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were uniform, it might look like the pattern indicated 
in Table 11.6.

However, we have seen that most indicators of tradi-
tional religiosity—belief in God, attendance, affirmation 
that religion affects all of life, and confidence in religious 
organizations—are high. Religion is still a strong force in 
the lives of many individuals. However, it does not have 
the extensive control over other institutions of educa-
tion, health, politics, or family that it once did. In most 
Global North countries, it is just one institution among 
others, rather than the dominant one. 

Some scholars have argued that secularization 
is an inevitable and unstoppable force in the modern 
postindustrial world (Dobbelaere 2000; Gorski and 
Altinordu 2008). Others argue that secularization is far 
from inevitable and that it has almost reached its limit 
(Gardom 2011; Stark 2000). Our social world model 
helps us understand that, like religion, secularization 
is a complex phenomenon that occurs at several lev-
els and affects each society differently (Yamane 1997; 
Chaves and Gorski 2001).

Secularization may be occurring at the societal 
level, but the evidence noted above suggests that 
this is not so pervasive at the individual level in North 
America (Chaves and Gorski 2001). When religious faith 
guides people’s everyday lives—their conduct on the 
job, their political choices, their sexual behavior, or their 
attitudes toward race relations—then secularization at 

U.S. citizens. Some other religious faiths are repre-
sented among those new U.S. residents as well (Pew 
Forum on Religion and Public Life 2012b). 

Religion and Secularization: Micro-, 
Meso-, and Macro-Level Discord
Secularization refers to a process of social change 
through which traditional religious thinking has less 
public influence and is replaced by other ways of 
explaining reality and regulating social life. It has both 
meso/macro and micro dimensions. At the meso and 
macro levels, religion becomes one of many institu-
tions in the society—no longer having authority in gov-
erning, health, and other realms. Secularization at the 
micro level involves a movement away from super-
natural and sacred interpretations of the world and 
toward decisions based on empirical evidence and 
logic. Before the advent of modern science and tech-
nology, religion helped explain our social and physical 
world. However, the scientific method, its emphasis 
on logical reasoning, and the fact that there are many 
different religions rather than one have challenged 
religious and spiritual approaches to the world. As 
part of micro-level secularism, we might expect to see 
most individuals working out their own faith systems 
rather than adhering to the faith affirmations of their 
denomination or religious leaders. If secularization 

Institutional Differentiation (Separation of Religion 
So It Does Not Dominate Other Institutions) Decision Making

Macro Level In the larger society, government, education, and 
the economic institutions are independent and 
autonomous from religious organizations.

Decision making about social 
policies uses logic, empirical data, 
and cost/benefit analysis rather than 
scripture, theological arguments, or 
proclamations of religious authorities.

Meso Level Organizations look to other social associations 
for accepted practices of how to operate, not 
to religious organizations and authorities.

Decision making about an organization’s 
policies is based on analyses of 
possible consequences, rather than 
on scripture, theological arguments, or 
proclamations of religious authorities.

Micro Level Individuals emphasize being “spiritual rather than 
religious,” formulate their own meaning system 
or theology, and may believe that spirituality has 
little to do with other aspects of their lives.

Decision making among individuals 
is based on individual self-interest 
without concern for the teachings of 
the religious group or the clergy.
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