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Abstract

This thesis investigates the causes and consequences behind the rise of new religious
and spiritual movements [NRSMs] in the West, by tracing their historical, structural
and in some cases individual origins and trajectories. The West 1n this study reters to
the United States and Great Britain, with the two countries serving both as a reference
point for critical examinations, as well as the basis for comparative analysis. The main
argcument developed in the study is that NRSMs are the natural by-product of a
reflexive modernity and represent a morally inspired response to the largely
materialistic values engendered by the capitalist ideologies of profit maximization,
accumulation and consumption. Nonetheless, certain NRSMs ultimately end up
practicing these very same materialistic goals. Fundamentally, new religious and
spiritual discourses have emerged to counterbalance the logic heavy narrative of
Enlightenment, which promoted science as a replacement for superstitious beliefs n
God. and the concomitant pursuit of industrialization via the taming of nature as the
correct parameters for human evolution. In an attempt to transcend the strictures of
positivistic scientism and postmodern ambiguity, as applied to the sociology of new
religious movements, my theoretical approach instead opens up a third space based on
critical realism. Thus, the methodology incorporates a plurality of research techniques
(quantitative and qualitative), such as secondary analysis of survey data, case studies,
in-depth interviews and ethnography, with the thesis ultimately presenting a new

theoretical framework with which to systematically analyse any NRSM.
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Introduction

Scene Setting: Why this thesis?

[f we do not ask, and seek to answer as well as we can, questions like — how
should we best characterize modernity? What were 1ts origins? What are the
major transformations currently influencing the trajectories ot development of
world history? — most of the intellectual challenge of sociology 1s lost.

(Giddens, 1993: 43-44)

New Religious and Spiritual Movements [henceforth NRSMs] represent one of the
most thought provoking and yet at the same time controversial arenas of study 1in
modern sociology (Balch, 1985; Beckford, 1985). The mass suicide 1n 1978 by
supporters of the Peoples Temple in Jonestown, followed by the Order ot the Solar
Temple in 1994/5, and members of Heaven's Gate waiting for the Hale Bopp comet in

1997 (Moore, 1985; Palmer, 1996) — all serve as stark reminders of the command and
hold of religious and spiritual beliefs over sections of the Western population (Barrett,
2001). The 1993 FBI raid on The Branch Davidian compound in Waco Texas (King
and Breault, 1993), and Aum Shinrikyo’s 1995 Sarin gas attack on a Tokyo subway,
have both provided Western governments with ample food for thought regarding legal
restrictions on new religious and spiritual groups (Bradney, 1999; Richardson, 1995).
The activities of certain other new religious movements such as the Church of
Scientology and the Unification Church have also attracted tremendous scrutiny from
both academics and the media (Barker, 1984; Beckford, 1983). Keywords such as
brainwashing, financial charlatans and sexual deviants have been used to describe the
activities and leadership of various new religious movements (Kent, 2001; Melton,
1995a; Singer, 1995). The scholarly arena has become increasingly polarised into a
clique of “cult bashers” on the one hand, and “cult apologists” on the other, which has
‘added confusion rather than clarity to a class of phenomena already beset with more
than its share of confusion and misunderstanding’ (Zablocki and Robbins, 2001: 3).
For the above reasons and in the interests of transparency I feel it 1s imperative
that I outline at the outset where my sympathies and predispositions lie. I come trom a
position of impartiality to religion. The analytical approach employed 1n the thesis
was as even-handed as permissible; the study sought empathetic understanding of the
beliefs and activities of the new religious and spiritual movements, the ideas they
promote, the ways they conceptualise the social realm and the individual agent, and
how these discourses interact and mesh with the debates and values prevalent in wider

western society. Those ‘who wish to find “cult critiques” will find no shortage ot
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sources’, however ‘the teachings of NRMs are considerably more sophisticated than
their critics allow, and their detractors would do well to ascertain the true nature of
their opposition’ (Chryssides, 1999: 3). In respect to this observation the study
attempted to avoid a priori dismissive explanations of the rehigious and spiritual
beliefs of modern religionists, by assuming them to be based on “‘irrationality”™ or the
result of “cultist brainwashing”. This reductionist strand within sociology towards
explaining away religious and spiritual sentiments as illusionary was inherited trom
the founding fathers, such as Comte, Durkheim and Marx, whose influence on the
sociology of religion still looms large even in contemporary times (Aldridge, 2000;
O'Toole, 1984, 2003). Furthermore, in contrast to what the modern secularisation
theorists would have us believe (Bruce, 1995, 2003), the study of religion and in
particular new forms of spirituality still warrant sophisticated sociological

investigations in their own right (Andresen and Forman, 2000; Beckford, 2003; Norris

and Inglehart, 2004).

There is no reason to expect that the twenty-first century will not see the rise

of new modes of religiosity, which will demand new styles of analysis and

new categories of thought. (Aldridge, 2000: 215)
The primary argument put forward in this thesis is that NRSMs are a manifestation of
the reflexive nature of modernity, and represent a morally inspired response to the
largely materialistic values promoted by the capitalist ideologies of accumulation and
consumption. However, this is not to say that some NRSMs do not also end up
practicing these very ideologies. Essentially new religious and spiritual discourses are
appearing to balance the logic heavy narratives of the Enlightenment, which
attempted to replace God, myth and divine revelations as the authoritative basis and
criteria for knowledge claims, with science and the scientific method (Hanegraaff,
1996). A product, according to many New Age thinkers, has been a cold materialism
based on the promotion of industrialisation and consumerism, modelled on Darwinian
notions of the “survival of the fittest”, as the preferred parameters for guiding human
evolution and social development (Horn, 1994; see chapter 6). Further, the increasing
interdependence among nations, the ease of international travel, the rise of internet
communications, the permeability of national boundaries, and the globalisation of
metaphysical ideas have all created new challenges for society and religion (Becktord,

1986: Bokser, 2002: Wuthnow, 1986). Therefore, according to Beyer, ‘modernization
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and globalization have had ambiguous, and not simply negative, results for religion’,
which 1s in blatant contrast to the inherent arguments found in secularisation theories
as ‘special communication with a posited transcendent has certainly not disappeared
or become irrelevant’ (Beyer, 1994: 97; see chapter 1).

In addition to being an intellectual objective, this thesis has also served as a
vehicle for my own personal journey towards spiritual understanding. It has proved to
be a fascinating odyssey; taking me across Britain, overseas to America, within the
temples, churches and offices of many diverse movements, as well as into the homes
of numerous modern seekers. 1 have met a vast number of remarkable people along
the way, some truly unexpected such as shaking hands and exchanging words with
Tom Cruise (actor) at the 20" Anniversary meeting of the International Association of
Scientologists;' to interviewing and being inspired by the 92 year-old Falun Gong
practitioner and human rights campaigner Lord Francis Edward Thurlow. I have
found much to appreciate in the so-called “fringe” and have encountered some truly
inspiring visions and hopes for human evolution and social betterment. However, 1
did not dismiss the possibility that the teachings, practices and actions of some
NRSMs can ultimately be dangerous for the individual as well as detrimental to
society (Harrison, 1990; Palmer, 1996). During the course of my research 1
encountered reluctance by some people from certain movements to help me with my
research and was also denied the opportunity to observe activities (see chapter 9).

The personal truth of religious or spiritual beliefs as experienced by the
members of different movements is equally respected. This respect holds true even 1n
the instances when the broader discourses of the movements, which often try to
rationalise, objectify and frame the beliefs into totalising cosmologies, have been
subjected to the critical realist method of explanatory critique (Bhaskar and Collier,
1998: see also chapters 7 to 9). Religion and spirituality essentially provide one
methodology (often intuitive and mystically orientated) geared towards explaining the
place of the human species within the infinite cosmos. They attempt to develop
organised and authoritative knowledge about humanity’s creation, destiny and the
mysteries behind the mechanisms of evolution. Einstein argued this emphasis on

mysticism was an indication of true religion:

' I am not a scientologist. | was invited to attend the IAS conference on 29/10/2004 in East Grinstead
by Graeme Wilson (PR Manager, Church ot Scientology).
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The fairest thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the fundamental
emotion which stands at the cradle of true art and true science. He who knows
it not and can no longer wonder, no longer feel amazement, 1s as good as dead.,
a snuffed-out candle. It was the experience of mystery — even 1f mixed with
fear — that engendered religion. A knowledge of the existence of something we
cannot penetrate, of the manifestations of the profoundest reason and the most
radiant beauty, which are only accessible to our reason in their elementary
forms — it is this knowledge and this emotion that constitute the truly religious
attitude. .. (Einstein, 1979: 5)

The discourse interpreting and investigating NRSMs that follows 1n the pages
of this thesis serves a dual purpose. The primary aim has been to explain the reasons
why new religious movements have been appearing in a cyclical tashion across Great
Britain and the United States in the last century. In this context the thesis aspires to a
rather ambitious universal frame of reference, by examining and classifying over 200
of the NRSMs operating in the West. In undertaking this epic task the epistemological
assumption adopted was that it is far ‘better to build on the past, adapting the
discipline to new developments in sociological theory and in the society it seeks to
comprehend” (Aldridge, 2000: 11). Through a critical engagement with the literature |
demonstrate how sociologically inspired theories can best be applied to account for
the rise and significance of NRSMs, with the underlying objective being to develop a
theoretical model to aid in more detailed analytical case studies of specitic groups.

A secondary objective of the thesis has been to satisty a personal curiosity
regarding the different conceptions of the meaning to life as presented by various
oroups. Therefore, I supplemented my broader socio-theoretical agenda with a deeper
phenomenological approach. The purpose of this was to enter the life-world of certain
individual seekers in order to comprehend, describe and analyse the ways these new
believers construct and reconstruct the meaning of science, religion and spirituality 1n
social and cultural forms. T particularly wanted to uncover the reasons why people
convert to, and practise, the beliefs preached by these “new” religious ideologies, and
in the process explain the specific ways the discursive formations of various NRSMs
are socially legitimated. Particular focus was on identitying how NRSMs use
distinctive discursive repertoires to critique the “popular” understanding ot science,
and in the process present alternative histories and evolutionary theories to construct

novel totalising cosmologies (Lewis, 2003; Locke, 2004; see chapter 6).
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Structure and Research Questions

This thesis analyses several of the major new religious and spiritual organisations
operating in the West, by tracing their historical, structural and in some cases
individual origins and trajectories. The West in the context of the study means the
United States and Great Britain, with the two countries serving both as a reference
point for critical investigations, as well as the basis for comparative analysis. The
main beliefs NRSMs adhere to, and promote, as well as the methods they employ 1n
practice and recruitment are evaluated. I also highlight and appraise the various social
consequences their activities have and could potentially engender. This latter concern
is mindful of trends in the literature that have moved towards emphasising the process
or social movement aspect of new religions and spiritualities (Zablocki and Looney,

2004). A key objective driving this thesis was to address the following question:

e What sociological theories and research strategies can best help elucidate
the causes and consequences of the rise of new religious and spiritual

movements in the West?

The above was a very challenging question and included within its remit a number of
intersecting and overlapping concerns. In order to address the question eftectively 1t
was necessary to split it into manageable portions.

The opening two literature review chapters set the agenda and there 1s a visible
continuity between them. In these chapters there is a critical dialogue with some of

the current debates prevalent within the sociology of religion. In the first chapter some
classical constructs in the sociology of religion are examined, which 1s a necessary
prerequisite for developing an adequate theoretical understanding of the rise of
NRSMs. Investigating NRSMs requires us to revisit and engage foundational 1ssues in
philosophy and social theory that have shaped modern knowledge about western
societies. In Chapter One my key arguments are that the classic sociological theories
of religion were based on linear philosophical foundations, which resulted in their
incorrect future predictions of the vibrancy of religion against the rise of science and
modernity. The Enlightenment promise of reason, logic and science as the tuture basis
for knowledge completely replacing the superstitions and dogmas of religions has not
come to complete fruition. The vibrant religious scene in the modern United States

exemplifies this; in addition a far more complex religious process than one of
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inevitable decline 1s also occurring across Great Britain, the first chapter’s subsequent
critique of contemporary secularisation theory helps to substantiate these arguments.
Instead, a structuration-based approach is advocated as a more fruittul theoretical tool
to use to explain contemporary religious transtformations (Lee, 1992; Mellor, 1993).
The divergent development paths of ‘religions’ 1n modernity calls tor more complex
use of social theories to identify the multi-casual processes driving religious change.

Chapter Two presents a consolidation and extension of arguments developed
in the preceding chapter. Primarily, postmodernism’s endless questioning, relativism
and consequential ambiguity are discarded in favour of a more practical albeit still
critical view of the characteristics of modernity. Here | present a Foucault/Giddens
inspired theoretical approach to account for the rise of New Age movements in what
can be termed Reflexive Modernity (Beck et al., 1994). These movements in contrast
to being the consequence of a supposed postmodern climate of fragmentation instead
share similar underlying hopes for unity through discovering absolute truth and
knowledge in a deeper reality. Such a universal theme signifies the conscious attempt
made by social agents to remould and energise fractured identity through
reinterpretation of traditional religious discourses. To substantiate these arguments the
evolving role of the body in religious discourse is illustrated (McGuire, 1990).
Initially, from being portrayed as inherently sinful and in need of control, as depicted
in traditional religious discourses like Christianity and Islam (B. 8. Turner, 1984,
1991), to the contemporary recasting of the body in New Age discourses, which are
concerned with unleashing the potential of the sacred body through the notion of inner
transcendence. This achievement New Agers argue, will lead to the attainment of an
internal holistic wisdom and an eventual external mass enlightenment (Hove, 1996;
McGuire, 1996).

Chapter Three takes the insights from the literature review chapters one stage
further, presenting the methodological framework by reference to which the research
question above was answered in the thesis. First, there was the conceptual matter ot
definition. In short, this amounts to answering the questions: What does religion mean
in sociological terms? And what do we mean by NRSMs? Second, the theoretical
framework guiding the study is outlined, which involves introducing the strengths ot
critical realism as a philosophy guiding social research. This philosophical approach
to human sciences like sociology rejects the notion that truth can be uncovered by

using the appropriate quantitative or qualitative methods (Bhaskar, 1998a; Collier,
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1993; Harvey, 1990). Instead, knowledge 1s seen as transient requiring a self-critical
and explanatory approach to research processes through which we can incrementally
move towards a richer understanding of social phenomena and complexity (Bhaskar,
1989; Cruickshank, 2003; Groft, 2004). Knowledge 1s never completed because social
interactions between structure and agency are dynamic, constantly evolving as well as
transforming (Archer, 1988, Giddens, 1984, 1993). Thirdly, the research methods
used to inform theory and to develop the arguments in the thesis are presented. In this
regard a critical social science is not tied to any single research method, rather the
fundamental aim 1s to get beyond the dominant values of society (based on capitalistic
ideology across the West) to discover what 1s occurring beneath the surface. Finally,
the theoretical and methodological means used to inform the study could engender
criticism — some of these are anticipated and evaluated.

The primary objective of this thesis was more comprehensively achieved when

supplemented with more specific research questions, such as:

e Can we devise a sociological typology to classify the main types of new
religious and spiritual movements operating across the West according to

their origins (potential causes) and orientations (possible consequences)?

Chapter Four 1s concerned with answering this question. To achieve this end a
NRSMs database was created, which necessitated a social mapping of movements
operating across L.ondon and California.” The application of a modified and enhanced
Partridge (2004) typology assisted in selecting a representative sample of the NRSM
population for inclusion in the database. This initial scheme classitfied NRSMs
according to the religious traditions they were derived from and became the “‘origins”™
part of the new typology. It 1s acknowledged in the chapter that while such 1deal type
constructions are not without limitations (Albrow, 1990); they remain useful for
analytical purposes and become ‘meaningful it it enables us to draw important
distinctions between movements and their likely trajectory. People are justifiably
interested 1in knowing which movements pose a threat either to their own members or
to the wider society’ (Aldridge, 2000: 12). To supplement the “origins” scheme,
Wallis’s (1984) typology of NRSMs that 1s based on classifying them according to

their “orientations to the world” was also applied to the groups in the database. In this

* The CDROM attached to the back flap of this thesis contains details about the 220 NRSMs classified.
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manner a novel “origins-orientations” typology was developed for analytical purposes
and generalisations. The subsequent statistical results derived from application of
these classifications to the movements 1n the database are presented throughout the
chapter, with the 1mplications of the main striking trends that emerged being
discussed in the text. The results from the new typology will help facilitate tuture
research by assisting academics interested in conducting historically contextual
research, to become cognizant of the dominant patterns of inspiration for new
movements to have emerged 1n specific decades.

Chapter Five utilises the theoretical insights gleaned 1in chapters two and three
and applies them as a broad framework to aid understanding of the reasons why

people join new religious movements. This was another subsidiary research question:

¢ What concepts and themes can be uncovered that explain “why” people

join new religious and spiritual movements?’

The approach taken to answering the question “why” was based on exploring what the
new religious or spiritual discourses may have to offer that mainstream secular or
traditional religious discourses do not. The attractiveness of these new discourses 1t 1s
suggested lies in their “novel” explanatory strategies, which can successtully compete
with the traditional and more “outdated” secular/religious discourses. What essentially
becomes evident is that religion — as a cognitive system for understanding the world —
has not been totally undermined by science (Barbour, 1990; Capra, 1999; Casey,
2000; Clayton, 1997). Narrative extracts from the depth interviews conducted with
members of new movements help to highlight the agency side of the arguments, while
concepts such as alienation, family and moral decline derived from critical analysis ot
the sociological literature form the structural equation (Anderson, 1997; Beckford,
1986: Bellah, 1976; Glock, 1976; Robbins, 1988).

Zablocki and Looney suggest we should ‘attempt to account for the social and
cultural mechanisms used by NRMs for attaining cohesion and control, and for
mobilizing resources. To put it another way, “why” questions are making room for
equally important “how” questions’ (2004: 314). The sixth chapter attempts to answer

such a question, one that has received minimal attention 1n the sociological literature:
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e “How” does a selection of new religious and spiritual movements engage
and critique the public understanding of science in order to legitimate

their discursive formations regarding the social realm?

An overview of the historical and often public debates between science and religion 1s
a necessary precursor for focusing the arguments in Chapter Six. I show while 1t was
Christianity which first lost intellectual credibility 1in the early exchanges, we now
increasingly witness science and the validity of the scientific method subjected to
stern questioning within the social sciences, popular science books, and based on
these understandings by NRSM doctrines (Barbour, 1971, 1998; Capra, 1999; Horn,
1994). Using the Kuhnian notion of scientific paradigms framed against hermeneutics,

[ illustrate how various NRSMs draw on public notions of science, to suggest 1t hike
religion is primarily a method for acquiring knowledge about existence when
confronted with a greater reality. I term the idea of a greater reality the metaphysical
recalm, which is akin to Durkheim’s depiction of religion as the deep grammar of
society. Several NRSMs draw inspiration from this abstract level to re-enchant
mundane reality. Using a graphical model as a heuristic device, I delineate the various
discursive strategies a selection of NRSMs has used to legitimate their discourses.
Chapters seven through to nine include in-depth case analysis of a selection of
specific movements by which their discursive formations are critically evaluated. This
follows a trend in the recent sociological literature, which has moved towards focused
case studies of various groups in endeavours to catalogue and build a reliable archive
of knowledge about such “marginal” religious ideologies (Chryssides, 1999; Dawson.,
1998b. Enroth, 2005; Lucas and Robbins, 2004; Zablocki and Looney, 2004). The
case chapters examine a mix of prominent and previously un-investigated groups
from the NRSMs database, in order to identify the inspirational basis of their
doctrines, as well as discuss the possible consequences arising from their social
agenda and activities. A genealogical and archaeological approach 1s applied to the
discourses to ‘define them in their specificity; to show in what way the set of rules
that they put into operation is irreducible to any other; to follow them the whole
length of their exterior ridges, in order to underline them the better” (Foucault, 2002b:

155). The reoccurring questions addressed in the case chapters were the following:
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e What do NRSMs seek to change 1n the structure of society as object and

how does this relate to the ultimate aims of their totalising cosmologies?

e What techniques of the self and modes of action do they promote and how

does this systematically construct and reinforce convert/agency identity?

Chapter Seven begins with a discussion of the consequences of globalisation
on patterns of religious belief, and agrees, albeit in a diluted manner, with Campbell’s
(1999) hypothesis that an Easternisation of religious faith has occurred in the West.
Case studies on the rise of two new Eastern movements, the International Society for
Krishna Consciousness and Falun Gong serve as the analytical reference. ISKCON is
a significant new movement in the West claiming roots in a religious tradition that
goes back centuries in India. It attracted initial acceptance amongst the counter
cultural sensibilities of the 1960s and has since become an established second and
third generation religious community. ISKCON teaches the “Science of the Soul”, a
doctrine with the aim to free humanity from the cycle of reincarnation. However, the
group’s discursive formation is conservative and rigid, rather than fluid and adaptable.
As a result, it has had to make significant compromises of its ideals to continue to
prosper across the West in recent decades (e.g. Rochford, 2000; Zaidman, 1997). The
Falun Gong emerged in the mid 1990s across the West and gained worldwide
attention in July 1999 after being officially banned in China by the Communist state.
The movement primarily emphasises a set of energy cultivation techniques, which
aim to develop morality and understanding of universal laws within individuals.
Nonetheless, deeper examination of the founder’s charismatic social constructions
uncovers controversial opinions, like the belief we are entering the “End of Days” or
apocalypse. The discourse of the movement is a good example of how eastern and
western religious ideas can be combined and reconstructed for commercial appeal.

The main bulk of my exploration in Chapter Eight 1s targeted at the discourse
of Scientology. The case study of the movement focuses on how 1t constructs the
notion of “otherness’ to justify its knowledge claims. By subjecting the veracity of the
discursive formation to broader sociological and historical frames of reterence, the
ruptures in some of the movement’s claims become self-evident. The emancipatory

ideals of the religion will serve to ultimately affirm the fragmentary nature of

capitalist socio-economic development, instead of offering a genuine basis to, and

10
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alternative from, exploitative materialism. Scientology essentially strives to dislodge
psychiatry and to insert itself in its place as the new model for treating various
societal 1lls. A range of techniques of the self are available to encourage the social
agent to fulfil his or her potential, as well as treat a wide range of psychological
deviances. In the short-term the benefits of adopting an oppositional and messianic
ideology may empower some Scientology members, but the long-term objectives
simply promote the more negative attributes associated with the hierarchical nature of
capitalistic consumerism.

Chapter Nine illuminates the reasons behind the rise of two new UFO groups,
Zeta Talk and the Cassiopaea Experiment. In these religious and spiritual discourses
humanity is portrayed as the genetic creation of alien gods, who are also credited as
the original inspiration for all the world’s religions. I argue the movements are “sham
traditions™ because their discursive constructions demonstrate the reflexive nature of
modernity (Giddens, 1990). The spiritual knowledge the founders present claims to
derive normative authority from more advanced extraterrestrial beings. However, |
show they are more likely to be the by-products of radical renewals, reformulations
and amalgamations of terrestrially derived religious, spiritual and scientific traditions.
The discourses essentially express the tribulations tfacing the selt in a modern western
culture where fears of an ending to everything are prevalent across many sectors of
the population (Fenn, 2003b; Giddens, 1991). Their apocalyptic hopes for a New Age
signify a reflexive project of the self in action, which in the face ot saturated power
relations desires transformation of institutions via their destruction. This indicates the
cyclical nature of social evolution, in which if an unbiased interplay between structure
and agency were to arise, as sought by these movements, a potentially liberating
development trajectory is seen as possible (1.e. a utopia after destruction of Earth).

The conclusion presents the foundations to a new theoretical framework for
understanding the rise of new religious and spiritual movements. This 1s achieved by
drawing together all the insights and concepts developed from prior chapters nto a
succinct explanatory synthesis. The model presented will assist future social research

on NRSMs, by serving as an analytical reference for guiding investigations.

11



Chapter 1 — The Classics and Secularisation Reconsidered

Introduction: The Enlightenment critique of Religion, the seed for Secularisation

In its earliest formulations at the hands of such Enlightenment sages and heirs
as... Marx [and]| Comte... there is little question that secularization involved

the prophetic end of religion itself. (Demerath, 2003: 212)
The roots of the notion of secularisation can be traced back to the grand narrative of
the Enlightenment, also known as ‘the Age of Reason’ (Hamilton, 1992). Varga
elaborates, ‘secularization at the level of ideas began within theology, and specitically
in philosophies which were still close to, and influenced by theological ideas (e.g.
Descartes and Leibniz)” (1995: 238). Enlightenment thinking was largely based on
French philosopher René Descartes’ concept of the autonomous and independently
conceived cogito that has the capacity to build its worldview systematically from
reason alone. Descartes’ detailed theories about the physical operation of the material
world and a profound rejection of the scholastic tradition in which he had been
educated led him to fear the condemnation of the church.' Descartes saw the pursuit
of mathematical and scientific truth as the right model for progress in knowledge,
which he formalised by four simple rules (Descartes, 2004). This quasi-mathematical
procedure for the achievement of knowledge was evidence of the beginnings of a
rationalistic approach to epistemology. Indeed, Descartes’ key contribution to the
narrative of Enlightenment was this very notion of “scientific thinking” as we have
come to understand it (Cottingham, 2001). The philosophy of Descartes won ready
acceptance in the second half of the seventeenth century, especially in his native
France and in Holland, influencing many subsequent classical theorists to be self-
styled rationalists, not simply in the weaker sense that they held reason to take
precedence over other means of acquiring understanding, but also in the stronger
sense that for them reason was the only viable path to knowledge. This fundamentally
entailed a denial that knowledge can come through divine revelations, such as was the
case with the Christian religion. Malcolm claims that in ‘our Western academic
philosophy, religious belief is commonly regarded as unreasonable and is viewed with

condescension or even contempt... The objective, mature strong attitude 1s to hold

beliefs solely on the basis of evidence’ (2000: 118).

' Regardless of his rational scientific approach to the pursuit of knowledge, Descartes still remained a
firm believer in the existence of God: “There is undoubtedly some truth in everything | have been
taught by nature-for, when I use the term ‘nature’ in its general sense, I refer to God Himself or to the
order that He has established in the created world, and when | apply the term specifically to my nature,
| refer to the collection of everything that God has given me” (Descartes, 2004: 45).
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Auguste Comte strongly advocated such a view arguing for the extension of
the scientific or “positive” method to the study of society, which he saw as the last
stronghold of theologians and metaphysical philosophers.” Comte set out a grand
theory of the evolution of society and human understanding, in which he formulated
the ‘Law of Three Stages’. In the theological stage, phenomena are explained as the
actions of fictitious gods and spirits, supernatural beings who are similar to humans
though far more powerful. In the following metaphysical stage, phenomena are
explained in relation to the operation of abstract entities and forces such as Nature.
The last of the three stages the positive heralded the triumph of reason over dogma

and the withering away of religious thinking. Pickering explains:

In the positive stage of history, no discussion of first causes or origins was

allowed because the existence of supernatural beings and essences could not

be proved. Instead, intellectual discourse was characterized by scientific laws

explaining how, not why, phenomena worked. (2003: 17)
Comte’s theory was endorsed by a great number of scientists and Enlightenment
philosophers, who all shared the view that the advance of rationality and the scientific
spirit would inevitably undermine the religious heritage; religious myths would give
way to scientific explanations (Hamilton, 1992). Therefore, in its simplest sense the
Enlightenment was the creation of a new framework of ideas about man, society and
nature, which challenged the existing conceptions, rooted in a traditional world-view
dominated by Christianity. The grand narrative of the Enlightenment also sought to
promote the idea of science as the supreme form of knowledge, and endorsed the
application of the scientific method to aid social understanding. The Enlightenment
was one of the starting points for sociology. Its central themes formed the threshold of
thinking about the realm of the social. The application of reasoned and empirically
based knowledge meant that a new humanity was being created, one that understands,
and by this understanding frees itself from the shackles of superstition and religious
dogma. Unfortunately, in many ways the innate rationalist tendencies of the classic
theorists of sociology, shaped by the legacy of the Enlightenment, led them to

underestimate the complexity and pervasiveness of religion 1n human society:

‘concerning the problem of secularization and rationalization in modernity, there 1s a

> This led to the birth of positivism, which Comte introduced to sociology with the intention of making

it scientific like the natural sciences. Emphasis was placed on dealing only with propositions that were
directly testable (see Caldwell, 1994 and J. H. Turner, 2003).
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largely shared opinion that the classics of sociology of religion envisioned rather a
[inear development’ (Varga, 2000: 111, emphasis added). I trace the root of this
linearity and demonstrate how it 1s linked to some theoretical limitations evident in

the classics, flaws that remain 1n the modern guise of secularisation theory.

A Linear Legacy: The Classic Theories in the Sociology of Religion’

The influence of the classics on the contemporary sociology of religion 1s not
rhetoric but reality, a fact which even the most cursory examination of text-
books, journals, and professional publications can confirm. The founding
fathers... loom large in all areas of this enterprise, either as the focus of
investigation and interpretation or the inspiration for theoretical,
methodological, and empirical explorations. (O’Toole, 2003: 145)

Emile Durkheim: Religion as Social Integration or Cult of Man?

The first classic theoretical approach to the study of religion follows Durkheim’s The
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, in which he insisted religion is never found
apart from the collective (Durkheim, 1965). Durkheim suggested all explanation of
things human must commence ‘by going back to its most primitive and simple form’,
because ‘the first ring has a predominating place in the chain of scientific truths’
(1965: 15; 16). This approach, Durkheim argued, allowed one to break down an
institution into component parts, enabling the motives that originally caused those
actions to become revealed. Such assumptions reflected Durkheim’s close affinity to
the philosophical principles of Comte’s positivist scientific approach to sociological

inquiry. Durkheim also believed in the decline of religion, as Pickering supports:

Running through all Durkheim’s writings, even from the earliest, there is an
unbroken strand which states simply and categorically that religion, both in the
carly days of man and now, has suffered a persistent decline due to one fact
and one fact alone, the continual advance and acceptance of scientific thought
and practice. (1984: 457, emphasis added)

There 1s much in Durkheim’s treatment of religion that 1s reminiscent of Comtean

thought, but in his hands science was seen both as a tool for destroying religion, as

* Durkheim, Marx and Weber’s theories of religion, reviewed below, are by no means the only classical
ones. Turner (1996) reviews other theories in the early sociology of religion, while Guthrie (1993)
critically reviews the theories of Naturism and Animism. The American psychologist James (1985)
also articulated a classic theory of religion, in which he took religious phenomena as authoritative in
their own right. He was particularly concerned with the reasons for religious conversion; both
Durkheim (Stedman-Jones, 2003) and particularly Weber (Hennis, 1998) were influenced by his ideas.

14



Chapter | — The Classics and Secularisation Reconsidered

well as an instrument for the conservation of religion. In some ways Durkheim was
searching for a middle ground, as he states ‘in so far as religion 1s action, and in so far
as 1t 1s a means of making men live, science could not take its place, for even if it
expresses life, 1t does not create it; 1t may well seek to explain faith, but by that very
act 1t presupposes 1t’ (1915/1965: 478). Theretore, Durkheim believed that the
religion of the future would celebrate individualism. This would not be individualism
as self-indulgence liberated from social restraint, but individualism based on moral
responsibility. Durkheim did recognise that if this were the case his own detinition ot
religion would be 1n need of revision (e.g. rise of new religious movements
undermines Durkheim’s position).* Nonetheless, Durkheim also states: ‘That which
science refuses to grant religion is not its right to exist, but 1ts right to dogmatize upon
the nature of things and the special competence which 1t claims for itself for knowing
man and the world” (Ibid). Thus, some confusion in Durkheim’s arguments 1s evident
1If taken to the logical conclusion: if science deprives religion of its intellectual
dimension it becomes emasculated and such an irrational form must quickly give way

to the complete demise of religion itself. However,

[t 1s a mark of the classical stature ot Durkheim’s work that, even when
wrong, its questions compel us to take stock of our own answers, in light of
what we believe about human nature, morality, and the social context of

human existence. (Wallwork, 1985: 201)

Looking at the religion-society relationship, the former was interpreted by
Durkheim as the deep grammar of the social fabric, partly because religion 1s the
generative source of social norms, and because social norms duplicate the quality of
the religious obligation. For Durkheim then religion symbolises some aspects of
reality. In this way The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life remains a thought
provoking and important work, one that has rightly stimulated the interest of several
generations of researchers (Smith and Alexander, 1996). Tucker (2002) in a study of
the New Age Movement follows Durkheim by arguing that religious representations
arc collective representations reflecting collective realities. So his research implies
that this general relationship holds true not only for the older, communal religions
studied by Durkheim, but also for the New Age spiritual practices examined in his

paper. He writes given ‘the right circumstances, then, religious representations may be

* Hanegraaff (1999) discusses some issues the new age movement poses for Durkheim’s theory.
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individual representations that reflect individual realities. This 1s increasingly the fate
of religion in modern America’ (Tucker, 2002: 51).

Hanegraaff expands Durkheim’s fragmentary ideas on the possible tuture of
religion being based on the cult of man and argues as a consequence that the New Age
is ‘the new type of religion referred to by Durkheim’ (1999: 146). Durkheim had
suggested that the religion of the final stage of development, modernity, is the cult of
the individual, which consists of shared beliefs, without supporting rituals, regarding
the sacredness of the human person. This occurs only gradually, as the primitive
collective conscience decreases in volume, strength, and precision. Hence the human

person becomes the principal object of religious esteem and respect, Durkheim wrote:

This cult of man is something... very different from egoistic individualism...
Far from detaching individuals from society and from every aim beyond
themselves, it unites them in one thought, makes them servants of one work...
So we have, not to concentrate each separate person upon himselt and his own
interests, but to subordinate him to the general interests of humankind.

(Durkheim, 1897, cited in Wallwork, 1985: 211)
Based on the above cult of man and on other fragmentary remarks Stedman-Jones
suggests that contrary to popular belief Durkheim’s theories did Incorporate
voluntarism, because he viewed as important the ‘idea that thought is tied to action
and through this creates reality’ (2003: 113). However, she undermines her argument
in respect to Durkheim by concluding in her paper ‘are not both James and Durkheim
necessary for a comprehensive study of religion?” (2003: 118). If both James (a
psychologist concerned with volition) and Durkheim are needed to study religion then
does this not clearly imply that Durkheim’s theory lacks an adequate conception of
the subject? [ believe so and will argue why (see also Giddens, 1993: 12).

A central aspect dominant in all of Durkheim’s writings (beyond any theory of
the subject) was the coverage given to the ways society exercises torce or pressure
over men and women.” The roots of this theoretical approach can be traced back to
Durkheim’s personal values, first the view of sociology as a science with observable
laws (i.e. his positivism), and second the critique of Kant’s ethical philosophy (Gane.,
2003). So while almost all of the enlightenment theorising of the 18th and 19th

centuries had moved in the direction of radicalising the subject — Kant’s ethical

> In Durkheim’s (1965) view this pressure can inspire acts of heroism, but in reality it can also inspire
acts of atrocity (B. S. Turner, 2003). Collective pressures do not always foster integration either for
societies or individuals. Religion has been a divisive force as often as it has been an integrating one.
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subject or Hegel’s self-actualising subject of history — Durkheim went in the opposite
direction to the very extremity of Western reason by radicalising the object. Durkheim
did this by setting his structural theory in opposition to the empirical conception of the
real, by treating objects in the social world as if they were structures and mechanisms
instead of events, so that in contrast to idealism he saw the outer world as having
autonomous conditions and arrangements, rather than as spontaneous products of the
mind (Morrison, 1995: 201-3). In expressing this view Durkheim believed he was
ooing beyond Kant, in taking the position that our mental operations are rather a
product of a historically developing ensemble of social relations. In the Kantian
account of the categories human beings start out with fundamental reason, apprehend

the world, and spontaneously delineate it including such things as nature:

Categories are concepts which prescribe laws a priori to appearances,
consequently to nature as the complex of all appearances... these categories
are not derived from nature, and do not regulate themselves according to 1t as
their model... Laws do not exist except by relation to the subject 1n which the
appearances inhere, in so far as it possesses understanding, just as appearances

have no existence except by relation to the same existing subject in so far as it
has senses. (Kant, 2002: 116)

According to Durkheim’s view this principle is reversed, first come the categories
(i.e. Durkheim’s concern with social facts), following them the delineations into
classes of things in which human beings are also grouped along with nature (thus like
biology, sociology can be a science), once grouped humans simply see the world In
terms of the fundamental divisions of these groupings (Durkheim and Mauss, 1963).
Durkheim was clearly stating that rather than being innate to reasons engagement with
the outer world our differentiations such as class and category, 1n contrast, were part
of the fundamental structures and discoverable laws of society, as Hamilton observes:
‘Religion, then, for Durkheim, is nothing other than the collective force of society
over the individual’ (2001: 113). This results in Durkheim largely ignoring the role of
religious leaders and as a consequence the individual in societal relations, culminating

in a glossing over of how religion can and does function in social conflict and

asymmetrical relations of power (Beckford, 2000: 484). To Bhaskar (1998a) this
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would be evidence of the Durkheimian stereotype of ‘reification’, the assumption that
societies possess a life of their own, external to and coercing the individual.®
Durkheim did recognise the potential structural benefits of religion as the deep
orammar of society functioning to provide a common basis for morality (in contrast
to Marx, see below, who only recognised the negative). However, Durkheim’s the cult
of man does not adequately explain modern religious phenomena as Tucker (2002)
and to a lesser degree Hanegraaff (1999) optimistically presume. Durkheim was
suggesting a form of humanism in the future and even then somewhat vaguely — not
the birth of new religions. Rosati concurs by observing that new religious movements
are revitalising the romantic legacy in ways ‘not always consistent with the modern
cult of the individual’ (2003: 191). Durkheim was unclear on whether religion would
decline or remain significant with the rise of modernity and science. I would suggest
this confusion stems from Durkheim’s theoretical and methodological assumptions,
which treated ‘the behaviour of social facts as a domain of phenomena that 1s

completely autonomous of the psychological level’ (Porpora, 1998: 342).

Karl Marx: Economic Materialism, Ideology, Alienation and Religion as Illusion?

Marx also built a theory of religion within the broader narrative of the Enlightenment,
although in a different direction to Durkheim by claiming that religion was not a form

of social cement but instead a product of man’s self-alienation.” Marx endeavoured to

% Other methodological difficulties with Durkheim’s (1965) structural theory are linked to the limited
range of data his study was based on. The choice of the single case of central Australia restricted to a
few aboriginal tribes undermines his stated aim to find the essential nature of religion. Jones (1986)
elaborates by arguing that even if we limit ourselves to Australian tribes, we find that the central tribes
are atypical; that the major cohesive force among aborigines is the tribe rather than the clan; that there
are clans without totems (and totems without clans); that most totems are not represented by the
carvings and inscriptions on which Durkheim placed so much weight; and that the “high gods’ of
Australia are not born of a synthesis of totems. Stark and Bainbridge also state, ‘Durkheim’s analysis
of anthropological reports about the Australian aboriginals, on which the entire book is based, 1s
marked by the omission of very significant contrary facts’ (1996: 54).

7 Feuerbach had initially claimed that religion was the projection of man’s highest aspirations unto the
cosmos. In this way he attempted to abandon Hegelian idealism, because it began with the spirit and
relegated nature to a secondary manifestation of spirit. Thus the task of Feuerbach’s critique of Hegel’s
conception of religion was to show that the antithesis of the divine and human is altogether illusory and
that the object and contents of the Christian religion were entirely human. Feuerbach argued the real
truth of religion would prove to be atheism, or simply the positive affirmation of humanity (Kamenka,
1970). Marx (1957) believed Feuerbach had shown the true nature of the religious illusion. While
rejecting the spirit or mind as a first principle Marx did nevertheless recognise a great advantage in
Hegel’s philosophy, which was his second principle that the contradiction in things is the basis upon
which dialectical negation unfolds. This resulted in Marx’s formulation of a novel social theory, by
synthesising the active relational aspect of Hegel’s dialectic, with the critical materialistic dimension of
Feuerbach’s philosophy.
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develop a theory of social change focusing on the problem of how to transcend the
given capitalist social conditions, which foster labour alienations, through conscious
human praxis (1.e. creative activity through which human beings make and change
their social and material world). However, Kim suggests the concept of human praxis
was ‘of secondary importance in understanding the movement of human history’
(1995: 87). Instead, Marx reasoned that the dialectical opposition of material or
productive forces primarily propelled history, namely the economic conditions of
human existence in society (the base or infra-structure). Hence ‘as the paradigm of
concrete material practice 1s deployed to enunciate social life as an articulated whole,
then 1deas, and consciousness, must be made derivative’ (Lopez, 2001: 77). The
history of 1deas became a mere overlay of the real forces at work in history and within
society (the super-structure). In this manner the role of religion and rehigious i1deas
became subsumed under the general concept of ideology.8 S0 to Marx superstructural
elements like religion were seen as simply ‘reflections’ of the economic base; a mere
by-product of the oppressive nature of economic relations between classes in society,
and one 1llusionary means by which domination was maintained (Marx and Engels,
1972). These oppressive conditions could only be remedied through the overthrow of
the capitalist class by the working class. Then religions will also whither away:
‘religion, Marx says, must be abolished as the 1llusory happiness of the people before
they can achieve real happiness... Religion 1s not an inherent tendency of human
nature but the product of specitic social circumstances’ (Hamilton, 2001: 94-5). There
1s ample historical evidence to support the Marxist view that religious ideology 1s an

important method of social control. Several relevant examples spring to mind:

(1) The caste system of traditional India was justified by Hindu religious beliefs.
The castes (and sub-castes), numbering many thousands, fit into the divinely
originated varna framework. These divisions date from the time of the early
Aryan settlement in North India and according to the Rg Veda the gods from
the body of Purusa (the first man) created them (Hutton, 1963). The word
varna means ‘colour’, hence the hypothesis that the system reflects an
observed difference in appearance between the fair skinned Aryan invaders

from the north and the darker skinned indigenous inhabitants. An individual’s

® Marxists often use the concept of ideology to explain the continued persistence of capitalism, the
dominant class maintains power through ideological contro! and manipulations — this has often been
inspired by the notion of hegemony as developed by Gramsci (1971).
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varna, and within it, his/her caste, gives his/her ascribed status in society;
he/she is born into it and remains in it throughout life. As Bramley observes,
‘Force and economic pressures were the initial tools used by the Aryan
invaders to preserve the caste system. By the 6" century B.C., distorted
religious beliefs emerged as a third significant tool” (1993: 99).

(2) In Medieval Europe, kings and queens ruled by divine right, which was a view
of the monarchy resting on biblical texts that associate kings closely with God
through their anointing. Because of this sacramental association, the early
view held that the character of the king was irrelevant: the virtue lay 1n the
office, not in the person. Thus even under a bad ruler, only passive obedience,
not active rebellion, is appropriate (Tomlinson, 1995).

(3) Slave owners in the southern states of America often approved of the
conversion of slaves to Christianity, believing it to be a controlling and
pacifying influence. In addition, the adoption of Christian beliefs by the white
slave owners helped justify their position both to themselves, as well as to
others (Hugh, 1997). Jefferson Davis (a former American president) stated in
his inaugural speech that: “[Slavery] was established by decree of Almighty
God... it is sanctioned in the Bible, in both Testaments, from Genesis to
Revelation... it has existed in all ages, has been found among the people of the

highest civilization, and in nations of the highest proficiency 1n the arts.””

Althusser (1971) developed Marx’s theory of ideology further, moving away from the
idea that ideology and hence religion is merely an illusion. He invented the concept of
ideological state apparatuses: institutions such as religion, the media and education
(they are called ideological because they function primarily through ideology),
incorporate all classes in society within a dominant ideology. Through a process that
Althusser called ‘interpellation’, people are made into agents, or carriers of social
structure. This secures the hegemony of the dominant classes by making it possible
for the relations of production to continue. Although this is a fuller formulation of
Marx’s theory of the roles of religious ideology in society, it has still been criticised
along with Marxism in general for being overly economically deterministic. Religion
cannot simply be seen as essentially ideological and manipulative, this view does not

adequately explain all religious phenomena:

Quote from: http://www religioustolerance.orgzehr shav.htm accessed 14/11/2004.
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Marxist reasoning has not been at its most penetrating when applied to
religion. Its headlong chase of collective progress has often left it heedless of
the sensations of individual men and women, and its materialism has neglected

the fact that death too 1s a material fact. (Kiernan, 1991: 104)
Abercrombie ef al., (1990) also argue that throughout history subordinate groups have
developed their own interpretations of beliefs and symbols that frequently opposed
those of dominant classes. In other words, religious ideologies will not always be used
to legitimate power. They can sometimes be an impetus for change and indeed
revolution. For instance, Tiryakian studies the unexpected and surprising implosion of
the Soviet empire in 1989-90, combining aspects from both Durkheim’s and Weber's
sociology of religion to show how ‘social actors in coercive secular states, confronted
by a seeming monopoly of the use of physical force, are able, in certain exceptional
circumstances, to mobilise and disarm the state’ (1995: 269). In this regard, Marxist
theory would more accurately capture societal complexity if we assumed that the
super-structure (religion/ideology) could also feed back on the base (infra-structure),
and thus shape or transform economic relations. Kersevan complains, Marx ‘treated
religion as a phenomenon of the social superstructure; however, in the majority ot
cases, the complex relationship was reduced to a global study of the changes in the
content of religious conceptions brought about by changes in socio-economic
conditions’ (1975: 329, emphasis added).

A profound criticism of Marx’s thought can also be made regarding his view
of human nature, which goes to the very root of his philosophical foundations. In his
inversion of Hegel’s dialectic, as not the historical process of human thought towards
universal consciousness, but instead as ‘a theory of historical development based on
human economic needs’ (Morrison, 1995: 112). Marx makes the a priori assumption
that human beings are purely biological organisms, having no spiritual essence or soul
and therefore lacking in spiritual needs. While Marx was justifiably sceptical of

certain manifestations of religious phenomena, he was also nonetheless himselt guilty

of promoting a purely materialistic type of dogma:

Marxism is strongly apocalyptic. It teaches a “Final Battle” creed involving
forces of “good” and “evil” followed by a utopia on Earth. The primary
difference is that Marx moulded those beliefs into a nonreligious framework
and tried to make them sound like a social science rather than a religion.

(Bramley, 1993: 325)
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Furthermore, Marx underestimated the role of the middle classes in his conception ot
capitalism (Kim, 1995: 88), while also overestimating the liberating potential of the
working classes (Kiernan, 1991: 115), and ironically the fall of communism 1n Russia
has resulted in a growth 1n religious beliefs."” According to Inglehart and Baker, ‘In
1990, when a tottering but still dominant Communist party ruled Russia, 56 percent of
Russians described themselves as religious. By 1995, when the Soviet political,
economic and social systems had collapsed, 64 percent of Russians described
themselves as religious” (2000: 46). In essence as ‘to the future of religion, Marx was
wrong’ (Kiernan, 1991: 118).

In a broad critique of both Marxist and Durkheimian thought, Baudrillard’s
(1983) thesis on the end of the social makes a prophetic announcement of how the
death of the social, entails the end of classical sociological theory. For Baudrillard the
word ‘social’ is ambiguous and has never been given adequate theoretical formulation
in either its abstract or more concrete sociological categorisations (1983: 65). This 1s
clear in its use as a convenient gloss for a wide range of cognitive terms in the social
scientific lexicon: social structure, social relation, social class, social institution, social
exchange and social theory etc. Baudrillard suggests these problems of detinition are
further compounded by the collapsing of social relationships into an undifterentiated
and homogenous mass, which is without ‘attribute, predicate, quality, or reference’
(1983: 5). Baudrillard sees contemporary Western populations as incapable of acting
socially because with the advent of media and information technology the social
‘regresses to the same degree that its institutions develop’ (1983: 66). Baudnllard
mounts a tacit attack on Durkheim and Marx’s understanding of the social as an
objective realm, which requires and indeed can entail rational investigation. He
suggests that sociology ‘survives on the positive and definitive hypothesis of the
social. The reabsorption, the implosion of the social escapes it. The hypothesis ot the
death of the social is also that of its own death’ (1983: 4). Thus, according to
Baudrillard it is only when classical sociology has been abandoned that we can begin
to properly understand the fragmentation of mass culture through personalised
consumption, leisure, and those other surface-level comforts that exist today.

[ agree with Baudrillard these particular classics do overemphasise the social

to the detriment of the subject. However, 1 disagree with his bold assertion that the

'Y For an analysis of NRMs in Russia see Shterin (2004).
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social has completely and mysteriously vanished during the course of modernity. The
social still exists and in many ways the advent of media and information technology
helps reinforce social networks (see Fish, 2003). Baudrillard is expressing a typically
nihilistic postmodern view, and his ‘playful rambling should not be accorded too
much veracity’ (Antonio, 2003: 172). Giddens (1993) is more even handed when
stating that ‘theoretical frameworks can be assessed in terms of their fruitfulness and
accuracy’, and there is still a need to ‘acknowledge the significance of institutional
constraints and parameters forming both the condition and outcome of individual
action” (1993: 31; 32). The existence of competing ideologies and the potential
alienation of groups and individuals as a consequence, are still structural realities of
contemporary western society. Kalekin-Fishman argues that instead ‘of thinking of
alienation as a state which can be wiped away, we can now grasp it as a means for
exploring the wealth of diversity in human existence’ (2000: 406). An informative
study of modern religious phenomena would therefore benefit from utilising such

socially derived concepts.

Max Weber: Failing Charisma and the Disenchantment of the World?

Weber did not share in the celebration of liberating reason supposedly ushered in by
the Enlightenment and evident in Comte’s positivism. For Weber modernity meant
the spread of rationalisation, which brought with it, “Specialists without SpIrit,
sensualists without heart, this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of
civilisation never before achieved’ (1930: 182). What this foretold for religion was
decline, a demise driven by what Weber referred to as the “disenchantment” of the
world. The ideals that had motivated the early Protestant reformers had lost their
religious content, yet lived on as an “iron cage” of rational self-repression, which
compelled modern people to work hard at their occupations without the hope of
transcendent reward. Weber also saw rationalisation as the spread of legal-rational
systems of domination at the expense of charismatic ones. The commands charismatic
leaders give often violate the requirements of tradition and the dictates of law. Thus to
Weber charismatic systems and leadership were an important source ot cultural
innovation. which would inevitably decline and disappear under pressure from legal-
rational domination. Weber set out what were essentially sociological approaches to

religion, but ones also recognising the intellectual and emotional (i.e. psychological)
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bases of it. Weber comments on the, ‘metaphysical needs of the human mind as 1t 1s
driven to reflect on ethical and religious questions, driven not by material need but by
an inner compulsion to understand the world as a meaningful cosmos and to take up a
position toward 1t” (1965: 117).

Rejecting the determinism of both Durkheimian functionalism and Marxian
materialism, Weber saw religion as a potential independent variable in a multivariate
formula: a proactive as well as reactive element in social life."" Morrison observes, ‘It
was Weber who explicitly argued sociology must be a science which attempts the
interpretive understanding of social action’ (1995: 307). So while Durkheim
concentrated on the forces that held society together, Weber was more interested 1n
the forces that carried society forward and modified the conditions of culture.
Crucially Weber (1930) argued that the origin of the modern, hard working, capitalist
world at the end of the Middle Ages (with its rapid spread and unequalled success)
had something to do with Protestant worldly asceticism.'” Weber further tried to
demonstrate that a particular form of Protestantism, ascetic Calvinist Protestantism,
preceded the development of capitalism. He was not claiming that Protestantism
directly caused capitalism but instead postulated an ‘elective affinity’ between the
ethic of Protestantism and the spirit of modern capitalism. In addition social class and
class conflict to Weber became ideal types. They were never, as they were tor Marx,
concepts representing the existing social realities. Instead they were 1deal types
applicable more or less to a given society. So to Weber there could be times when the
same religion serves the dominant classes as ideology and the oppressed classes as
otherworldly consolation, by which the Marxist analysis is seen to hold true.
However, when studying the same phenomena over a longer period of time, the
relation of religion and class turns out to be very varied. It does not lend itself to easy
generalisations. According to Weber in history religion had been both legitimating
and innovative. Weber (1965) built on this reactive dimension of religion by creating
categories for the understanding of religion, abstracting from the social process sets of
two principal alternatives of social structure (e.g. magic/religion, religion/prophecy.

etc.)., where one reinforces the traditional order of society, while the other creates a

' But here, as with the previous theories, Weber emphasises the rational analysis of religion and indeed
considers religious change itself as part of a process of increasing rationality.

'2 The ascetic ethic Weber described was one encouraging the denial of sensuous pleasures for the
enhancement of the spiritual self. It produced individuals who worked hard in their careers or callings,
in a single-minded manner.
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breakthrough and becomes a source of evolutionary change. Weber was fascinated
with the idea of change and non-conformity. He made “charisma”, a word derived

from the Pauline epistles, the starting point for his study of religion as well as the key

concept for his theory of social action:

The holder of charisma seizes the task that is adequate for him and demands
obedience and a following by virtue of his mission. His success determines
whether he finds them. His charismatic claim breaks down if his mission 1s not
recognized by those to whom he feels he has been sent. (Weber, 1968: 20)
Charisma is a mysterious power attached to a person, which attracts people to him/her
and makes them obedient to the will and the commands of that person. The
charismatic person is experienced as a human with superior powers, out of the
ordinary and not subject to the laws of daily reality. In some instances, the charismatic
person is regarded as having divine powers. Weber thought this was the true origin ot
religion. The charismatic leader creates a community and begins a movement of
people who accept his word and submit to his authority. To make this charisma
available to people living at a distance from the leader or to hand it on to subsequent
generations, the original charisma is institutionalised in rites, symbols or sacred
writings and ritually communicated to a group of chosen disciples and their
successors. This institutionalisation of charisma always implies a certain weakening
or cooling of the original charisma. The fervour of the beginning is lost in the second
generation. In Weber’s terminology, the charismatic power of the founder is
eventually transformed into traditional authority invested in the religious institutions.
What happens again and again, according to Weber, is the outburst of new charismas,
new leaders emerge who attract people and exercise power over them. However,
Weber did not expect any more charismas in the modern, industrialised, bureaucratic
world. Weber felt that every breakthrough would be levelled down by the application
of empirical reason. He thought, moreover, that the bureaucratisation of life, taking
place at all levels of society, would inevitably create technically governed, rigid and
inhuman structures that the increasing rationalisation would only make tighter until no
room whatever could be left for freedom and flexibility (i.e. the dreaded “iron cage”).
Weber’s approach to the sociology of religion was both rich and complex. At
its root was a psychological basis that emphasised the pursuit of meaning. For Weber

the individual innovative prophet played a crucial role in the process of religion and

of social action, it was a role based upon personal charisma from and through which
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the structure of religion/society stemmed. Bhaskar (1998a) calls this the Webernan
stereotype of “voluntarism™: the view that social objects are the outcomes of
intentional or meaningful human action. Many have argued in relation to this that the
central theoretical weakness of Weber’s approach to the sociology of religion was his
‘methodological individualism’: a willingness to treat all social forces and pressures
as if they could be explained, (or reduced) to the actions and purposes of seemingly
isolated individuals (Lee and Newby, 1983). The structural approaches of Marx and
Durkheim examined earlier would strongly oppose such a view. As Kalberg writes,
‘organic holists have attacked Weber’s elevation of ideal types and subjective
meaning to the center of his methodology and lamented the absence of their major
explanatory concepts’ (2003: 183). Furthermore, Tiryakian (1995) feels compelled to
combine both the Durkheimian notion of collective effervescence, with the Weberian

concept of charisma, in order to successfully understand the dynamics of the “velvet

revolutions” of 1989. Although Durkheim’s structuralism contrasts with Weber's
methodological individualism, Tiryakian still feels there is sufficient overlap to
establish an important theoretical convergence. This confirms some of the limitations
of applying Weber’s theory in isolation in endeavours to understand ‘the dynamics of
social change and collective action in the contemporary world” (1995: 278).

Wilson (2002) argues the absence of a theory of change in Weber, and the
emphasis on the progress of formal rationality entailing the routinisation of charisma
and institutions, lends an air of determinism to his understanding of these large-scale
processes. In other words, the relationship between religiosity, science and level of
industrialisation is far more complex than Weber’s theory supposes. Mullins (1992)
suggests the classic Weberian perspective on the process of industrialisation, which
emphasises the role of rationalisation in the elimination of magic, or what Weber
called the “disenchantment of the world”, is in fact giving birth to non-rational
phenomena. Mullin notes that revivals of mysticism and magic become the inevitable
reactions to the rationality and predictability of contemporary society. For example,
the charismatic movements and various new religious movements emphasising
meditation perform the revitalisation function in North America. Aldridge (2000) also
argues that the rise of consumer society does not necessarily spell the end of religion.
On the contrary, religion benefits from a free market, where religious “tirms™ are
sensitive to their customers' needs. Thus, ‘consumer-friendly’ movements such as

Soka Gakkai stress their compatibility with science. An affinity with the scientific
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world-view 1s one key facet of Soka Gakkai’s congruence with contemporary
consumerism. Add to this its successful mobilization of resources for proselytizing,
and 1ts rapid growth is unsurprising’ (Aldridge, 2000: 194-5).

Weber’s (1930) thesis has engendered a great deal of debate with regard to his
observation that religious 1deas can conceivably lead to economic change. Weber
argued that Protestant asceticism was one main factor (among others) that helped to
produce modern capitalism. Nonetheless, this 1s rather contradictory. Protestant
asceticism for Weber was associated with the notion of denying sensuous pleasures
for the enhancement of the spiritual self; capitalism requires the consumption of
commodities as well as saving for future investment. So Protestant asceticism aids the
latter, but the former may require hedonism (Marshall, 1982). Further Beyer (19935)
demonstrates that there are viable alternatives to Weber’s account of the relationship
between religious and economic behaviour. To Beyer intellectual and cultural agency
expressed 1n the ethical and theological reflection of religious traditions in ‘economic
cultures’ possesses a contemporary importance greater than Weber conceded. '

With 1ts limitations acknowledged, Weber's concept of charisma (with
modifications) does still remain a useful conceptual tool in explaining the formation
of new religious movements (Riesebrodt, 1999). Turner suggests that: *Weber never
imagined that what the future held was a new age of charisma’ (S. Turner, 2003: 23).
He argues that in contemporary society charisma 1s commonplace and that
charismatic change agents are sought to modify culture by modelling a desired
culture, such as Madonna's influence on female fashion wear. Charisma 1s
particularly important in modern society because fear and perceptions of risk have
become more prevalent with the marginalisation of highly structured worldviews such
as Christian ethics (Giddens, 1991). Melton also argues one important future direction
of research for scholars of new religious and spiritual movements will be to analyse

the ‘importance of charismatic leadership in the life of new religions’ (1995a: 274).

Secularisation: The European View

The declining salience of most religious organizations in public life, the
ogrowth of privatized religion, the differentiation between religious institutions

" Since the three classic theories, several contemporary sociologists have tried to re-examine religion.
For excellent summaries see Beckford (1989, 1990), Fenn (2003a), Hamilton (2001), and on the links
between religion and capitalism see Roberts (1995).
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and other aspects of culture, and the erosion of many religious monopolies
may all appear to indicate that the social significance of religion is also In

decline. (Beckford, 1990: 57)
It has been argued that one major legacy of classical theorising to the contemporary

sociology of religion has been the theme of inevitable religious decline. This has been

manifested in modern debate within sociology of religion as the secularisation thesis.

The Supporters: Wilson and Bruce

In contemporary sociology, it was Bryan Wilson who first defined secularisation as
‘the process whereby religious thinking, practice and institutions lose social
significance’ (1966: 14). By 1982 little had changed as he states, “secularisation
relates to the diminution of the social significance of religion, and secularisation
means that process by which religious institutions, actions, and consciousness, lose
their social significance’ (1982a: 149). Wilson’s approach to religion 1s very much
influenced by Weber. In this respect, for Wilson, the key to secularisation i1s the
process of rationalisation, which is part of modernisation. Wilson explains
secularisation by the decline of community and the concomitant changes in social
control from moral or religious to technical and bureaucratic control. ‘As our society
has become less dependent on moral regulations, and as our relations to each other
have become more role regulated and less personally involved, so the functions of
religion have declined’ (1976: 20). This is very much a linear process for Wilson and
he argues there are no reasons to believe that any counter-trend could reverse 1t. In
2003 his position had not altered, ‘the secularization of religion has been largely
attributable to the rationalization of work techniques, that same current of rational
process has also been responsible for the de-moralization of society’ (2003a: 48). In
sum, according to Wilson religion becomes more and more marginal in society.
Several problems stem from Wilson’s discourse on secularisation. First, if
Wilson is asserting that a modern linear decline in the institutional significance of
religion has transpired in the West, then statistical support such as church attendance
rates only hold in Europe, but not America (Fischer and Hout, 2002). Second, there 1s
a problematic distinction between the concept of the institutional decline of religion
and a personal decline in religious belief. For example, Robbins (1988: 56) asserts
that Wilson is ‘decidedly not maintaining that people no longer believe or need to be

religious’. However, Wilson’s (1982a) definition ot secularisation makes reference to
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‘consciousness’, but no elaboration on what this means is offered: individual/social or
both? (See Beyer, 1994: 70) Third, and related to the previous point what 1s Wilson
actually suggesting? If religion is in decline only institutionally, but perhaps not
personally, then how is he using the term secularisation? Wilson’s definition of
religion as ‘the invocation of the supernatural’ (1982a: 159), and his theory of
secularisation as the decline of such a religion, is rather contradictory (Baum, 1975:
chapter 7). Dobbelaere correctly observes that the ‘term “secularization” 1s widely
acknowledged to be a source of confusion” (1984: 200). Finally, Wilson’s theory of
secularisation focuses on modernity, science and technology, industrialisation and
urbanisation as external secularising forces acting upon religion. This 1s evidence of a
macro approach, in which Wilson’s arguments become linear by linking the growth of
one phenomena and the decline of the other as parts of the same process. Thus,
‘Wilson’s account of secularisation leaves mainstream religion in a strait-jacket from
which it cannot escape’ (Aldridge, 2000: 74).

Another contemporary advocate of secularisation is Steve Bruce (1995), who
presents a range of statistics based on church attendance to support his assertion that
religion is experiencing irreversible decline in modern Britain. For example, in
support of this view church membership in Britain has declined from 30% of the adult
population in 1900 to 12% in 1990 (see table 1 below). Again in a similar vein to
Wilson, Bruce (1995) sees secularisation as the product of the rationalisation of the
modern world. This leads to increasing social differentiation, a key facet of which 1s
that the church has progressively less opportunity to involve itself in non-religious
spheres. To Bruce modemisation leads to social life becoming more and more
dominated by the logic of capitalist production, with its emphasis on calculability.,
efficiency and profit. Hence, religious faith and morality become less significant in
the culturc and institutions of modern societies. Both these trends are further
amplified by societalization (a term first used by Wilson), which refers to the process
whereby social life becomes fragmented and ceases to be communally based. These
fundamental changes and features of modern societies lead to institutional religion

losing its social base and many of its social roles. Bruce summarises his position:

The secularization thesis argues that the decline of religion in the modern West
is not an accident but is an unintended consequence of a variety of complex
social changes that for brevity we call modernization... unless we can imagine
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a reversal of the increasing cultural autonomy of the individual, secularization
must be seen as irreversible. (2003: 262, emphasis added)

Table 1 — Christian Church membership in Britain (1900 to 1990

All Protestant Roman Catholic . %0 of ad:m
Year ~ total (m) - total (m) Total (m) population
1900 5.4 2 7.4 30
1930 7.1 2.8 9.9 29
1950 6.1 3.5 9.6 23
1970 5.2 2.7 7.9 19
1990 3.4 2.2 5.6 12

Source: Adapted from Hunt (2003: 9).
Note: m = millions

Bruce’s theory of secularisation has many shortcomings, several of which are
related to his over reliance on statistics to support his embedded set of assumptions.
Jenkins (1996) elaborates by arguing they leave unexamined points of interest that do
not fit the underlying argument of secularisation (such points are simply set aside in
favour of the master narrative). Distinct and often very different histories (local,
regional, for example) are handled in such a way that they tell the same, rather than
different, more nuanced and at times contradictory stories. So following Jenkins,
Bruce’s theory 1s incomplete because ‘this approach cannot readily measure change;
rather, 1t generates its own chronologies’ in which ‘history is effaced, and the past
homogenized’ (1996: 335). Further, how certain can we be that church membership or
attendance are valid and truly reflective measures of the importance of religiousness
within society? Stark (1999) asks the same question and provides an answer, ‘we are
directed to note a steep decline 1in church attendance in much of Europe and to infer
from this an erosion of individual faith as well, on the grounds that participation is
low because of a lack of the beliefs needed to motivate attendance. These views are

wrong in all respects’ (1999: 254). We examine why in the following section.
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The Complexity Acknowledged: Dialectics and Believing without Belonging

Secularization cannot be interpreted as a process in which the social
importance of religion, or even religion as such, declines or vanishes
altogether. But secularization can be very well understood as a thorough
transformation of religion under the impact of historical and social processes

(Hanegraaft, 1999: 151)
The most scathing blow to the premises of the secularisation thesis has come from one
of 1ts most notable original supporters, namely Peter Berger. Peter Berger and his
collaborator Thomas Luckmann together developed one of the more famous theories
of religion. Berger and Luckmann (1963) were primarily concerned with the falling
monopoly power of organised religion (1.e. Christianity), as a major legitimating force
of a socially constituted universe. They envisioned a “privatization™ of belief or the
expectation that religion would eventually shift to the private sphere within an
increasingly secularized society, a result of which was to introduce a competitive
clement to the domain of legitimating socially constituted universes. Berger and
Luckmann reasoned the reigning theoretical models 1n social science (functionalism
and structuralism) did not take account of the “total social facts” of religion, so ‘a
more comprehensive theoretical frame of reference’ 1s needed (Berger and Luckmann,
1963: 426). This was the beginning of their argument for a dialectical perspective 1n
the social sciences. They went further and the essentials of a theoretical framework
were laid down in their The Social Construction of Reality (1967), which explored the
linkages between convictions, commitment and social reality. This view avoided both
the 1dea of a structure determining individuals (Marx, Durkheim) and that individuals
could independently create their world (Weber). Instead emphasis was placed on a
dialectical process in which the meanings given by individuals to the world become
institutionalised or turned 1nto social structures. These structures then become part of
the meaning systems employed by individuals constraining their actions. Or put more
simply, society forms the individuals who create society, so society produces the
individuals who produce society, in a continuous dialectic.
Berger applied and developed the implications of this dialectic to the religious
realm in The Social Reality of Religion (1969), within which he shows how religion
brings society into relation with the sacred cosmos, how it locates human society in a

wider cosmic picture and in the process legitimates the social order.'* All this Berger

' For more details and a good evaluation of Berger’s work on religion see Woodhead et al (2001).
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argued was achieved through socialisation. This is the process in which individuals
are taught and learn the cultural essentials of a society, as well as brought to identify
with these meanings. The self that internalises the meanings of a society does not
merely possess these meanings, but also represents and expresses them (dialectic at
work). However, religion does not simply legitimate and make sense of the social
order (as in the Marxist or Durkheimian theories); it also makes sense of experiences,
which might otherwise be disruptive and disordering. Put another way, it legitimates
marginal situations and experiences, those that are at the limits of everyday ordinary
experience such as sleep, dreams, death, war and evil etc. Berger called the religious
explanations of such things theodicies."” It is the major role of religious theodicies to
combat anomie (disordered experiences become anomic). Religion ‘is powertul over
men precisely because it shelters them from the terrors of anomy’ (Berger, 1969: 90).
The purpose of religion 1s to offer a protective canopy of transcendent legitimacy,
meaning, and order to the precarious constructions society calls ‘reality’.

Based on his dialectical reasoning Berger viewed religion as both a dependent
and independent variable. Thus, to Berger the historical origins of secularisation lie in
religion itself, ‘Christianity has been i1ts own gravedigger’. (1969: 127). The religious
tradition of Western culture 1s seen as a historical force or a casual factor in the
formation of the modern secularised world. Berger also recognised other factors to
that of religious tradition in forming the modern world, such as social and economic
processes. But these latter processes also take on a rationalising dimension leading to
a segregation of spheres. To Berger a familiar set of root causes drive rationalisation:
industrialisation, urbanisation and the rise of science. This led Berger to define
secularisation as ‘the process by which sectors of society and culture are removed
from the domination of religious institutions and symbols™ (1969: 107).

The approach of Berger and [.uckmann is a clever synthesis of Durkheimian,
Weberian and Marxist insights (Hamilton, 2001). Although Berger and Luckmann’s
theoretical approach 1s more ‘dynamic’ than the classics, by attempting to incorporate

a dialectical component, the relationship between structure and agency remains under-

"> A theodicy in religion justifies divine justice, despite the existence of evil. The concept was first used
by Weber to explore how religious beliefs may legitimate social privilege or compensate the suffering
of the disprivileged: ‘A theodicy of disprivilege, in some form, is a component of every salvation
religion which draws its adherents primarily from the disprivileged classes’ (Weber, 1965: 113).
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developed.'® For example, Bhaskar regards the Berger and Luckmann models as
seriously misleading because ‘it encourages, on the one hand, a voluntaristic 1dealism
with respect to our understanding of social structure and, on the other, a mechanistic
determinism with respect to our understanding of people’ (1998b: 214). This results 1n
a diminishing role given to religion in the dialectical process, by assuming that the
convergence of a number of modernising processes will ultimately erode religion’s
ability to act back upon its creators. Bhaskar suggests society should be regarded as
an ensemble of structures, practices and conventions that individuals reproduce or
transform, but which would not exist unless they did so. So society does not exist
independently of human activity (the error of reification), nor is it the product of it
(the error of voluntarism). Society is only present in human action, but human action
always expresses and utilises some or other social form. Neither, can be 1dentitied
with, reduced to, explained in terms of, or reconstructed from the other (the error of
the dialectical conception). To Bhaskar there is an: ‘ontological hiatus® between
society and people, as well as a mode of connection that the Weberian, Marxist and
Durkheimian models ignore and the Berger and Luckmann model fails to tully
articulate. Hence, ‘People and society are not... related dialectically. They do not
constitute two moments of the same process. Rather they refer to radically different
kinds of things’ (Bhaskar, 1998b: 214).

The presentation of a secularisation theory by Berger and Luckmann 1s similar
to Wilson. A key point of divergence is the clearer distinction the role religion is now
seen to play. The segregation of spheres caused by the rationalisation ot social and
economic institutions relocates religion to the ‘private sphere’, from its initial position
within the ‘public sphere’. Thus, religion is no longer imposed and consequently must
be marketed. For Berger the fact that the modern world brings together many people
with contrasting views (i.e. pluralism), combined with religion’s relocation to the

private sphere, leads him to argue a decline in religious belief will inevitably result:

As there is a secularization of society and culture, so there 1s a secularisation
of consciousness. Put simply, this means that the modern West has produced

' Marx also incorporated a form of dialectics throughout his work. However, this was more concerned
with explaining motion and change in broad historical processes and as a result the role of the
individual in change was underdeveloped. Kaspersen argues ‘the works of the mature Marx... tfocus on
structural conditions and especially on the role of the economic structures. The latter are given so much

weight, however, that the human agent and human consciousness appear to be determined by the
economy’ (2000: 25).
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an increasing number of individuals who look upon the world and their own

lives without the benefit of religious interpretations. (Berger, 1969: 107-108)
The secularisation theory developed by Berger 1s the most convincing, complex and
comprehensive. Nevertheless, it 1s still open to criticism on one major front, which is,
‘while rates of religious participation are far lower in Europe than in the United
States, differences are small when comparisons are based on subjective measures of
faith’ (Stark, 1999: 263). Grace Davie (1990, 2000) has developed this notion in the
context of Britain as the “believing without belonging™ thesis. This essentially means
that while church membership and attendance may be low in Britain, and indeed
declining, the same cannot be said about religious belief. For example, data from the
International Social Survey Programs (Religion and Religion II) shows that in Great
Britain belief in a higher power of some kind had increased from 12.5 percent in 1991
to 14.3 percent in 1998. Further those saying they did not believe in God had declined
from 9.9 percent in 1991 to 9.6 percent in 1998. Gill ef al., (1998) chart the trends in
belief in occultist practices in Britain since 1970 to 1990, and discover many have
remained stable over time. Superstitious beliefs in things like lucky charms and in

paranormal phenomena such as Ghosts have evidently not declined (see table 2).

Table 2 — Belief in occultist practices in Britain (1970-1990)

Y0 of British population

Belief in 1970s 19805 19905
Reincarnation 24 26 26
Horoscopes 23 26 23
Fortune Telling 48 54 f £,
Lucky Charms 17 19 18
Black Magic 11 13 10
Spiritualism 11 14 1
Ghosts 19 28 31

Source: Gill et al., (1998: 513)

What all these observations imply is that there is a far more complex religious process

occurring in modern Britain than irreversible decline. Dobbelaere attempts to capture
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the complexity by arguing for secularisation to be studied via three levels; macro,
meso, micro, and as a ‘dialectical and discordant process’ (1999: 244). Dobbelaere
argues that secularisation occurs primarily at the societal (i.e. macro) level, which
does not imply a concomitant disappearance of religion or decline in personal
religiosity, though these processes may very well accompany the removal of religion
from the centre of society. So secularisation is one explanatory factor for ‘declining
involvement in the churches’ (Dobbelaere, 1999: 241).

Hervieu-Léger echoes a similar theme, ‘secularization itself is: not the loss of
religion 1n a globally rationalized society, but a general reorganization of the forms of
religiosity, itself part of a more general redistribution of beliefs” (1998: 31). Inglehart
and Baker (2000) have collated compelling evidence that contradicts the traditional
view promoted about the relationship between modernisation and religion. Using data
from three waves of the World Value Surveys, which include 65 societies, they find
evidence that the rise of postindustrial society does not necessarily diminish interest in
religion: ‘Indeed, the evidence suggests that it leads to growing interest in spiritual
concerns’ (2000: 48). They argue modernisation is probabilistic, not deterministic.
Economic development tends to transform a given society in a predictable direction,
but the progress and path are not inevitable. Or in simple terms ‘modernization does
not follow a linear path’ and ‘the secularization thesis is oversimplified’ (2000: 49).

The arguments, criticisms and mounting evidence undermining the simplistic
concept of secularisation, led Berger to withdraw his support for the theory, ‘The big
mistake, which I shared with everyone who worked in this area in the 1950s and ’60s,
was to believe that modernity necessarily leads to a decline in religion’ (1998: 782).

Even Bruce’s (2001) appeal for him to recant resulted in the following response:

I must stand by my ‘recantation’ of secularization theory, for all the reasons
that Bruce enumerates and which, I think, he does not successfully
repudiate... Those who, in the face of all this, maintain the old secularization
theory — Bryan Wilson and Steve Bruce are notable among them — can be
admired for their dissent... For all that, they are wrong.  (Berger, 2001: 194)
Nonetheless, other sociologists (notably in the US) have rejected the secularisation
thesis from the beginning, on the grounds that it grossly underestimates the diversity

of patterns of religious change in the modern world. We now examine their views.
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Who Said Secularisation? The North American Perspective

While the secularisation story got much of its ammunition from Europe’s steep

religious decline (in terms of church attendance), the United States has long been a
religious nation. Rates of religious participation are far higher than those in Europe
and particularly Great Britain and on the surface do not provide support for theories of
secularisation (Hadaway, 1993). As a consequence the view held in the US from the
start has been that secularisation theory was devised in Europe and applies only to
Europe (Martin, 1991). Dissenting from the sociological orthodoxy as they see it,
American scholars have declared the secularisation thesis ethnocentric, empirically
unsafe and intellectually bankrupt. Drawing on a variety of approaches including
economic analysis and rational choice theory, they have produced a new paradigm in

the sociological study of contemporary religion.

Rational Choice and a Market Theory of Religion

The foundations of American sociological thought can be traced back to the Chicago
School under the auspices of Park and Burgess in the 1920s and to Harvard under
Talcott Parsons in the 1930s and 1940s (Morrison, 2001). Of these it is Parsons who
is particularly notable for the broad scope and analytic depth of his theories. The main
concern of Parsons was to develop a coherent conceptual scheme for sociology that
would be applicable in all times and places, would address all aspects of human social
organisation, and would be open to progressive refinement as the advancing discipline
gained in ability to relate theory to empirical knowledge. A key interest for Parsons
was to refine the concept of function in social systems, which resulted in his four-
function paradigm. In order to meet the functional requirements of the social system,
groups of action or sub-systems of action develop.'” Parsons held that systems of
social action tend to equilibrium even 1f they never actually attain 1t and that social
change i1s simply movement from one state of equilibrium to another (Parsons, 1991).
Again in a similar vein to Durkheim, Parsons argued that religion functioned to
maintain social stability by helping to form value consensus (i.e. integration) through

the cultural system (of which religion is a part). He rejected the grim Weberian vision

'" This emphasis on functions in social systems has led to his classification following Durkheim as a
functionalist. Lemert suggests Parsons invented modern social theory by reinterpreting the classics and
most famously taught that religion was irreplaceably at the core of society itself and was therefore
‘needless to say, rigorously Durkheimian in this respect’ (1999: 236).
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of a disenchanted world where religion loses significance. Instead he observed that
"death cannot be treated with indifference’ (1991: 163), so religion was still seen as
playing a crucial function in pattern maintenance through its motivational properties.

The market or rational choice theory of religion advocated by Stark and
Bainbridge (1987) shares some features of the Parsonian approach. It also departs in
two important ways. First, more importance is placed on the micro-sociological
analysis of action. So in contrast to the Parsonian concept of human agency, with its
emphasis on the societal integration of norms and values, a more dynamic rational
choice account of human action is proposed.'® Put very simply rational choice theory
asserts that humans seek what they perceive to be rewards and try to avoid what they
regard to be costs. Thus, there 1s an emphasis on optimization, individuals optimize by
maximising benefits while minimising costs when making choices from sets of
alternatives for action. In short, people do what they believe will be most beneficial
for them.'” Second, the Parsonian thesis of overarching value consensus is replaced by
a greater attention to social conflict. As a result, Parsons’s (1967) account of the
triumph of Christian values in the west gives way to a more sceptical analysis of
social conflict within and between religious groups.

The Stark-Bainbridge theory of religion is built on two fundamental concepts,
which they see driving rational human behaviour, compensators and rewards. The
central 1dea 1s that individuals try to rationally maximise their gains in their everyday
actions, including religious ones. This leads to individuals seeking religion to ensure
otherworldly rewards; hence religious rewards are compensators for the trials of their
current life. This implies an inherent or universal human need for answers to our most
fundamental questions, such as: Why are we here? The consequence of this reasoning
1s that there will always be a ready demand for explanations outside the natural world
of our senses, based on supernatural conceptions. Therefore, it follows, since religion
answers universal questions and it offers compensators that meet universal human

needs, religion can neither disappear nor seriously decline. Stark argues:

The “market” theory of religiousness developed in my earlier publications is
compatible with religious variation: with increases as well as decreases in
religiousness, indeed its usual prediction is for relatively stable levels of
religious commitment in societies. (Stark, 1999: 259)

'"® The theory of rational choice has origins in microeconomics (Gravelle and Rees, 1992: 6-8) and has
become an important branch within sociological theory (Abell, 2000).
" The term “rational” as used here has clearly nothing to do with the notion of “rationalisation”.
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Results from the International Social Survey Programs (Religion and Religion II)
indicate that 1n the US belief 1n life after death had increased from 78 percent in 1991
to 81 percent in 1998. Furthermore, those saying they definitely believed in heaven
had also increased from 63 percent 1n 1991 to 67 percent in 1998. Meanwhile, 1n
Great Britain over the same period belief 1n life after death declined by 2% and In
heaven by 1%, while 1n contrast those believing 1n hell increased from 29 percent 1n
1991 to 32 percent in 1998. This implies that belief based on supernatural conceptions
or the demand for religious compensators (e.g. belief in heaven) is not decreasing in a
l[inear fashion over-time with modernisation. As the data shows, religious belief in the
US and GB 1s not easy to classity. People will always seek answers to the purpose of
life or hope for immortality; therefore some will 1nevitably choose to believe in
transcendent meaning systems. In this way the market theory of religion presents a
key challenge to the secularisation thesis, namely that decline in religious belief 1s not
an 1rreversible or inevitable outcome of modernity. Demerath acknowledges the

complexity and dynamics of religious behaviour in modern society:

Religion has declined in many sectors and levels of society, but not all. If 1t
has lost currency 1n the public sphere, this has often been accompanied by a
shifting location into the private world. And the decline of religion at one
point 1n time 1s often a precondition for its later revival, albeit in sometimes
altered form and function. (Demerath, 1995: 110)
The key theme evident in the North American narrative is that religious behaviour 1s
increasingly a matter of choice (rationally motivated), as opposed to socialisation,
modernisation or ingrained rationalisation. Religious behaviours are less and less a
product of cross-generational traditions and more and more a matter of individual
decision-making. Therefore, ‘Stark and like-minded sociologists use methodological
individualism to challenge the basic tenets of the secularisation thesis. They do not
see religious culture as anything more than the sum of the religiosity of individuals’
(Aldridge, 2000: 100). Methodological individualism assumes that there are stable
religious preferences or demand. Leading to the rejection of secularisation on the
orounds 1t mainly concentrates on measuring changing religious supply (i.e. church
attendance), while neglecting the more crucial case of demand (i.e. individual belief).
Rational choice theorists such as Stark have even challenged the assumption

of some “golden age™ of religion ever having really existed in Europe. For example,

Stark (1999: 254) argues ‘religious participation was very low 1n northern and western
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Europe many centuries before the onset of modernization’. Furthermore, Stark notices
that “eastern revivals”, “upward trends in Islam™ and “the rise in fundamentalism” all
result in establishing the need for a more complex body of theory to explain religious
variation, because ‘secularization theory 1s as useless as a hotel elevator that only goes
down’ (1999: 269). A primary occurrence Finke and Stark (1992) attempt to address
with rational choice theory 1s an account of the rise of NRMs in the US, which is
often used as evidence to refute the determinism of secularisation. They conclude that
religious pluralism leads to competition in the religious market, which serves to draw
more people into religion, and hence results in religious innovation such as new cults
and sects. This contrasts to Berger’s (1969) view of pluralism as leading to religious
decline, as well as Wilson (1976) who argues new cults and sects are marginal and
insignificant items 1n the religious marketplace. Melton 1n opposition to this latter

view shows that new sects and movements have been founded at an accelerating rate

throughout the United States and, while a few do disappear, most of them continue to

survive and flourish (Melton, 1992: 28).

Rational choice theory strives to overcome the determinism of secularisation.*
However, this does not mean that 1t has been immune from criticism (Hamilton, 2001:
chapter 16). For example, 1n a recent study of the dynamics ot religious choices in
America, Fischer and Hout (2002) argue that demographic changes and politics are
key determinants of religious behaviour. While secularisation 1s rejected, Fisher and
Hout do i1dentify numerous macro influences on micro religious choices, and show
that the rational choice model of human behaviour 1s highly problematic by assuming
people act largely according to utilitarian principles. Rosati asserts that “mainstream
sociology has always, from its very beginning, been an anti-utilitarian discipline’
(2003: 176). It is inadequate to reduce something as emotionally rooted as religious
belief/faith to simple cost benefit calculations. This assumes that people across time
and space have the same immutable needs, which neglects the tact that needs could
be, and are, often socially constructed. Again this 1s a re-emergence of the limitations
to a theory based on methodological individualism (Lee and Newby, 1983; Bhaskar,
1998b). Hamilton remarks on Stark and Bainbridge’s approach, ‘Markets are always

embedded 1n social relations and religious markets particularly so. They are not

comprised of freely choosing independent actors or competitive firms’ (2001: 222).

* Miller (1995) presents a modified rational choice view and applies it to religious behaviour in Japan.
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The assumptions and data used by Finke and Stark (1992) regarding religious
Innovation leading to a rise in new religions can also been questioned. Lechner (1991)
argued that the crucial statistic 1s the ratio of recruits to the new movements,
compared with the losses of membership of the older mainstream denominations and
sects. This loss according to Lechner 1s far greater than the increase in numbers
involved 1n the new movements, at least as far as Europe 1s concerned. Therefore,
Finke and Stark’s (1992) analysis even if it applies to the United States is somewhat
country-specific. Crockett et al., (2002) give a statistical based critique of both the
secularisation and rational choice theories of religion, they point out that using data on
religious participation as a valid indicator of the prevalence of belief 1s questionable.
The premise of Crockett ef al.,’s argument 1s that both theories assume that religious
pluralism has a direct affect on rates of religious belief. Berger’s (1969) secularisation
theory implies rising religious pluralism exposes people to a diversity of opinions so
the plausibility structure of religion 1s undermined, which leads to religious decline. In
contrast, Finke and Stark (1992) argued such a theory fails to describe the United
States, which has both the highest levels of religious pluralism and one of the greatest
rates of church attendance. Based on their market conception of religion they suggest
that pluralism fosters competition, which causes churches to work harder to maintain
demand, thereby drawing more people into religious markets. Nonetheless, Crockett
el al., suggest: ‘Proponents of secularization and religious economies theories could
both be wrong: Pluralism may have no eftect at all on religious participation” (2002:

227). Thus, a more complex model of religious transformation 1s still required:

In my view, rational choice theory 1s the theoretical formulation of a market
modelled perception of human actions, and its application to sociology of
religion cannot contain the rich variety of religious experience, the socio-
cultural and even individual-psychological components of past and present
religiosity, religious movements and especially not their mutual relationship to

society. (Varga, 2000: 114)

Towards a Structuration Model of Religious Change

Giddens (1976, 1979) does not specifically say anything about the relevance of
structuration theory to religious change per se. However, as a theory of social
reproduction there is no reason why 1t cannot be used to explain the making/remaking

of religion in society. The central ambition of structuration theory is to provide an
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account of the constitution of social life and of the nature of actions and systems.
Giddens argues the traditional dualisms between agency and structure, individual and
socliety, voluntarism and determinism, and subject and object cannot be transcended
simply by bringing these rival types of approach together, conjoining one to the other
(e.g. Berger and Luckmann). Instead, a fundamental reconceptualisation of the debate
in terms of duality 1s required. Thus, structuration theory supersedes the deficiencies
of the Durkheimian, Marxist and Weberian conceptions of society by showing how
“structures are constituted through action, and reciprocally how action is constituted
structurally’ (1976: 161). This 1s by no means a repetition of Berger and Luckmann’s
dialectical process. Giddens goes one stage further by proposing a “duality of
structure”. He argues that ‘structure’ 1s both the medium and the outcome of the
actions, which are recursively organised by structures. The use of similar arguments
by Giddens to those of Bhaskar’s critical realism 1s not entirely coincidental. Realism
1s a philosophy of science that Giddens himself explicitly refers to as a point of
departure for social theory. He suggests the concepts formulated are ‘compatible with
a realist epistemology’ (1979: 63). This 1s clearly evident when Giddens argues that
‘structures’ can be understood as a matrix governing the laws of transformation, but
that they ‘do not exist in time-space, except in the moments of the constitution of
social systems’ (1979: 65). Manicas (1998) has also noted the very close affinities
between Bhaskar’s transformational model and the ontology of praxis developed by
Giddens.”' He argues critical realism downgrades epistemological and methodological
questions 1n favour of ontological ones, and by doing so has many points of
intersection with structuration theory.

Giddens (1984) sees social change as a cyclical process of social reproduction.
Social life 1s contingent, so social change must therefore always be seen 1n a specific

context — a conjuncture:

[t all social life 1s contingent, all social change 1s conjunctural. That 1s to say,
it depends upon the conjunctions of circumstances and events that may differ
in nature according to variations of context, where context (as always)

involves the reflexive monitoring by the agents involved of the conditions in
which they “make history.” (1984: 245)

' However, a major difterence 1s Bhaskar’s argument for two accounts of duality, the first dealing with
the “duality of structure” and the second dealing with the “duality of praxis”. This need for separate
accounts of structure and praxis firmly separates the TMSA from structuration (see Archer, 1998).
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Giddens criticises sociology for conceptualising societies as 1solated, distinct entities
in which processes of social change caused by interaction with other systems are
largely 1gnored. Hence, for Giddens, social change becomes the result of an infinite
number of social processes. This implies that explanations of social transformation
must always be historically specific, while also incorporating multiple causes. Thus,
explanations that attempt to reduce complicated social processes to single explanatory

models (e.g. the theory of secularisation) must be rejected. According to him,

[n the modern world the expansion in the time-space distanciation of social
systems, the intertwining of different modes of regionalization involved in
processes of uneven development, the prominence of contradictions as
structural features of societies, the prevalence of historicity as a mobilizing
force of social organization and transmutation — all these factors and more
supply a backdrop to assessing the particular origins of an episode. (Ibid)
The metamorphosis of the religious landscape in confrontations with modernity is a
complicated episode. Although we can trace the origins behind such an episode,
predicting the trajectory 1s far less feasible. Unintended consequences will materialize
after the force of religion and individuals collide, producing novel institutional forms.
Lee uses the principles of structuration theory to focus ‘on the problem of
secularisation as a motor of change 1n religious systems’ (1992: 318). The thrust of
his argument is that secularisation needs to be recast in non-linear terms for which
structuration theory has a lot to give, not only in demonstrating cycles of reproduction
in social change, but by also extending the discussion of this process beyond the
Christian realm. He provides an example by using structuration theory to demonstrate
the unique ways the structural bases of contemporary Islam and Hinduism have been

reproduced, which he argues derives from varying charismatic sources. In this respect,

L.ee operationalises the Weberian concept of charisma to identify two distinct types:

(1) Structural charisma — embedded in a divine message transmitted by prophets —

1.e. Islam and Mohammed. This type of charisma is associated less with
particular individuals than the power of the word, which becomes enshrined in
scriptural form to be interpreted and reinterpreted according to changing

circumstances.

(2) Systemic charisma — involves interaction between a guru and his followers

and 1s therefore not toundational, meaning the message does not take
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precedence over the individual — 1.e. Hinduism. This type of charisma
involves 1ndividual action and hence bypasses institutional phenomena to

connect directly with the reproduction chain.

Lee argues that the concept of secularisation implies two levels of change that connect
with the duality of structure. This 1s illustrated by the diagram below (figure 1 1s from

Lee, 1992: 386), which highlights the links between structuration and secularisation:

Figure 1 — Structuration and Secularisation

Individual ACthﬂ ~ Duality of Structure

Reproduction

Change I I P o
- Institutional Phenomena

[Lee suggests that the left side of the diagram above represents individual action and
figures prominently in the emergence of secular consciousness. However, it 1s at the
institutional level when directed change 1s systematically expressed that reproduction

occurs (right side of the diagram). In his words:

|Tlhe new 1nstitutional orders arising {from secularization are not
independently derived from concrete praxis between human agents, but must
be conceptualized as empirical representations of structural properties central
to the reproduction chain. (Lee, 1992: 386)
[Lee proceeds to argue that the systemic charisma of Hinduism renewed through
personal, and not institutional networks, allows the possibility of re-enchantment as
an alternative to modern disenchanted institutions (e.g. the Hare Krishna movement).
In broader terms, in the realm of Hindu philosophy disenchantment is not necessarily
the antithesis of enchantment, but merely a distraction or minor detour from the

realisation of Spirit. Thus, disenchantment may increase materialistic concerns in the

world, but does not totally remove the spiritual element in humanity. In contrast the
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structural charisma of Islam 1s antithetical to modernity because its divine
foundationalism 1s challenged by the competitive pluralism of modern institutions.
For example, the Islamic revolutionaries in Iran came to power with ideological
baggage that implied an economic as well as a political transformation of society.
They wished to show that Islam, like capitalism and Marxism, had its own economic
philosophy and its own answers to contemporary economic problems. Their work was
an exercise in the rejection of “alien” ideologies and in the assertion of a distinct
Islamic 1dentity. As Bakhash comments, ‘they attempted to use Islam as an instrument
for social and economic reform, and to suggest to a younger generation attracted to
socialism or Marxism that Islam also could serve as a vehicle for social
transformation’ (1985: 167).

In terms of the linkages between his two conceptions of charisma and the

structuration model shown 1n figure 1, Lee argues the following:

[W]e may depict systemic charisma as the establishment of horizontal
relations between individual action and the duality of structure, whereas
structural charisma involves competition with modern institutions, thus
invoking vertical relations between individual action and institutional

phenomena. (1992: 389)
Lee’s model implies that the modernising tendency of society will be confronted in
different ways by various religions, and will not necessarily result in a linear decline.
So to Lee, the ‘problem of secularization 1s not concerned so much with the decline of
religion but with the unique forms of religious reproduction occasioned by reactions
to modernity’ (Lee, 1992: 398). The merits of Lee’s theory of religious change lie
largely 1n his use of structuration theory, which enables the conceptualisation of social
reality as consisting of human social practice, or ‘human being and human doing,
social reproduction and social transformation’ (Giddens, 1984: xx). Here in Lee’s
approach we see the beginnings to a model that conveys and reflects the complexities
of religious transformations and experiences in modern western societies. Based on
structuration principles we have an account of the interactions between individual
action and institutional phenomena and the intricate ways these can combine and
intersect to reproduce society. This theoretical approach to studying the multifaceted

nature ot contemporary religion 1s the most promising of those reviewed thus far.
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Conclusion

Perhaps one might conclude that there is more to the sociology of religion than
the secularization debate, and leave it at that. (Aldridge, 2000: 139)
I have reconsidered the classics and the secularisation thesis in this chapter, arguing
that such theories linking a decline in religion to a rise in modernisation prove to be
far too deterministic (Beckford, 2003: 30-72).” For example, Davie’s ‘believing
without belonging’ phenomenon undermines the simplistic notion of secularisation
expressed in Britain.”> By contrast, sociologists in the United States have from the
start opposed the notion of secularisation. Church membership and attendance in that
country has not recorded the levels of decline 1n the European countries. So while the
European approach concentrates on making macro-generalisations regarding the
inevitable decline of religion’s importance within the social realm, the American
rational choice perspective, instead, focuses on the microanalysis of agency actions
that determine religious innovation (Stark and Bainbridge, 1985), but neither theory
adequately combines structure and agency to explain religious change (Walsh, 1998).
Issues of theoretical lopsidedness aside, several key insights about the nature
of religion derived from the classical theorists remain invaluable. Durkheim’s notion
of religion as the deep grammar of society tunctioning to maintain social integration
through formation of a moral consensus 1s highly relevant. In modern society sources
promoting collective values are still essential given the fallibility of legal systems and
the historical difficulties of applying ethical frameworks to monitor scientific progress
(Barbour, 1971, 1990). Feynman states that ‘one of the powerful aspects of religion is
its inspirational aspects. Religion gives inspiration to act well” (2003: 213). Although
not true of all religions all of the time, this tendency can still be engendered through
religious belief 1n certain instances or under specific circumstances (Durkheim, 19635).
The main structural 1nsights worth salvaging from Marx are the ways 1deology
and religion can coalesce to serve as powerful controlling mechanisms over exploited
groups within society. This occurs most visibly when religion acts as a diversionary
outlet for alienated consciousness, suppressing the real causes, which is economic

oppression from the elites within a given society. However, explaining religious belief

e

= Spatial restrictions have not allowed me to review all the major theories of secularisation, notably
Fenn (1978), sce also Fenn (2003a: Part 11) for a summary of other approaches.

* Lambert (1999) develops a theory of secularisation in which modernity has four main religious
effects: (1) decline (pro-secularisation); (2) adaptation/reinterpretation (either pro/anti secularisation);
(3) conservative reaction (again either pro/anti secularisation), and (4) innovation (anti-secularisation).
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away as mere 1llusion or a symptom of economic alienation is far too reductionist.
Religious beliets also provide a strong source of meaning and can function as
reactionary protests, by opposing dominant ideologies leading to potentially liberating
outcomes for marginalised groups (Akom, 2003). Religious belief can also serve as a
positive source of alienation on the road towards eventual realisation of human unity
with spirit (Hegel, 1987). In other words, the intersections between religion, 1deology
and alienation are far more complex than Marx envisaged.

Weber’s concept of charisma and the roles it can play in the formation of new
religious movements 1s still of considerable analytical value. The significant influence
of the modern mass media and the resultant obsession with celebrity marks a fresh era

of charisma, one in turn leading to the emergence of new religious movements:*’

...employing this reading of Weber, one could actually mobilize his
theoretical and methodological potential against his own usage of it... [By]
redirect[ing] the study of religion away from a perspective focused on Western
uniqueness, rationalization and disenchantment and towards an analysis of the
processes of globalization and pluralization of religion as well as the re-
enchantment of the world. (Riesebrodt, 1999: 12)
Another strength latent in Weber’s writing was his concern with the subjective side to
religious beliefs. In this context, Berger and LLuckmann’s dialectical phenomenology
emphasises just how subjectivity fits in. They maintain that individuals display a
strong desire for subjective order and require legitimating frameworks with which to
explain anomic events. While this could hold true in certain instances such assertions
did not rest on conclusive deductive evidence. For this reason their further arguments
that reality should be compartmentalised i1nto spheres (public and private), and greater
competition among alternative legitimating schemes, like various religions, will erode
their credibility (an inherent secularisation argument), can be shown to be analytically
problematic in the light of modern trends (Hamilton, 2001). In essence Berger and
LLuckmann’s theoretical approach fails to fully escape the predictive linearity of the
classics 1t tries to transcend, they would benefit ‘from a more systematic discussion of

the different empirical relationships between the contents of soctralization and

different social structural configurations — the structural bases of personality’

(Wuthnow ef al., 1984: 71).

** Mega celebrities such as Tom Cruise (Scientologist) and Madonna (Kabbalist) are open about their
religious beliefs and bring immense publicity to the NRMs they are involved in. They may not have
directly created these movements, but their fame and charisma are used as resources to raise awareness.
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In part answer to one of our key research questions: What sociological theories
could best help elucidate the causes behind the rise of new religious and spiritual
movements in the West? This chapter has demonstrated that the conceptualisation of
the complex responses religion has made to the rise of science and modernity have not
been adequately theorised by the classics in the sociology of religion or secularisation
theory. The most promising approach reviewed was Lee’s application of structuration
theory to accounting for religious transformations in modernity. A key occurrence 1n
modern sociology of religion that requires theoretical explanation is the emergence of
NRMs, which serves to question the i1dea of a straightforward secularisation sweeping
across the West. This phenomenon has not been neglected in the sociology of religion

and it is a critical review of this literature we turn to in the next chapter.
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Introduction: The Study of New Religious Movements in the West

The classic theories of religion did not envisage the rise of new religions in the West.
Nor do contemporary secularisation theories, which are derived from the classics. In
this regard, Bryan Turner observed that the sociology of religion in North America
and Europe was characterised by a ‘narrow empirical focus on western forms of
religion’, and was in practice largely ‘the sociology of Christianity” (1991: 5). This
tradition has been increasingly supplemented by studies of new religions in America
and Britain, to the point that ‘the sociology of cults has now gone so far that
mainstream Christianity has to some extent been neglected” (1991: 5). For example,
Becktord and Richardson (1983) list over 350 sources in a bibliography specifically
concerned with cataloguing studies of New Religious Movements [NRMS] in the
United States and Europe. According to Barker, ‘INFORM has on its computer some
minimal information about over 2,000 movements’ of which around 600 are new
rehigions 1n the UK, but there are ‘bound to be a considerable number of movements
unknown to INFORM’ (1998: 17)." Melton who uses a similar definition of NRMs
estimates that there are in the United States ‘between 700 and 1,000 New Religions. ..
with more than 50% of the groups operating in Europe also operating in North
America’ (Melton, 1999).” The interest in the study and rise in the number of new
religious and New Age movements in the West is not really in question (Melton,
1995a; Nelson, 1987; Sherkat, 1999). However, some sociological research on NRMs
remains plagued by pre-analysis bias<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>