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Three European Sociologies of Religion: 
Beyond the Usual Agenda of the Discipline*

ZDENĚK R. NEŠPOR**
Institute of Sociology, Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, Prague

Abstract: The contemporary boom in the popularity of religion(s) and re-
ligiosity has led to new interest in their sociological study that has returned 
the socio logy of religion to the heart of sociological research. In secular Eu-
rope alone, three new overviews of the discipline have appeared in 2006 and 
2007, written by Grace Davie, I. Furseth and P. Repstad, and Z. R. Nešpor and 
D. Lužný, all of which attempt to go beyond the traditional agenda of the dis-
cipline. This review article summarises the various attitudes of the respective 
authors and provides a general overview of their books. However, rather than 
evaluating them it tries to use the three books as a starting point for thinking 
of the discipline itself. Primarily, the author examines whether there is one 
single sociology of religion or not and stresses the multiplicity of ‘national’ 
approaches with regard to the state of religion in respective societies. Beyond 
the attention usually paid to the European-American division, and Davie’s 
‘hybrid cases’ of British, Canadian, German and Eastern European versions 
of the sociology of religion, which are also discussed, the author outlines the 
particularities of the French and Scandinavian approaches. The article then 
concerns itself with the various theoretical and methodological issues sur-
rounding the discipline and emphasises its ‘post-paradigmatic’ stage. While 
some sociologists are looking for new theories (Furseth and Repstad), others 
highlight the variety of methods which allow a deeper understanding of the 
multiplicity of facts and meanings (Davie, Nešpor and Lužný). Finally, the ar-
ticle discusses the specifi c position of religion(s) in post-communist countries 
and the ways in which it is studied.
Keywords: Sociology of religion, religion in Europe, post-communism, his-
tory of sociology
Sociologický časopis/Czech Sociological Review, 2008, Vol. 44, No. 3: 557–578

    
Few would question the decade-old statement of Peter L. Berger, that the con-
temporary world is ‘as furiously religious as it has ever been, and in some places 
more so than ever’ [Berger 1999: 2]. Even ‘posthumous’ supporters of the secu-
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larisation thesis [e.g. Bruce 2002] must admit that the disappearance of religion 
from the public arena, international and domestic politics, and the current ‘cul-
tural wars’, to mention just a few institutional spheres, is much slower and non-
linear than they previously thought it would be. And even if Western Europe is 
regarded as the place where this thesis still applies to a greater or lesser extent, 
as the exception that proves the rule of the world’s desecularisation [Davie 2002], 
religious issues nonetheless play an important role here. Some authors maintain 
European ‘religious boundaries’, both external and internal, towards Islam and 
eastern Orthodoxy [Beckford 1994: 167; Nešpor 2007a], while others argue that 
post-Christian European secularism itself is a kind of religious attitude [Casa-
nova 2004]. 

However, recognising the importance of religion(s) in the late modern 
world is one thing, its proper academic understanding and explanation is very 
much another. Although sociologists devoted a great deal of attention to religion 
in the founding years of their discipline, subsequently the subject was practically 
neglected by the European sociological mainstream. The British sociologist James 
A. Beckford explains the situation by the dominance of the secularisation thesis. 
As the great majority of sociologists were confi dent of a decline in the impact of 
religion in the public arena, they were inclined to ignore both religion itself and 
those studying this obscure subject [Beckford 1989, 2003]. The sociology of reli-
gion was thus ‘insulated and isolated’ from its parent discipline, undergoing its 
own development on the margins of sociology, deprived of a direct relationship 
to the ever-expanding fi eld of sociological theory. In this regard an example is 
the British sociologist and prominent late modernist theorist, Anthony Giddens, 
whose writing on religion takes a somewhat old-fashioned view of the subject 
and pays no attention to the recent development of both religion and religios-
ity and to understanding these phenomena from the point of view of the socio-
logy of religion and religious studies [Beck, Giddens and Lash 1994: 100; cf. Gid-
dens 1991].

For many years, the situation differed in the United States, where there 
was no signifi cant decline in religiosity in the second half of the 20th century, 
and where a number of various alternative religiosities witnessed signifi cant 
growth. In the ‘New World’, which used to be regarded as the exception to the 
secularisation thesis, religion has been widely studied, and a ‘new paradigm’ 
– represented mainly by rational choice theory – has emerged in the sociology of 
religion [Warner 1993; cf. Young 1996]. Yet, even here mainstream sociology had 
widely abandoned the subject, at least until the 1980s [Vidich and Lyman 1985]. 
Granted, the sociology of religion and religious studies did occupy a position of 
sorts, but that position hovered on the margins of scholarly sociological discourse 
due to the simple fact that the highly skilled, international academic and business 
elites constituted the only other truly secularised milieu besides Western Europe 
[Berger 1999: 10–11]. Currently, the situation is changing rapidly, and sociologists 
are being forced to pay close attention to religion on both sides of the Atlantic, 
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though admittedly American scholars are clearly better prepared; new mono-
graphs and textbooks on the subject of the sociology of religion appear more 
often in America than they do in Europe.1

Owing to the different social context, European sociologists of religion are 
somewhat disadvantaged. The historical prevalence of irreligious, post-religious, 
anti-religious, and especially anti-church attitudes in individual European so-
cieties have made research fund-raising diffi cult and have hindered the normal 
development of the discipline, including the education of new students, while 
today’s shallow, ‘fashionable’ interest in the discipline implies a new danger: ‘It 
would be a real shame, after all, if the fi eld’s response to trans-national religion 
and its role in world affairs simply shifted from one of disinterest to one of over-
simplifi cation’ [Byrnes 2006: 302]. Fortunately, prominent European scholars of 
the sociology of religion have not been idle.

No fewer than three new introductions to the sociology of religion appeared 
in 2006 and 2007, and it is to these that this article is devoted. However, the aim is 
not just to review ‘three books in one’. Instead, I would like to examine the ways 
in which the authors present their views in relation to their backgrounds, i.e. the 
‘national schools’ in the sociology of religion, the differences in their theoretical 
perspectives and in the approaches they take to theory and the specifi c ‘grand 
issues’ they tackle in the fi eld. The reader thus will not be asked to gauge ‘which 
book is better’; instead, s/he will be invited to judge for him/herself the complex 
and burgeoning fi eld of European sociology of religion. In fact, all the reviewed 
books are strongly trying to overcome the traditional agenda of the sociology of 
religion, and all of them are dependent on the national sociological milieus they 
emerged from. 

Three snapshots: Davie, Furseth and Repstad, and Nešpor and Lužný 

The alphabetical order of the authors in this title also refl ects their respective im-
pact on the international sociology of religion. Grace Davie is a prominent British 
sociologist who spent several years in France, Sweden and the United States, and 
is former chair of the research committee of the International Sociological Asso-
ciation. Consequently, virtually everything she writes is treated with the utmost 
respect. The two Norwegian scholars Inger Furseth and Pål Repstad are consid-
erably less well known, but they produced a book in English which was subse-
quently published by a respected British publishing house, and which exerted 
considerable infl uence in the English-speaking circles of Scandinavian academia. 
In contrast, the two Czech authors Zdeněk R. Nešpor and Dušan Lužný have thus 

1 It is impossible to enumerate all the new publications on the subject, suffi ce it to say that 
many of them have been reviewed in this journal over the last few years; of the most wide-
ly used and frequently reprinted American textbooks, Bowie [2000], Hardgrove [1989], 
Johnstone [2004] and McGuire [2001] are particularly wort mentioning. 
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far only contributed within their own national context (and to some extent also in 
Slovakia), since they have chosen to write in their own language. However, this 
probably does not automatically mean that the most infl uential book is the best 
written. 

Davie’s Sociology of Religion is clearly divided into two sections. The fi rst fi ve 
chapters deal with the various theoretical and methodological aspects of the dis-
cipline, and the second fi ve chapters deal with the ‘substantive issues’ of present-
day research – mainstream and minority religions, fundamentalism, globalisa-
tion and everyday religion (Davie 2007). In addition to the almost obligatory, 
short (and thus not always suffi cient) review of the classics – Marx, Durkheim, 
Weber and Simmel – Davie devotes attention to the (non)existence of English 
translations of major publications and the diverse situation regarding ‘national’ 
sociological schools, the development of which she analyses with regard to the 
position of religion in respective societies. Quite surprisingly for an English-
speaking author, she maintains that the sociology of religion cannot be reduced 
merely to its early French and German origins before the First World War and the 
Anglo-American mainstream since then, maintaining that there have been other 
less well-known schools, whose impact has been taken into account only recently. 
The authors cites the examples of French sociologie religieuse, Canadian, German, 
and Eastern European (i.e. communist) studies, to which can also be added the 
Scandinavian and Italian academic traditions [see, e.g., Cipriani 2000].

After this somewhat innovative prolegomena, Davie moves on to discuss 
the traditional distinction between the two sides of the Atlantic. In her opinion, 
European out-churching has led to the prevalence of the secularisation thesis, 
while American religiosity used to be explained as an exception, subsequently al-
lowing the establishment of a ‘new paradigm’ in the study of the sociology of reli-
gion, namely, rational choice theory. However, Davie is unwilling to accept either 
particular viewpoint, and in fact seems more inclined to reject both perspectives. 
In agreement with the Israeli sociologist Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, the author argues 
that various modernisation processes have taken place in different societies, so 
multiple modernities have come to be, only some of which have negatively im-
pacted religiosity. These conclusions are not new. Davie herself has used them 
in several books. But at least they allow a better evaluation of the strengths and 
weaknesses (and one-sidedness) of the two main theories. Here, however, it is 
possible to ask whether there are indeed only two theories? The author herself 
had been claiming the very opposite in the preceding pages, so on this point she 
may be oversimplifying. In criticising existing approaches, she instead paves the 
way for the presentation of her own views, which are not universally accepted. 
This kind of approach must be favourably acknowledged, but the question is 
whether it belongs in an introductory book such as this.

The fi rst chapter of the ‘substantial’ section of the book uses a number of 
typical expressions: Western Europeans are described as ‘believing without be-
longing’, moving from obligation to consumption, but in extreme situations pay-
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ing attention to the ‘vicarious’ function of various churches. All of this will be 
familiar to those who have already read Davie [cf. Davie 1994, 2000]. Although 
the author of this article feels an affi nity with many of the explanations, they are 
not without problems, and the opinions of objectors should also be taken into 
account – both those who persist in the secularisation thesis (Steve Bruce) and 
the rational choice theorists. It is too easy to criticise American sociologists for in-
troducing aprioristic (‘economistic’ and religious) attitudes to the social sciences 
without giving them the opportunity to defend themselves, and, further, without 
even obtaining a proper description of what they are really proposing. If the ra-
tional choice theorists disagree with Davie over ‘vicariousness’ – they understand 
it as the dismissal of religion, while she sees it as one of religion’s late modern 
forms – can the author of one concept be allowed to evaluate her own attitude as 
superior, saying that popular religion has always functioned in terms of church 
vicariousness? And is not the concern for church ‘vicariousness’ also a kind of 
religious apriorism? 

Fortunately, such subjectivity is rare. Davie (and the great majority of con-
temporary sociologists) is well aware, for example, that previous interest in the 
new religious movements did not correspond with their social impact, and was 
often infl uenced by political (and church) factors. Hence, in the chapter on minor-
ity religions, she rightly maintains that immigrant faith communities and the ma-
jority’s attitudes towards them are substantially more important in this respect. 
One of the best chapters in the book is devoted to fundamentalism, understood 
as essentially a late modern phenomenon that arose not only on a religious basis. 
Eisendtadt’s study of the ‘Jacobine dimension of modernity’ [Eisenstadt 1999] 
allows the author to detect fundamentalist features in the enlightened ideologies 
of progress and secularity, as well as in some animal rights movements, certain 
types of feminism, and so on. ‘Religious movements are not the only ones that 
succumb to fundamentalist tendencies, a situation greatly exacerbated by the un-
certainties of the late modern world’ [Davie 2007: 199]. Here one can go back to 
the author’s earlier statement that just as religious participation declined in Eu-
rope in the second half of the 20th century the same was true of trade unions and 
political parties, and thus so-called secularisation was nothing but an expression 
of a much wider societal (not just religious) process.

Davie adopts similarly up-to-date perspectives with respect to other top-
ics such as globalisation and the transnational nature of religious bodies or the 
increasingly popular phenomena of everyday religion, which includes the recent 
growth in death studies, etc. From the macro-social perspective, the most im-
portant observation is that in contemporary Western Europe, churches operate 
by way of two different, not always compatible, modes: ‘the fi rst of these is con-
cerned with birth and baptism … here is the model of choice. The second relates 
to death and … it refl ects the persistence of vicarious religion’ [Davie 2007: 242]. 
Davie hereby widens the observation of her close colleague, French sociologist 
Danièle Hervieu-Léger, who argues that ‘the two sides of the coin’ of modern re-
ligiosity are the converts and the pilgrims, those who became religious by choice, 
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and those for whom ‘spiritual seeking’ is the goal, while both prefer de-tradition-
alised and highly individualised forms of religion [Hervieu-Léger 1999].

The Introduction to the Sociology of Religion, by the two Norwegian scholars 
named above, is a somewhat more normal introduction to the discipline [Furseth 
and Repstad 2006].2 The authors begin with defi nitions of sociology and reli-
gion, whereupon they devote attention to classical and contemporary sociologi-
cal  theories and ‘great narratives’. They then deal with the impact of religion on 
different institutional spheres: public space, individuality, specifi c organisations, 
ethnicity and gender. The book concludes with a chapter on the reciprocal ties be-
tween sociology, theology, and religious faith. The seemingly traditional outlook 
of the book is, however, just a fi rst impression. Furseth and Repstad sometimes 
opt for the customary approach to presenting facts, as when they identify the dis-
cipline’s ‘founding fathers’ (they are the same as in Davie), but sometimes they 
do not. They include Freud, Mead and Parsons in their list of the sociology of 
religion ‘classics’, a psychologist obsessed with fi ghting the churches, and two so-
ciologists who did not devote a great deal of attention to the subject, and in their 
list of the ‘contemporaries’, to which one would assume that Berger, Luckmann 
and Luhmann do belong, one would probably not believe so of Habermas, Goff-
man, Bourdieu, Foucault, Giddens, and Baumann. This selection is examined in 
more detail in the next chapter, but, this author would like to point out that this 
is a very specifi c way of rejecting the Beckfordian concept of the ‘insulation and 
isolation’ of the sociology of religion.

However, the key chapter dealing with the history of the discipline is not 
one of the brief introductions to its main thinkers but one on its ‘great narra-
tives’: modernity and post-modernity, globalisation and secularisation. While 
the fi rst issue is connected more with mainstream sociology (in the same way as 
the aforementioned selection of key scholars) and the second is rather sketchy, 
the last allows Furseth and Repstad to introduce and criticise secularistic and 
rational choice perspectives in much the same way as Davie did. They agree with 
Jean-François Lyotard’s post-modernist approach, that all the great narratives are 
dead, but here and elsewhere they express a somewhat give-and-take approach: 
‘different scholars provide various answers to this [and that] question … We are 
unable to conclude with general validity the trend in these changes’ [Furseth and 
Repstad 2006: 132]. Although the concept of ‘sometimes-true theories’ [ibid.: 142] 
seems clever, this author would at least sometimes prefer that the attitudes were 
more certain, since in all probability the only ‘certain’ statement the Norwegian 
sociologists put forward in their book is that they are more convinced about the 
late modern than the post-modern character of our times [ibid.: 79]. Another im-
portant point must also be made here: a wider and deeper conceptualisation of 
the ‘obsolete great narratives’ in the scientifi c study of religion has already been 
made by the American sociologist Meredith McGuire [2001: 285–299]. 

2 The book can be compared, for example, with the book by Christiano, Swatos and Kiwis-
to [2001].
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Furseth and Repstad’s Introduction is thus more of an overview of various 
‘sometimes true’ theories and selective issues, which does not provide much new 
insight at either the theoretical or empirical level. Moreover, the authors are not 
always accurate on the empirical level: sociology has not been taught at universi-
ties since Comte’s times [Furseth and Repstad 2006: 1]; Roland Robertson is not 
an American scholar [ibid.: 17]; the authors’ description of Polish religiosity does 
not devote any attention to developments over the past few years [ibid.: 152]; The 
Fundamentals were published in America before the 1920s [ibid.: 156], and so on. 
Although I am reasonably sure that no overview can emerge without similar er-
rors, hand in hand with the aforementioned problems, I feel bound to stress that 
this kind of work provides merely an ‘academic standard’, and as such it cannot 
much fascinate. Special issues such as theoretical breadth and the reciprocal rela-
tionship between religion and theology will be discussed below; at this point the 
author would like to turn the reader’s attention to the recently published Czech 
work Sociology of Religion [Nešpor and Lužný 2007].3 

Nešpor and Lužný combine both historical and thematic perspectives. After 
a brief introduction dealing with the importance of religion(s) to the contempo-
rary world, sociological approaches to the study of religion as opposed to other 
viewpoints, and a short description of the development of the sociology of reli-
gion, they divide their book into six main chapters in the fi rst two of which they 
concentrate on classical approaches, initially in much the same way as the au-
thors of the aforementioned books, but subsequently widened with respect to the 
post-Second World War period. Here, Nešpor and Lužný maintain the predomi-
nant position of Anglo-American scholars, which they term mainstream, but also 
dedicate a special section to French (and Belgian) and German sociologists whose 
work is introduced in more detail than by Davie (especially the French contribu-
tion; the authors argue that the only German theorists of any importance were 
Thomas Luckmann and Niklas Luhmann). A further section is subsequently de-
voted to the study of new religious movements, Lužný’s long-time specialisation 
[e.g. Lužný 1997, 2000], which attempts to describe in detail the abandonment of 
the ‘brainwashing model’ of conversion and anti-cult attitudes for a more bal-
anced scholarly understanding of these phenomena. 

The authors’ attempts to cover recent substantial, particularly (Western and 
Eastern) European and (North) American, religious issues are of particular in-
terest. In this respect, Nešpor and Lužný introduce what they call ‘alternative 
approaches’ to the former mainstream(s) including Luckmann’s famous concept 
of ‘invisible religion’ and various forms of implicit religiosity dealing with func-

3 Although Czech sociology did not neglect the topic of religion altogether and in the 
1960s its empirical fi ndings had wider international impact [Kadlecová 1972], Nešpor ar-
gues elsewhere that its theoretical side has been weak [Nešpor 2007b]. The last general 
book on the sociology of religion was published during communism in the 1980s, heavily 
infl uenced by the anti-religious ‘scientifi c-atheistic’ attitudes of those times [Sekot 1985], 
with only a very few others preceding it. 
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tional surrogates of established religion, American civil religion, and other forms 
of substitutes for religion, in all cases widely underpinned by both historical and 
contemporary examples. The history of political, implicit religions, for example, is 
not limited to the tragic 20th-century ideologies of Fascism, Nazism and commu-
nism but extends back to the Enlightenment period, and the authors emphasise 
the striking resemblances between the anti-religiosity (anti-church movement) of 
the French Revolution and that of communism. In the case of more substantial 
forms of religiosity and other established religious bodies which are church-re-
lated, the two Czech authors deal with theories of religious de-privatisation, eth-
nic religion, and de-secularisation (demonstrated using certain Muslim societies), 
the religious impact on politics and the rejection of religion (in Western Europe). 

Although Nešpor and Lužný are trying to deal not only with Western 
 theories and (especially) examples, in the concluding chapter they – as does Davie 
– mention the ethnocentrism of the sociology of religion as being one of its most 
serious weaknesses. Their solution to the problem, however, is questionable, as 
pointed out for the fi rst time in a review by Váně [2007: 308]. The authors af-
fi rm Beck’s, Giddens’ and Bauman’s writings on ‘second’ or ‘refl exive’ moder-
nity, which, they assert, may almost automatically lead to the deconstruction of 
the ‘learned conventions of everyday life, inherited mental stereotypes and la-
boured opinions’ [Nešpor and Lužný 2007: 179], to more of an idealistic picture 
than a true depiction of reality. This part of the book thus seems somewhat like a 
propaganda speech in support of the theories favoured by the authors, in much 
the same way that the Norwegian authors Furseth and Repstad seem to back up 
mostly the same contemporary scholars, the ones that they prefer. An unbiased 
scientifi c approach only emerges in the last chapter of Nešpor and Lužný’s book, 
which is devoted to the ‘sociology of religion from the bottom’. 

The authors describe how sociologists acquire their knowledge, that is, the 
various research methods they use (survey, qualitative, and historic-sociological 
 approaches), with special reference to recent domestic and comparative research 
performed in the Czech Republic. Subsequently, they devote an extensive anno-
tated bibliography to issues with which they dealt only briefl y (if at all) in their 
book. This chapter, therefore, would appear to be of signifi cant importance for 
students and is written clearly in the hope of establishing a wide basis for the 
future development of the discipline in the post-communist Czech context. This 
chapter has a parallel in the sixth chapter of Davie’s Sociology of Religion, which 
also deals with methodological issues (there is no such chapter in Furseth and 
Repstad). However, in the Czech case the material is more solid and impartial, 
and the annotated bibliography (which Davie does not have) is particularly use-
ful, since it familiarises the reader with many issues once essential but currently 
less important or less attractive to the authors. Naturally, any selection of ‘sub-
stantive issues’ is subjective and depends on the assumptions the authors make 
about their readers, so such an ‘invitation for further reading’ might well balance 
the book’s imperfections and possible one-sidedness. 
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A European sociology of religion or national sociologies of religion?

Having briefl y introduced the books under review, it is necessary to turn to the 
issue of author embeddedness. The most fundamental difference between the 
various approaches to the sociology of religion in the second half of the 20th cen-
tury can be described in terms of North American scholars versus their European 
counterparts. This divergence is explained by the diverse roles that religion plays 
in these societies [e.g. Hunt 2005: 28–58]. As Steve Bruce puts it, ‘from the Middle 
Ages to the end of the twentieth century, religion in Europe (and its offshoot set-
tler societies) has declined in power, prestige, and popularity’ [Bruce 1999: 7–8]. 
European sociologists were thus obsessed with elaborating (various versions of) 
the secularisation thesis and assumed the eventual decline of religion elsewhere. 
The same was true even of scholars within their own religious backgrounds – 
such as the French Catholic sociologist Gabriel Le Bras (1955–1956) or the Angli-
can David Martin (1978) – some of whom tried to reverse the process. 

Yet the United States has clearly been an exception in this respect. Standard 
versions of the theory that as modernisation processes develop the public pres-
ence and impact of religion decline automatically do not fi t [cf., e.g., Lipset 1996]. 
If Robert N. Bellah’s theory of civil religion applies anywhere, then it has to be 
the US (and possibly Japan), the very country in which the theory was fi rst elabo-
rated [Bellah 1967]. Those American sociologists who were not too infl uenced by 
functionalism eventually leaned towards the ‘new paradigm’ in the sociology of 
religion, Rodney Stark’s rational choice theory, and other versions of ‘religious 
economy’ models (for an overview see Young [1996]). But is it accurate to say that 
only two paradigms have emerged in the discipline? 

All the respective authors, along with Meredith McGuire and others, be-
lieve not. Grace Davie in particular devotes a great deal of attention to the ‘na-
tional backgrounds’ of various European sociologies of religion. She attempts 
to explain different varieties of ‘Europeanness’ in a manner similar to the Eu-
ropean-American divide by taking the societal context into account. Davie ties 
what she calls the European assumption solely to the French sociologie religieuse, 
which seems something of an oversimplifi cation, and then goes on to describe 
‘hybrid cases’ of British, Canadian, German, and Eastern European (communist) 
versions of sociology of religion [Davie 2007: 33–40]. From here we can go further 
and also investigate the path dependencies of the respective authors, who to at 
least some extent represent three such ‘national schools’ – English, Scandinavian 
and post-communist.

Few would doubt that there are similarities between English-speaking schol-
ars on the two sides of the Atlantic. British scholars ‘draw considerably on Ameri-
can … literature, but they operate necessarily in a European context – i.e. one of 
low levels of religious activity’, says Davie [2007: 36], and this, mutatis mutandis, 
would also be true of the English-speaking Canadians [O’Toole 1984: 226–232; 
1996]. Both American and English sociologists have interpreted secularisation (or 
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its deceleration or even absence) in connection with the pluralisation of symbolic 
universes and religious groups, particularly with respect to the emergence of new 
religious movements. Whilst the founder of modern British sociology of religion 
Bryan Wilson stressed their anti-modern, gemeinschaftlich character [Wilson 1961, 
1982], his American colleagues eventually lost the conviction that broadening the 
religious spectrum leads to secularisation (as argued by Berger [1967]) and ex-
plained structural changes in American religiosity as being caused by the emer-
gence of new attitudes and groups [Eck 2001; Wuthnow 1998, 2005]. 

Generally speaking, English sociologists understood the spread of new re-
ligious movements after the 1960s as a supporting argument for the secularisa-
tion thesis, with Americans seeing it as invalidating the thesis, fi nally leading 
to the rational choice theorists’ belief in the operation of a free religious market 
that increases the level of religiosity [Stark and Bainbridge 1985, 1987; Stark and 
Finke 2000]. The former group of scholars emphasised the decreasing societal 
impact of the state church (the Church of England in this case), and the latter 
the lack of established religious authority directly connected to the state and the 
denominational character of the American religious scene, fi rst described by H. 
Richard Niebuhr [1929]. However, both schools were somehow obsessed with 
new religious movements.

A deeper study of this phenomenon [Barker 1984] and the American contro-
versy over the anti-cult movement [Zablocki and Robbins 2001] led to the aban-
donment of this somewhat narrow focus, directing the attention of British schol-
ars, such as Davie herself, to the study of ‘believing without belonging’ and the 
‘vicarious function’ of churches [Davie 1994, 2000], Paul Heelas and Linda Wood-
head to what they recently call the holistic milieu [2005; Heelas 1996], and Robin 
Gill to the historical sociology of church building and attendance [Gill 2003]. In 
contrast, many American sociologists still emphasise the putative fundamental 
difference between European state churches and the American free religious 
market, although the former are not what they used to be (if they hold any status 
at all), and the latter is far from laisser faire. 

State churches still exist in Europe, particularly in Scandinavia, and hence 
the situation there can be compared with Britain (the Church of England). In 
both cases, however, there is no religious oppression, and there is a high degree 
of freedom of faith (which cannot be said of Greece, the only other European 
country with a state church). The main difference between the two models, sim-
ply put, is that whilst the British prefer ‘believing without belonging’, the Scan-
dinavians have the reverse, ‘belonging without believing’ [Davie 2007: 138–140]. 
Indeed, a corresponding similarity/dissimilarity can be detected in their respec-
tive religious studies, partly infl uenced by the spread of English amongst Nordic 
academics. Scandinavian scholars, especially psychologists of religion, histori-
cally devoted a great deal of attention to ‘sects and cults’ [e.g. Sundén 1966; Holm 
2002], whereas more recently it has been possible to detect a conversion to multi-
religious dialogue [e.g. Grung and Larsen 2000]. 
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Considering that religious studies are taught at theological faculties in 
Scandinavia, among the authors discussed in this study the Norwegian scholars 
are unique in dealing extensively with the reciprocal ties between religious faith 
and the sociological study thereof, expressing a ‘middle ground’ approach and 
suggesting that ‘the ability to create space for critique and refl exivity … seems to 
be a precondition for a combination of sociological interpretations and religious 
faith’ [Furseth and Repstad 2006: 208]. They also attempt to establish the broadest 
possible theoretical background for the sociology of religion by including theo-
rists who are not obviously regarded as proponents. In other words, scholars of 
(at least formal) theological origin are attempting to broaden their horizons using 
sociology as a whole rather than solely the sociology of religion. Indeed, Scandi-
navian sociologists of religion are very close to the Anglo-American tradition and 
form a ‘hybrid case’ between the American and Continental traditions, although 
Davie does not identify them as such.4 

Another hybrid case, this time in accordance with the views of the Brit-
ish scholar, can be found in Germany, or rather in that (small) part of German 
sociological theory that deals with religion. Although most German scholars of 
religion used to be seen simply as advocates of the secularisation thesis, without 
any theoretical signifi cance, and were heavily criticised by Thomas Luckmann 
[1963], Niklas Luhmann put forward a specifi c (and complex) functionalist theo-
ry that was primarily a counterpart to Parsons theory [Luhmann 1977]. He later 
emphasised the communicative role of religion as an ‘autopoietic’ system [Luh-
mann 2000]. Laermans and Verschraegen [2001] express the hope that this theory, 
which differs signifi cantly from the Anglo-American mainstream and the French 
and Italian versions of the discipline, offers a great opportunity for the future 
study of the sociology of religion. However, other observers might point out that 
the majority of German scholars pay no special attention to religion and deal 
with it only within the framework of post-modern theories of societal change 
[Mendieta 2005], in much the same way as mainstream French sociologists like 
Pierre Bourdieu do [Jenkins 2002; Swartz 1997; cf. Hunt 2005: 28–43].

Turning to French and Belgian sociology of religion, it is important to bear 
two important factors in mind. First, as discussed above, it should not be as-
sumed that the French tradition is the model for ‘Continental religious sociol-
ogy’, an assumption Davie makes. French and to a lesser degree all francophone 
religious studies differ sharply from what is found in other European countries,5 
the reason being that France was the fi rst (and for a long time the only) country 
to establish a republican laïcité against its former Catholic tradition. In fact, this 
form of church/state separation often inverted the position of the privileged state 
church(es) to the dominance of an anti-church attitude [Rémond 1976; Poulat 

4 The author believes that this statement is valid on the whole for Scandinavian academia, 
not just for Furseth, who spent several years at an American university (UCSB). 
5 Italy and Italian sociology of religion would be the closest case to the French and Fran-
cophone, but there is no room to deal with it extensively here.
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1987]. The second point is closely related to the fi rst: French sociology with respect 
to religion is split sharply into two groups. Specialists on religion were usually 
connected with Catholicism and formed an exclusive Groupe de Sociologie Reli-
gieuse, while few mainstream sociologists were interested in religion at all. Taking 
mainstream sociologists into account fi rst, we can follow Furseth and Repstad in 
their struggle for ‘a demonstration of how their general perspectives can be used 
in the analysis of religion’ [Furseth and Repstad 2006: 49], bearing in mind, how-
ever, that the attention Bataille, Baudrillard, Bourdieu, Dubet, Foucault, Tourain, 
and others devoted to the subject was only occasional and marginal and usually 
only as part of the ‘grand’ sociological theories of post/modernity.

The sole concern for a very specifi c group of French Catholic sociologists 
and their eventual shift from ‘religious sociology’ to the ‘sociology of religion’, 
‘from a group primarily motivated by religion to one motivated by science’ [Davie 
2007: 36] is more standard among religious scholars. As this process has already 
been extensively addressed [Willaime 1999; Nešpor and Lužný 2007: 88–94], it 
suffi ces to add just a few remarks here. The founding father of sociologie religieuse, 
Gabriel Le Bras was a canonist who had a personal interest in church history and 
who had close connections with the leading French historical school of the An-
nales, exponents of which were involved in attempting to establish more empiri-
cal historical methodology. His religious sociology was both historically oriented, 
with a particular reference to the embeddedness of religious institutions and be-
haviour, and empirically grounded in a detailed analysis of popular religious 
behaviour [Le Bras 1955–56]; his mapping of the Catholic pratique religieuse in the 
regions of France was eventually completed by Boulard and Rémy [1968]. None-
theless, Le Bras and his colleagues were generally convinced that urbanisation in 
particular leads to a loss of religious faith making them followers of the seculari-
sation thesis of a kind, even if Le Bras tried to use his sociological knowledge to 
reverse the process.

It was not too diffi cult to use Le Bras’ method to map forms of popular 
religiosity other than Catholic [Willaime 1999: 348–352], and subsequently, mem-
bers of this group also looked at the structural similarities between religion and 
(other) totalitarian ideologies, especially Marxism [e.g. Desroche 1955, 1962], or 
they studied the ideological conditioning of modernisation itself [Houtart and 
Rousseau 1972]. This led to the déconfessionalisation of their studies, signalled 
by the change of the group’s name to Groupe de Sociologie des Religions et Laïcité, 
which gave rise to the extensive study of the interplay of religion with secular/
anti-religious culture [Poulat 1987; Willaime 1998] and the theoretical construc-
tion of religion as a ‘chain of memory’ [Hervieu-Léger 1993]. French sociologists 
began to study new religious movements within this framework [Hervieu-Léger 
2001], which would seem to emphasise their own ‘path dependency’, instead of a 
one-way reception of the Anglo-Saxon models.

Other approaches to the sociological study of religion were to be found in 
various countries of Eastern Europe under the communist regimes. From the 
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‘scientifi c-atheistic’ viewpoint, religion was rejected as ‘false consciousness’ and 
the ‘opium of mankind’. However, ideologists studied the subject in order to be 
more able to ‘support’ its ultimate demise [Throwen 1983], especially in the So-
viet Union, and slightly later in Czechoslovakia. It is perhaps not surprising that 
these old studies on the decline of religion still excite Western secularists [Bruce 
2002: xii–xv]. But this is not the whole story. Another tradition in the sociological 
study of religion, and one signifi cantly closer to the French tradition, emerged for 
example in prevailingly Catholic Poland [Majka 1967]. Eastern European sociol-
ogy of religion cannot be regarded as uniform, even though secularism and the 
empirical study of secularisation processes on the whole did indeed prevail in the 
USSR, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary, and Poland. 

After the revolutions of 1989, when the ‘scientifi c-atheistic’ approach was 
thrown aside part and parcel with the ‘bright future’ of communism, the range 
of theories and attitudes widened considerably, with only a certain number that  
fully accepted the Anglo-American methods of studying religion. If we take 
Nešpor and Lužný as an example, they lie close to the mainstream of contempo-
rary sociology of religion, but at the same time they emphasise, for example, ide-
ologies operating as surrogates of religion and other forms of ‘invisible’ religios-
ity, and they devote extra attention to the various trajectories of religious change 
in respective countries. Broadly speaking, whilst Davie applies an approach ‘from 
above’, following Eisenstadt (and Martin in his general theory of secularisation) 
in talking about multiple modernities, Nešpor and Lužný do the same ‘from the 
bottom’, employing their particular historical knowledge in a manner similar to 
that of the French sociologists and concerned principally with a given country’s 
specifi c characteristics. For that matter, the position of religion in the French and 
Czech contexts is, in certain respects, similar, a view Z. R. Nešpor has presented 
elsewhere [Nešpor 2007a].

To sum up, although one cannot fully agree with the views Grace Davie 
presents in her brief descriptions of different national sociologies of religion, she 
did put forward two crucial ideas. First, it is not enough to speak of one unique 
sociology of religion, or even of two, say, a European and an American tradition, 
as is the custom [see, e.g., Warner 1993], because there are many ‘smaller’ but no 
less important variants of the discipline. Second, the differences between these 
‘national versions’ are greatly infl uenced by the general situation of religion in 
the respective countries. This is also true of the three books with which we are 
concerned in this article. This being the case, Nešpor and Lužný’s (and Davie’s) 
fear of ethnocentrism in the sociology of religion seems very real and will be 
impossible to overcome until non-European and non-American versions of the 
discipline emerge and the international academic community, still dominated by 
the Anglo-Americans, allows ‘others’ to fully participate. However, this is not 
likely to happen soon.
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The theory of and theories for the sociology of religion

One of the reasons for the isolation of the sociology of religion from mainstream 
sociology has been its relative lack of ‘grand’ theories, since the sociology of re-
ligion has worked mainly with what Philip Benedict calls ‘mid-range generalisa-
tions’ [Lehmann and Ouédraogo 2003: 255]. The only major theory to emerge 
was the aforementioned secularisation thesis, but, as Rodney Stark puts it, this 
was rather one of the ‘systems of thought that could accommodate all possible 
observations explained nothing because ahead of time they were of no predictive 
use – they were merely post hoc classifi cation schemes capable only of descrip-
tion or codifi cation’ [Young 1996: 4]. Thus Stark with his colleagues William Sims 
Bainbridge, Roger Finke, Charles Y. Glock, Laurence Iannaconne, and others be-
gan to ‘bring theory back in’, in the form of rational choice theory [see Stark and 
Bainbridge 1985, 1987]. However, it is doubtful how successful they have been, 
especially amongst European scholars. For example, Steve Bruce devoted his one 
book to a criticism of rational choice theory [Bruce 1999], and others are no more 
enthusiastic, including the authors of the books discussed here. Davie writes, for 
example, that ‘it is not that the market isn’t there … it is simply that the market 
doesn’t work given the prevailing attitudes of large numbers of the population’ 
[Davie 2007: 87], whilst Gorski argues that supply-side arguments cannot explain 
the historical features of religion [Gorski 2000]. So, what kind of theory or  theories 
are Davie, Furseth and Repstad, and Nešpor and Lužný advancing?

As mentioned above, Furseth and Repstad are closer to general sociologi-
cal thought. They expect, in much the same way as Deal and Beal [2004], that 
the inclusion of mainstream theorists, such as Bauman, Bourdieu, Foucault, Gid-
dens, Goffman, and Habermas, would both enrich the discipline itself and fi ll 
the gap between it and mainstream social theory. However, the author is not so 
convinced. Social theory itself is able to exist without direct input (or, indeed, any 
input) from the sociology of religion, which is evident in the case of Giddens, 
and the sociology of religion would be unlikely to profi t much from relatively old 
‘grand’ theories. The ideal approach would thus appear to be somewhat prob-
lematic for anyone who is familiar with the history of the development of the 
sociology of religion. The views of Davie and of Nešpor and Lužný seem here 
to be more appropriate, calling for new ideas and methods in the study of what 
 Davie calls ‘ethnographic’ and Nešpor [2004a] ‘humanistic’ approaches to reli-
gious phenomena. What do they mean by such terms?

The sociology of religion must go beyond the ‘old’ paradigms, the secu-
larisation thesis, rational choice theory, and ethnocentrism. It must be multi-
paradigmatic and multidimensional and include the ‘less developed’ narratives 
(McGuire) of globalisation and religious trans-nationalism [see, e.g., Levitt 2007], 
implicit religion and surrogates of religion [e.g. Chidester 2005], as well as issues 
dealing with religious traditions, literacy, and popular religiosity [e.g. Lyon 2000; 
Prothero 2007]. The only way in which to do so is to make wider use of qualitative 
methods, as done recently by Nancy T. Ammerman and her colleagues [Ammer-
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man 2007], combined with classical quantitative approaches. Relevant mid-range 
theories can be elaborated only ‘from the bottom’, involving all the ‘buffonia’ of 
social facts, as Peter L. Berger once termed it. Above all, theorists must never for-
get that their theories concern living people and ‘the ways in which nonexperts 
experience religion. Everyday religion may happen in both private and public 
life, among both privileged and nonprivileged people. It may have to do with 
mundane routines, but it may also have to do with the crises and special events 
that punctuate those routines’ [ibid.: 5]. 

Concerning the multiple modernity approach, Davie goes as far as to say 
that ‘post-communist Europe has become a veritable laboratory in this respect’ 
[Davie 2007: 129]. The two Czech authors, as they are from the region in question, 
dare not express the same hope, but they do feel that the study of religion in these 
formely anti-religious countries is still largely underdeveloped. The ‘religious 
ethnography’ of Central and Eastern Europe thus seems to present a major chal-
lenge for contemporary sociology of religion which will involve revisiting many 
of the discipline’s tried and tested theoretical and methodological tools [see also 
Hann 2006]. If Davie identifi es ‘believing without belonging’ and ‘vicarious reli-
gion’ in the West, for example, would it not apply to the countries of the former 
Eastern bloc? In which countries would it apply and in which not? And why? 
Similarly, if both organised religiosity and anti-church attitudes are in decline in 
Western Europe [Willaime 1996], what is the situation in those post-communist 
countries that are experiencing a degree of de-secularisation? And so on and so 
forth. To put it simply, the sociology of religion need not worry itself so much 
with Stark’s lack of ‘grand’ theory; it must rather concentrate on more accurate 
fi eld research which includes all forms of visible and ‘invisible’ religion.

At this point it would be pertinent to return briefl y to the grand issues fac-
ing the study of contemporary religion(s). Of the authors highlighted in this 
study, these issues are best identifi ed by Grace Davie: mainstream and minor-
ity religions, fundamentalism, globalisation, and everyday religion [Davie 2007: 
133–244]. Established churches have recently been somewhat neglected due to 
the ‘fashionable topic’ of new religious movements. Many sociologists have sim-
ply ignored the fact that established churches have changed signifi cantly during 
the late modern period, and that they constitute an important element of mod-
ern religion. Therefore, we have to return to the study of mainstream religion 
in various parts of the world, of which merely European-American differences 
have been studied to date. Further, the religious margins are not made up simply 
of new religious movements, for which the issue of social acceptance is of ma-
jor importance, but also encompasses immigrant religiosities and the problems 
of co-existence with the majority pluralistic ‘civil religion’ (in the United States) 
and post-Christian religious liberalism and laïcité (in Europe). Muslim and other 
immigrant communities are often excluded on a religious basis (or religious pre-
tence) even though they are largely, albeit silently, experiencing the very same 
changes as the majority population in Western societies [Göle 2006; Roy 2006]. 
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Clearly, this does not mean that immigrants (as well as the majorities) are exclu-
sively liberal, far from it, indeed, fundamentalism, not only religious, can be seen 
as a direct consequence of late modernity.

The issue of fundamentalism naturally leads us to look at the impacts of 
globalisation on religion. As the theorist Roland Robertson puts it, globalisation 
means the ‘compression of the world and the intensifi cation of the conscious-
ness of the world as a whole’ [Robertson 1992: 8] leading both to the particulari-
sation of the universal and the universalisation of the particular. Globalisation 
thus strengthens the quest for a particular identity, because when ‘the world as 
a whole’ is more and more experienced as a ‘single place’, particular groups are 
forced to declare their diversity and to establish their place in the global order. In 
such conditions, the relevance of community, ‘strong’ values, and a range of ‘fun-
daments’ is reinforced, while David Lehmann adds that religion can also be seen 
as the ‘original globaliser’, competing with individual countries and other politi-
cal entities established in the early modern period and in the 19th and 20th centu-
ries [Lehmann 2002]. ‘God needs no passport’, says Peggy Levitt [2007], and other 
versions of multiple modernities cited elsewhere, both ‘domestic’ and ‘imported’, 
are converging and strengthening both pluralistic and fundamentalist attitudes. 

Last but not least Davie mentions the issue of everyday religion, a topic 
somewhat neglected by sociologists until very recently. However, this is a princi-
pal issue and it cannot be ‘explained away’ by applying the grand theories of reli-
gious change, as it has been over a long period of time with regard to modernisa-
tion, out-of-church movements, gender and life-cycle issues, social stratifi cation 
in religion, and so on. These very issues must be taken seriously without applying 
assumptions that are usually grounded in modern (Western) ‘common sense’, so 
‘we cannot assert that religion affects the totality of human behaviour, creating 
believers of various strange ideas, “unbalanced” people and those committing 
“wrong actions”, as well as those whom religion simply misuses. However, the 
opposite attitude would be similarly mistaken, i.e. a full ignorance of religion, 
since religion still constitutes the value and normative backgrounds for the great 
majority of mankind’ [Nešpor and Lužný 2007: 11]. In other words, we should 
devote serious scientifi c attention to ‘give religion(s) what is religious’. As the 
American sociologist Mark Juergensmeyer notes with respect to widespread reli-
gious (and antireligious) violence, ‘the cure for religious violence may ultimately 
lie in a renewed appreciation of religion itself’ [Juergensmeyer 2003: 249].

Conclusion

Whilst sociological theory and international surveys cross borders and constitute 
a world-wide academic community, it is evident that this is not true of the sociol-
ogy of religion(s). In addition to the Anglo-American (or rather American-Eng-
lish) mainstream, there are important ‘national’ schools which employ their own 
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methods and theoretical frames of reference and devote attention to particular 
issues connected with the situation of religion in their respective countries. We 
must accept the existence of multiple modernities, some of which have subdued 
religion and some just the opposite. Just as various religiosities often cannot be 
reduced to a common basis, so scholars cannot use ‘one and only’ theories and 
methods for understanding and explaining the various issues involved. The ac-
ceptance of ‘national schools’ in the sociology of religion thus allows us both to 
apply their particular approaches and to overcome their potential one-sidedness 
by mutual comparison, hence both widening and deepening our knowledge.

With respect to such peculiarities, we see that the specifi c situation of 
religion(s) and the study thereof in post-communist Central and Eastern Europe 
owes a great deal to the anti-religious legacy of previous political regimes. Such 
societies cannot be studied using only the tools developed in the Western socio-
logical context, all of them are path dependent, but they must be considered as 
special individual cases with respect to a comparison to Western Europe. If the 
ideology and knowledge regime of secularism occurred anywhere, it was in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe;6 however, even here there were certain counter-fl ows and 
strong, though silent opposition. At the same time, Central and Eastern European 
societies have highlighted the inadequacy of the secularisation perspective of re-
ligion; the enforced decline in church attendance and other forms of organised 
religion did not mean the disappearance of religiosity as such. Sometimes it took 
the shape of implicit religious forms, including ‘faith’ in communism itself or the 
nationalistic clashes that occurred in certain countries after the fall of commu-
nism, sometimes organised religion was abandoned for more personal, subjective 
and de-traditionalised spirituality.

Grace Davie is thus right to ask whether ‘the debates of the English-speak-
ing world, dominated for the most part by American sociology, furnish the best 
resources to understand the complex evolutions of religion in the post-communist 
world’ [Davie 2007: 39–40]? The American (or Western in general) approach does 
not provide the best solution, just as the secularisation thesis failed to do so in 
the past. Post-communist societies should not be seen as a ‘religious sociologist’s 
laboratory’ only in terms of their totalitarian pasts; these very same societies have 
undergone many changes in terms of religion(s) since the fall of communism. 

6 However, this cannot be explained only by the communist legacy. Especially in the 
case of the Czech lands, anti-clerical modernism had much earlier roots and it was only 
strengthened by the communist rule [Nešpor 2004b: 283–284]. Although elaborating a so-
phisticated version of the secularisation thesis, Martin [1978] also paid great attention to 
the historical backgrounds of respective societies’ development, and nowadays he states 
that ‘instead of regarding secularization as a once-for-all unilateral process, one may rath-
er think in terms of successive Christianizations followed or accompanied by recoils. Each 
Christianization is a salient of faith driven into the secular from a different angle, each 
pays a characteristic cost which affects the character of the recoil, and each undergoes a 
partial collapse into some version of “nature”’ [Martin 2005: 3]. 
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Various versions of the de-secularisation of somehow ‘over-secularised’ societies 
are evident, as are the de-privatisation of established religious traditions and an 
infl ux of new religious movements and Pentecostal movements, making the issue 
of religion (or its denial) certainly no less interesting than in other parts of the 
world. The (re)establishment of old and new religions and spiritualities in this 
particular region demand special attention requiring ethnographic, qualitative 
approaches as new qualities and attitudes held by religious people (rather than 
simply increased numbers) emerge in Central and Eastern Europe. 
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