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In 1844, Friedrich Engels wrote in his classic treatise on the working classes in England that an irreligious
society was close at hand. e worker’s “faulty education,” wrote Engels, “saves him from religious prepossessions, he does not understand religious questions, does
not trouble himself about them, knows nothing of the
fanaticism that holds the bourgeoisie bound; and if he
chances to have any religion, he has it only in name, not
even in theory. Practically he lives for this world, and
strives to make himself at home in it. All the writers
of the bourgeoisie are unanimous on this point, that the
workers are not religious, and do not aend church.”[1]
Engels’ stark prognosis makes quite a contrast, however,
with the optimistic tone of the Unitarian Minister Robert
Vaughan, whose 1842 book e Age of Great Cities, envisioned the new urban environment as the culmination of
human civilization; a place where pure, more enlightened
Christianity would ﬁnd a new home, ﬁnally removed
from the ignorance, excesses and feudal practices of the
countryside.
e question of whether modernity - a necessarily
vague term used to cover a wide series of transformations, from urbanization and industrialization to democratization and the atomization of the individual - inevitably leads to secularization, or whether it merely destroys established Church practices, leaving individuals
alone to engage in a more real and pure exploration of
religion, has a been a subject of strife since at least as
long as people have thought themselves “modern.”
In the past three decades, sociologists have taken up
the debate, largely provoked by the writing of two Americans, Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge. e two
have sought to refashion the thinking in their ﬁeld by arguing for a rational choice based theory of religion centered around the concepts of “rewards” and “compensators” - they deﬁne the laer term as a “set of beliefs and

prescriptions for action that substitute for the immediate
achievement of the desired reward. Compensators postulate the aainment of the desired reward in the distant future or in some other unveriﬁable context. Compensators
are treated by humans as if they were rewards.”[2] Sociologists of religion have thus begun appropriating the language and the concepts usually le to political scientists
and economists - rational choice and “religious economy”
- and in the process have discovered rational actors (believers) in a market place (society, the state, life), looking
for institutions (churches, sects, cults) that can best represent their speciﬁc interests (eternal life, the cure for a
disease, a job promotion).
Steven Bruce, a sociologist at the University of Aberdeen, wants lile to do with the “malign inﬂuence” this
“small clique of US sociologists” has had on his ﬁeld, and
has thus wrien a book that he hopes will be the “the
stake through the vampires chest” (pp. 1-2). Bruce holds
on to the secularization thesis and argues that, on the
whole, secularization has been both a very real experience, and that diﬀerences between the more enthusiastically religious U.S. and his own European home are best
explained by other factors: “What I [take] issue with,” he
writes,“ is the very speciﬁc claim that economic (as distinct from social, legal, or political) rationality provides
a useful model for understanding religious belief and behavior” (p. 127).
Bruce contends that it was the idea of choice, rational or otherwise, that led to secularization in the ﬁrst
place. e Reformation - though Luther himself was
more than unreceptive to the idea of alternate Biblical interpretations - “played a particular role in demystifying
the world” (p. 15), displacing the sole authority of the
Church and giving the power of interpretation to each
believer and his Bible. Since at least the French revolution, however, this trend has been reinforced by one
more: state building. As greater social and geographic
mobility led to diverging class, regional and religious
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identities, states where trying to forge a unifying national
culture. e result made toleration a social necessity and
meant that the separation of Church and State - and thus
also of religion and the public sphere - could not be far
behind.

(see p. 15). It is interesting that - at least from what I have
read of both authors -neither seems all that interested or
comfortable in German history or the early modern period. Yet this is precisely where the most engaging studies on such problems as popular piety, confessional absolutism, state building, etc., could be done.[3] It is also
ere are several issues at stake in the competing
while talking about Germany that Bruce begins to mudclaims, the ﬁrst and most obvious being what might best
dle his facts: the ̂allies, for example, had lile to do with
be called one of geography. e rational choice model bethe creation of a secular German state aer WWI (p. 108).
gan as American sociologists poured over American data
and saw that it did not correlate with their Europeanderived ideas of “modernity = secularization.” SecularA further issue is one of historical scope. Stark seeks
ization, on the other hand, is a model mostly based on to explain all religious belief since the dawn of time in one
research in Europe which focuses its aention on what fell swoop: Christianity could conquer Rome because it
Bruce, as well as many sociologists, politicians and other both oﬀered a more egalitarian ideal and beer health
observers, perceive to have occurred all around them in care;[4] America is more religious because it has more
the last few centuries: less and less openly religious peo- religions, which oﬀer a wider scope of services (in this
ple, less and less crowded Churches, and a less and less world and the next), and thus can aend to a greater pernoticeable public religious presence.
centage of the population. Conditions and locations may
A second issue has to do with what brings about re- thus change, but peoples wants and needs translate uniligious change. Stark et al. believe that changes in reli- versally. For Bruce, again, this is not so simple: America
gious practices come from the “supply side,” i.e., that “re- has many religions and they are on the whole beer visligious belief and behavior are determined by the struc- ited, but this is because it is an immigrant society, and
ture of the religious market or environment [and] inter- each group brought its Church with it when it came and,
twines [with] at least four analytically separate variables: in turn, still clings to it in order to reinforce its own idenpluralism, market share, competition, and regulation” (p. tity in a multicultural society. us while America as a
46). For Bruce, however, this is just not the case: “e ups whole is diverse, any given community - as deﬁned by
and downs of the popularity of religion in Britain (and class, region or place of origin - tends to be much less so.
in other European societies) do not ﬁt what we expect if Britain, in turn, has almost as many denominations, but
competition were the crucial variable;” only “if we take more of them tend to be in the same place at the same
the modern Protestant view that religion is a question of time and cater to the same population, leading to fragindividual knowledge and commitment” (p. 53) do they mented communities and empty Churches.
ﬁt together. Bruce then goes on to argue for the need to
e question then, if one dares ask it, is who is right?
take other factors into account and, in his strongest chape debate is certainly not over (Stark recently published
ter, explores religious diﬀerences in European countries,
an article entitled “Secularization, R.I.P.” [5]) and both
east and west, by examining national histories in consides seem unwilling to give much ground. Overall, it
junction with data on Church aendance, survey results
seems that Bruce is much more interested in describing
and demographics. As one would guess, they vary quite a
a process the transformation of religious life in the West
bit and only occasionally correlate with what one would
over the past four centuries while Stark wants to create a
expect using Starks model.
universal theory of religion, applicable to all people in all
Yet here, in a sense, also lies the crux of the argu- place at all times. As a historian, I would naturally tend
ment between Bruce and Stark. What, exactly, are we to side with Bruce: there was/is a process of transformameasuring? Is it individual piety or Church aendance? tion in religious life that took place in Europe in the past
Is it at all possible to measure the ̂real religious commit- few centuries, and secularization seems a good word to
ment of a society or of its members? If commitment were describe it; also, I am generally skeptical of any aempt
the sole criteria, the irty Years War would have been to create universal theories of human behavior. On the
the most ̂religious period in European history. Yet Stark other hand, reading the materials for this review has also
would probably claim that the Peace of Westphalia was made me appreciate the very value of (in economic terms)
yet another exercise in state regulation, while for Bruce it scholarly competition: both sides, if nothing else, have
would be a further step in the move to break the power of only spurred each other on to more interesting ﬁndings
– the Church by replacing it with the power of a church and tighter arguments.
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