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Social Identity Theory (SIT) applied to Religious Identity


Philosophers such as Habermas make the point that religious identity is part of a meta-physical experience and not part of our everyday experience of ourselves[footnoteRef:1]. However, looking a little further at religious identity, it appears more clearly as a part of the notion of how we see ourselves, which can be seen as composed of the self, the role, and the identity. The self being one’s own internal notion of what makes you an “I”, so this is about how one relates to roles or identities. The role or roles being the various external “faces” one puts on. In this way, one may play a role or have a role such as the role as parent, brother, leader etc. Identity will have an internal or external side. Internal identity being the self-assigned beliefs, actions and commitments associated with a particular role, and external identity being the notion of “who one is” in relation to others and their identities. It is important to note that identity can self-descriptive or ascriptive and that these will affect one another. [footnoteRef:2] It is also worthwhile having in mind that religious identity can be seen as one of the three dimensions of religious faith being religious identity, religious belief, and religious practice. Where religious identity reflects the self-identification of being religious, religious belief ranges broader and includes all beliefs in something relating to the supernatural whether they self-identity as religious or not. And religious practice is the behavioural aspect of religiosity such as attending religious service and praying.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Clarke: The Oxford Handbook of The Sociology of Religion. p.100]  [2:  Hedges: Understanding Religion, p.144.]  [3:  Lu & Gao: Faith and Happiness in China, p.274.] 


In his book “Understanding Religion” Paul Hedges uses the Social Identity Theory (SIT) which was developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979) to look closer at religious identity.  SIT claims that the groups such as social class, family clans and religious groups to which an individual belongs to, has an important impact on the persons sense of belonging in the social world. SIT is also known as the in-group (us) and out-group (them) theory with the three mental processes of social categorization, social identification, and social comparison being used in evaluating the “us” and “them” [footnoteRef:4]. Social categorization is the process through which one organises individuals into social groups to understand and perhaps simplify the social world. We will tend to define people based on their social categories rather than their individual characteristics. Social identification is the process of identifying people by their belonging to a group, often through the observation of a behaviour associated with a particular group. Social comparison is the process in which one compares other people to the people in their group for example in terms of moral standing and prestige. Where the main hypothesis is that group members of an in-group will look to find negative aspects of an out-group to enhance their own self-image and that identity cannot just be individual as it will be influenced by the feeling of the Self in a group and the group to the Self.  [4:  Ellemers: "Social Identity Theory". ] 


Religious identity is often seen as the importance a person places on belonging to a particular religious community, but it also might more broadly include the extent to which religious ideals, religious practice and being a religious person matter to the person’s identity. Paul Hedges brings attention to the following aspects of identity which one can look further into with a focus on the religious element of identity and here I will also include in brief perspectives specific to religion in China. 

Any identity depends upon a cultural and social context. This means that one is unlikely to identify as a shaman in Belgium or as a believer of druidism in China because there will be little in the social surrounding to identify with. When looking at China from a historical perspective, there is a feeling that Confucianism and Daoism provide the fundamental spiritual basis for what has come later. These are intertwined in many ways especially when it comes to religious practice. When religious philosophies are incorporated in all matters of social life through generations, it will take the form of a “socially given” and is likely to only be triggered to appear as identity when faced with an opposing religious philosophy. In China’s case through the inflow of Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity, which leads to Hedges second point. The “need” for the feeling of identity becomes more pronounced when faced with a clearer in-group/out-group feeling.

Identities are formed in relation to other identities. The aspect of religion in identity is likely to carry moral, ethical, and pious weight. If one mainly relates to atheists or agnostics, religious identity may appear as mainly internalised while in relation to religious followers, the external religious identity may be more pronounced whether this is also reflected in the internal religious identity or not. One can therefore imagine that in the period of communist party rule up to the 1980s, religious identity became more internalised to maintain an in-group feeling in an officially atheist nation. The separation from social unit and belonging may also internalise religious identity, such as in the case of a Chinese Muslim living in a Buddhist dominated area. While in some cases the separation from social group may stimulate externalised religious identity in seeking of new belongings for example a young person moving from a traditional rural area to a city with a large Christian following.

Identities are never singular but always plural. So, one might be a Han Buddhist or a Taiwanese Confucian. There is likely to be a religious weight to one’s identity simply by being from somewhere. It is likely that a Tibetan may also feel partly Buddhist through his or her roots, and the ascriptive may play a role here too. In that other may see the individual as Buddhist simply because of his/her origin. In a global context China is seen as a highly homogenous society with over 90% of the population being Han Chinese and through the years under the leadership of Mao, where traditional social hierarchies were abolished. However, in a more local context the Chinese continue to have a sense of clanship.  The Confucian concept of Guanxi which is emphasis on family bonds and nurturing your own web of relationships is still very strong. It is said that the Chinese see the world in terms of two groups of people: Their own circle of relationships on one side and everyone else on the other. In other words, Chinese culture appears to make stronger distinctions than many western cultures between “in” and “out” groups, and it is said by people travelling in China, that the Chinese appear to be indifferent, suspicious, and sometimes hostile towards strangers, and hardly ever smile at foreigners. While in other many countries religious identity plays an important part of the in/our group definition, this seems play less of a role in china, when looking at the traditional religions.

We do not have a fixed identity. Paul Hedges writes. “We may speak instead of our identities as always in the process of becoming”[footnoteRef:5] and see identities as narratives. Narratives range from personal to national and will influence each other. National narrative can be used and appears to be highly used by the leadership in China for “what identity lacks in accuracy and objective truth; it makes up through emotive charge and its potential to coordinate and arouse individual or collective action”.[footnoteRef:6] Adding religious identity onto national identity through efforts to revive certain places of worship and moral spirit. While it seems that on an individual religious identity level the Chinese have had little focus on in- and out-groups these are more based on social grouping, on a national level there have been in-out group policies such as the persecution of the Uighurs and crack down on religious movements in the country. [5:  Hedges: Understanding Religion, p.145.]  [6:  Holzer: Identity Narratives in China and the EU’s Economic Diplomacy p.186.] 


Issue of intertextuality of our identities. That is the way that our identities, or narratives, relate to other parts of our identities or other narratives about ourselves. The opening towards the world in the 80’s and 90’s and new exposure to western culture is likely to have increased the interest in Christianity. Not only is it possible that there was some sense of void after years of atheist leadership, but it is also likely that the narrative of being successful in a modern, global, urban-living world shared a narrative of being Christian. Immigration is likely to have had an impact on the religious identity of the Chinese none the least when it comes to filial piety, although still ingrained in the Chinese, it has become increasingly difficult to live out due to distances in living, differences in lifestyles and views on life.

This short paper gives only a brief view of SIT applied to religious identity in China, however it seems a very appropriate theory for this purpose and could be further explored.
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