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WORKBOOK ANSWERS

 AQA A2 Sociology Unit 3

 Beliefs in Society
This Answers book provides suggestions for some of the possible answers that might be given for the questions asked in the workbook. They are not exhaustive and other answers may be acceptable, but they are intended as a guide to give teachers and students feedback. The student responses for the longer essay-style questions are intended to give some idea about how the exam questions might be answered and are based on actual student responses in previous exams. The examiner comments (underlined text) have been added to give you some sense of what is rewarded in the exam and which areas can be developed. Again, these are not the only ways to answer such questions but they can be treated as one way of approaching questions of these types.
Topic 1 Religion, science and ideology

 What is religion?
1
Religions that believe in one God.

2
Religions that believe in several Gods.

3
Emile Durkheim.

4
Animism applies to early and simplistic tribal or folk religions that believe spirits can exist in animals, rocks and plants.

5
A polythetic definition is a list of typical characteristics that most religions share, such as belief in a deity, concern for the sacred, rituals and practices etc.

6
A substantive definition of religion is concerned with stating what it is, such as an emphasis on the existence of supernatural forces or the idea of the Holy. (It was developed by the anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor to distinguish it from tribal society’s primitive belief systems of animism.)

7
Functional definitions of religion can be too broad, meaning that ironically even secular movements such as nationalism or a revolutionary cause could be included in this definition through uniting people together. Durkheim conceded that the French Revolution (1789–99) had many religious characteristics, e.g. sacred symbols and moral obligations.
8
Some religions could be excluded if too many characteristics are included, while if too few characteristics are used then the term ‘religion’ could embrace almost any philosophy or belief system.

9
The first of the three characteristics might be an organised collection of individuals. However, this in itself does not exclude secular communities such as clubs and societies. Therefore a second characteristic could include having a shared system of beliefs. However, this is still problematic, as division characterises many religions with members not necessarily sharing the same beliefs, for example Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox Christians; Sunni and Shi’ite Muslims; or orthodox and liberal Jews. The final characteristic could be a set of approved activities and practices, but as with beliefs these can be highly variable even within the same religion. 

Exam-style question
Here is a suggested plan of this question to give you guidance on how to answer such questions.

Introduction

· Religion is hard to define precisely because it means different things to different people, including sociologists, who use a range of functional, substantive or polythetic definitions. 

· It is also difficult, with superstitions in both primitive societies and postmodern societies, to know where religions necessarily begin and end. 

· Using too narrow a definition, such as belief in God or performing certain rituals, can exclude recognised religions, while too broad a definition can result in certain non-religious belief systems becoming included. 

Main body

· Anthropologists have found some sort of belief system in almost every culture. Simple religions include totemism, the worship through ritual activities of sacred symbols, and animism which believes a soul or spirit can exist in any object.

· Peter Worsley defined religion as: ‘a set of beliefs which in some way refer to, and look for validation in, a dimension beyond the empirical technical realm’. 

· AO2 point: Although not perfect and open to criticism, this does provide at least a starting point and covers totemism, animism as well as more established religions.

· Another useful starting point might be Giddens, who argued it is easier to say what religion is not. 

· He did contribute some common characteristics such as rituals and symbols, feelings of awe, an organised collection of individuals, and shared beliefs and practices. 

· AO2 point: However, this is problematic since members of a given religion do not share the same beliefs and practices (such as division within Christianity between Protestants and Catholics).

· The substantive definition of religion emphasises what religions are about and places a significant emphasis on the existence of supernatural forces.

· AO2 point: While many commentators applaud the substantive definition’s focus on what religions do and the role of the supernatural, critics argue it is not clear where religions begin and end.

· The functional definition was developed initially within the work of Durkheim and is concerned with what religion actually does for its members and society. 

· AO2 point: The problem with Durkheim’s functional definition is that it would include anything that serves a ‘sacred’ function or is too broad that it includes any group with a shared purpose. 

· The polythetic definition of religion involves compiling a list of typical characteristics that most religions share.

· AO2 point: As with the functional definition of religion, polythetic definitions could include almost any belief system under the banner of ‘religion’.

· In the face of considerable controversy and uncertainty over what is meant by the term ‘religious’, Glock and Stark have developed five ‘core dimensions’ of religiousness. 

· AO2 point: However, their core dimensions are difficult to operationalise, in the sense of measuring, and hence problematic in defining religious belief and activity.

· Adopting an interactionist stance, Berger and Luckmann argue defining religion should be centred on how people make sense of the world around them. 

· AO2 point: However, such an all-inclusive definition of religion could include secular ideas like Marxism, which is an atheistic theory founded on historical materialism. 
Conclusion

· Religion is something that is hard to define precisely. Exactly what constitutes a religion is contested and depends fundamentally on the criteria used to define it. Because the boundaries of where religions begin and end can be so blurred it makes defining it extremely difficult.

Science and religion

1
Science is a rigorous and systematic approach to understanding that is based on empirical evidence.

2
Creationism is the belief that God, or some other supreme being, created the universe and the various kinds of animals and plants on Earth.

3
Theory associated with Charles Darwin that argues plants and animals have gradually evolved due to mutations which are modifications in successive generations over millions of years.

4
The two key principles behind the Enlightenment were: first, that human reason and rational thinking replaced faith in explaining the unknown and providing an understanding of the world, and second, human beings can use this understanding to improve the world to make it a better place to live in.
5
Science can be associated with the Enlightenment and the modernisation of society that occurred through a shift to evidence-based rationality rather than a search for meanings through reason. Auguste Comte expressed this in his three stages of human understanding: the theological stage, the metaphysical stage and finally the positive or scientific stage.

6
Rationalists argue that reason alone can explain all questions including our existence. Human history can now be explained rationally and is no longer synonymous with the working of God. A relativist is someone who sees all ideas of knowledge as having equal status. Therefore it is conceivable that an eminent scientist can still possess a religious faith.
7
Weber used the term disenchantment to describe when magical or mystical elements that formerly were associated with a religious understanding have been replaced by rational or scientific explanations.

8
Science could be interpreted as a form of belief because there are so few scientific ‘laws’ and ‘facts’. There are still very few irrefutable laws in science, such as Newton’s law of gravity. Most scientific theory has not been proven yet and therefore requires the scientist’s ‘faith’ that their findings are correct. 

9
The first characteristic of science is its objectivity. This is derived from the fact that scientific research should be free from any bias and through the control of all variables. The goal of all science is cause and effect relationships, rather than mere correlations.

The second characteristic of science is that it is logical and rational. Scientific knowledge is rooted in the rationalist approach that such knowledge must be based on reason. However, this approach, in itself, does not guarantee scientific knowledge is correct or of good quality.

The third characteristic of science is that it is based on evidence derived from rigorous research methodology, notably that experiments should be repeatable under similar circumstances. The significance of this is that it renders knowledge verifiable (testable). For example, Karl Popper advocated the falsification of all hypotheses, meaning that they should be continually tested to find them wrong. If, over time, a consistent finding occurs then this would imply the soundness of the knowledge and the hypothesis correct.

Exam-style question

Following the period of the Enlightenment when scientific and evidence-based rational thought was seen to be increasingly replacing religion in explaining the world, one might have been forgiven for confidently predicting that religion would one day be displaced by science. However, in the twenty-first century, while science has gained in influence and knowledge, it would be wrong to say that religion has been displaced, as it still plays an important role. In addition, in an increasingly shallow postmodern world, many individuals are seeking sources of spirituality, while for fundamentalists religion is as relevant today as at any time in the past. Therefore the debate surrounding religion and science is one of competing and fluctuating ideologies and beliefs.

This is a good, if rather long, introduction that brings in the Enlightenment and the subsequent era of rationalisation and scientific thinking. This is then countered by AO2 content that recognises from the start that religious ideas still have currency and support, not least from fundamentalists. Note the useful AO2 point in the final sentence that identifies religion as one of many competing ideologies.

Comte saw the growth of scientific explanation as a feature of modernity. Weber saw rationality spreading associated with a growth of disenchantment as magical and mystical explanations diminished. Popper’s argument that all hypotheses should be subject to falsification implies that religious argument will increasingly be displaced by scientific argument since religious ideas cannot be proven, being reliant solely on faith. As a contemporary supporter of the secularisation thesis, Bruce argues that scientific explanations are replacing superstitious ideas. However, supporters of religion argue that religious and scientific ideas need to be viewed as competing ideologies. 

This somewhat fragmented paragraph includes important content and ideas of Comte, Weber, Popper and Bruce. There is a short AO2 evaluative sentence at the end.
When assessing the strength and influence of religion it is necessary to establish its contemporary impact as a belief system. However, measuring this is problematic. On the one hand, public participation in the form of religious membership, attendance, baptism and religious setting for marriage all show a significant decline in the past 50 years. This implies that religion has lost its importance to and influence on many people and supports the secularisation argument. However, while public participation has declined, privately people still express spirituality summed up with Davie’s phrase ‘believing without belonging’. For example, around three-quarters of British adults still claim to ‘believe in God’ and many engage in all kinds of irrational superstitions such as crossing fingers and not walking on pavement cracks and carry lucky icons like rabbit feet.
Note how this paragraph begins with a clear reference back to the question — this is always good practice. This is followed by AO2 evaluation of the difficulties in measuring the influence of religion. There is a good point about religion looking as if it has lost its influence, followed by an evaluation of this and a good quote from Davie. A further point is made about belief, with examples of superstition as a challenge to scientific influence.
Globally, the picture of continued religious influence is even stronger with billions of people identifying with the major religions as well as superstitious beliefs in many less developed countries, such as Voodoo. The functionalist perspective highlights how religion performs many important functions that science is simply incapable of doing. In addition, Max Weber stated that religions will always have a hold over the population as long as the ‘big questions’ need to be answered: What is the meaning of life? What existed before the universe? What happens after death? However, scientists argue that science has steadily replaced — often correcting — previous religious explanations. An example of this would be Darwin’s theory of evolution that has replaced the religious account of creation. Nonetheless, creationism is still taught in several states of the USA and many faith schools across the world.
This is a detailed paragraph in terms of content. The continued influence of religion is explained with reference to functionalist theory, as well as the ideas of Weber. There is an AO2 evaluative point about how science has historically challenged and disproved religious ideas, and an interesting counter argument about the continued influence in some quarters of creationism.
Steve Bruce supports the argument that religion has been displaced by science in contemporary society. As a major supporter of the secularisation thesis he sees the role and influence of religion as significantly in decline. The American sociologist Peter Berger, approaching the same subject matter but from a different position, suggests that religion has lost its role as providing a ‘sacred canopy’ sheltering and protecting us against events in life that we cannot understand. In a media-saturated postmodern society, with increasingly fragmented ideas and beliefs, religion has lost its role of providing theodicy to supply answers to the big questions in life. However, religion is still important to many people and some postmodern theorists see this continued attachment to religion as a logical response to the superficiality of a society that no longer has any depth, being obsessed by materialism and consumerism. 
The ideas of Bruce and Berger are discussed, supporting the idea that religion has lost its influence. This is followed by a supporting idea that religion has less influence in a postmodern society. However, this is followed by an AO2 evaluative point — that the shallow nature of postmodern society creates a purpose and meaning for religious ideas.
Other postmodernists, such as Jean Lyotard, castigate religion, science and ideology as meta-narratives. By this he means that they have all been discredited as tellers of the ‘truth’. Science has become discredited because it once promised a ‘brave new world’ but the reality is of one catastrophe after another, such as nuclear leaks, mad cow disease and global warming. Others argue that the validity of science has also been discredited by the falsification of evidence (e.g. thalidomide) and some scientists are seen as serving the interests of their paymasters (governments and multinationals). However, scientists would nonetheless point to the significant contribution of research and growing acceptance of scientific explanation in a technological society.

This is an interesting paragraph that initially discredits the grand narratives of both religion and science from the postmodernist Lyotard. Then, a critique of science, highlighting its failure to deliver on a brave new world, and the questionable status and motives of scientific research, follows. A final AO2 evaluative point argues the case for the contribution of scientific ideas and their widespread acceptance.
In a world of increasing rationality and scientific authority, some point to the resurgence and increasing strength of fundamentalism as evidence of the continued influence of religious ideas. Fundamentalist ideas have gained in prominence with the spread of globalisation. Based on a literal belief in fundamental truths, often written in holy texts, fundamentalists according to Holden offer certainty in a world that seems increasingly uncertain and morally bankrupt. However, Bruce in his defence of the secularisation thesis (2002), argues that fundamentalism is the logical response by some to the spread of Western values in a globalised world lacking in moral integrity. As such, he argues, fundamentalism is understandable, being rooted in traditional principles in an attempt to reclaim the past and redress the balance.

The growth of fundamentalism supports the idea that religious values continue to be important and influential. However, this is evaluated by the work of Bruce and the secularisation thesis.
In conclusion, it is unclear that religion has been displaced by science in contemporary society. This is due to the problematic nature of measuring religious influence, despite the growing influence of science and rational thinking. Science and religion can be viewed as competing ideologies in society. While ideas of secularisation support the growth of influence of science, the debates surrounding globalisation, beliefs in postmodern society and fundamentalism all support the continued influence of religion.

This is a good concluding paragraph that refers explicitly back to the question. It justifies and explains why it is difficult to say categorically that religion has been displaced by science in contemporary society.

Topic 2 Religious beliefs and social change

Functionalist perspective on religion
1
Small-scale Aboriginal, tribal/clan societies.

2
A totem is any object that is seen as having spiritual or holy qualities. 
3
Totems on Remembrance Day would include cenotaphs, wreaths, poppies and even veterans.

4
The term sacred was used by Durkheim to refer to spiritual symbols and ceremonies. In contrast, the term profane is used to mean aspects of ordinary life, the unspiritual and non-religious. 

5
The collective conscience refers to the commonly shared beliefs and moral attitudes collectively shared by the people which also exist outside them operating as a unifying force within society.
6
Religion acts as an agency of social control through reinforcing society’s norms and values. In addition, it acts as an agent of social control through reinforcing appropriate and inappropriate behaviour as well as a moral code for living.
7
Bellah’s concept of civil religion is a complex idea rooted in Durkheim’s idea that when people worship totems they are in fact worshipping society. Whereas Durkheim’s analysis applied to tribal societies, Bellah is applying the idea to developed societies like the USA. Essentially, for him, civil religion was the worshipping of ‘Americanism’ — that is, the worshipping of not just US religions but also the political institutions that serve to integrate individuals through a sense of national identity.
8
Three functions from the following list (for each function, 1 mark plus 2 marks for development):
· Promotes social integration and social cohesion (Durkheim).
· Helps people deal with 'life crises' such as death (Malinowski).
· Socialisation agency for society’s norms, values and mores (Parsons). 
· Can give meaning to life (e.g. social dimensions of Glock and Stark).

· Offers answers to the so-called eternal and difficult questions (Weber, Malinowski).
· Offers a ‘guide for living’ (e.g. the Koran or the 10 Commandments).
· Offers a spiritual dimension to people’s lives.

· Gives identity to individuals and groups.
· Can add a purpose to life.

· Builds a moral community.

Exam-style question
Functionalists support the view of Durkheim that religion, as a major agency of secondary socialisation, serves to promote social integration and cohesion within society. This is in contrast to traditional Marxists who see religion as serving to delude the oppressed and exploited through the socialisation of false consciousness. Other sociologists, such as Weberians and some neo-Marxists, see religion as a potential source of conflict and change, thus undermining its capacity for integration.

This introduction brings in theoretical ideas from the start. The question is addressed explicitly in terms of religion’s role in reinforcing social integration. Contrasting ideas to this from Weberian and neo-Marxist perspectives are flagged up too, showing the candidate’s awareness of the debate behind the question.

Functionalists pay particular attention to the way in which religion serves the needs of both individuals and society overall. In terms of functionality, religion does this in a variety of ways such as reinforcing cultural norms and values and generating what Durkheim referred to as a collective conscience. This serves to generate social integration through the shared culture of norms and core values that bind people together.

This is a detailed paragraph in which the functionalist argument is unpacked. It is good to mention Durkheim and his concept of the collective conscience. The last sentence reinforces the key points of the paragraph.

As the extract states, religion can play an important role in society in terms of promoting social integration, stability and social cohesion. Durkheim noted how societies use sacred objects or totems that become highly symbolic and intrinsically special. Because of their importance to society they become icons which are worshipped so people are effectively worshipping society. It is therefore clear how religion and actions like collective worship can be seen as important contributors to social integration and social solidarity.

Make explicit reference to the extract to show the examiner that you are using it, as demonstrated here. Sacred objects, totems and rituals are discussed here to illustrate Durkheim’s difficult idea of religious worship effectively meaning worshipping society. Again, a useful final sentence helps to explain and illustrate the processes discussed in the paragraph.

Parsons shared the view that religion reinforces consensus values, even for those who were not particularly religious, but who share the prevailing norms and values of society that are often rooted in religious traditions. However, Durkheim recognised that belief systems, other than religion, could also serve to integrate society. For example, he referred to nationalism as a ‘civic religion’ as it performed the same functions in terms of uniting people through beliefs and rituals such as attending sporting events and singing the national anthem.

The work of Parsons is introduced here in support of the idea of social integration through the reinforcement of consensus values. A good evaluation point that social integration can be achieved through institutions other than religion is made.

While Marxists agree that religion can act as an important agency of socialisation and can be seen to help bind society together through the promotion of false consciousness, they disagree with the premise of functionalism that this is both good and desirable. Describing religion as the ‘opium of the people’, Marx saw it as an insidious set of beliefs that distorted reality by persuading people to tolerate life now in return for rewards in the afterlife.

Marxist ideas are usefully contrasted with functionalist ideas. Note how Marxists recognise how religion can implicitly generate social integration through false consciousness.
Other sociologists have challenged the assumptions of functionalism (and to a lesser extent Marxism) that religion promotes social integration, pointing out that it often lies at the heart of conflict. For example, Northern Ireland is a very religious place, but divided by two communities doggedly intolerant and distrustful of the other. Far from integrating the people of Northern Ireland, religion serves to promote conflict, intolerance and violence between the communities. This is repeated in examples across the globe and over time.

This useful paragraph challenges the assumptions of functionalism that religion promotes social integration. The example of Northern Ireland is given where religion can be seen as divisive and generating conflict.

Max Weber demonstrated that religion could be an active driver for social change through his work on Protestantism’s role in the development of capitalism. This, along with some neo-Marxists ideas, such as liberation theology in Latin America support the idea that religion could be viewed as undermining integration, acting as a potential source of conflict and change.
The ideas of Weber and neo-Marxists (like Maduro, who developed liberation theology) are usefully included here, offering further arguments and examples of how religion can undermine social integration.

In conclusion, while functionalists believe that religion is a conservative force acting to bring society closer together through social integration of norms and values, not all sociologists share this positive view. Marxists share the view that religion inhibits change and acts as an important agency of socialisation, but they see this as ideological and a means of duping the population. Others see religion as plainly divisive and a major source of conflict in the world.

Note how the conclusion responds explicitly back to the question. It also summarises the arguments for and against the idea that religion promotes social integration.

Marxist perspective on religion
1
Marx uses the analogy of a drug (opium) to imply that religion masks and obscures the reality of the proletariat’s true class position as exploited by the ruling class.

2
False consciousness refers to the deluded state whereby the proletariat actually support the system of capitalism that exploits them. They are unaware of their true class position of being exploited.

3
Religion is a diversionary institution in the sense that it is viewed as a drug. In addition, Marxists argue that by coming across as benevolent and good, religions conceal their real purpose which is to inhibit social change, thus reflecting the prevailing interests of the rich and powerful.

4
Althusser describes any institution as an ideological state apparatus (ISA) when it serves to reinforce ruling-class ideas while at the same time preventing the proletariat from recognising their true class position as exploited and oppressed. Religion as an ISA therefore serves to reinforce false consciousness and the status quo.
5
It is suggested that the power elite in the USA is predominantly composed of White Anglo-Saxon Protestants (WASPs). The Christian-Right fundamentalists shape the US political agenda, implying that wealth is a sign of God’s grace. In contrast, deprivation, disability, illness and homosexuality are constructed as symbols of sin.
6
Traditional Marxism fails to address the secularisation issue or explain why so few working-class people are seriously religious in the first place. If religion is such a strong ideological apparatus, why do less than 10% of the population attend church on a Sunday?

7
While both functionalism and traditional Marxism see religion as functioning to inhibit social change, functionalists are essentially positive about this role of religion whereas with traditional Marxists the emphasis is on the negative aspects of religion. Although functionalists view religion as essentially conservative, this is justified as it promotes social integration and cohesion. In contrast, traditional Marxists see religion inhibiting change as a means of social control for the exploiters, serving to delude the exploited through the socialisation of false consciousness.
8
One function of religion according to Marxists is an ideological one of reinforcing false consciousness and maintaining the status quo. By keeping the working class passive and resigned to their fate religion serves to inhibit social change.

A second function could be seen to follow from the first, that of legitimising social inequality. Religions often legitimise and justify huge inequalities in wealth and income as ‘God-given’. For example, the Church of England has never criticised ruling-class wealth and indeed has traditionally recruited most of its bishops from the upper social classes. Hinduism similarly justifies the caste system in India.

A third function of religion could be that of acting as a diversionary institution, disguising the true nature of exploitation. This is done in two ways: by diverting the proletariat’s attention away from their real-life problems, such as poverty, as it is seen as godly to suffer without complaint, and by portraying the rich as essentially good and benevolent people, worthy of their station.
Exam-style question
The Marxist idea that religion acts to inhibit social change is strengthened by the fact that it is shared broadly by very different groups, including functionalists and feminists. In their different ways they all argue that religion functions to benefit society or specific groups within it, by inhibiting change. However, this broad argument is challenged by both Weberian ideas and, ironically, neo-Marxists such as Otto Maduro who uses the example of liberation theology to show that religion can also be a radical force that promotes change.

This introduction is focused clearly on the question, and introduces both support for the Marxist perspective’s view and opposition to it. This demonstrates good knowledge and points to a forthcoming balanced theoretical answer.

Karl Marx’s argument that religion inhibits change is expressed in his famous phrase that it is the ‘opium of the people’. By this he means that religion acts like a drug and distorts people’s perception of life, putting them into a state of false consciousness. Religion, he argues, is an ideological force that justifies and legitimises the ruling class and the system of capitalism. As such it acts as a sop, preventing the proletariat from rebelling against their deprivation and the unfairness of society, with the promise of salvation in the afterlife. However, critics note that historically the working class has never been religious, and that in contemporary society, the process of secularisation in the developed world suggests that religion is not necessary to maintain the ruling class.

This paragraph outlines the Marxist argument. Note the AO2 content in the form of explanation as well as the evaluative sentence at the end criticising the Marxist perspective.
Nonetheless, Marxists continue to portray religion as a conservative force that helps to maintain the status quo. While functionalists share this view, seeing religion acting as a form of social control, they challenge the Marxist view that religion is a negative phenomenon. Instead, they argue that religion brings benefits to both society and the individual. Applying Durkheim’s ideas, they see religion as promoting social integration and consensus values through the collective conscience. Malinowski argued it also helps individuals to cope with life crises. Therefore, functionalists would argue that, even though religion inhibits change, it benefits everyone. This is in contrast to the Marxist view, which holds that by inhibiting change, religion only serves the ruling class.
Although the question is about a Marxist idea on religion inhibiting change, support for this view from other perspectives will be sought and rewarded by examiners. This paragraph explores the functionalist view on religion and change. The final sentence links back to the Marxist perspective at the beginning and end of the essay in a manner that would derive AO2 marks.

Feminists also support the Marxist idea that religion inhibits change. However, the focus of attention here is not so much how this benefits the ruling class (as Marxists argue), but how it serves to oppress women through legitimising and justifying patriarchal power. Feminists, such as Simone de Beauvoir, agree with the Marxist idea that religion promotes false consciousness, but this is a gendered form whereby women learn and accept their domestic responsibilities and duties towards their husbands. However, it is argued that not all religions are patriarchal, such as the Quakers, and indeed sections within a religion can promote change such as the liberal wing of the Church of England that encourages the ordination of women and the legitimacy of homosexuality.

Feminist ideas about religion and change are discussed in some detail in this paragraph. Again these are linked to the Marxist perspective. AO2 evaluation is provided in the final sentence.
Max Weber’s ideas about the Protestant work ethic and how it reflected and encouraged the spirit of capitalism is a direct challenge to Marxist ideas that portray religion as shaped by the economic base of society. Weber’s argument is precisely the opposite: that religion can be a factor in causing economic change. As an idealist, Weber argued that ideas can be the catalyst behind change. This is in marked opposition to Marx’s view that the material world shaped ideas. Weber’s work is a major challenge to Marxist ideas on religion and change; however, Robertson argues that capitalism pre-dated Calvinism rather than the reverse. If Marxists are right then this supports the materialist argument that the material world drives ideas that reflect dominant groups, rather than the reverse.

This is a detailed paragraph that outlines the Weberian perspective on religion and change, which opposes the Marxist view. There is a complicated section on idealism and materialism, but the examiners will reward this level of analysis in terms of reflecting ‘stretch and challenge’. There is AO2 evaluation of Weber’s ideas at the end of the paragraph.

Ironically, opposition to the Marxist view of religion and change comes from neo-Marxists. Otto Maduro cites the example of liberation theology whereby local Catholic priests in Latin America used religious ideas of a basic moral nature to challenge the blatant inequalities and unfairness associated with the ruling-class landowners. However, support for the Marxist cause comes from the fact that the official Roman Catholic Church opposed liberation theology, taking the side of the rich landowners and arguing that the peasants should put up with their deprived situation.

The important point is made that there is division within the Marxist perspective on religion and change. The example of liberation theology is used and evaluated, gaining AO2 marks.
Other examples of religion serving to promote change are illustrated in the case studies of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King. They both used religious justification to fight for black equality against an unfair racial system in the USA. Therefore, these examples would seem to contradict the Marxist idea that religion only serves to inhibit change, rather than promote it. In addition, Roy Wallis would argue that world-rejecting new religious movements are critical of mainstream society and therefore have values that seek to promote significant change. However, Steve Bruce argues that they are small and insignificant; therefore their impact on changing society is minimal.

This paragraph is packed with examples of how religion can promote change. AO2 marks would be derived from the third and last sentences.
Interactionist sociologists do not have a common line of argument with regard to religion and change, but some would argue that the meanings derived from religion through theodicies act to inhibit change. For example, Peter Berger views religion like a ‘sacred canopy’ that gives meaning to the world and helps to explain questions in terms of a larger purpose. The broad view of interactionists is that the more religions can help to make sense of the world, the more they contribute towards inhibiting change on an individual basis.
This is an interesting paragraph in that many candidates would not necessarily include an interactionist perspective on this question. It is reasonably successful in making its point, and examiners would reward the candidate for original thinking.
The growth of fundamentalism also challenges the Marxist ideas on religious ideas and change. Although by its nature fundamentalism is about traditions and keeping constant values, they can be forces for radical change to return to the traditional values of holy texts. Therefore Islamic fundamentalists challenge Western values and seek to reverse changes that have happened. Sometimes fundamentalists are prepared to engage in extreme action such as global terrorism. Groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood were active in the ‘Arab Spring’ revolutions of 2011. This is another applied example that challenges the Marxist view that religion inhibits change. 
The growth of fundamentalism is an important development and should be recognised as an important inclusion in many answers on belief systems questions. Fundamentalism is linked to social change and the example of the Muslim Brotherhood shows an up-to-date and relevant applied example, which examiners will reward.
Postmodernists believe that the new diverse religions such as Scientology and Hare Krishna provide people with meaning and purpose in an increasingly shallow society. However, Marxists would argue that the majority of new religious movements (NRMs) are world-affirming or world-accommodating, with only radical world-rejecting movements actually wanting to change society. However, they would share the view of Bruce that such NRMs are too small and insignificant to have a significant impact on society. 

There is some repetition of ideas in this paragraph, but it brings in postmodernism, which is another interesting inclusion to this question.

In conclusion, while the Marxist explanation that religion acts to reflect ruling-class ideology and support the capitalist system is quite narrow, the idea that religion inhibits change is widely supported by both functionalists and feminists. However, Marxists ignore the fact that most people are not religious in the first place, or that many people appear to accept and appreciate capitalist society regardless of their religion. Finally, Weberian, neo-Marxist perspectives argue that religion can be a promoter for change. There are also contemporary global examples, such as fundamentalism and groups like the Muslim Brotherhood, that support the idea that religion can act as a force for change.
This is quite a long concluding paragraph, but it sums up the argument and refers back explicitly to the question.
Feminist perspective
1
Males.

2
Many polytheistic religions had both gods and goddesses, whereas monotheistic religions’ one god is almost exclusively male.
3
Within the public sphere, males tend to occupy important positions (sometimes women are entirely excluded) and public pronouncements are predominantly made by men.

4
Within the private sphere of the home, it is women who do most of the religious ‘work’, such as socialisation of children into religious norms and values.

5
Liberal feminists are the most optimistic feminists who see education and occasionally legislation as necessary to move society towards greater equality. They would look at changes within the Church of England and many denominations that have female clergy. There are now female bishops in the Anglican Church in the USA (but not currently in the Church of England) and many denominations. However, within some religions, such as Roman Catholicism, there has been no gender progress.

6
False consciousness is a Marxist term to describe when the proletariat is not aware of its true class position. When religions serve to justify the oppression of women, on the basis that suffering on Earth will be rewarded in the afterlife, this could also be interpreted as a form of false consciousness. Women are being oppressed here into a false gender position, one that the radical feminist writer Simone de Beauvoir described as ‘the second sex’.

7
Three marks for each point:

· Sociologists, like Aldridge, share the journalist Burchill’s view of seeing women as trapped and locked within the burka. Aldridge supports this view, seeing veiling associated with Islam as a powerful symbol of patriarchy and oppression since it denies females the opportunity to express themselves in an individualistic way and is a form of control by their husbands.

· However, many feminists, such as Helen Watson, see the burka as liberating since women are no longer judged by their appearance, hair or make-up. It is also a way of avoiding the oppression of the male gaze and male sexual harassment.
8
Radical feminists see all religions as patriarchal, serving to oppress women in a way that benefits men. They see the family as the key source of oppression of women and radical feminists like Sylvia Walby note how religions embrace an ideology that justifies and legitimises the traditional roles within the family. Within the organisation of religions, women encounter the ‘stained-glass ceiling’ (Browne, 2009) by being prevented from rising up the hierarchy and gaining roles in the priesthood, as bishops and above. In many religions, women’s bodies are portrayed as ‘polluting’ in the sense that they menstruate and promote promiscuity. You could also cover the issue of veiling here (Aldridge).

Marxist feminists share the Marxist view that religion is a significant force, inhibiting social change and acting as a diversionary institution promoting false consciousness. Marxist-feminists point out that women are more likely to be marginalised and experience poverty than men. They therefore recognise how religion can be seen to act as a compensator to women’s oppression, offering solace and redemption for being a person, and particularly a domestic servant to their husbands on Earth. Religion acts as a compensator for their exploitation as both workers and women, but Marxist-feminists argue that this is merely at the level of false consciousness.

Liberal feminists, while appalled at the discrimination women face in most religions, argue that with education and perhaps changes in equal opportunities legislation, women’s position within religions can improve. For example, they would point to the promising examples of many denominations and the Church of England where women can now be curates and priests. It is only a matter of time before women become bishops in the Church of England.

Exam-style question
Feminists tend to be critical of religion as patriarchal in terms of its ideological messages as well as its roles and structures. For example, Browne refers to the barriers to promotion within religions, especially to the top clerical roles, as the ‘stained-glass ceiling’. While some religions are more liberal than others in terms of gender attitudes and expectations, they are collectively seen as helping to maintain male domination over women.

This is a useful introduction that addresses structural and ideological barriers to women in religion from characteristic patriarchal elements that pervade most religions. The inclusion of Browne’s perceptive and amusing play on the term of ‘glass ceiling’ is good. The candidate could perhaps have recognised the pervasive nature of religion and noted how its influence could also be seen as benefiting men in private areas like the family.

Discussion of gender and women in religion was largely ignored until the feminist Simone de Beauvoir began discussing the significance of religious ideology in the 1950s. She argued that religion served to reinforce and justify the traditional roles within the family, particularly that of women as wives and mothers. Given the imbalance of domestic work and how many women felt unfulfilled and trapped in the home, these clearly benefited men at the expense of women.

A good evaluative point is made about how Simone de Beauvoir introduced the debate about women and religion. The ability of religion to help shape and justify unequal roles and status within the family is covered here.

Although many denominations and some sects have had female clergy for some time, it is only recently that the Church of England has allowed women to become initially curates and then vicars. However, the Roman Catholic Church adamantly refuses to accept women as priests. In non-Christian religions the picture of exclusion or marginalisation is a familiar one. By excluding women these religions undermine the position of women by reinforcing their status as inferior and second best.

This paragraph explores religions as organisations and notes the degree of exclusion women experience from roles and positions of authority in many religions. The last sentence puts into context the meaning of this exclusion.

As the extract states, feminists accuse religions of being patriarchal by the way in which they tend to provide divine justification for the oppression of women. An illustration of how religion undermines women can be seen in the attitude of many religions to menstruation and childbirth. Jean Holm argues that both are regarded across a wide range of religions as ‘polluting’. For example, Muslim women cannot touch the Koran, enter a mosque or even pray while they are menstruating. Such misguided ideas, in a rational scientific modern age, have to be interpreted as religion being used to control women.

Again, reference to the extract is explicit here and makes a useful and pertinent point. The example of menstruation is used to provide an example of religious intolerance towards women. This is thoughtfully evaluated in the final paragraph.

Many feminists adopt a view of religion parallel to the Marxist concept of false consciousness. They see it as encouraging women to be passive and tolerant of their inferior position in return for rewards in the afterlife. The Egyptian feminist Saadawi describes how religious justification of female circumcision blatantly serves the interests of men, enhancing their enjoyment of sexual intercourse whilst limiting woman’s sexual pleasure, although she blames a misinterpretation of the Koran for this practice rather than Islam itself. 

Examiners would reward the way feminism is compared to Marxism effectively through discussion of the concept of false consciousness. Saadawi’s work is added to Holm and de Beauvoir, who have already been mentioned. Examiners like to see, and will credit, reference to relevant and appropriate sociologists in exam answers.

The veiling of women is often interpreted as a religious diktat, enforced by men and a means of controlling women by husbands. However, Helen Watson challenges the view that veiling is a form of oppression, arguing instead that it can be liberating and used by women as a means of avoiding the ‘male gaze’.

The controversial issue of veiling is addressed. Note how the candidate presents a balanced approach through the work and ideas of Watson.

In conclusion, although it seems that women are more spiritual and participate more in religious activities than men, the evidence seems to suggest that religion can be viewed as serving men at the expense of women. If religion itself is not patriarchal (and many blatantly are) it still serves to reinforce patriarchy in other aspects of life such as the family and public life.

This conclusion refers back to the question and offers a reflective response about the relationship between women and religion. It starts with the interesting point that women ironically have greater engagement with religion, even though it seems to serve to oppress many of them. Although this is a good answer, the candidate could have looked at women’s experiences with NRMs and perhaps why so many women are attracted to New Age movement rather than traditional religions.
Weberian perspective on religion
1
Examples include: Rev Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, Ayatollah Khomeini, Archbishop Tutu.
2
Theodicies are the ideas and answers religions provide to the big questions in life about suffering, death and the nature of existence. Theodicy gives meaning to the inexplicable.
3
Examples could be how suffering will be rewarded in the afterlife or through reincarnation.

4
This is the philosophical opposite of materialism (that forms the basis of Marxist ideas). Idealism argues that human behaviour is primarily shaped by ideas, rather than, as Marx argues, the material world.

5
Berger used the term ‘sacred canopy’ to describe the role religion plays using theodicies to protect people against events in life that we cannot understand. He believes that religions perform an important role in preparing and giving meaning to ‘marginal situations’ such as death and bereavement.
6
The Protestant ethic refers to the important idea held by Protestants that work can be spiritual in itself. This is in contrast to the Roman Catholic view that spirituality could only be achieved through religious practice, such as prayer and worship. Protestants developed the idea that hard work was a sign of spirituality and therefore successful workers were godly in character.

7
Weber argued that the Protestant branch of Calvinism encouraged the development of capitalism because of their belief in predestination (God had chosen whether you were going to heaven or hell before you were born). Understandably, the uncertainty that this caused led people to look for signs of elevation. These were assumed to be wealth (encouraging the rich to constantly reinvest their profits) and a hard-working and God-fearing character (encouraging a docile proletariat). Both reflected precisely the spirit of capitalism and consequently encouraged its rapid expansion.

8
Weber’s support for the philosophical approach of idealism meant that he recognised the potential for religious beliefs to be a force for social change in society, even from one form of economic system to another. Marx, who in contrast adhered to the materialist approach, argued that it is only possible to change society through the economic structure. He argued that religious ideas, far from promoting social change, were used to inhibit change and justify the status quo. 

Exam-style question
One of the key themes of Weber’s analysis of religion was his acceptance of the philosophical concept of idealism, which states that ideas and beliefs can have important consequences for the way people think and act. In addition, by applying his action theory to religion he showed that only by understanding the meaning given to situations can we understand consequent actions, in this case how religious ideas can promote social change. 

This simple introduction brings in the important philosophical concept of idealism and makes a connection between action theory and religion’s role in generating social change.

As the extract states, ideas and beliefs of religion can impact on the way people think and act. Weber concluded that capitalism developed only in societies where the religious belief system was conducive to profit-making and the generation of wealth. He argued that Calvinism, a form of Protestantism, actively promoted the development of capitalism in Northern Europe because of the doctrine of predestination. In this way he saw that religion could be a force for social change. This is in contrast to the traditional Marxist view of religion as a conservative force. 

Note the explicit reference to the extract and using its content to support the candidate’s response to the question. Weber’s Protestant ethic thesis is unpacked in this paragraph. Note the useful comparison to Marxist ideas in the final sentence. Examiner’s like and credit theoretical comparisons.

The doctrine of predestination explains that in an attempt to read signs of elevation to heaven, the owners of capital constantly reinvest profits and the proletariat become docile hard-working labourers. Forming the basis of Weber’s argument, predestination is believed to have spread only by the end of the seventeenth century, by which time capitalism was well developed. Roland Robertson is of the opinion that predestination was instead developed and used to manipulate the workers into a God-fearing and docile workforce in order to serve the needs of capitalism.

The importance Weber placed on the Calvinist idea of predestination is discussed in this paragraph. Note the evaluation of Weber’s ideas, followed by further criticism from Robertson.
Therefore, Weber’s idea that the religious ideas of Calvinism led to the social change associated with the development of industrial capitalism has been criticised, particularly by Marxists such as Karl Kautsky. He argued that the truth is in fact the other way round, that capitalism pre-dates Calvinism and even encouraged its growth in order to justify and legitimatise the exploitation of the proletariat by the capitalist class.
Kautsky’s ideas are used effectively to challenge and criticise Weber’s arguments. 

Roland Robertson challenges Weber’s work by concluding that there was nothing exceptional in Calvinist teachings compared to other religions at the time. Indeed, he goes on to argue that many of the beliefs that Weber attributed to Calvinists were shared by other religions, including even Roman Catholics. 

Robertson’s ideas are again used to balance the answer through reinforcing the argument against Weber. This paragraph offers key evaluative points against Weber’s argument.

The debate really centres on the efficacy of idealism or materialism — that is, whether Weber is correct in arguing that changes in ideas and beliefs led to economic change, or whether Marxists are correct in arguing that changes to the material world, through economic change, led to subsequent changes in ideas and beliefs. 

Introducing philosophical ideas and debate between idealism and realism takes this answer up a step intellectually. It could be argued that this debate should have come earlier in the answer or be covered in greater depth here.

In conclusion, some still defend Weber’s argument that religion can promote social change. For example, Gordon Marshall is keen to demonstrate that Weber never specifically said that Calvinism caused capitalism. Furthermore, Marshall points out that puritan Scotland developed more slowly than England because the economic structure was less developed. This is precisely what Weber would have predicted, according to Marshall.

It is not normally recommended to bring new material into conclusions, but the ideas of Marshall are used here to support Weber and his claim that religion can promote social change. However, this conclusion is consequently unbalanced and does not summarise the counter argument of Marxists.

Neo-Marxist perspective on religion
1
These are religious groups or movements, usually drawing members from the bottom of society, who promote and advocate ideas centred on achieving a significant social change. Examples include the nineteenth-century Ghost Dance movement and cargo cults.
2
Hegemony refers to Gramsci’s idea that ruling-class ideas become dominant because they are accepted by the rest of society. 

3
Liberation theology is a term coined by Otto Madura to describe the rare mixture of Marxist ideology and Christianity that occurred in many Latin-American countries in the 1950s and 1960s. Local Catholic priests actively condemned the poverty and inequality of the peasants and advocated uprisings to eradicate their impoverishment.

4
Relative autonomy refers to the clever detachment the ruling class imply exists between it and key institutions like religion and the media. Because such institutions are directly controlled by the ruling class — but appear independent of such control and influence — they are actually more effective in increasing the power, influence and domination of the ruling class.
5
Gary Marx found that if the black people had ‘this worldly’ beliefs (beliefs that focused on the importance of this world) then this encouraged them to try and change the world. However, if the black people had ‘other worldly’ beliefs (beliefs that stressed powerlessness of humans and the need to seek salvation in the afterlife) this provided little incentive or motivation to try and change the world.

6
Traditionally, Marxists following the work and ideas of Karl Marx see religion as serving to inhibit social change, acting as a diversionary institution that promotes false consciousness and the status quo. They see religion as an ideological apparatus that reflects and serves ruling-class interests and reinforces hegemony. 

However, some neo-Marxists challenge this view, arguing that religion can be a revolutionary force for change. For example, Engels identified the millenarian movements of Victorian society as siding with the interests of the poor. 

7
Three examples of religion promoting social change include:

The state-communist country of Poland in the 1980s was particularly undermined by the support the Catholic Church gave to the trade union Solidarity which was organising protests and strikes in order to oppose the communist government. It has been suggested that the degree of support offered by the Catholic Church stemmed from its oppression under the communist regime. The economic liberation of Poland from state-controlled communism would therefore mean that the Catholic Church would become free too.
Following the exposure of corruption in the regime of the Shah of Iran, fundamentalist Muslim Ayatollahs combined to lead his overthrow in the Islamic Revolution of 1979. A prominent figure in this period of social change was the spiritual leader Ayatollah Khomeini who returned from exile in France to run the country in a different way from the liberal past of the Shah.
In the black civil rights movement, in the USA in the 1950s and 1960s, clergy and the churches provided an organisational focus. In particular the Rev Martin Luther King became a charismatic leader. His ‘I have a dream’ speech was to be a great motivator to ordinary people, as was his assassination. 
Exam-style question
Several neo-Marxists distance themselves from the rigidity of the traditional Marxist view that religions serve an important ideological role in reflecting the interests of the ruling class by promoting a sense of false consciousness. Rather than seeing religion as opium for the masses, they argue that religion can act, as Engels observed was the case with millenarian movements, to support and reflect the interests of the marginalised and deprived.

This detailed introduction opens up differing views of religion between traditional and neo-Marxists. The work of Engels on millenarian movements is usefully introduced here to support the idea of religion promoting change, but of course Engels cannot be construed as a neo-Marxist.

Neo-Marxists use the concept of relative autonomy to refer to the apparent independence of the ruling class from cultural institutions like the media and religion. They argue that this enables religion under certain circumstances to promote social change. Neo-Marxists also use the idea of relative autonomy to explain why some religious groups seem to be more engaged in the promotion of change than others.

The concept of relative autonomy is discussed effectively in this paragraph.

As the extract states, Gramsci declared that religion can become an institution of empowerment for the proletariat. Gramsci points out that over time many popular religions have supported the interests of oppressed classes. A contemporary example of this is the support the Roman Catholic Church gave the Polish trade union ‘Solidarity’ in the 1980s against the Soviet Union-backed communist government. This challenges the traditional Marxist view that religions inevitably support the dominant groups in society. Although the economic liberation of Poland from state-controlled communism would therefore mean that the Catholic Church would become free too.

Note the explicit reference to the extract, and how it usefully leads in to a discussion of Gramsci’s ideas. This is followed by a contemporary example of religion seen to promote change in Poland. Note the evaluative tone of the last sentence.

Otto Maduro describes the phenomenon of ‘liberation theology’ in Latin America whereby Roman Catholic priests condemned the poverty and inequality that characterised so many countries and advocated peasant uprisings to eradicate this impoverishment. In this sense, liberation theology adopts an essentially Marxist approach, but differs in being a belief system that promotes rather than inhibits change. 

The work and ideas of Maduro on liberation theology is introduced. Good reflective contrast to traditional Marxism is made in the final sentence.
Liberation theology, by trying to transform the lives of peasants, illustrates the potential for religious ideas to raise consciousness. It also shows that religions can take the side of the marginalised and the oppressed rather than reflect ruling-class ideology. However, support for the traditional Marxist position comes from the fact that the official Roman Catholic Church opposed liberation theology.

Discussion of liberation theology continues with this paragraph. Note the evaluative AO2 point in the last sentence.

The American Marxist Gary Marx argued that the impact of religion on change depended on whether it promoted ‘inner-worldly’ or ‘other worldly’ ideas. He felt that for most Black people in the USA, their religious beliefs were ‘other worldly’, which served to emphasise their powerlessness on earth and to look forward to the salvation after death. Consequently, Marx felt that far from promoting social change, for the Black people in the USA it represented a hold on their lives and inhibited change.
This is useful content that challenges the neo-Marxist position using research in the USA by Gary Marx. However, Marx does not take an absolute position on religion and change, and suggests that ‘inner-worldly’ religions could well encourage social change.

It would be wrong to see neo-Marxists as adopting an over-simplistic one-directional view of the relationship between religion and social change. They would argue that the propensity of a religion to encourage change depends on a variety of variables. These would include the beliefs religions have. For example, the strong moral code preached by the Reverend Martin Luther King and his Southern Baptist Church was at the vanguard of the civil rights movement in the 1960s. Ghandi also used Hindu religion, which was central to Indian culture, to inspire the peasants of India to attack and undermine British colonial rule. Therefore the degree to which religions promote social change depends on the context in which they operate within a society.
This is a long but detailed paragraph that brings in two applied examples of how religion has helped promote change in the USA and India. The last sentence makes a good reflective AO2 point.
In conclusion, it can be seen that in contrast to traditional Marxism, neo-Marxist ideas embrace the idea that religion can be seen to actually promote change. However, critics would argue that the examples given are selective and small-scale. Traditional Marxists would therefore argue that Marx’s view of religion holds generally true that through the construction of false consciousness, it inhibits change more than it promotes it.
This is a balanced conclusion that covers the neo-Marxist position but evaluates its position from a broader Marxist standpoint. There is a good reflective AO2 point in the final sentence.
Topic 3 Religious organisations

Churches
1
Churches tend to be universal in the sense that they aim to recruit all members of society. They therefore draw from all social classes. However, higher social classes tend to be well-represented. Consequently, they tend to be conservative organisations, ideologically supporting and reinforcing prevailing norms, values and power structures in society. Troeltsch argues members do not even have to demonstrate faith to belong.

2
Examples include: Roman Catholic Church, Judaism etc. (you may include others at discretion).

3
Often, but not necessarily, the relationship between church and state is close.

4
Often, churches tend to be large and formal organisations with a clear hierarchy and professional (paid) clergy. They are often closely connected to the state.

5
Many sects started as breakaway movements from mainstream churches.

6
Churches exercise limited demands on members who are not necessarily required to demonstrate their faith in order to belong.

7
Many churches adopt a liberal attitude to membership and/or have vague records of membership. Sometimes membership is based on nothing more than parental membership or being baptised rather than active beliefs.

8
Steve Bruce believes that in pre-modern times churches were powerful and could legitimately claim to have a significant proportion of the population as active members. Since Martin Luther broke away from the Roman Catholic Church in 1517 there have been competing Christian institutions. Bruce sees this religious pluralism as evidence of secularisation since churches can no longer give a single religious voice or definitive truth and it reminds people that their beliefs are a personal preference, a matter of choice.

9
Troeltsch implied that churches are ideologically conservative. This is generally the case; churches are not homogenous groups and can contain radical and/or evangelical elements. For example, the ‘Anglican Charismatics’ group are an evangelical wing within the Church of England. Grace Davie claims that many radical bishops sitting in the House of Lords actively challenge issues and promote causes they feel strongly about.

Troeltsch argued that churches often jealously guarded their monopoly of the truth. However, with the growth of religious pluralism and the ecumenical movement it is no longer possible for churches to do this with any conviction. Indeed most churches now tolerate and respect the existence of other religions.

Troeltsch argued that there is a close relationship between church and state. This is clearly evident in the UK where the Queen operates as both head of state and head of the Church of England. However, in other countries this is not necessarily the case. For example, in the USA there has never been a single established church, therefore no connection between the state and church. While the Roman Catholic Church was closely connected to most European states in the Middle Ages, the connection is far less strong now with some countries having constitutions that forbid any connection between church and state.
Exam-style question
The term ‘church’ refers to any large and inclusive religious organisation that tends to have a close relationship with the state and its politics. Examples of churches include the Church of England, the Roman Catholic Church, and the Greek Orthodox Church. The term ‘church’ has a distinctly Christian connotation, and does not include the other great faiths such as Islam, Buddhism or Hinduism. In the USA the term ‘church’ generally refers to religious organisations we could call denominations in the UK.
This is quite a good introduction that attempts to unpack the meaning and use of the term ‘church’, using examples.

Ernst Troeltsch characterised churches as possessing a formal hierarchical structure with a professional clergy. Churches tend to have a close relationship with social élites, although they claim to reflect consensus norms and values and are welcoming to society generally with few restrictions on membership. However, their worship tends to be restrained and makes much use of ritual, especially in what is termed ‘high church’, which adheres to orthodox traditions and values of the religion. These churches often have a limited appeal to the masses and are made up of the middle class and above. 

Any answer on churches would expect to include reference to the work and ideas of Troeltsch. This leads into a discussion of characteristics of churches. 

As the extract states, churches tend to have a clear relationship with the state and are characterised by their bureaucratic organisation. They also tend to have a close relationship with politics. For example, the 26 Church of England bishops sit in the House of Lords and consequently have an influence on legislation and the political process. In addition, the Archbishop of Canterbury periodically makes pronouncements on political, social and cultural issues as well as officiating at state occasions like royal weddings, state funerals, Remembrance Day and other ceremonial events. The Queen is Head of State as well as head of the Church of England.

The link between churches and the Establishment and politics is made in this paragraph. This shows the important role churches can still play in societies like Britain.

In many European countries where Catholicism is the dominant religion, the Roman Catholic Church is often closely integrated with the state, and often plays a leading role in the education and sometimes health services of countries such as Poland. Supporters of secularisation, such as Bruce, point to the disengagement of churches from the state as an example of their declining importance and influence in society. However, more than 50% of schools in England are religious-controlled in some way.

The theme of the importance of churches to society continues, with the example of many European countries and Roman Catholicism. Good critical analysis using the work and ideas of Bruce would bring AO2 points. This is countered by statistics on Faith schools in the UK.

Although churches claim membership in the millions, their membership criteria and records are variable and often imprecise. Sometimes membership stems from having parents who are members or simply by being baptised, often as a baby. Critics argue, therefore, that when churches claim authority because of their membership size, they are ‘punching above their weight’. However, in times of crisis or ceremony it seems natural for the Church of England to be present, suggesting they carry, if nothing else, a cultural importance, and probably still a spiritual lead, that the country is happy to follow.

This paragraph explores the often vague criteria for church membership. Some AO2 evaluative points follow, against the influence of the church and then supporting it. Examiners appreciate balanced arguments to questions and will credit AO2 content.

In conclusion it can be seen that the role of churches in contemporary society has changed somewhat over time. Although they are still an important component of the establishment they have lost some of their influence due to secularisation and the other factors associated with the changing nature of society. However, the influence of churches varies according to society — in Poland it is high whereas in countries where denominations predominate, such as the USA, it is low.
This conclusion responds explicitly back to the question. It makes a useful point at the end that the influence of churches varies between societies. This point should really have been made earlier rather than being introduced in the conclusion.

Denominations
1
In many ways denominations are similar to churches in that there is normally a hierarchy and it is not difficult to become a member. But they are not connected to the state and are less universal in that they tend to draw from the lower-middle class and working class.

2
Examples include: Methodism, Baptists, United Reformists, Presbyterians etc. (you may include others at discretion but note they are almost exclusively Christian).

3
Reinhold Niebuhr.

4
Niebuhr argues that most denominations began as sects.
5
Denominations are formal organisations, often with a hierarchy, but smaller than churches. They often have professional (paid) clergy, but this is not always the case.

6
Like churches, denominations do not place major demands on their members. There are normal expectations to behave in a manner reflective of the denomination’s values and some, for example Methodists, discourage drinking alcohol and gambling. 

7
Denominations tend to be tolerant of other religions which co-exist alongside them.
8
Denominations tend to be Christian because there are few comparable organisations in other world religions.
9
Bruce argues that over time sects grow in size and often acquire a respectability that gives them the image of a denomination. Examples of this would include Quakers, Jehovah’s Witnesses and, in the USA, the Church of the Latter Day Saints (Mormons). With regard to churches, Bruce argues that while they once claimed a monopoly of truth, competition from other churches and denominations means that they have lost their claim to universality. So churches like the Church of England are just one among many religions competing for members alongside the denominations.

Exam-style question
The extract states that a significant difference exists between churches and denominations in terms of size, political influence and relationship to the state. Others argue there is considerable overlap between churches and denominations, and indeed many denominations, such as Methodists, refer to themselves as ‘churches’. Therefore, particularly in the eyes of the public, there can be a blurring between churches and denominations, while sociologists see the difference as distinct.
It is unusual to begin an introduction with reference to the extract but there is no rule against it, and in this case it is focused to the question in terms of stressing differences between church and denomination. This is juxtaposed with the opposing view.

In the USA, where there is no state religion, the distinction between denominations and churches is least marked, with denominations being the norm. However, from a sociological point of view, in most Western societies there are key differences — in size, political influence and affiliation to the state. For example, churches tend to have a clear relationship with the state and are characterised by their bureaucratic organisation. They also tend to have a close relationship with politics.
The example of the USA is usefully included here to show a situation where the distinction between churches and denominations is limited.
The term ‘denomination’ applies almost exclusively to Christian religions. Therefore there is an immediate distinction between them and non-Christian churches. Richard Niebuhr argued that most denominations began as sects. Their transformation into denominations occurred in the nineteenth century since when they have developed in terms of respectability to establish some overlap in terms of characteristics between churches and denominations. 

The work and ideas of Niebuhr are important in any discussion of denominations. This paragraph describes how many denominations originate from sects but as they gain respectability they acquire church-like characteristics.
Troeltsch argued that churches often have a specific tie to the state, such as the Church of England whose head is the Queen, who is also Head of State. The Church of England is also involved in politics (bishops sit in the House of Lords) and in all state ceremonies such as royal weddings, state funerals and memorial events. The Church of England and the Roman Catholic Church are also actively involved in running schools in Britain, although some lesser religious organisations are now involved in running some academies and some of the new free schools.

Any discussion of churches will inevitably include reference to the ideas of Troeltsch. A good AO2 comparative and evaluative point is made at the end of this paragraph.

While denominations have no connection with the state, politics and education, they do share some characteristics with churches. Generally speaking, denominations have grown out of sects into respectable religious organisations. They have a formal structure, a hierarchy of officials and usually have a formalised form of worship with paid professional clergy. However, their hierarchy is less complex and elaborate than that of a church, but more developed than that of a sect. 

Some more similarities between denominations and churches are explored in this paragraph.

Like churches they are inclusive, welcoming everyone, with membership easy to attain. In addition, they tend to be tolerant of and tolerated by other religious groups and are conservative in nature, reinforcing the prevailing norms and values of society. However, they can sometimes place an emphasis on certain values. For example, even today Methodism is intolerant of the use of alcohol by its members and frowns on gambling — behaviours that churches generally tolerate in moderation. 

Further similarities are discussed. The example of Methodism is used to show that some denominations place an emphasis on certain values.
Steve Bruce argues that churches have become more like denominations in the sense that they can no longer offer a monopoly of religious truth. As such they are just one of many groups like the denominations offering a spiritual message. Bruce’s ideas stem from his conviction that society is becoming more secular and he sees this growth in religious pluralism as evidence of secularisation. However, opponents of the secularisation thesis would naturally oppose this view.
The work of Bruce is used here to suggest an interesting twist that in his view, shaped by the secularisation debate, churches have become more like denominations.

Finally, another thing Trinitarian Christian denominations tend to have in common with churches is falling participation, along with shrinking membership and a declining influence on modern societies. This is at a time when non-Trinitarian religions, NRMs and ethnic minority denominations such as Pentecostalism, are generally experiencing increased participation. This suggests the message of the Trinitarian Christian denominations, along with that of the churches, is increasingly out of touch with wider society.
An interesting feature in common is identified in this paragraph between Trinitarian Christian denominations and churches. This is contrasted to non-Trinitarian religions, NRMs and ethnic minority denominations, which tend to have increasing participation. An evaluative point is made in the last sentence.

In conclusion it can be seen that churches and denominations have many things in common. However, denominations tend to be smaller and lack the connection with the state, politics and education.
This is a brief but essential final paragraph to conclude the answer. It sums up how churches and denominations are often similar in character, but the latter has qualities and a social and political influence that denominations lack.

Sects and cults
1
Sects are exclusive in contrast to the inclusiveness of churches. They often operate in isolation from the rest of society and exclude people considered ‘unworthy’. Often they give themselves élite status and see themselves as the ‘chosen ones’ who alone possess special enlightenment and a monopoly of truth. Many sects regard salvation as reserved for them alone.
2
Common examples of sects include: Amish, Branch Davidians, Children of God, Church of Scientology, International Society for Krishna Consciousness (‘Hare Krishnas’), Jehovah’s Witnesses, Unification Church (‘Moonies’), People’s Temple, Salvation Army (you may include others at discretion).

3
The sociologist Roy Wallis defines cults as movements regarded as deviant but which, unlike sects, are less close-knit and do not claim to have a monopoly of the truth. Cults are sometimes referred to as new religious movements.

4
Examples include: Raelians, Company of Avalon, New-Age ideas and movements (N.B. differentiating between cults and sects can sometimes be difficult. For example, some would classify Scientology as a cult rather than a sect, you may include others at your discretion).

5
Sects normally demand total commitment from their members and strong internal discipline. Members are often expected to end their connections with the outside world.

6
Cults place no demands on their members to accept their teaching and are generally quite tolerant of their members’ involvement in other groups.
7
Sects tend to be small organisations with limited bureaucratic structures, compared with denominations. They are often dominated by charismatic leaders, who exert considerable authority and control over their members. Members often have to demonstrate absolute loyalty. For example, David Koresh, the leader of the Branch Davidians in Waco, expected any female in the sect to have sex with him.

8
Sects and cults are both individualistic organisations and tend to be relatively small compared with churches and denominations. Postmodernists, like Jean Lyotard, challenge the existence and validity of meta-narratives which churches and to some extent denominations traditionally peddled. So they are not necessarily surprised that they are in decline at a time when people can shop around for the individualism that sects and cults appear to offer. Postmodernists would see sects and cults as reflecting an increased choice and diversity for individuals as ‘spiritual shoppers’, increasingly disillusioned with mainstream churches and denominations. Postmodernists would see religions as increasingly competing against each other in a form of ‘spiritual supermarket’. 
9
Choose three reasons from the following list:

· Sects are often breakaway groups from other religions: Stark and Bainbridge saw cults as characterised by novel beliefs but whose origins are not from existing religions as sects often are. Cults often draw their ideas from areas outside religion such as science fiction or, if religious, from mystical Eastern religions such as Buddhism.
· Sects tend to be ‘world-rejecting’ whereas cults are ‘world-affirming’: sects are oppositional to the rest of the world, often claiming they have a monopoly of truth. They are radical in their rejection of the rest of society and other belief systems. They are often in opposition to the state. Cults are world-affirming in the sense that they accept it as it is and are not in opposition to the state.
· Sects are always religious, cults are not necessarily: cult belief systems are often atheistic, having nothing to do with belief in gods. In contrast, sects almost invariably are centred on worship and devotion to a greater deity.
· Cult members can often be viewed as customers rather than believers: cults do not necessarily demand the acceptance that sects often demand: that they are the enlightened ones and have a monopoly of truth. Instead, cults are tolerant of their members having other beliefs and are connected by common interests that are neither necessarily clearly defined nor tied to a belief system.

· Commitment: whereas sects often demand total commitment and internal discipline from members, cults tend to have less formal rules about behaviour. Cults tolerate members having other belief systems and do not claim to have a monopoly of truth.

Exam-style question

The terms ‘sects’ and ‘cults’ are often used interchangeably, implying to the media and public that they are the same thing. However, in terms of their sociological definitions, they are very different. What they do share in common is that over the past 40–50 years they have both experienced considerable growth at a time when church and denomination membership and participation have been in decline. 

Sects are introduced and differentiated from cults. This could be regarded as unnecessary in the context of this question. However, the idea of growth, in contrast to the decline of more conventional religions, is made. Signposting of reasons for growth could be included in this introduction, along with a formal definition, although this is addressed in the next paragraph.
Sects tend to be small organisations, so their growth is from a relatively small original base. Sects tend to be exclusive religious organisations, meaning that people who are considered ‘unworthy’ are not allowed in. Members are usually expected to demonstrate total commitment to the organisation and often have to adhere to strict rules and may even have new names and religious dress imposed on them. Psychologists might interpret that people who join sects are looking for a structure or meaning in their life. Zygmunt Bauman might interpret the attraction of sects as a response to the shallowness of postmodern society.

The nature of sects is unpacked in this paragraph, particularly the demands on members. There is reference to the question about why people might join sects with mention of Bauman and postmodernism. Examiners would approve of the new ideas in this answer.
Weber suggested that the appeal of sects lay in their connection to marginalised or deprived groups in society. He argued that underprivileged people often develop a ‘theodicy of disprivilege’, whereby religious beliefs and values are developed to justify their socio-economic status. Because of churches’ close connections to social élites, they are rarely inclined to do this, instead tending to ignore the plight of the poor and therefore remaining unattractive to the marginalised in society.

In contrast to the postmodern ideas of the previous paragraph, this goes back to the ideas of Weber. This is appropriate and a summary of Weber’s ideas would be expected in this answer.
Weber argued that through the promise of things like enlightenment, truth and salvation, sects target the marginalised and at the same time offer to these people a status identity in the sense that they often portray themselves as exclusive with a monopoly of truth — the ‘special or chosen ones’. This might explain the rapid growth of religious sects like the Black Muslim movement in the USA.

There is a further explanation of sect attraction using the work and ideas of Weber.
Another factor that might explain the growth of the Black Muslim movement is their charismatic leader in the form of Malcolm X. Sects are often characterised by having charismatic leaders who can attract people influenced by their rhetoric or charm into joining. Charismatic leaders may well explain why sects can grow quickly, but also why many are short-lived because when the leader dies the sect often dies too.

There is a nice use of the Black Muslim movement to connect this paragraph with the previous one. This adds coherence and good linkage between the paragraphs.
While sects tend to appeal to the marginalised and deprived there is evidence that some ‘world-rejecting’ sects (Wallis) appeal mainly to those who are relatively privileged, such as the white middle class of developed societies. However, Glock and Stark argue there are other forms of deprivation besides material deprivation. For example, Wallis explains this in terms of such people themselves being marginal to society in terms of being drop-outs in some form or other, such as hippies, drug users or ‘surfers’ of society and its fads and fancies.

This paragraph explores how sects can appeal to privileged members of the middle class as well as to the marginalised and deprived. Credit will be given for the mention of Glock and Stark and Wallis.
Because such ‘world-rejecting’ sects appeal to relatively privileged people, they have often been accused of ‘brainwashing’ new recruits into becoming members. In order to investigate the basis of this accusation, Eileen Barker did an extensive investigation into the ‘Moonies’ that involved longitudinal research including interviews, questionnaires and participant observation. She found no evidence of brainwashing, but found like Wallis certain characteristics that set them apart from the middle class generally. Many saw in sects a surrogate family in which individuals felt supported by a community, while others felt sects offered an arena for them to give something back to society.

This paragraph again makes good connections with the previous one and develops a coherent link between them. The study of the ‘Moonies’ by Barker is explored and related to the question and compared to the findings of Wallis.
Bryan Wilson explains the growth of sects as a response to social change. He argues that sects can be interpreted as a reaction to the uncertainties that derive when rapid social change challenges prevailing norms and values. It is suggested that the rapid growth of Methodism (originally a sect) in the nineteenth century can be explained as a response to the breakdown of the traditional ways of life when challenged by industrialisation. 

This is the first of two paragraphs that link the growth of sects to social change. The ideas of Wilson and the example of Methodism are used.

Another example of rapid sect growth in response to social change can be seen in the rise of the ‘cargo cults’ of Melanesia in the Pacific, where in response to white men arriving with the ‘cargo’, they believed they too could obtain this by imitating the actions of the white men and hence pleasing the gods. Besides being viewed as a response to rapid social change, the growth of ‘cargo cults’ can also be interpreted as a response to feelings of relative deprivation. Sects can also seem attractive in periods of change if they appear to offer the stability of rules, regulations and a reason for living.

The example of cargo cults is used and linked to social change. This is applying the growth of sects to a non-Western example.
Finally, Bryan Wilson explains the growth of sects as ironically stemming from the spread of secularisation. His argument is that the very reasons why churches are losing their support and influence are precisely the same reasons for the emergence of sects. Borrowing the terms ‘Gemeinschaft’ and ‘Gesellschaft’ from Ferdinand Tönnies, he argues that in response to an increasingly impersonal Gesellschaft society with its decline of traditional religion, the exception is the growth of sects which provide a haven of ‘Gemeinschaft’ or community. Robert Bellah developed a similar interpretation, viewing the growth of sects from the 1960s onwards as a response to a ‘crisis of meaning’.

This paragraph looks at the impact of secularisation on sects. It explores some apparently contradictory and paradoxical connections. 

The reasons for the growth of sects is multiple, but alongside what sociologists would refer to as new religious movements they do seem to buck the trend of traditional churches and denominations whose attendance has declined by 50% in the past 50 years. However, many sects are short-lived and often membership is short-term on behalf of the individuals who join them. This suggests their status of growth is transient, rather than real, and indeed their growth has even been explained as supporting, rather than challenging, the secularisation debate.

This conclusion refers back to the question and puts the growth of sects into context.
Fundamentalism
1
Islamic fundamentalists, e.g. the Taliban, Hindu fundamentalists in India, Ultra-Orthodox Jewish fundamentalists in Israel.

2
Despite the evidence of Darwin and evolutionary theory, they maintain and argue that the focus of learning in school should be that God created the world in one moment because this is what is written in the Bible and hence becomes a literal truth. 

3
Because when each group lives by a holy text and assumes they alone offer salvation, they will always be in opposition to other religions and especially other fundamentalist groups.

4
Fundamentalists live by the literal truths and rules usually written in holy texts of a religion, such as the Bible or Koran. The other key characteristic is that they claim they alone offer the way to salvation.

5
It is ironic that fundamentalism is viewed predominantly as a conservative force with its emphasis on reinforcing traditional values and behaviour. However, fundamentalism can also be viewed as promoting social change in the sense of opposing the changes that have happened to society and wanting to revert to a society based on traditional values and behaviour.

6
Because of their adherence to traditional values, fundamentalist religions are all highly opposed to liberal values and behaviour. They argue that such liberal views lie behind the growth in social problems like crime and the breakdown of institutions like the family. They would blame liberal values for the growth of dishonourable behaviour such as promiscuity, violence and general sinfulness.

7
The recent growth of fundamentalist religions could be interpreted as a response by individuals and groups to the uncertainties of a postmodern world. Some sociologists see fundamentalism as a search for meaning in an increasingly shallow postmodern world. Like most religions, but even more so with fundamentalism through their taking a literal line from holy texts, they offer rules and a depth to life with the promise of salvation, when postmodernism offers short-term escapism. 
8
Although fundamentalists often have a local geographical origin, they have become a global phenomenon thanks to modern communication and migration. As a consequence, their beliefs can be seen to transcend national boundaries. Steve Bruce argues that, particularly in the developing world, the growth of some non-Christian fundamentalist groups should be interpreted as an expression of anti-colonial and anti-West sentiment. In addition, as noted in Q.5, fundamentalism can also be viewed as a response to Western liberal values and the consumerism, materialism and general spiritual decadence of global capitalism. ‘Fundamentalist tendencies may articulate the experience of people on the receiving end of globalisation’ (Bauman). 

Exam-style question

The past century has witnessed the global growth of fundamentalist groups. These include Islamic fundamentalist countries like Iran and Afghanistan, Christian fundamentalists in the USA, Zionist fundamentalists in Israel and Hindu fundamentalists in India. Fundamentalists tend to share the common features of having a world-view that is based on a literal reading and strict adherence to the written word of holy texts. These texts become the source of traditional values and sometimes the content becomes the basis of a literal interpretation of certain truths. Fundamentalism is about the application of such ideas to a rigid faith, which is then applied to modern-day life. 

This is a detailed introduction that gives examples of fundamentalism and explains what it is. While it talks about its global growth, it could be criticised for not having enough emphasis on what factors lie behind its growth, which is what the question is about.

Fundamentalism is rooted in words and messages of historical holy texts, such as the Bible or the Koran. Therefore the values of fundamentalism are centred on reaffirming essential truths as expressed in these important texts. However, the question remains as to why fundamentalism is growing at such a pace now. Some theorists, like Bruce, explain its growth primarily in terms of an anti-West sentiment in a post-colonial world. Others have linked its growth to factors like globalisation. Some see fundamentalism as filling a vacuum when former ideologies decline, such as the decline in Marxism in the countries of former Yugoslavia. Others see a connection between the growth of fundamentalism and the superficial nature of postmodern society. These ideas will be investigated in more detail below.

This paragraph continues to explain the nature of fundamentalism, but becomes much more focused on the question, offering several explanations for its growth.

Bruce argues that fundamentalism needs to be understood as primarily anti-West sentiment that has grown from the pressures of post-colonialism and an expanding global economy. The treatment of the Palestinians and Bosnian Muslims, as well as the invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan, appear to have created an Islamic fundamentalist backlash. It would seem that the invasion of foreign soil is particularly antagonistic to many Muslims who can get caught up in fundamentalist sentiment and values. 

This paragraph explores Bruce’s ideas about the reasons behind the growth of fundamentalism.

A common feature of fundamentalist movements is they are often headed by a charismatic leader, such as the Ayatollah Khomeini, who was the spiritual leader who returned to Iran from exile following the deportation of the Shah. It is suggested that a strong and commanding leader is needed in order to support the call for a return to traditional values. Another characteristic of fundamentalism is the conviction that it is right and that all other religions are wrong. Therefore fundamentalism has no time for religious pluralism and vehemently pursues an ‘us and them’ mentality. It therefore follows that fundamentalists are often involved in conflict. For example, the motive behind Islamic terrorism is not only an anti-Western response but the view that all ‘infidels’ deserve to be killed.

This paragraph introduces the role of charismatic leaders in the growth of fundamentalism. It is followed by further discussion of the nature of fundamentalism.

There is some evidence of the political influence of the fundamentalist Christian Right over particularly Republican presidents like George W. Bush. Bill Thompson (1992) sees a parallel growth of Christian fundamentalism in the UK in the form of Pentecostal Revivalists, Anglican ‘charismatics’ and House churches. He sees these groups as ‘born again’ and the motive behind their growth as quietly filling a political vacuum in society, initially at local levels but one day at parliament level too. He sees local councils and school governing boards as targets for Christian fundamentalists, in order to gain power and exert their influence. 

The ideas of Bill Thompson are unpacked in this paragraph and argued against by Bruce in the next one. 
However, Steve Bruce questions the significance of Christian fundamentalism, not only in the UK but significantly also in the USA. He notes that raising children in the fundamentalist faith is the simple reason behind the growth in the numbers of Christian fundamentalists in the Bible Belt. Bruce goes on to argue that even in the USA the growth of fundamentalism is more to do with the decline of mainstream churches. With their decline, he argues, the radical fundamentalist voice can become more prominent with the impression they are punching above their weight. 

There is a useful challenge and evaluation in this paragraph of Thompson’s views of the growth of Christian fundamentalists in the UK through the ideas of Bruce.
Some people see the growth of fundamentalism as a response to an increasingly superficial postmodernist society. With the growth of the ‘spiritual shopper’, on the one hand, there is a polar response of individuals returning to traditional truths found in holy texts like the Bible or Koran. However, the actual numbers of people engaged in fundamentalism or new religious movements tends to be small. Both could be genuinely described as marginal in the UK, whereas fundamentalism could be viewed as much stronger in countries like Iran. 

This paragraph deals with the final explanation for the rise in fundamentalism. There is an AO2 evaluative point at the end.
In conclusion, the factors behind the growth of fundamentalism are multiple, suggesting that it is rarely down to just one reason. Although fundamentalism receives a lot of media coverage there is a tendency for it to appear more significant than it actually is. Nonetheless it remains a formidable force and raises important questions about the future of religion and the secularisation debate. 

This conclusion successfully pulls the ideas of the essay together and makes a balanced overall response to the question. It summarises the apparent influence and powerful nature of fundamentalism, but questions whether they appear to punch above their weight.

Topic 4 Groups, movements, beliefs 
and practices

New religious movements

1
NRMs are religious movements that have evolved since 1945, which have the characteristics of sects and cults. Wallis categorised them into three types: Christian religions, non-Western religions and self-development movements. He also classified NRMs into world-affirming, world-rejecting and world-accommodating groups.
2
Examples of NRMs include: 3HO, Aetherius Society, Brahma Kumaris, Branch Davidians, Children of God, Crème, Chrisemma, Divine Light Mission/Elan Vital, Eckankar, Erhard Seminars Training, Fellowship of Isis, Hare Krishna, Heaven’s Gate, Human Potential Movement, Jesus People, Nichiren Shoshu, Mahikari, Meher Baba, Raelian movement, Sahaja Yoga, Solara, The People’s Temple, Transcendental Meditation (others may be included at discretion).

3
World-rejecting movements are exclusive. 

4
Because NRMs are mainly sects and cults they have little in common with churches and denominations; however, some do draw on traditional religions like Christianity, Buddhism, Islam or Hinduism.
5
World-affirming NRMs tend to be the most respectable groups which share a positive view of society. They tend to be characterised by offering ways to self-improvement to individuals as well as unlocking hidden powers. They often appeal to people from the professions and management who see such groups as offering a means to relate to the world more effectively. For example, many offer skills, strategies and techniques such as meditation to help to achieve this. The Church of Scientology includes many celebrities such as Tom Cruise.
6
World-rejecting NRMs are by definition isolationist and highly critical of the increasingly secular nature of society. Their members live apart from society, often in tight-knit communities, whose leaders exercise a lot of control over their members such as imposing a dress code and giving them new names. Conversion to such groups is often sudden, involving a complete break with previous lives and families. In the past, world-rejecting groups have been accused of abducting people against their will and engaging in ‘brainwashing’. However, Eileen Barker found no evidence of this in her extensive study of the Moonies (1984). Occasionally such groups are associated with violence, such as the attack on innocent civilians on the Tokyo underground in 1995, or mass suicides, such as the Waco siege.
7
World-accommodating NRMs tend to be more conventional, with stronger links with mainstream religions. These groups are often characterised as ‘charismatic’ (meaning members have a ‘sense of grace’, rather than a charismatic leader) because the focus is on the personal religious experience of members. Their acts of worship tend to be enthusiastic and vital, offering a spiritual element which many members believe is absent in traditional religious organisations. Members strive to cultivate a sense of inner divinity to compensate for and protect them from an increasingly secular world. 

Exam-style question
At a time when participation in conventional churches and denominations is in decline, there has been an increase in membership of new religious movements (NRMs). This bucking of the trend of many other religions suggests that perhaps the existence and strength of NRMs do reflect a continued importance for religion in contemporary society. However, critics like Steve Bruce argue that NRMs are essentially an anomaly, catering for the minority and marginal sector within an increasingly secular society.
This is a good introduction that outlines the contrasting debate about NRMs. Examiners like answers that are bold and clearly set out their stall in the opening paragraph. It shows that the candidate understands the debate and is up to the challenge of discussing the argument from both sides.

Eileen Barker found in her study of Moonie recruits that many were attracted to the idea that NRMs offered the promise of a surrogate family. Most of the members she found were middle class and came from highly educated backgrounds. They had a clear rationale and logic for joining the movement, which often involved some concept of public service and wanting to give something back to the community. However, the high drop-out rate implies that the benefits of NRMs tend to be short-term, reflecting a transitory period in some young people’s lives.

This detailed paragraph looks at Barker’s study of Moonies. It explores the motives to join NRMs and makes the useful point that these may not necessarily be religious but a desire to provide service and/or give back to society. There is a strong evaluative second half to this paragraph that would earn AO2 marks.

Many sociologists, such as Anthony Giddens, see the decline of traditional religions as linked to the way they have become ritualistic and devoid of spiritual meaning in what he refers to as late modernity. In contrast to traditional religions, he sees NRMs as organisations that have adapted their beliefs to reflect a more secular society. However, as the extract states, because they vary so much in terms of commitment, it is difficult to establish the nature and extent to which people engage with NRMs.

This paragraph makes explicit reference to the extract with a good evaluative AO2 point about the diversity of NRMs making generalisation difficult. Useful commentary occurs about Giddens’ point as to why traditional religions are losing their appeal.

A leading advocate of the secularisation thesis, Steve Bruce sees the appeal of world-affirming NRMs as offering a spiritual dimension, which is often lacking in traditional religions. NRMs often come across as offering an exciting and spiritually engaging experience in contrast to traditional religions that can appear stuffy and aloof from individuals and their personal needs. However, it is difficult to reconcile Bruce’s argument that a search for a spiritual dimension supports his secular argument.
Bruce’s ideas about the appeal of NRMs is discussed here and subsequently evaluated.
Some sociologists see the continued attraction of NRMs as stemming from a search for meaning in an increasingly shallow postmodern world. Some see the spread of secularisation in contemporary society as a reflection of a spiritual void which mainstream churches and denominations seem either unwilling or unable to challenge. The postmodernist John Drane sees the growth of NRMs and NAMs as a response to such a void. However, as Bruce has shown, NRMs are peripheral to mainstream society and are consequently a curiosity rather than a major phenomenon.
This continues some ideas addressed in the previous paragraph. It includes the ideas of Drane and links the discussion to postmodernism. This paragraph is rounded off by another useful AO2 evaluative point.
People seeking answers to the problems of contemporary society may turn against both scientific and traditional religious organisations. Within postmodernism there is a distrust of experts and some individuals find the grand meta-narratives from both science and established religion an inadequate response. Therefore for many people, joining an NRM is a logical response. 

The postmodernist theme is continued, adding to the coherence of the answer with one paragraph linking to the next. This paragraph would benefit from an evaluative point at the end.

Many individuals seem to be attracted particularly to the world-affirming NRMs, which often claim to provide an individualised route to self-fulfilment, happiness and even monetary success. This is in marked contrast to traditional religions, which are often accused of suppressing individualism and current self-fulfilment by promising rewards in the afterlife rather than the present. Heelas et al. found that most traditional religions were contracting in terms of size and membership, whereas many NRMs, which emphasise individualism, were prospering.

This paragraph discusses world-affirming NRMs, although these are not explained. The links to individualism in this paragraph continue the postmodernist theme expressed in the previous two paragraphs.

Weber’s idea that religions appeal to those experiencing relative marginalisation can help to explain the appeal particularly of world-rejecting NRMs. This could explain why some people from minority ethnic groups and young people who feel particularly marginalised are attracted to the community and support offered by some NRMs. 

Weber’s ideas are related to world-rejecting NRMs (which again are not explained). Again, this paragraph would benefit from an evaluative point.

Wallis has suggested that NRMs can offer young people status, particularly if they feel they are in a situation of ‘status frustration’ with regard to their position within school or family. However, he conceded that the appeal of NRMs can be quite transitory and wears off as young people move into adulthood and if status frustration disappears.

This paragraph continues a theme discussed at the beginning of this answer regarding Barker’s study of the Moonies. To improve coherence it might be better placed adjacent to that paragraph.

It is suggested by Bryan Wilson that periods of social change provide NRMs with a fertile breeding ground because there is a greater sense of uncertainty. NRMs can be attractive at such times, offering spiritual answers on the one hand and a close-knit community on the other. Wilson compares the role of NRMs responding to the dramatic changes since the 1960s with the growth of Methodism in the nineteenth century, which was a response to social changes caused by industrialisation.

This paragraph includes Wilson’s idea that the growth in appeal of NRMs is linked to social change.
It is clear that, for a variety of reasons, NRMs have a continued importance for religion in contemporary society. At a time when conventional religious organisations appear to be in decline, NRMs challenge this trend, appearing to offer attractive options to many people. However, as Bruce notes, despite their growth they remain marginal to society and only attract a small minority of the population.

This conclusion responds explicitly back to the question. It sums up the arguments for and against the idea that NRMs reflect a continued importance for religion in contemporary society.

New-Age movements
1
NAMs tend to be unstructured, and often exist independently of any organisation. Instead they tend to be centred more on sets of beliefs or activities associated with a range of lifestyle activities or therapies associated with the mind or body. These can often contain a spiritual element, but others may have nothing to do with a supernatural dimension.

2
Complementary medicine and the ecological movement.

3
Examples of an ‘audience cult’ NAM could include: astrology, belief in aliens, crop circles, Green Party, ley lines, magic, near-death experiences, organic foods, paganism, spirit guides, tai chi, witchcraft, yoga etc. (others may be included at discretion).

4
Examples of a ‘client cult’ NAM could include: various forms of therapy such as aromatherapy, colour therapy, herbalism, hypnosis, Indian head massage, massage, Reiki, or palmistry, clairvoyance, Feng shui etc. (others may be included at discretion).

5
New-Age movements are inclusive in the sense that they tend to be open to anyone (however, they appeal to only a minority of people).

6
The term ‘spiritual shopper’ suggests the diversity and choice now available to individuals within a postmodern society for those seeking spirituality or spiritual answers. The term implies that people may use consumer culture with regard to religion and shop around from one religious organisation or NAM to another until they find one that offers what they are looking for.

7
The ‘global cafeteria’ refers to first the range, diversity and choice of NRMs and NAMs that people can choose from, and second the global nature of this choice. With advances in communication technology, particularly the internet, individuals have access to global groups and ideas. At a time when traditional religions are in decline, the global cafeteria of ideas and beliefs offers an abundance of groups catering for people’s spiritual needs.

8
Heelas sees the holistic milieu as referring to the range of activities to do with mind, body and spirit associated with New-Age movements. In contrast to traditional religious participation, the holistic milieu is growing, appealing particularly to women and the professional middle class. The holistic milieu can also be understood in terms of a postmodern society, the notion of a spiritual shopper and the global cafeteria. The holistic milieu is part of a spiritual revolution whereby people are not only seeking spirituality in areas other than traditional religion but are doing so in search of truths being interpreted as increasingly individualistic and personal rather than objective.

9
Choose three characteristics from:
· All NAMs support a belief in a higher, more comprehensive divine nature. Through their range and diversity they all offer a spiritual dimension but it is down to the individual to discover their own personal truth, through their own spirituality, rather than believing in an objective truth.

· Nearly all NAMs are world-affirming in that they support individual potential. NAMs seek to awaken each individual’s potential, which then becomes the centre of that individual’s everyday life. NAMs encourage individuals to strive to improve themselves by discovering their own spiritual depths.

· NAMs may be regarded as both holistic and spiritually integrative in the sense that they seek to establish equilibrium between the mind, body and spirit. According to Bruce this is established through both ‘audience cults’ and ‘client cults’.

· In terms of their appeal, NAMs are growing at a fast rate, but from a small base. NAMs tend to appeal to all age groups, but primarily to women over men and the middle-class professional over other social class groupings.

· The environment in which NAMs exist has been described by Paul Heelas as a ‘holistic milieu’ which is the range of activities that engage the mind, soul and body and can take the form of both ‘audience cults’ and ‘client cults’.

· Some see NAMs as cutting across the traditional boundaries, operating as a bridge between science and religion. They are seen as offering a spiritual dimension which both science and traditional religion fail to offer.

Exam-style question

New-Age beliefs and practices have experienced a significant growth in the past 40 years. The term New Age applies to the extensive range of belief systems and therapies that have developed since the 1970s. Where New Age is centred on some form of beliefs, these rarely fit into normal religious categories as they do not follow sacred texts or have a belief in God. Many New-Age movements (NAMs) are less belief systems than what Paul Heelas refers to as the ‘holistic milieu’ embracing a range of therapies and activities associated with healing and self-discovery. Therefore the idea that New Age reflects a growing spirituality depends on the definition and understanding of what constitute New Age and spirituality respectively.

This introduction explains New Age and introduces Heelas’s concept of the ‘holistic milieu’. In terms of addressing the question, it flags up that this really depends on how New Age and spirituality are defined.

The growth of New Age in the past 40 years has coincided with a 50% decline in attendance at conventional religious services. Many argued that declining participation in mainstream religion was evidence of secularisation. Heelas et al. in their study of Kendal investigated the extent to which the ‘congregation domain’ was in decline and whether religion was giving way to spirituality through the ‘holistic milieu’. However, the problem with declining congregations is that this in itself does not necessarily mean that religiosity is declining but rather becoming privatised. Grace Davie summed this process up with the phrase ‘believing without belonging’. 

This paragraph introduces the basic premise of the argument that if conventional religion is in decline, is the ‘holistic milieu’ replacing it? Note the good AO2 evaluation point that declining church attendance does not in itself support a decline in religion.

The Kendal Project appeared to suggest that the holistic milieu was growing at a fast rate, providing evidence of a spiritual revolution. They argued that people were increasingly searching for avenues that were increasingly individualistic and offered a route to self-discovery rather than conventional religions that demanded subordination to a higher authority. However, Heelas et al. estimated that only 1.6% of the population of Kendal were committed practitioners. In addition, the kind of people attracted to the holistic milieu were from a narrow background and not reflective of the wider population. For example, the Kendal Project found that New Age appealed primarily to women rather than men (80%) and to those over the age of 40.

This paragraph discusses the Kendal Project as evidence according to Heelas et al. of a spiritual revolution. This is evaluated on the basis that the spiritual revolution if it is taking place appeals mainly to women and older people.

New Age offers a means for people to express themselves in an individualistic manner that is rooted in ideas of self-improvement. In this way it shares the characteristics of world-affirming new religious movements (NRMs) with their emphasis on personal potential. Steve Bruce, who advocates the secularisation thesis, points out that these groups are, on the one hand, marginal and hence socially insignificant, and on the other hand, little to do with spirituality and more to do with therapies like crystal therapy, colour therapy, massage etc. However, to the individuals who participate in such self-improvement areas there may well be a genuine spiritual motive. On the other hand, it may be that people engage at a non-spiritual level, for example having massages for health or stress-relieving reasons.

This paragraph discusses further the nature of New Age and makes a useful comparison with world-affirming NRMs. The work of Bruce is used to question the extent of spirituality within such therapies. This is evaluated in two ways, challenging and supporting Bruce’s ideas.

Many postmodernists, such as Jean Lyotard, argue that people have lost confidence in the meta-narratives of both science and religion. As a consequence they may see New-Age movements as offering answers and solutions to their individual and personal rationales. It has been suggested that people act rather like ‘spiritual shoppers’ moving from one New-Age idea or group to another until they find their spiritual home. However, as noted above there seems to be little appetite in the majority of the population for New Age, so the idea that the spiritual shopper is widespread needs to be challenged. Such people are overwhelmingly middle class, often ex-hippies or those who work in people-centred jobs, as well as being predominantly female and middle-aged or older.

This paragraph locates New Age within the context of postmodernism. The idea of people operating as spiritual shoppers is outlined and then evaluated, reinforcing an earlier point that New Age appeals to quite a narrow sector of the population.

Bruce does not see New Age as evidence of increased spirituality or against the secularisation argument. Instead he sees it as a reflection of a change in society whereby people are more engaged in self-improvement and personal indulgence. It comes, therefore, as no surprise to him to see a blossoming of health spas and alternative therapy all offering to enhance a person’s wellbeing. However, while such activities may be passed off as indulgences for those who can afford them, it is possible that, for some at least, an element of spirituality is sought and valued. But if this is the case, it is only true for a tiny section of the population. 

This paragraph returns to the ideas of Bruce. It provides some more examples of New-Age activities and is followed by an evaluative point.

In conclusion, it would seem that New Age is not evidence of a growing spirituality in society. It is an area that is peripheral to mainstream society, and attractive to mainly middle-class women in their middle age. As such it cannot seriously claim to be compensating for the decline in established religions in the bulk of society.

This is a good conclusion that refers explicitly back to the question.

Gender, feminism and religion
1
Social Trends (2008) showed 13% of men and 15% of women attended religious meetings or services once a week or more.

2
It is suggested that women have greater interest in religion and they are more committed to participate because they have a stronger faith and a greater belief in life after death. Men tend to hide their emotions more and adopt a more rational, sceptical and questioning world view, whereas religion requires faith. Finally, being religious is not particularly macho.

3
Heelas found women were more attracted to NAMs and alternative spirituality.

4
Women are more likely to engage with NAMs as they tend to believe more in some form of spirituality and engage far more with the ‘holistic milieu’ of activities associated with mind, body, spirit and healing such as alternative therapies. 

5
Most religions would appear to regard homosexuality as sinful and deviant, being what they consider to be an unnatural practice that goes against the teaching of traditional holy texts. However, some religions, like the Church of England, are divided over the issue between liberals and traditionalists.

6
Feminists view religions as patriarchal because in terms of their hierarchy, clergy and ideology, officials tend to be male and religious organisations are male-dominated. Ken Browne refers to the barring of women from the priesthood or blatant discrimination against them within religions as the ‘stained-glass ceiling’. Within many traditional religious texts women are either conspicuous by their absence or occupy marginalised or subordinate positions. Finally, many religions are seen to ideologically support the family and women’s subordinate position and domestic roles within it.

7
As one of the strongest proponents of the secularisation thesis, Steve Bruce links gender to the secularisation debate because he sees religion’s decline in attendance and participation as causing religion to retreat from the public sphere to the private sphere. He explains women’s greater religious participation on the grounds that they are traditionally associated with the private sphere of the family, so in some respects this is familiar ground. Linda Woodhead explains the decline of women’s participation and attendance in religious organisations as tied in with the increasing numbers of women entering the workforce. She talks specifically about the rationalised culture of employment. Her explanation for men is that as they have withdrawn from religion, due to secularisation, they have become increasingly feminised, channelling their energies away from religion into family relationships.

Exam-style question
Statistical evidence shows that women tend to be more religious than men across most cultures globally. Congregations across the UK tend to be made up of two-thirds women and one-third men. This is common across cultures, but the gap seems even wider in cultures where traditional values, such as with regard to abortion, cohabitation, working women etc., have weakened. 

This rather short introduction addresses the nature of gender participation and belief in a global context. However, the issue of ‘why’ is not really addressed in this introduction, which is a weakness and shows that it is not fully addressing the question.
As the extract states, women tended to engage and participate more than men in mainstream religious activity. As an explanation for this, it is suggested that females are socialised differently from men. For instance, they are encouraged to be obedient, submissive and passive, characteristics associated with being religious. Mothers are also seen as the primary parent who socialise and guide their children’s moral development, which may include religious beliefs. However, feminists would see such ideas as old-fashioned and less relevant today. 

Note explicit reference to the extract in this paragraph. Here the answer does engage in reasons why women’s participation is higher, thus addressing the question. This is followed by an AO2 evaluative point.

Another explanation for the increased religiosity of women is their longevity. Women live around 6 years longer than men so typically end their lives alone. Many women may turn to religion as an element of insurance for the afterlife, as well as seeing religious communities as a source of company and comfort. However, while this is plausible, the reality is that most old people who attend church have done so for years prior to old age.

The ageing argument is explored in this paragraph and then evaluated.

Miller and Hoffman suggest that men are less religious than women because they have a greater taste for risk — in this case the risk that they might not go to heaven. If women are more risk-averse than men, they are more likely to be religious as a safeguard against the possibility of eternal punishment. Men are also less religious even in liberal societies because scepticism is more socially acceptable.

The idea that women’s greater religiosity stems from risk aversion is discussed in this paragraph. The last sentence does not necessarily offer continuity of discussion with the rest of the paragraph. It would also benefit from an evaluative point.

A further explanation for women’s greater religiosity focuses on their traditional role of carer or part-time worker, which gives them more time and opportunity for religious-related activities. Again this could be criticised as out of date, with more women becoming full-time workers or with Sunday retailing being introduced so that many women now work on Sundays. 

This shows good evaluation and application to contemporary changes happening in society. Examiners will reward applied ideas to society.

Finally, Grace Davie associates women’s greater religiosity as linked to their closer association with birth and death, which she points out are central issues in many religions. She argues giving birth and dealing with the sick, disabled and dying within families make women more spiritual as they are more conscious of the vulnerability of human life. 

Davie’s ideas are discussed. Again, an evaluative point would enhance this paragraph.

There are many reasons why women appear to be more religious than men. It would seem that these are connected to their role, life expectancy and attitudes. For example, women appear to lean towards an empirical (based on experience or observation) basis rather than a rational basis for faith.

While this conclusion starts with an explicit attempt to summarise why women are more religious (and hence respond explicitly back to the question), the second part makes a fundamental statement about gender differences and relates this to motives for faith.

Ethnicity and religion
1
A multi-faith society is a society that, besides having many different religions, is less dominated by one single religion.

2
Racism in the 1950s and 1960s was overt and blatant. Attitudes still reflected arrogant assumptions that stemmed from the Empire days of black inferiority. Church and denomination goers simply reflected attitudes widely held in society, even though these now seem uncharitable and hypocritical. 

3
Durkheim viewed religion through reinforcing consensus values through the collective conscience as promoting social integration and solidarity. However, where there are competing and conflicting religious ideas, then far from encouraging a consensus and unity they may become quite divisive and undermine unity.
4
Evangelist religions are any Protestant Christian church that emphasises the authority of the Bible and salvation through the personal acceptance of Jesus Christ. These are often ‘born again’ Christians who are enthusiastic and zealous in their beliefs and desire to convert others.

5
Pentecostal is a broad term for fundamentalist Christian religions which take their name from the experience of the Apostles at Pentecost who were filled with the Holy Spirit. It is the goal of Pentecostal members to be equally filled with the Holy Spirit.

6
Pentecostalism, along with the whole ‘happy clappy’ evangelism of black churches, could be viewed as a form of escapism from the marginalised and deprived background of much of the African-Caribbean population. For example, Ken Pryce found it helped members of the black community in Bristol to cope with deprivation and discrimination. Marxists could therefore interpret religion, with its fervour of prayer, joyful singing and mood-changing qualities, as a coping mechanism for the black community. By treating religion as a form of escapism from the realities and pressures of everyday life, together with the promise of salvation in the afterlife, it renders life in the present time tolerable and even joyful. 

7
While the growth of minority religions is often cited as evidence against secularisation, Steve Bruce argues that the increased participation in religion by minorities is less about religious belief and more a form of cultural defence and reinforcing solidarity within their communities. He also sees religion as functional in supporting cultural transition into a majority host society. There is evidence that children of minority groups do not attach the same importance to religion as their parents, which would support Bruce’s ideas. However, George Chryssides found little evidence of a decline in religious values of minorities over time, reinforcing their cultural importance to them.

Exam-style question
Sociologists recognise that there is often a clear relationship between ethnicity and religion. Attendance and participation of ethnic minorities in religion is strong and growing, at a time when conventional Christian religious institutions are experiencing a dramatic decline. In addition, as the extract states, religion often appears to be an important part of the identity of minority ethnic-group members, whereas it plays only a limited role in the majority white population. 

This is quite a good introduction that unpacks a lot of ideas associated with ethnicity and religion. Participation is discussed, although perhaps this should have a more explicit focus.

One reason for greater levels of participation by ethnic minority groups could be socialisation. This would appear to be particularly strong among south Asian families, whose adherence to religion is often seen as an issue of family honour. There are therefore strong pressures from parents to be religious and to ensure that their children are seen as being religious. However, not all ethnic groups embrace religion and participate in it to the same degree.
Participation is addressed explicitly from the beginning of this paragraph. A useful evaluative point is made at the end, highlighting that ethnic groups are not all the same with regard to religious participation.
Religion is an area that represents an important aspect of cultural identity for many minority groups. O’Brien found 61% of South Asians stated that religion was an important part of their identity compared with just 17% of white respondents. Religious identity seems particularly important where it overlaps with factors like festivals such as Ramadan, dress, food, and cultural activities associated with the arts. However, religious participation within ethnic groups may vary across the age spectrum, with youth participating less than their elders.
Good use of statistics is made in this paragraph. Examiners like to see accurate statistics used appropriately. There is a good AO2 evaluative point at the end of this paragraph, although the opposing argument is discussed below.
Many minority groups appear to integrate their religious and cultural identity within their ethnic identity. Whereas many white young people view religion as stuffy, boring and uncool, young people from ethnic backgrounds manage to integrate religiosity within their ethnic identity. For example, Johal refers to the hybrid culture that many young Asians have developed as ‘Brasian’. However, as noted above, there is evidence that many young ethnic people are distancing themselves from their parent’s religious participation.
The complexity of the picture, especially with regard to young people’s participation, is explored in this paragraph. Besides this, there is reference to key ideas and terms such as Brasian identity.
Many sociologists have used a Weberian approach to explain how migrant interest in religion is connected to their marginalised position in society. Ken Pryce, in his classic study of the St Paul’s area of Bristol, found that Pentecostal religion acted as a compensator for the poverty and oppression experienced by African Caribbeans. This reflects Stark and Bainbridge’s idea of religious compensators for when people’s desires are frustrated. 

There is a lot of sociological content in this paragraph. Weberian ideas of marginalisation are linked to Pryce’s study of Caribbeans in Bristol. Credit will be given by examiners for the link made to the idea of Stark and Bainbridge of religious compensators.

There has been a phenomenal growth of Pentecostalism in the UK. For example, in the past 10 years, more black Pentecostal churches have opened in the UK than any other religious groups. This popularity can be accounted for by the lively nature of worship and also because it seems to meet the needs of the community, compared with traditional religions that may seem aloof or even racist to black people. However, as noted above, the younger black population do not necessarily share their parent’s religious fervour.
This paragraph follows on from the previous one, adding to the coherence of the answer. The evaluative point repeats a previous point and therefore will not gain credit, other than to show that a decline in religious participation by the young cuts across different ethnic groups.
From a Marxist point of view, Pentecostalism could be interpreted as a diversionary institution that promotes, on the one hand, false consciousness while giving a purpose and meaning to the hardship and racism that minority ethnic groups experience under capitalist society on the other. In addition, from a Weberian point of view, Pentecostalism could be viewed as reinforcing the values of individualism, hard work, prudent saving and sexual morality, all of which contribute to the success of capitalism.

Examiners always reward attempts to include theoretical ideas, where appropriate. This Marxist and Weberian analysis will be credited.

When migrants move to a new country, religion is often a means of establishing contact with other people from the ancestral homeland and of establishing a community. In this sense, religion can be viewed as reinforcing Durkheim’s idea of social solidarity, serving to integrate the minority group. This may become even more important if they experience oppositional values from the host population.

The issue of migration and settling into a new host country is explored here in relation to participation. Good to relate this to Durkheim.

Steve Bruce argues that the increased religiosity of ethnic groups does not necessarily contradict the secularisation thesis. He argues that, for recently migrated groups, the shift from one culture to another is a far from easy transition and that religion often plays an important role in helping people to adapt to this extreme change. This reflects the work of Will Herberg who used a similar argument to explain the importance of religion in helping immigrants integrate into new communities in the USA.

Bruce’s secular thesis is discussed effectively in relation to the question. Note the useful comparison to Herberg’s ideas.

In conclusion it can be seen that the higher religious participation by ethnic minorities can be explained in many ways. However, while this is generally the case, it needs to be remembered that religious participation varies across the spectrum of ethnic groups and that with each group it may also vary according to social locations such as age, gender and social class.
This is a good conclusion that refers back to the question and summarises the position outlined in the main body of the essay. However, gender and social class are not explicitly explored above and new information should not be introduced in conclusions. It makes a logical sociological point however.

Topic 5 Religion and religiosity in the contemporary world
Secularisation debate
1
Secularisation is the process whereby religious thinking, practices and institutions lose social significance.
2
Marx predicted that with the move to communism, religion would completely die away as people would simply have no need for it. 

3
Durkheim saw the future of religion as a diminishing one, although he did concede it might ‘ebb and flow’. He saw education as partly taking over the role of religion, for example, in the promotion of the collective conscience.

4
Rationalisation is associated with a scientific view of the world that is centred on empirical evidence. Darwin’s theory of evolution showed that many religious ideas taught for centuries as ‘truths’ were flawed. Rationalisation shows that religions are based on a ‘leap of faith’ rather than proof or evidence. 

5
Weber argued that following a growth in disenchantment in an increasingly rational society, desacrilisation, the process by which sacred and supernatural forces are no longer seen as controlling the world and religious ideas, beliefs and institutions, would occur. 

6
It is suggested by sociologists, like Heelas et al. in their Kendal study, that the holistic milieu and increased participation in NRMs and New-Age spirituality is evidence of a resacrilisation of society. However, critics argue that actual numbers are a small proportion of the population and that such groups still only have a marginal position in society. Bryan Wilson argues that NRMs are almost irrelevant to society, with Peter Berger describing them as ‘islands in a secular sea’. The Kendal study would seem to support this with only 2% of the population engaged in New-Age activities and only half of these individuals viewing their activities as spiritual. This supports Bruce’s view that the rise of New Age is not a threat to secularisation.

7
Where you have religious pluralism, there is no longer a single religious voice or message. Instead there is a fragmentation, which Steve Bruce describes as a decline in ‘strong religion’ with religiosity becoming now a matter for personal choice from ‘weak religions’. Critics argue that this is not necessarily the case. An example would be Northern Ireland, where there is a marked division between Protestants and Roman Catholics, yet religious belief remains strong.

8
Disengagement refers to the way established religions have lost influence and withdrawn from wider society. This is reflected in the way that established religions have lost political and social influence. A former Archbishop of Canterbury, George Carey, described the Church of England in 1991 as like ‘an elderly lady, muttering away to herself ... ignored by most people’. Here the head of the Church seems to accept that disengagement has taken place compared with the historical past when the Church was at the heart of politics, the civil service, education, the arts etc.

9
Although there has been a spectacular 50% fall in attendance in traditional Christian religions between 1979 and 2005, declining participation statistics, while apparently supporting secularisation, do not necessarily prove it because they take no account of people’s beliefs. It would seem that religion has shifted from the public to the private realm, summed up in Grace Davie’s phrase ‘believing not belonging’. Other factors to bear in mind are the growth in ethnic religions, NRMs and engagement with New-Age spirituality. Another thing to consider with statistics is that those from the past cannot always be considered reliable. In addition, membership criteria can change over time, just as the motives and meanings behind participation can change. Finally, religious participation does not in itself guarantee religiousness. In the past in the UK, and currently in small-town USA, attendance may be more to do with respectability. Many parents attend church in the UK today simply in order to send their children to faith schools.

10
Postmodernists have an ambivalent view of religion. On the one hand, they see the major established religions as in decline along with their meta-narratives. On the other hand, they see a role for individuals seeking individual spirituality to give meaning in an increasingly shallow society that lacks any depth. Zygmunt Bauman argues that the days of universal truths disappeared with the progression from a modern society to a postmodern society. He sees society as increasingly individualistic and fragmented in which people are searching for some form of spirituality. However, in this climate of ‘pick and mix’, people can and do change their mind and beliefs, creating religious pluralism. Therefore the growth of the ‘holistic milieu’ and New-Age spirituality reflects the individualism associated with postmodernism. People operating as ‘spiritual shoppers’ search for individual meaning and seek new and different forms of spirituality, rather than engage in established religions. 

11
The global picture of religion is one of contrast between the decline of established religion in most of the developed world and the continued strength of religion generally across the rest of the world. Even in the Western world, there is not a consistent picture of religious decline. For example, within the USA Christianity and religious participation remains strong. Such is the strength of religion globally that Peter Berger has retracted his enthusiasm for the secularisation case and concluded that the world is (with exceptions) ‘furiously religious’. The technological and communication revolution that has accompanied globalisation has provided religions with a medium to spread their message. Marshall McLuhan’s concept of the ‘global village’ originally associated with the media could also be applied to the communities associated with religion. Such communities can be further bound together, despite geographical distance, through the internet. Finally, fundamentalism can be viewed as another global phenomenon. It would seem that global events, such as the fragmenting of Palestine homelands in Israel, and the wars in Bosnia, Iraq and Afghanistan, have been catalysts for people joining Islamic fundamentalist groups. The global awareness of fundamentalists of one religion can act as a spur to develop fundamentalist sections in other religions. 

Exam-style question

The secularisation debate is one that is ongoing and quite complex. Secularisation refers to the decline of religious influence and organisations. One of the best definitions comes from Bryan Wilson who defined it as ‘the process whereby religious thinking, practices and institutions lose social significance’. While there is evidence that there is a decline in conventional religions in the developed world, this is not necessarily the picture elsewhere in the world, and even in the UK opponents of the secularisation thesis point to the expansion of non-Christian religions and the growth of new religious movements (NRMs) and New-Age spirituality.
This introduction defines secularisation with Wilson’s classic definition, but puts the debate about it in context. A global picture is introduced as well as suggesting ways in which secularisation is challenged in the UK, despite the decline in conventional religions.

Wilson’s definition is regarded as classic and inclusive in the sense that it reflects how secularisation impacts throughout society, in terms of belief, practice and religious organisations. However, Wilson’s definition has been criticised because it is seen to be ethnocentric, centred on Christianity. It is argued that Wilson’s definition is actually referring to ‘de-Christianisation’ rather than secularisation. One of the features of a multi-faith society is that religious participation tends to be much higher among minority ethnic groups than the majority white population.
This paragraph unpacks and evaluates Wilson’s definition in terms of the growth of non-Christian religions.
While participation and membership of Christian religions in the UK may appear to be in decline, opponents of the secularisation thesis argue that this is offset by increasing numbers participating in other established religions such as Islam. Others point to the increased engagement in new religious movements and New-Age spirituality as evidence of a resacrilisation of society. However, opponents, such as Bruce, argue that the actual numbers engaging with NRMs and NAMs is relatively small and marginal to society. Peter Berger summed up the significance of NRMs and NAMs by describing them as ‘islands in a secular sea’.
This paragraph follows on from the previous paragraph. There is an element of repetition, but it adds to the flow. The contributions of NRMs and New Age to the debate are criticised from Bruce and Berger’s standpoints.

The decline in religious participation and membership is often cited as evidence of the secularisation thesis. It is estimated that attendance has fallen by 50% in the past 40 years. However, interpreting declining religious statistics is difficult and controversial since they do not necessarily mean that secularisation is taking place. For example, Martin cautions against the idea that there ever was a ‘golden age’ of religion, arguing that higher church attendance in the past was more to do with custom and respectability than a genuine reflection of religiosity. Davie argues that religion today has become privatised and sums this up with the phrase ‘believing without belonging’. 

This paragraph looks at the problems of using participation to measure secularisation. Martin’s analysis of the past and Davie’s idea of religion becoming privatised are used to support this but from different directions.

It is argued that denominations are in fact a secularised form of religion, taking on a welfare function in poorer areas of modern cities and towns. For example, many Methodist centres, because they are inclusive, run soup kitchens, dance afternoons for the elderly, youth groups, and parent and toddler groups which could be seen as non-religious or secular. However, this could be interpreted as religious groups adjusting to the problems of the modern world and offering their spiritual message by caring and providing comfort for those in need. 
This carries on the theme of the previous paragraph that while religiosity may have disappeared from everyday life, religious organisations (and their spiritual message) may still be found in society.

Although Durkheim predicted that religion would weaken due to a growth of individualism in an increasingly fragmented industrial and urban society, he did feel there was ‘something eternal in religion’ and predicted it would never cease entirely but would ‘ebb and flow’. Stark and Bainbridge support this view, portraying the role for religion as a ‘compensator’ and explainer of the ‘big questions’. Stark and Bainbridge argue that religion often goes through a cyclical pattern with upsurges in belief replacing secular periods. However, Weber felt that the world would be increasingly rationalised and subject to desacrilisation and disenchantment, although he did see a role for religion until science could answer all the big questions. Marx in contrast saw a role for religion as a diversionary institution, but once communism was established there would be no need for it and it would disappear.

Durkheim’s ideas are considered, with supporting ideas from Stark and Bainbridge. Durkheim’s ideas are followed by Weber and Marx’s views on the viability of religion. The inclusion of these founders adds theoretical depth and weight to this answer.

Postmodernists generally challenge the secularisation argument, seeing people as not necessarily less religious in a postmodern society but instead approaching and using religion in different ways. For example, Heelas et al. see individuals increasingly turning to New-Age forms of spirituality as a means of self-exploration and a search for meaning in postmodern society. They argue that in postmodern society people manufacture their own synthesis of beliefs. However, Bruce challenges this view arguing that New Age is little more than a ‘do-it-yourself spiritual survival kit’ rather than any significant evidence against secularisation. 
Examiners always appreciate thoughtful inclusion of postmodernist ideas. This shows contemporary analysis as well as another example of theoretical analysis. This is followed by an evaluative point and a good quote from Bruce.

Bruce argues on many levels the case for the secularisation thesis. These range from the disengagement of major churches compared with the past where they were at the heart of society, to the trend towards religious pluralism. The growth of the ecumenical movement and NRMs, he argues, simply weakens and undermines the authority of the established church. However, just because the standing and authority of established religion is in decline, this tells us nothing of an individual’s spirituality and beliefs. The reality is that even if most people are not religious, they still believe in concepts such as luck and fate. They are still superstitious in the sense of not walking under ladders or on cracks on the pavement. Few people define themselves as atheists.

This paragraph begins with Bruce’s ideas so there is a coherent link with the previous paragraph. It then presents an argument that undermines the secularisation thesis.

Finally, the growth of fundamentalism is seen as strong evidence against secularisation. The rise of fundamentalism took sociologists by surprise as it appeared to undermine the secularisation argument which many saw as a key feature of contemporary society. However, Bruce argues that fundamentalism needs to be understood as primarily anti-West sentiment that has grown from the pressures of post-colonialism and an expanding global economy. Such forces, he argues, have fuelled fundamentalist ideas. Other sociologists have linked the growth of fundamentalism to postmodern society, arguing that in an increasingly superficial consumer society individuals are attracted back to traditional texts and values to give meaning and purpose to life. 

It is good to include fundamentalism as this shows a growth in religious fervour and participation, which seems to counter the secularisation debate. Bruce is used again to challenge how this does not necessarily weaken the secularisation argument.

In conclusion, it would seem that established religion has lost its importance and influence in society. It is certainly true that fewer people go to church, get married and have their children baptised. However, there remain high levels of superstitious belief and, when asked, most people still claim to believe in God. While non-Christian NRMs and New Age show growth, these are generally from a low base, and how relevant they are to the majority population remains a key issue in this debate.
This relatively long conclusion attempts to summarise the key points and refer back to the question.
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