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THE EROSION OF THE
SUPERNATURAL

RADITIONAL worlds were religious places. Indeed some primi-

tive societies were so thoroughly permeated by religion, super-
stition, and magic that it is hard to separate religion from other parts
of those worlds. Things we would regard as mundane and this-
worldly, such as hunting or fishing, were enmeshed with religious
‘ritual. Unless the rituals were properly performed, the hunting or
fishing would not be productive. Such societies simply did not divide
the supernatural from the natural in the way we do.

The social institutions of modern societies have become
sufficiently spedialized for us to see religion as a distinct sphere of
activity and it is thus possible to talk about its influence and popu-
larity. The fundamental point of such talk is that the modern urban
industrial societies of Western Europe, North America, and
Australasia—and it is those that are the concern of this book—are
considerably less religious than the formations that preceded them.
This change-—secularization—will be described and explained in
this chapter. The examples will be drawn initially from Britain, but
we can be confident, both from the evidence from other countries
which I will add, and from the fact that many of the scholars on
whose work 1 draw were themselves basing their conclusions on
examples gathered more widely, that, though elements of the script
are particular to Britain, the drama is one that was played out across
the industrializing West.

First, two qualifications. As should be clear, this study is con-
cerned with religion in so far as it is visible or ‘empirically given’.
That is, we are concerned with the changing popularity and place of
certain beliefs and types of behaviour; we are not in the business of
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judging the quality of those beliefs and actions or the sincerity of
those who adhere to them. In talking of a decline in religion, we
want to avoid making any judgement about what is ‘true religion’.
It may well be that all that has changed has been the loss of a nomi-
nal adherence to churches, the performance of religious rites pri-
marily for social reasons, a shallow acceptance of prevailing ideas,
and an unnecessary entanglement of religious roles and institutions
with secular matters. It is possible to argue that what those of us
who remain attached to religion now possess is a purer, more ‘reli-
gious’ faith. But such judgements are not in the competence of the
social scientist.

The second qualification: it should also be stressed that the social
scientist is primarily concerned with the social significance of reli-
gion. What effect do religious beliefs have on the operation of the
socigl system, on the lives of societies? Of course, that must be
closely related to the importance of religion for individuals. While
some nineteenth-century church adherence can be explained by the
pressure to conform to the prevailing mores, it should be obvious
that people only go to church because they feel that the community
requires it of them if someone (and it must be cither a majority of
the someones or a majority of the important someones) actually
believes. It is thus likely that a decline in the social significance of
religion will be accompanied by a decline in the popularity and
importance of religion per se. Or at least, if it is the case that religion
is no longer important for a particular society but remains vital for
many of the individuals who compose it, then there has been a
highly significant change in the way that people live out their beliefs.

Secularization may be sought in the following three related
changes: the decline of popular involvement with the churches; the
decline in scope and influence of religious institutions; and the
decline in the popularity and impact of religious beliefs. I will offer
some evidence for those changes now and insert other data at rele-
vant points in the rest of the book.

But first we should have an accurate sense of the major changes
in context, There is no point in inappropriate cross-cultural com-
parisons. As I suggested in the explanation of this book’s title in the
Introduction, the relationship of the individual to the religious cul-
ture at the period where this study begins—in the medieval world—
was very different from that which obtains in the modern world.
Church membership itself is a modern idea. The unitary church of
the pre-Reformation feudal society did not have members; it repre-
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sented the entire people. It was financially supported primarily by
the rental or produce from gifts of land given by the king and the
gentry. Its offices were performed according to the calendar irre-
spective of popular attendance. They were thought to be effective in
pleasing God even if, as in the case of the daily Masses said in most
churches in the fifteenth century, none of the common people
attended. That the religious activity of the Middle Ages did not rest
on the involvement of individual members of the laity was clear
from the very architecture of churches and the forms of the services.
In small parish churches, away from the high ceremonial of the
cathedral, ‘“frequently the priest read the entire service in a low and
inaudible voice with his back to the congregation throughout’.! The
laity were not discouraged from hearing Offices in places where
they were publicly sung, but “unless they understood Latin there
was little inducement for them to do so’.* The remarkable point of
contrast with our situation is that, with so little encouragement, so
many people in the pre-Reformation world did regularly attend ser-
vices, and attendance at church for rituals concerned with major life
events—Dbirth, marriage, and death—was almost universal. In some
parts of England, the Puritan Reformers were highly critical of the
ritval of ‘churching’ mothers a month after childbirth. One
reformer listed it as "No. 55” of the serious errors of the Church of
England. Nevertheless, in late Elizabethan Salisbury more than
three-quarters of mothers were ‘churched’.?

Hamilton’s judgement of the impact of Christianity seems sensi-
ble: “The medieval world was Christian in the sense that everybody
shared a common understanding of the world in which they lived
based on Christian premises, Only the very learned had full and
detailed knowledge of the whole world picture, but everybody
understood some part of it."* He goes on to note that ‘Everybody
knew the Our Father’, that ‘People in the Middle Ages were willing
to spend considerable sums of money in payment for masses’, that
‘Bverybody believed that man had an immortal soul’, and that ‘Most
people seem to have accepted that it was necessary to make repara-
tion to God for serious and wilful sins either in this life or the next.’*

However dimly comprehended, the Christian faith had enough
impact on popular attitudes for the swearing of oaths on the Bible to
be an effective form of social control and for people to go to great
lengths to avoid blaspheming. In writing of the various sacraments,
Keith Thomas says: ‘Before a man died . . . he was extended . . .
extreme unction, whereby the recipient was anointed with holy oil
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and tendered the viaticum. In the eyes of everyone this was a dread-
ﬁ n';ual - - % Rituals that are not widely believed in hardly inspire
ad.

Thomas also documents in fascinating detail the strength of popu-
lar belief in the supernatural, especially in malign spiritual forces.
Belief in the Devil was strong and widespread, as was the corre-
sponding belief that the Christian Church had the power to protect
against evil, As Hamilton writes: ‘People wanted their houses blessed,
their fields blessed, their food blessed, their weapons blessed.”

The Reformation, by fragmenting Christendom and introducing
the voluntary principle, inadvertently created the notion of church
membership (though the practice of trying to count members
accurately dates from the Methodist movement). Each wave of
Protestant religious dissent brought an increase in individual knowl-
edge of religion as the sectarians argued and proselytized and taught
their new beliefs, and as the established churches were obliged to
argue against the new heretics. In many European countries there
developed a division between the religious life of the towns and
cities, where the dissenters and sectarians prospered, and the rural
areas, which were slow to change from the pre-Reformation model.
A respected modern historian of Methodism has used Flora
Thompson's description of the religious life of the village of Lark
Rise to exemplify nineteenth-century rural religion, and, if one
removed the reference to anti-Catholicism and inserted mention of
an obsessive interest in supernatural powers, it could stand for most
pre-Reformation settings.

Thompson . .. estimates that nine out of ten Lark Rise inhabitants would
have declared themselves members of the Church of England, having been
christened and married in the parish church. In addition, they buried their
dead at church, attended festivals at Christmas, Easter and harvest time,
visited the rectory on May Day, qualified themselves for the valuable char-
ities dispensed by clerical families, paraded their finery and singing voices
on Sundays, and could even be roused under certain circumstances to
exhibit half-hearted displays of anti-Catholic sentiment. The majority, of
course, never darkened the church’s door outside festival time, unless
closely bound by deference to squire or clergyman, and most of them,
_especially the men, resented clerical visits, particularly if the subject of reli-
gion was mentioned.® '

The people of the towns and cities were more thoroughly divided
into the godly and the ungodly, with class emerging as an important
issue. With the exception of the Catholic Church, which in England
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and Scotland retained the affections of the poor, religion was more
appealing the higher one’s status. Especially in the cities, the class
division was often seen as an incentive to evangelistic activity.
Turning the ungodly into the godly would also transform the dan-
gerous masses into respectable honest artisans.®

Modem Decline

Though there were still many places like Lark Rise, by the nine-
teenth century the voluntary principle had become so well estab-
lished that individual church adherence was a matter of concern and
attempts were made to assess it. There are considerable technical
difficulties involved in making inferences from various records, but
we are unlikely to be far wrong if we suppose that about 18 per cent
of the adult population of England were church ‘members’ in 1800,
that this rose to 27 per cent by 1850, declined slightly to 26 per cent
in 1900, and then continued to decline so that the corresponding
figure for 1990 would be about 14 per cent or less.’® As the two
extremes of personal enthusiasm and personal indifference to reli-
gion replaced simply living in a religious culture, the proportion of
people who might be described as ‘belonging’ to a church or sect
rose and then began a long decline which has not yet ended.
Membership of the ‘Protestant denominations—which until
recently represented the vast bulk of British Christianity—fell from
22 per cent of the adult population in 1900 to just 7 per cent in
1990.11
It may require far less effort to have one’s name on a church roll
than to attend its services. A better sense of the penetration of for-
mal religion might be gained from looking at the proportion of the
people who were prepared to take part in public acts of commit-
ment. As far back as we have records, the Church of England and the
Church of Scotland have had far more people on their rolls than
have attended church.}? Nominal association is even greater for the
Roman Catholic Church, which counts as Catholic anyone baptized
as such. The proportion of baptized Roman Catholics who actually
attend Mass has declined from 47 per cent in 1900 to 33 per cent in
1990. Generally only the small and more sectarian Protestant
churches have had more people in their congregations than on their
books. According to a major 1984 census of the Scottish churches,
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only the small Baptist Church was attended by more people than
claimed membership.!?

Although they vary greatly in the quality of the data they pro-
duced, there were many surveys of church attendance in the nine-
teenth century, often inspired by increasingly bitter arguments
about the privileges of the state churches. Newspapers organized
local surveys, the Churches themselves collected figures, and in 1851
there was the national Census of Religious Worship conducted by
Horace Mann. There are technical problems in interpreting Mann’s
Census.* Especially for Scotland, where the returns were less com-
plete than for England and Wales, there are doubts about some of
the original figures. The Census enumerates attendances rather
than attenders and many people attended more than once on any
Sunday. Some scholars add together morning, afternoon, and
evening attendances and make the point that the disappearance of
multiple attendance is itself a significant mark of declining commit-
ment that should be noted. Others take only the figures for the best-
attended service, whichever that is for any particular congregation.
Attendances at church represented 61 per cent of the Scottish popu-
lation and 58 per cent of the population of England and Wales. One
estimate put the number of church-goers at around half of the atten-
dances; that is, it is assumed that most church-goers went twice on
a Sunday.** Very few people would have attended three services, so
we can guess that about one-third of the British people attended
church on the census Sunday in 1851. By the 1980s ‘double sitting’
was confined to the very small evangelical Protestant sects and we
can take the figure for attendances to be the same as the figure for
attenders: in Scotland 17 per cent of the population, in Wales 13 per
cent, and in England 9 per cent.!s

Many of the technical problems with the 1851 Census data have
been resolved by Gill, who has also brought together an impressive
array of other local and church-based surveys. In noting the effects
of weather, Gill says that ‘total attendances on an exceedingly wet
day in Cheltenham, 29 January 1882, amounted to 47.7% of the pop-
ulation, whereas those just a week later, but on a fine day, amounted
t0 61.4%”.!7 Not even bourgeois Cheltenham could now hope to
exceed 12 per cent, no matter what the weather! Gill has studied the
records of churches in rural Northumberland in particular detail.
He notes that Anglican attendances peaked in 1866 and declined
thereafter. The zenith for the Presbyterians was in the 1860s and
1870s. Roman Catholic attendances peaked earlier: “Their com-
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bined Baster Mass attendances were 234 in 1849, 480 in 1§55, buE
had declined to 297 in 1861, to 187 in 1892, and to just 109 in 1899..
Gill’s own census of the remaining twenty-nine buildings in use in
the area (out of a total of forty-five in 1901) found .that only 9 per
cent of the total population attended morning services.'® The tim-
ing may have been slightly different for urban areas, but thf{ general
trajectory is the same: ‘a careful analysis of Lon@n and Liverpool
census data suggests that there has been a continuous process of
declining Sunday attendances in the Church of England since the
1851 Religious Census.’*® Gill adds: "Free-Church attendances over-
all have declined since the 1880s, In Greater London they dec]me:d
from 13 per cent in 1887, to 11 per cent in 1903, and to 4 per cent in
f20
19198 we would expect, the changing vision of the place of re]igi.on
and the competition that came with the proliferation of dissent:lpg
sects and denominations saw an increase in popular involvement with
formal religion. Membership and attendance then pe_akeq and bega.p
the steady decline which is so far unabated. Social historians o.f reli-
gion disagree about the precise shape of the curve ?nd the PIacmg of
the peak, but, whatever objections they might raise to this or that
measure, they are agreed that there are now far fewer church men:-
bers and church-goers than there were in 1950, 1900, 1850, or 1800. L
The shrinking of the British churches can be seen as clearly in the
number of clergy. In 1900 there were just over 20,000 Church of
England clerics. By 1984 that had halved to just over 10,000. Across
the Channel a very similar pattern emerges in the main church.
France in 1948 had almost 43,000 Roman Catholic clergy; by 1987
this had declined to 28,000. Since 1975 there have been fewer than
100 ordinations a year?? Ordinations to the Catholic Church in
England have also now fallen below replacement levels® In
Belgium in the 1950s it was normal to go to church; half the popu-
lation did it. By 1990 only 18 per cent of Belgians attended Mass reg-
ularly?* To take an example from the other side 9f the globe, t}.le
percentage of Australians claiming ‘no religion’ in the decenm_al
censuses has increased from eleven in 1961 to twenty-three in
1991.2 Different countries show different rates of decline and dif-
ferent sorts of measures show different aspects of the change., but
the direction of change in all indices of involvement in instimnor*al
religion is the same: downwards. Of all societies in the mdusma!l
West, only the Unired States is an exception to this pattern, and it
will be discussed at length in Chapter 6.
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What of the churches’ involvement in the community? Calling on
the churches to celebrate important social events certainly remains
more popular than membership or attendance, but here too we see
signs of dedline. The ritual churching of women has completely
gone. The relative size of the Church of England and its role as the
national church means that we can take its baptismal records as a
good index of Protestant baptism in England. In 1900, 65 per cent of
live births were baptized in the Anglican Church. In 1927, it was 71
per cent; in 1960, 55 per cent, in 1970, 47 per cent, and in 1993, it was
27 per cent.?s White weddings are still popular but less so than they
were. At the start of the century almost 70 per cent of English con-
ples marrying did so in the state church. By 1990, this had fallen to
53 per cent. In early Victorian Scotland almost all marriages were
religious ceremonies; for example, in 1876, 98.9 per cent of wed-
dings were solemnnized in church. In 1990 it was 57 per cent.*

Church involvement is not the only expression of religious senti-
ment nor is it a necessary one. We cannot immediately assume that,
because we are far less likely than our grandparents to be church-
goers, ours is a less religious society. However, it is not enough to
assert that a significant number of those Britons who are not
involved in any of the vast range of religious activities that are on
offer are none the less ‘religious’. Some evidence must be adduced.
Unless people act on a certain belief or opinion, we can only discern
what they think or feel by asking them. In order to ask a large
enough number of people to be confident that the answers are rep-
resentative of a large social group, we need to use the pre-structured
question-and-answer format of the social survey and we are well
aware of the weaknesses in data generated by such instruments.
Even if we assume that survey respondents are really doing their
best to give accurate and truthful answers to questions, we still have
the problem of having to believe that all respondents interpret our
questions in the same way and mean the same thing by their
answers. Generally speaking, the more concrete the issue, the more
reliable the response. Surveys are better at discovering the owner-
ship of televisions than they are at discerning attitudes and the more
abstract the matter in hand the less useful the data. Asking people if
they agree with the government’s privatization of the water supply
will produce more reliable responses than asking if they believe in
God. None the less, surveys have asked people if they believe in God,
if they are religious, and so on, and, provided we are careful in the
conclusions we draw from them, such data are worth reporting.
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A consistent finding of such surveys is that a very high proportion
of people in Europe assert some confessional or denominational
identification. In Britain, generally less than a quarter of respon-
dents in a variety of surveys claim ‘no religion’. To be more specific,
few people claim to be atheists or agnostics: in the 1991 British
Social Attitudes (hereafter BSA) survey, 10 and 13 per cent respec-
tively.?®* However, the unbelievers are now more numerous than a
decade earlier, when only 4 per cent identified themselves as “athe-
ists’. In 1947 only 6 per cent said, to use the Gallup formula, that
they ‘Don’t really think there is any sort of spirit/ God or life force’;
in 1968 it was 11 per cent.

Secondly, and this is not just a restatement of the previous point,
most.people say they believe in some sort of God. In the BSA survey,
72 per cent claimed to believe in some sort of supernatural power.
When asked a differently worded question later in the same survey,
only 50 per cent said they believed in God. Of those, only haif felt
close to God, and almost a quarter felt ‘not close at all’. The BSA sur-
vey also asked about changes in belief: those who had once believed
but no longer did outnumbered by two to one those who had
become believers.

It requires something of an act of faith to take the resuits of sur-
veys conducted years apart, even when they use an identical form of
words for their questions, as evidence of the nature or extent of
change. If we make that assumption, the traditional Christian view
of God as a person is now less popular than a very wide range of
non-theistic visions of the supernatural. Between 1947 and 1987 the
proportion of respondents who agreed that “There is 2 personal
God'’ fell from 45 to 37 per cent, while those who choose the option
“There is some sort of spirit or vital force which controls life’
increased from 39 to 42 per cent. The various agnostic and atheistic
positions increased in popularity from 16 to 21 per cent. To take the
central Christian claim, 71 per cent of Gallup respondents in 1951
agreed that Jesus Christ is the Son of God’. In 1965 it was 64 per cent
and in 1982 it was only 43 per cent. In a 1957 survey 54 per cent said
they believed in life after death. In the BSA survey only 27 per cent
made the same claim. Other traditional beliefs were similarly
unpopular. Only 24 per cent of respondents said they believed in the
Devil or in heil °

The BSA survey asked people if they were religious and gave
them seven options. They could describe themselves as ‘religious’,
‘very religious’, and ‘extremely religious’, as ‘neither religious nor
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non-religious’, or as one of the corresponding three degrees of
‘non-religious’. A large proportion—41 per cent—described them-
selves as religious, but aimost all of them choose the weakest of
the three positions. Taken together, the neutral category and the
three non-religious ones outnumbered the religious. We do not
have corresponding survey data from previous centuries, but,
given everything we know from newspapers, diaries, letters,
church statistics, and the political debates of the time, it seems
inconceivable that, had such questions been asked in the eigh-
teenth or nineteenth centuries, the ‘religious’ would have been
outnumbered by the rest.

Ifit is the case that a large part of the unchurched retain a strong
interest in religion despite losing interest in the churches, there
ought to be some evidence of this apart from verbal assent to survey
questions. To cite a parallel, we know that many people who very
rarely attend football matches remain keen on football because they
watch it on television and they subscribe to satellite services to
watch foreigners play it. We know that the sales of newspapers can
be affected by the amount and quality of their football coverage. It
is very hard to find any similar mark of religious interest among the
unchurched. Sales of religious books have declined.?® The space
given to church and spiritual matters in the popular press is now ves-
tigial; only a sex scandal (for the tabloids) or a money scandal (for
the broadsheets) will get the churches out of a bottom corner on an
inside page. Although religious programmes on television com-
manded large audiences in the 1960s, this seems to have been largely
a matter of supply. With only two television channels, an agreement
to preserve a prime-time slot on Sunday evenings for religious pro-
gramming and the willingness of a large part of the audience to
watch whatever was on ensured that the church-goers who enjoyed
the BBC's Songs of Praise or ITV’s Stars on Sunday were boosted to a
healthy audience share. Now that the ‘God slot’ has been aban-
doned and there are four terrestrial television channels and a
plethora of others on satellite, the audience for religious program-
ming has declined from three-quarters of the number of viewers of
the most popular secular programmes to under a quarter. The con-
clusions of the third in a series of detailed studies of responses to reli-
gious programming are clear:

The 1968 survey showed that 40 per cent of respondents deliberately
turned on to watch a religious programme and over half said they paid
attention when a religious programme was on. By 1987, this was found to
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have changed, with only seven per cent of people saying they deliberately
turned on when a religious programme was being shown.?*

When we put these observations together with the evidence of
decline in the popularity of the churches, we can see an'increasingly
secular people gradually losing faith in the specific teachings of the
Christian tradition but retaining a nostalgic fondness for it—many
of us want the great cathedrals to be preserved so that we can visit
them for carol-singing at Christmas time—and continuing to make
vague and weak religious affirmations.

A clue to explaining the apparent tension between the popularity
of claiming to be religious and the unpopularity of every expression
of religious beliefs and values can be found in Richard Hoggart’s
rich description of working-class life in northern towns in the first
half of the twentieth century. Discussing attitudes to the churches,
Hoggart wryly observes that the term ‘Christian’ was taken to mean
decent, honest, and ethical.?*> Something similar seems to be the
case with modern claims to be ‘religious’. In Northern Ireland the
working-class description for someone who becomes a committed
Christian is ‘good living’. In describing themselves as ‘religious’, sur-
vey respondents are asserting their continued comnitment to the
general social values that they take to be the consequences of
Christianity rather than saying that they are Christian in the tradi-
tional sense.

It is important to note just how weak are the measures of ‘reli-
giosity’ used in modern surveys. Let us recall the beliefs which his-
torians of the Middle Ages readily describe as taken for granted: the
existence of a real heaven and hell, the reality of the Mass as a repeat
of Christ’s real sacrifice for our sins, and the effectiveness of the
Church’s means of ensuring our salvation.?* These are extremely
‘religious’ beliefs, quite at odds with the cosmology of the modern
world. They were once common,; they are now rare.

Talking of the content of religious belief systems brings us to an
important point. The decline in popularity of the churches and the
culture they promote is not the only evidence of the increasing
implausibility of religious ideas. There are also-important changes
within the churches. Though they are interesting in their own right,
1 have in mind, not the sometimes spectacular rejection of orthodox
beliefs by radical theologians but the more subtle and general side-
lining of what were once taken to be central tenets of the faith.
Much of the Thirty-nine Articles, the statement of faith of the



36 RELIGION IN THE MODERN WORLD

Church of England, would embarrass most contemporary Anglican
clergymen, and the ideological centre of the Presbyterian churches
has shifted so far from their origins that when new ordinands assent
that they accept the Westminster Confession of Faith as the subor-
dinate standard of their church (subordinate to the Bible, that is)
they. do so with considerable reservations. One senior Church of
Scotland minister told me, only slightly facetiously, that he had
recently reread the Confession and been surprised to find some-
thing there that he could agree with.

It is not much of an exaggeration to say that the main churches
have themselves become secularized in the sense of reducing the
specifically supernatural in their product. Major elements of the
Christian faith—the miracles, the Virgin Birth, the bodily resurrec-
tion of Christ, the expectation of Christ’s return, the reality of eter-
nal damnation—have quietly been dropped from the teachings of
the major Christian churches.

Along with the gradual disappearance of specific Christian tenets
there has been a fundamental redirection of many doctrines. What
used to be regarded as objective truths have been ‘psychologized’,
They are now held to apply only in so far as people choose to believe
in them and then they apply only subjectively, for the psyche of the
individual. What were previously taken to be true stories about the
real world (there was actually a person called Christ who was the
Son of God and who died for our sins} have been reoriented as
propositions which become true when they have the desired effect
on the mind of the believer. Essentially the faith has been relativized
so that it is now just one of a range of belief systems which are to be
judged not by how accurately they describe a single past, present,
and future but by how useful are the effects they have on adherents.

The new understanding of the status of the faith allows a new atti-
tude to other faiths. What were once competing convictions are
now seen as being all, in some sense, equally valid. And that cour-
tesy has been extended beyond the Christian churches so that they
no longer divide the world into the saved and the damned, the right-
eous and the unregenerate; now, however unaware we may be of
this fact, we are all God’s children. The ecumenical movement
began at the start of this century with evangelical Protestants dis-
covering common interests. As it grew; it embraced first the less rad-
ical wings of the main Protestant churches and then the Orthodox
churches and the Roman Catholic Church. The World Council of
Churches now incdudes among its members various African
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churches (such as the Kimbanguist Church of Zaire and the Aladura
Church of the Lord in Nigeria) which profess some, from a Christian
standpoint, highly deviant views. It has even had its congresses
attended by representatives of North American nativist religions.?*

More will be said about the way in which the Christianity of the
‘West bas changed this century. At this point it is enough to note that
it would be a blinkered vision that considered only the popularity of
formal religious organizations and did not also note that the
Churches themselves had changed.

As I shall show below;, the religious cultures of different societies
have developed in very different ways. However, as a starting-point,
we may note that, with the partial exception of the USA (which will
be discussed in detail in Chapter 6), the pattern of decline in the
social significance and popularity of religion sketched above is com-
mon to most industrial societies and there is widespread agreement
that such evolution is driven by common social forces and hence
that a general explanation of secularization is possible.

Explaining Secularization

Nothing as complex as a massive change in culture and social behav-
iour across a variety of very different societies is going to have a sim-
ple explanation. However, it is possible to distinguish the broad
contours of an explanation and I will do that by sketching first the
‘deep structure’ and then adding the “surface structure’.

First we must eliminate one persistent but misleading explana-
tion of secularization. It is not the case that religion has declined
because people have become better educated and less credulous.?*
Committed atheists—the sort of people who join rationalist and
humanist associations—and some very liberal Christians believe
that religion has lost its medieval dominance because modern peo-
ple are too clever to believe in old superstitions. Some critics of reli-
gion like to portray it as an infantile delusion which societies have
grown out of as science has replaced religious falsehood with secu-
lar truth. Auguste Comte, the nineteenth-century Frenchman who
was one of the founding fathers of sociology, believed that the new
science of sociology would replace the old myths.?s Sigmund Freud
declared his hand when he called one of his essays on religion The
Future of an Nhusion.?”
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Increasing knowledge and maturity cannot explain the decline of
religion. There are too many examples of modern people believing
the most dreadful nonsense to suppose that people change from one
set of beliefs to another just because the second Jot are better ideas.
The history of the human ability to believe very strongly in things
that turn out not to be true suggests that whether something is true
and whether it becomes widely accepted are two very different
questions. Whether any particular religion is true is a theological,
not a sociological, question. Fortunately we can avoid such
unprofitable terrain by recognizing that all beliefs—true ones as
much as false ones—need explaining.?® Hence we can ask what is it
about our societies, other than our supposed greater maturity, that
explains why religious beliefs are less plausible or credible than they
once were.

Let us begin with ‘modernization’. Clearly modernization has
something to do with economic growth. Marion Levy has sug-
gested that it be defined as the growing ratio between inanimate and
animate source of power.>® Men and animals built the pyramids. We
build with machines driven by fossil fuels. As we shall see, technol-
ogy brings with it major changes in social structures, social rela-
tions, and the ways that people think. Though Levy’s definition
raises some problems that we need not address, it has the useful
consequence of reminding us that to talk of modern societies (with
the implied contrast with ‘pre-modern’ societies) is actually a short
cut for talking about a range of positions along an axis. It also
reminds us that we are talking about stages in that process rather
than a particular time in history. Hence this book is about religion
in the First and Second Worlds rather than about religion ‘now’.
That Iran or Burma is unlike Britain or Norway goes without say-
ing. Like the Weber thesis, the argument of this book is in the first
instance an attempt to explain a set of changes that occurred at a
particular time in a particular place. Again, like the Weber thesis,
because my explanation involves a number of causes which are gen-
eral rather than context-specific, there is the possibility that some of
the processes described here will also occur in very different soci-
eties, but, prior to detailed study, it is only a possibility. A sensitive
reading of my argument would allow us to identify those features of
iran and Burma that make it more and less likely that their religious
cultures will develop in ways recognizably similar to those of Britain
or Norway, but that is too great a work to be undertaken here.

Most sociologists believe that there are features of the modern

—
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sacieties which make them unconducive to religion. Three seem to
be particularly salient: the fragmentation of societies and of social
life, the disappearance of the community and the growth of the
massive bureaucracies (national and international), and increasing
rationalization.

Fragmentation

One obvious feature of modernization is the division of single social
institutions into smaller but more specialized units. The family was
once a unit of economic production as well as the site for biological
and cultural reproduction. It no longer is; production is now orga-
nized in factories. The family was once the site for all education and
socialization. Now we have special places called schools to which
people go to be educated by professional educators.

In this general process, religions institutions have been pushed
out of, or have withdrawn from, many spheres of life. The first and
most significant exclusion is from the economy. Ideas from the
world of production and exchange—the need to increase efficiency,
supply, and demand as the fizer of price, and so on—are so powerful
in our culture that it is difficult to believe that the medieval Church
made a valiant attempt to control such matters. In the fourteenth
century, lending money for profit was regarded as sinful and the
Church’s own courts claimed jurisdiction over usurers. A century
before, the craft guilds used church courts to enforce their restrictive
practices. Breaches of contract were tried before church courts.

Modernization saw the freeing of economic activity from reli-
giously sanctioned controls and the development of the world of
work as a domain of human life driven only by its own values.
Gradually other spheres went the same way. Consider the range of
activities engaged in by the Church of Scotland in the eighteenth
century. It provided education. The local minister was often also the
school teacher and ran the school. If the parish was big enough to
have a separate teacher, he was usually a trainee minister and was
paid by the Church. It provided social welfare. Money was raised
either in special collections or through taxes and given to the beg-
gars of the parish, who were licensed to beg by the elders of the
Church. It provided social control. One way of raising money for the
beggars’ fund was to fine parishioners who engaged in pre-marital
sex or other morally unacceptable acts. They would be called before
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the Kirk session and ‘tried’. If they were found guilty, the Church
administered the punishment.

The pre-Reformation church was often also the government
bureaucracy and the keeper of national records. When in 1291 King
Bdward I of Bngland wanted to prove his claim to the vacant
Scottish throne, he sent letters of enquiry to the English monaster-
ies asking for relevant historical information to support his case.*?
At a specially convened meeting near the border, magnates of both
realms presented their historical proofs, failed to agree, and
returned to the more common form of settling such disputes: war-
fare. But the diplomatic battle continued and much of it was con-
ducted through letters to the Pope. Even though he had secured the
Scottish throne and repelled the English, Robert Bruce sought the
Pope’s blessing.*! That example pointedly reminds us how con-
strained the authority of religion has become. It also shows the
impact of individualism. The governments of the West no longer
seek legitimacy from bishops or popes; they claim to represent the
will of the people. What medieval monarchs sought from God'’s rep-
resentative on earth, democratic governments seek from the ballot
bozx.

. The church was also involved in what we now call ‘health care’.
Many of the first hospitals and infirmaries were religious founda-
tions or adjuncts to monasteries,*?

The process by which specific areas of social life became distin-
guished from each other and dominated by a specialized institution
proceeded stowly and unevenly. At first the new institutions contin-
ued to be dominated by religious professionals but in tme they
were eclipsed as ever more specialized professionals were trained,
and new bodies of knowledge or skill were generated in which reli-
gious professionals were not routinely trained to the same advanced
levels. There were valiant attempts to regain lost ground. In the sec-
ond quarter of the nineteenth century, the leading Church of
Scotland evangelical Thomas Chalmers tried to recreate in a
Glasgow parish the all-encompassing institutions of the previous
order.** Churches continued (and still continue) to supplement the
provisions of secular institutions, but, even when they are a major
provider of services, they operate within the logic of the secular
world. The Church of Scotland’s Board of Social Responsibility is
pow the largest voluntary social work agency in Scotland and is sec-
ond only to Strathclyde Region’s social work department, but reli-
gious affiliation plays no part in the selection or training of the
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personnel who provide its services, which are indistinguishable
from those of local authorities. Although the Catholic Church main-
tains clerical control over appointments and promotions in its
schools, the majority ofits staff are secular professionals and in most
countries there is little about Catholic schooling that now distin-
guishes it from secular alternatives. Indeed, at the level of higher
education, there is almost nothing about such American Catholic
academies as Notre Dame or Loyola which distinguishes them from
secular universities.

The division of life into ever-more specialized areas was accom-
panied by the division of people into distinct classes and social
groups. Bconomic growth led to the emergence of an ever greater
range of occupation and life-situation. Feudal societies had consid-
erable disparities of wealth, but most people lived similar lives and
they lived cheek-by-jowl. In medieval tower houses and castles, the
gentry and their servants ofien slept in the same room, separated
only by curtains. They ate at the same table, with the salt dish mark-
ing the gentry from the riff-raff. Because there was a strong hierar-
chical social structure which was quite open and clear about
differences in status, superiors did not feel threatened by the pres-
ence of their minions and could inhabit the same physical and men-
tal space.

This physical closeness of different ‘degrees’ was destroyed by
increasing prosperity and increasing egalitarianism. As people of dif-
fering status became more alike in principle, they moved further
apart in practice. Innovation and economic expansion brought with
them occupational mobility. People no longer did the job they had
atways done simply because their family had always done that job.
Occupational change made it hard for people to internalise visions
of themselves that supposed permanent inferiority. People cannot
improve themselves and their class position at the same time as
thinking of themselves as having a ‘station’ or a ‘degree’ in a fixed
hierarchical world. Modern societies are thus inherently egalitarian.

Furthermore, economic growth brought more contact with
strangers. Profound inequalities of status can only be tolerable and
not to lead to constant friction if the ranking system is widely
known and accepted. Soldiers can move from one regiment to
another and still know their place because there is a uniform (in
both senses) ranking system. In a complex and mobile society, there
is no way of ensuring that we know whether we are superior or sub-
ordinate to this new person. Once people had trouble knowing who
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should bow first, they gave up bowing. Basic equality became the
normal presumption.

Thirdly, the separation of work and home, of the public and the
private, made for equality. One could not be a serf from sunrise to
sunset and an autonomous individual for the evening and at week-
ends. A real serf had to be full-time. A temporary work-role is not a
full identity, and, though work-roles are usually part of a hierarchy,
they could no longer structure the whole world-view. In the absence
of a shared belief system which sanctioned inequality and subjection
(and the decline of religion usually removes that), egalitarianism
became the default position.**

Democracy was slow to come, but the creation of a modern
economy brought with it the general interactional presumption
that we are ‘much of a muchness’. The better off, now a little unsure
about the legitimacy of their superiority, moved to safeguard their
prerogatives by physically moving away from their subordinates. As
towns and cities developed, they did so with clear class divisions.
About 1775 the Edinburgh bourgeoisie began to abandon the old
town, where judges and poor artisans had inhabited flats (of very dif-
ferent quality) in the same tenement building, for the social exclu-
siveness of the New Town.** As the world became more clearly
separated into private and public spheres and the public realm
became more egalitarian, those who could afford to used their pri-
vacy to distance themselves from the rest.

Economic growth deepened the division of labour and widened
the gulf between classes. Especially with the shift to the cities and
the growth of big ‘manufactories’, people spent more of their time
with others in the same economic circumstances and less time with
their superiors or subordinates. Different social groups began to see
the world in different ways. The idea of a single moral universe in
which all manner and condition of persons have a place in some sin-
gle grand design became less and less plausible ¢ Traditional inte-
grated organic conceptions of the moral and supernatural order
fragmented into a welter of competing conceptions as different
classes developed religious world-views which made sense of their
lives and interests. The Church of England is an episcopalian churck:.
At the top is God, who talks to the archbishop, who talks to the
bishop (episcipos is the Greek for bishop), who talks to the dean, who
talks to the clergy, who tell lay people what to believe and do. When,
in the post-Reformation period, there was argument about the cor-
rect organizational form for the true church, most of the upper
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classes could be found arguing for episcopacy on the grounds that
the hierarchy of this divinely ordained social institution would legit-
imate other hierarchies. James VI of Scotland put it succinctly when
he said ‘No bishop, no king’. To this day the landed classes tend to
remain in the Church of England because they like the model of the
world as an organic community built around a stable ordered struc-
rure of authority with people rarked in their proper stations and
them at the top. And the gentry kept their peasants in line. So we
have the pattern in England of the Episcopalian church being
strongest among the gentry and their farm servants. The indepen-
dent farmers and the emerging middle classes who broke away from
aristocratic control in the late eighteenth century preferred a more
democratic form of organization. They liked the idea that we are all
equal in the eyes of God and they liked to run their own affairs.
Hence the appeal to them of those forms of Protestantism that
stressed the priesthood of all believers: Presbyterianism,
Methodism, and Congregationalism. In Northern Ireland the pat-
tern is very clear: the small farmers of County Down and County
Antrim are Presbyterians but the landed gentry and their estate
wortkers of Fermanagh and Tyrone are Episcopalians.

As societies grew and became more complex, they fragmented
into distinct classes and regional groups, and, where the religious
culture allowed it, the dominant tradition also split into competing
churches. As we saw in the previous chapter, one of the great inno-
vations of the Protestant Reformation was the idea that we are all
able to discern God’s will for ourselves. We do not need a profes-
sional cadre of priests to do that for us. An unintended consequence
of that innovation was the possibility of schism.

The possibility, however, is not the reality. Where the religious
culture did not allow it—in Roman Catholic countries—there was a
more radical and abrupt division with some classes remaining faith-
ful to the Church and others breaking off completely. Hence in
Scotland and England, there are twenty denominations. In France,
Italy, and Spain there is a smaller Catholic Church and a large secu-
lar anti-Catholic and Communist section.

The Eclipse of Community

The general fragmentation of community and social life is accom-
panied by a matching phenomenon which Bryan Wilson has called




44 RELIGION IN THE MODERN WORLD

'societalization’, the process by which ‘life is increasingly enmeshed
and organized, not locally but societally (that society being most evi-
dently, but not uniquely, the nation state)’.*” Close-knit, integrated,
small-scale communities have disappeared, undermined by the
growth of large-scale industrial and commercial enterprise; by the
emergence of modern nation-states co-ordinated threugh massive,
impersonal bureaucracies; and by the development of the anony-
mous city.

Religion, Wilson argues, has its source in, and draws strength
from, the community. As the society rather than the community has
increasingly become the locus of the individual’s life, religion has
lost many of its purposes. In his study of The Elementary Forms of the
Religious Life Durkheim argued that religion was explained by its
social functions. When traditional people worshipped their Gods,
they were really worshipping their own commonality. The point of
religion was to create and sustain a common sense of identity.4®
Even if one does not accept that religion came into being and per-
sisted because of its role as social cement, one can readily recognize
that religion traditionally ritualized and legitimated local life. When
every birth, marriage, and death in generation after generation was
celebrated and marked with the same rituals in the same building,
then the religion that legitimated those rituals was powerful and
persuasive because it was woven into the life of the village. When
the total, all-embracing community, working and playing together,
gives way to the dormitory town or suburb, there is less held in com-
mon to celebrate. The decline of the community and the previously
mentioned process of social differentiation means that people are no
longer raised in one shared set of values and can no longer be con-
trolled by the “conscience’ placed in them by the community and
reinforced by informal social controls. The societal system relies less
on the inculcation of a moral order and more on the use of efficient
technical means of eliciting and monitoring appropriate behaviour.
Policing is now more important for controlling people than are
appeals to consdence; surveillance video cameras a greater deter-
rent than the disapproval of neighbours.*

Governments and public figures may continue to talk about God
(usually in the context of linking the fate of the nation and God’s
will), but in order to avoid offending large sections of the population
of a culturally plural society, such talk has to be extremely vague.
American politicians from Lincoln (with his famous Gettysburg
address) through John F. Kennedy to Ronald Reagan have invoked
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the divinity but none has been able to commit himself even to a
Christian God, let alone to any of the competing versions offered
within Christianity.

The decline of the community and its replacement by a society
(typically a nation-state) which contains within it a number of dif-
ferent cultures and religions not only has important public policy
consequences for religious institutions. It also has serious conse-
quences for the plausibility of religious beliefs.*®

Imagine you are born into a small stable society—the anthropol-
ogist’s tribe by the lagoon—in which everyone believes that the
giant squid is God. Bvery important life-event (births, marriages,
deaths, and so on) has attached to it Squid-worshipping events.
Every day, in hundreds of small bits of interaction, the divinity of the
Squid is evidenced by such things as explaining bad weather b’y'the
anger of the Squid and casually dropping “The Squid be blessed” into
conversation. In such a world, the idea that the Squid is God isnot a
belief; it is a fact. It is just how the world is and is nearly incon-
testable for anyone raised in that society. Now imagine that a sud-
den increase in population and in the ease of travel means that the
Squid tribe comes into contact with three or four other civilizations,
none of which worships the Squid. Suddenly the divinity of the
Squid is not a fact; it is a belief and it is a belief that is earnestly con-
tested. The Squid tribe may still have faith in the Squid and may even
start missionary societies to convert the others to Squid worship,
but they can never return to the earlier condition of a naively taken-
for-granted world-view.

Modern societies are culturally diverse places. Anything
approaching the innocence of the tribe by the lagoon with its shared
single world-view is no longer possible. In some settings diversity
was created by migration as peoples with different cultures mingled
with one another. In others the expansion of the political unit
brought a range of cultures into an emerging nation-state. A third
source of cultural pluralism was the internal fragmentation of the
dominant culture, and [ want to dwell on this case because the social
psychological impact seems greater than in the other two instances.
This is a caricature, of course, but the cognitive threat from
strangers is always less than that from one’s own people. When the
Roman Catholic Irish started to settle in large numbers in lowland
Scotland in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the
Presbyterian Scots did not conclude that Catholicism was a different
but equally plausible religion. They turned to invidious stereotypes
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to reinforce their own beliefs and dismiss those of the Irish. Why
should we take their religion seriously? After all, they are no-
account, alcohol-soaked, priest-ridden illiterate beggars. Finding
reasons not to take seriously the carriers of a competing religion is
easy and commonplace. But it becomes less easy to protect beliefs
in that way when the challenge is being posed by members of one’s
own people who have broken away from the true faith. Between the
Reformation and the middle of the nineteenth century, Scotland
went from having one national church to having three nationally
distributed and large churches and some ten other popular
churches, each claiming to have the truth. In those circumstances it
becomes hard for people to hold their beliefs with the conviction
shown by our hypothetical Squid worshippers. The nineteenth-cen-
tury Scot, as well as knowing that, somewhere out there, were
African pagans and Arab Muslims, and, closer to home, Irish
Catholics and English Episcopalians, had to come to terms with the
presence among his own people of divisions into Kirk, Free Church,
Pree Presbyterian Kirk, Old Seceders, United Seceders, Brethren,
and Baptists. As Berger neatly puts it, the big change is that, however
willingly we choose our religion, we know that we choose God
rather than God choosing us.”!

Religion is no longer a matter of necessity; it is a question of pref-
erence. We are forced to make a choice and, for the “deep-structure’
reasons being outlined here, we choose in circumstances that make
it less and less important and likely that we will choose to believe in
any religion. The very fact of being challenged means that those
who do choose to believe will often do so with an intensity and
enthusiasm which would have surprised those of early periods who
simply took their faith for granted. As we see in the efforts of the
Methodists or the Scottish Free Church evangelicals, the challenge
to evangelize can inspire a powerful movement, but what is gained
in individual intensity is lost in background affirmation. Becoming
religious is attended by more dramatic behaviour consequences, but
fewer people do it. There are now more zealots but fewer believers.

To summarize so far, differentiation and societalization reduce
the plausibility of the idea of a single overarching moral and reli-
gious system to which we all belong. The single ‘sacred canopy’, to
use Berger's phrase, is displaced by competing conceptions of the
supernatural which have little to do with how we perform our social
roles in what is now a largely anonymous and impersonal public
domain and more to do with how we live our domestic lives.*?
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Religion may retain subjective plausibility, but it does so at tl.le grice
of its objective taken-for-grantedness. Religion becomt’ts privatized
and is pushed to the margins and interstices of the social ordgr.. Its
focus narrows to the individual. As a study of modern Catholicism

in rural France shows:

The notion of an atoning ordeal and sacrifice and the age-old and dominant
problem of sin and redemption is disappearing. The contemporary empha-
sis on the close personal relationship with God as asource of ﬁ1_lﬁ]ment afld
on the riches of relationships with others, is sh.\ftmg parochx'al F)athohcs
towards a ‘transcendent humanism’, offeringlan ethico-affective’ and pre-
dominantly this-worldly conception of salvation.*

ress the same point in terms of functions, the primary funec-
'tIi:xfxpc;f re]igion——-thepexpression of the relationship betwce.n God
and humankind, the natural and the supernatural—remains the
same, but there is a shift in the secondary or latent fuljncttons ﬁ'qm
the social to the personal, from the life of the community to the life
e individual self > .

Offlhhe fragmentation of society, the break-up of the religious cul-
rare, and the shrinking of the role of churches are closely related. A
church could sensibly and reasonably exercise a wide range of social
functions when everyone belonged to the same church and. Fhe
parish structure mirrored the evolved boundaries of communities.
When people are split into a variety of cozppeting churches, main-
raining a wide range of roles becomes difficult fo.r any chm_'c‘h—
difficult to do effectively and difficult to justify against opposition.
The first response of the dominant religios tradition to defections
was to try to enforce conformity, to use the power of the Jaw and the
state to press people back into the state church., but, as more and
more people broke away, the social costs of trying to coerce thersr:
into the parish church became too great and the state gave up.
Except in one or two trivial ways (such as having seats in the House
of Lords), the Church of England now has to compete with all other
denominations on an equal footing.

Rationalization
The rise of rationality was discussed in the previous chapter. Here |

want to Jook at its consequences for the plausibility of religion. By
rationality, we mean a concern with routines and procedures, with
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predictability and order, with a search for ever-increasing efficiency.
We could allow DHSS clerks to give as much money as they liked to
claimants on the basis of their personnel prejudices, their religion,
or their family connections. Those methods have all been used for
allocating resources in previous societies. Yet we believe that the
fairest and most efficient way of organizing anything on a large scale
is to establish rules and procedures which constrain actions and
decisions to the matter in hand. Bureaucratic organization replaces
personal preference. Having created procedures, we do not view
them as sacred and immutable. If someone can suggest a more
efficient means of achieving the same end, we change our methods.

We can readily see how a world of rationality is less conducive to
religion than 2 traditional society. Everything is seen as potentially
improvable. Everything can be made more efficient. We find it very
easy to talk about means and procedures but very difficult to discuss
transcendental ends. The Shorter Catechism, that seventeenth-cen-
tury distillation of the key points that was used to teach Scottish
Presbyterians their faith, has as its first question: “What is the chief
end of man?”.*¢ In our societies such a question is rarely asked
because we know that we could not agree on an answer.

“We also suppose predictability; that what worked yesterday will
work today. We live in a world of timetables and calendars which
allow us to record appointments for next year. Very few of us expect
a sudden invasion of the supernatural. Very conservative Protestant
churches still have on their notice boards ‘Meeting 11 a.m. (DVY’,
but that ‘God willing’ is a residue. In practice almost no one expects
that God will intervene to prevent the next service taking place.”

Thus far there has been no mention of science and that delay has
been deliberate. When asked to explain the decline of religion, a lot
of people mention the rise of Western science and the competition
between scientific explanations and religions ones. They point out
that many of the beliefs of the early Christians have been shown to
be wrong. The earth is round and not flat. The earth moves round
the sun and not the sun around the earth. The earth and human life
are vastly older than the ages traditionally taken from biblical
accounts. While scientists recognize that there are still huge gaps in
our knowledge, there is a consensus that an evolutionary model
along the lines of Darwinism offers a better explanation of the ori-
gins of species than does the account of divine creation in seven days

given in the Old Testament book of Genesis.

For all that, I do not actually think that science has directly con-

r
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rributed much to secularization. The argument between Darwin
and the Church of England Bishop Samuel Wilberforce was grip-
ping for middle-class Victorians, but it hardly pen_etrated to ordinary
people.®® Anyway, to insist that one set of behef§ lost pgpulanty
because another proved them to be wrong is to miss the dfﬂ'erer_lce
between truth and plausibility. There are all sorts of ways in 'wh1ch
we can insulate our beliefs from apparently contradicting evidence
if we want to. We can easily avoid hearing the troublesome evi-
dence. We can dismiss it by blackening the character of those vsfho
bring the bad news. For example, many American fundamenta!lsts
who want to believe in Genesis diminish the threat from woluqu-
ists by accusing them of being sexually promiscuous and left wing.
But such strategies require social support. The person who stands
against the consensus is a lunatic and will be treated as such. In ort?lcr
10 maintain a shared belief system we need a social strategy which
organizes shared defences against the cognitive threats. Where such
resources are available, new ideas, no matter that they might be bet-
ter supported by the evidence, can readily be ignored or rejected.
Although it would be hard to draw 2 single line between the two
classes of ideas, it is useful to distinguish between specific proposi-
tions (for example, species evolved by natural selection) and more
subtle assumptions about the nature of the world. My point is that,
with the right social support and in the right social context, the
threat to our beliefs from specific counter-propositions can be neu-
tralized. It is far less easy to avoid being influenced by widespread
and powerful but subtle assumptions about the nature of the world.
Berger, Berger, and Kellner argue that, irrespective of the extent to
which we are aware of it, modern technology brings with it a ‘tech-
nological consciousness’.”* An example of what they mean is ‘cqm—
ponentiality’. The application of modern machines to production
involves the assurnption that the most complex entities can be bro-
ken down into their ‘components’ and that each of those compo-
nents is replaceable. Any 1976 Vauzhall Viva radiator will fit any
1976 Vauxhall Viva. The relationship between the engine and one
radiator is expected to be exactly the same as that bereen the
engine and any other matching radiator. There is nothing stacrefi
about any particular bond. Another fundamen'fal assumption is
‘reproducibility’. Technological production takes it for grfmtcd that
any creative complex of actions can be subdivided into simple acts
which can be repeated infinitely and always with the same conse-
quence. While there is no obvious dash between these assumptions
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and the teachings of most major religions, there are serious incom-
ﬁﬂiﬁes of approach. There is littie space for the eruption of the
e.

Science and technology have given us a notion of cause and effect
that makes us look first for the natural causal explanation of an
event. When an aeroplane crashes with the loss of many lives, we
ask not what moral purpose the event had but what was its natural
cause. And, in so far as we keep finding those causes (a loose engine
nut or a terrorist bomb), we are subtly discouraged from seeking the
moral significance.

Pluralism is also implicated in the primacy of scientific explana-
tions in that it weakens the plausibility of alternatives. The rational
basis of science, and the social structures of training, examination,
and dissemination of results which protect that base, mean that
there are fewer disagreements among scientists than there are
among the clergy. Despite the recent and growing disillusionment
with the authority of the secular professions, they still command the
sort of respect enjoyed by the medieval Church. If the crash investi-
gators say it was a bomb, almost all of us will agree it was a bomb.
We may then wish to add a divine or supernatural additional expla-
nation of why it was this bomb on this flight, but, because we do not
share a religious culture, we will not be able to agree on whether it
is even appropriate to search for such religious significance, let alone

what the significance might be. Concentrating our explanations of
life events on the material world brings more agreement than
searching for religious messages. That the religious culture is badly
fragmented weakens the ability of religious ezplanations to com-
plement, let alone compete with, naturalistic ones.

Qur attention is further concentrated on the natural world by the
success of technology in delivering the goods. Technically efficient
machinery and procedures reduce uncertainty and our need for the
supernatural. There is simply no need to turn to the Gods for help
with ringworm in cattle when you can buy a drench which has
proved over and over again to be an excellent cure for the condition.
Technology reduces the domain over which religion offers the most
compelling explanations and the most predictable outcomes. The
growth of technical rationality gradually displaces supernatural
influence and moral considerations from ever wider areas of public
life, replacing them by considerations of objective performance and
practical expedience. When people had no idea what caused plague
and no way of preventing it, shared rituals of repentance were a pop-
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ular response. Now that we now what causes plague and how to
prevent it, a whole series of occasions for a revival of religious inter-
est has been removed.

There is a further subtle way in which science and technology
reduce the place for religion and that is through the social power of
the institutions that are based on scientific knowledge. Despite the
recent interest of some parts of the middle class in ‘natural’ birth
and death, these two crucial events in the lives of individuals, fami-
lies, and communities are now mostly administered and arranged
by doctors and medical technicians in hospitals.

In modern worlds, religion is most used for the dark recessive
areas of human life over which control has not been established by
technology: unhappiness, extreme stress, and the like. When we
have tried every cure for cancer, we pray. When we have revised for
our examinations, we pray. We do not pray instead of studying, and
even committed believers suppose that a research programme is
more likely than a mass prayer meeting to produce a cure for AIDS.
Our notion of the scope of the divine is then much smaller than that
of pre-industrial man.5°

This is not to trivialize the events and problems which still cause
many of us to turn to God. The unexpected death of 2 loved one or
the injustice of some act of suffering may be enormously important
to us. In that sense, the “gaps’ in our rational control and intellec-
tual understanding of our world may loom very large. But they do
s0 in an individualized manner. They are personal, not social prob-
lems.

To summarize, | am suggesting that the effect of science and tech-
nology on the plausibility of religious beliefis often misunderstood.

The clash of ideas between science and religion is far less significant
than the more subtle impact of naturalistic ways of thinking about
the world. Science and technology have not made us atheists.
Rather, the fundamental assumptions underlying them which we
can summarily describe as ‘rationality’—the material world as an a-
moral series of invariant relationships of cause and effect, the com-
ponentiality of objects, the reproducibility of actions, the
expectation of constant change in our exploitation of the material
world, the insistence on innovation—make it unlikely that we will
often entertain the notion of the divine.

It is not an accident that most modern societies are largely secu-
lar. Industrialization brought with it a series of social changes—the
fragmentation of the life-world, the decline of community, the rise
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of bureaucracy, technological consciousness—which together made
religion less arresting and less plausible than it had been in pre-mod-
ern societies.

Criticisms of the Secularization Theslis

Not everyone would accept either the general claim that modern-
ization has been accompanied by secularization or all of the ele-
ments of the explanation of that process which I have offered. The
bulk of the social-science community has no doubt that modern
societies are less religious than traditional ones. Compare, for
example, the attention given to religion by historians of nine-
teenth-century Britain, France, or Germany with the topic’s
absence from recent studies of class and power . Yet a number of
American sociologists of religion have taken to resolutely denying
secularization.®! The place of religion in American society will be
considered in detail later. Here I want to consider briefly some of
the most commonly offered general objections to the seculariza-
tion thesis.-

The first and most easily dealt with is the claim that the secular-
ization thesis is merely an ideology; that those of us who offer ver-
sions of the above are not trying to describe and explain reality but
are instead pursning the ideological agenda of getting rid of religion.
One ready rejoinder is to point out that those sociologists who sup-
port aspects of the approach outlined above are not all unbelievers
who welcome what they claim to observe. David Martin, who has
questioned some elements of the above account but who has also
formulated A General Theory of Secularization, is an ordained Church
of England clergyman. Bryan Wilson is an atheist, but he is also a
political conservative who thinks that shared religions are impor-
tant for social cohesion and mourns their passing. Peter Berger is a
committed Lutheran. Wallis was an atheist who shared many of
Wilson's misgivings about the secular modern world.

A second rejoinder is to point out that why someone promotes a
particular theory and the value of that theory are always separable
issues. It may be fascinating as gossip to know what (other than a
desire to discover the truth) motivates this or that scholar, but in the
end such sociological explanation of the desire to see a certain case
realized tells us little or nothing about its truth. Why Gallileo
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wanted the earth to rotate around the sun is neither here nor there
for determining if he was right.

A more pressing criticism of the secularization thesis is that it mis-
takenly implies some eatlier golden age of religious orthodoxy.** As
I argued above in describing the changing notion of church mem-
bership, we need to be very careful not to view the distant past
anachronistically through the expectations of the present. There is
evidence that medieval people were not terribly attentive
Christians, but this needs to be interpreted with more caution than
is usually demonstrated. Studies of medieval court records show
peasants being hauled up for playing cards and firing off shotguns in
church, for failing to attend church, or for engaging in pagan rites
and rituals,®* but consider the nature of such records. The church
courts were charged with enforcing religious discipline. To rest our
estimate of the past on such records is as sensible as judging present
attitudes to the law by citing only criminal court cases. Secondly,
what is often being complained about in such records is not irreli-
gion but the wrong religion. :

'Thirdly, in taking the modern enthusiast as our model of the reli-
gious person we fail to appreciate others ways of expressing com-
mitment. A personal anecdote may illustrate the point. I once had
to interview a Jewish businessman and we arranged to meet at the
synagogue. I expected to see him before or after the service and was
initially shocked to find us talking about mundane matters in the
very doorway of the room in which the prayers were being said.
While we talked, he stood with one foot inside the room. This, he
explained, was because his presence was required to make the quo-
rum necessary for prayers. My first reaction was to think that this
was a man who did not take his religion seriously; where was the
attentive posture redolent of piety? Later I realized that his attitude
expressed absolute certainty, a conviction that there was a God, that
God required ritual prayers, that for the prayers to be effective there
had to be 2 quorum of male Jews, and that his toe in the door met
those requirements and thus glorified God.

Let us go back to the apparent irreverence of medieval Christians.
Because there were no seats in churches and most of the business
was muttered in Latin by a priest facing away from the audience,
people used to mill about and gossip with their neighbours. We
might find that disrespectful and see it as evidence of a lack of per-
sonal piety but we would miss the more important point that peo-
ple still felt obliged, by God as much as by social pressure, to be




54 RELIGION IN THE MODERN WORLD

there even when there was so little for them to do. Furthermore, it
is clear from the specific questions that lay people used to address to
church authorities about which parts of the divine Offices they had
to pay particular attention to, that they thought involvement in cer-
tain parts of the services was a matter of great importance. During
the Elevation of the Host, which was signalled by the ringing of a
bell, people stopped milling about and knelt in reverent silence.®
When our present church leaders agonize about how they might
make church services more interesting and exciting for young peo-
ple, the fact that such large numbers of people in the Middle Ages
attended church services which made almost no concessions to
their presence suggests that, despite their failure to comport them-
selves in the manner that we now expect of church-goers, our
medieval ancestors were religious people.

Studies of sixteenth-century wills show that it was common for
money to be left to pay for religious services. In 1546 Gilbert Kirk of
Exeter bequeathed 44. to each householder in St Mary Arches parish
‘to pray to Our Lord God to have mercy on my soul and all Christian
souls’. Robert Hone donated 1d. to each spectator at his burial in
return for their prayers and forgave his debtors on the condition that
they prayed for him. He also left 124. to each of his godchildren ‘to
say a Pater Noster, Ave and Creed, praying for my soul’.®* Where it
succeeded, the Reformation brought an end to prayers for the dead
and may, as Whiting argues, have briefly blunted religious interest in
some places, but the foremost historian of Elizabethan and Jacobean
England, Patrick Collinson, demonstrates that the ‘godly’ people
made up a considerably greater part of the population than they
now do.**

Without wishing to concede its accuracy, I would add that the
‘golden-age’ criticism partly misses the point. The secularization
thesis does not require that pre-modern people were all well-
informed active participants in their local churches. There were
parts of the country where religious services were rare. Many cler-
ics were barely literate and could hardly preach at all, while others
preached way above the heads of their congregations. None the less,
the evidence shows that most medieval people believed in the super-
natural and frequently called on its powers for assistance in this
world. Even among the ungodly, a fundamental supernaturalism
was more widespread than it is now. If one takes the notion broadly,
Christian beliefs were obviously far more widespread and far more
central to the lives of ordinary people. Contemporary Protestants
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may not be able to make provision in their wills for prayers for their
souls, but they could leave money for ministerial training, or to fund
missionary work or subsidize church building. Benefactors today,
however, are far more likely to leave money to animal charities than
to the promotion of religious activities.

It is no easy matter to judge the religious climate of an age so dif-
ferent from our own and so remote. Margaret Spufford wrote the
following; initially as a reply to Keith Thomas’s demonstration that
superstiion and magic were more important than orthodox
Christianity:

The degree of importance that religion held in the lives of non-gentle
parishioners in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries will never be estab-
lished. The beliefs of such people were not normally of interest even to the
ecclesiastical authorities. . . . Genuine popular devotion of a humble kind
leaves very little trace upon the records of any given time. The believer,
especially the conforming believer, makes less impact than the dissentient.
At no periods is it possible to distinguish the conforming believer from the
apathetic church-goer who merely wished to stay out of trouble.

It is possible, therefore, for the historian to start from the very probable
thesis that ‘the hold of any kind of organized religion upon the Mass of the
population was never more than partial’, add the complaints of puritan
reforming ministers about their flocks’ performance of their uncongenial
duties, support these with figures of the considerable minority who were
presented for absenteeism in the church courts, and point the case further
with the disrespectful remarks of a further minority, which was also pre-
sented in the church courts. If it is set against this background, the impor-
tance of astrology and magic . . . then seems very great. Yet the negative
picture that emerges is based on the silence of the majority of witnesses.

An alternative picture, illustrating the convictions of the humble, also
depends on the selection of examples which may be atypical. It runs from
the demonstration of bequests to the church lights, altar and fabric nor-
mally made by every parishioner who left a will before the Reformation,
through the remarkably concrete fact that over half the Marian martyrs
listed by Foxe whose social status is known were agricultural labourers. It
continues by showing that the rural laity were actively involved in the
complaints against scandalous ministers and in the anti-Laudian petitions
of the 1640s.57

In further remarks four years later, Spufford reminds us that com-
plaints to church courts were themselves ‘religious’ acts of people
trying to change the Church in this or that direction. In some places
enthusiastic clergy and elders prevented people from taking com-
munion because they were judged to be ‘unregenerate’ and then
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reported them for not communicating! This tells us a lot about
struggles for the soul of the Church of England, but it means that
such data as can be extracted from church court records and eccle-
siastical correspondence cannot be taken as evidence of the extent
or nature of lay church involvement without a degree of sophistica-
tion that is missing from most sociological uses of the historical lit-
erature. Spufford concludes: ‘T have been searching for sources
which permit me to quantify genuine religious conviction of all
types for some fifteen years. Until I find more, I shall continue to feel
that although measurement and its instruments . . . $hould all be
used to their fullest sensible limit . . . there are areas beyond its
reach.’s®

Fortunately, those areas are not beyond the reach of the other
skills of the historian, and, having no grounds to challenge their
judgements, we have to be guided by the consensus among the
experts. Despite the fuss made by a few sociologists keen to chal-
lenge the secularization thesis, that consensus is very clear: our
medieval past was considerably more religious than our modern
present. The challenge posed by Thomas, the only British historian
cited by such revisionists as Stark and ITannaccone, is far more lim-
ited than they appreciate. In showing the extent to which pre-
Christian superstitions and magical practices continued alongside
the orthodox teachings of the Christian Church, Thomas amply
illustrates the importance of those superstitions. Church officials
may have despaired at the perversions of their teachings peddled by
the laity, but, if we are to be impressed by the high proportion of our
contemporaries who, despite having no church connection, now
claim to be religious and to believe in God, how much more should
we be impressed by the ordinary people of the sixteenth or seven-
teenth century who made offerings to the shrines of saints, took
seriously oaths sworn on the Bible, left money to pay for Masses and
for church decoration, attended church services that were a com-
plete mystery to them, and sprinkled holy water on their houses,
fields, and sheep.

The secularization approach can be challenged from the other
end of the implied trajectory by arguning that it underestimates the
present popularity of religion. The resurgence of Islamic funda-
mentalism in Iran and in parts of the Arab world is sometimes
offered as evidence that religion is still of considerable social and
political significance, which of course it is. Some confusion is caused
here by using terms such as ‘modernity’ and the “modern world’
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when what we mean is the ‘First World': those societies which mod-
ernized in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

More to the point, it can be argued that the First World is not as
secular as it looks. It has been argued that the collapse of
Christianity in, say, Britain or Holland reflects a lack of faith in the
major religious institutions rather than a lack of faith in their beliefs.
'This point has already been addressed. Only a little facetiously, I will
summarize the counter-argument by using again the case of some-
one who asserts that he is a keen football fan but when pressed
admits that he has not been to a game since his father stopped tak-
ing him at the age of 5, never watches matches on the television,
does not read the football sections of newspapers, does not support
any team, does not encourage his son to attend matches, and can-
not name any prominent footballer.

Put simply, the revision downwards of our estimate of how reli-
gious was the past and upwards of how religious is the present
depends on making inappropriately light of signs of religiosity in the
pre-modern period and making inappropriately much of weak
rhetorical affirmations in the present. For example, the authors of a
1976 survey which asked a very large sample if they were ‘aware of,
or influenced by, a presence or power, whether referred to as God or
not, which is different from their everyday lives” are impressed that
36 per cent of the sample claimed such an awareness.® However,
that a much larger number (which interestingly included some
church-goers!) asserted the very strong negative ‘never in my life’
seemns more significant, as does the fact that, of those who reported
some sort of spiritual experience, two-thirds claimed it only ‘once or
twice’ and only a quarter were aware of a power or presence ‘often’
or ‘all the time’. Furthermore, when the authors pursued those
supernatural experiences, they found that they included such occur-
rences as surviving unharmed a violent motor accident that should
have caused severe damage.”™

In Chapters 7 and 8 I will look in detail at present-day interest in
the supernatural as it is expressed outside the confines of traditional
religions. Here I want to consider just what sort of challenge is
offered to the secularization thesis by the evidence of assertions of
religious interest and sentiment by the unchurched. First, as [ have
already suggested, before we interpret the results of such surveys we
need to think about the nature of the research process and the likely
bias it will produce. Peter Brierley, Britain’s leading recorder of
indices of religious belief and behaviour, explains the exaggerated
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claims for church attendance produced by surveys as follows: “The
reason is . . . that they ask people what their behaviour is, and their
memory ... . [is] not always accurate, or they wish to please the inter-
viewer by answering more positively than perhaps they might oth-
erwise.””! Given that there are still strong residues of Christianity in
the cultures of most Western societies, we should be a little cautious
of self-descriptions as ‘religious’.

The critics of the secularization approach want to present such
residues as evidence of an enduring latent demand for religion. It
might just be that, but there is 2 more obvious depiction. Like the
house of a once-rich person who has fallen on hard times and has
been forced gradually to sell off the family possessions, the culture
of a once-Christian society still possesses a few remnants, a few
reminders of its past. If we can take the results of a series of disparate
surveys as evidence of a trend, that trend is dear. Those marks of an
enduring interest in religion that persist outside the churches are
themselves becoming weaker and more rare. If one wants to call
those residues ‘implicit religion’, then one has to recognize that the
implicit is decaying in the same way as the explicit. It is not a com-
pensating alternative.

Secondly, it should be no surprise that, though there are more
avowed atheists than there were twenty years ago, they remain rare.
Self-conscious atheism and agnosticism are features of religious cul-
tures and were at their height in the Victorian era.” They are pos-
tures adopted in a world where people are keenly interested in
religion.

Thirdly, it should be accepted without reservation that people
have not replaced a Christian world by the rational law-governed
world of the caricatured scientist. The beneficiaries of twelve years
of compulsory education and high technology can still believe that
Granny spoke to them from the other side. This is good evidence
against Comte’s view of secularization as intellectual maturing, but,
as I stressed at the start of this explanation of secularization, that is
not my argument, nor is it that of Wilson, Martin, Berger, or any
other modern sociologist. That the decline in the mainstream reli-
gious traditions allows space for people to entertain-a very wide
range of diffuse and privatized beliefs is precisely what we would
expect. The point that needs to be made is that individual beliefs
which are not regularly articulated and affirmed in a group, which
are not refined and burnished by shared ceremonies, which are not
the object of regular and systematic elaboration, and which are not
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tanght to the next generation or to outsiders are unlikely to exert
much influence on the actions of those who hold them and are even
less likely to have significant social consequences.

'The evidence of diffuse and ambiguous beliefs in some sort of
supernatural sphere shows that this ‘implicit religion’ (if that phrase
does not exaggerate its cohesion or salience) is declining in tandem
with explicit religion. To see it as a counter to the collapse of insti-
tutional religion is wishful thinking. But, even if it were important,
I see no reason why the shift from institutional religion to some
amorphous supernaturalism should not be described as ‘seculariza-
tion’.

The Surface Structures

Thus far [ have sketched the major social forces that produced secu-
larization and briefly responded to the most commonly offered crit-
icisms of this approach. Though social scientists search for general
patterns under the historical particulars, we are well aware of the
very different careers of religious change in different cultures, and it
is to those variations that I now turn. David Martin has suggested
that the range of variations in societies’ religious experiences can be
understood in terms of a limited number of patterns which typically
have to do with the date of the onset of industrialization and the
nature of the dominant form of religion in that society.”

First, there are states in which the Reformation era left the
Catholic Church dominant but which were greatly affected by the
French Revolution. That period saw the Church ally itself with the
old regime and the social élite against the forces of social reform.
For the many who espoused the Revolution, the Church was dis-
credited by its anti-revolutionary stance, and these countries have
since the late eighteenth century been largely divided between
believers—often the more rural people—and secularists, who
were often concentrated in the more urbanized and industrialized
areas, These secularists are also often overtly anti-clerical. Thus a
traditional monolithic religious bloc is confronted by the equally
monolithic organic ideology of Communism and socialism. Just
sach a radical division can be seen in France, Italy, Spain, and
Portugal: on the one side, the traditional highly committed
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Catholics; on the other, socialists and Communists. The Catholic
states of Western and southern Europe fall into this category.

In a second type of society, where Protestantism became domi-
nant, broad state churches, allied with national élites, were con-
fronted by liberal and socialist movements which were able to draw
upon dissenting strands within the Protestant faith. Because many
of the radicals were also religious sectarians (usually Baptists or
Methodists), religion itself did not become a central focus of
conflict. The arguments concerned only the discriminatory way in
which certain of types of religion were privileged. The masses found
themselves little served by a state church which drew its profession-
als from the upper classes and advanced the ideological perspectives
of the socially dominant, but they reacted towards it by withdrawal
from anything more than a nominal attachment, rather than by
overt hostility. Alternatively, they dropped away in the course of
major social dislocations (in England, during the Civil War, the
Restoration of the Stewart monarchy, the Industrial Revolution, the
First and Second World Wars). The northern European states of
Britain and Scandinavia fall into this category (with some of the
Scandinavian countries drifting slightly towards the Catholic pat-
tern, an outcome of the only partially reformed character of
Lutheran Churches).

Thirdly, there are the Protestant migrant societies. These have
been largely formed since the late eighteenth century by migration,
initially of Protestants and only later of Catholics. What is
significant about these societies is that, although they are dominated
by Protestantism, they do not show the typical pattern of secular-
ization seen in the second type just described. Rather, despite being
highly modernised, they have rather high church attendance rates.
The specific case of the USA will be looked at in detail in a separate
chapter, but here I briefly note the following,. First, migration itself
gives religion an important additional significance as one of the few
sources of cohesive identity for the migrating people. Secondly,
urbanization came much later in these societies than it did in Britain
and Western Burope.” Thirdly, the successive waves of migration
brought a great deal of ethnic conflict and competition, especially
between the first white Anglo-Saxon Protestant settlers and the later
Irish and southern European Catholics. For reasons that will be dis-
cussed in Chapter 5, ethnic competition gave religious identity an
importance it did not have in the old country. Finally, in many rural
parts of the new world, each religious minority was able to con-
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struct for itself a society in which it was dominant to a degree rem-
iniscent of the pre-Reformation world and was thus able to blunt
many of the secularizing forces that come with pluralism. Thus, for
example, while Canada as a whole might have shown a great deal of
religious diversity, many parts of Canada were Catholic or
Protestant strongholds.

The greater the plurality of religious expressions available (that is,
the greater the variety of dissent), the stronger the continued
involvement of the masses in religious institutions in Protestant-
dominated settings. (The extreme case here is the USA, which, at
the level of the nation-state, if not of every state, county, and town,
represents the universalization of dissent.””) No one religious
expression was uniquely identified with the social élite, and a multi-
plicity of forms were imported or invented to appeal to all manner
and condition of persons. In this type of society, religious freedom
represents a central value of the nation. Religious adherence is an
aspect of commitment to the national identity, but religious expres-
sions themselves tend to adapt to the secular values of the society.”

To return to the basic patterns, all the Protestant-dominated
immigrant-based societies display (to a greater or lesser extent,
depending on the degree of priority retained by the Anglican
Church) the ability to combine a great variety of dissent with the
continued involvement of the masses in religious institutions.

However, it is worth noting that the relative strength of religion
in migrant-based societics might be expected to characterize only
the early phase in the development of such societies. After a num-
ber of generations, the proportion of the population which has
arrived by migration declines as native birth takes over and what-
ever peculiarities that came from migration disappear. As we would
expect, the church attendance and membership rates for Australia,
New Zealand, and Canada have been declining rapidly since the

1970s.77

The fourth pattern describes those societies which the
Reformation era left fairly equally divided between Catholics and
Protestants. Here ‘pillarization’ occurs: each confession encapsu-
lates its own and provides distinctive institutions to serve their social
and political needs. While religious attachments remain relatively
high, Catholics and Protestants have increasingly to collaborate to
retain a Christian character to the society in the face of liberal and
secularist forces.”® Such collaboration, however, can take place only
where both sides have agreed on the issue of national sovereignty—
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often in the course of securing freedom from imperialistic domina-
tion (as was the case in Switzerland, Holland, and, though it has a
very small non-Catholic population, Belgium). Where the issue of
national sovereignty is unresolved, religion is likely to be the basis of
divergent national aspirations and thus a symbolic focus of dispute.
The obvious case is that of Northern Ireland.”

Finally, to cover the broad territory of Western Burope, there is
the case of Catholic staves in which class formation and social differ-
entiation did not produce widespread and sharp antagonism
towards the Church, because the Church provided a central focus of
cultural identity in opposition to an imperialistic neighbour which
sought to impose an alien set of cultural values and identities upon
a reluctant populace. Religious adherence remained strong as an
expression of protest, of rejection of alien values and domination,
and of cultural and social integrity. The obvious cases are Poland
and the Irish Republic.

Conclusion

Putting together the account of the deep structure of secularization
and the surface variations in patterns of change suggests a very
broad principle: modernization generates secularization except
where religion finds or retains work to do other than relating indi-
viduals to the supernatural. This principle helps explain not only
some of the patterns outlined above, but also some of those to be
found within particular societies. We might say that religion dimin--
ishes in social significance except in two broad contexts which will
be the subject of Chapter 5: cultural defence and cultural transition.
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