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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries





•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


This guide covers the topic of Beliefs in society in the AQA A-level specification 7192. Remember that this is a guide, not a textbook. It indicates and briefly explains and discusses those things that you should know and understand about this topic, but is intended to complement, not replace, your textbooks and class notes.


How to use this guide


The first main section of the book is Content Guidance. It follows the headings for this topic and the sequence in which they occur in the AQA specification, but it is not necessary to read them in this order, provided you make sure that you cover them all.


In your study of this topic area you should examine the two core themes. These are:





•  socialisation, culture and identity



•  social differentiation, power and stratification.





These are not things to be studied separately — rather, in your study of Beliefs in society you should be aware of the two core themes running through the topic.


You should also be aware of both the evidence for and the sociological explanations of the content of this topic. This means that you must study the relevant sociological theories, perspectives and methods associated with this topic, as well as the design of the research used to obtain any data under consideration, including its strengths and limitations.


Each section of the Content Guidance contains exam tips, knowledge checks and definitions of some key terms. Knowing and understanding the meaning of sociological concepts is an essential part of the whole course.


The second main section of the book is that of Questions & Answers. At the beginning of this section are the three assessment objectives against which your exam answers will be judged, with some guidance regarding how to display the required skills, and also a list of command words, which will help you to understand more clearly what each question is asking you to do. The five test papers provided are in the style of the AQA exam for this topic. More detailed guidance on how to use the Questions & Answers section is given at the beginning of that section.





Content Guidance



Ideology, science and religion


Ideology


An ideology is a set of ideas and beliefs held by an individual, group or society which reflects their needs or aspirations and which is used to make sense of their world. Many important ideologies are political and/or economic, such as Marxism or conservatism, but ideologies are also found in religious beliefs, such as Islam or Catholicism. Ideologies are used to guide or inform people’s behaviour.


Science


The term ‘science’ refers both to a method of enquiry and to a particular body of knowledge, such as chemistry or physics. The scientific method of enquiry aims to discover regularities and recurring relationships between variables by a rigorous system of observation, conjecture, hypothesis formation and controlled testing, with the object of identifying theories (confirmed hypotheses) and eventually scientific laws. The goal is to understand the natural world in order to make predictions and, where possible, to control it.


Some see religion and science as incompatible with each other, and there are examples of conflict, for example between those whose religious beliefs encompass the idea of creationism (that the Bible story of God creating the world in six days is literally true) and the scientific beliefs and evidence regarding evolution. However, research suggests that almost a half of scientists hold some religious beliefs and see no problem with this. Albert Einstein, writing in The New York Times Magazine on 9 November 1930, said: ‘I maintain that the cosmic religious feeling is the strongest and noblest motive for scientific research.’ Many scientists and religious believers take the position that science tries to discover the ‘how’, while religious belief explores the ‘why’. Einstein also wrote: ‘Science without religion is lame; religion without science is blind.’ These views would not, however, be accepted by Richard Dawkins, an evolutionary biologist and atheist, who is very outspoken in his views and who holds that religion is incompatible with science.
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Knowledge check 1


By what term is the scientific method of enquiry generally known?
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One of the first major conflicts between the Christian church and science occurred in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when Copernicus and Galileo claimed that the sun was at the centre of the universe, and that the earth and other planets moved around it — a view known as heliocentrism. The religious view was that this was heretical, as the Bible showed that the Earth was the centre, and books that claimed otherwise were placed on the list of prohibited reading. A more serious scientific challenge to the authority of the church was Darwin’s theory of evolution, and this continues to cause controversy today, between those accepting Darwinian theory and creationists, who hold that the Bible stories of the Earth’s creation are literally true.


With the spread of the Enlightenment and scientific views, many former teachings of the church have been changed or dropped, and it is suggested that only the church’s core teachings remain intact. Even many church ministers now accept that the Bible stories should be taken allegorically rather than literally. The current situation tends to be that the church is the authority on moral and spiritual issues, while science deals with factual matters.


Religion


Broadly speaking, what we term ‘religion’ refers to a set of ideas and beliefs relating to the supernatural world, dealing with questions such as the meaning of life and death and what happens after death, and which also provides a moral code stating how one should live one’s life.


There is no single accepted definition of what we mean by ‘religion’. Nevertheless, definitions are important because they are used to decide what should be examined as a religious phenomenon and what should be excluded. The definition adopted will lead sociologists to ask different questions about the nature, scale and importance of religious belief and activity in society, often leading them to different conclusions.


Some of the most important definitions are:





•  Inclusivist definitions: these include many phenomena that to some might seem controversial, such as magic, or even non-religious beliefs, such as communism. They are ‘essentialist’, meaning that they take the position that religious belief and activity are necessary features of the human condition, though they may take many different forms. Giddens (1997) uses an inclusivist definition of religion. He sees religion as having the following characteristics:







    –  a set of symbols invoking feelings of reverence or awe


    –  a set of rituals or ceremonials engaged in by a community of believers


    –  beliefs which do not necessarily involve gods but ‘some beings inspiring attitudes of awe or wonder’.








•  Exclusivist definitions: these exclude phenomena that make no reference to a supernatural being or beings, and therefore limit what will be defined as religious. They are ‘non-essentialist’, accepting that religious belief and activity may grow or decline in different historical periods. Stark and Bainbridge (1985) use an exclusivist definition of religion when they argue that religions must involve some conception of a supernatural being, world or force, and the notion that events and conditions on Earth are influenced by the supernatural.



•  Substantive definitions: these refer to a defining characteristic, such as a belief in God, as the distinctive feature of a religion.



•  Functional definitions: these focus on the role that religion performs for society as a whole, such as acting as a unifying force.
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Knowledge check 2


Give an example of a belief system that would fit into an exclusivist definition of religion.
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Religions may also be classified according to the number of deities.





•  Monotheistic religions are those with a belief in a single god or deity. Examples are Christianity and Islam.



•  Polytheistic religions are those with a belief in a panoply, or group, of deities. Examples are the religious beliefs of the Romans, Greeks and Native American tribes, and Hinduism. In fact, with the exception of what are considered the major world religions, most religions are polytheistic.



•  Henotheistic religions are those in which the religion has a belief in and worships just one god, but acknowledges the actual or possible existence of other deities.
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Knowledge check 3


Which sociological perspective focuses on the alleged unifying aspect of religion?
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Knowledge check 4


Give an example of a monotheistic world religion other than Christianity and Islam.
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Evaluation




+  Inclusivist-functionalist definitions allow the sociologist to investigate a wide range of historical and contemporary practices as ‘religious’, including humanism and psychoanalysis, because these are concerned with the ‘ultimate problems’ that confront all human beings.


+  Exclusivist-substantive definitions allow the sociologist to examine only those social phenomena that are normally recognised as expressions of religious feeling.


+  Both the above approaches are attempting to identify what can be ‘religious’ in order to form a field of study with definite boundaries.


–  Inclusivist-functional definitions are so encompassing that they make the idea of a specifically religious sphere of activity difficult to identify — everything can be seen as ‘religious’.


–  Exclusivist-substantive definitions limit what can be seen as religious and lead inevitably to the idea that in many societies religious observance has declined in importance.


–  Both the above approaches are actually linked to ideological positions that are associated with either supporting or undermining the extent of religious belief.
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Exam tip


It is always a good idea to show that you know that ‘religion’ may be defined in different ways. If it is relevant to your answer, explain which definition(s) you are using.
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Key thinkers


Durkheim (1858–1917)


Durkheim started from the position that ‘social existence’ — people living together in societies — was possible only through shared beliefs.


His was a functionalist definition of religion, which focused on the positive role it played, namely ‘beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church’. Religion was therefore an essential part of the shared consciousness (‘conscience collective’) that makes social life possible. The shared consciousness includes ideas about time, space, causation and social relationships.


Durkheim distinguished between ‘the profane’, which was normal, everyday life, and ‘the sacred’, which referred to what he called things ‘set apart and forbidden’. This meant shared rituals and the worship of objects held to be sacred, such as totems. The origin of these ideas was his study of the totemic religions of the Australian Aborigines, in which the sacred object of the totem represented the clan or tribe. In this way the totem symbolised society, and the collective rituals restated the importance and significance of shared social bonds. Religion thus acted to bind individuals to society, enabling them to understand and accept approved social relationships through the shared values of religious belief. Religion also served to regulate people’s behaviour by providing moral guidance, which enabled people to live together in society without the problems caused by selfish individualism.
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Knowledge check 5


Give two examples of a shared religious ritual.
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Key concepts


‘conscience collective’; sacred and profane; shared rituals; moral guidance
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Evaluation




+  Religion is given a dominant role in the establishment and maintenance of social cohesion.


+  Social relationships are given a moral dimension, based on shared religious beliefs.


+  The existence of religion is explained in terms of its rituals, rather than its particular theological ideas.


–  The importance of individual religious experience is ignored.


–  This is a static view of religion — Durkheim did not attempt to explain the rise of new religions or religious leaders.


–  The evidence for Durkheim’s views was based on the study of very small, atypical societies.


–  The practices of primitive religions cannot easily be applied to complex, religiously diverse modern societies.
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Marx (1818–83)


For Marx, religion was a human project. ‘Man makes religion, religion doesn’t make man.’ In particular, religion is the product of those in power — those who control the productive process. However, religion is not the product of the bourgeoisie but of historical systems of exploitation — religion existed long before capitalism. Religion cannot be eliminated until the conditions that cause it are eliminated, i.e. exploitation. Marx saw religion as an aspect of ideology which was an important element in the ‘false consciousness’ of both the working class and the bourgeoisie, in that neither group had a real appreciation of their position as pawns of the system.


For the members of the working class, religion is both the expression of real distress and the means of alleviating it. Religion blinds them to their true condition, i.e. one of exploitation, and socialises them into a set of beliefs that is contrary to their interests. In particular, it teaches them that obedience to authority (‘accepting God’s will’) is their route to salvation, which will await them in the afterlife.


Religion also presents the bourgeoisie with a ‘cloak of respectability’ behind which they can continue to make profit out of the exploitation of their workers because this is ‘divine will’. However, Marx believed that both the bourgeoisie and the proletariat were subject to the impersonal forces of capitalism, which favoured and destroyed individuals in an apparently random fashion.
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Knowledge check 6


Marx wrote that religion is ‘the opium of the people’. Briefly explain what is meant by this.
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Key concepts


bourgeoisie; proletariat; false consciousness; ideology; superstructure
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Evaluation




+  Religion is seen as being determined by the economic base (substructure) rather than theological ideas.


+  Christian religious ideas are explained in terms of how they benefit capitalism.


+  There is an acknowledgement that for the proletariat, religion can help to ease the pain of exploitation.


+  The idea that the bourgeoisie are carrying out God’s will enables them to continue their pursuit of profit and exploitation of the proletariat.


–  The explanation of religion is monocausal, i.e. its sole origin is the economic base of society.


–  There is little evidence to show that the working class had ever been particularly religious.


–  Marx may have over-stated the role of religion in ruling-class ideology.
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Knowledge check 7


Briefly explain what is meant by ‘conspicuous consumption’.
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Exam tip


Don’t make the mistake of stating that Weber said that Protestantism ‘caused’ capitalism — he said that there was an elective affinity between the two.
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Weber (1864–1920)


Weber studied a number of worldwide religions, and conducted extensive studies of Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism and Judaism. However, he is best known for his ‘Protestant ethic thesis’ on the rise of Protestantism and its effect on economic behaviour and social change. Weber was interested in exploring the origin of the ‘ethics’ of capitalism and suggested that these lay in the beliefs of the seventeenth-century Calvinist religious sect. These included a view that worldly work was a ‘calling’, rather like a religious vocation, and hard work was seen as a way of honouring God. Calvinists also believed in predestination, that from the moment of creation, God had already decided who was to be ‘saved’. These decisions could not be changed and could not be known. In order to cope with this uncertainty, Calvinists looked for signs of God’s favour in their lives, with economic success seen as a sign of ‘election’ to the chosen. Emphasis was on a sober, thrifty lifestyle and in the ‘stewardship’ of wealth and the reinvestment of profit, rather than on displays of conspicuous consumption. It was Weber’s argument that this particular set of beliefs, and the consequences that stemmed from it, provided the right social and economic climate for the development of what he called ‘modern capitalism’. Weber used these arguments to show that, under certain circumstances, religious beliefs could be instrumental in bringing about social change and that religion was not, as Marx had claimed, necessarily a conservative force in society.


Primarily, Weber was interested in the meanings which individual social actors imposed on social action in order to make sense of the world. This reflects Weber’s interpretative approach to sociology and the importance of ‘verstehen’.
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Key concepts


Protestant ethic; Calvinism; predestination; social change; verstehen


[image: ]







[image: ]


Evaluation




+  Weber stressed the importance of individual beliefs as factors in social developments, rejecting economic determinism.


+  Social change is seen as a complex interplay of forces, but there are decisive points in history that can be uncovered by sociological analysis.


+  This is a cross-cultural approach to social change, using data from different societies to explore a hypothesis and come to a conclusion.


–  Weber did not demonstrate how strongly individual entrepreneurs held their religious beliefs and therefore the extent to which these may have influenced their behaviour.


–  A study of the origins of Calvinism has shown that modern capitalism was already in existence at that time.


–  It has been argued that it was not the religious beliefs of the Calvinists but their marginal position in Catholic society that led them to strive for wealth.
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Key theories of religion



Functionalism and neo-functionalism


Though drawn from Durkheim, functionalist thought on religion differs from his views in certain critical respects. Totemism is not a set of unified practices but covers a wide range of beliefs and activities. Levi-Strauss believed that totemism can be seen not as the individual’s relationship to the social group but as an expression of the relationship between the individual and the natural world.


Malinowski saw religion as the response of individuals to the uncertainty of the world, providing them with a sense of security. However, he did not view religion as an expression of the worship of society.


Functionalist views on religion began to be challenged, particularly from the mid-twentieth century onwards, by the apparent rise of secularisation (see p. 35) and the decline of the Christian church in many Western countries.


Parsons agreed with Durkheim that the shared moral values arising from religious beliefs help to maintain a stable society. He saw religion as continuing to fulfil some of the ‘needs’ of society. Bellah also believed that religion continues to perform essential social functions. He argued that a process of ‘individuation’ had taken place, meaning that people increasingly sought religious meanings on an individual basis, rather than through a collective entity such as a church. O’Dea also believed that the function of religion is to provide answers to fundamental questions about life, death and suffering.


Bellah introduced the concept of ‘civil religion’, by which he meant the adoption of religious ideas, rituals and symbols to bind society together. His ideas were developed with regard to American society, though they are now applied more widely. Some examples would be pledging allegiance to the flag and US presidents ending their speeches with the words ‘God bless America’. Others have suggested that Armistice Day commemorations, coronations and the response to the death of Diana, Princess of Wales are also examples of ‘civil religions’.
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Exam tip


Make sure that you can distinguish between the views of Durkheim and those of other functionalist writers on religion. You could bring in more general criticisms of functionalism, such as taking something that exists in society and deciding that it must therefore have a positive function.
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Key concepts


social integration; the supernatural; ‘needs’ of society; functions, civil religion
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Evaluation




+  Recognises the positive role of religion in providing a moral code and in helping individuals though times of emotional crisis, e.g. the death of a family member.


+  Looks at the social dimensions of religion rather than simply individual experiences, in particular tries to explain how individuals can live together in society.


+  Deals with the supernatural as a ‘real’ phenomenon of subjective experience.


–  Asserts rather than explains how religion reinforces common values, especially in multi-religious societies.


–  Doesn’t acknowledge that religious participation can exist without sincere religious belief.


–  Ignores the dysfunctional aspects of religion, e.g. religious conflict within a society.


–  Has an undue emphasis on the role of religion as a conservative force in society.
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Knowledge check 8


Give an example of an important religious symbol associated with (a) Christianity, (b) Islam and (c) Judaism.
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Neo-Marxism


Neo-Marxist writers have taken a less deterministic view of religion than Marx and acknowledged that religious ideas could sometimes act as a force for social change to benefit the working class, as in the case of liberation theology (see p. 17). Gramsci (1971) used the concept of hegemony to show how some of society’s institutions, including religion, can shape people’s beliefs and perceptions of the world. However, it is almost impossible to maintain complete hegemonic control, so there is always the possibility that the dominant ideas of the ruling class could be challenged. Maduro (1982) also believes that the role of religion is more complex than Marx suggested, and that at certain periods religion can be relatively autonomous rather than always supporting and preserving the status quo. Turner (1983) suggests that religious beliefs can sometimes be used to unify the ruling class rather than act to justify the oppression of the working class, which he believes was the case in feudal Britain.
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Evaluation




+  Acknowledges that religion can sometimes act independently of the substructure.


+  Shows how religion can sometimes benefit the working class.


+  Accepts that the ruling class cannot always achieve complete hegemonic control.


–  Can overstate the revolutionary aspects of religion — in most cases, it is used to support the status quo and helps to preserve the power of the ruling class.
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Exam tip


Make quite sure that you can explain what is meant by ‘religion as a form of ideology’, as it applies to more than one sociological perspective.
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Interactionism


Interactionism looks at the micro aspects of religion, i.e. how it relates to individuals and individual experiences. In other words, it looks at what religion does for the individual.


Interactionists take an inclusive view of religion. The focus on the individual means that they include as ‘religious’ some things that others would not. Their definition is therefore ‘nominal’ — they have no set idea of what should constitute a religion.


Like Marx, interactionists see ‘cosmologies’ (ideas about the world and our place within it) as social constructs, developed and maintained by individual beliefs. Luckmann sees religion as helping to develop a sense of ‘self’ — of who we are and of our place within the world. In the past, this was acquired through traditional religion, but is now more likely to stem from ideas such as self-expression and self-realisation. Luckmann refers to this as ‘invisible religion’.
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Knowledge check 9


Give an example of a person holding office in the Roman Catholic Church who would be described as being cloaked by the ‘sacred canopy’.
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Again like Marx, interactionists see religion as a form of ideology, but rather than expressing the power of one class over another, the ideology of religion provides a framework for interpreting and understanding the world. Religion gives us categories and concepts that help us to make sense of the world and helps to provide answers to the existential questions of life, death, joy and suffering.


Interactionism focuses on the meaning that individuals give to things. Ideas and practices are not sacred unless and until people believe them to be, and only then do they take on special significance and bring meaning to our lives.


Objects and symbols are imbued with power and provide meanings that are opposed to the chaos that confronts individuals as they try to make sense of their life. Some people and objects are cloaked by the ‘sacred canopy’, which gives them special power and meanings.


Interactionists look at how people use religious symbols and imbue them with deep religious significance.


Because of its focus on the individual, interactionism acknowledges that people are free to choose or change their religious beliefs and practices according to their needs and inclinations — what some have called the ‘pick and mix’ view of religion.
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Exam tip


It is a good idea with ‘theories of religion’ to make a list showing those areas where different theories agree with one or more others.
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Key concepts


cosmologies; invisible religion; religious symbols; sacred canopy
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Evaluation




+  Religion is seen as having real meaning for people and not as ‘false consciousness’.


+  It is seen as still having a positive function even in the context of growing secularisation.


+  Religion is seen as a social construct but one that provides a framework of meaning to help make sense of the world.


–  Places too great an emphasis on subjective meanings, as well as assuming that there is a common culture.


–  Assumes that religion is a universal human need, despite some people leading fulfilling lives without religion.


–  Fails to examine the conflict that occurs within and between religious faiths.





[image: ]




OEBPS/OEBPS/images/title.jpg
STUDENT GUIDE

____A0A
Sociology

Beliefs in society

Joan Garrod

(> HODDER
EDUCATION
AN HACHETTE UK COMPANY





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
For the 2015 specification

Sociology

Beliefs in society

Joan Garrod
b eme

LEARN MORE





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/rules.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/4-1.jpg
Exam-style questions ~ Nt

Commentary on the
questions

Tips on what you need to o™~

to gain full marks, indicated

by the icon &

Sample student
answers

Practise the questions, then
look at the student answers
that follow.

ereen et e wREAEY

Ayt sty bty i

[

[ stucent A |

(O Wit st g i s g e
e rin v e e ke e s

i i e o i edai ot

72 Aok sociog

Commentary on sample
student answers

Read the comments (preceded
by the icon @) showing how
many marks each answer
would be awarded in the
exam and exactly where
marks are gained or lost.





