
CHAPTER 13

The Social Process of Secularization

Steve Bruce

Introduction

The peoples of preindustrial Europe were thoroughly religious. The extent to
which they were orthodox Christians varied considerably but most understood
the world through basically Christian lenses. Most knew by heart the Lord’s
Prayer and the Hail Mary, and could make the sign of the cross. They knew the
Ten Commandments, the four cardinal virtues, the seven deadly sins, and the
seven works of mercy. They paid their tithes, brought their babies for baptism,
and married in church. They believed sufficiently in hell, the power of the
church, and the unique status of Holy Writ for the swearing of oaths on the Bible
to be an effective means of social control. They avoided blaspheming. They spent
considerable sums of money supporting priests whose function was to say mass
for their benefactors. Most seem to have accepted that it was necessary to make
reparation to God for serious and willful sins either in this life or in the next.
When the clergy complained of irreligion it was not because their people were
secular but because they persisted in pre-Christian superstitions and used the
church’s rituals in an instrumental magical manner (Bruce 1997).

As societies industrialized, their people divided. Some became thoroughly
educated literate “true believers” while others fell away completely. The once-
pervasive religious worldview was replaced by an increasingly secular public
culture. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the separation of religion from
everyday life had become sufficiently advanced for us to be able to count those
who were active supporters of organized religion and those who were not. The
introduction of social surveys and opinion polls in the twentieth century allowed
us to get some statistical sense of religious belief. Whether we measure church
membership, church attendance, the popularity of religious ceremonies to mark
rites of passage, or the more nebulous matter of religious belief, we find that,



though each index starts at a different level, and the rate of decline differs for
each society, nonetheless, across the industrial world there is a steady and 
to-date unremitting decline in all religious indices.

Put in the familiar organizational types, the religion of premodern societies
was of the “church” type, encompassing an entire people and making elevated
claims for its own authority while tolerating considerable laxity in individual
performance. Particularly in Protestant cultures, the church of the early modern
world faced increasing competition from a range of “sects”: voluntary associa-
tions of pious committed believers. Gradually the need to live with increased
diversity forced both the dominant church and the contending sects to converge
on the “denomination”; a form of religion that was tolerant of alternatives and
made no claim to unique possession of the truth. In particular social and geo-
graphical pockets, the sectarian spirit survives but most religious innovations of
the second half of the twentieth century have been of the “cult” form, in which
individual consumers determine their levels of interest and commitment and
synthesize their own ideological packages from a global cafeteria of spiritual 
traditions and therapies.

This is not just a story of change. It is also a tale of decline. The road from 
religion embodied in the great European cathedrals to religion as personal 
preference and individual choice is a road from more to less religion. From 
the Middles Ages to the end of the twentieth century, religion in Europe (and its
offshoot settler societies) declined in power, prestige, and popularity.

To illustrate the changes for Britain, in 1851 about 60 percent of the avail-
able adult population of England and Wales attended church (Crockett
1998:131). At the end of the twentieth century the figure was about 10 percent
(Brierley 1991). Between 1900 and 1984, despite the population growing by 35
percent and becoming considerably more affluent, the clergy of the Church of
England halved, from just over 20,000 to 10,000. In 1900 there were about
3,600 Presbyterian ministers in Scotland, in 1990 no more than 1,450. The
number who, in response to social surveys, claim to be religious or to believe in
God, is considerably greater than those who are active in the life of a religious
organization, but these indices too show decline. A thorough review of all avail-
able survey data shows “an increase in general skepticism about the existence of
God [and] the related erosion of dominant, traditional Christian beliefs” (Gill,
Hadaway, and Marler 1998:507). Even in the United States, long held to be an
exception to secularization, the last quarter of the twentieth century saw declin-
ing church membership and attendance (Bruce 1996:129–68, Hadaway,
Marler, and Chaves 1993).

Explaining Secularization

Before presenting a synthetic summary of a number of sociologists associated
with the secularization thesis, I will preempt unnecessary and unwarranted 
criticisms. First, the thesis explains the past of a particular part of the world.
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There is no implication that societies of the “second” or “third” worlds must
follow the patterns of development found in the old world: secularization is not
inevitable. Of course, the West’s power and prestige give its characteristics a
degree of preeminence as a model for others to emulate (or react against) 
but the changes described here will be repeated elsewhere only if new circum-
stances match the old. Second, the secularization thesis is not part of any
“Enlightenment” project. On the contrary, it supposes that the major changes
are inadvertent and unintended consequences. Third, and this is related, there
is no assumption that modern people are too mature or too clever to believe the
old superstitions.

Structural Differentiation

Modernization entails the fragmentation of social life as specialized roles and
institutions are created to handle specific features or functions previously
embodied in or carried out by one role or institution. The family was once a 
productive as well as a reproductive unit; by the nineteenth century most eco-
nomic activity was conducted in distinct settings that had their own values. The
public sphere became instrumental, pragmatic, and rational; the private sphere
expressive, indulgent, and emotional. Increased specialization had the direct
effect of “secularizing” many social functions (public administration, diplomacy,
education, health, welfare, and social control) which in the Middle Ages were
either the exclusive preserve of the Christian church or were dominated by the
clergy.

Social Differentiation

Structural differentiation was accompanied by social differentiation. The eco-
nomic growth implicit in modernization led to an ever-greater range of occu-
pations and life-situations. The emergence of social classes was usually
accompanied by increasing class conflict; it was certainly accompanied by class
avoidance. In feudal societies, masters and servants lived cheek-by-jowl; such
physical proximity was possible because everyone knew their place. The plau-
sibility of a single moral universe in which all people had a place depended on
the social structure being fixed. With the proliferation of new social roles and
increasing social mobility, traditional organic communities began to fragment.
As classes and social fragments became more distinctive so they generated meta-
physical and salvational systems along lines more suited to their interests. Thus
feudal agricultural societies had a hierarchical religion in which the great
pyramid of pope, bishops, priests, and laity reflected the social pyramid of king,
nobles, gentry, and peasants. Independent small farmers or the rising business
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class preferred a more democratic religion; hence their attraction to such early
Protestant sects as the Presbyterians, Baptists, and Quakers.

However, modernization was not simply a matter of the religious culture
responding to social, economic, and political changes. Religious innovation itself
was a cause of differentiation and influenced its shape. The Reformation
removed the institution of the church as a source of authority between God and
human beings, made all people equal in the eyes of God, reduced the importance
of priestly ritual, and thus inadvertently made schism easier. Instead of one
Christian church purified and strengthened, because it coincided with increas-
ing social differentiation, the Reformation produced a large number of compet-
ing churches and sects. In Protestant countries, social differentiation took the
form not of a radical divide between clerical and secular elements but of a series
of schisms from the dominant traditions. Rising social classes were able to
express their new aspirations and ambitions by reworking the familiar religion
into shapes that accorded with their self-image.

Societalization

As Wilson (1982:154) uses the term, “societalization” describes the process of
close-knit, integrated communities losing power and presence to large-scale
industrial and commercial enterprises, to modern states coordinated through
massive, impersonal bureaucracies, and to cities. As the society rather than the
community increasingly became the locus of the individual’s life, organized reli-
gion lost many points of contact with the people. The church of the Middle Ages
baptized, christened, and confirmed children, married young adults, and buried
the dead. Its calendar of services mapped on to the temporal order of the
seasons. It celebrated and legitimated local life. In turn it drew considerable plau-
sibility from being frequently reaffirmed through the participation of the local
community in its activities. When the total, all embracing community of like-
situated people working and playing together gave way to the dormitory town
or suburb, there was little held in common left to celebrate. The contemporary
societal system relies less on the inculcation of a shared moral order and more
on the use of efficient technical means of eliciting and monitoring appropriate
behavior. The oath sworn on the Bible has been replaced by the skin gal-
vanometer lie detector.

Differentiation and societalization reduced the plausibility of any single 
overarching moral and religious system and thus permitted competing concep-
tions that, while they may have had much to say to privatized, individual expe-
rience, could have little connection to the performance of social roles or the
operation of social systems. Religion retained subjective plausibility for some
people, but lost its objective taken-for-grantedness. It was no longer a matter of
necessity.

The fragmentation of the religious tradition that resulted from the Reforma-
tion hastened the development of the religiously neutral state and public sphere.
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The successful economy required a high degree of integration: effective com-
munication, a shared legal code to enforce contracts, a climate of trust, and so
on. And this required an integrated national culture (Gellner 1983, 1994).
Where there was religious consensus, a national “high culture” could be pro-
vided through the dominant religious tradition. The clergy could continue to be
the schoolteachers, historians, propagandists, public administrators, and mili-
tary strategists. Where there was little consensus, the growth of the state tended
to be secular. In Ireland and the Scandinavian countries, a national education
system was created through the Catholic and Lutheran churches respectively. In
Britain and the United States it was largely created by the state directly. However,
even where a dominant church retained formal ownership of areas of activity,
those still came to be informed primarily by secular values.

Rationalization

The Judeo-Christian tradition involved a considerable rationalization of religion.
According to the religions of Egypt and Mesopotamia, the human world was
embedded in a cosmic order which embraced the entire universe, without any
sharp distinction between the human and the nonhuman, the empirical and the
supraempirical. The ancient Romans and Greeks had a horde of gods or spirits,
who behaved in an arbitrary fashion and at cross purposes, and thus made the
relationship of supernatural to natural worlds unpredictable. First Judaism and
then Christianity were rationalizing forces. By having only one God, they sim-
plified the supernatural and allowed the worship of God to become systematized.
Pleasing God became less a matter of anticipating the whims of an erratic despot
and more a matter of correct ethical behavior. As the Christian church evolved,
the cosmos was remythologized with angels and semidivine saints. The Virgin
Mary was elevated as a mediator and coredeemer with Jesus. The belief that God
could be manipulated through ritual, confession, and penance undermined the
tendency to regulate behavior with a standardized and rational ethical code.
However, this trend was reversed as the Protestant Reformation demythologized
the world, eliminated the ritual manipulation of God, and restored the process
of ethical rationalization.

Formalizing God’s requirements made it possible for morality and ethics to
become detached from the supernatural. The codes could be followed for their
own sake and could even attract alternative secular justifications. In that sense,
the rationalizing tendency of Christianity turned against its progenitor.

A similar point can be made from the way in which people thought about
various aspects of the social and material world. Science was not easy for cul-
tures that believed the world pervaded by unpredictable supernatural spirits and
divinities. Systematic exploration of regularities in the behavior of matter
required the assumption of regularities. The less God was implicated in the day-
to-day operations of the universe, the freer people were to elaborate theories of
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its operations that paid only lip service to the creator. Many early scientists
wanted to demonstrate the wonders of God’s creation and thus to prove the exis-
tence of God, but the development of rationalistic scrutiny in time subverted
what it had been intended to protect. By freeing the way for empirical inquiry,
and for pragmatic and instrumental treatment of this world, the Judeo-
Christian tradition created its own problems.

The Reformation played a particular role in demystifying the world. Just as
the medieval church retarded and temporarily reversed the ethical rationaliza-
tion inherent in Judaism and early Christianity, so the development of science
was retarded by the church’s imposition of orthodoxy on all fields of thought.
The Reformation, by breaking the power of the church (albeit in many places
replacing it with the power of a national church), made way for a variety of
thought and for the questioning of tradition which is so vital to natural science.
There is also a positive connection, argued for by Robert Merton (1970). He
shows that a strong desire to demonstrate the glory of God by displaying the
majesty of his creation, the rational and systematic attitude of the Protestant
ethic, and the Puritan’s wish to control the corrupt world, all combined to
produce in seventeenth century England a great interest in natural science.

Science played a relatively small part in displacing religion. Often the two are
seen as competing systems of explanation and it is supposed that the latter was
pushed out by the former showing that many Christian beliefs are wrong. The
earth is round and not flat. The earth moves round the sun and not vice versa.
The earth and human life are vastly older than the ages taken from Biblical
accounts. While scientists recognize that there is still much we do not know,
most agree that an evolutionary model along the lines of Darwinism offers 
a better explanation of the origins of species than does the account of divine 
creation given in the Old Testament book of Genesis. However, to insist that one
set of beliefs lost popularity because another proved it wrong is to miss the dif-
ference between truth and plausibility. There are all sorts of ways in which we
can insulate our beliefs from apparently contradicting evidence. We can avoid
hearing the troublesome evidence or we can dismiss it by blackening the char-
acter of those who bring the bad news. But to maintain a shared belief system
one needs shared defenses against the cognitive threats. Where such resources
are available, new ideas, no matter that they might be better supported by the
evidence, can readily be ignored or rejected. It is far less easy to avoid being influ-
enced by widespread and powerful but subtle assumptions about the nature of
the world.

One such set of assumptions came with our increased reliance on effective
secular means of securing this-worldly ends. Technically efficient machinery
and procedures reduced uncertainty and thereby reduced reliance upon faith.
The domain over which religion offered the most compelling explanations and
the most predictable outcomes shrunk. Innovating farmers found that crop rota-
tions did more to clean the soil of weeds and parasites than did prayer. This did
not prevent pious farmers using prayer as a supplement, and some may even
have elaborated the theory that break crops only clean the ground if accompa-
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nied by religious rituals but experience would soon have refuted that claim. The
growth of technical rationality gradually displaced supernatural influence and
moral considerations from ever-wider areas of public life, replacing them by 
considerations of objective performance and practical expedience.

As Martin says, with the growth of science and technology: “the general
sense of human power is increased, the play of contingency is restricted, and the
over-whelming sense of divine limits which afflicted previous generations is
much diminished” (1969:116). Religion is most often and extensively used for
the dark recessive areas of human life over which control has not been estab-
lished by technology: unhappiness, extreme stress, and the like. When we have
tried every cure for cancer, we pray. The “gaps” in our rational control and intel-
lectual understanding of our world may loom very large. But they do so in an
individualized manner. They are personal, not social problems.

To summarize, the clash of ideas between science and religion is less signifi-
cant than the more subtle impact of naturalistic ways of thinking about the
world. Science and technology have not made us atheists, but underlying “ratio-
nality” – the material world as an amoral series of invariant relationships of
cause and effect, the componentiality of objects (Berger, Berger, and Kellner
1974), the reproducibility of actions, the expectation of constant change in our
exploitation of the material world, the insistence on innovation – makes us less
likely than our forebears to entertain the notion of the divine.

Egalitarianism and Cultural Diversity

In replacing feudal “stations” with modern classes, industrialization brought a
basic egalitarianism. Religious innovation made an important contribution
here. Although the Protestant reformers were far from being democrats, one
major unintended consequence of their religious revolution was a profound
change in the relative importance of the community and the individual. By
denying the special status of the priesthood and by removing the possibility that
religious merit could be transferred from one person to another (by, for example,
saying masses for the souls of the dead), Luther and Calvin asserted that we are
all severally (rather than jointly) equal in the eyes of God. For the reformers, 
that equality lay in our sinfulness and in our obligations but the idea could not
indefinitely be confined. Equality in the eyes of God laid the foundations for
equality in the eyes of others and before the law. Equal obligations eventually
became equal rights.

Gellner (1983) has plausibly argued that egalitarianism was a requirement
for industrialization; a society sharply divided between high and low cultures
could not develop a modern economy. The spread of a shared national culture
required the replacement of a fixed hierarchy of stations and estates by more
flexible class divisions. Economic development brought change and the expec-
tation of further change. And it brought occupational mobility. People no longer

THE SOCIAL PROCESS OF SECULARIZATION 255



did the job they always did because their family always did that job. As it became
more common for people to better themselves, it also became more common for
them to think better of themselves. However badly paid, industrial workers did
not see themselves as serfs.

Medieval serfs occupied just one role in a single hierarchy and that role shaped
their entire lives. A tin miner in Cornwall in 1800 might have been sore
oppressed at work but on Sunday he could change his clothes and his persona
to become a Methodist lay preacher of prestige and standing. Once occupation
became freed from an entire all-embracing hierarchy and became task-specific,
it was possible for people to occupy different positions in different hierarchies. In
turn, it became possible to distinguish between the role and the person who
played it. Roles could still be ranked and accorded very different degrees of
respect, power, or status but the people behind the roles could be seen as in some
sense equal.

The fragmentation of the organic community allowed the radical individual-
ism inherent in the Protestant Reformation to emerge in three closely-related
ideas: that everyone was much of a muchness, that the individual was (at least
in theory) autonomous, and that in future societies would have to deal with indi-
viduals and not communities. The practical consequences of these ideas were
slow to be worked out and many changes came only with considerable struggle
and bloodletting. The old elites were not keen to give up their powers, but grad-
ually the principles of egalitarianism and individual autonomy gave birth to the
universal right to own property, to be free from the arbitrary exercise of power,
and to select one’s political leaders. Many rising groups on achieving liberty were
less than keen to allow those behind them to benefit, but the modernization of
the economy allowed the gradual expansion of the notion of rights and of the
scope of those rights.

Modernization brought with it increased cultural diversity in three different
ways. First, populations moved and brought their language, religion, and social
mores with them into a new setting. Second, the growth of the increasingly
expansive nation-state meant that new groups were brought into the state. 
But, even without such changes in the population that had to be encompassed
by the state, modernization created cultural pluralism through the creation of
classes and class fragments with increasingly diverse interests. Especially in
Protestant societies, where such class formation was accompanied by the gen-
eration of competing sects, the result was a paradox. At the same time as the
nation-state was attempting to create a unified national culture out of thou-
sands of small communities, it was having to come to terms with increasing 
religious diversity.

It should be stressed that diversity need not force secularization. An authori-
tarian hierarchical society can ignore or suppress religious minorities (and even
majorities). Dissenters need not be tolerated; they can be massacred or exiled.
But a society that was becoming increasingly culturally diverse and egalitarian
and democratic had to place social harmony before religious orthodoxy. 
Religious establishments were abandoned altogether (as in the case of the con-
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stitution of the United States), or neutered (the British case). As already noted,
this reduced the social power and scope of organized religion. While freedom
from embarrassing entanglements with secular power may have allowed
churches to become more clearly “spiritual,” the removal of the churches from
the center of public life reduced their contact with, and relevance for, the general
population.

The separation of church and state was one consequence of diversity.
Another, equally important, was the break of the chain of church, community,
everyday life, and plausibility. In sixteenth century England, every significant
event in the life cycle of the individual and the community was celebrated in
church and given a religious gloss. The church’s techniques were used to bless
the sick, sweeten the soil, and increase animal productivity. Every significant act
of testimony, every contract, and every promise was reinforced by oaths sworn
on the Bible and before God. But beyond the special events that saw the major-
ity of the people in the parish troop into the church, great credibility was given
to the religious worldview simply through everyday social interaction. People
commented on the weather with “God be praised” and on parting wished each
other “God speed” or “Goodbye” (which we forget is an abbreviation for “God be
with you”). With that constant affirmation, the Christian worldview had
immense plausibility because it was not one of a range of alternatives but simply
an accurate account of how things were.

The elaboration of alternatives provides a profound challenge. Of course,
believers need not fall on their swords just because they discover that others dis-
agree with them. Where clashes of ideologies occur in the context of social con-
flict (of which more below), or when alternatives are associated with people who
can be plausibly described as a lower order and thus need not be seriously enter-
tained, the cognitive challenge can be dismissed. But such explanations of diver-
sity could only work for so long as they were widely shared. They were thus
undermined by the condition they were designed to treat: diversity. And that
condition was most virulent when it was internally produced. When the oracle
speaks with a single clear voice, it is easy to believe it is the voice of God. When
it speaks with 20 different voices, it is tempting to look behind the screen. As
Berger (1980) puts it, in explaining the title of The Heretical Imperative, the posi-
tion of the modern believer is quite unlike that of the Christian of the Middle
Ages in that, while we may still believe, we cannot avoid the knowledge that
many people (including many people like us) believe other things.

Diversity and differentiation fundamentally changed the relation of the
church to the state and to the community and forced it to become increasingly
denominational. Most sects, unable to maintain the sacrificial commitment 
of their members over many generations, also became increasingly tolerant 
and ecumenical. The result was a liberal form of religion that had little binding
address. Having abandoned the claims that it had any particular access to 
the will of God and that any great evil would befall those who did not accept 
its teachings, the denominational form of religion found it ever more difficult 
to sustain the psychological pressure on members that would ensure subsequent
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generations were raised in the faith. As the dominant tradition lost the power to
stigmatize and punish deviation, there was considerable growth in religious
experimentation and innovation. However, most (and the most popular) of the
new religions had little impact on their members and even less on the wider
society. For all its fondness for claiming to be “alternative” and “counter-
cultural,” because it accepts the primacy of the autonomous individual, 
most New Age spirituality offers little or no prophetic challenge to the modern
world.

There are three major results of modernization. The number of those who are
religious is much smaller than at any time before. The sectarians who continue
to hold to the sort of beliefs that were orthodox for the last three centuries
survive only where they can create relatively autonomous subcultures; their iso-
lation constrains their effect on the wider world. The rest of the Christians and
the New Age innovators hold their beliefs in a liberal and relativistic manner. As
Clark Roof put it: “the religious stance today is more internal than external,
more individual than institutional, more experiential than cerebral, more
private than public” (Roof 1996:153).

Retarding Tendencies

The secularization thesis can be summarized as arguing that social and struc-
tural differentiation, societalization, rationalization, and increasing social and
cultural diversity, undermine religion. However, its proponents would want to
add an important qualification: “except where religion finds or retains work to
do other than relating individuals to the supernatural.” The many and varied
instances of that work can be summarized under the headings of cultural 
transition and cultural defense.

Cultural transition

Where social identity is threatened in the course of major social transitions, reli-
gion may provide resources for negotiating such transitions or asserting a new
claim to a sense of worth. Ethnoreligious groups provided a mechanism for
easing the transition between homeland and the new identity in the new world.
The church offered a supportive group that spoke one’s language, shared one’s
assumptions and values, but which also had experience of, and contacts within,
the new social and cultural milieu. Hence the common phenomenon of immi-
grant groups not only being more religiously observant than their hosts but also
more observant than they were in their old setting.

There is another manifestation of the tendency for religion to retain signifi-
cance, even temporarily to grow in significance, and that is in the course of mod-
ernization itself. Modernization disrupted communities, traditional employment
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patterns, and status hierarchies. By extending the range of communication, it
made the social peripheries and hinterlands more aware of the manners and
mores, lifestyles and values, of the center and metropolis, and vice versa. Those
at the center of the society, the carriers of modernization, were motivated to mis-
sionize the rest, seeking to assimilate them, by educating them and socializing
them in “respectable” beliefs and practices. They were moved to improve and
elevate the masses in the rural areas and those who moved to the fringes of the
cities and there posed the threat of an undisciplined or radical rabble on 
the doorstep. Sectors of the social periphery in turn were motivated to embrace
the models of respectable performance offered to them, especially when they
were already in the process of upward mobility and self-improvement.

Industrialization and urbanization therefore tended to give rise to movements
of revival and reform, drawing the lapsed and heterodox into the orbit of ortho-
doxy. The new converts and their overenthusiastic religion often offended the
dominant religious organizations. They solved the awkwardness of their posi-
tion by seceding (or being expelled) and forming new sects. Methodism in 
late eighteenth and nineteenth century Britain is a prominent example, as is
Laestadianism in nineteenth century Norway.

Cultural defense

The second great role for religion is as guarantor of group identity. Where
culture, identity, and sense of worth are challenged by a source promoting either
an alien religion or rampant secularism, and that source is negatively valued,
secularization will be inhibited. Religion can provide resources for the defense of
a national, local, ethnic, or status group culture. Poland and the Irish Republic
are prime examples, but Northern Ireland can also be included, as, in more
attenuated form, can other “dual” societies (such as the Netherlands), or the
peripheries of secularizing societies, resistant to the alien encroachment of the
center.

It is worth going back over the basic elements of the secularization thesis and
noting how ethnic conflict inhibits their development. In the classic model of
functional differentiation, the first sphere to become freed of cultural encum-
brances is the economy. Yet even in the preeminent site for rational choice, ethnic
identification may be a major constraint on the maximizing behavior that is the
fundamental principle of economic rationality. In Northern Ireland attempts to
use the law to impose universalism on the world of work have largely failed to
prevent the exercise of religioethnic preferences in hiring policies (especially in
small firms that do not depend on the state for contracts and thus cannot be
easily controlled). People also exhibit their ethnic identity in personal consump-
tion, which is beyond state regulation. The Northern Ireland small business
sector is irrational in that small towns often support one Protestant and one
Catholic enterprise where the market can profitably sustain only one. Especially
at times of heightened tension, Protestants and Catholics boycott each others’
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businesses and travel considerable distances to engage in commerce with their
own sort.

Consider next what Wilson (1982) called “societalization.” A beleaguered
minority may try to prevent the erosion of the community. Deviants who
attempt to order their lives in the societal rather than the community mode may
be regarded as disloyal and treacherous and punished accordingly. For example,
in the ethnic conflicts in Bosnia and Northern Ireland, those who marry across
the divide have been frequent targets for vigilantes keen to clarify and maintain
their boundaries.

Finally, ethnic conflict mutes the cognitive consequences of pluralism because
the prevalence of invidious stereotypes allows a much more thorough compart-
mentalizing and stigmatizing of alternative cultures. The gradual shift to rela-
tivism as a way of accommodating those with whom we differ depends on us
taking those people seriously. Where religious differences are strongly embedded
in ethnic identities, the cognitive threat of the ideas of the others is relatively
weak. Thus Scottish Protestants in the nineteenth century deployed caricatures
of the social vices of the immigrant Irish Catholics as a way of avoiding having
to consider them as Christian.

The Rational Choice Alternative

There is a radically different reading of the consequences of diversity. Rodney
Stark and his colleagues have argued that the greater religious vitality of the
United States (compared with most European countries) is explained by it having
a free market in religious goods and considerable competition between the
providers of such goods. Diversity allows everyone to find a form of religion that
suits their interests, keeps down costs, and thus makes the creation of new 
religions easier, and provides the clergy with incentives to recruit and sustain a
following (Young 1997).

Although there is some evidence to support small parts of the rational 
choice or “supply-side” model, only those studies produced by the small group
of the model’s proponents claim to find strong support for the general approach.
Almost all attempts to replicate the work, either by comparing religious vitality
and diversity for different areas within one society or by cross-cultural compar-
ison have failed to find any positive effects of diversity on religion. Across 
Europe, church attendance and membership is far higher in those countries
where almost everyone belongs to the same religion (Poland and Ireland, for
example) than in places such as Britain where there is considerable pluralism. 
If we take a clutch of states that are in many respects similar (the Baltic 
countries of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, for example), we find that over-
whelmingly Catholic Lithuania has far higher rates of church attendance 
and adherence than the more mixed Latvia and Estonia. Iannaccone, one of
the leading rational choice theorists, has admitted that while (to his mind)
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church attendance rates in Protestant societies are positively related to divers-
ity, those in Catholic countries are not. This rather undermines the status of
what is purported to be a universal theory of human behavior (Iannaccone
1991:169).

Elsewhere I have offered a detailed critique of the supply-side approach (Bruce
1999). Here I will confine myself to making three points. First, whatever support
the supply-side model might find in comparing diversity and religious vitality in
different places in the same time frame (the urban and rural areas of the USA
in 1906, for example) is overwhelmed by the conclusions drawn from looking at
changes in one place over time. Whether we take Canada, Australia, Norway,
Scotland, or Holland we find that religion was far more popular and powerful in
1850, 1900, or 1950 than it is at the beginning of the twenty-first century. As
societies have become more diverse (and more urban and industrialized) so they
have become secular.

Second, rational choice models work best for fields where general demand is
high but “brand loyalty” is low. We are not socialized into a culture of norms
that bans us from buying one kind of refrigerator. Hence we feel free to “maxi-
mize.” But for most of the world, religion is not a personal preference; it is a social
identity in which one is socialized, that is closely tied to other shared identities
and that can only be changed at considerable personal cost. Hence this paradox.
Only in largely secular societies, where there was little religious behavior left to
explain, would people have the attitude to religion supposed by the rational
choice model.

My third criticism continues the observation that the rational choice
approach is profoundly unsociological into a more general observation about
individual needs and will be dealt with below in a prediction.

The Irreversibility of Secularization

As the future is unknowable, it is always possible to argue that the decline of
indices of religious interest in the twentieth century was merely temporary and
that there will be a resurgence of religious interest. Sometimes this claim rests
on a theory that makes people enduringly religious. For example, Stark and 
Bainbridge (1985, 1987) have argued that the human condition is such that
people will always need religion. Humans desire rewards but, as these are in
short supply, they will be in the market for “compensators,” which explain why
the desired rewards have not been forthcoming, promise that they will arrive in
the future, and explain how they might be achieved. Because they can invoke
the supernatural, religious compensators are more persuasive and powerful
than secular ones. Hence so long as the demand for rewards outstrips their
supply, people will be essentially and enduringly religious. It follows that long-
term and widespread secularization is impossible. If one religious tradition
declines then another should appear to fill the gap.
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The problem with this is that it neglects the role of social interaction in the
creation and maintenance of culture. It supposes that individual needs translate
into outcomes in an unmediated fashion. It misses entirely the point that 
individual needs are a result of biological and psychological drives being shaped
and articulated in a particular culture. Even if we suppose that there are basic
questions that most people will ask themselves (such as “what is the meaning of
life?”), we cannot assume that large numbers will frame the question in the 
same terms, let alone embrace the same answer. On the contrary, the modern
assumption of the authority of the autonomous individual prevents such 
consensus emerging or being sustained. While it is common to berate the high
place we give the individual, to ascribe to it every manner of social vice, and 
to yearn for a return to a more communal way of life, there is no sign that 
the people of the Western world are willing to give up their autonomy. In the
mainstream Christian churches and in the cultic milieu of the New Age, believ-
ers insist on their right to determine their beliefs and the extent of their 
commitment.

The brevity of this chapter requires me to state this bluntly: shared belief
systems require coercion. The survival of religion requires that individuals be
subordinated to the community. In some settings (religioethnic conflicts, for
example) individual autonomy is constrained by shared ascribed identities. But
in the stable affluent democracies of the Western world the individual asserts
the rights of the sovereign autonomous consumer. We believe we have the right
to choose our electrical goods; we claim the same right in delineating the super-
natural. Unless we can imagine some social forces that will lead us to give up
that freedom, we cannot imagine the creation of detailed ideological consensus.
It is not enough to point out that some social calamity may disrupt our com-
placency. Without a preexisting common culture, large numbers will not inter-
pret a disaster in the same way and hence will not respond collectively. There
was no religious revival in Europe during either of the twentieth century’s world
wars. When the common culture of a society consists of operating principles
that allow the individual to choose, no amount of vague spiritual yearning will
generate a shared belief system.

To conclude, the secularization thesis argues that the decline of religion in
the modern West is not an accident but is an unintended consequence of a
variety of complex social changes that for brevity we call modernization. It is not
inevitable. But unless we can imagine a reversal of the increasing cultural
autonomy of the individual, secularization must be seen as irreversible.
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