higher levels of Faith 
Oriented Reflection, the Intrinsic Religious Orientation, MER, and Satisfaction 
with Life. This lower level of Symbolism, therefore, occurred within the con-
text of better religious and psychological adjustment. Overall, patterns of all 
these data supported the conclusion that Symbolism, along with Quest, failed 
to clearly capture Muslim forms of religious openness and commitment.

Other findings confirmed compatibilities between Muslim religious com-
mitment and openness. A direct relationship of the Intrinsic Orientation with 
the Reflection Scale appeared in both student groups, but was especially strong 
in seminarians. In one or both samples, Faith and Intellect Oriented Reflection 
also predicted greater Reflection. In university students, evidence for openness 
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appeared in findings that Restorative Interpretation and Literal Affirmation 
both defined higher Faith Oriented Reflection and MER. The fundamental-
ism of Literal Affirmation also exhibited the highest levels of Reflection. In 
seminarians, tendencies toward higher MER also appeared for Restorative 
Affirmation, Literal Affirmation, and Literal Disaffirmation.

With few exceptions, relationships among religious constructs conformed 
with expectations. Some contrasts appeared across the two student groups, 
but Religious Reflection factors, Intrinsic and Extrinsic Personal Orientations, 
and MER were largely compatible. The Extrinsic Social Orientation once 
again proved to be ambiguous. This orientation correlated positively with 
religious variables in both groups, but also exhibited an inverse tie with the 
Intrinsic Orientation in seminarians. Extrinsic Social scores also predicted 
lower Reflection in both groups and greater Rumination in seminarians. Given 
these data, the positive correlation of the Extrinsic Social Orientation with 
Quest in seminarians perhaps identified both scales as ambiguous in Muslim  
contexts.

	 Unexpected Findings
Perhaps most surprising and important in confirming Muslim potentials for 
openness were correlations between the two Post-Critical Beliefs. This re-
lationship was, as expected, negative for university students, but unexpect-
edly positive for seminarians. This apparent seminarian ability to integrate 
Transcendence with Symbolism was perhaps the most straightforward dem-
onstration of Restorative Interpretation as a Muslim potential.

This positive relationship, nevertheless, occurred within the context of 
another unexpected finding that seminarians also scored lower rather than 
higher on Transcendence. Evidence for other measures demonstrated that this 
Transcendence effect occurred within the context of the greater overall reli-
giousness of seminarians. The possibility, therefore, exists that Transcendence 
like Symbolism has limitations as a sensitive index of Muslim beliefs. Moreover, 
the generally lower Post-Critical Beliefs of seminarians may suggest that their 
positive covariance occurred as a nuanced interpretative potential that failed 
to reflect more dominant Iranian Muslim perspectives.

Two other unexpected Post-Critical Beliefs findings had important impli-
cations. In seminarians, Restorative Interpretation defined the higher neu-
roticism of Rumination. This outcome contrasted with the observation in 
university students that the fundamentalism of Literal Affirmation described 
the higher openness of Reflection. In the West, the Restorative Interpretation 
outcome would presumably be the expectation for Literal Affirmation and vice 
versa. Also surprising was the greater Satisfaction with Life associated with 
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seminarian Literal Disaffirmation. How could seminarian tendencies toward 
Literal Disaffirmation predict greater rather than poorer life satisfaction in a 
formally religious society like Iran? At a very general level, these findings sup-
port the conclusion that Western conceptualizations of Post-Critical Beliefs 
and of traditional religiousness may not generalize in a straightforward man-
ner to other cultural contexts.

The Religious Openness Hypothesis most basically argues that traditional 
religions have potentials for openness. That does not mean, however, that  
such openness is unlimited or that traditional commitments are without  
liabilities. Unexpected finings for Rumination made that clear. Intellect 
Oriented Reflection predicted greater Rumination in both samples, as did 
Faith Oriented Reflections in seminarians. Positive correlations also appeared 
consistently between the Extrinsic Personal Orientation and Rumination. The 
overall findings of this study, therefore, suggested that Muslim openness could 
also be accompanied by a neuroticism in Muslim self-understandings.

	 Limitations
As with any investigation, limitations necessitate interpretative caution. Six 
cautions may be especially relevant. First, findings for Iranian university and 
seminary students may not generalize to other Muslims. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, the two Post-Critical Beliefs need to be examined in other Iranians and 
in completely different Muslim cultural contexts.

In a second related concern, this limited focus on students suggests at 
least four additional considerations. First, cross-cultural evidence relevant 
to the Religious Openness Hypothesis rests upon data from such samples. 
Correlations between Faith and Intellect Oriented Reflection are negative in 
Western university students, but positive outside the West. Further evaluations 
of this contrast are important in determining, for example, just how open re-
ligion can be outside the West. Second, the Religious Openness Hypothesis 
only argues that religions have potentials for openness. University students 
presumably display an above average commitment to learning that requires 
cognitive flexibility. Analysis of students, therefore, makes sense, because 
they seem especially likely to be more open. Third, at least some non-student 
Iranian data already support the Religious Openness Hypothesis. Members 
of the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Christian Church in Tehran also dis-
play a positive correlation between Faith and Intellect Oriented Reflection 
(Watson, Ghorbani, Vartanian, & Chen, 2015). Fourth and finally, hypotheses 
based upon the Religious Openness Hypotheses predict complexities within a 
single cultural context (e.g., Watson, Chen, Morris, & Stephenson, 2015). More  
“conservative” Muslim communities should display more closed religious 
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perspectives, whereas more “liberal” Christian denominations in the West 
should be more open. In short, future research into the Religious Openness 
Hypothesis should expand the analysis of both student and non-student 
populations.

Third, research participants were volunteers. The act of volunteering might 
in and of itself reveal greater openness. Students who did not volunteer could 
have been more defensive and thus more closed in their religiousness. Once 
again, however, the Religious Openness Hypothesis merely argues that only 
some religious individuals (volunteers perhaps) have potentials for openness, 
whereas others may not, with non-volunteers being a possibility.

Fourth, religious individuals may describe themselves (Jones & Elliott, 2017) 
and their religion (Abu-Raiya, 2017) in more interpersonally desirable terms. 
Positive correlations among self-report measures of religious commitment in 
this and in previous Muslim (e.g., Demmrich, Atmaca, & Dinç, 2017) investi-
gations undoubtedly reflect such social and theological desirability effects. A 
recent finding that Iranian Islamic seminarians were less likely than univer-
sity students to respond to a statement indicating even the possibility of being 
“neither religious or spiritual” seems to confirm the existence of such influ-
ences (Ghorbani, Watson, Kashanaki, & Chen, 2017).

On the other hand, this recent Iranian investigation also found that the 19% 
of university students who described themselves as “neither religious nor spiri-
tual” was slightly higher than the 17% who self-identified as “both religious and 
spiritual.” Perhaps even more surprising was the further observation that the 
53% of “spiritual but not religious” type was much higher than the 11% of the 
“religious but not spiritual” type (Ghorbani et al., 2017). Social and theological 
desirability biases, therefore, were not so overwhelming as to completely ob-
scure individual differences in religion and spirituality in Iran.

More generally, evaluations of socially and theologically desirable respond-
ing may need to avoid an overly facile assumption that such response sets 
merely reflect a methodological nuisance that obscures “true” relationships. 
Social desirability scales record a substantive psychological trait (e.g., McCrae 
& Costa, 1983) relevant to interpersonally oriented self-control (Uziel, 2010) 
and religious norms (Watson, Morris, Foster, & Hood, 1986). These substan-
tive psychological processes may also be sensitive to the desirable social-
ity of religious and other forms of communal life that Durkheim (1897/1951) 
identified as a buffer against a suicidality associated with excessive individ-
ualism and anomie (Watson, Milliron, & Morris, 1995). In short, studies into 
social and theological desirability effects as both methodological nuisance 
and substantive process are an obviously important research agenda for the  
future.
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Fifth, internal reliabilities of some measures were lower than .70, includ-
ing Transcendence, Intellect Oriented Reflection, the Reflection Scale, and 
the two Extrinsic Religious Orientations. Some of these problems apparent-
ly reflected characteristics of these particular research participants because 
higher internal reliabilities have at least sometimes been observed for all these 
scales with previous Iranian samples (e.g., Ghorbani, Watson, & Weathington, 
2009; Ghorbani et al., 2013; Ghorbani et al., 2017). Among other things, how-
ever, lower internal reliabilities might also imply that these constructs in-
clude a multidimensional complexity that needs to be teased out in future 
Iranian investigations. More robust and clearer findings might appear with 
the development of psychometrically sounder instruments. In short, find-
ings for especially these measures require replication and extension in future  
studies.

Sixth and finally, all findings were correlational, and correlations can sup-
port no definitive conclusions about causality. Other research designs will 
need to explore issues of causality.

	 Conclusion

Central to the Religious Openness Hypotheses is the claim that traditional 
religions have at least some potentials for openness. Even in the West, reli-
gious openness has appeared in traditions of thought that have long inte-
grated Christian faith with reason (e.g., MacIntrye, 1989, 1990). With the 
Enlightenment, however, the West began the social construction of a “rational” 
secularism in opposition to a supposedly “non-rational” religion (e.g., Asad, 
2003). The Religious Openness Hypothesis argues that religious potentials for 
openness in the West today can be obscured by a religiously perceived culture 
war of this secular “reason” against faith. In the United States, for example, 
procedures that control for a need to defend religion against secularism re-
veal complexities in the possibilities that do in fact exist for Western Christian 
openness (e.g., Watson, Chen, Morris, & Stephenson, 2015; Watson, Chen, & 
Morris, in press).

Iran is an Islamic society in which secularism exerts little or no formal in-
fluence on the structure of daily social life. The openness of Muslims in the 
present study, therefore, supplements previous non-Western data in support-
ing the Religious Orientation Hypothesis. This is so because religious openness 
seems to become more obvious as secularism appears to be less influential. 
Most broadly, such findings suggest that influential Western interpretative 
frameworks may have limitations in attempts to understand basic concepts 



68 Ghorbani et al.

Journal of Empirical Theology 31 (2018) 49-70

like orthodoxy, religious tradition, and fundamentalism. Further tests of the 
Religious Openness Hypothesis may, therefore, be useful in encouraging the 
development of a more historically and cross-culturally sensitive psychology 
of traditional religiousness.
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