	SCLY 3 Beliefs in Society
	



The specification:

The relationship between religious beliefs and social change and stability

· Functionalism: conservative force, inhibition of change, collective conscience, Durkheim and totemism, anomie; civil religions
· Marxism: religion as ideology, legitimating social inequality, disguising exploitation etc
· Weber: religion as a force for social change: theodicy’s, the Protestant ethic
· Neo-Marxism: religion used by those opposing the ruling class, liberation theology
· Feminism: religious beliefs supporting patriarchy
· Fundamentalist beliefs: rejecting change by reverting to supposed traditional values and practices.

Religious organisations, including cults, sects, denominations, churches and
New Age movements and their relationship to religious and spiritual belief and practice

· Typologies of religious organisations: churches, denominations, sects and cults, with examples of each New Religious Movements and typologies of NRMs e.g. world rejecting/accommodating/affirming; millenarian beliefs, with examples of each
· New Age movements and spirituality, with examples
· The relationship of these organisations to religious and spiritual belief and practice.

The relationship between different social groups and religious/spiritual organisations and movements, beliefs and practices

· Reasons why people join NRMs, NAMs and other organisations
· Gender and religion: women: women’s greater participation, women in religious organisations including NRMs; men’s participation and organisational roles in religions; sexuality and religion; images of gender in religions
· Ethnicity and religion: religion and ethnic identity; religion in migrant communities; religions and minority ethnic groups in the UK today
· Age and religion: religious participation and belief by age group; religious socialisation
· Social class and religion: religious participation and belief by social class.

The significance of religion and religiosity in the contemporary world, including the nature and extent of secularisation in a global context

· Globalisation and belief systems, including fundamentalism
· Postmodernity: end of meta-narratives, ‘spiritual shopping’
· Secularisation: problems of definition and measurement; aspects of secularisation such as disengagement, rationalisation, rise of pluralism/diversity, desacrilisation, disenchantment, individuation
· Arguments and evidence for and against secularisation e.g. attendance and membership; believing without belonging; the secularisation cycle theory and compensators (Stark and Bainbridge); UK compared with other countries (e.g. USA) and global significance of religion today.

Different theories of ideology, science and religion, including both Christian and non-Christian religious traditions

· Theories of ideology: Marxist, neo-Marxist, pluralist and feminist accounts; hegemony
· Theories of science: the social construction of knowledge; political, social and economic contexts of science; theory and observation; falsification; paradigms
· Theories of religion: Functionalist, Marxist, neo-Marxist and feminist.


The exam format:

1 Read Item A below and answer parts (a) and (b) that follow.

                                                              Item A 

 (
For some people religion is an important part
 of their lives. It can provide 
contact with others as well as participation in the local community. However, in
1999, almost half of all adults aged 18 and over
 in Great Britain who said they 
belonged to a religion or were brought up in a r
eligion claimed that they never 
or practically never attended a religious ser
vice. Only 13% of women and 10% 
of men attended a religious service at least once a week.
Religion clearly plays a more important role in th
e lives of older people than in 
those of younger people. In 1999, one in six p
eople aged 65 and over who said 
they belonged to a religious organisation or were
 brought up in a religion, 
attended one or more services a week. This c
ompared with one in 20 of those 
aged 18.24. 27% of 18.24 year olds said tha
t they had no religion, whereas 
only 2% of those aged 65 and over claimed this was the case.
)













 
(a)  (i) Identify and briefly explain two reasons why women seem to have a higher
             Participation rate in religion than that of men                                                                          (6 marks)
 
       (ii) Identify and briefly explain one reason why people from some ethnic minorities
             seem to have a higher participation rate in religion than other social groups.                    (3 marks)

(b)   Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the reasons why young people seem to
        participate in religious activity far less than do older generations.                                            (18 marks) 
 


EITHER 

2    Assess the view that cults, sects and New Age movements are fringe organisations that are
       inevitably short-lived and of little influence in contemporary society                                          (33 marks)

OR 

3   ‘The growth and influence of religious fundamentalism across the world challenges the claim that
       contemporary society has become more secular.’

      To what extent do sociological arguments and evidence support this view of contemporary
      religious belief and practice?                                                                                                              (33 marks)








Introduction: What is religion?

Substantive definitions
___________________________________________________________________________

These focus on the content or substance of religious belief, such as belief in God or the supernatural. For example, Max Weber (1905) defines religion as belief in a superior supernatural power that is above nature and cannot be explained scientifically. Substantive definitions are exclusive - they draw a clear line between religious and non-religious beliefs. To be a religion, a set of beliefs must include belief God or the supernatural

Substantive definitions conform to a widespread view of religion as belief in God. However, defining religion in this ay leaves no room for beliefs and practices that perform similar functions to religion but do not involve belief in God. Substantive definitions are also accused of Western bias because they exclude religions such s Buddhism, which do not have the Western idea of a god. 

Functional definitions


Rather than defining religion in terms of specific kinds of belief, functional definitions define it in terms of the social or psychological functions it performs for individuals or society. For example, Emile Durkheim (1915) defines religion n terms of the contribution it makes to social integration, rather than any specific belief in God or the supernatural. Another functionalist, Milton Yinger emphasizes the functions that religion performs for individuals, such as answering ‘ultimate questions’ about the meaning of life and what happens when we die. 

An advantage of functional definitions is that they are inclusive- —allowing us to include a wide range of beliefs and practices that perform functions such as integration. Also, since they do not specify belief in god or the supernatural, there is no bias against non-Western religions such as Buddhism. However, just because an institution helps integrate individuals into groups, this does not make it a religion. For example, collective chanting at football matches might give individuals a sense of integration, but this doesn’t mean it is a religion. 

Social constructionist definitions


Social constructionists take an interpretivist approach that focuses on how members of society themselves define religion. They argue that it is not possible to produce a single universal definition of religion to cover all cases, since in reality different individuals and groups mean very different things by ‘religion’. 

Social constructionists are interested in how definitions of religion are constructed, challenged and fought over. For example, Alan Aldridge (2007) shows how, for its followers, Scientology is a religion, whereas several governments have denied it legal status as a religion and sought to ban it. This shows that definitions of religion can be contested and are influenced by who has power to define the situation. 

Social constructionists do not assume that religion always involves a belief in God or the supernatural, or that it performs similar functions for everyone in all societies. Their approach allows them to get close to the meanings people themselves give to religion. However, this makes it impossible to generalise about the nature of religion, since people may have widely differing views about what counts as a religion. 





The relationship between religious beliefs and social change and stability

The Big Picture


Sociological theories of religion are mainly concerned with religion’s role for individuals and society.  These theories can be broadly divided into two main debates:

1.  Religion acting as a conservative force.  Seeing religion as acting as a conservative force involves three aspects:

· building and maintaining social solidarity and social stability
· protecting traditional values and the existing state of affairs in society (but see the next point) or,
· Changing society to restore traditional values that may be at risk of disappearing or have already disappeared.


2.  Religion acting as a force for social change.  This is concerned with how religious beliefs and organisations can change society and move it forward, rather than simply acting as a conservative force or moving society backwards to the way it was supposed to be at some previous time.

Religion as a conservative force 1: the functionalist perspective

The functionalist perspective sees religion as mainly a conservative force, promoting social harmony, social integration and social solidarity through the reinforcement of the value consensus — a widespread agreement around the main values of a society which is the basis of social order. 

The functionalist perspective is essentially concerned with analysing the role of religion in meeting the functional prerequisites or basic needs that society has in order to survive. For example, society can only survive if people share at least some common beliefs about right and wrong behaviour. Religion is seen by functionalists as part of the culture or way of life of a society, and it helps to maintain cultural traditions and establish the basic rules of social life. 


Durkheim
1. Totemism

Durkheim studied the practice of totemism among the central Australian Arunta tribe of aborigines. He argued that totemism — the practice of worshipping a sacred object, known as a totem (usually named after the name of a tribe or group) — represented religion in its most basic form. 

Durkheim argued that the totem is created by society and is so sacred because it is a symbol of the group or society. When worshipping the totem, people are really worshipping society. Religious beliefs, such as totemism, and accompanying ceremonies and rituals, act as a kind of social glue, binding people together and building bonds between them. By sharing beliefs, giving them a sacred quality and worshipping together, people develop moral ties between themselves, and a sense of shared identity, commitment and belonging — what Durkheim called the collective conscience.  This helps to bind society together and therefore religion acts as a conservative force in promoting social cohesion.

However, while it is possible to see a common religion bringing people together, establishing a value consensus and integrating small-scale communities, it is hard to see how it can perform this role in contemporary societies, where there is a wide diversity of different beliefs and faiths. Indeed, religion can often and perhaps more often than not, do the opposite. Different religions and religious beliefs and values can tear people and communities apart, and pose threats to social order and stability.

2. The collective conscience


The collective conscience is the shared norms, values, beliefs and knowledge that make social life and co-operation between individuals possible.  For Durkheim, shared regular religious rituals reinforce the collective conscience and maintain social integration, therefore preventing any damaging rapid social change.  

However, religion can only fulfil some of the functions that functionalists claim if people actually hold and practise religious beliefs. However, there is diminishing religiosity and growing secularization in many Western European countries.  Religious thinking, practice and institutions are becoming less important both in the lives of individuals and in society as a whole, and those involved are a declining group. This is shown, for example, by dramatic declines in attendance at services in all the main Christian churches in the UK; less than half of the population now say they believe in God Religion can be a disruptive and socially divisive influence.

3. Civil religion


Durkheim believed that the supernatural dimensions of religion would eventually disappear, and that other ‘civil religions’ might take on this role in people’s lives. Civil religion suggests that sacred qualities are attached to aspects of society itself, with non-religious rituals and ceremonies performing similar functions as religion, though not necessarily having any link with the supernatural.

Examples of this idea of civil religion might include the devotion some people display towards royalty, the lives of celebrities, popular music or football in contemporary Britain.

However, once we abandon the link between religion and some form of belief in supernatural forces, then it is questionable whether we are still really talking about religion at all, rather than just the various other non-religious ways that people are socialized and integrated into the societies to which they belong. 


Malinowski

Like Durkheim, Malinowski (2004 [19261) saw religion as reinforcing social norms and values and promoting social solidarity. However, Malinowski also saw religion as providing explanations for events that were hard to explain and security in the face of uncertainty.  Religion fulfils a need for emotional security and relieves situations of emotional stress which threaten social stability and solidarity. 

Religion can provide a source of comfort, explanation and meaning for individuals when faced by crises such as bereavement.  Funeral services, for example, act as a source of comfort for the bereaved -. Either with beliefs in life after death, or by the support gained in such moments of stress through the gathering of friends and relatives. Church attendances soar during wartime. 


Parsons

Parsons emphasizes the role of religion in providing and underpinning the core values of any culture, and the social norms which regulate people’s behaviour. The set of moral beliefs and values in religion may become so deeply ingrained through socialization that it may have an effect on the everyday behaviour of believers and non-believers alike. 

For example, if the social rules about killing, stealing and adultery are broken, most individuals will experience a guilty conscience about doing something wrong, and this is a powerful socializing and controlling influence over the individual. 

However, many sociologists argue that western societies are becoming more secular and as such it is unlikely that religion still acts as an agent of social control as it may well have done in the past. In today’s society People are more likely to be dissuaded from committing deviant acts by either the media or the heavy use of surveillance technology in many towns and cities.

Overall evaluation of the functionalist approach

The functionalist perspective sees religion as a conservative force, promoting social harmony and protecting the status quo. However, this downplays the role that religion can sometimes play in social change.  For example, the establishment of an Islamic republic in Iran in 1979 and the Talibanisation of Afghanistan and parts of Pakistan illustrate how religion can promote reactionary social change.  It is also possible the religion can promote progressive social change such as the role of liberation theology in opposing the military dictatorships in South America in the 1970s.  This shows how religion can act as what Gramsci calls a ‘counter-hegemony’ in showing oppressed peoples alternative ways of organizing societies.

Historically, religion seems to have played a far greater role in dividing people than in uniting them, as can be seen in countless religiously based wars or community conflicts. It is often the case that the stronger the religious belief, the stronger is the sense that other religious beliefs are wrong, heretical or evil and need to be defeated, as found among Christian and Islamic fundamentalists. 

Examples of religion causing conflict and instability might include: 

· Conflicts within the same religion, like Protestant and Catholic Christians in 
Northern Ireland over hundreds of years, disputes in the Anglican Church over homosexuality, and between Sunni and Shia Muslims in Iraq. 

· Conflicts between religions. In the Indian subcontinent, warfare between 
Muslims and Hindus was in part responsible for the division of a once united India into two separate countries, India and Pakistan. In the 1980s and 1990s, these divisions were added to by conflicts between Hindus and Sikhs. In the 1990s, the former Yugoslavia disintegrated into warring factions of Serbs, Croats and Bosnians, often aligned on religious grounds.  In contemporary Britain, there are tensions within the Muslim community, and internationally there are links between terrorism in the predominantly Christian West and Islamic fundamentalism.








Religion as a conservative force 2: the Marxist perspective

Marx saw religion as part of the dominant ideology - the ideas or belief system of the ruling class which shape people’s view of the world and reproduce and reinforce the false class consciousness (or lack of understanding) by the working class of the fact that they are being exploited. The French Marxist Althusser saw religion as an ideological state apparatus - an institution spreading the dominant ideology and manufacturing what Gramsci called hegemony -consent and acceptance by people that their positions were unchangeable and inevitable. 

Marx thought religion did two main, interrelated things: 

· It acted as the ‘opium of the people’, cushioning the pain of oppression and exploitation in unequal societies. 

· It legitimized and maintained the power of the ruling class. 


Religion as the ‘opium of the people’

The Marxist approach suggests that religion eases the pain of oppression and exploitation in three main ways: 

1. Religion promises an eventual escape from suffering and oppression in this life with promises of an ecstatic future in life after death. 
2. Religion sometimes offers hope of supernatural intervention to solve problems on earth. For example, the Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that survivors of the battle of Armageddon between God and Satan will form a new paradise on earth where they will live forever ruled by a heavenly government. This promise for the future, found in many of the world’s religions, can encourage people to accept their position and not act to change society. 
3. Religion provides a religious explanation and justification for inequality. For example, the Hindu religion provides a religious justification for the inequalities of the Indian caste system and an individual’s position in the social hierarchy. 

However, like any drug, religion can only act like opium, performing a hallucinating and pain-relieving role, if people actually take it. In other words, religion can only perform the role Marxists suggest both if people believe and if religion has some institutional power - neither of which is true of the majority of people in Britain or most contemporary Western capitalist societies. 


Religion and the power of the ruling class

Traditional Marxists see religion as an instrument of social control and oppression, used by the ruling class to legitimize (justify) their power and material wealth. Inequalities of wealth, income and power are presented as God-given and therefore legitimized and inevitable. The inequalities between rich and poor can’t be challenged or changed without questioning the authority of religion or God. 

The Hindu caste system referred to above is one example of this, which protects the position of those in the highest castes. In the past, religion has justified the power of kings through a doctrine called the ‘divine right of kings’, which suggested it was the will of God that gave monarchs the right to rule. Religion has even turned kings into gods - for example, the Pharaohs of ancient Egypt.

However, many traditional Marxists ignore the fact that religion can act as a form of resistance to the powerful, and as an agent of social change, and not simply as a conservative force, as the following examples suggest: 

1. In South America in the 1960s and 1970s, Roman Catholic priests - followers of a doctrine mixing Communism and Catholicism called Liberation Theology - played major roles in fighting against political dictatorships and poverty. Liberation Theology sought to present an image of Christ portrayed more as a reforming revolutionary than the passive peacemaker presented in mainstream Catholicism. This shows how religion can act as what Gramsci calls a ‘counter-hegemony’ in showing oppressed peoples alternative ways of organizing societies.


2. Islam, particularly Islamic fundamentalism, is often a vehicle for resisting the 
global influence of Western cultural imperialism, fighting the Americanization of the world’s culture, and resisting the dominance of Western corporations in the world economy. 

3. In Iran, Islam produced revolutionary change, with a revolution led by Ayatollah Khomeini leading to the overthrow of a dictatorial monarchy (the shahdom) and the establishment of an Islamic republic in 1978—9. 


Religion as a conservative force 3: the feminist perspective

Feminists see society as patriarchal - that is, based on male domination. Many feminists regard religion as a patriarchal institution that reflects and perpetuates this inequality. Religious beliefs function as a patriarchal ideology that legitimates female subordination. 

Evidence of patriarchy 
Although the formal teachings of religions often stress equality between the sexes, there is considerable evidence of patriarchy within many of them. For example: 

· Religious organisations are mainly male-dominated despite the fact that women often participate more than men in these organisations. For example, Orthodox Judaism and Catholicism forbid women to become priests. Karen Armstrong (1993) sees women’s exclusion from the priesthood of most religions as evidence of their marginalisation. 

· Places of worship often segregate the sexes and marginalise women, for example seating them behind screens while the men occupy the central and more sacred spaces. Women’s participation may be restricted, for example not being allowed to preach or to read from sacred texts. Taboos that regard menstruation, pregnancy and childbirth as polluting may also prevent participation. For example, in Islam, menstruating women are not allowed to touch the Qur’an. Jean HoIm (1994) describes this as the devaluation of women in contemporary religion. 

· Sacred texts largely feature the doings of male gods; prophets etc, and are usually written and interpreted by men. Stories often reflect anti-female stereotypes, such as that of Eve who, in the Judaeo-Christian story of Genesis, caused humanity’s fall from grace and expulsion from the Garden of Eden. 

· Religious laws and customs may give women fewer rights than men, for example in access to divorce, how many spouses they may marry, decision making, dress codes etc. Religious influences on cultural norms may also lead to unequal treatment, such as genital mutilation or punishments for sexual transgressions. Many religions legitimate and regulate women’s traditional domestic and reproductive role. For example, the Catholic Church bans abortion and artificial contraception. Woodhead (2002) argues that the exclusion of women from the Catholic priesthood is evidence of the Church’s deep unease about the emancipation of women generally. 

However, feminists argue that women have not always been subordinate to men within religion. Karen Armstrong (1993) argues that early religions often placed women at the centre. For example, earth mother goddesses, fertility cults and female priesthoods were found throughout the Middle East until about 6,000 years ago. However, from about 4,000 years ago, the rise of monotheistic religions saw the establishment of a single, all-powerful male God, such as the Hebrews’ Jehovah, and male prophets such as Abraham! Ibrahim, the first prophet of Judaism, Christianity and Islam 

While religion may be used to oppress women, Nawal El Saadawi (1980) argues that it is not the direct cause of their subordination. Rather, this is the result of patriarchal forms of society coming into existence in the last few thousand years. However, once in existence, patriarchy began to influence and re-shape religion. For example, men reinterpreted religious beliefs in ways that favoured patriarchy. Thus religion now contributes to women’s oppression. Like Armstrong, El Saadawi sees the rise of monotheism as legitimating the power of men over women. 

Overall evaluation of the feminist approach

Linda Woodhead (2002) criticises feminist explanations that simply equate religion with patriarchy and the oppression of women. While accepting that much traditional religion is patriarchal, she emphasises that this is not true of all religion. She argues that there are ‘religious forms of feminism’ - ways in which women use religion to gain greater freedom and respect. 

Woodhead uses the example of the hijab or veil worn by many Muslim women. While Western feminists tend to see it as a symbol of oppression, to the wearer it may symbolise resistance to oppression. Woodhead argues that some Muslim women choose to wear the hijab to escape the confines of the home and enter education and employment. For them, the hijab is a symbol of liberation that enables them to enter the public sphere without losing their culture and history. 

This is supported by Helen Watson who argues that the veiling of Islamic women can be interpreted as beneficial to Muslim women.  She argues that veiling is often a reaction against the increasingly pervasive Western culture.  Some Muslim men, too, have begun to reject Western-style clothes – for example, by refusing to wear ties.  All this, argues Watson can be seen as an attempt to assert independence, a separate identity, and a rejection of Western cultural imperialism. 

However, it should be noted that Watson’s observations are based on research involving only 3 Muslim women.  She appears to have made no attempt to find Muslim women who felt they were forced into wearing the veil against their will by men in a patriarchal society.

Women also use religion to gain status and respect for their roles within the private sphere of home and family. For example, belonging to an evangelical group can be empowering for some women. Despite the strong belief in traditional gender roles that such groups hold, women are able to use religion to increase their power and influence. For example, a strongly held belief among evangelicals is that men should respect women.  This gives women power to influence men’s behaviour by insisting they practice what they preach and refrain from ‘macho’ behaviour.  Similarly, women make use of activities linked to the church, such as Bible study groups, to share experiences and find support.













Religion as a force for social change 1: Weber and the ‘Protestant Ethic’j

Weber believed that some religious ideas, specifically Protestant beliefs, had initiated the economic and social conditions in which capitalism emerged. From his comparative studies, Weber noted that while similar economic conditions prevailed in China, India and Europe, capitalism only developed in the latter. He noted that capitalism had developed in those parts of Europe where a particular set of Protestant beliefs known as Calvinism were dominant. He concluded that Calvinism had brought about the right cultural climate for capitalist ideas and practices to develop in two ways:

Calvinists believed in predestination, i.e. that they were chosen by God for salvation. They were taught to believe that righteous living was all‑important and that their reward for sticking to such religious principles would be economic success.

Calvinism encouraged values such as self‑discipline, hard work, thrift, modesty and the rejection of self‑indulgence, pleasure, idleness and lavish spending: the 'Protestant Work Ethic'. The adoption of these ideas, Weber argues, led to the rapid accumulation of capital and the emergence of a Calvinist capitalist class at the end of the feudal era.

Weber did not say Calvinism 'caused' capitalism; he only suggested that it was the major contributor to a climate of change. Many other pre‑conditions needed to be in place, e.g. Calvinist beliefs had to be supplemented by a certain level of technology, a skilled and mobile workforce and rational modes of law and bureaucracy. These latter pre‑conditions were also present in China and India but Weber claimed that Eastern religions emphasised the spiritual rather than the rational or material, i.e. ideas not conducive to sustained economic activity.

Overall evaluation of Weber’s approach

Sombart suggests that Weber was mistaken about the beliefs held by Calvinists ‑ Calvinism was against greed and the pursuit of money for its own sake.

Some countries with large Calvinist populations did not industrialise, which is cited as evidence that Weber's thesis is wrong. However, Marshall points out that Weber did not claim that Calvinism was the sole pre‑condition for the emergence of capitalism, for example, Scotland lacked a skilled technical labour force and capital for investment.

Some commentators have suggested that slavery, colonialism and piracy generated a super‑accumulation of capital and that this was more influential in the emergence of capitalism in the West than Calvinist beliefs.

Marxists have also been critical of Weber. Kautsky suggested that capitalism pre‑dated Calvinism. Bourgeois capitalists were attracted to it because it offered convenient justification for the pursuit of economic interests ‑ the Protestant religion was an ideology used to legitimate capitalist interests.

Despite some empirical difficulties in testing Weber's thesis, his ideas remain important because he highlighted the relationship between social structure (i.e. the economic and social system) and social action ‑ (i.e. interaction and interpretation). His point was that if certain structural factors are present, people may choose to act upon religious ideas and bring about change.






Religion as a force for social change 2: Contemporary examples
Liberation theology

Otto Maduro argues that liberation theology; (a combination of the teachings of Christ and Marx) has encouraged people to actively change society in Central America.  Liberation theology states that far from being the passive recipients of aid from richer countries, it was essential that the poor themselves should organise and overthrow the oppressive regimes that impoverish and exploit them.

This is an example of religion providing what Gramsci calls a ‘counter-hegemony’ in which ruling class hegemony can be challenged by presenting to oppressed people the vision of an alternative and more just organisation of society.

The US Civil Rights Movement

Steve Bruce argues that the black clergy in the United States in the early 1960s were the backbone of the civil rights movement. In this context he sees religion as an ‘ideological resource’ for the civil rights movement because they provided beliefs and practices that believers could draw upon for motivation and support.

For example the churches were able to channel dissent towards the racial segregation policies of the time and were a vehicle for mobilising both black and white public opinion in favour of civil rights for blacks.

However, the following examples show how religion can influence reactionary, backwards-looking social change.


The 1979 Iranian Revolution

In 1979 the Shah of Iran was deposed by a revolutionary Islamic group led by the Ayatollah Khomeini who opposed the westernisation of Iran.  Khomeini was quick to set up a model Islamic state based on ancient Sharia law as laid down in the Koran.


Afghanistan and the Taliban

Not all social change is necessarily progressive.  The Taliban regime in Afghanistan during the 1990s set up possibly the most extreme form of religious regime ever witnessed, based on an extremely harsh interpretation of the Koran.  Women were forced to dress themselves head to foot in traditional dress to hide their identity, men were forced to grow beards, children were forbidden to fly kites, all music was banned, and people were forbidden to own any pictorial representation of any living being.  Harsh punishments such as amputation for theft, beatings for not wearing traditional dress, and executions for adultery were common.  Girls were forbidden from receiving any education after the age of eight, and all women were excluded from employment, even widows.







Questions that could be asked on this
Data questions and short essays
Read Item A and answer parts (a) and (b) which follow.

Item A

The functions of religion are interpreted very differently by sociologists from different perspectives. For instance, most structural theorists, such as Marxists, feminists, functionalists and those from the New Right, argue that in some way religion functions to exert social control over the members of society. However, the different perspectives do not agree on whether such social control is a positive or a negative feature of religion.

Similarly, sociologists disagree about the relationship between religion and social change. For instance, some Marxists, feminists and functionalists argue, in different ways, that religion acts as a force to prevent change, while Max Weber put forward the view that under certain circumstances religion could actively lead to change in society.


(a) Identify and briefly explain some of the ways in which religion could be said to ‘exert social control over the members of society’ (Item A, line 4).                              						 (9 marks)


(b) Using information from Item A and elsewhere, briefly examine the evidence and/or arguments in favour of the view that religion can act as a force for change in society.                                                                                                                         											(18 marks)


1. Read Item A below and answer parts (a) and (b) which follow.


Item A


The role of religion in society has been the subject of many arguments between sociologists from different theoretical perspectives. For instance, Marxists and feminists see religion linked to power and control and the need for a ruling group to maintain its dominance. For Marxists, this group is the ruling class of the capitalist system while, for most feminists, men are seen as the dominant group. In both cases, religion is used as a tool by the powerful to help maintain their position.

Functionalists, on the other hand, see religion as fulfilling essential needs for society. In their analysis, they conclude that society needs certain functions to be fulfilled to maintain mitts good order. Religion is one of the means of fulfilling some of those functions. However, many post-modernists argue that the views put forward from these classic sociological perspectives are out of date and of little relevance today. They argue that in a post-modern society a new explanation of the role of religion is needed.


(a) Identify and briefly explain some of the ways in which functionalists see religion meeting the needs of    society and/or individuals. 								(9 marks)
		
(b) Using material from Item A and elsewhere, briefly examine post-modernist views on the nature and role of religion. 											(18 marks)





Student answer

(a) Identify and briefly explain some of the ways in which functionalists see religion meeting the needs of    society and/or individuals. 								(9 marks)


The functionalists view religion as another part of society which is needed in order for it to function. It reinforces our cultural values and norms in society by enforcing itself into our socialisation process.

Comte, the founding father of functionalism argued that simple religions used to be based upon the idea of animism whereas now society has become modern, scientific and secular.

Religion has several functions in which it carries out for society.  Socialisation, integration and preventing anomie are included in this. Religion can help the process of socialisation by reinforcing its values through the family and education.  It needs to prevent anomie (normlessness) as without it society would cease to exist.

Malinowski argued that it is not society that religion wants to control.  It is made up so that we can deal with our emotional stress, so we use it at times of crisis e.g. death.  Religion comforts us and will keep society stable.  Religion is able to integrate us into society through its contributions to education i.e. Sunday school. 


Examiner comments:
 The first function mentioned by the candidate is ‘reinforce our cultural values and norms’ (line 3). This is explained through socialisation in the family and education.  There is just enough here to get the marks.
Marks scored: 1 for identification and 2 for the explanation.

The second function identified is ‘to prevent anomie’. But the explanation is not there.
Marks scored: 1 for identification and 0 for explanation

The third function identified is to help deal with emotional stress. There is sufficient explanation here with an example linking to crises such as death.
Marks scored: 1+2

Total marks scored: 3+1+3 =7/9

(b) Using material from Item A and elsewhere, briefly examine post-modernist views on the nature and role of religion. 											(18 marks)


The postmodernist perspective is one which thinks that all the ideas about society need reviewing and cannot be explained by theories.

Postmodernists such as Lyotard sat that religion is becoming very personal to the individual due to all the complexities in our society.  We cannot generalise it as one thing as there are too many explanations for it.

Postmodernists generally agree that society is changing and with it religion. Our beliefs are not spiritual and mystical anymore so we need to adapt to this.  This is shown in the same way as the move from modernity to post modernity.

The postmodernists also think that religion is becoming increasingly influenced by science.  This is what has lead to the development of new religious movements and new age movements. This increase in science is also affecting the individual because they must ensure that they can balance both their view of religion and their view of science to fit in with their understanding of society.

Postmodernists think that the classical perspectives and their views on religion are out of date.  Many were from a long time ago e.g. Marxism in the 1800s and society has changed a great deal since then.

They also argue that the other perspectives are of little relevance, however Marx would put up the argument that as we are still a capitalist society religion and politics oppresses the working class into a false class consciousness where they do not realise that their lives are unfair, therefore showing that the classical perspectives can still be relevant.

Foucault, another postmodernist, argued that religion is one of the Meta narratives that are breaking down, leading to the destruction of what sociologists Durkheim, Marx and Firestone see as society.

They also argue against what functionalists say as they think that religion has lost all of its functions and are no use in that manner, therefore dysfunctional.  

The postmodernists also say that as our society is so diverse religion cannot be a conservative force or a force for social change.  We need to accept that there are many religions from which people pick and choose what they want in order to create their identities.

Postmodernism is a sceptical explanation, it discriminates all the other theories and whilst saying we don’t need a theory it is itself seeming to become one.  They do not recognise ideas such as the functions religion gives us, how it is ideological and how it uses different institutions to hold control over us. Therefore postmodernism doesn’t see religions role as very important – we can use it as part of our identity if we want too, but it’s not necessary.

Examiner’s comments:
The candidate gives an account that starts off with a reference to Lyotard and develops to include a range of points about change, science, the out-of-datedness of Marxism, Foucault, picking and choosing religion.  It is a good range of points showing clear knowledge and understanding.  This is definitely worth the 4-6 bands
AO1 marks scored: 5/6

The interpretation of the question is good and the application of materials is sound.  The views of postmodernists are unpacked and analysed to an extent, though there could be more here.  The use of the theoretical material is focused and explicitly relevant.  This is rewarded by a mark in the top mark band, but in the lower half.
A02 marks scored: 10/12

Total marks scored = 5+ 10 = 15/18

Long essays (33 marks)


Evaluate functionalist views on the role and functions of religion today.           

Assess the extent to which Marxist and feminist theories help our understanding of religion in society today. 										
 ‘Religion is more a cause of conflict than of harmony in society.’
To what extent do sociological arguments and evidence support this view? 	

Assess the view that religion was once mainly a conservative influence but today is more of a force for social change.





Religious Organisations
Church
This is a stable, formal organisation with a hierarchy and bureaucracy of paid officials, and widely accepted beliefs and values. It may be involved in some secular concerns such as education and tends to have a close relationship with the State and Monarchy. 

Although all sections of the population are represented in its members, the higher status groups tend to be over‑represented. Worship tends to be formal and ritualised, and conducted by ordained clerics.

Denomination
This organisation also has beliefs and values which are widely accepted, but it has no formal connection with the State. Worship is less formal. Hierarchy and bureaucracy are less developed. Lay‑ persons are encouraged to lead worship.

Sect
A sect is an organisation whose members join of their own free-will.  It may be led by a charismatic leader and sect members tend to believe in the superiority of their group.  They are the chosen ones who are to be ‘saved’, ‘enlightened’ or have experienced the ‘truth’.  

Sect beliefs tend to conflict with those of society.  Sects are generally insular and make strong claims on the loyalty of their members.  Sects often attempt to repress individuality – in some, new members are encouraged to take on a new name and contact with family and friends is restricted.  Personal responsibility may be surrendered and little opportunity given for freedom of thought.


Cult
Cults share many of the characteristics of sects.  However, cults are different in that people normally join to achieve some practical end.  Cults do not usually challenge social norms and usually appeal to the socially privileged. Stark and Bainbridge (1985) distinguish between:
• 'audience cults' which tend to be unorganised, e.g. astrology
• 'client cults' are organised to provide a service, e.g. Spiritualism, and
• 'cultic movements' offer spiritual and material supports to their members.

New Religious Movements (NRMs)
World-rejecting NRMs
World‑rejecting NRMs reject the secular world as corrupt and beyond redemption. Such NRMs either abandon the world or attempt to transform the world with evangelical zeal. For example, the Unification Church, commonly known as the Moonies, rejects materialism, encourages its members to hand over all assets and imposes an ascetic lifestyle on its followers.

World-accommodating NRMs
World‑accommodating NRMs neither fully accept the values and goals of wider society nor do they entirely reject society. These NRMs exist on the margins of established churches and denominations. They are a response to the increasing secularisation of the institutional church. The 'New Evangelical Movement' made up of fundamentalist, 'born again' Christian groups have grown rapidly in numbers in recent years and are typical of this type of NRM.

World-accommodating NRMs
World‑affirming NRMs accept the values and goals of wider society but aim to provide a new means to achieve these. Human beings are seen as having enormous physical, mental and spiritual potential. These NRMs advertise themselves as an alternative way of achieving economic and social success.  Such sects usually involve some financial investment and their recruits mainly originate in the middle class, e.g. scientology. 


New Age Movements (NAMs)
NAMs are similar to cults ‑ many are simply consumer‑oriented, e.g. selling products such as music, herbal remedies, etc. Others are more organised and concerned with the selling of specific messages such as opposition to traditional scientific approaches, an emphasis on green issues like environmentalism and/or vegetarianism, and a focus on spiritual and personal empowerment. 

Healas (1996) suggests that NAMs contain elements of world‑rejecting counter‑culture in their focus on the 'alternative' and yet they subscribe to the commercialism of the mainstream market‑place.

The appeal of NRMs and NAMs
Marginality

Sects may be evidence of disillusion with institutionalised religion and may result from a search for more genuine ways of satisfying spiritual needs. Max Weber linked sects to social stratification. Sects are most likely to emerge amongst the poor. Such groups may develop a 'theodicy of dispriviledge' ‑ a religious set of ideas which explains why they are in that position. For example, if a group believes that they are 'God's chosen people', the promise of 'salvation' is 'compensation' for their poverty. In part, the growth of sects such as the Black Muslims in the USA in the 1960s was accomplished through recruitment form disadvantaged groups

However, since the 1960s, world-rejecting NRMs such as the Moonies have recruited mainly from the more affluent groups of well-educated young middle class whites, rather than from the poor and marginalised groups.  Nevertheless, Wallis argues that this does not really contradict Weber’s view, because many of these individuals had become marginal to society. Despite their middle class origins, most were hippies, dropouts and drug-users.


Relative deprivation

NRMs and NAMs also attract members of the middle classes. Glock and Stark and,' use the concept of relative deprivation to explain this ‑ some members of the middle class may feel relatively deprived compared with other groups. Glock and Stark identify a number of different types of relative deprivation:
 Social deprivation may stem from a lack of power, prestige and status. For example, those  lacking job satisfaction may find alternative sources of satisfaction in the evangelical goals set by conversionist sects such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, etc.
 Organismic deprivation is experienced by those who suffer physical and mental problems, e.g. people may turn to sects in the hope of being healed or as an alternative to drugs or alcohol.
 Ethical deprivation is the result of people perceiving the world to be in moral decline and therefore retreating into an introversionist sect, e.g. Jim Jones' People's Temple or David Koresh's Branch Dravidian sect.
 Psychic deprivation refers to those searching for more than the dominant value system offers. They may wish for inner spiritual fulfilment rather than the consumerist goals on offer in capitalist societies. Certain sects, e.g. the Divine Light Mission, Transcendental Meditation (TM), Moonies, etc., claim to offer this. Such cults tend to be attractive to the middle class and the young.

Social change

Closely related to the concept of relative deprivation is the idea that religious sects are the product of social change. Such change may create what Durkheim referred to as anomie.  This refers to a sense of normlessness, or insecurity and uncertainty over social guidelines for behaviour.  This is because rapid change undermines or disrupts traditional norms and values.
Wilson argues that the popularity of world-accommodating groups such as Methodism in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, both in the UK and USA, was a reaction to anxieties created by industrialisation and urbanisation.

20th‑century sects may be a response to anxieties created by the dominance of scientific rationalism and the resulting secularisation of society.

Robert Bellah argues that the increase in sect and cult membership seen in the late 1960s in the USA was due to middle‑class youth experiencing a ‘crisis of meaning’ in regard to the materialistic values of their parent's culture. Many turned to an alternative drug/pop culture which rejected such values. This youth culture burnt itself out at the end of the 1960s. Sects based on anti‑materialist and 'free love' values such as The Jesus People and the Children of God, and Eastern‑influenced NRMs such as the Hare Krishna and the Moonies, recruited in large numbers from young people in search of spiritual or psychic goals.


The key to success

Heelas suggest that world-affirming NRMs and NAMs appeal to more affluent, university-educated, socially integrated and generally successful middle class groups, whose members nonetheless find something missing in their lives. They seek techniques to recapture their inner selves, and they also have money to pay for the services on offer.

Wallis argues that world-affirming movements like Transcendental Meditation and Scientology are likely to appeal to such groups for various reasons: they claim to offer knowledge, techniques and therapies that enable people to unlock spiritual powers within them, helping them to reduce stress and anxieties at work and in their personal lives.


Disenchantment with the world

Weber argues that because the world has become more rational, or planned and predictable, the spiritual, magical and mystical elements of life have all but disappeared.  Many churches and denominations have watered down their beliefs to fit in with a more secular world, and tend to focus on worldly issues such as poverty rather than spiritual matters. Giddens adds this lack of spiritual meaning in traditional religions has led many people to find comfort and a sense of community in smaller, newer, religious groups.


Status frustration

Status frustration means that people feel unhappy about the (usually low) position they find themselves in society.  This is particularly associated with young people experiencing a long period of transition from childhood to adulthood. Wallis suggests that NRMs are most likely to appeal to young people because they offer them an identity and overcome a sense of status frustration.

As such, world-rejecting groups may appeal to young people because they offer them a supportive community of people in similar situations to themselves, which brings them a sense of community and independence.

However, such periods of status frustration can be short-lived, and Wallis concludes that NRMs involve only a very small proportion of the population for a short period of their lives.

The dynamics of sects and cults

The dynamics of sects and cults is concerned with how and why they may change overtime. Some suggest that sects tend to be short-lived, as they will, over time, either turn into denominations or disappear altogether. For example, both the Quakers, or Society of Friends, and the Methodists originally began as world-rejecting religious sects, with members living distinctive lifestyles in opposition to existing society. 

However, both have long abandoned their world-rejecting features, and have evolved from sects into the highly respectable world-accommodating and tolerant denominations they are today. On the other hand, some sects, like the Jehovah’s Witnesses, have retained their features as world-rejecting sects over a long period of time, while others, like the People’s Temple, have completely disappeared. What influences whether a sect is short-lived or long-lived, whether it turns into a denomination or whether it disappears? 


Why are sects thought to be short-lived?
The problem of maintaining commitment and fervour

Barker (1989) suggested that, particularly in world-rejecting new religious movements, the heavy commitment required is hard to maintain. Niebuhr thought the enthusiastic fervour and commitment of sect members is hard to sustain after the first generation — the commitment of parents who converted to the sect is hard to keep going in their children. Either the sect will then gradually wither away, or it will need to become less of a protest movement and modify its beliefs and practices to accommodate, and be more tolerant of, mainstream society and other beliefs. This would then allow its members to live more normal lives, and give it a better chance of retaining members, but this entails the sect becoming more settled and denomination-like. Becker (1950) identified this process, when he described a denomination as ‘a sect that has cooled down’, as it loses some of its initial fervour, and becomes more tolerant, world-accommodating and ‘respectable’. 

However, Aldrige suggests that many sects have existed a long time while still retaining their features as sects, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses. Also, sects can maintain strict standards of conduct, including expelling those who fail to conform to these standards, over long periods of time.  Furthermore, he points out that many sects have been successful in socializing their children into acceptance of the sect’s beliefs and practices, while also converting adults.



The loss of charismatic leaders

Sects that are founded and led by a single charismatic leader, whose inspirational personal magnetism and leadership attracted people into the sect, may lose support and disappear once the leader dies. 

However, Aldridge argues that not all sects require a charismatic leader to be successful.


The changing circumstances of members and appeal of sects

People’s original reasons for joining, such as social deprivation, marginality, anomie and the search for meaning, may cease to be relevant. This is particularly likely in generations following the first generation of converts. 

Barker suggests that, in new religious movements, as younger people grow older, the reasons that drove them into the sect begin to disappear, and they begin to look for more normal lives. This may mean that the sect disappears, or that is loses its world-rejecting features and becomes more like a denomination. 
However, Wilson questions whether world-rejecting and introversionist sects can ever survive in denominational form.  This is because to become a denomination there will be a need to convert people by going outside the sect to preach. This is likely to be a polluting and corrupting experience, and would compromise and destroy the fundamental beliefs of the sect. Such sects therefore cannot survive in denominational form. 


Religious diversity in postmodern societies

Postmodern societies are characterized by a fragmentation of belief and a wide diversity of religious, spiritual and other beliefs. Postmodernists tend to see the beliefs people hold as purely a personal matter, and they can go spiritual and religious shopping, picking, choosing and changing beliefs as freely as they might chop and change washing liquids in their local supermarkets. There is greater tolerance of all beliefs today, and this may mean that religious sects have a short shelf-life as consumer tastes and current fads change. 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Are all sects short-lived?
Aldridge: the myth of death or denomination

Is ‘death or denomination’ the only options for sects? Aldridge (2007) argues that the suggestion that sects must over time either disappear or turn into denominations is false. He points out that: 

· many sects have existed a long time while still retaining their features as sects, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses

· not all sects depend on charismatic leadership; 

· many sects have been successful in socializing their children into acceptance of the sect’s beliefs and practices, while also converting adults; 

· Sects can maintain strict standards of conduct, including expelling those who fail to conform to these standards, over long periods of time. 

Wilson (1): Established sects

Wilson (1959) has also rejected the view that the disappearance of a sect or its becoming a denomination are the only alternatives, pointing to the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Seventh Day Adventists as examples of long-standing groups that have retained their sect-like features and not become denominations.

Wilson suggests that what will affect whether a sect can retain its status or will turn into a denomination will depend on how the sect answers the question ‘What shall we do to be saved?’


Wilson (2): Conversionist sects

Wilson suggested that what he called ‘conversionist’ sects were the most likely to develop into a denomination. These are sects which think that the best way to save the world is to be engaged with it, and to try to change or convert individuals by spreading the religious message and ‘saving souls’. Should they be successful, and win a lot of support, they may turn into a denomination, but this doesn’t prevent them carrying on as they were when they were a small sect. The Salvation Army is an example of a small former conversionist sect that has turned into a conversionist denomination. 


Wilson (3): Introversionist and Adventist/Revolutionary sects

There are two types of sect that Wilson saw as not being able to survive in denominational form - the introversionist and the Adventist or revolutionary sects. 

Introversionist sects are those, like the Amish, which believe that the only route to salvation involves total withdrawal from the corrupting influences of the world and becoming inward-looking (introverted). Trying to convert people by going outside the sect to preach is likely to be a polluting and corrupting experience, and would compromise and destroy the fundamental beliefs of the sect. Such sects therefore cannot survive in denominational form. 

Adventist or revolutionary sects are those, like Jehovah’s Witnesses, who hold millenarian beliefs that suggest there is going to be some form of imminent, sudden, dramatic and catastrophic destruction of the evil and ungodly world, and only the exclusive few selected members of the sect will be saved. They may try to spread their beliefs, but there can be no question of compromise with the world, watering down of beliefs, or tolerance of other beliefs, as otherwise they would be counted among the sinners and cast aside when Judgement Day arrives. Such sects cannot take on denominational form and compromise with other beliefs without abandoning the very beliefs and values and exclusivity on which their own sect is founded.


The growth of the New Age
The characteristics of the New Age

The term ‘New Age’ covers a range of beliefs and activities that have been widespread since at least the 1980s - Heelas (2008) estimates that there are about 2,000 such activities and 146,000 practitioners in the UK. Many of them are very loosely organised audience or client cults. They are extremely diverse and eclectic (putting unconnected ideas together in new combinations). They include belief in UFOs and aliens, astrology, tarot, crystals, various forms of alternative medicine and psychotherapy, yoga, meditation, magic etc. However, according to Heelas (1996) there are two common themes that characterise the New Age: 

• Self-spirituality New Agers seeking the spiritual have turned away from traditional ‘external’ religions such as the churches and instead look inside themselves to find it. 

• De-traditionalisation the New Age rejects the spiritual authority of external traditional sources such as priests or sacred texts. Instead it values personal experience and believes that we can discover the truth for ourselves and within ourselves. 

Beyond these common features, New Age beliefs vary. For example, they include world-affirming aspects that help people succeed in the everyday outer world, as well as world-rejecting elements that allow individuals to achieve enlightenment in their inner world. However, Heelas argues that most New Age beliefs and organisations offer both. 


Postmodernist explanations of the New Age

Several explanations for the popularity of the New Age have been offered. For example, John Drane (1999) argues that its appeal is part of a shift towards postmodern society. One of the features of postmodern society is a loss of faith in meta-narratives or claims to have ‘the truth’. Science promised to bring progress to a better world but instead it has given us war, genocide, environmental destruction and global warming. 

As a result, people have lost faith in experts and professionals such as scientists and doctors, and they are disillusioned with the churches’ failure to meet their spiritual needs. As a result, they are turning to the New Age idea that each of us can find the truth for ourselves by looking within. 


Evaluation of Postmodernist explanations 

By contrast, Bruce (1995) argues that the growth of the New Age is a feature of the latest phase of modern society, and not post modernity. Modern society values individualism, which is also a key principle of New Age beliefs (e.g. the idea that each individual has the truth within themselves). It is also a particularly important value among those in the ‘expressive professions’ concerned with human potential, such as social workers or artists — the group to whom the New Age appeals most. 

Bruce notes that New Age beliefs are often softer versions of much more demanding and self-disciplined traditional Eastern religions such as Buddhism that have been ‘watered down’ to make them palatable to self-centred Westerners. This explains why New Age activities are often audience or client cults, since these make few demands on their followers. Bruce sees the New Age eclecticism or ‘pick and mix spiritual shopping’ as typical of religion in late modern society, reflecting the consumerist ethos of capitalist society. Similarly, Heelas (1996) sees the New Age and modernity as linked in four ways: 

• A source of identity in modern society, the individual has many different roles (at work, in the family, with friends etc) but there is little overlap between them, resulting in a fragmented identity. New Age beliefs offer a source of ‘authentic’ identity. 

• Consumer culture creates dissatisfaction because it never delivers the perfection that it promises (e.g. in advertising). The New Age offers an alternative way to achieve perfection. 

• Rapid social change in modern society disrupts established norms and values, resulting in anomie. The New Age provides a sense of certainty and truth in the same way as sects. 

• Decline of organised religion Modernity leads to secularisation, thereby removing the traditional alternatives to New Age beliefs. For example, in the USA, the New Age is strongest where churchgoing is at its lowest, in California.

Questions that could be asked on this
Data questions and short essays
Read Item A below and answer parts (a) and (b) which follow.


Item A
Society has changed significantly over the past century and it has often been noted that there has been a drift away from mainstream religious organisations. Many people now feel that their religious needs can no longer be met through the more conventional forms of religious organisation, such as the traditional churches and denominations. In such cases, it is not unusual for people to be attracted by different and new approaches to worship and belief offered by sects and cults.

To help clarify our understanding of these newer religious organisations, Wallis developed a classification of what he called New Religious Movements that divided them into world-affirming, world-accommodating and world-rejecting religions. In such organisations, participation and membership are often significantly different from mainstream religions. Many people fear that New Religious Movements have too great a hold over their members, but evidence shows that in reality the turnover in membership is very high.


(a) Identify and briefly explain some of the reasons why New Religious Movements have such a high turnover of members. 							                                                   (9 marks)

Identify and briefly explain some of the characteristic features of sects, apart from those referred to in Item    A.                                                                                                                                                                                  (9 marks)

Student answer

(a) Identify and briefly explain some of the reasons why New Religious Movements have such a high turnover of members. 							                                     (9 marks)


One reason why new religious movements have a high turnover of members is that they find it difficult to sustain the interest and enthusiasm of members over time. This is because many new members are very committed and enthusiastic to begin with but over time they find this difficult to keep up and so may leave as their commitment and enthusiasm disappears.

Another reason for the high turnover of members is that many groups make heavy demands on members which they eventually feel is too much. Some members may find these demands unacceptable or difficult to manage, so they leave.

Some people join such groups during periods of personal crisis and leave when the crisis is over. Some people join movements out of need caused by a personal crisis such as ill health or a broken relationship and may leave the movement when they have dealt with the crisis and no longer feel the need for the support offered by the movement.


Examiner comment:

The first reason given is the difficulty to maintain commitment and enthusiasm over time. This is supported by a clear explanation of why this may cause a high turnover of membership.
Marks scored: 1 for identification of reason and 2 for the explanation

The second reason given is the heavy demands placed on members. This is again clearly identified and supported with an explanation of how this leads to a high turnover of membership.
Marks scored: 1 for identification of reason and 2 for the explanation

The final reason given is where people join a group to resolve a personal crisis and tend to leave when the crisis has been resolved. Like the two previous reasons, there is clear identification of a reason followed by an explanation linked to high turnover of membership.
Marks scored: 1 for identification of reason and 2 for the explanation

Total marks scored: 3+3+3 = 9/9

Long essays

Assess the view that cults, sects and New Age movements are fringe organisations that are inevitably short-lived and of little influence in contemporary society.                                                                                                          										                   (33 marks)

Student answer

There are a range of debates about the nature of cults, sects and New Age movements.  Some sociologists suggest that they are fringe organisations in the sense that they appeal only to a minority of the population, whereas Heelas found a large increase in New Age activity in his Kendal research. Others, such as Niebuhr, argue that sects, cults and New Age movements are short-lived, either becoming denominations or dying out altogether. Some postmodernist sociologists suggest that the growth of new religious movements shows their growing influence in society.

Many sociologists say that sects, cults and New Age movements only appeal to a minority of the population. For example, people on the margins of society who are poor are often attracted to sects because they offer them a sense of belonging. Other people, who may be undergoing a personal crisis such the death of a loved one, may find that belonging to a sect or cult may help them to overcome this crisis. However, when they have got over their crisis they often leave the sect. This seems to suggest that these organisations only appeal to a small section of the population, so they will remain fringe organisations.

However, Heelas rejects the claim that these organisations are fringe organisations, particularly New Age movements. His research in Kendal suggests that participation in New Age activities is widespread among the population there, which suggests that New Age movements are not fringe organisations. However, Bruce points out that Heelas’ data reveals that only one in fifty people in Kendal were involved in any sort of New Age activity. This suggests that the appeal of New Age movements is a minority one.

Nevertheless, postmodernists argue that the appeal of new age movements reflects the pick and mix nature of postmodern society. People today feel they have a choice as consumers of religion – they have become spiritual shoppers. Religion is now individualised as more and more people develop their own ‘do-it-yourself’ religions that give meaning to their lives.

There is also a key debate surrounding the life-span of sects, cults and New Age movements. Niebuhr, for example, believes that they are inevitably short-lived, either turning into denominations to survive or dying out completely. This is because they place heavy demands on their members and it is difficult to maintain commitment and enthusiasm, especially amongst second-generation members.  Also, some sects and cults rely on a charismatic leader to keep up enthusiasm and commitment, which means when the leader dies the sect often, disappears. For Niebuhr, these facts suggest that sects tend to die out.  However, Aldrige suggests that many sects have existed a long time while still retaining their features as sects, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses. Also, sects can maintain strict standards, including expelling those who fail to conform to these standards, over long periods of time.  Furthermore, he points out that many sects have been successful in socializing their children into acceptance of the sect’s beliefs and practices, while also converting adults.

Barker suggests that, in new religious movements, as younger people grow older, the reasons that drove them into the sect begin to disappear, and they begin to look for more normal lives. This may mean that the sect disappears, or that is loses its world-rejecting features and becomes more like a denomination. 

However, Wilson questions whether world-rejecting and introversionist sects can ever survive in denominational form.  This is because to become a denomination there will be a need to convert people by going outside the sect to preach. This is likely to be a polluting and corrupting experience, and would compromise and destroy the fundamental beliefs of the sect. Such sects therefore cannot survive in denominational form.

Sociologists are also interested in the influence that sects, cults and New Age movements have on contemporary society. For example, Wilson argues that the growth in the number of sects, cults and New Age movements is evidence of the declining influence of religion.  He argues that sects are the last outpost of religion in a secular society.  Competition between these groups for members means that their overall influence on society is declining. However, studies by Greeley and Nelson argue that the growth of sects, cults and New Age movements is evidence of a religious revival, therefore suggesting that the influence of these groups is increasing.

Social groups and religious participation and belief
Gender and religious belief
The facts

Compared to men, women are more likely: 

· to express a greater interest in religion, to have stronger personal faith and belief in life after death, and have a stronger personal religious commitment; 
· to involve themselves more in religious rituals and worship — e.g. they are more likely to attend religious services, do so more often and more regularly, and they participate more in religious life generally; to see private prayer as important, and to practise it; join or involve themselves with new religious movements and New Age movements, as Bruce (1996) found. 

Explanations:
Socialisation, motherhood and femininity	

Miller and Hoffmann (1995) suggest that gender socialization means females are brought up to be more submissive, passive, obedient and nurturing than males, and more involved with feelings, cooperation and caring. These factors may explain women’s greater involvement in religion in the following ways: 

· Guardians of family life. Women are often expected to be the guardians of family life, defenders of tradition in the family and to take on the major responsibilities for looking after the home, family and children. Halman and Draulans (2006) note that these roles give women a greater focus on the family, and it is women, rather than men, who are more likely to feel it necessary to take charge of their children’s moral development and to introduce them to approved social values, including religious beliefs. 

· Visions of God. Davie (1994) suggests that women associate God with love, comfort and forgiveness, which are linked with traditional femininity and family roles. In contrast, men associate God more commonly with power and control. The fact that women lean more to people-orientation than to concerns with power may explain their greater involvement in religion. 

· Nurturing. Bruce (1996) suggests that women’s socialization into the nurturing aspects related to traditional femininity together with their child-bearing and rearing experiences make them less confrontational, less aggressive, less goal-oriented, less domineering, more cooperative and more caring. This would explain their greater involvement not just in the mainstream denominations, but also in religious sects, and the New Age ideas which were discussed earlier in this chapter. These include ideas such as Gaia (Mother Earth as a living entity), natural solutions and therapies associated with well-being — like herbalism, yoga and meditation, homeopathy, aromatherapy and massage, horoscopes, astrology, fortune-telling and tarot, which Glendinning and Bruce (2006) found appealed far more to women than men. 

· Life, death and the changes in life. Greeley (1995) suggests that caring tends to be associated with a more religious outlook, and Walter and Davie (1998) see women as more exposed than men to the ups and downs and changes of life. This is because of their biological involvement through childbirth, and through their greater participation in paid caring jobs, for example as teachers, nurses, social workers and care assistants, and as informal carers of children, the elderly, the disabled and the sick and the dying in the family. Davie (1994) suggests that these factors give women a closer association with birth and death than men, and these are also central issues for many religions. They make women more aware of the vulnerability of human life, and more attuned to the spiritual dimensions ft human existence. 


Life Expectancy

Women live longer than men, and this means they are more likely to be widowed and living on their own as they grow older. They may therefore turn to religion as a source of support and comfort, and as a means of building support networks in their communities. 


Relative Deprivation

Women are more likely than men to face social deprivation and marginality, and may experience more disillusionment and alienation from wider society. 

Compared to men: 
· women are more likely to experience poverty; 
· women are likely to experience personal or family problems more acutely (for the reasons suggested above); 
· women are often less self-confident, sometimes marginalized, and they are 
therefore more likely to seek self-improvement, perhaps through New Age cults and new religious movements; 
· Women are more likely to be less powerful than men in a patriarchal society, particularly working-class women and women who are isolated in the home and not in paid employment. 

These circumstances mean that women may seek and find some solace in religious groups, and particularly in religious sects and new religious movements which provide theodicy’s explaining their feelings, as well as solutions and support. 

Status frustration

Status frustration may be experienced by some women, who lack personal fulfilment or status as a result of being confined to the home by the constraints of housework and childcare, or are in unsatisfying lower-middle-class jobs, which are mainly done by women. Religious participation, particularly in religious sects or New Age cults, may help to overcome or compensate for this.

Ethnicity and religious belief
An important element of the identity of minority ethnic groups in the UK is their religious faith. As a result of immigration, mainly from Pakistan, India, Bangladesh and the Caribbean in the 1950s and 1960s, Britain is now characterized by religious pluralism, with a diversity of religious faiths and forms of religious practice. 
Religious commitment among ethnic minority groups

Research has repeatedly shown that the major minority ethnic groups in Britain (African Caribbean’s, Bangladeshis, Indians and Pakistanis) are, in general, significantly more religious than the white ethnic majority, though they share some similarities in that younger people are less religious than older people, and women show more commitment than men (though the opposite is the case among Muslims). 

Reasons for high levels of religious commitment:
Community cohesion and identity

Functionalist writers, following in the steps of Durkheim, emphasize the role of religion in social integration, in building group solidarity, shared values and identity. Davie (1994) suggests that higher levels of religiosity help to maintain tradition, group cohesion and community solidarity. She links this to other aspects of ethnic identity, such as art, marriage, cooking, diet, dress, dress codes and language. Mosques and Sikh temples, for example, are community centres as well as places of worship, and provide a focus for social life as well as a means of protecting and promoting cultural values and traditions which may be seen as under threat by the dominant white culture. 

Modood et al. (1994) found that religion was important in the lives of minority ethnic communities as a source of socialization, and as a means of maintaining traditional morality, such as conceptions of mutual responsibility, trust, and right and wrong. It also helped to cope with the worries and pressures in life, perhaps arising from the hostility and discrimination arising from racism in the wider society which many from minority ethnic groups encounter. 

Social deprivation, marginality and status frustration

Social deprivation and marginality, as well as the sense of dissatisfaction with a lack of status in society (status frustration), may account for higher levels of religiosity. People may turn to religion as a secure and solid source of identity, status and community, which they find lacking in mainstream society. Many older Asian women, particularly, may feel marginalized in mainstream society, as they often have a poor grasp of English. 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi households are the poorest in Britain: 63 per cent of them were living in poverty in 2005—6. Many African Caribbean people face higher levels of unemployment, and racism affects all black and Asian ethnic minority groups. 

Marx’s view of religion — as the ‘opium of the people’ providing comforting diversion from attacking the causes of their poverty and the racism they encounter — might explain higher levels of religiosity. Religion may also provide a ‘theodicy of disprivilege’, as Weber suggested, and the compensators that Stark and Bainbridge identified. This may explain the Pentecostalism found among African Caribbean’s, and the Rastafarianism among alienated young black men. 

Family structures

Family structures are much tighter lit in Asian communities, with strong extended families. This, combined with generally closer-knit communities, may result in pressure to conform to religious values and behaviour. 

Social identity

Religion in minority ethnic groups can provide individuals with many markers of identity, such as their customs, dress and food, and also rituals and festivals, such as Divali (Hindus and Sikhs) or Ramadan and AI-Hijra (the Muslim New Year). By asserting an identity drawn from religious elements of their cultures, members can resist the denial of status and the devaluing of their own culture by racism. 

Johal (1998) suggests that many younger British Asians have forged a single new hybrid identity, which he calls ‘Brasian’, derived from blending both British and Asian cultures. This involves establishing an identity by adopting selective elements of the religion of their parents, with strong dimensions of personal choice. For example, the religious beliefs of Brasians might be important to them, but they might expect to marry whomsoever t hey wish, rather than have an arranged marriage or a partner from the same ethnic or religious group, and they may not necessarily follow traditional religious customs, such as constraints over diet, drinking alcohol or dress. 

Butler’s (1995) interviews with 18-30year-old Muslim women in Bradford and Coventry came up with similar findings. While these young women had some attachment to the religious values of their culture, and saw religion as important in shaping their identities, they also challenged some of the restrictions that traditional Asian Muslim culture imposed on them and wanted more choice and independence in their lives. 

Jacobson (1998) explored the issues of religion and identity among young British- born Pakistanis in the East End of London. She found that a Muslim identity, rather than just an Asian or Pakistani identity, appealed to young people, as it provided them with stability, security and certainties when they faced much uncertainty in other aspects of their lives. 

Age and religious belief

In general, people seem to develop a greater attachment to religion as they grow older. Belief in God is lowest among those under 34, and highest among those over age 55. Young people are not only less likely to participate in mainstream religious activity than older people; more than half of them say they don’t regard themselves as religious at all, as shown in such studies as the British Social Attitudes survey and the European Values study 

Older people and religion

The attachment of older people to religion is often explained by three main factors: 

Disengagement-Disengagement means that, as people get older, they become detached from the integrating mechanisms of society, such as participation in workplaces through paid employment. Older people may face a growing privatization of their lives, with increasing social isolation as partners and friends die. 
Participation in religious organizations provides a form of social support in this situation, and a network of people to relate to. 

Religious socialization- Older people are more likely to have had a greater emphasis placed on religion through the education system and socialization in the family when they were younger. This may have laid seeds that flower as they grow older, as they rediscover a religiosity they may previously have ignored. 

Ill-health and death- Older people tend to be faced with declining health, and death looms on the horizon. These are the very things that religion concerns it with. The ageing process and disengagement from society may therefore generate an engagement with religion for comfort, coping, meaning and support. 

Younger people and religion

Young people are undoubtedly less religious in terms of their expressed religious belief in surveys and their participation in the mainstream Christian religions. The explanations suggested below for the apparent lower religiosity and religious practice of young people may be because these are simply being expressed in new, private ways which are difficult to record in statistical surveys. 

The declining attraction of religion

The mainstream religious organizations are very unattractive to most young people. In many cases, they find services to be boring, repetitive and old-fashioned, full of old people, and out-of-touch with the styles and attitudes of younger people. Controversies in religion over issues like abortion, contraception, the ordination of women priests and bishops, gay priests and gay rights in general, sex before marriage and so on seem bizarre to many young people, and alien to the values they hold. 

A former Archbishop of Canterbury, George Carey, said in 1991 that he saw the Church of England as like ‘an elderly lady, who mutters away to herself in a corner, ignored most of the time’. If even the head of the Church of England saw it that way, then it is perhaps not surprising that many young people see mainstream Christianity as ‘uncool’, and stay away. 

The expanding spiritual marketplace

Lynch (2008) suggests that young people may be turning away from conventional ideas of religion as there is now what Roof (2001) called an ‘expanded spiritual marketplace’. This involves growing exposure and accessibility to a wide diversity of religious and spiritual ideas. These have opened up new avenues for exploring religion and spirituality. Lynch suggests that these have meant there are now more sources for young people to draw on to build religious and spiritual beliefs, identities and lifestyles, and these may be finding expression outside traditional religions and religious organizations.

The privatisation of belief – believing without belonging

Young people may be choosing to treat their religion, of whatever faith or mix of beliefs, as a private matter. Even if they have some general spiritual or religious beliefs, they may not feel they belong to any particular religion, or hold any specific religious belief. They may prefer not to make any public display of whatever they believe through involvement in religious organizations, or admit to them in surveys. Davie (1994) expressed this in the words ‘believing without belonging’. 

Secular spirituality and the sacred

Lynch suggests that, although young people may be diverted from religion as normally conceived, they may be finding religious feelings inspired in them by aspects of what are generally regarded as non-religious or secular life. Lynch suggests, then, that young people may not have lost all religiosity, but that it is simply finding new forms, many of which are associated more with the secular and non-religious world than with religion as it is presently understood by most people. 

Declining religious education

Bruce points out that the Church of England is increasingly unable to recruit young people by socializing them into religious thinking through such things as church Sunday schools or religious education. Sunday schools are in a state of terminal decline Christian Research says that a century ago over half of all children attended a Sunday school, but by 2000 this had reduced to just 1 in 25 children. If the current rate of decline continues, there will be hardly any Sunday schools left by 2016. 

Pragmatic reasons

There is also a range of possible more practical or pragmatic explanations for the decline of religious belief and commitment among the young. Leisure has become a much bigger part of life, and shops, clubs and pubs all open for very long hours, including Sundays. Young people have more demands on their time, and they may simply have more interesting and enjoyable things to do. It is also seen as very ‘uncool’ to be religious in many young peer groups, which exerts social pressure not to be religious. 

Questions that could be asked on this
Data questions and short essays
Read Item A below and answer parts (a) and (b) that follow.

Item A

For some people religion is an important part of their lives. It can provide contact with others as well as participation in the local community. However, in 1999, almost half of all adults aged 18 and over in Great Britain who said they belonged to a religion or were brought up in a religion claimed that they never or practically never attended a religious service. Only 13% of women and 10% of men attended a religious service at least once a week.

Religion clearly plays a more important role in the lives of older people than in those of younger people. In 1999, one in six people aged 65 and over who said they belonged to a religious organisation or were brought up in a religion, attended one or more services a week. This compared with one in 20 of those aged 18.24. 27% of 18.24 year olds said that they had no religion, whereas only 2% of those aged 65 and over claimed this was the case.
(a) (I) Identify and briefly explain two reasons why women seem to have a higher participation rate in religion     than that of men.                                                                                                                                                    (6 marks)
 
  (ii) Identify and briefly explain one reason why people from some ethnic minorities seem to have a higher participation rate in religion than other social groups. 									                                                                                                                                    (3 marks)

(b) Using material from Item A and elsewhere assess the reasons why young people seem to participate in religious activity far less than do older generations. 								                                                                                                                                                                   (18 marks) 
 
The mark scheme

1 (a) (i) Identify and briefly explain two reasons why women seem to have a higher participation rate in    religion than that of men. (6 marks)

One mark for each of two reasons identified such as:

• Religion was traditionally seen as an extension of their familiar or maternal role
• More women may be on their own as they grow older and may turn to religion
• As society has changed men have turned away from organised religion
• Religion links women with networking with the community
• Women might be more spiritual or religious.

Two further marks for each of two satisfactory explanations such as:

• Religion was traditionally seen as an extension of their familiar or maternal role: this view relates to the traditional view of women being seen as careers and looking after their family and linking religion and going to church as one aspect of that role.
• More women may be on their own as they grow older and may turn to religion: women have a longer life expectancy and many, when widowed, may turn to religion for comfort and support.
• As society has changed men have turned away from organised religion: changes in society, for instance to patterns of work and leisure, may have resulted in more men dropping out of organised religion, for instance going to church on Sundays.

One mark only for each of two partially appropriate explanations

1 (a) (ii) Identify and briefly explain one reason why people from some ethnic minorities seem to have a higher participation rate in religion than other social groups. (3 marks)

One mark for an appropriate reason identified such as:
• Religion may provide community functions
• People may have religious belief as something carried over from a previous culture
• Religion may be linked to cultural defence
• The practice may be apparent, not real.

Two further marks for a satisfactory explanation such as:
• Religion may provide community functions: religious organisations may have significance in the community to provide social network functions. E.g. reinforcing the identity of a community
• People may have religious belief as something carried over from a previous culture: research from sociologists such as Herberg has shown that for some newly immigrant groups’ maintaining their existing religion is an important element in their cultural life.
• Religious activity may be linked to the maintenance of a previous culture: people may return to old religious beliefs as part of discovering their heritage.
One mark only for a partially appropriate explanation
1 (b) Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the reasons why young people seem to participate in religious activity far less than do older generations.                                                                                   (18 marks)
A01: Knowledge and Understanding

4-6      Answers in this band will have a reasonable or good knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, answers will show a reasonable knowledge and understanding of some sociological material on generational differences in spiritual beliefs and participation. There may be a tendency to present material in a list-like manner, for example describing two or three studies of religious participation.
Higher in the band, knowledge will be broader and/or deeper and more conceptually detailed and answers will show an understanding of a range of sociological material on generational differences in spiritual beliefs and participation. This may include concepts and issues such as the following: privatisation of belief, believing without belonging, secularisation, individuation, desacrilisation, and socialisation, changing leisure and social patterns, the role of religious belief in schools, aspects of multiculturalism. Sources may include Bruce, Wilson, Martin, Davie, Baker, Heelas, Bauman, Lyotard, Bellah, and Wallis.

A02: Interpretation, Application, Analysis and Evaluation (12 marks)

9 - 12 
Answers in this band will show good skills of interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation. Interpretation of the general and specific issues raised by the set question will be appropriate, broad and sociologically informed. A range of appropriate material will be selected, interpreted and applied accurately and with sensitivity and its relevance made explicit. Throughout this band, analysis and evaluation will be relevant, developed and explicit.
Lower in the band, answers will be somewhat more limited. For example, interpretation of the question may be somewhat partial, or the relevance of some material may remain implicit. Analysis and/or evaluation will be somewhat incomplete. For example, evaluation may be rather one-sided, or appropriate inferences may not be drawn from some of the material presented.
Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be thorough, accurate and comprehensive, and answers will show greater sensitivity and sophistication both in the interpretation of the question and in the selection and application of material with which to answer it. Analysis and evaluation will be explicit. Evaluation will be more balanced as, for example, in recognising that the studies, theories, methods etc presented have both strengths and weaknesses. Analysis may follow a clear rationale, draw appropriate inferences, and employ a logical ordering of material leading to a distinct conclusion

Long essays
Evaluate sociological explanations of the relationship between gender and religious belief and practice.                                                                                                        
     (33 marks)

Candidates should explore a range of issues relating to gender and religious belief and practice. These may include membership of different religious groups, other religious activity, changing forms of worship and belief, the needs of individuals in society today, ethnicity, social class and age. Many candidates may focus predominantly on women, but better answers may look also at the religious behaviour of men.
Many answers may deal with this question using mainly empirical material. However, relevant views from different perspectives such as feminism, functionalism, Marxism and postmodernism will be integrated into better answers.

In answering this question, candidates may refer to some of the following sources and/or relevant alternative ones: Bruce, Wilson, El Saadawi, de Beauvoir, Armstrong, Parsons, Weber, Marx, Engels,
Wallis, Heelas, Hamilton, Martin.





Secularisation

What is secularisation?

Secularisation is a contested concept in the sense that there are deep and controversial theoretical and methodological debates about what it is, how to measure it, and whether or not it is occurring.

One of the most commonly used definition of secularisation comes from Wilson who claims that it is the process in which religious institutions, practices, and beliefs lose their social significance or importance.

Wilson identified three aspects of secularisation:

· Religious beliefs – the influence of religion on people’s beliefs and values, such as the importance of religion in their lives, whether they see themselves as religious people, whether they believe in things like Gods, spirits, god and evil and life after death
· Religious practice – the things people do to carry out their religious commitment, such as the extent to which they take part in acts of religious worship and devotion, like attending church, mosque, or temple.
· Religious institutions – the extent to which religious institutions have maintained their social influence in wider society, and how far they are actively involved and influence the day-to-day running of society.

Defining secularisation

Secularisation is the decline in the influence of religion. ‘Religion’ can be defined in two ways:

· Exclusivist model of religion = narrow definition of what constitutes ‘religion’
· Inclusivist definition = much broader possibly including political movements and value systems like humanism, neither of which would be seen as religious by more   exclusivist approaches.
The more broadly ‘religion' is defined, the less likely it is to be seen to be in decline as there is always likely to be some form of activity going on which fits this definition of the 'religious'.

Possible definitions of secularisation
· The level of participation in organised religion
· The level of religious belief in a society
· The possible loss of function in industrialised society
· How far religious institutions are themselves truly ‘religious’
· How far people explain and understand the world in secular rather than religious terms. 
· what the apparent growth in religious sects and the increasingly multi-faith nature of modern society mean in terms of identifying any process of secularisation. 
Why is the issue of definition so important?
· It affects the outcome of research
· Which of these different ways to define secularisation is most important? 
· How many of these dimensions need to be considered before we can decide whether religion is in decline?
· Societies may experience the process of secularisation in differing ways 
· Some but not all aspects of secularisation may happen at different times in different societies
Measuring secularisation

Problems with measuring some aspects of secularisation
Some aspects of secularisation are very difficult to measure. How can sociologists measure:
· loss some of its function
· internal secularisation of religious institutions
· the level of secular ‘mindsets’
· Disengagement from religion?

Problems with quantitative measurements of secularisation
Church attendance/participation:

· under-estimates of participation
· over-estimates of participation
· problems with self-collected data
· different definitions of membership and attendance
· historical participation data is unverifiable
· some religious organisations do not keep records
 
Opinion poll evidence about beliefs

· measuring abstract 'belief' is problematic
· interpretation of questions varies
· meaning of responses
· How far do beliefs influence behaviour?

Evidence and arguments supporting secularisation
The decline of religious practice

The strongest evidence for secularisation in the UK comes from church attendance statistics. According to the 1851 Census approximately 40% of the population attended church. By 2005 this had dropped to 6.3% according to the 2006 English Church Census. Attendance at religious ceremonies such as baptisms, communion and confirmation has also dramatically fallen. Wilson, like the New Right, sees the decline in church marriages (down to 33%% in 2005), the rising divorce rate and the increase in cohabitation and number of children born outside marriage as evidence that religion and its moral value system exerts little influence today.

However, Interpretivist sociologists suggest these statistics should be treated with caution for the following reasons.  Statistics relating to the previous century are probably unreliable because sophisticated data‑collection practices were not in place.  Contemporary statistics may also be unreliable because different religious organisations employ different counting methods. Bellah argues that people who attend church are not necessarily practising religious belief and those who do believe may not see the need to attend. Religion is a private experience for many and consequently cannot be reliably or scientifically measured.


Disengagement

Wilson argues that the church is no longer involved in important areas of social life such as politics, and politicians do not ensure that their policies meet with the approval of religious leaders.  People are more likely to take moral direction from the mass media than the church.  Public apathy to religion now means that it only has symbolic meaning today, with people only entering church for ‘hatching, matching and dispatching’ ceremonies.  Wilson concludes that the church occupies a marginal status in modern society.

However, religion is still a major provider of education and welfare for the poor. Also, the media still shows a great interest in religious issues such as women priests or more recently the offer made by the Pope to offer disgruntled Anglicans the chance to become Roman Catholics but retain their particular religious rites and practices. Some sociologists (notably Parsons) say that disengagement is probably a good thing because it means that the churches can focus more effectively on their central role of providing moral goals for society to achieve.

Disenchantment

According to Weber, the increasing rationalisation of the world has squeezed out magical and religious ways of thinking and starts off the process that leads to the dominance of rational modes of thought.  This enables science to thrive and provides the basis for technological advances that give humans more power to control nature.  This in turn undermines the religious worldview in which events can be explained in terms of the will of God.

However, people's belief in science also depends on irrational faith. People don't often see the empirical evidence for science or understand it but accept it without question because scientists have been elevated to high‑priest status in society. Lyon- last four decades were a period of re-enchantment, with the growth of unconventional beliefs, practices and spirituality.


Technological/scientific worldview

In a similar argument to Weber, Bruce argues that the growth of a technological worldview has largely replaced religious or supernatural explanations of why things happen.  For example, when a plane crashes with the loss of many lives, we are unlikely to regard it as the work of God, or God’s punishment of the wicked.  Instead, we look for scientific and technological explanations. Bruce concludes that although scientific explanations do not challenge religion directly, they have greatly reduced the scope for religious explanations.

However, religious explanations survive in areas where technological and scientific explanations are less effective.  For example we may prey for help if we are suffering from an illness for which scientific medicine has no cure.

Disneyfication

David Lyon’s ideas about the ‘Disneyfication’ of religion can also be used to support the idea that the nature of religion has been changed and compromised by increasingly secular societies. Disneyfication is the process that diminishes human life by trivialising it or making taking part in i appear to be little more than a joke. In post-modern society’s religion is forced to market and package itself in many different guises, for example the ‘electronic church’ on the internet and televangelism on TV, in order to compete with a whole host of other leisure products. Lyon suggests that religion has been disneyfied and packaged as a commodity like washing powder or Mickey Mouse, for sale in the spiritual supermarket where it jostles with other rival manufacturers to sell variations of the same product to a declining market.

However, Postmodernists claim that the growth of religious media and the electronic church is evidence against secularisation.  However, research shows that people choose to view programmes that confirm their existing beliefs.  It is unlikely; therefore, that the religious media attract many new converts.  Bruce argues that the consumerist religion of the type Lyon describes is weak religion – it has little effect on the lives of its followers. As such, he sees it as evidence of secularisation.

Secularisation from within

Bruce argues that the way American religion had adjusted to the modern world amounts to secularisation from within. The emphasis on traditional Christian beliefs has declined and American religion has been ‘psychologised’ or turned into a type of therapy.  This change helped it to fit in with a secular society.  In other words, American religion has become less religious in order to remain popular.  The purpose of American religion has changed from seeking salvation in heaven to seeking personal improvement in this world.

However, Roof and McKinney argue that Bruce has ignored the growth of conservative Protestant religions (sometimes called the New Christian Right) which seem to combine a serious commitment to religious teachings, a strong element of theological doctrine and a refusal to compromise religious beliefs.  As such, they seem to directly contradict Bruce’s claims about secularisation within religious institutions.

The decline of Meta narratives and the rise of ‘spiritual shopping’

Postmodernists like Lyotard argue that Meta narratives like religion have lost their power to influence how people think about, interpret and explain the world in postmodern societies. People are now taking more control over their own lives and are less willing to be told what to believe religious authorities. 

Hervieu-Leger agrees with the idea that there has been a dramatic decline in traditional institutional religion, caused by what she calls ‘cultural amnesia’ – religion is no longer handed down from generation to generation through extended families and parish churches. Social equality has also undermined the traditional power of the church to impose religion on people from above. As a result, young people no longer inherit a fixed religious identity and they are ignorant of traditional religion.

However, religion itself has not disappeared. Instead, individual consumerism has replaced the collective worship tradition of the past.  People today feel they have a choice as consumers of religion – they have become spiritual shoppers. Religion is now individualised as we develop our own ‘do-it-yourself’ religions that give meaning to our lives and fits in with our interests and aspirations.  As a result of this, religion no longer acts as the source of collective identity that it once did. However, she does admit that religion still has an influence on society’s values.  For example, the values of equality and human rights have their roots in religion. Such values can be a source of cultural identity and social solidarity, even for those who are not actively involved in religion.

Evidence and arguments against secularisation
Resacrilisation


Heelas argued that data from his Kendal research found that although there might be secularisation of in terms of traditional religions, there is, at the same time, a process of resacrilisation – a renewal and continuing vitality of religious beliefs -  as people shift from traditional religions to a more individualistic spirituality centred on the self. This research suggests that religious belief is not disappearing, but it is simply being reoriented – taking a new for in which people pick and mix their spirituality from the wide range of beliefs on offer, tailored to what they feel they need and what works for them.

However, Glendinning and Bruce pointed out that the research collected by Heelas et al, often cited as evidence of a growing reorientation of religiosity and of a ‘spiritual revolution’, showed that fewer than one in fifty people in and around the area of Kendal were engaged in ‘New Age’ activities in a typical week, and fewer than half of them saw them as spiritual activities.  They suggest that this is hardly evidence of resacrilisation or a ‘spiritual revolution’.

Believing without belonging

Grace Davie believes that religion is not declining but simply taking a different, more privatised form.  For example, church attendance has declined because attendance is now a matter of personal choice rather than the obligation it used to be. As a result, we now have believing without belonging where people have religious views but do not attend church. Davie also notices the rise of ‘vicarious religion’ where a small number of professional clergy practice religion on behalf of a much larger number of people, who experience it second-hand at rituals such as baptisms, marriages and funerals.

However, Voas and Crockett reject Davie’s claim that there is more believing than belonging.  They use data from Social Trends which suggest that since 1983 there has been a continual decline in both attending and believing. Bruce adds that if people are not giving up their time to attend, than this represents a decline in the strength of their belief.


Growth of fundamentalism

Contrary to the secularisation thesis, there are many parts of the world where religion appears to be thriving or reviving under the influence of fundamentalist ideas that advocate unwavering obedience to religious laws throughout society. Almond et al identify the growth of fundamentalism among Jews in Israel, Muslims in Pakistan, Palestine, Egypt and parts of the former Soviet Union, Sikhs and Hindus in India, Christians in the USA, and even Buddhists in Sri Lanka. 

Roof and McKinney argue that the growth of conservative Protestant groups in the USA demonstrates that secularisation is not occurring. Members of these groups are more likely than any others to attend church and strongly support traditional morality. Almond et al point out that many of these conservative religious groups have grown massively in recent years at the expense of more mainstream denominations.

However, Bruce questions the significance of the growth of the New Christian Right. He agrees that they have slowed down the growth of secularisation within their own religious institutions but they failed to achieve much more than this. Whilst they are a significant political force in the USA, they have not achieved any fundamental changes in American society and conservative politicians often have to distance themselves from these groups to get elected to political office. He argues that they have gained so much attention only because their supporters are unusual for holding strong religious convictions in a largely secular world.

Existential security theory

Norris and Inglehart argue that the demand for religion varies both within and between societies. Demand is greatest from low-income groups and societies, because they feel less secure and are more at risk from life-threatening events such as famine, disease and environmental disasters.  This explains why third world countries remain religious whilst more prosperous Western countries have become more secular. Norris and Inglehart point out that global population growth undermines the trend towards secularisation. Rich, secure, secular Western countries have low levels of population growth, whereas poor, insecure, third world countries have high rates. As a result, while rich countries are becoming more secular, the majority of the world is becoming more religious.

However, Vasquez argues that Norris and Inglehart use only quantitative data about income levels – they don’t examine people’s own definitions of ‘existential security’.  Furthermore, they view religion as a negative response to deprivation.  They ignore the positive reasons people have for religious participation and the appeal that some types of religion have for the wealthy.

Cultural defence and transition

Bruce identifies two counter-trends that seem to go against secularisation theory because they are associated with higher than average levels of religious participation. Cultural defence is where religion provides a focal point for the defence of national, ethnic, local or group identity in a struggle against an external force such as a hostile foreign power. Examples include the popularity of Catholicism in Poland before the fall of communism and the resurgence of Islam before the revolution in Iran in 1979. Cultural transition is where religion provides support and a sense of community for ethnic groups such as migrants to a different country and culture. Herberg describes this in his study of religion and immigration to the USA and religion could be said to have performed similar functions for Irish, African Caribbean, Muslim, Hindu and other migrants to the UK.

However, Bruce argues that religion survives in such situations only because it is a focus for group identity. Therefore, these examples do not disprove secularisation but show that religion is likely to survive where it performs functions other than relating individuals to the supernatural.

Evaluation of the secularisation debate

The debate about secularisation is often complex and involves a wide range of different views and issues, which require careful evaluation and the ability to understand and use concepts in a flexible manner. The precise nature of your evaluation of these issues will depend on the specific question, but there are a number of evaluative issues that may be useful to consider in your conclusions:

Religious decline or change

Most sociologists would agree that the evidence suggests that traditional religious thinking and beliefs, practice and institutions are declining, at least in the UK and much of Europe. However, the key disagreements are over whether this represents a decline in the importance of religion or simply a change in its nature. 

Definitions of religion

Conclusions about the secularisation debate are only possible if there is agreement over the nature of religion and what we should include within this definition. Some sociologists define religion in terms of adherence to traditional religious beliefs and institutions – such a definition is likely to lead to the conclusion that religion is in decline.

However, more inclusive definitions of religion are likely to question the secularisation thesis because they can include ideas about belief in some form of ‘spirit’ or ‘life force’ in their definitions of religious beliefs. You should remember though that some sociologists, such as Bruce, argue that these vaguer claims to some sort of religious belief are themselves an indicator of growing secularisation, not of continuing religiosity – it simply represents a halfway house, in which people place themselves as they move away from religious belief, but can’t yet bring themselves to admit that they are non-believers.

Definitions of secularisation

One of the most fundamental difficulties for reaching conclusions on the secularisation debate is agreeing what secularisation means. Sociologists are likely to reach different conclusions according to whether they are looking at secularisation in terms of a decline of religious belief and practice, declining influence of religion in other spheres of life or secularisation within religious institutions themselves.

Variations between and within societies

Conclusions about secularisation will also be influenced by where sociologists are looking at it. Lots of the evidence in the UK and Western Europe might be seen as supporting the secularisation thesis (depending on how we define secularisation) but the evidence is much less clear in the USA and religion can be seen as dominating society in some parts of the world. It should also be remembered that certain groups within society are more religious than others (e.g. minority ethnic groups in the UK), which can raise further questions about the extent of secularisation in the UK.
What is clear is that secularisation is not a universal process but, on the other hand, few supporters of the secularisation thesis would argue that it is. It can therefore be argued that the national, regional, ethnic and social class differences in the role of religion make it necessary to relate the debate about secularisation to specific contexts.

Questions that could be asked on this
Data questions and short essays
Item B

In 1966, Wilson put forward arguments and evidence for the view that Britain was less religious than it had been one hundred years earlier. However, Stark and Bainbridge (1987) argued that Wilson was wrong in his assumptions about Britain and religion. They stated that people would always need religion and that the demand for religion was universal and stable. They believed that if one form of religion declined, another would take its place.

But it could be argued that today’s more diverse society produces greater religious diversity and this in turn leads to increased religious vitality. As a result, there should be a great deal of religious and spiritual activity in society today.

 (a) Identify and briefly explain some of the arguments and evidence for the view that Britain is less religious now than it was in the past (Item B). 							(9 marks)

(b) Using material from Item B and elsewhere, briefly examine the view that there is ‘a great deal of religious and spiritual activity in society today’ (Item B, line 9). 					(18 marks)

The mark scheme

1. (a) Identify and briefly explain some of the arguments and evidence for the view that Britain is less religious now than it was in the past (Item B).  (9 marks)

(a) 6-9 marks

 Answers in this band will have reasonable success in identifying, interpreting and/or analysing material to meet the requirements of the question.

Lower in the band. Reasonable success here will probably mean:

• Two or more arguments and/or pieces of evidence will be identified and some limited explanation that is generalised or is specific only to one way will be offered.
• Three arguments and/or pieces of evidence will be identified but with no satisfactory explanations offered.

Higher in the band. Reasonable success here will probably mean:
• Two arguments and/or pieces of evidence will be identified with brief and accurate explanations for each or,
• Three or more arguments and/or pieces of evidence will be identified but a brief and accurate explanation will be offered for only one of them.
Suitable arguments and/or pieces of evidence could relate to:

• Fewer people going to church services
• Loss of status of ministers
• Loss of status of traditional churches
• Fewer baptisms
• Loss of political power and influence by traditional churches
• Fewer church weddings.

Suitable brief explanations could be:
• Fewer people going to church services: various statistics, such as opinion poll evidence and congregation census data, show that fewer people are attending traditional church services today than in the past.
• Loss of status of ministers: it is argued that ministers of the church have lost status within the community as churches have declined and functions have been taken over by the state.
• Loss of status of traditional churches: the traditional churches have lost status as society has become more rational, more scientific and less spiritual.

1. (b)  Using material from Item B and elsewhere, briefly examine the view that there is a great deal of religious and spiritual activity in society today. (Item B, line 9).

10 -12 marks

Answers in this band will be successful in identifying, interpreting, analysing and evaluating material to meet the requirements of the question. Analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant. Sociological knowledge will be conceptually detailed, showing an understanding of a range of sociological material, drawn from the Item and elsewhere.

Lower in the band, interpretation may be less selective or evaluation less developed and more list-like.

Higher in the band, interpretation will be more focused and evaluation more thorough, developed and explicit.

Candidates will address a range of issues though not necessarily to the same depth. Most answers may take the Item as a starting point, but will go beyond this, and consider issues such as the changing nature of religious belief and participation, for instance considering the role of NRMs, the growth of fundamentalism, private worship, etc. Candidates may approach the question by considering different religious groups and their relationship to spiritual needs in a multicultural society. Alternatively, different kinds of evidence and different arguments, for instance from functionalist or post-modernist sources, may be considered. Evidence from countries other than Britain may feature in some better answers. Answers will identify and briefly analyse reasons or explanations for some of the points considered. There will be some explicit evaluation.

Note: however, not all of the factors mentioned above are necessary, even for full marks.

Long essays

The growth and influence of religious fundamentalism across the world challenges the claim that contemporary society has become more secular.

To what extent do sociological arguments and evidence support this view of contemporary religious belief and practice?                                   				 				(33 marks)

The mark scheme:

AO1 K+U 12 -15 

Answers in this band will show good sociological knowledge and understanding.

Lower in the band, candidates will begin to demonstrate an increasingly thorough and accurate knowledge and understanding of both the theoretical and empirical aspects of the question and of the links between them. Answers may show less balance between empirical and theoretical or in attention paid to different aspects of the question.

At this level answers might include:

• Fuller and accurate descriptions of evidence relating to religious fundamentalism and/or secularisation but with a limited theoretical structure or,
• More detailed and broadly accurate accounts of studies on fundamentalism and/or secularisation and with a limited theoretical structure or,
• More coherent and accurate accounts from a range of perspectives and with clear links to the question and with some relevant concepts explored and broadly understood.

Higher in the band, candidates. Answers will address the question in a more balanced manner. The theoretical structure of the answer will be clear and coherent and links between theoretical and empirical material will be made more explicit. Accounts of studies and theories will be more detailed and understanding of the debates and their complexities made explicit.

At this level answers might be expected to be more developed and detailed versions of the lower in the band answers and/or show:
• Greater knowledge and understanding of the complexity of cause and effect issues;
• Greater knowledge and understanding of the problematic nature of much of the evidence;
• Greater knowledge and understanding of a wider range of comparative material exploring and expanding the global context of the debates.

In answering this question, candidates may refer to some of the following sources and/or relevant alternative ones: Wilson, Martin, Herberg, Durkheim, Davie, Bruce, Bellah, Luckman, Troeltsch, Barker, de Beauvoir, Berger, Lyotard, Baudrillard, Foucault, Waters, Gellner, Modood, Hall, Halliday, Heelas.

Assess the nature and extent of secularisation in society today.                       (33 marks)

The mark scheme:


Candidates are expected to explore both aspects of the question. In doing this they may consider the changing nature of religious belief and affiliation, the difficulties of measuring these and the changing nature of British society (or whichever society(s) they choose in their answer).

Issues and concepts that may be considered will include statistical evidence, religiosity, individuation, religious pluralism, structural and social differentiation, disenchantment, subjectivisation, the growth of NRMs, and privatised religion. 

The theoretical backdrop to answers may consider a range of perspectives on the role of religion, including functionalist, Marxist, feminist and postmodernist. 

In considering these issues, the following sources or other suitable alternative ones may be used: Durkheim, Marx, Beyer, Heelas, Bruce, Davie, Barker, Weber, Comte, Martin, Wilson, Brown, Casanova, Bauman, Cohn, Berger& Kellner, Lenski, and Herberg.

‘Religion today is more about believing than belonging.’

To what extent do sociological arguments and evidence support this view of the relationship between religious beliefs, religious organisations and social groups in society today?
 										(33 marks)
The mark scheme:

Candidates are expected to explore both aspects of the question.

Candidates may consider the changing nature of religious belief and affiliation, the difficulties of measuring these and the changing nature of society today. 

Issues and concepts that may be considered will include statistical evidence, religiosity, individuation and privatised religion, religious pluralism, structural and social differentiation, disenchantment, the different roles played by religion in the lives of and meeting the needs of different groups, the growth of NRMs. 

The theoretical backdrop to answers may consider a range of perspectives on the role of religion, including functionalist, Marxist, feminist and postmodernist. 
In considering these issues the following sources or other suitable alternative ones may be used: Smith, Barker, Herberg, Ash & Goodchild, Beyer, Huntingdon, Armstrong, Shils & Young, Bruce, Davie, Modood, Hennels, Bauman, Giddens, and Heelas.

Religious practice varies from place to place and time to time, but the need for religion remains constant.’

To what extent do sociological arguments and evidence support this view?	 (33 marks)

The mark scheme:

Candidates are expected to explore the arguments and evidence surrounding the secularisation debate in society today.

Some candidates may consider the changing nature of religious belief, religious affiliation and religiosity and the difficulties of measuring these in a changing society. They may see the concepts as relatively unproblematic. 

Better candidates may explore a wider range of issues and concepts. This may include some of the following: statistical evidence, religiosity, individuation and privatised religion, religious pluralism, structural and social differentiation, disenchantment, the different roles played by religion in the lives of and meeting the needs of different groups, the growth of NRMs, religion in multicultural societies, fundamentalism, the status and influence of churches. 

The theoretical backdrop to answers may consider a range of perspectives on the role of religion, including functionalist, Marxist, feminist and post-modernist. 

In considering these issues the following sources or other suitable alternative ones may be used: Durkheim, Parsons, Marx, Engels, Smith, Barker, Herberg, Ash & Goodchild, Beyer, Huntingdon, Armstrong, Shils & Young, Bruce, Davie, Modood, Hennels, Bauman, Giddens, Heelas, Wilson, Martin.

Religion and Globalisation
Key themes
· Religion and its relationship to economic development
· The nature of religious fundamentalism
· Religion as cultural defence against an external threat
· Religion and the ‘clash of civilisations’
The big picture
Religion may contribute to development. In India, Hinduism legitimates middle-class prosperity and ultra-nationalism. In East Asia and Latin America, post-Confucian and Pentecostalist ideas perform a similar role to the Protestant ethic, encouraging hard work and self-discipline. Pentecostalism has achieved global success by incorporating local beliefs. 
 Fundamentalism believes in the literal truth of scripture. It is seen as a reaction to globalisation or a quest for certainty in response to post modernity. It may be a response to changes from within or from outside a society.
 Similarly one function of religion today is cultural defence, as in the case of Poland and Iran. 
 Huntington argues that globalisation is leading to a ‘clash of civilisations’ associated with the major religions and especially between the West and Islam. 
Religion and Economic Development

For secularisation theory, modernisation undermines religion. The importance of science and technology in economic development, and the rational worldview on which they depend, are seen as destroying belief in the supernatural. On the other hand, religion may contribute to development, as Weber argued in the case of the protestant ethic. More recently, sociologists have examined what role religion may play in development in today’s globalising world. 

God and Globalisation in India

Globalisation has brought rapid economic growth and has seen India become a more important player on the world political stage. It has also brought rising prosperity to some — notably India’s new middle class. Meera Nandas (2008) book, God and Globalization, examines the role of Hinduism, the religion of 85% of the population, in legitimating both the rise of a new Hindu ‘ultra-nationalism’ and the prosperity of the Indian middle class.

Hinduism and the rise of the middle class in India
Globalisation has created a huge and prosperous, scientifically educated, urban middle class in India, working in IT, pharmaceuticals and biotechnology sectors closely tied into the global economy. These are precisely the people whom secularisation theory predicts will be the first to abandon religion in favour of a secular worldview. 
However, as Nanda observes, a vast majority of this class continue to believe in the supernatural. A survey by the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (2007) found that Indians are becoming more religious. Nanda notes that it is becoming fashionable to be religious and to be seen to be so. 

Another feature of this middle-class religiosity is that they are attracted to what were once low-status village gods and goddesses worshipped by the poor. This is because these deities are seen as being more responsive to people’s needs than the traditional Hindu ‘great gods’. 

Nanda argues that their increasing religiosity is the result of their uncertainty about their newfound wealth. This stems from a tension between the traditional Hindu belief in renunciation of materialism and worldly desires, and the new prosperity of the middle classes. This is resolved for them by the modern holy men and tele-gurus to whom they turn, who preach the message that desire is not bad, but rather a manifestation of divinity that motivates people to do things. Modern versions of Hinduism therefore legitimate the position of the middle class and allow them to adjust to globalised consumer capitalism.
Capitalism in East Asia
In recent decades, the so-called ‘East Asian tiger economies’ such as South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan, have successfully industrialised and become significant players in the global economy. Even more recently, China has become a major global industrial power. The success of capitalism in East Asia has led some sociologists to argue that religion has played a role similar to the one Calvinism played in the development of capitalism in the 16th and 17th century Europe. 

 Pentecostalism in South America
Similarly, Peter Berger (2003) argues that Pentecostalism in Latin America acts as a ‘functional equivalent’ to Weber’s Protestant ethic. That is, it encourages the development of capitalism today in the same way as Calvinism did in 16th and 17th century Europe. Latin American Pentecostalists embrace a work ethic and lifestyle similar to that of the Calvinists and this encourages its members to prosper and become upwardly mobile. Berger concludes that Pentecostalism has a strong affinity with modern capitalism. 

However, Berger underlines Weber’s point that religious ideas alone are not enough to produce economic development — natural resources are also needed. For example, while Pentecostalism has grown in northern Brazil, the region lacks resources and remains backward. By contrast, the south, which is developing rapidly, has both a work ethic derived from Pentecostalism and the necessary resources. 
Religious Fundamentalism
In a global context, the issue of religious fundamentalism has emerged as a major area of media and political concern in recent decades, notably in relation to international Islamist terrorism. However the term ‘fundamentalist’ has also been applied to followers of other religions, including Protestant Christians 
 The features of fundamentalism
According to Anthony Giddens, fundamentalists are:
· Traditionalists who seek to return to the basics or fundamentals of their faith. 
· They believe unquestioningly in the literal and infallible truth of scripture and that it provides answers to all life’s important questions, from politics to family life. 
· Fundamentalists believe theirs is the only true view of the world. They are intolerant and refuse to engage in dialogue with others, and they justify their views by reference to dogma and sacred texts rather than rational argument. 
· Fundamentalists tend to avoid contact with others who think differently. They rely upon guardians of tradition, such as the clergy or elders, to interpret the sacred text and lay down rules that determine their lifestyle. 
 The growth of fundamentalism
Giddens notes that the term ‘fundamentalism’ is a relatively new one, and he sees its growth as a product of and reaction to globalisation, which undermines traditional social norms concerning the nuclear family, gender and sexuality (such as the prohibition of abortion, homosexuality and sex outside marriage). In today’s ‘late modern’ society, individuals are constantly faced with choice, uncertainty and risk. The attraction of fundamentalism and its rigid, dogmatic beliefs is the certainty that it promises in an uncertain world. It is a retreat into faith-based answers and away from the globalising world that demands rational reasons. 
However, while fundamentalists detest modernity, they use modern methods to express and spread their beliefs, for example, the Internet and e-mail, televangelism and the ‘electronic church’. Giddens identifies fundamentalist versions of several major religions, including Islam, Christianity and Hinduism. 
Responses to post modernity: 
In a similar argument to that of Giddens, Zygmunt Bauman (1992) sees fundamentalism as a response to living in post modernity.
Postmodern society brings freedom of choice; uncertainty and a heightened awareness of risk, undermining the old certainties about how to live that were grounded in tradition. In this situation, while some embrace the new freedom, others are attracted to fundamentalism by its claims of absolute truth and certainty. 
Similarly, Manuel Castells (1998) distinguishes between two responses to post modernity: 
Resistant identity — a defensive reaction of those who feel threatened and retreat into fundamentalist communities. 
Project identity- the response of those who are forward-looking and engage with social movements such as feminism and environmentalism
 Evaluation
Beckford (2003) criticises Giddens, Bauman and Castells on several grounds: 
· They distinguish too sharply between cosmopolitanism and fundamentalism, ignoring ‘hybrid’ movements. 
· They are ‘fixated on fundamentalism’, ignoring other important developments including how globalisation is also affecting non-fundamentalist religions such as Catholicism. 
· Giddens lumps all types of fundamentalism together, ignoring important differences between them. 
· Giddens’ description of fundamentalism as a defensive reaction to modernity ignores the fact that reinventing tradition is also a modern, ‘reflexive’ activity. 
· Jeff Haynes (1998) argues that we should not focus narrowly on the idea that Islamic fundamentalism is a reaction against globalisation. For example, in the Middle East, conflicts caused by the failure of local elites to deliver on their promises to improve the standard of living are often the fuel that drives fundamentalism. 
In Bruce’s view, while all fundamentalists share the same characteristics such as belief in the literal truth of the sacred text and detestation of modernity, different fundamentalist movements may have different origins
In the West, fundamentalism is most often a reaction to change taking place within a society, especially the trends towards diversity and choice typical of late modern or postmodern societies. For example, the New Christian Right in America has developed in opposition to family diversity, sexual ‘permissiveness’, gender equality and abortion rights, secular education and the privatisation of religion (its removal from public life). Its aim is to reassert ‘true’ religion and restore it to the public role where it can shape the laws and morals of wider society. 
In the Third World, fundamentalism is usually a reaction to changes being thrust upon a society from outside, as in the case of the Islamic revolution in Iran, is triggered by modernisation and globalisation, in which ‘Western’ values are imposed by foreign capitalism or by local elites supported by the West. Here, fundamentalism involves resistance to the state’s attempts to sideline it and confine it to the private sphere. 

Religion as cultural defence
Steve Bruce (2002) sees one function of religion in today’s world as that of cultural defence. This is where religion serves to unite a community against an external threat. In such situations, religion has special significance for its followers because it symbolises the group or society’s collective identity. Defending the community against a threat often gives religion a prominent role in politics. 

Two examples of religion as cultural defence from the late 2Oth century are Poland and Iran. They illustrate how religion can be used in defence of national identity in the face of political domination by an external power. In Poland, the external power was Soviet communism, while in Iran it was Western culture and capitalism. In both cases, therefore, the role of religion has to be understood in a transnational context. 
 In Poland between 1945 and 1989, the Catholic Church symbolized resistance to the Communist regime backed by the Soviet Union and served as a popular rallying point for opposition groups such as the trade union Solidarity.
 In Iran, Islam became the focus for opposition to a corrupt, brutal, and Western-backed monarchy led the Shah. Eventually, in 1979, an Islamic inspired revolution removed the Shah from power and led to the creation of an Islamic republic.
 Both Iran and Poland are examples of religion as cultural defence against a perceived external enemy and its local allies (the Shah and the Polish communist party) and the transnational dimension is an important element in understanding the role that religion played. 

Religion and the ‘clash of civilisations’
In recent years, religion has been at the centre of a number of global conflicts. These include the ‘9/1 1’ Islamist attacks in the United States on 11 September 2001 and subsequent bombings in Madrid, Bali and London. In the view of American neo-conservative thinkers such as Samuel Huntington (1993), such conflicts have intensified since the collapse of communism in 1989 and are symptoms of what Huntington sees as a wider ‘clash of civilisations’. 
This is because in today’s globalised world religious differences have now become a major source of identity, for three reasons: 
· With the fall of communism, political differences between nations have become less important as a source of identity.
· Globalisation has made nation-states less significant as a source of identity creating a gap that religion has filled.
·  Globalisation makes contact between civilisations easier and more frequent, increasing the likelihood of old conflicts re-emerging. 
In Huntington’s view, religious differences are creating a new set of hostile ‘us and them’ relationships, with increased competition between civilisations for economic and military power, for example in the Middle East. He sees religious differences as harder than political ones to resolve because they are deeply rooted in culture and history. 
However, Jackson (2006) sees Huntington’s work as an example of orientalism — a western ideology that stereotypes Eastern nations and people (especially Muslims) as untrustworthy, inferior or fanatical ‘Others’ and serves to justify exploitation and human rights abuses by the West. 
Casanova (2005) argues that Huntington ignores important religious divisions within the ‘civilisations’ he identifies — e.g. between Sunni and Shi’a Islam. 
Horrie and Chippindale (2003) see ‘the clash of civilisations’ as a grossly misleading neo-conservative ideology that portrays the whole of Islam as an enemy. In reality, only a tiny minority of the world’s 1 .5 billion Muslims are remotely interested in a ‘holy war’ against the West. 
Similarly, Karen Armstrong (2001) argues that hostility towards the West does not stem from fundamentalist Islam, but is a reaction to Western foreign policy in the Middle East. The West has propped up oppressive regimes and continues to support Israel despite its aggressive treatment of Palestinians. 

Questions that could be asked on this
Long essays

Assess sociological explanations of the relationship between globalisation and religion.

This question carries 12 AO1 marks (knowledge and understanding) and 18 AO2 marks (9 for interpretation and application and 9 for analysis and evaluation).  You need to look at a range of ways in which religion may be related to its global context and how sociologists explain them, making reference to different religions. Begin by examining how Hinduism legitimates the rising prosperity and success of India under the impact of globalisation. You can also consider religion’s role as a new ‘Protestant ethic’ in Asia and South America (and evaluate by mentioning the role of non-religious factors in development).  Examine fundamentalism as a response to globalisation and related trends, e.g. as offering certainty in an uncertain world, and evaluate using Beckford.  Link this to religion as cultural defence against the external changes that are a feature of globalisation, and to the ‘clash of civilisations’ that are brought into closer contact as a result of globalisation.  Evaluate this role using Jackson, Armstrong or others.

Science and ideology as belief systems

Science as a belief system

There is great debate about the nature of science and whether we should consider it as an ideology or as something different. Popper sees science as distinct from ideologies because it is an open belief system.
By this he means it is open to questioning, testing and falsifying by others.  This is because there is a scientific method where ideas can be studied in a systematic way, tested and objected to. If a theory is not shown to be false it can be accepted, but only for as long as no one manages to disprove it.

Popper contrasts this to other ideologies (and we could include religions in this) which are closed belief systems because they rely on faith or belief rather than facts.

Not everyone accepts this position. For example Thomas Kuhn argues that the scientific method described by Popper is not the way most science is conducted.    Often scientific discoveries such as penicillin happen by chance. Kuhn also points out that scientists often ignore evidence which does not fit with their theories. We know that the ideas of Einstein where rejects by the scientific community for a long time because he challenged accepted ways of thinking.

The post modernist Lyotard thinks science is no different from many religions and ideologies such as Marxism. He sees these as meta-narratives or ‘big stories’ which all claim to offer the truth about how the world is. However all these are false because no one theory can explain everything about the world we live in.
 
Ideologies as belief systems

Like many things in sociology the term ideology is what is known as a ‘contested concept’. This means there are different definitions and meanings given to it by different theorists and it is used in different ways. A basic definition would be ‘a set of ideas and beliefs about how the world is’. This is what we call a neutral definition as it does not make a judgement on whether the ideas are right or wrong.  Used this way we can describe certain political viewpoints such as liberalism, conservatism and socialism as political ideologies.

We should note that the political ideologies listed above are not just about how the world is but also about how it should be.  Marx was the first to use the concept but he saw ideology as a distorted view of how the world is. He described ruling class ideology as ideas and beliefs which justify the exploitation of the working class by that group.  Feminists use the term ideology in a similar way to Marxists except they see         patriarchal ideology as justifying the domination and exploitation of women by men.

Karl Popper thought ideology described any closed system of thought. By this he meant any position which rejected any evidence or challenge to its views. Using this definition we might include not only most religions but also Marxism and feminism as ideologies!!
 
Marxism and Ideology
Marx saw society as divided into two opposing classes, the ruling class and the working class. The ruling class exploited the working class by employing them but not paying them the full value of their labour.
For this exploitative relationship to continue the ruling class had to persuade the working class to accept their position.  Instead of just using brute force to control the workers Marx argued the ruling class used the power of ideas.  He believed the ruling class spread their ideology i.e. a set of ideas and beliefs which justified the existing way society was organised. Marx saw one of the main instruments of ruling class ideology as religion because it taught people that God had created the society the way it was and they should accept it. Marx believed that eventually the working class would see through ruling class ideology and develop what he called class consciousness. Once this happened the working class would rise up and overthrow the ruling class.

A later Marxist called Gramsci used the term hegemony to describe how the ruling class keeps control of society by dominating the intellectual and moral thinking. They do this by controlling the education system, the political system and the mass media.  However this control is never complete because the working class can develop their own version of how society operates as a result of their experiences.
 
Criticisms of Marxist views

The working class might accept the current economic system because they see it as the best deal they can get.
Karl Popper is also a strong critic of Marxist thought as he sees it as an ideology in itself. In particular he argues it cannot be tested to see if it is true or false.  It is also the case that traditional Marxism assumes people are passive and not able to resist ruling class ideas and beliefs.

Feminism and Ideology
Feminist views on ideology have used Marxism as a starting point but adapted it to study gender issues. They argue that almost all societies throughout history have been male dominated. This domination has been supported by patriarchal ideology which is a set of ideas and values which justify male power.  At different times in history there have been dominant ideas about what women can and cannot do in society.  For centuries women were excluded from education and many occupations because it was believed they could not or should not be involved in them. Many world religions have not only excluded women from key positions but have also justified male domination as being ‘natural’. Feminists believe that for women to fulfil their potential and to have an equal role in society it is necessary to challenge patriarchal ideology wherever it exists.
 
Criticisms of feminist views
It is an ideology in itself. Feminism is a set of ideas and beliefs which is closed to external criticism and which can ignore evidence that challenges it.
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SCLY 3 Beliefs in Society
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The specification:

 

 

The relationship between religious beliefs and social change and stability

 

 

·

 

Functionalism: conservative force, inhibition of change, collective conscience,

 

Durkheim and 

totemism, anomie; civil religions

 

·

 

Marxism: religion as ideology, le

gitimating social inequality, disguising exploitation

 

etc

 

·

 

Weber: religion as a force for social change: 

theodicy’s

, the Protestant ethic

 

·

 

Neo

-

Marxism: religion used by those opposing the ruling class, liberation theology

 

·

 

Feminism: religious beliefs supporti

ng patriarchy

 

·

 

Fundamentalist beliefs: rejecting change by reverting to supposed traditional

 

values and practices.

 

 

Religious organisations, including cults, sects, denominations, churches and

 

New Age 

movements

 

and their relationship to religious and spirit

ual belief and

 

practice

 

 

·

 

Typologies of religious organisations: churches, denominations, sects and cults,

 

with examples of each

 

New Religious Movements and typologies of NRMs 

e.g.

 

world

 

rejecting/accommodating/affirming; 

millenarian beliefs, with examples 

of each

 

·

 

New Age movements and spirituality, with examples

 

·

 

The relationship of these organisations to religious and spiritual belief and

 

practice.

 

 

The relationship between different social groups and religious/spiritua

l 

organisations and movements, 

beliefs

 

and practices

 

 

·

 

Reasons why people join NRMs, NAMs and other organisations

 

·

 

Gender and religion: women: women’s greater participation, women in religious

 

organisations 

including NRMs; men’s participation and organisational roles in

 

religions; sexuality and 

religion; 

images of gender in religions

 

·

 

Ethnicity and religion: religion and ethnic identity; religion in migrant communities;

 

religions and 

minority ethnic groups in the UK today

 

·

 

Age and religion: religious participation and belief by age group; religious

 

socialisation

 

·

 

Social class and religion: religious participation and belief by social class.

 

 

The significance of religion and religiosity in the contemporary world, including

 

the nature and extent of 

secularisation in a global context

 

 

·

 

Globalisation and 

belief systems, including fundamentalism

 

·

 

Postmodernity: end of meta

-

narratives, ‘spiritual shopping’

 

·

 

Secularisation: problems of definition and measurement; aspects of secularisation

 

s

uch as 

disengagement, rationalisation, rise of pluralism/diversity, 

desa

crilisation

,

 

disenchantment, 

individuation

 

·

 

Arguments and evidence for and against secularisation 

e.g.

 

attendance and

 

membership; believing 

without belonging; the secularisation cycle theory and

 

compensators (Stark and Bainbridge); UK 

compared with other co

untries (

e.g.

 

USA) and global significance of religion today.

 

 

Different theories of ideology, science and religion, including both Christian

 

and non

-

Christian religious 

traditions

 

 

·

 

Theories of ideology: Marxist, neo

-

Marxist, pluralist and feminist account

s;

 

hegemony

 

·

 

T

heories of science: the social construction of knowledge; political, social and

 

economic contexts of 

science; theory and observation; falsification; paradigms

 

·

 

Theories of religion: Functionalist, Marxist, neo

-

Marxist and feminist.

 

 

 

