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2 Secularization and the ‘Decline’
of Religion

As a survey of the literature would sugges, the sociology of reli-
gion has been preoccupied with the debate surrounding the secu-
larization thesis. In turn, this debate is hedged in by the problems
of definition. The popular assumption is that it simply denotes the
dedline of religion. However, this 1s to oversimplify a complex
area which needs to be addressed in more detail. This chapter and
Chapter 3 consider the theme of secularization, overview the
problems associated with it, and examine the evidence that points
to a possible decline, resurgence or, alternatively, the increasing

plurality of religiosity.

Secularization: myth or ideology?

As we shall see, some sociologists have argued the so-called decline
of religion is something of a myth and cannot be substantiated by
either historical or contemporary evidence. Others have argued
that there are good reasons for arguing that sociological specula-
tions related to secularization cannot themselves be divorced from
their wider social context. Hence, the problem of objectivity
disussed in the opening chapter is also encountered in the core
debate regarding secularization. Indeed, Bellah (1971) suggests that
the insistence of the decline of religion is itself a notion gencrated
by modemity and, therefore, cannot be separated from its Western
cultural roots. Stemming from the Enlightenment, the hope for a
secular socicty began as an academic response to the dominance of
the Christian Church and continued as a reaction to religious
authority by those who are inclined towards atheism. In good
tradition, many sociologists have since viewed religious belief as an
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grl(t)cﬁzctll:ﬁil;;:;; ‘v;gﬁgnd:z fﬁogres‘s of t§cci]jnr:e and rationality
. . ¢ pomnt of disappearance. In hi
zarlyt wgrk, 15)am_d I\/.lartlr% (1965), argued that the lf)‘ailure of soci(I)]ll—S
gy to be objective in this respect meant that the term seculari
tion had strong ideological overtones. Moreover seculariza?iza_
Was so contentious a concept that it should be aban::loned ent;1 ;311
Despite the controversies surrounding the term, seculari ion,
conce_ptua]ly §peaking, can at least be recognized as’ an inte Zatlt('m,
paradigm which allows us to describe and comprehend thlp?(3 or.
related themes of social and religious change in the W ctmlt\$ -
should the numerous contrasting theories of sccularizatione Sd.' tr N
from ackn_owledging their overlapping concerns. In this re N dact
not ganlcal appraisal of theories of secularization is advangalr-i iaa
Ohwe‘_r;_Tschannen (1991) who argues that, while man ace '
compatible at the abstract level, they nevertheless shaZ o
broa.d set of assumptions of modemnity and include: chre
First, .the advance of rationalization. Here, perce ‘tions f reali
lose the%r sacred character to be replace::i by ap I'ation(;.l—re o
cxplffmagon_ of the world whereby human knowledge, beh Ca'usal
and Institutions, once thought to be grounded in diviie’ or. e
recognized to be merely human creation. pomen e
' Second'ly? differentiation: the disengagement of society from reli
1%11-?;;{ ;;hﬁlfogriﬁgs Cu;;oc ;;:1 m;rgiéla.lized enclave and becomes
. . In doin igi
doctrines and institutions lose their prestiggesg;ldr:ihg%lli?iﬁllf .
lTh1rd1y, increasing worldliness, including a greater conforii"
thlst w_orld and attendance to worldly problems at the ex 4 tof
belief in the supernatural, even by forms of traditional relfe'ns? i
Around these core ‘concepts’ revolve a number of subfrlgiity.
themes, most notably atomization, privatization, genecraliz tiate
a_nd pluralization. These will form the backgrounél to et
ston of secularization. our discus-

Rationalism and the decline of religion

The idea that science and rationali i
_ ty would eclipse religion has b
an enduring theme. The most influential work in I:h%s1 respi:sct (Le;:
};'.ove-d to _be that of Max Weber (1958), who stressed the growth
rationality as the primary mode of motivation, particularly in the
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West, as a result of unique historical conditions including urban-
1zation, technological advances, communication and the growth of
the capitalist economy. Weber predicted that the world would no
longer be charged with the mystery of the ‘magical garden’ that
had infused the consciousness of pre-modetn man. ‘Writing at the
beginning of the twentieth century, he foresaw social existence as
increasingly dominated by rational motivation, meaning and
action which involved a deliberate and precise calculation of
means and goals orientated to this world. Religiously motivated
behaviour, such as the search for other-worldly salvation, would
be eclipsed. Ironically, Weber had identified this cognitive shift as
partly attributable to certain internal factors related to Christianity,
particularly Protestant varieties. Ascetic Protestantism largely
provided the motivational spark responsible for the work ethic that
was to herald the emergence of large-scale capitalism which, in
turn, enhanced the march of rationalism through its calculated
pursuit of profit. With a twist of irony, Weber predicted that ratio-
nalism would subsequently turn back and erode its Christian foun-
dations and bring a ‘disenchantment of the world’.

A similar theme has been developed by Peter Berger (1973).
His view is that, along with a number of other social and
cconormic factors, Protestant Christianity contained within it the
seeds of secularity. The key factor for Berger, as with Weber, is the
increasing disenchantment of the world in the West as a result of
distinct historical developments. Some of these explicitly ‘reli-
gious’ causes could be traced back to ancient Judaism with its
rejection of magic and mysticism in favour of an ethical rational-
ism that, within centuries of its emergence, was adopted by
Christianity. Bursting through during the R eformation, this inner-
worldly ethic was to influence Western civilization or at least its
Protestant expression. Disposing of the mystical, sacramental and
ritual aspects of Catholicism, Protestantism radically separated the
sacred and profane spheres — undermining the sacred relationship
between God and man. Secularization, as defined by the eclipse of
a supernatural view of the world, was therefore inadvertently
advanced. At the same time, according to Berger, the Church-
type organization with its specialized religious functions, particu-
larly discernible in Protestantism, pointed in the direction of
secularization. This form of organization carried an inherent
potential institutional specialism of religion that was rare in the

Secularization and the ‘Decline’ of Religion 17

history of religion. The major implication was that the other areas
of social life were gradually reduced to the profane realm and
subject to the impact of rationalization, knowledge and science.

The Wilsonian perspective

Other sociologists such as Bryan Wilson (1966) have focused on
the significance of rationality as central to secularizing impulses but
have identified it as an external factor to religion, rather than
uniquely internal to Protestantism. The key variables are primarily
associated with the growth and development of modes of thought
and worldviews which are not supematuralistic in outlook.
Wilson’s argument is that the autonomous growth of scientific
knowledge and method has undermined the credibility of religious
interpretations of the world. Of particular importance is the appli-
cation of scientific approaches to man’s endeavours. Increasingly,
Western consciousness has come to understand that human destiny
is in human rather than divine hands, and that human problemns
have human solutions. Wilson argues that this is a tendency which
was enhanced in the last half of the twentieth century. Much was
typified by the victory of the Allies in the Second World War,
especially with the development of atomic weapons, which
showed man as master of his own world and destiny.

For Wilson, rationality alone would not hasten secularization. A
process of institutional differentiation was taking place which
meant that the various institutional domains in society became
scparated from each other because they performed specialized
functions. The implication for religion is that specialized religious
institutions have merely religious functions. The contrast here is
with religion in simpler, non-industrial societies where beliefs,
values and practices of religion directly influence behaviour in all
spheres of human life. In modern society, suggests Wilson, religion
is reduced to marginalized areas with the minimum of significance
and authority in any given realm of social existence,

Another consideration advanced by Wilson (1976) is the
decline of community from which religion ultimately stems (a
theme earlier developed by Durkheim). The decline of commu-
nity in modern industrial society results from high levels of social
and geographical mobility and consequent changes in the nature
of social control. In well-integrated communities authority has a
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moral and religious basis. By contrast, in the modern, rational and
bureaucratic world control is impersonal and removed from its
former religious and ethical foundation. Religion loses its signifi-
cance n such a setting, as do communal values which traditionally
receive expression in the form of collective rituals, The Western
world of today is, therefore, in marked contrast with the Middle
Ages when the Church was at the height of ecclesiastical and polit-
ical power in Europe and largely responsible for identifying and
punishing perceived .deviant social and religious behaviour by
excommunication and the threat of hell, together with the sanc-
tioning of physical punishment on behalf of the community.

Religious pluralism

A contrasting approach to the theme of secularization has focused
on the pluralist dimensions of Western society. Here, Peter
Berger’s work (1970) has been particularly influential and, until
relatively recently, appeared to be the prevailing paradigm in soci-
ological accounts of secularization, Berger concurs with Wilson in
accepting that rationalizing tendencies erode .4 supernaturalistic
worldview. However, there is more to the equation, and of over-
tiding significance is the pluralistic nature of the modern world.
Modemization and industrialization aid the social fragmentation of
society which creates a plurality of cultural and religious groups.
Berger, writing with Luckmann (1967), points out that instead of
one religious tradition with a single, unchallenged worldview of
the supernatural, there are now many divergent views. No longer
is a single universe of meaning, passed on from one generation to
the next, provided for all members of society. In some respects this
is close to Wilson’s view in that it assumes that réligion can no
longer express and reinforce the values of soclety or sanctify its
social institutions, and in which the state is unable to support a
single religion without causing conflict with different social groups.

Berger, like Wilson, therefore argues that religion ceases to
perform its traditional function of promoting social solidarity.
However, Berger's emphasis is on the decline of religion in the
sense of offering a shared comprehensive explanation of the world
and at the level of human significance and meaning.

The plurality of religion, Berger also suggests, reminds individuals

w
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that their beliefs are a personal preference, a matter _of choice, and
no longer part and parcel of their membership of society. It fqllpws
that the condition where one can choose between one .rehglous
interpretation and another, and where rival interpretations and
organizations compete in the ‘marketplace’ of rehglops‘, is likely to
result in a devaluation or loss of authority for the religious world-
view generally. In short, the pluralist situation relativizes compet-
g religious worldviews and their matter-of-fact acceptanc?.
Moreover, the pluralistic situation where one can chogse one’s
religion is also a situation where one can choose to disbelieve.
(Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p. 151).

Evidence of religious decline

Such approaches as those considered so far remain compelling an_d
influential. However, the notion of an inevitable decline of reli-
gion in the wake of modemnization was always an unconvincing
assumption for some commentators. One plank of the argument
that is critiqued is the assumption by advocates of the seculariza-
tion thesis that there was once some Golden Age that has some-
how been lost. Shiner (1966), who refutes the secularization thesis,
argues that the problem is ‘of determining when and where we are
able to find the supposedly “religious” age from which decline has
commenced’. Certainly the anthropologist Mary Douglas (1973)
does not see religion as always integral to the life of small-scale,
pre-industrial societies. Even in tribal communities, she maintains,
alongside spiritual fervour there are frequently many pf the expres-
sions of scepticism and materialism that are familiar aspects of
contemporary Western societies. It is, therefore, wrong to dr_aw a
sharp distinction between the past and the present. Thfare is no
simple parallel between the supposedly ‘rehgiou§’ pre-industrial
soctety and the Western world typified by secularity.

According to Bruce (1997a), who actually supports the secular-
ization thesis, the ‘Golden Age of Faith’ is something of a caricature.
However, he maintains that there is nothing in the secularization
thesis that requires that such an age existed. All that th_e argument
requires is that previous generations were more rehg;o_us than
people are today. Bruce argues that much depends on w_h_at is meant
by ‘religion’. In the choice between functional definitions (what
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religion does) and substantive ones (what religion is in terms of there remains the problem of putting too _muchden.lphaslg. :nuzllll‘i
beliefs related to the existence of supernatural powers and beings), evidence of a Golden Age of (.Zhns_tlamtlsi( an fltsl' g t(illesis
he opts for the latter in adopting a historical perspective. In coun. demise. As Wilson (1982) argues, in his dec nfi;o _;lie lgilogon of =

“tries where Christianity was strong, ordinary people saw religion we should not place overdue stress on t ch ssolu e
in terms of a set of beliefs and practices related to the supernatural, Christianity in the West. Secularization is not_ ; e szme atices
This being so, the evidence shows that the history of the Church, Christianization. A whole range of pagan beliefs anE prac o
as an institution deeply embedded in social, economic and politi- superstition and ‘folk” religion permeated C}l:r;stlan urczipe ato
cal life over the centuries in Europe, experienced periods of popu~ even influenced the Chn§nan faith. Nonethe ess,uaccct):ll; 11‘11;510re
larity and decline. For example, it lost popular support during the Wilson, it is these expressions Of_fehgl‘)SltY’ ARwiE a'sbl fii o
upheaval of the Reformation. In some parts of Western Europe it pronounced Christian aspects, which have also discernibly dimi
soon recovered, in others it did not. Nonetheless, the general ished.

# trend is that of the decline of an all-pervasive religious worldview
whether that was predominantly Christian or the magic and super-

ing decline
stition that frequently gained greater popularity when the faith Measuring de

cxperienced periods of decline. Belief o )

XPWhat then is the historical evidence for some Golden Age of Even today the attemnpt to measure r.ehglous decline by so—cal_le:.
religion in the West? Some believe that the testimony ofien hard empirical evidence is a notoriously hazar(flo.us Cgt‘lf_rl}nzd-
advanced is unreliable. For instance, the historian K.V, Thomas Two of the usual indices advanced are those; of religious el tef an

== (1974) points out that, in the case of sixteenth- and seventeenth- belonging. We may take the matter of b_el.lef ﬁrs]tl by }TXLIJI Oflngail
century England, little is known ‘of the religious practices and few examples through the findings of opinion polls w LCHPEO
belicf which prevailed at the time — certainly insufficient to draw bly supply the simplest type of data related to rcflrlglousl‘l 61;8'05 to
conclusions. Indeed, what evidence does exist of religiosity in Several European Values_sqweys conducted On:lé ¢ k, 2000)
Europe over the centuries tends to be limited to the more visible the year 2000 (Harding, Phillips and Fogarty, 1985; fol ,d fine
and better documented religion of the ruling social clites rather have found that under 60 per cent of Europeans reigl} arﬁ teGo J
than that of ordinary people (Douglas, 1983). themselves as ‘a reﬁglc?us_person , some 50 per cent ¢ I?IE that .

It may well be that religion was not that significant for much of was significant in their life and around 50 per cent ni eve 1: o~

the population of Western societies in previous centuries, Even existence after death. _A_t the same time, hov&fevel;i o1 Ytsl'(l) m life
Marxists, such as Bryan Turner (1983), have sometimes taken a per cent admit to a religious A — somEUI’Iille lflnng f‘:;l;r of
revisionist stance by suggesting that at the so-called height of reli- In addition, evidence fror_n Britain suggests t t;t_ the num R
glosity and ecclesiastical power of medieval Catholic Europe, peas- people who would descn‘pe themselves as a emts_cni" agZOOO)
ant communities were largely untouched and indifferent to the remained fairly constant at just under 27 per cent _(Bner eZ’ﬁ Ii-:
faith in their daily struggle for survival, Thus, the significance of Clearly, these statistics are very much open toﬁntefpfslat_on- of
religion may have been ‘merely a concern for the nobility where it might be suggested _that a Sl.zeable majority of t 61:.11 %OIP; o 103 "
was, above all, an ideological Prop for the dominant system of Britain retains religious belief and, therefore, co : ti uzlereli—
property rights and inheritance. This kind of assessment has, in evidence against secularization even if only a mlpontytﬁ . )
turn, been contested. For mnstance, evidence suggests that the cult gious institutions and perform religious ceremomis “]g _ans(flrgﬁggﬁ!rl)
of the Virgin Mary and the sains does appear to have had great larity. This kind of apprqach has been en_dO_rSﬁ'fih b hawe e
popular significance for the masses in terms of belief and practice who argues that, at Ieast in the case of Bl"ltall’l, Sri ESfOC e
in medieval Europe (Hamilton, 1993, p. 168). a separation of belief and belonging. Widespread belief rem

. R . ) 4t ; . netheless, it
‘While the evidence of the tmpact of Christianity is inconclusive, but it is not expressed by institutional allegiance. None ’
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may be argued that the data produced by the European Systems
Study also supports the secularization theory since only half those
sampled purported that God was significant in their lives.

Belonging

Belonging to a religious institution or coliective 1s perhaps the
most obvious and visible way of measuring the extent of religios-
ity. Leading secularization theorists sach as Wilson are influenced
by what may appear to be the popular view that a religious indi-
widual is one who regularly attends church and displays other
discernible outward expressions of religiosity. However, the
empirical evidence of a decline of such outward commmitment is
difficult to substantiate and is tied up with the problem of measur-
ing the extent of the personal and private religiosity of those who
practice religion. Even those measurements of personal faith that
have been carefully constructed, such as that of Glock and Stark
(1969) which include knowledge of one’s faith, claims to a reli-
glous experience and regularity of ritval observance, are Impossi-
ble to apply in any meaningful way to the measurement of
religious decline in large-scale nation states.

Certainly, a good deal of statistical evidence concerning reli-
gious practice does seem to point towards religious decline, despite
the problems of validity and reliability. Church membership and
attendance figures are often provided as a measuremernt, as are the
rates of the performance of special Christian ceremonies such as
baptisms and marriages. In England there were 428 per 1000
baptisms per live births in 1976 compared to 554 in 1960. The
basis on which baptism figures are calculated changed after 1976
but the decline has continued up until today. There has similarly
been a noticeable drop in the number of marriages conducted in
church. In 1929, 56 per cent of marriages in England and Wales
were carried out in the Church of England compared with 37 per
cent in 1973, Church membership has also diminished. In 1990,
only 14.6 per cent of the population were members of a church ~
a fall of 4 per cent over the previous five years. In 2000, the figure
was closer to 7 per cent with the projected figure for 2020 a mere
1 per cent (Brierley, 2000, p- 12).

A prevailing point of view is that such statistics are unreliable.
Nineteenth-century church attendance figures, to which today’s
data is often compared, arguably pose special problems because the
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methods of data collection do not match present standards of reli-
ability. More recent figures can also be hard to venfy. Atter_ldance
and membership data may be distorted by the concealed designs of
those who produce them. Roman Cathohc_ churches tend to
underestimate the size of their congregations in order to reflgce
the capitation fees they have to pay to central church aa_:lthontles.
Others may overestimate statistics to generate impressive totals,
particularly where there may be a chance of a church with a small
congregation being closed down. o o

This approach which doubts the validity of statistics can,
however, be countered. While there are undoubtedly‘d%ﬁicultles
of Interpretation, these are probably no greater for 1jehg10us q,ata
than for any other subject area that the historically _ml_n_ded sociol-
ogist has to contend with. Areas of apparent unrellab}llty can also
be checked. The Catholic Church, for example, also issues gnnual
attendance rates which can be set against total community size.

The complexities of secularization

If we accept that there is a general decline 'of re].igion,- itis _clear that
the process is extraordinarily complex. Emt, there is ev1den_ce. of
considerable variation of its demise in different Western societies.
Secondly, even within individual societies. tht.‘, alleged dechm}
appears to be occurring to different degrees in different spl}eres_ o

social life. Thirdly, there is the debaté as to whe-th.er decline is a
global phenomenon, or merely a distinct characteristic of the West.

Variations in the West

The institutional decline of religion seems to be an unequal one in
advanced industrial societies. In terms of church atten@ce,
‘decline appears more marked in the Protestant countries of
Northern Europe than in the Catholic countries of tl_n:
Mediterranean region. Church attendance is minimal in
Scandinavia with countries such as Sweden &Fplaying_aqendances
as low as 5 per cent. In the Benelux countries, declining atten-
dance is somewhat less obvious, while in Northern -Irelan'd, for
distinct historical reasons, church membership remains high at
over 50 per cent.
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Also complicating the picture are developments in the USA —
arguably the most advanced industrial nation on earth. The
Yearbook of American Churches states that from 1940 to 1957, church
membership increased from 49 per cent of the population to 61
per cent, while average weekly attendance rose from 37 per cent
to 40 per cent. Though there was 2 minor decline in attendance
during the 1960s and early 1970s, according to survey statistics
published in 1987 by Roof and McKinney, 46 per cent of the
American population attended church at least once a week, while
a further 21 per cent were occasional attenders. Their data also
showed that only just under 7 per cent of Americans claimed no
religious preference. However, more recently, the findings of
Hadaway Marler and Chaves (1993) suggest that such statistics are
misleading. This is not because of the way they are calculated but
the way they are collected. The attendance figures among Roman
Catholic and Protestant churches may be only 50 per cent of what
they are commonly held to be. This is because of the way people
exaggerate their frequency of church-going with statistics notice-
ably higher than those recorded by church bodies. g

Even if we acknowledge that church attendance in the USA is
far higher than in most European countries, this could be due to
unique cultural variables and may not necessarily be bound up
with impressive levels of religiosity. This was possibly also the
case with the relatively high nineteenth-century attendances in
Victortan Britain which may have been influenced by non-reli-
gious factors — a sign of middle-class respectability rather than
deep religious conviction. In line with this conjecture, the influ-
ential work of Herberg (1956) suggested that in the USA church
affiliation was very much historically tied up to membership of
Protestant, Catholic or Jewish communities, and was also a badge
for adhering to the broad values of American society and nation.
For Herberg, this represented a thorough-going secularization
and a largely superficial form of religiosity. A similar conclusion is
also advanced by Luckmann (1967, p. 36) who argues that in the
USA many mainline churches and denominations have been
subject to an ‘internal secularization’. In short, they have become
this-worldly in their orientation, and accept the mainstream
values of secular American society, rather than focusing on the
fundamentals of the faith with its emphasis on directing belief and
practice towards the next life.
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Levels of secularity within societies

Even the most vehement supporters of the decline-of-religion
thesis have not viewed it as a uniform or inevitable process, while
others have identified both forces of secularizion and resistance or
even counter-secularizing forces. There have been attempts to
grapple with this complexity and in this respect one of the more
impressive works is that of Dobbelaere (1981). Dobbelaere uses
the term ‘laicization’ to refer to the complementary social process
of differentiation, de-sacrilization and transposition. They may be
understood as follows:

* Differentiation: the disengagement of society from religion.
Religion becomes merely another (rather marginalized) social
institation.

* Transposition: a reference to religious change or changes in the
structure of religious organizations and their beliefs. Frequently,
it denotes an increasing adaptation to, or growing conformity
with, the contemporary world.

* De-sacrilization: the level of religious involvement on the part of
the individual — measured in terms of declining religious
activity.

There is no reason, Dobbelaere argues, to suggest that seculariza-
tion may not occur at these different levels at one and the same
time. Hence, religion may simultaneously be confined to the
private sphere, may lose social significance, or itself become
worldly orientated. Secularization in various social contexts must
be carefully examined at each of these levels:

Richter (1994) has attempted to- do just this by applying
Dobbelaere’s framework of laicization in his analysis of the liber-
alization of Sunday trading in Britain and the public debate
swrrounding it. Developments can be appreciated at the social,
prvate, and specifically religious level.

1. Social level (differentiation): social change in most Western soci-
eties is primarily intimately connected to technological and
commercial advances. Those advocating Sunday trading are
capitalist companies motivated by worldly commercial inter-
ests. Arguments to support it are advanced in rational terms; for
example, that Sunday shopping is a matter of consumer choice
and optimizes economic growth.
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2. Religious change {transposition): Britain, like other Western SOCI-
cties, Is now essentially pluralistic with public opinion and

even some expressions of Christianity ignoring the Third

Commandment of keeping the sabbath holy. There are vocif-
erous opponents to Sunday trading from conservative
Christians. However, the prevailing consensus is in favour.
3. The private sphere (de-sacrilization): religious involvement js
now a voluntary activity and is itself unlikely to be affected by
Sunday shopping. People may choose church or Sunday
shopping. Nevertheless, as evidence from the USA suggests,
both practices are not exclusive of each other. For example,

some of the larger churches actually have their own shopping
malls.

Universal trends

There have been attempts by some sociologists to show that reli-
gious decline is not only associated with Western countries, but
that a global trend is observable, For example, Acquaviva (1979)
concluded from a survey of data in North America, Europe and
Latin America that in the industrialized and industrializing
Christian world at least, there was a widespread weakening of
ecclestastical religiosity and belief. A conviction that religion is
declining in the nominally Christian countries is not however to
suggest a broad global or inevitable decline. Others such as
Wilson (1966, 1982), by contrast, sce secularization as 2 long-
term process occurring in all human societies, although the
precise pattern of decline might be culturally and historically
specific to each context.

Alternatively, some, including David Martin, see the nature
and extent of the changes in the role of religion varying to such
a degree globally that it is misleading to see secularization as
anything like a single process, Comparing Europe, North
America and the Middle East, Martin (1991) concludes that
secularization is largely a European phenomenon and relates this
to the struggle between the churches and secular forces in the
history of Europe and the early modern era which discredits reli-
gion to an extent not experienced elsewhere.

Martin has also drawn attention to the contrasting fate of reli-
gion in different countries in the developing world. For
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example, in Latin America there are plenty of examples where
the Roman Catholic monopoly has been broken by new waves
of Protestantism in the form of Pentecostalism — a c_lynam__lc form
of Christianity with an emphasis on. primgl _splrltuahty and
expressive worship. Evidence in Islamic societies suggests that
religious change also varies from country to country. As far as
Tunisia and Egypt is concerned, the state has become somewhat
secular. In other countries, Islamic fundamentalisim h‘as takep
hold. Given the global evidence, Martin concludes l?hat _There_: is
no inevitable tilt to history down which every society is socio-
logically fated to fall’ (Martin, 1991, p. 87). Secularization then,
is not a universal or inevitable process.

The debate nonetheless continues with those such as Steve
Bruce (1992) reinforcing the more traditional interpretan.m.l of
secularization. While he accepts that the pattern of reh%ious
change varies from society to society, Bruce com,:ludcs that '1_”he
modern Western world is not a religious place. Technolggmal
advances reduce religious perceptions of the world. This h:.as
given individuals a greater sense of control over the natursjl envi-
ronment and less need to resort to supernatural explar}atlons' or
remedies. Moreover, low church attendance rates, the. increasing
worldliness of the churches, decline in the political mgmﬁgar_lce
of religion and the complexities of plura]ism all po_int to religion
becoming little more than a leisure pursuit and lifestyle prefer-
ence, and of no great social significance. N '

Bruce argues that in parts of the wo;ld Whe_re religion stﬂ}
appears strong, it does so largely beca.use it constitutes a fon_'n o
cultural defence. Perhaps, above all, it is used by ethnic or na‘tlonal
groups to protect their identity from extcmg_l threats. This hajs
proved to be the case in Northern Ireland, in P_oland wh_erc it
aided resistance to Communism and in Yugoslavia Wl}ere it has
enhanced the cultural distinctiveness of conflicting th_mc féctlops.
Bruce also argues that in other circumstances religion remains
resilient since it provides a means of coping with cultural transi-
tion. It is, in short, a way of dealing with social change_. For exam-
ple, for new immigrant groups and their dcscendants it provides a
reassertion of identity often denied them in their new surround-
ings. However, the overall long-term, global trend is clearly
towards secularity.
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Religious transformation

There has always been a contrasting set of theories which has
stressed the endurance of religion in Western societies. For exam-
ple, Durkheim anticipated that religion in its traditional form
would be of declining social significance. However, he insisted
that there was ‘something eternal in religion’. One of the ways that
he believed this would be expressed was in the emergence of secu-
lar forms of religiosity, including ‘religious’ status being given to
the principles of modern society and an allegiance to the over-
arching values of liberal democracy, social justice and the free
market. At the same time, Durkheim surmised, there would
develop the ‘cult of man’ - an almost ‘divine’ recognition of
human progress and what man was capable of (Durkheim, 1915,
p. 336) — a prediction which Westley (1978) believes has come
true and is encapsulated in the contemporary human potential
movement. It is clear that in such conjectures a more functional
definition of religion is preferred which necessarily gives an
account of contemporary religion a far broader scope.

One other popular theme among commentators developing
Durkheimian arguments is that, rather ironically, science has itself
become a form of religion. This notion is not entirely new.
Comte, in the eighteenth century, fervently argued that science
would emerge as the new religion, while a belief in the supernat-
ural declined. More recently, Ellul (1976) has maintained that relj-
gious conviction has been replaced by a faith in science and
technology. In short, the latter has become a form of religion and
can be understood ‘as a power both as usable and incomprehensi-
ble, terrifying and redeeming, liberating and dominating’ but,
above all, it provides a new order of meaning. In tarn, this kind of
speculation, which obviously includes a very broad definition of
religion, has been chalienged. For Boudin, Dain-Cricq and
Hirschhorn (1982), the advance of such a faith in science must
primarily be scen as a clear indication of the retreat of supermatu-
ralistic forms of religion in Western societies.

The individualization of religion

Another concemn of those commentators who would stress the
endurance of religion is the ncreasingly individualistic nature of
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religious faith, which is invariably Hr_lkt?d to the Wl?e;‘l progesszss :;'
social differentiation in Western societies. Many of t os}: 2]11)6 o
to the decline-of-religion thesis tend to accentuate t et‘ Sgin
prevalence of numerous private and‘ 1nd1v1d;11.al_ p:lacr:]:je o
contemporary society outside pf orgamzedz tmhm%(l} temg:n s
institutions. Bellah (1964), for instance, dem_es't 1t ) ES n man
should be seen as essentially seclula.r,_ma'tenghstlc, de 111-1’;1 zed
and fundamentally areligious. Void of institutional an sc;a mp; e
sures, individuals are now free to tjo]low a persc.)n.al quest ?iemcm
ing rather than embrace a collective act of rehgloufs _m:lr_o 'duadm;
In this sense religion has undt?rgone a process © dn} Elw wion
whereby people work out Fhe}r own salvatl_on.anh c:ho v their
own path to ‘ultimate meaning’. The key point is t atf e " SI:Saion
tance of religion has not declined. Rather, its form 1(? exp ssion
has changed and this may be a truer expression .of e 1g10s1.t;yl nee
it is not enforced by established re!nglous institutions or s'oc1h pface
sures. From this point of view, religion will not lose out 1;1 t ed

of rationalism, and the scientific and _techmcal bgms o hrncl)i n(:,lr:;
society. Indeed, the endurance c?f rehglon result; ofm :]1 eh s
of rationalism’. In short, rationalism fails to provide for .
emotional and intellectual needs_ and, above a‘]l, the sls;e.ulrcf -
meaning. Religion therefore continues many of its erstwhile fu
tlois.similar view has been adopted by Luckmapn (12§7} w(l;io
denies that secularization is taking place at all. I.t is simply that tians-
tional forms of religion have been transformed into new e}ltlpr(?ss 0 (;
Luckmarm has characterized contemporary societies as having nS
need for an overarching system of values fraqu in r_t;'hglo;s ;e;::llzl -
Subsequently, religion becomes an aspect of private 1[1) e, O 11;m ne
ual choice from a variety of alternatlve‘s Wthl'.l can (Ii Col?lil cred
into a personally satisfying system of l?e]_Jef's. ThJS_ lead§ uc afEund
conclude, however, that modern societies are witnessing a p;:o iy
change in the location of religion, away from the_ great fi‘?e o
dences’ concerned with other-worldly .rnat‘tt?rs, of issues 3 -
death, and towards new forms expressing little transcen <'3ncesand
earthly life which involve s&;lggg)ahzamon, self-expression

oms (Luckmann, ;

PerlszzrrlalLﬁilecilann,( the important point 1s _thaF a great ac};al rzf
hidden religiosity exists and is not expressed in 1nstitut102 fo:;nci
This ‘invisible religion’ that he observes, particularly to be fo
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among the middle classes, obviously stretches definitions of reli-
giosity far more than other sociologists would accept.

The kind of approaches advanced by Bellah and Luckmann
have been criticized on several grounds. First, that their arguments
are based in part on 2 broad view of religion as defined by a search
for ultimate meaning and that is synonymous with new forms of
religiosity. However, these seem to be lacking in all the wvital
ingredients of religion including a supernatural reference, strict
codes of morality and focus upon what they can do for believers
in this world rather than preparing them for salvation in the next
(Bruce 1992). Secondly, there is no proof that this search for
meaning 1s a widespread sentiment, Thirdly, the alleged religiosity
underlying such private activities as personal prayer and medita-
tion, does not find expression in any institutionalized or collective
form and in itself testifies to the precarious position of religion.
This loss of an institutional basis may be a stage in the ultimate
demise of even private religiosity. Moreover, Wilson (1976) sees
no real endurance of religion in the emergence of new forms. He
argues that these tend to be short-lived, faddish and rather super-
ficial forms of religiosity.

Summary

So far we have approached the theme of the decline or otherwise
of religion through a discussion of the definition of secularity, the
ideological significance of the term and its relevance in the context
of Western society. The brief survey above also shows that specu-
lations regarding religious decline in Western societies to a great
degree depend upon how religion is defined. As Shiner (1966,
p. 211) has stated; ‘It is evident that part of the difficulty in
measuring the decline of religion is the definition of religion itself.’
It is fairly evident that those who adopt a functional approach are
inclined to deny the secularization thesis, whereas those who take
a substantive approach are likely to SUpPpOrt it.

_ In some regards all of the themes related to secularity so far
discussed have been rather oversimplified. Nonetheless, many of
these themes will be elaborated in the substantive topics that
constitute subsequent chapters. For instance, the link between
ethnicity and the endurance of religion will be considered in
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Chapter 10. More, however, needs to be said about contrasting
theories and developing paradigms which allow us at least to
consider the secularization debate in sometimes radically different
ways. This is the subject matter of the next chapter.




