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The Intertwined Roads of Global Secularization and Global Religious Denominationalism

The Intertwined Roads of Global Secularization

and Global Religious Denominationalism
(Paper presented at the 74™ Conference of JARS (Japanese Association of Religious Studies),
September 14, 2015, Soka University, Hachioji, Tokyo, Japan)

José Casanova

Berkley Center for Religion,
Peace, and World Affairs
Georgetown University

It is a great pleasure and a privilege to have the opportunity to present my paper at the 74th
Meeting of the Japanese Association of Religious Studies. The Japanese edition of Public
Religions of the Modern World, magistrally translated by Professor Tsushiro and published by
Tamagawa University Press in 1997, was the first foreign edition of my book. Other foreign
editions followed. But I always appreciated the fact that the Japanese was the first foreign edition.
The invitation to address the Japanese Association of Religious Studies has for me therefore a very
special meaning.

As | indicated in the Introduction to Public Religions, the argument presented there was
restricted to an analysis of developments in the West. What | would like to do in my presentation
today is to revisit those arguments while adopting a global comparative perspective. The basic
questions | would like to address are: Does the adoption of a global perspective beyond the West
require any kind of modification of the general theory of secularization in any of the three
dimensions which | proposed? Firstly, is there a global process of differentiation of the secular
and the religious spheres, similar to the one that took place in the West? Secondly, is there a global
process of religious decline accompanying processes of modernization everywhere, as was the case
in Europe? Finally, can one observe globally processes of privatization of religion, followed by
processes of deprivatization, as | argued in the book?

1) Secularization as Differentiation of the Religious and Secular Spheres

Social scientific theories of Western modernity have conceptualized processes of
modernization as a general process of functional differentiation of the various social spheres:
politics, economics, science, etc., each of them following their own differentiated functional
dynamic. The theory of secularization is in this respect just a sub-thesis of the general theory of
functional differentiation. Namely, the Western differentiation of the secular and religious spheres
appears to be just a particular instance of the general process of modern functional differentiation.
Such a conceptualization of the historical process of Western secularization hides the unique
particular historicity of Western Christian developments, presenting them as instances of a general
process of development which sooner or later all “modern™ societies will eventually undergo.
Particular Western historical developments are postulated therefore as “general” and “universal”
and their expansion beyond the West through particular historical colonial dynamics are equally
postulated as a universal process of modern societal development which assumes an ideological
normative character that obscures the particular historicities of those processes.

Such an ideological conceptualization hides the fact that “religion” and “the secular” rather
than being universal human social categories began their hermeneutic history as unique Latin
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The Intertwined Roads of Global Secularization and Global Religious Denominationalism

Christian theological categories, which contributed to shaping in manifold ways Western European
developments, in particular the process of Western Christian secularization, a process which became
eventually globalized beyond the Christian West through the global European colonial expansion.

St. Augustine (354-430 c.e.) played a crucial role in transforming the pre-Christian Latin
terms saeculum and religio into fateful Christian theological categories. Originally the
pre-Christian Latin term saeculum only had a temporal connotation, that of an indefinite period of
time, as in per saecula saeculorum, a term equivalent to the Greek concept of aeon. A new spatial
connotation was added once Augustine used the term saeculum to refer to a temporal space, this
world between the present and the parousia (the Second Coming of Christ), in which both
Christians and pagans had to live together and learn to work together towards their common civic
goals in the saeculum, in the City of Man.!

Augustine’s concept of secular was not yet tied to its binary opposite, “religious.” This was
going to be the work of transformation of late post-Imperial Christianity and of Medieval
Christendom. But Augustine’s saeculum presupposed already an axial concept of “religion”. In his
“De vera religione,” Augustine offered a new conception of “religion,” which challenged Varro's
customary tripartite Latin conceptualization of religion, or divine affairs (res divinae), into
theologia mythica, theologia naturalis, and theologia civilis. Varro's distinction was borrowed
from the Stoics and was built upon the Greek axial differentiation of the pre-axial sacred into
mythike, physike, politike. Such a differentiation broke the ontological-cosmological monism of the
pre-axial sacred, whereby in the words of Robert Bellah, "supernature, nature and society were all
fused in a single cosmos."? Augustine’s concept of “true religion” presupposed equally what Ian
Assman has defined as the axial Mosaic distinction between axial true religion and pre-axial
idolatry, in the same way as his immanent earthly or mundane City of Man presupposed the axial
transcendent City of God.’

The important point to stress is that as binary terms “religious” and “secular” are specific
Western Christian theological categories which have no equivalent not only in other non-Christian
cultures, but even in Eastern Byzantine Christianity. It is well known that most non-Western
cultures did not have terms into which the modern Western category of “religion” could be easily
translated and had to invent neologisms, such as shukyo in Japanese or zongjiao in Chinese, to
designate what was viewed as a novel foreign phenomenon. But in fact one can also not find
equivalent words for “religion” and “secular” in ancient Hebrew or ancient Greek.
The binary spatial distinction between “religious” and “secular” emerged first with the elevation of
the Christian monastic life as the paradigmatic form of “religious” life and with the subsequent
canonical differentiation within the church between the otherworldly religious or regular clergy,
who inhabited the monasteries as an eschatological space that anticipated the transcendent City of
God, and the secular clergy who along with ordinary Christians, that is, the laity, inhabited this
world, that is, the saeculum.

Eventually, however, with the consolidation of Western Medieval Christendom and the
hegemonic triumph of the Christian church, the secular became one of the terms of a dyad,
religious/secular, which served to structure the entire spatial and temporal reality of Medieval
Christendom into a binary system of classification separating two worlds, the
religious-spiritual-sacred world of salvation and the secular-temporal-profane world. The
sacred-profane and the religious-secular binary systems of classification became superimposed and
the secular became now equated with the earthly city while the religious became equated with the
heavenly city.

! Robert A. Markus, Christianity and the Secular (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006)

% Robert N. Bellah, "What is Axial about the Axial Age?," European Journal of Sociology 46 (2005): 70.

® For an elaboration of the concept of axial religion see José Casanova, "Religion, the Axial Age and Secular
Modernity in Bellah's Theory of Religious Evolution,” in Robert N. Bellah and Hans Joas, ed., The Axial Age and
Its Consequences (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 191-221.
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It is from this new theological perspective of Medieval Christendom that the modern meaning of
“secularization” emerges. To secularize means, first of all, to “make worldly”, to convert religious
persons or things into secular ones, as when a religious person abandons the monastic rule to live in
the world, or when monastic property is secularized. This is the medieval Christian theological
meaning of the term secularization that may serve, however, as the basic metaphor of the historical
process of Western secularization. In fact, the modern Western process of secularization is a
particular historical dynamic that only makes sense as a response and reaction to this particular
medieval Latin Christian system of classification of reality between religious and secular and to the
ecclesiastical claims of exclusive sacramental mediation between immanence and transcendence.
Such a differentiation was not shaped by functionalist logic, but rather by particular Christian
theological dynamics.

With many variations, the European patterns of secularization culminated in our secular
age, with the establishment of what following Charles Taylor can be designated as the secular
immanent frame, in that the modern cosmic order, the social order, and the moral order, all three
function etsi Deus not daretur, without reference to God or any transcendence. But this particular
Western Christian dynamic of secularization became globalized through processes of Western
colonial expansion, which entered into dynamic encounters and tension with the many different
ways in which other civilizations had drawn boundaries between "sacred" and "profane,”
"transcendent™ and "immanent,” "religious" and "secular.”

From a global comparative perspective relevant is the fact that the religious-secular
differentiation has become globalized, but not as the result of processes of modern functional
differentiation, but rather as the result of the European global colonial expansion and of the
intercivilizational dynamics that developed between the West and the cultural and religious “other.”
In fact, the very pattern of Western secularization cannot be fully comprehended if one ignores the
crucial significance which the colonial encounters had on European developments.® Indeed, any
discussion of secularization as a global process should start with the reflexive observation, that one
of the most important global trends is the globalization of the category of “religion” itself and of the
binary classification of reality, “religious/secular,” which it entails. While the social sciences still
function with a relatively unreflexive general category of religion, within the discipline of "religious
studies™ the very category of religion has undergone numerous challenges, as well as all kinds of
critical deconstructions.

Leaving aside for later the question which has dominated most theories of secularization,
namely whether religious beliefs and practices are declining or growing as a general modern trend
throughout the world, one can confidently claim that "religion™” as a discursive reality, indeed as
an abstract category and as a system of classification of reality, used by modern individuals as well
as by modern societies across the world, by religious as well as by secular authorities, has become
an undisputable global social fact. Professor Isomae Jun’ichi, for instance, has offered a
compelling analysis of the formation of the ‘religious-secular’ discourse in modern Japan.5 Within
the last decade numerous studies have appeared examining similar discursive processes in other
non-Western cultures.® The very fact that the same category of religion is being used globally
across cultures and civilizations testifies to the global expansion of the modern secular-religious
system of classification of reality which first emerged in the modern Christian West.

* Peter van der Veer, Imperial Encounters (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001).

® Isomae Jun’ichi, Religious Discourse in Modern Japan. Religion, State, and Shinto (Leiden: Brill, 2014)

® For a representative collection of essays, see Marion Eggert and Lucian Hélscher, eds., Religion and Secularity.
Transformations and Transfers of Religious Discourses in Europe and Asia (Leiden: Brill, 2013). Also, Vincent
Gossaert and David A. Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 2011) and Peter van der Veer, The Modern Spirit of Asia. The Spiritual and the Secular in China and India
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014)
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2) Global Religious and Secular Dynamics: The Two European Roads of Internal
Secularization and External Colonial Encounters

Since in Europe the three processes of secular differentiation, privatization of religion and
religious decline have been historically interconnected, there has been the tendency to view all three
processes as intrinsically interrelated components of a single general teleological process of
secularization and modernization, rather than as particular and contingent developments. In the
United States, by contrast, one finds a paradigmatic process of secular differentiation, which is not
accompanied either by a process of religious decline or by the confinement of religion to the private
sphere. Processes of modernization and democratization in American society, as well as in many
non-Western societies, have often been accompanied by religious revivals and by various types of
entanglement between religion and politics, and most importantly by the expansion of diverse forms
of religious pluralization.

In his recent reformulation of the theory of secularization Peter Berger has argued that any
compelling analysis of contemporary global secular and religious dynamics has to be able to
account for the simultaneous emergence of two different types of pluralism: a) secular-religious
pluralism, that is, the emergence of differentiated but co-existing religious and secular spheres, both
in social space and in the minds of individuals, and b) religious pluralism, that is, the emergence of
a global system of religions, which | call global denominationalism, and which increasingly is
becoming institutionalized in many individual societies throughout the world.’

Berger’s reformulation, however, is still embedded within a theory of Western
modernization that views modernity itself as the carrier or catalyst of both types of pluralism:
secular-religious and multi-religious pluralism. In fact European modernity is certainly the carrier
of the religious-secular differentiation, but not of multi-religious pluralism. As the exceptional
process of European secularization amply demonstrates, modernity per se does not contribute to
religious pluralism.  We need an additional factor or analytical framework to understand the
emergence of a global system of religious pluralism, and this in my view has to be a theory of
globalization, a globalization that both precedes Western secular modernity and continues in an
accelerated and transformed manner after Western secular modernity. In other words, global
religious pluralization emerges before Western secular modernity in the early modern era of global
interreligious encounters that accompanies the European colonial expansion and then religious
pluralization becomes accelerated in our contemporary global age in such a way that it begins to
transform in the process also the heartlands of European secularization.

We need a theory that is able to encompass the intertwined European roads of internal
European secularization and of external global European expansion. It is the second road of external
global European expansion that serves as catalyst for the formation of global religious pluralization.
European modernity leads to secularization but not necessarily to religious pluralization.
Globalization leads to religious pluralization but not necessarily to secularization. It is the
intertwinement of both processes that produces the combination of the two types of pluralism.

In order to emphasize the intertwinement of the two European roads, the internal one of
homogeneous confessionalization ending in religious decline and the external one of global colonial
intercultural encounters with the religious “other,” I propose that we take 1492 as the symbolic date
that marks the beginning of both processes. Unlike the symbolic date of 1500 proposed by
Charles Taylor as a dividing line between the Medieval world of religious enchantment and the
modern world of secular disenchantment and pluralization of belief options, which is still framed
within traditional paradigms of modernization, the date of 1492 serves to complicate both our
narratives of Western modernity and our narratives of globalization.

On the one hand, 1492 marks the decision of the most “Catholic Kings” to expel Jews and

" Peter Berger, The Many Altars of Modernity. Towards A Paradigm for Religion in a Pluralist Age (Boston: de
Gruyter, 2014)
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Muslims from Spain in order to create a religiously homogeneous realm. In this respect it marks
also the beginning of the European-wide process of early modern confessionalization of state,
nation, and people based on the principle cuius regio eius religio that served to organize the
Westphalian system of states throughout continental Europe.

On the other hand, as the date of the discovery of “the New World,” 1492 is also the
symbolic marker of the beginning of the European global colonial expansion initiated by the Iberian
monarchies. The Iberian colonial expansion made possible the connection of the Old World of
Afro-Eurasia and the “discovered” New World of the Americas, linking the East and West “Indies,”
thus forming for the first time one truly global world in novel transatlantic and transpacific
exchanges. In this respect, the early modern phase of globalization constitutes literally “the first
globalization,” a form of proto-globalization which can rightly be distinguished from earlier
“archaic” and later “modern” forms of globalization.

Moreover, early modern “reformed” religion, whether Lutheran, Calvinist or Catholic, can
hardly be understood as “traditional” or primitive religion. It was the outcome of a prolonged
disciplinary process of confessionalization led by national churches under state sponsorship. This
disciplinary process created new types of religiously homogeneous societies throughout continental
Europe, a homogeneously Protestant North, a homogeneously Catholic South and three
bi-confessional societies in between, Holland, Germany and Switzerland, each characterized by
their own patterns of internal territorial confessionalization, based on confessional “pillars,"”
Landeskirchen or cantons.

In trying to ascertain the relation between modernization, secularization and religious
pluralization it is important to stress that at least within Europe, the principle cuius regio eius religio
remained practically unaltered through the transition from monarchic to national people’s
sovereignty with the fall of the ancient regimes or even through the process of massive
democratization in the early 20th century. Continental European societies remained until very
recently religiously homogeneous societies and the only significant change had been that from
belief to unbelief, that is unchurching and an increase in secular-religious pluralism, but not in
religious pluralism per se. All significant differences notwithstanding, European patterns of
secularization share similar paths from homogeneous religion to homogeneous secularity without
noticeable dynamics of religious pluralization, other than the more hidden dynamics of religious
individuation which Thomas Luckman characterized as “invisible religion.”

At the level of individual consciousness, moreover, Europeans usually experience this
process of de-confessionalization and the accompanying individuation as a process of temporal
liberation from ascribed confessional identities. Phenomenologically, they tend to experience
secularization not so much as a process of spatial differentiation within their consciousness of
coexisting religious and secular modes, which would correlate with the differentiation of religious
and secular spheres in society. They experience secularization rather as a historical process of
religious decline, that is, of temporal and spatial supersession of the religious by the secular.

This is the secularist moment of a philosophical conception of history tied to the
Enlightenment critique of religion that understands the secular as a post-religious temporal stage.
The secular is what comes “after religion.” Intrinsic to this phenomenological experience is a
modern “stadial consciousness”, which understands this anthropocentric change in the conditions of
belief as a process of maturation and growth, as a “coming of age” and as progressive emancipation.
It is the combination of the dynamics of de-confessionalization and this secularist stadial
consciousness that in my view account best for the unique pattern of European secularization
without pluralization.

Outside of Europe, by contrast, in much of the rest of the world, both the dynamics of
confessionalization and de-confessionalization as well as the secularist stadial consciousness are
usually absent, although in Japan and China modernizing elites as well as the modernizing state
developed strong secularist projects. What one finds more frequently is religious pluralization and
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religious-secular pluralism with milder secularization. To understand the dynamics of religious
pluralization, processes of globalization linked to the external road of European colonial expansion
are in my view more crucial than processes of modernization.

Analyzing the paradigmatic system of American religious pluralism, for instance, it is worth
remembering that the American colonies became a refuge for all the religious minorities forced to
migrate by the dynamics of ethno-religious cleansing connected with processes of European
confessionalization. Besides being the home of native American cultures, they also became the
home for African religions brought by the transatlantic slave trade. American developments, in
this respect, stand at the crossroads of both dynamics, of external processes of globalization and of
internal processes of modernization, insofar as the American Revolution is intrinsically connected
with the European Enlightenment. In this respect the United States remains the first and
paradigmatic case of the simultaneous development of the two types of modern pluralism,
religious-secular and multi-religious.

In order to understand the formation of the modern system of global religious
denominationalism, however, it is necessary to go back to the early modern phase of global
European colonial expansion and to follow the encounters between Catholic missionaries and
non-Western peoples and cultures. In the present context | can only offer a few illustrations from
the early modern global Jesuit missions.

The Jesuit “catholic" missionary impulse had naturally, as a matter of course, the
hegemonic purpose of universal conversion to the true Catholic faith. In this respect, the Jesuits
never challenged the discriminatory distinction between “true” and “false” religion. But what makes
Jesuit global missionary practices particularly relevant is the fact that, under certain
"circumstances," their controversial method of “accommodation” took a form which we would call
today “nativist inculturation.” Valignano’s method of accommodation, first developed in the Jesuit
missionary encounter with Japanese culture, points to a formula of globalization that rejects
unidirectional Westernization and opens itself to multicultural encounters and reciprocal learning
processes. °
The controversial Jesuit formula of cultural accommodation led to the adoption of the Confucian
“habitus” in China by Matteo Ricci, the Brahmin “habitus” in India by Roberto de Nobili, the
Guarani “habitus” in the "Reduccion de Paraguay," and the seemingly less commendable
accommodating “habitus” of slave-owner in the Jesuit plantations in Brazil or Maryland. It was
the differentiation of true universal religion and particular culture, as well as that between
civilization and idolatry, first introduced by the Jesuits that allowed the various accommodating
syntheses of supposedly Christian universalism and cultural particularism. The fact that the
method was so vehemently attacked by the other missionary orders and even by other Jesuits in
India and China, before it exploded into the Chinese and Malabar Rites controversies in Rome and
Paris indicates the extent to which it challenged Eurocentric notions of a uniform Roman Catholic
globalization.

Particularly in the encounter with the multifaceted religions of Asia the old catch-all
category of “pagan”, “heathen” or "infidel" began to collapse and a new plural system of what later
would be called “world religions” began to emerge. Ricci’s account of Chinese religion and
culture and its reception in Europe became particularly relevant. A well-known paragraph from
Ricci’s 1584 letter to Juan Bautista Roman, may serve as illustration:

Let me say a few words about the religions and sects of China, without being too precise, since
there is no religion in China and the small amount of cult that exists is so intricate that even their
own religious people cannot give a good account of it. Leaving aside the Moors (Muslims), which
I do not know how they got here, the Chinese are divided into three sects: one is called heguia

8 José Casanova, “The Jesuits Through the Prism of Globalization, Globalization Through A Jesuit Prism,” in
Thomas Banchoff and José Casanova, eds., The Jesuits and Globalization (Washington, DC: Georgetown UP,
forthcoming)
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(Buddhists), the other cilitan (daoists) and the most celebrated is the one of the literati, who
normally do not believe in the immortality of the soul, make fun of the assertions of the other two,
and only give thanks to heaven and earth for the benefits they receive, but do not pray for salvation
in the afterlife.”
In another letter of 1609 to Francesco Pasio, a fellow Jesuit, Ricci wrote:
In ancient times they [i.e. Chinese] followed the natural law more faithfully than in our own
countries. And 1500 years ago, this people was not inclined to the worship of idols... On the
contrary, the books of the literati, which are the most ancient and authoritative among their writings,
do not adore anything but heaven and earth and the Lord of both. And if we examine these books,
we will find little therein against the light of reason and much that is in conformity with it [...] and
we can hope in Divine mercy and that many of their ancient sages were saved by their observance
of the natural law with the help that God would have given them on account of their goodness.°
Leaving aside the accuracy of Ricci’s interpretation of Confucianism and his negative view
of Buddhism and Daoism, two things become evident from these passages. First, in their encounters
with the religious other the Jesuits are confronted with forms of religious pluralism which could not
easily be fitted within the traditional taxonomies of “false” pagan or idolatrous religions. Secondly,
in their recourse to natural law and the light of reason in order to account for the nature of this
religious pluralism, the Jesuits initiate in fact a form of inter-cultural and interreligious encounter
that takes place without reference to revelation. In a certain sense, one finds here the seeds of the
two types of pluralism: multi-religious pluralism and secular-religious pluralism.

It is undeniable that the Jesuits served as pioneer interlocutors in the religious, cultural,
scientific and artistic encounter between East and West and between Old and New World.
Particularly, pioneer Jesuits in Japan, China, Tibet, Vietnam, and India played an important role in
transmitting and mediating the first knowledge about the foundational texts, religions, cultures and
civilizations of the "Orient," which would later develop into full-fledged academic "orientalism." It
would be anachronistic to imply that in their method of accommodation in Asia the Jesuits
anticipated the modern principle of religious freedom or religious pluralism. I am only suggesting
that their openness to cultural pluralism within the premises of Christian universalism did contribute,
through complex ways which cannot be explored here, to the modern differentiation of “religion”
and “culture” as well as to the process of dissociation of “Christianity” and the secular European
culture of the Enlightenment. At the very least, one can assert that Jesuits played an important role
in the “discovery” of those new religions and in their very formation. In a certain sense, all those
traditions became first constituted as “religions” in these early modern intercultural and
interreligious encounters with globalizing Catholicism.

The main point I am making is that we need to date the formation of the process of global
religious pluralization to the early modern colonial and missionary encounters, well before the
triumph of Western secular modernity and the Western colonial capitalist expansion of the 19th
century. It is the proliferation of de-territorialized transnational global imagined communities, or
global ummas, encompassing the so-called old world religions as well as many new forms of hybrid
globalized religions, such as the Bahais, Moonies, Hare Krishnas, Afro-American religions, Falun
Gong, etc, that | call the emerging global denominationalism.  Of course, they compete with many
other forms of secular imagined communities as well as with modern nationalism. The emerging
global denominationalism, in this respect, includes religious as well as secular denominations.

By denominationalism, | mean a system of mutual recognition of groups within society. It is
the name we give to ourselves and the name by which others recognize us. Indeed, distinctive of the
American system of religious denominationalism is the fact that it is not state regulated, that it is

% Tacchi Venturi, Opere Storiche (n. 28) pp.48-49 My own free translation from the Italian-Portuguese-Spanish
“creole” frequently used by Jesuits in East Asia.

10 gee Opere storiche del P. Matteo Ricci, S.1., II: Lettere dalla Cina, ed. Pietro Tacchi-Venturi, S.J. (Macerata:
Filippo Giorgetti, 1913), 378-87 (385).
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voluntary, and that it is a system of mutual recognition of group identities.

Parallel to the general process of secularization, which started as a historical process of internal

secularization within Western Christendom, but was later globalized through the European colonial
expansion, there is a process of constitution of a global system of “religions”, which can best be
understood as a process of global religious denominationalism, whereby all the so-called “world
religions” are redefined and transformed, in contraposition to “the secular”, through interrelated
reciprocal processes of particularistic differentiation, universalistic claims, and mutual recognition.
Like the internal denominationalism in the United States, global denominationalism is emerging as
a self-regulated system of religious pluralism and mutual recognition of religious groups in global
civil society.
Comparisons of secular Europe and religious America or the evidence of religious revivals around
the world make clear that within the same secular immanent frame one can encounter very diverse
religious dynamics.™* In this respect, the disenchantment of the world does not entail necessarily
the disenchantment of consciousness, the decline of religion or the end of magic. On the contrary,
it is compatible with all forms of re-enchantment. Indeed, what characterizes the contemporary
global moment is precisely the fact that all forms of human religion, past and present, from the most
"primitive" to the most "modern" are available for individual and collective appropriation and tend
to coexist increasingly side by side in today's global cities.

We now find ourselves within a global secular/religious system of classification, in which
the category of religion has to do extra work and serve to articulate and encompass all kinds of
different "religious” experiences individual and collective, all kinds of magical, ritual, and
sacramental practices, all kinds of communal, ecclesiastical and institutional arrangements, and all
kinds of processes of sacralization of the social be it in the form of religious nationalism, secular
civil religions or the global sacralization of human rights.

We use the same qualifier, "religious,” to characterize all these diverse phenomena in a way
which can only be mind-boggling for a "secular” as well as for a "religious” mind-set. But there is
no point in bemoaning this fact since the global secular-religious system of classification of reality
is here to stay. I am not convinced that the task of the sociology of religion or of “religious studies”
should be to bring order into this phenomenological wild garden by constructing and imposing
some theoretical synthesis which ultimately can only be done from some particular normative or
theological position. | see the task of a de-centered, that is, less Western-centric sociology of
religion, rather in three directions: a) in bringing as much analytical clarity and hermeneutic
understanding as possible to our discursive uses of the category of religion; b) in facilitating
inter-cultural and inter-religious translation across discursive traditions and disciplines; and c) in
promoting an empirically grounded but contextually and hermeneutically sensitive project of
cross-civilizational comparative historical analysis of the ongoing transformations and
reconstitution of all forms of religion under present conditions of globalization.

3) Rethinking Public Religions from a Global Comparative Perspective

The thesis of the "de-privatization™ of religion, first presented over twenty years ago has
been amply confirmed as a global trend. Actually, more important than the empirical observation
was the analytical and normative challenge that the thesis presented to liberal political theories
which postulated the privatization of religion as a necessary condition for modern democratic
politics. In a certain sense, the best confirmation of the validity of the "de-privatization™ of religion
can be found in the heartland of secularization, that is, in Western European societies. Though there
is very little evidence of any kind of religious revival among the European population, religion has
certainly returned as a contentious issue to the public sphere of most European societies.

1 peter Berger, Grace Davie and Effie Fokas, Religious America, Secular Europe? (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008)
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My own analysis of the deprivatization of religion tried to contain, at least normatively,
public religions within the public sphere of civil society, without allowing them to spillover onto
political society or the democratic state. Today | must recognize my own modern Western secular
prejudices and the particular hermeneutic Catholic and "ecclesiastical” perspective on religion
which | adopted in my comparative analysis of the relations between church, state, nation and civil
society in Western Catholic and Protestant societies. The moment one adopts a global comparative
perspective, one must admit that the deprivatization of religion is unlikely to be contained within
the public sphere of civil society, within the territorial boundaries of the nation-state, and within the
constitutional premises of ecclesiastical disestablishment and juridical separation of church and
state. We need to go beyond the secularist discourse of separation and beyond the public sphere of
civil society, in order to address the real issues of democratic politics around the world.

It is unlikely that either modern authoritarian regimes or modern liberal democratic
systems will prove ultimately successful in banishing religion to the private sphere. Authoritarian
regimes may be temporarily successful through repressive measures in enforcing the privatization
of religion. Democratic regimes, by contrast, are likely to have greater difficulty in doing so, other
than through the tyranny of a secular majority over religious minorities. As the case of France
shows, laicité can indeed become a constitutionally sacralized principle, consensually shared by the
overwhelming majority of citizens, who support the enforcement of legislation banishing
“ostensible religious symbols” from the public sphere because they are viewed as a threat to the
national system or the republican tradition. Obviously, the opposite is the case in the United States,
where secular minorities may feel threatened by Judaeo-Christian definitions of the national
republic.

I cannot find a compelling reason, on either democratic or liberal grounds, to banish in
principle religion from the public democratic sphere. One could at most, on pragmatic historical
grounds, defend the need for separation of “church” and “state,” although I am no longer convinced
that complete separation is either a necessary or a sufficient condition for democracy. But in any
case, the attempt to establish a wall of separation between “religion” and “politics” is both
unjustified and probably counterproductive for democracy itself. Curtailing the “free exercise of
religion” per se must lead to curtailing the free exercise of the civil and political rights of religious
citizens and will ultimately infringe on the vitality of a democratic civil society. Particular religious
discourses or particular religious practices may be objectionable and susceptible to legal prohibition
on some democratic or liberal ground, but not because they are “religious” per se.

The deprivatization of religion which one can observe as a world-wide phenomenon is

connected not only with the fact that religious groups, religious institutions or religious movements
refuse to remain restricted to the so-called private religious sphere and enter the public sphere or
become involved in politics. Equally relevant in the fact that the religious/secular system of
classification of reality remains everywhere contested. While the religious/secular system may
have become globalized, what remains hotly disputed and debated almost everywhere in the world
today is how, where, and by whom the proper boundaries between the religious and the secular
ought to be drawn.
There are in this respect multiple competing secularisms, as there are multiple and diverse forms of
religious fundamentalist resistance to those secularisms. For example, American, French, Turkish,
Indian, and Chinese secularism, to name only some paradigmatic and distinctive modes of drawing
the boundaries between the religious and the secular, represent not only very different patterns of
separation of the secular state and religion but also very different models of state regulation and
management of religion and of religious pluralism in society.*?

12 José Casanova, "The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms," in Craig Calhoun, Mark
Juergensmeier, and Jonathan Van Antwerpen, eds., Rethinking Secularism (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2011)
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Similarly, despite “family resemblances” observed among the diverse religious fundamentalisms,
one should resist the temptation to view them all as diverse manifestations of a single process of
religious fundamentalist reaction against a single general global process of progressive
secularization. Each of the so-called religious fundamentalist movements—American Protestant,
Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, and so on—besides being internally plural and diverse, are particular
responses to particular ways of drawing the boundaries between the religious and the secular.
Moreover, those responses are not only reactive but also proactive attempts to seize the opportunity
offered by processes of globalization to redraw the boundaries. Above all, always and everywhere,
the religious and the secular are mutually constituted through sociopolitical struggles and cultural
politics. Not surprisingly, everywhere one finds also diverse resistances to attempts to impose the
European or any other particular pattern of secularization as a universal, teleological model.
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3 Robert A. Markus, Christianity and the Secular (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006)
 Robert N. Bellah, "What is Axial about the Axial Age?," European Journal of Sociology 46 (2005): 70.

B OEHE WO ESICOWTOFE LWL, BLFOSHRE S Z &, José Casanova, "Religion, the
Axial Age and Secular Modernity in Bellah's Theory of Religious Evolution,™ in Robert N. Bellah and Hans Joas,
ed., The Axial Age and Its Consequences (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 191-221.

HASRBFRE T4 BIFEIRE /RS VRV T b DRBORK  FHFORK]



R -hHsT7 TA—NLEHRELEE T O—NLVEREEROELE, BARSZDONE

LR D IR I A 2 7 7 —LlpoTWDH L HICBbIvET, ED L Z A, RAEOHR
EFE IR R B ENEFE e D TH Y | BEEFZHE HRICET AT T - XU R N HD
Feik7p v AT Nl BEOMBOHNME— HHEANO O (NERZR S O) LB S o2l
TEXHLEWVWIHEDOTFRICKT D, ORI L L TCOREWE LT DT, 295 L= bidibe
FEHBIRIC L > TTIEHAL . B R XY X MHRZDO R L » TR SN -O T,

Fex o) 2—2 g IS0 £T0, 3 —m vy SBIOMRMEORE A o XZ — 1%, Fr— X -
T A T =k o THHRIY 2 THEFRNERIRS A ] EREOSEL L ORTEHN 72 itk - T, £
BN EX AHBORRICITEE X E Lz, Zoh Tk, ERAARFHOMTE, fSofF, Eil
OFEFITET3DEL, [z MW < T (esti Deus non daretur) |, =] & 2D L) 72 & D
ICHED Z E7e<HREL 9, Lo L, Z OFFRIETEES U A MR A EhiEfE T o ik, vETE
OFEERHEIE ORI B N T/ a— b S E Lz, Mo SCIfiZ Sk ik 18] & TR,
R & TINEL, TE#) & TR O8I & 217> Thizbi T n, bizezn s &8
LB OHSWEREZ L, BIEBEREES LIRS 720 T,

7=V IR B DA E DN B BCEHE R OIR, R - R0 s bii v — b L2y, 2
I RIS RE L DOIBFEDOFER & L CTiE <, I3—r v Nk b7 v — LB O RHETE & |
PELE & SRR ER T3 ) OB TAUZRXHMO HFEORE L Thb S n ) FE
TY, EEDL Z A, IEMICBIT A HEWR T —1 v RO BICH L TR ERN R BB 2R o7
ZEEEMRL T, EEOH LD RS — o AR FOICHERE TS 2 EIXTEEEAS, Ue
— V7R & L TR OV TOM®RITE T, &b EER 7 o — LR BROfIE, T3
H) LW BT IV —FNHEER I e —rU b L, ZIUTHES T TRE AR LD AR
RBEOSGIEEL 7o — b LT DT 8 S | BIRIRBIEN DRSO R TER Y $H A, 5
BRIRE, EH060E WX ITFHFEH TR, —fbsneh 7 TV —& LTOREE AW THE
BLTWET, —FH., [RHEFE) LW ZRGHEONT T, o TORCHIMBAEEREE, R
EWVWIHI BT IV —=ZDHON, FUOERLIEZER L LI TEZLISV/ITFTTELDOTT,

T & A EDIREE RO T LA D TRE, >F 0, HHRASEKICEIT 2 xR ofh s L
T, FHOBMEEKRITEIBLSOH 500, BELSOOH LD EWD Z LiE, RIZEWTEL
ELT, MOZEIFMEEE DS TEZXDTLE Y, [HH ESWLEOBETHY , SN b T
TV —ThV, BEOHEV AT LA TT, LT, RN TR R F oS &
> T, FHEMER T T TIE R BRI L > TR &SN TWET, 328 13, #Emostio
N7 B — SV BBE L 72 o TWDH DO TY, Bl XX, ERE - ZdRIaRARICK T D [5R
- fia )] SHICTHOVWT, FENOH L5 AR L THETY, 2o 1048 <, oIl
IZOWTHEEED EMIER OB 2 el 2808352 HanE LS, ZHEHEWIRICLT A
U—N, Za— LR E T, SUERHEZ L THEA SN TS LW EEZNEER, TRH
PR - REE VWO BEOSE Y AT AN, (X UDITIEARBEES Y R MR TRAEL, Su—N
VIR HER L2 Z L ZFEH L TV D DT,

2) T O—NIILEEEOREH. HISMEHBEE  ANGHEBEENANLGERBTORSENE NS
I—Av/\D=DONHE

F—nu vy BT, AR, REOREL, REOFEIRE WS 3 o0EfRIL, BEE EHA
WZBHE L CWE LT, £D72D, 2D 3 2% LN TSR Clo E 7o F 8 L TRAE LB O R

'° Peter van der Veer, Imperial Encounters (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001).

" Isomae Jun’ichi, Religious Discourse in Modern Japan. Religion, State, and Shinto (Leiden: Brill, 2014)  (Ji
FIIRERNE— IR EARDRHEH L T ORG « RE - HFR - #El AREL . 2003 4F, )

B RFAH ARG E S LTI FO 0238 5, Marion Eggert and Lucian Hélscher, eds., Religion and
Secularity. Transformations and Transfers of Religious Discourses in Europe and Asia (Leiden: Brill, 2013). %
7. Vincent Gossaert and David A. Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2011) . M TX, Peter van der Veer, The Modern Spirit of Asia. The Spiritual and the Secular in
China and India (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014)
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Sociological perspectives on religion and Religious Studies
in the age of globalisation

James A. Beckford

University of Warwick

1. Introduction

Mr President, ladies and gentlemen, dear colleagues and friends. | would like to begin by
thanking the organisers of this conference for their kind and generous invitation to participate. It
is a great honour for me to contribute to the activities of your Association which was founded 85
years ago. The history of your Association is long and distinguished. And I am looking forward
to the discussions that will take place in today’s Forum and in tomorrow’s seminars.

I would also like to pay a special tribute to Professor Ikado Fujio who invited me to Japan for the
first time in 1978. He worked with great energy and determination to establish good connections
between sociologists of religion in Japan and Europe. The late Professor Abe Yoshiya and the late
Professor Jan Swyngedouw were also very helpful in promoting international co-operation among
sociologists of religion. | remember both of them with respect and gratitude.

| congratulate the organisers of this Forum for choosing such an important and challenging topic.
This is an ideal opportunity to talk about relations between religious studies and the sociology of
religion. Most of my remarks will be about the relations between these disciplines in the United
Kingdom and the United States, but I shall also draw on my familiarity with them in Canada and
France. It will be particularly interesting to hear the comments of today’s discussants about the
situation in Japan.

[SLIDE 2] My plan is to address the theme of the Forum in three parts. The first part will
argue that sociological perspectives have an important role to play in studies of religion. I will
defend the sociology of religion against some of its critics. The second part will demonstrate ways
in which sociological ideas can help to explore two emerging aspects of religion in conditions of
globalisation. And the third part will offer some strategic reflections on ways of understanding the
present and the future of religion.

2. The sociology of religion and Religious Studies

First, 1 need to say what | mean by sociological perspectives on religion. These perspectives are
concerned with limited aspects of the highly diverse phenomena that can be regarded as religious.
In particular, sociologists tend to focus (a) on the social factors that shape the expressions of
religion and (b) on the contributions of religion to social life. Sociology does not raise questions
about the claims to truth, goodness and beauty that are often made in the name of religion. Instead,
sociology tries to understand the social dimensions of religion as it expresses itself in belief,
emotion, organisation, worship, community, political impact and engagement in welfare services.
Empirical investigation of these dimensions of religion is guided by many different theoretical ideas.
They include secularisation, privatisation, rational choice, the resurgence of religion in the public
sphere, religion and politics, the intersection with gender and ethnicity, globalisation and so on.

In my experience, scholars of Religious Studies tend to agree that the social dimensions of religion
are significant — even if these dimensions are not considered to be as important as doctrines,
metaphysical truth, rituals or experiences of the sacred. But some Religious Studies scholars have
criticised the sociology of religion in strong terms. Two particular sources of criticism deserve
careful consideration. They need to be taken seriously. One of them attacks the idea of ‘the
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social’; the other attacks the idea of ‘religion’. In order to improve mutual understanding between
Religious Studies scholars and sociologists of religion, it is important to respond to these criticisms.

(a) John Milbank's Theology and Social Theory

The first challenge to the very possibility of a sociology of religion burst like a bombshell in 1990
with the publication of John Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory (2006). As a ‘Radical
Orthodox’ Christian theologian he argued that Christianity cannot be helpfully understood as a
social thing in any sense of the term. [SLIDE 3] For him, ‘religion never rests, not even to a
degree, on any ‘“social” basis’. He added that ‘““the social” of sociology was itself an unreal,
unhistorical and quasi-theological category’. In his view, ‘the social’ is only a disguised substitute
for religion; and sociology can only pretend to be a kind of theology. As a result, the social has no
autonomous reality. Milbank therefore denies that the category of the social is capable of serving
as a valid explanation of anything — least of all, religion.

Milbank bases his dismissal of ‘the social’, social theory and sociology on the belief that the
founders of the social sciences in Europe and North America regarded society as a self-sufficient
entity that evolved according to its own laws, which were in principle knowable to science.  And
he associates this idea with Emile Durkheim in particular. [SLIDE 4] But, according to Milbank,
‘the problem with [Durkheim’s] “social” explanation of religion turned out to be that “religion” and
“the social” were really identical’. Moreover, the idea of a secular world or of a separation
between ‘this-worldly’ and ‘other-worldly’ spheres is, for Milbank, a ‘theological invention’ rather
than an objective statement of social realities. As a result, the challenge that he presents to the
sociology of religion is truly radical [SLIDE 5]: ‘It is not that religion should not be reduced to
social influences... It is rather that there is nothing “social” which it could be reduced to.” A
sociology of religion is therefore a logical impossibility for Milbank.

It will not surprise you, then, that Milbank’s recommendation is that ‘The sociology of religion
ought to come to an end ... [R]eligion can be so fundamental that one cannot get behind it to either
society or private experience’.

In short, Milbank’s attempt to disqualify ‘the social’ is incompatible with any kind of
multi-disciplinary approach to Religious Studies. Indeed, I describe his approach as ‘theological
fundamentalism’. It claims to be able to explain everything in theological terms. It leaves
nothing for sociology to explore.

(b) Critical Religious Studies

The second major challenge to the sociology of religion comes from ‘critical religious studies’ or
Critical Religion. Its best known advocates are Timothy Fitzgerald and Russell McCutcheon.
Their work builds on the foundations laid down by Talal Asad (1993, 2003) and Jonathan Z. Smith
(1982). But there is now a network of like-minded scholars in various parts of the world.

A good starting point is Fitzgerald’s (2000: 8) insistence that the concept of religion as a stand-alone
or sui generis property of all human societies is an ideological construct. His argument is that this
ideological construct, called ‘religion’, emerged from a particular historical context [SLIDE 6]:

The construction of ‘religion’ and ‘religions’ as global, crosscultural objects of study has
been part of a wider historical process of western imperialism, colonialism, and neo-colonialism.
Fitzgerald (2007: 6) adds that [SLIDE 7]

The conceptualisation of ‘religion’ and ‘religions’ in the modern sense of private faith, or
the related sense of a personal adherence to a soteriological doctrine of God, was needed for the
representation of the world as a secular, neutral, factual, comprehensively quantifiable realm whose
natural laws can be discovered by scientific rationality, and whose central human activity is a
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distinct ‘non-religious’ sphere or domain called ‘politics’ or “political economy’.

In other words, Fitzgerald argues that the construction of religion as private faith was a precondition
for thinking about the world as a secular place that was naturally dominated by ‘politics’ or
‘political economy’.

Taking a similar line, Russell McCutcheon rejects the idea that sui generis religion can be thought
of as a universal, abstract essence categorically separated from politics. He sees sui generis
religion as ‘an ideological construct’ (1997: 5). It is allegedly produced by discourses with
‘socioeconomic and political origins and implications’ (McCutcheon1997: 17). The category of
‘standalone religion’ is regarded as a manufactured construct which conceals its own history and
material implications.

[SLIDE 8] McCutcheon’s arguments against the category of religion culminate in a truly
memorable phrase: ‘for scholars of the social, there’s nothing religious about religion’ (2007: 195).
‘The interesting thing to study’, in his opinion, ‘is not what religion is or is not, but the “making of
it” process itself” (McCutcheon 2007: 196).  Presumably, then, the sociology of religion is a
mistake. It should really be dissolved into the sociology of ideologies.

These two criticisms of the sociology of religion are serious. One of them rejects the category of
‘the social’; and the other rejects ‘religion’. But I have good reasons for thinking that the
criticisms are not fatal for the sociology of religion. Indeed, it is not difficult to defend the validity
of sociological approaches to religion (see also Beyer 2003b).

First, Milbank ignores some fundamental aspects of human life. He ignores the evident fact that
the category of religion is widely ‘used’ in everyday human interactions and in institutions. In this
sense it is a social fact — or a fact of social life. It is a fundamentally social feature of human life
which cannot be ignored or reduced to theology. Indeed, it needs to be understood in social terms.
My way of doing so is to adopt a ‘social constructionist’ perspective on religion. It is explained in
my contribution to a recent issue of the Nanzan Kenkyushoho (Beckford 2015). It involves
studying the ways in which the category of religion is ‘constructed’ and ‘used’ at all levels of social
life. My research has paid particular attention to discourses about religion in the mass media, in
government policies and in the institutional settings of prisons and hospitals.

Here is my second defence of the sociology of religion. It is in response to the proposal from
Critical Religion scholars that the category of religion should be abandoned because its origins are
supposed to lie in European colonialism and capitalist exploitation. This supposition may — or
may not — be true. But the unmistakable fact is that today the category of religion is widely used
for many different purposes and in different settings. It is much more than a product of ideological
forces or of scholarly imagination. And the meanings attributed to ‘religion’ are constantly
changing in interesting ways that demand careful study. In short, arguments about the ideological
origins of the category of ‘religion’ may be important in themselves; but they should not prevent us
from studying its continuing uses in social and cultural life.

Having defended the categories of ‘the social’ and ‘religion’, let me now demonstrate how useful
they can be in making sociological sense of religion in the global era.

3. Globalisation, glocalisation and transnationalism

Research on the links between religion and global, glocal and transnational forces has made many
advances following the pioneering work of Roland Robertson (1989; Robertson and Chirico 1985),
Peter Beyer (1994, 2003a, 2006), and Mark Juergensmeyer (2003, 2005a) among others. There is
no consensus among scholars, of course, about the meaning of globalisation. But agreement is
widespread that increases in the speed and density of communications as well as the circulation of
people, goods, money and ideas around the world have produced important consequences for
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religion. Indeed, religion has contributed in many ways to transnational and global flows (Inoue
1997, 2014). And Japanese religions have made many distinctive contributions towards ‘global
dynamics’ and ‘accelerated globalization” (Dessi 2013: 6). This is especially true of
religiously-inspired views of the global interconnectedness of all human beings — ‘global
consciousness’. Neverthess, religious reactions against globality (Robertson 2003; Lechner 2005;
Juergensmeyer 2005b; Amstutz 2014) are equally important. | will return to this  point about the
need for a balanced approach to evidence for and against globalisation at the end of my
presentation.

The main arguments about globalisation and religion are probably familiar to you, but it may be
helpful for me to summarise a few of them here (Beckford 2003). First, global communications
media have accelerated the spread of religious ideas, practices and organisational forms. Second,
the world-wide circulation of migrants, workers, asylum seekers, refugees and even pilgrims or
tourists has helped to increase the religious diversity of any particular country. Third, the growth
of ‘online religion” and ‘religion online’ has made it possible for religions to operate across
international borders without being governed or controlled from any single country. Fourth, the
opportunities have expanded for religions to take new forms, to come into conflict and co-operation
with each other, and for religious movements to break free from constraints in their countries of
origin.

Research on all these features of religion and globalisation, glocalisation and transnationalism has
made good progress in recent decades. But | would like to focus my remarks today on two
features which still require more attention from researchers. | have deliberately chosen them
because they demonstrate the necessity for a sociological approach to the understanding of religion
in global conditions. One concerns religious freedom, while the other is about religious
movements.

(a) Religious freedom and ‘lawfare’

[SLIDE 9] I wrote in 1989 that ‘Religion has come adrift from its former points of anchorage but
is no less potentially powerful as a result’ (Beckford 1989: 170). Since then, the forces of
globalisation — by compressing time and space — have continued to make religion simultaneously
more visible in public life and more controversial in some respects. Indeed, one of the hidden
ironies of globalisation is the growth of legal and constitutional apparatuses for controlling what is
allowed to count as ‘religion’ and for protecting the freedom to practise it. I am thinking of the
almost universal tendency for the constitutions of modern states and international political
organisations to insist that the freedom of religion — and the freedom from religion — is a human
right (Boli and Brewington 2007). But Winnifred Sullivan (2005) and others have asked whether
religion can ever really be free, if its freedom is dependent on political and legal authorities which
determine what is allowed to count as religion?.

We have seen the proliferation of national, international and global instruments and agencies for the
promotion and protection of religious freedom since Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights was adopted by the United Nations in 1948. Faith traditions and religious
organisations are now heavily represented at the United Nations. Many religious
non-governmental organisations have become skilled lobbyists at all levels of the United Nations
and many of its constituent institutions. (I recommend Jeremy Carrette’s [2013; Carrette and
Trigeaud 2013] work on this topic.)

In addition, the work of constitutional courts and of the highest appeal courts in many countries also
has a direct bearing on cases concerning religious freedom. The prospects for religious freedom in
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the states of Eastern and Central Europe which used to be largely controlled by the Soviet Union
have been strongly affected by decisions of constitutional courts. (Research by James Richardson
[Richardson and Lee 2014] and Richardson and Shterin [2008] is highly instructive.) And the
United States is controversially committed to pursuing international religious freedom as a function
of its foreign policy strategies. Elizabeth Shakman Hurd (2013) and Winnifred Sullivan and her
co-editors (2015) have explored the problems that can arise from this strategic use of religious
freedom in international relations.

In short, globalisation has greatly expanded opportunities for the mobilisation of religious interests
and of doctrines about religious freedom as a human right. In turn, it seems to me that this new
‘global opportunity structure’ acts as a powerful catalyst for the further ‘juridification’ of religion —
as well as of controversies and disputes about religion in general and about the activities of
particular religions. The polarisation between religious and non-religious or secularist forces can
certainly be observed in many legal cases. John Comaroff (2010) refers to this as ‘lawfare’ — an
ironic pun on ‘warfare’. As a result, while religion is an item on the agenda of global concerns it
continues to be controversial in many places. This is most evident in concerns about violent
religious extremism. But it is also an aspect of disputes about the definition of ‘religion’ and
‘belief” for legal purposes, especially in the case of new religious movements and minority religions
(Richardson and Bellanger 2014). The stakes are high for religion as well as for campaigns against
the exercise of power in the name of religions in the public sphere.

To sum up, globalisation has implications for the juridification of religions just as much as it does
for the global spread of ‘mobile’ forms of religion such as Pentecostalism or ‘engaged Buddhism’.
Transnational Pentecostalists, for example, are clearly religious ‘entrepreneurs’ (Martin 2013) who
successfully exploit new niches in the global market of religions. But | want to emphasise the fact
that Pentecostalists’ activities are nevertheless subject to legal regulations and litigation within
relevant jurisdictions. An important task for sociologists of religion is therefore to investigate the
shifting limits of market freedom and market controls in the different jurisdictions where would-be
global religions are operating. Globalisation has paradoxically increased the need for studies of
religious freedom and of religious regulation.

(b) Religious social movements in a global age

My second example of new sociological insights into religion in global conditions is about religious
social movements. Globalisation, glocalisation and transnationalism have also increased the
opportunities for social and religious movements to intensify their mobilisation of people, ideas and
resources in pursuit of change. Admittedly, religious or social movements have always tried to
change the world around them. But they can now take advantage of the new media of global
communication to build more extensive networks of sympathisers, supporters and activists. And
they can do so very quickly. Indeed, new communications technologies make it easier for
movements to benefit from overlapping networks of people who are supportive of mutually
compatible campaigns for, say, alternative healing, ecological protection, feminism, peace, human
rights, and so on. The ‘multiplier effect’ of these overlapping networks can be powerful if it is
efficiently managed.

The weakening of ‘traditional’ identities and loyalties is a feature of societies in the global era; and
this weakening of relatively fixed social bonds can also work to the advantage of social and
religious movements. The social bonds previously rooted in family, social class, political parties,
religion, ethnicity, life-long employment, territory and nation are becoming more fragile. Looser
sets of social bonds are becoming more common. They can be based on personal choice of
identities, interests, cultural affinities, consumer goods and moral or spiritual aspirations — many of
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which can be manipulated, of course, by capitalist enterprises. These developments make people
more ‘available’ for mobilisation to various degrees in movements with transnational or global
reach. We see this clearly in the global spread of Pentecostalisms, forms of ‘engaged Buddhism’,
Hindu nationalism, the new and ‘new, new’ religions of Japan, and Islamisms (Clarke 2006).
These movements not only make skilful use of global communications networks but they also
promote ideals of global change, harmony or domination (Hefner et al. 2013).

As a sociologist, 1 am particularly interested in transnational and global religious movements that
engage in programmes of social welfare, social work, education or socio-economic development.
These movements are flourishing at a time when many western governments are implementing
neo-liberal policies for reducing state expenditures (Jean Comaroff 2010). The example of the El
Shaddai movement among Catholics in the Philippines is fascinating (Tremlett 2014). Other
prominent examples include the Redeemed Christian Church of God — an African movement —
which has spread to about 110 countries around the world (Adogame 2014), the Gulen (or Hizmet)
movement in Turkey and many other countries (Ebaugh 2010; Cherry and Ebaugh 2014), and the
Baha’is (Warburg 2006 chapter 11). All these movements have created niches for themselves at the
intersection between civil society, the economy and the state (Davis and Robinson 2012). Indeed,
their activities call in question conventional distinctions between civil society, the economy and the
state. In some places, they amount to a parallel social world that cuts across national borders and
runs alongside ‘official’ institutions.

Sociological research is indispensable if we are to understand the variety of ways in which religious
movements respond to the new opportunities that global and neo-liberal forces have created for
them. The movements’ methods of ‘inserting themselves in society’ are intriguing. This refers
not only to their capacity for mobilising their own members and resources but also to their capacity
for operating inside — and alongside — mainstream social institutions such as welfare, education,
employment, health and politics. Sociological research helps to explain the variable contributions
of transnational and global religious movements towards the work of civil society and
political-economic development.

Of course, there are many other aspects of religious movements that are of interest to scholars of
Religious Studies. My point is simply that a sociological perspective is useful for bringing into
focus the effects of globalisation on the capacity of religious movements to insert themselves into
their host societies.

My presentation has made two main points. The first is that criticism of the sociology of religion
for using the concepts of ‘social’ and ‘religion’ is mistaken. This criticism fails to realise that the
social dimensions of what counts as religion in different contexts are extremely important. The
second point is that globalisation has brought to light some new developments in the sociological
study of religion. In particular, the ‘juridification’ of religion has raised new questions about the
possibility of religious freedom; and transnational and global religious movements are developing
fresh ways of inserting themselves in societies.

4. The contribution of sociology to Religious Studies

In the final part of my presentation | would like to offer some strategic ideas about how sociology
can contribute towards our understanding of religion in global conditions.

My first point is that, in the face of so much complexity and change in the social expressions of
religion in the current era, the best way forward is not to search for a single ‘master’ narrative or
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theory. Indeed, my discussion of religious freedom and religious movements made no reference to
such high-level theoretical ideas as secularisation or de-secularisation. | have also been severe in
my dismissal of the current fashion for using the term ‘post-secularity’ as a way of trying to impose
a single category on the bewildering diversity and complexity of religion today (Beckford 2012).
This may be disappointing to the advocates of this increasingly fashionable term. But I am sceptical
about the value of trying to reduce all developments to a single concept, metaphor or narrative
regardless of whether it is secularisation, de-secularisation, post-secularisation or ‘the return of
religion’. This point was made very well by the French anthropologist, Albert Piette (2003), many
years ago (Beckford 2006).

No doubt, good evidence can be found in support of concepts such as secularisation, privatisation,
de-secularisation, the rise of spirituality and ‘the return of religion’. But these concepts need to be
treated with scepticism and, above all, tested against empirical evidence. General concepts can be
counter-productive if they deter us from looking for ‘inconvenient’ evidence that might not be
compatible with them.

This leads to my second point.  In my opinion, it is essential for scholars studying religion to try to
maintain a sense of balance and proportion when considering change and continuity in religions.
This means acknowledging that religion may not in fact be a particularly important feature of social
life at all times and in all places. The important thing for sociologists is to examine precisely the
extent to which expressions of religion are at work in particular social institutions, processes,
settings and events. This is the best way to gain a clear and proportionate picture of religion’s
engagement with social and cultural life. As | mentioned earlier, the forces of non-religion,
anti-religion, secularism and indifference-to-religion must also be taken into account. In this way,
a balanced assessment of religion and non-religion can be made.

Third, the social, legal, political and cultural contexts in which religions are active are central to the
interests of many sociologists. They include relations between religions and such phenomena as:
states, frameworks of laws, educational systems, political cultures, the mass media, family
structures, patterns of gendered social relations, and so on. These contextual factors help to shape
national responses to, for example, the religions of immigrants (Bonifacio 2010) or to controversial
new religious movements (Kirkham 2013). A timely example is the proposal that the Russian
Duma considered in June this year to limit the extent of foreign funding for religious organisations.
It is difficult to understand religion well if it is isolated from its social contexts.

Conclusion

My conclusion is brief. Studying religion in its social dimensions and contexts is an essential
aspect of Religious Studies. Global forces have made it more urgent and more important to
achieve a good understanding of the social uses of religion. Our grasp of how religion is lived,
performed and used at the local and global levels of analysis can make valuable contributions to the
framing and implementation of public policies on peace, human rights and justice.
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