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2.2 Religion and change:
secularization and revival
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Objective

Study religion and change with real data: the secularization thesis, its critics,
religious revival , and why patterns differ across countries.

You must be able to:

o explain the secularization thesis and its critics

o interpret data on the world’s religious composition
« distinguish believing, belonging and behaving

o explain revival and new movements

« evaluate whether the world is becoming less religious
1 Key knowledge and worked examples

B Secularization and its critics

Secularization: the idea that religion loses social importance as societies modernize
(Max Weber’s “disenchantment”; many sociologists in the 1960s). Peter Berger sup-
ported it in the 1960s but by 1999 argued that the world was “as furiously religious
as it ever was”, with secular Western Europe as the exception: desecularization.

Grace Davie described Britain as “believing without belonging”: many hold beliefs but
rarely attend services. Scholars distinguish believing, belonging and behaving.

B Data

The Pew Research Center estimated that in 2020 about 29 % of the world’s people
were Christian, about 26 % Muslim, about 24 % religiously unaffiliated, about 15 %
Hindu and about 4 % Buddhist. The Muslim share grew between 2010 and 2020,
partly because of a young population with higher birth rates. The unaffiliated share
grew mainly through people leaving religion (“switching”), especially in Christian-
majority countries.
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Worked example. World population in 2020 was about 7.9 billion. Muslims at
about 26 %: 7.9 x 0.26 = 2.0 billion people.

2 Practice

2.1 Explain what is meant by “believing without belonging”. 2]

2.2 In 2020 the world population was about 7.9 billion and about 24 % were religiously
unaffiliated. Calculate the number of unaffiliated people, and explain one reason why
“unaffiliated” does not mean “atheist”. 3]
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2.3 Explain two reasons why the Muslim share of the world population grew between
2010 and 2020. [4]
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2.4 Explain why Peter Berger changed his view on secularization, and evaluate his later
view. (6]

3 Exam-style questions

3.1 (Preparation essay.) “The world is becoming less religious.” Evaluate this claim with
data and examples from three traditions or regions. [15]
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