Assignment Guide for Chapter 14

In what ways can religion act as both a conservative and radical force in society?

This question derives from the fundamental concern of sociology to analyse social order and social change. It is a question that concerned the founders of the discipline and it is with them that your answer will probably start. This is not only a question about the history of the discipline, however. The debates are still relevant and should be linked to contemporary examples and debates. As with so many issues in sociology, your conclusion depends upon what you mean by the key terms in the title. You will need to be clear and consistent in the ways in which you use the terms ‘conservative’ and ‘radical’. At the most basic level conservative forces are those which protect the existing social order and radical forces are those which promote change. However, the terms have also been associated since the Enlightenment with the idea that radical change is also progressive – that is, a change for the better. You need to be careful about what criteria (other than personal prejudice) you are using to make these judgements.

The section ‘Theories of religion’ starting on page 536 considers the work of Marx, Durkheim and Weber. Marx and Durkheim are both associated with analyses which see religion as conservative, whilst Weber is more clearly associated with the idea that in certain circumstances, notably the development of capitalism in Western Europe, religious beliefs can contribute to social change.

To continue the discussion, look at some examples in contemporary life and see if they are conservative or radical. The chapter offers a number of examples. You might like to look at the position of women in religious organizations, new religious movements and religious fundamentalism. The treatment of women within many religious groups can be seen as fundamentally conservative and failing to keep pace with social change in the secular world. New religious movements could be radical or conservative – among the world-affirming movements there is often a desire to transform the world or the individual within the world: but is this change progressive?

Religious fundamentalism is one of the more difficult examples to address. On the face of it, any group basing its behaviour and beliefs on a strict interpretation of an ancient text could hardly be seen as progressive. However, the teachings of fundamentalist groups have promoted dramatic social revolutions in recent years: not least in the Islamic world. How are we to evaluate these revolutions? The section on Islam stresses that this is not a simple return to an older form of society but a particularly modern response to the conditions of the modern world.  It is possible to argue that fundamentalism is both a conservative and a radical force. Whichever way you make your case, be sure to support it with examples and to be explicit about your definition of terms such as conservatism and radicalism. As a sociologist, how are you to write about another society without judging it against the values of your own? 

This essay has covered a lot of ground from the contributions of the founders of the discipline to current social conditions. In the conclusion you need to return to the original question and draw these threads together: is religion always conservative, always radical, or both in different circumstances? 

