
 

 

 SECULARIZATION: THEORIES AND DEBATE 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Secularization is often attributed both to the cultural shifts in society following the rise of 
rationality as well as to the success of science as an alternative for superstition. To define in 
simple terms, secularization refers to the shift of a society that has a close concomitance 
with religious values and institutions towards a one where non-religious values and secular 
institutions prevail. In this work, we intend to analyze the origin of secularization as a 
phenomenon of sociology and the context in which it emerges. In such, the various 
implications within the idea of secularization shall become evident, each requiring meticulous 
segregation so as to avoid any sort of dilemma. The second and the third tasks respectively 
entail the extrication of the threads and the determination of the positions of the numerous 
authors who have put forward their views on secularization. 
    However the last decades of the 20th century has brought about certain modifications and 
experiments on the subject of secularization. For certain scholars, the idea of secularization 
as a requisite part of modernization does not hold good and thus their views vary from those 
wanting to reject the concept wholly to those who derive useful inferences of certain 
rudiments but reject what might be referred to as a ‘package deal’. In this respect, David 
Martin’s On Secularization: Towards A Revised General Theory and Peter Berger’s 
contributions deserve special attention. Berger’s later works exemplify with clarity the striking 
changes that have appeared in the sub-discipline in the second half of the 20th century. As a 
result, there have occurred several changes in the default positions. 
 
 
The Origin and Development of Secularization 
 

Secularization as a social process is intricately associated with the discipline of sociology. It 
commences with the founders of this discipline, Auguste Comte (1798-1857) being one, who 
not only coined the term ‘sociology,’ but also contributed to the law of social progress or 
three stage historical model. Society, which is theological, shifts to the metaphysical stage 
before stepping into the current scientific stage with stronger entailment of better stage. Two 
points are notable here: firstly, the ideological which brings out that the modern scientific 
society is devoid of both God and the supernatural, and secondly, the progressive shift of the 
supernatural to the natural and finally to the scientific. The primary task of sociology 
necessitates the implementation of ‘scientific’ ideas to the social and physical phenomenon. 
It also concerns the intellectual atmosphere in which such ideas find their origin. The 
proponents of the discipline of sociology were heavily influenced by the Enlightenment and 
the philosophical changes connected with this movement. As a result of this, a classifiable 
epistemology came into being which substantiated the aspect of the future that was 
attainable through human associations. 
             The pioneers of sociology, Karl Marx, Max Weber, Emile Durkheim and Georg 
Simmel occupy a primal position owing to their mutual concerns about the effects of 
industrialization on religion in Europe. However, their approaches to the issue differed 
considerably. While Marx looked down upon religion as a malfunction in society and 
favoured a form of society devoid of religion, Weber on the other hand, was more discerning 
about the outcomes of ‘disenchantment’ and the ‘dehumanizing’ effects of the rapidly 
growing bureaucracy. The other two sociologists, Durkheim’s and Simmel’s contribution lay 
in pointing out the urgency of social order and the importance of religion within it and the 
separation of the form and content of religion respectively.  
        The renowned figures in the development of sociology were very much eager to 
underline the importance of modernization for the historic forms of European religion. The 
religious life of Europe had been linked not only with the power of politics but also with the 
involvement and legitimization of this power at the local, national or even supranational level. 



 

 

However, the local parish being a geographical and sociological entity was profoundly 
affected during the Industrial Revolution which received a kind of culture-shock from which 
the mainstream religion of Europe could not pull itself out.  But the impact of this shift was not 
all-encompassing as many parts of Europe continued to experience the conventional forms 
of religious practices. France, being one of them, continued to follow the Catholic culture 
until the 1960s; the breakdown came much later, and when it did, it had gravely devastating 
effects. In Britain, the rural model gave way to a rather different process for nearly a century,  
where new forms of religious life prevailed simultaneously with the earlier forms. Also, the 
presence of the non-conformists and the Catholics saw a notable increase, though on 
differing grounds. As society transformed from its pre-industrial and rural setup, it brought 
about an inevitable break in the religious life in Europe that is the key not only to 
secularization as a process but also to the discipline of sociology on the whole. 
 
Different Implications of Secularization 

One of the major questions that arise in this context concerns the exact meaning of the term 
‘secularization’ .Theologians, philosophers, historians, lawyers and social scientists have 
varying approaches to this debate. But the problem lies in the fact that not all of these views 
are compatible with each other and hence the need to untwine the threads arises. Two 
scholars have immense contributions in this regard, the first being, Karel Dobbelaere and the 
second, Jose Casanova.  Dobbelaere, a Belgian educator and noted sociologist of religion, 
brought forth his writings in an issue of ‘Current Sociology’ titled ‘Secularization: A 
Multidimensional Concept’ which later became the basic text. While Casanova, a top scholar 
in the sociology of religion and Professor at the Department of Sociology at Georgetown 
University, through his work, ‘Public Religions in the Modern World’ (1994), created a 
profound effect on the sociological community for its detailed theoretical understandings and 

also for the subsequent case studies it embraced. 

Dobbelaere in his work (1981, 2002) distinguishes three attributes of secularization 
operating at different levels of society: the societal, the organizational and the individual. At 
the societal level, the focus is on the functional differentiation implying that the sectors that 
were under the authority of the church gradually began to disintegrate into independent 
bodies. People ceased to consider the Church as their basic provider of healthcare,  
education and social services, and these responsibilities were taken up by the state, thus 
reducing the role (and perhaps the paramountcy) of the Church. It must however, be 
remembered that this particular trend was restricted solely to the West. In other parts of the 
world, where the state conspicuously failed in carrying out its responsibilities, the scenario is 
radically different. But in the West too, the repercussions of this separation of the Church 

and the State were proportionately dissimilar.   

A different sort of picture is visible in certain European states, like Germany, where the 
churches provide both healthcare and welfare for the entire German population. The 
educational structure in Europe provides a clearer picture. In many parts, the churches 
continued to be the owners and managers of certain number of schools, thus preserving the 
church-state relationship. Contradictorily, in other parts of the world where there is division of 
power between the church and the state and institutional duties are strictly confined in the 
constitution from the very outset, religious activities have been noted to be more profound. In 
those parts of the world where this division is obstructed, (like parts of Western Europe) the 
signifiers of religious activity have sharply declined, unless there is any particular reason to 
remain high. Contrastingly, in modern America where institutional separation forms the way 

of life, religious activities occupy quite a high position.  

Jose Casanova’s discourse (1994, 2001) is similar to that of Dobbelaere’s in many respects. 
According to both the scholars, the paradigm of secularization has been the main theoretical 
grounding to look at the relationship between religion and modernity. Also, both of them 
recognize that the confusion regarding the nature of this relationship stems from the concept 



 

 

of secularization itself. Casanova, thus, commences his work on religion in the modern world 
with an elucidation of the concept of secularization. As a concept, secularization should be 
more refined so as to arrive at a more precise analysis of religion in different parts of the 
world, taking into consideration, the varying propositions within the concept itself. A correct 
understanding of the place of religion in the modern world can only be arrived at if one works 
out the link between these factors considering each case and each country at a time without 

any prior assumptions.  

In Casanova’s works, the inclination towards the ‘modern’ does not always imply a lowering 
in the level of religious beliefs, or a complete shift of religion solely to the private sphere. 
Casanova herein tries to substantiate a valid ‘public’ role for religion in the modern world. A 
second point follows this which states that the churches that have dissented to the structural 
differentiation between itself and the state have found it more difficult to come to terms with 

the modern ways of lifestyle.  

Casanova provides two case studies which depict two strikingly different pictures to this 
approach, the first being Spain. In Spain, the long drawn out Catholic Church and the 
modern forms of economic and political life has had certain unavoidable and tragic results on 
the religious life in Spain, the Spanish Church coming to terms with the modern democratic 
regime only lately. This is specifically important from the sociological perspective in that it 
depicts an artificially postponed and then hastened form of modernity,  in which, the 
conflicting hostilities came to the forefront more clearly. The significant decline in the 
religious practices in Spain also led to a widening generation gap in the country. The other 
example is of Poland, where a rigid and powerful church had been the centre of opposition 
instead of allying with the state, which itself lacked in power and legitimacy and was in no 
position to command. Resistance to secularization was viewed as a form of opposition to 
illegitimate power, thereby strengthening the position of the church, eventually leading to  a 
rise in religious practices in the Communist dominated Poland. But the scenario changed 
very soon with the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989 that resulted in the Polish church paving 
the way for modern democracy, with its position demoting to a relegated one in comparison 

to the state. 

 

Different Approaches to Secularization 

The Ideas of Peter Berger 

In the 1960s-70s, there emerged another set of approaches to secularization, of which one 
of the main proponents was Peter Berger who, alone, and in partnership with Thomas 
Luckmann, made immense contributions to the subject of secularization within the discipline 
of sociology. Their work was inspired by Alfred Schutz and a number of other 
phenomenologists. According to them, religion was a social construct that was built as a 
result of individuals’ struggles to reconcile with the variations at different levels of human life. 
As Berger put it, following this, the ‘sacred canopy’ comes forth as a result of these 
constructions that shield the individual from possibilities that life has no meaning or purpose, 
and other such sentiments of human condition that are most likely to surface at times of 
crisis.  

The question herein arises as to how this ‘sacred canopy’ is maintained and what would 
happen if multiple sacred canopies existed in society? Following this, the need to provide 
attention to religious pluralism and its consequences on religious beliefs arises too. It must 
be remembered that pluralism does reduce the monopoly of certain rel igious institutions by 
opening up means for the existence of alternatives which would oppose the older traditions. 
It is a key aspect of modernization and is absolutely essential if one is to study the 
relationship between modernization and secularization. Pluralism not only reduces the 



 

 

taken-for-grantedness towards religion but also brings out certain changes in individual 
beliefs. Individuals no longer rely on the ‘sacred canopies’ left behind by their ancestors but 
instead seek to make their own decisions. Their chosen beliefs may not be characteristically 

weaker than the assumed ones, but of course they are conspicuously different.  

The Ideas of Bryan Wilson 

Other than Peter Berger, there were some other proponents of the classic theory of 

secularization, two of them being, British scholars Bryan Wilson and Steve Bruce. Wilson 

viewed secularization as a ‘fundamental social process taking place in the organization, in 

the society, in the culture and in the collective mentality’ (Wilson, 1998:49) and hence 

constituting an essential aspect of modernization. Secularization does not necessary mean 

that the importance of religion ceases but a situation in which religious thinking, practices 

and institutions cease to be an important force in the society.  

The secularization thesis following Wilson’s ideas comprises changes in three aspects of 

social organization: changes in the locus of authority in the society, changes in the character 

of knowledge as empirical enquiry and ethically neutral investigation which leads to scientific 

discovery, and a clamour for the ones involved in workplaces to lead their lives with 

rationality. These changes in behaviour and belief are the main characteristics of modern 

society. They might vary with place but the implicit trend is evident which leads Wilson to 

come to the conclusion that ‘secularization in the West has been a phenomenon 

concomitant with modernization’ (Wilson, 1998:51).  

Wilson has articulated six important propositions of the secularization thesis which are as 

follows: 

I. Firstly, secularization indicates a once-upon-a-time age of faith, the concern here 

centering on the exact nature of this age. 

II. Secondly, there are varying examples to this thesis, e.g. the United States differs 

from Europe in this perspective. 

III. Thirdly, there have emerged new forms of religiosity and religious movements that 

have substituted the old kinds. 

IV. Fourthly, the growth of fundamentalism is viewed as a global religious movement. 

V. Fifthly, there has been the re-appearance of religion in the Communist-dominated 

world until 1989, East Germany and Poland being good examples. 

VI. The last concerns the transition of religion to the ‘private’ sphere, thereby implying 

so-called ‘privatization’ of religions. 

Jose Casanova, however, holds Wilson’s view on the privatization of religion under the 

scanner, thus resuming the debate concerning the ‘public’ role of religion in the later half 

of the twentieth century. Through his study, Wilson tries not to emphasize on the decline 

of religious beliefs and practices but on the decline of its significance for the society. He 

implied that secularization finds its foundation on the recognition, or not, of religious 

authorities by the secular state, on the effect that religion can or cannot have on the 

normative framework of society, to what extent the resources of society are involved in 

fulfilling religious goals and whether the institutions are primarily concerned with religious 

or secular goals. From these many factors, Wilson arrives at the conclusion that large 

parts of the modern world including the USA are not relatively secularized but are likely  



 

 

to become so with passing time. Such are the structural changes associated with 

modernization. 

The Ideas of Steve Bruce 

Steve Bruce provides a different picture in his approach to religion. He draws influence 

from Talcott Parsons, Peter Berger, David Martin and Bryan Wilson for the starting point 

of his work and draws connections between modernity and the decline of the traditional 

forms of religious life. The Reformation occupies primal importance for him which he 

points out as the catalyst in the rise of individualism and rationality which radically altered 

the place and nature of religion in the modern world. Bruce put forward that individualism 

jeopardized the communal basis of religious belief and behaviour, while rationality 

introduced a feeling of doubt towards the long-existent religious beliefs. 

The process is complex and spans over a long period of time. Nevertheless, an implicit 

pattern can be observed which took about 400 years to come into being. Europe’s history 

for the majority of this period was characterized by religious controversies about the 

nature of God, His relationships with the individual Catholic and Protestant believer and 

the means in which salvation was to be attained. This period also led to the rise of the 

nation-state as a form of political organization which eventually led to the decline in 

Christendom. In late modernity, religion entered a phase in which individuals could pick 

and choose for themselves from the varying religious options before them as the concept 

of ‘God’ became increasingly subjective. No longer did they have faith in the old traditions 

or in the power of the church – a fact attributed by Bruce to the advent of individualism in 

religious life. In his 2002 work, ’God is Dead’, he takes Britain for an example and speaks 

for as well as against the idea of ‘secularization’ of religion. For him, Britain serves as an 

example of secularization within a western democracy. However, this view comes under 

the scanner given recent sociological trends in the study of religion. Later, in a more 

recent publication, he examined the place of western democracies in the modern world 

as to how religious cultures have contributed to modern politics. 

The Ideas of David Voas 

David Voas, a demographer, was found to be in support of Bruce’s views and a follower 

of Wilson’s definition of secularization, thereby focusing on the declining social 

importance of religion. According to Voas, Britain was increasingly ceasing to be a 

‘Christian’ country if one takes into account the determinant factors such as activity, 

belief, formal affiliation, self affiliation and the nature of the state. 

The Ideas of David Martin 

David Martin is another of those paramount contributors to the subject of secularization. 

Martin does not seem to be satisfied with Bruce’s view on the inevitability of 

secularization. He believes that the confusion regarding the theory of secularization was 

too immense and it should be better to leave out the theory altogether, a belief he 

propounded in his work, ’Towards eliminating the Concept of Secularization (1965).’ He 

also highlighted the different routes that the process took to in different parts of the world 

and how Europe itself had different patterns of secularization within it. In this perspective, 

Europe and the USA are distinguished from each other as each follows a different path in 

the way religion has been introduced. In Europe, religion is found to be implanted 



 

 

horizontally while The States follows the vertical pattern. In the USA, one finds a decline 

in the influence of religion as one moves from the south to the north and towards the 

coast, while in Europe, religious differences are more striking between the Protestant 

North and Catholic South. However, in those parts of Europe dominated by the Catholics, 

secularization of religion became a common phenomenon. Martin, in 1996, says that in 

those parts of Europe where religion was officially forbidden, it came to form an option 

rather than the prime ideology of the state and a different set of relationships came into 

being which further formed a different future for the states. Martin also brings forth the 

case of Latin America and the rise of Pentecostalism. His studies brought to the limelight 

facts such as the importance of informed historical perspective and the inter-

connectedness of religion and political process which imply that the study of religion is 

indeed multi-disciplinary. 

The Ideas of French Scholars about Religion in the Modern World 

Other than the above-mentioned English scholars, there are a host of French scholars 

too who have studied about the place of religion in the modern world. Daniele Hervieu-

Leger is one of them who employed not only the example of her country in her study but 

also a distinctive sociological approach. She says that in modern societies, individuals 

create the need for religion themselves in order to fill in the gaps left behind by their 

expectations, which they fail to achieve in real life. Thus, secularization does not 

necessarily imply the complete disappearance of religion, but what takes place is the 

reorganization of religion so that it can provide for the needs of modern living. We may 

find that Hervieu-Leger’s works are different from those of the earlier scholars like Wilson 

and Bruce whose contributions lay only in putting forward the idea that the social 

significance of religion does decline with passing time. 

As a multi-dimensional concept, the different dimensions of secularization function 

independent of one another. Thus, it is important to ensure and maintain conceptual 

clarity so that like is compared with like and thus accurate conclusions drawn from it – a 

point repeatedly stressed by Dobblelaere and Casanova. Pluralism, hence, surfaces as a 

very important theme, agreed upon by both Berger and Bruce, who point out that the rise 

in the options for religious choices lessens the taken-for-grantedness of religious 

assumptions. Wilson provides a definition of the process of secularization by which he 

says that religion declines in its importance in the society in  the modern age and this 

happens in varying degrees in different places. Religion, at this juncture, does not cease 

to exist but undergoes gradual transformation, an aspect that has been studied by the 

likes of Hervieu-Leger. 

 

Transformation in the Debate on Secularization 

The closing decades of the 20th century brought about a change in the secularization 

argument. Until the 1990s, it was believed that modernization and secularization were 

generally connected. In fact, this could be proved with the help of the Polish and the Irish 

examples where religion and national identity were seemed to be inter-connected. However, 

the problem arose when the United States came into the question, since it became difficult to 

justify the continuing religious beliefs in a country which was technologically way 



 

 

progressive.  And with this example, a shift was evident in the study. Europe no longer stood 

as the standard for determining the forms of religion and religiosity in other parts of the 

world, but came to comprise of only a single aspect in the study of religious beliefs. Two 

scholars provide further contribution towards the change in these perspectives. The first is 

David Martin, whose second work in the ‘British Journal of Sociology’ in 1991,  not only 

revisits his earlier work (which stated that secularization theories were unidirectional as long 

as they included ‘covert philosophical assumptions, selective epiphenomenalism, conceptual 

incoherence and indifference to historical complexity’) but also propounds the links between 

the secularization thesis and its origin which lay on the European example.  

Secularization occurred in varying degrees in various countries. While in the Protestant 

states of Northern Europe, the churches became a part of the state, in the south (most 

notably France), the churches were excluded from the state structure. Also, the active 

religious life of the USA, the transition of Christianity to the south and the advent of Islam, 

came to render the theories originating from the European example, obsolete. Thus there 

was a requirement for newer and different paradigms in the study of the sociology of religion 

in order to arrive at a proper understanding of the ‘modern’ religion.  

David Martin has worked on the following areas: the post-communist scenario in Central and 

Eastern Europe and on the advent of Pentecostalism in the Southern hemisphere. In his 

1991 article, he opined that the factors that resulted in the decline of traditional forms of 

religion throughout Europe were themselves experiencing disintegration, thus liberating 

spaces that would later be occupied by the opponents of certain forms of religion.  At the 

same time, new forms of religion, both Christian as well as non-Christian, were rising in 

Europe. As a result, what occurred was a transition which varied from ‘opting out’ of  the 

authority of the Church to the ‘opting in’ to other alternative religious forms, but in ways 

specific to the European context. 

Given the change in the theories and the data emerging as a result of this constant debate, 

Berger made a huge change in his approach, when he himself criticized his earlier views that 

secularization was a necessary feature of modern societies, after having realized his 

misgivings that the modern man lived in a secularized world. He realized that secularization 

theory could be associated only to the era of the Enlightenment as modernization did imply a 

decline of religion both in the societal as well as in the private sphere. Berger’s new ideas 

allow one to think that secularization no longer assumed a primary place in the study of the 

sociology of religion and was restricted to the European case solely. The task of the 

sociologist would therefore change from explaining the absence of religion instead of its 

presence in the modern world, thus bringing about a paradigm shift in the study of religion. 

However, Berger’s new approach does not find support in Bruce who feels that Berger’s 

view is an ‘unnecessary recantation’ (2001). Bruce finds Berger’s original works on 

secularization to be more insightful. He takes each of Berger’s perspectives regarding the 

growth of conservative and evangelical churches in the USA, the decline of the liberal 

churches, the continuance of religion in the West where the individuals ceased to visit the 

church and the vitality of religion in other parts of the world and provides his own viewpoint. 

He also raises doubts whether or not the Second and Third Worlds shall follow this model 

and whether an increase in wealth could be linked to a decline in the religiousness of people.  



 

 

What is significant to note here is that the connection between secularization and 

modernization does cease to exist almost wholly in the Western world which is getting 

wealthier with time. Thus, when the western world, which gave birth to this theory, shies 

away from the ‘secularization’ of religion, it is quite probable that the developing world would 

also follow suit. 
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