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Examiner tips


Advice from the examiner on key points in the text to help you learn and recall unit 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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Summary




•  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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Questions & Answers


[image: ]





About this book



This unit guide is aimed at students taking the AQA A2 Sociology course. It covers the topic of Beliefs in Society, with a main focus on the sociology of religion, which is examined within Unit 3 (SCLY3). Beliefs in Society is one of the four choices of topic in the unit, the other three being Global Development, Mass Media, and Power and Politics. The topic is designed to give you a good understanding of the importance of religion, science and ideologies to individuals and to society as a whole, as well as the different types of religious organisations and beliefs and how these have changed over time.


How to use the guide


To benefit most from this guide, you need to use different parts of it at different stages of your course. From the beginning of your study of Beliefs in Society, you should look at the Content guidance section. This provides you with an overview of what is included in the specification for Beliefs in Society. It is designed to make you aware of what you should know before the unit examination. As you go through the topic, you should refer to the relevant part of the Content guidance section to check on your progress and to ensure that you have understood the main concepts used.


The Question and Answer section provides four sets of exam-type questions on Beliefs in Society for you to try, together with some sample answers at A-grade and C-grade level. Examiner’s comments are included to show how marks are awarded at A2. To gain full advantage from this section, you should attempt to answer the questions progressively. Try to answer one or two sets of questions as you finish doing the topic of Beliefs in Society. This will help you to consolidate the knowledge you have gained and to organise your understanding of the topic in a systematic fashion. As you move into revision mode for the unit examination, attempt those questions that you have not done, as part of an active revision strategy.


To use the questions and answers effectively, you have to be honest and not look at the answers before you have attempted the question yourself. Study your chosen question carefully and then attempt to answer each part (or the whole question if it is an essay response) without looking first at the example answers provided. It is important that you work in this way — by comparing your answers with the specimen answers, you will understand what you might have done better and so improve your performance. When you have completed your answers, study the A-grade student’s answers and identify where you might have made other links. Look carefully at the examiner’s comments to see where you might have been able to make further improvements, giving particular thought to the different skills that you have to demonstrate. You should also look at the C-grade answers and, using the examiner’s comments as a guide, rewrite them so that they would gain A-grade marks.


These activities are time-consuming and should not be attempted all at one go. Divide up the tasks you have to do into manageable chunks and complete the activities over a number of weeks. Keep in mind that you will need to have everything completed in good time for the examination. You will therefore need to know on what date the Unit 3 exam is to be held. You should then be able to fit these activities in with your other revision tasks.


In addition to using the questions to develop your examination skills, you could draw on the answers as a source of revision material. Reading through the A-grade student’s answers should provide you with useful reminders of important sociological material. Remember, however, that in the exam you must answer the question that is on your paper — you should not try to reproduce the specimen answer.


The A2 specification


The aims of the A2 Sociology course are to enable you to:




•  acquire knowledge and a critical understanding of contemporary social processes and social changes


•  appreciate the significance of theoretical and conceptual issues in sociological debate


•  understand and evaluate sociological methodology and a range of research methods through active involvement in the research process


•  develop skills that enable individuals to focus on their personal identity, roles and responsibilities in society


•  develop a lifelong interest in social issues





In addition, there should be an emphasis on contemporary society.





Content guidance


This section is intended to show you the major issues and themes covered in Beliefs in Society and the main points of evaluation that have been made about them. We have also identified the key concepts and key writers in each area. These are offered as guidance only. The points included are not exhaustive — you may raise other perfectly legitimate points. You will find many other concepts and studies that are relevant to your exploration of Beliefs in Society, including religion. The main studies and arguments in religion are well rehearsed in all the major textbooks, so you should have no trouble finding these out. Your teacher will also give you other studies during your course. The main magazine for A-level sociologists (Sociology Review) has repeatedly focused on the issues of religion, and so back copies, available from your school or college library, will be a useful source of information. It is always a good idea to read some original research on a particular topic and religion is full of interesting and accessible books and articles. If these are not available to you, most of the textbooks have good accounts of relevant ideas and arguments.


The content of the AQA A2 topic of Beliefs in Society falls into five main areas:




•  theories of religion and belief


•  the role of religion in societies and its relationship to social change and stability


•  forms of religious organisation, including cults, sects, denominations, churches and New Age movements


•  the relationship between social groups, religious beliefs and practices and religious/spiritual organisations


•  the secularisation debate, in a global context





The topic is designed to give you a comprehensive understanding of the importance of these areas in contemporary and past societies. You are expected to be familiar with the major sociological explanations of religion and belief, in terms of their functions for society and for individuals. This will include the classical sociologists’ views on religion, which they all thought was central to understanding the operation of societies, as well as more recent approaches such as postmodernism. There were strong differences of opinion among the classical sociologists as to whether religion brought people together or kept them apart, and whether it was a force for change or stability. You will also need to be familiar with the range of different religious organisations that exist and their relationship to various social groups. Last, one of the main debates in the sociology of religion is the continued importance of religion in contemporary societies and the contradictory evidence about the development of a secular society. This debate occurs at three levels — society, religious practices and individual consciousness.


Theories of religion


Definitions


Key ideas




•  Definitions are important because they decide what should be examined as a religious phenomenon and what should not.


•  Inclusivist definitions include many phenomena that might seem controversial, such as magic, or even non-religious beliefs, such as communism.


•  Exclusivist definitions exclude phenomena that do not make reference to a supernatural being and limit what can be defined as religious.


•  Functional definitions of religion focus on the role that a religious phenomenon performs for society as a whole, such as acting as a unifying force.


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


•  Inclusivist definitions are ‘essentialist’, that is, they take the position that religious belief and activity is a necessary feature of the human condition, although it may take many forms.


•  Exclusivist definitions are ‘non-essentialist’, accepting that there may be a decline or growth in religious activity at different historical stages.


•  Quasi-religions have a ‘this world’ orientation and can focus on sport, shopping, rock, television personalities etc.


•  The definition adopted leads the sociologist to ask different questions about the scale and importance of religious belief and activity in society, and possibly to reach different conclusions.


•  Religions can be seen as a form of ideology, serving the interests of a particular social group.
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Examiner tip


It is important that you are able to use concepts such as inclusivist and exclusivist correctly, so that your examination answers read like sociological responses to questions.
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Knowledge check 1


Give an example of a ‘quasi-religion’.
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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 commonsensically recognised as expressions of religious feeling.


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


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


– Exclusivist-substantive definitions limit what can be seen as religious and lead inevitably to the idea that religious observance has declined in importance, as its manifestation changes in society.


– Both approaches are actually linked to ideological positions that are associated with either supporting or undermining religious belief.
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Key concepts


inclusivism, exclusivism, functionalism, essentialism, transcendence
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Key thinkers


Durkheim, Weber, Bellah, Yinger, Robertson, Hunt
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Durkheim


Key ideas




•  Durkheim started from the position that social existence was only possible through the belief in shared ideas.


•  He offered a functionalist definition of religion, as being ‘beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church’.


•  Religion was therefore an essential part of the ‘conscience collective’, or the shared ideas that make social life possible.


•  These shared ideas constituted the fundamental notions of time, space, causation and relationships that allow humankind to think logically.


•  He distinguished between the ‘profane’ and the ‘sacred’, the former being everyday life and the latter constituting things set apart and forbidden.


•  He drew these ideas from a study of the totemic religions of the Australian aborigines, in which the totem worshipped was a representation of the clan.


•  The totem also symbolised society and the collective rituals of religion. In this sense it was a restatement of the importance of social bonds.


•  Religion therefore acted to bind individuals to society, allowing them to understand and enact correct social relations between individuals, through the shared values of religious belief.


•  Religion also regulated behaviour so that social life became possible without selfish individualism getting in the way.
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Examiner tip


Always define any concepts that are in the exam question as clearly and concisely as possible.
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Knowledge check 2


Give an example of a sacred object.





[image: ]





[image: ]






Evaluation




+ Durkheim offered a functional explanation in which religion is given a dominant role in social cohesion.


+ He identified a moral dimension to the nature of social relationships, based on religious ideas.


+ He explained the existence of religion in terms of its rituals rather than its theological ideas.


– Durkheim ignored the importance of individual religious experience.


– He had a static view of religion; for example, he did not attempt to explain the rise of new religions or religious leaders.


– The practices of primitive religions do not explain the workings of religion in a complex, religiously diverse modern society.
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Key concepts


conscience collective, sacred, profane, totems, representation
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Key thinkers


Durkheim, Eister





[image: ]





Weber and Weberian approaches


Key ideas




•  Weber believed that ideas, including religious ideas, had an independent effect on social and economic change.


•  To demonstrate this, he examined the relationship between new religious ideas and the development of the capitalist system of production.


•  Specifically he argued that the ethical orientation of Calvinist Protestants led to practices that gave impetus to capitalist modes of production — the ‘spirit of capitalism’.


•  Catholic culture was portrayed as being concerned with conspicuous consumption, whereas Protestantism encouraged a frugal frame of mind in which income was ploughed back into production rather than spent on luxuries.


•  There was thus an ‘elective affinity’ between the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism; the Protestant ethic was not the sole causal relationship, but an important factor.


•  The ideas of Calvinism produced a particular personality trait that acted out patterns of conduct conducive to the development of capitalism.


•  Weber also examined other religions to see if there were reasons why they did not lead to the development of capitalist modes of behaviour.


•  Confucianism stressed adjustment to the world. By contrast, the uncertainty of Calvinism had the unintended consequence of leading believers to see worldly success as a sign of God’s favour.


•  Bellah argued that the relationship between religion and economics is indirect, operating through the political structure, rather than direct.


•  Wertheim argued that all ideas, for example scientific thought, have a transformative capacity, not just religious ones.
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Knowledge check 3


What is meant by a ‘system of production’?
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Evaluation




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


+ He sought to explain social change as a complex interplay of forces, but in which there are decisive points in history that can be identified through sociological analysis.


+ Weber’s argument offers a cross-cultural approach to social change, using data from a number of societies to explore a particular hypothesis and come to a conclusion.


– Weber did not demonstrate how strongly individual entrepreneurs held their religious beliefs and therefore whether these affected their patterns of behaviour.


– It has been claimed that the connection between religion and economics has been over-stressed, with many other factors suggested as the cause of capitalism.


– It has been argued that it was not the religious belief of the Calvinists that was important for the development of capitalism but their marginal position in a Catholic society that led them to strive for wealth.
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Examiner tip


Make sure that your evaluations are fairly balanced when considering strengths and weaknesses.
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Key concepts


Calvinistic Protestantism, spirit of capitalism, elective affinity, transformative capacity, cross-culturalism
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Key thinkers


Weber, Tawney, Wertheim, Sombart
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Marx


Key ideas




•  Marx saw religion as an aspect of ideology, rather than as important in its own right.


•  It was an important element in the ‘false consciousness’ of the workers and of the bourgeoisie, in that neither had a real appreciation of their position as pawns of the system.


•  For the workers, religion was one way in which their alienation was alleviated, focusing their attention on the rewards of the next world rather than the misery of this one.


•  However, religion also represented the workers’ yearning for a better world, their hopes for a future better than their present situation.


•  For the bourgeoisie, religion was a cloak of respectability behind which they relentlessly pursued profit at the expense of the workers.


•  Protestantism, with its emphasis on the ‘abstract individual’ facing his or her maker alone, allowed the bourgeoisie to treat their workers not as men or women but as commodities to be bought and sold.


•  Both bourgeoisie and proletariat were subject to the impersonal forces of capitalism, which destroyed and favoured individuals in an apparently random fashion for which no religion could compensate.


•  Kautsky argued that it was the development of capitalism that led to the creation of Protestant ideas, to justify the economic activities of the bourgeoisie.
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Knowledge check 4


Define alienation.
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Examiner tip


When writing about a particular approach, including relevant, more sophisticated elements will improve your grade.
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Evaluation




+ The phenomenon of religion is seen by Marxism as being determined by the economic base, so giving primary importance to economic activity rather than ideas.


+ The positions of both proletariat and bourgeoisie are explained in terms of the role of religion in an inhumane system.


+ Religion is a delusion of the mind, designed to resign individuals to their lot.


– Marxism dismisses the reality of sincere religious feelings that individuals experience.


– It is monocausal, explaining religion purely as an epiphenomenon of the economic system.


– Religion has an impact on social groups other than just social classes, such as ethnic groups, but these are not addressed.
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Key concepts


alienation, bourgeoisie, proletariat, false consciousness
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Key thinkers


Marx, Feuerbach, Kautsky





[image: ]






Functionalism


Key ideas




•  Though drawn from Durkheim, functionalist thought on religion differs from Durkheim’s views in certain crucial respects.


•  Totemism is not a set of unified practices, as envisaged by Durkheim, but ranges from very complex formulations to trivial phenomena like totem poles.


•  Totemism can also be seen not as the relation of the individual to the social world, but as expressing the individual’s relationship to the natural world (Levi-Strauss).


•  An alternative functionalist theory was put forward by Malinowski, who saw religion as the response of individuals to the uncertainty of the world, fulfilling an emotional need for security.


•  Religion can function to bind individuals together in the face of the death of one member of a group, through the comfort of collective rituals.


•  Religion therefore makes a unique contribution to social integration.


•  Any decline in religious belief or practice leads to increased social disorganisation.


•  Religion, therefore, is an essential feature of all successful societies.


•  It is the only aspect of human experience that can grasp the non-empirical, and as such is a necessary basis for human action.
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Knowledge check 5


Outline two aspects of functionalist thought.
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Examiner tip


Organise your revision by establishing a timetable for the 2 months before the examination — plan for all your subjects and also some free time for yourself.
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Evaluation




+ Functionalism insists on looking at the social dimension rather than the individual for an explanation of religion.


+ By emphasising the importance of religion in social integration, it answers the Hobbesian ‘problem of order’ of how we can live together peacefully.


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


– Many societies seem to exist without a unifying religion in the conventional sense.


– Functionalism asserts rather than explains how religion reinforces common values, especially in multireligious societies.


– Religious participation can exist without any corresponding strong religious belief.
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Key concepts


totemism, social integration, the supernatural, social disorganisation
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Key thinkers


Durkheim, Radcliffe-Brown, Levi-Strauss, Malinowski, Davis, Parsons, Bellah
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Interactionism


Key ideas


Phenomenologists focus on the states of consciousness of individuals, including their religious consciousness, as they live out their everyday lives in the Lebenswelt.




•  Religion is established by human enterprise or actions, in which objects or beings are given awesome power, standing apart from, but related to, the existence of humanity.


•  This sacred dimension is the opposite of the chaos that confronts individuals as they try to make sense of their lives.


•  Religion therefore gives us ultimate meanings, making the universe manageable by reducing it to a human-centred enterprise, in which we gain significance in the cosmic order.


•  A higher plane of existence is indicated by many aspects of human experience — when we discover order in our lives, from the joy of play, from hope, from events experienced as evil, from humour.


•  Religion is therefore about cognition, providing us all with the categories and concepts needed to make sense of the world.


•  We all share these existential concerns (what is life, death, joy, suffering etc.) and all therefore have religiosity — a sense of the supernatural.


•  As an individual phenomenon, contemporary religion has many of the features of a supermarket, in which individuals are free to choose or change according to personal inclination.
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