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A2 Beliefs in Society Mock Paper Model 

Q1: Identify and briefly explain three reasons why in which women may be 

disadvantaged by religion today. (9 marks) 

 Religious organizations are often male dominated. Many religions such as 

Orthodox Judaism, Islam and Catholicism do not allow female priests. Even 

more liberal Christian denominations such as the Church of England have only 

allowed female priests since 1992. This is clearly a disadvantage because it 

means that it is men who are positions of power and they are more prone to 

interpret their religion with a male bias. 

 Sacred texts are often heavily androcentric. The two most important prophets 

in Islam and Christianity (the world’s biggest religions) are male – 

Muhammad and Jesus. Moreover, in the bible God is often referred to “Him” 

and “He”, thus God is seen to be male rather than female. Therefore, women 

are seen to be marginalized and largely invisible in these texts – they tend to 

be helpers or victims rather than figures of power. 

 Traditionally, places of worship have favoured men. For example, in medieval 

times churches often used screens to segregate men and women. More 

recently, Islam still prohibits women and men from praying together. Indeed, 

most mosques are male only and women are given special dispensation to 

pray at home. Whilst many argue that this is a privilege for women, others 

would argue that this is another example of their second class status in Islam. 

Q2 Using material from Item A and elsewhere, examine the view that science 
has replaced religion as the main ideological influence in society today. (18 marks) 

 

For many sociologists such as one of the key thinkers of the 19th century, Auguste 

Comte it appeared logical that science would ultimately replace religion at the main 

ideological influence within modern societies such as Britain. Comte argued that 

there would be three main stages in history with each stage becoming increasingly 

rational. Whilst early civilizations relied on animism and then monotheism to help 

answer the ‘big questions’, society would evolve onto the metaphysical before 

reaching the positive stage whereby societies would be able to use the natural and 

social sciences to help form an enlightened world view.  

There is indeed much evidence to suggest that capitalist countries such as France, the 

U.K and Germany are becoming increasingly secular and therefore less reliant on 

religion. For example, in the UK less people are attending church and less people 

profess to have a faith. Steve Bruce argues that this is because religious diversity has 

created a host of incompatible beliefs which has encouraged people to come to the 

conclusion that there is no one truth. Moreover, Max Weber argued that the process 
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of rationalization that the Western world experienced in the past 500 years has 

vastly undermined religion and led to a greater faith in science. 

Moreover, atheist scientists such as Richard Dawkins who are vehemently anti 

religion enjoy worldwide fame and support and thus signal how far norms and values 

have shifted. However, it is clear that these views cannot be considered universal - 

the picture is much more complex. Whilst science does indeed hold a prominent place 

in our society, Comte would perhaps be surprised that 21st century Western countries 

have not fully embraced the positive stage (and perhaps never will). It is clear that 

religion and religious ‘experiences’ are still key features of our society and it is 

proving that religion is very unlikely to lose its powerful position for the foreseeable 

future. In the UK many of the opinion leaders in the U.K are religious; the Muslim 

Council of Britain is often given air time to offer opinions about Islam’s place in the 

world; the Pope often features heavily in the news and lastly, the Archbishop of 

Canterbury is a popular media figure. Moreover, Radio 4 will usually feature religious 

leaders in their daily ‘Thought for the Day’ and many of our political leaders such as 

Tony Blair often frame their views within a religion framework (most famously when 

attacking Iraq). 

Feminism and functionalism both help us understand why religion is still such an 

influence. On the one hand feminists would argue that religion is such a fundamental 

part of the patriarchal structure that it will be hard to remove. Thinkers such as 

Simone de Beauvoir argue that religion helps keep women passive and 

“downtrodden”, therefore there will need to much more of an awakening to 

challenge this inequality. On the other hand functionalists focus on the positive 

functions of religion. Malinowski and Parsons for example identify how religion can 

help with life crises and reinforce social solidarity. Both perspectives posit that 

religion is a force for conservatism therefore it inhibits change and whilst this view 

can be challenged by multiple examples such as those offered by liberation theology, 

it is clear that religion has proved incredibly hard to remove even when directly 

attacked by communist regimes in China and the USSR for example. 

Yet, it is clear that religion and science are not the sole ideological influences. We live 

in a fractured and diverse world. Postmodernists such as Lyotard identify argue that 

many people in this postmodern world are distrustful of metanarratives such as 

religion, science and Marxism and therefore are looking for other alternatives. For 

Stark and Bainbridge and David Lyon, we are now part of a “pick and mix culture”; 

people are less likely to adhere to one belief system, instead they prefer to shop 

around and try out different ideas without one becoming their sole influence. 

Globalisation and a pluralistic media give weight to this argument and whilst many 

are still socialized into one belief system such as Islam, perhaps the majority could be 

now classed as postmodern ‘shoppers’. 
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 Neo Marxist arguments perhaps add further depth to this postmodernist argument. 

Like Item A, Theodor Adorno argues that a culture industry is a fundamental part of 

the capitalist system; instead of worshipping Gods we now worship commodities. 

Whilst Marx was perhaps once correct that religion acted as an opiate, commodity 

fetishism has now become the “opium of the people’. People lust over new products 

and shopping has become a primary leisure activity – shops used to be closed on a 

Sunday but now it is a norm to go shopping on the ‘Sabbath’. Moreover, celebrities 

are our new gods; new and digital media has helped spread the gospel of disciples 

such as Kim Kardashian, Lady Gaga and David Beckham like never before. Many of 

celebrities such as Russell Brand, Bono, Madonna and Tom Cruise offer alternative 

ideologies to their global audience and they are another example of the shifting 

ideological beliefs on offer. These celebrities are super brands who often encourage 

further conspicuous consumption. 

Therefore it is clear that postmodern (or late modern society as Anthony Giddens 

classes our stage in history) society is a fragmented one; there is no one overarching 

ideology, instead there are multiple ideologies on offer. Whilst religion and science 

could both claim to be the primary two ideological influences, people increasingly 

appear to lack a traditional ideology such as this perhaps due to distrust or because 

of the increased exposure to alternatives. As Adorno argues it seems apparent that 

many westerners are caught in a ‘capitalist trap’ which encourages them to focus 

their attention on the consumption of products and by spending money on their 

leisure time. Other opiates such as sport, celebrity, nationalism (Bellah) and music 

have replaced the functions of religion; these distractions have encouraged countless 

people to ignore the big questions that science and religion have long claimed to 

answer. 

Q3  
 

Introduction  
There is much ongoing debate concerning the functions of religion in contemporary 
life; most of this discussion revolves around whether religion is a positive or negative 
force and whether or not religion is a force for social change or a conservative 
influence. Whilst Marxists, feminists and functionalists all concur that religion often 
acts a form of social control, the former two see this as exploitative and in the 
interests of the powerful (bourgeoisie and men respectively), where as functionalists 
focus on the positive functions this conservative influence provides to help maintain a 
healthy society. However, the debate is not wholly straightforward because there is 
even dissension within the same perspective; even though Neo-Marxists agree with 
much of orthodox Marxism, sociologists such as Otto Maduro cite the example of 
‘liberation theology’ to aid the argument that religion is not always a conservative 
force.  This response will evaluate each argument and in particular ascertain the 
validity of each argument in relation primarily to contemporary British and also to 
various global societies 
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Paragraph exemplars 
Functionalists are often easy to critique because of their often rose tinted view of 
society and the absence of a comprehensive analysis of power structures and without 
doubt many of these criticisms can (and will) be made about their analysis of religion. 
Yet, despite these weaknesses the perspective does offer some really perceptive and 
relevant insights into the function of religion within societies today. For example, the 
forefather of functionalism, Emile Durkheim (1912) believed that by studying 
primitive religion in the form of the Arunta tribe in Australia it would offer valuable 
insights into monotheistic religions and even though the secondary research 
contained many flaws as indentified by Steven Lukes (1972), much of Durkheim’s 
findings can re-applied today.  
 
Durkheim divided the world into the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’; profane acts and 
objects carry no real meaning, they are merely day to day actions. On the other hand, 
sacred acts and objects are “things set apart and forbidden” they help “unite (people) 
into a single moral community called a Church”. For Durkheim, many tribes around 
the world such as the Arunta and Pueblo Indians the most sacred object was a totem 
which was an emblem which represented the tribe itself. Through rituals and 
collective worship, the society effectively worships itself. Perhaps the Christian 
churches’ most significant totem is the crucifix – much of the collective worship 
centres around this most important story. For example, the congregation usually 
faces the altar which contains a cross upon it; many Christians wear crosses; usually 
Jesus Christ is depicted on the cross either in stain glassed windows, sculptures or 
paintings. Thus the story of Jesus dying for us is a vital part of the Christian narrative 
and like Durkheim argued, the sacred symbols help unite the members into a sense of 
social solidarity. The story also encourages the members to share a value consensus 
because it teaches many moral lessons too. The sacredness of symbols is perhaps 
best exemplified by the conflicts over many of the sacred sites in Jerusalem such as 
the ‘wailing wall’ and Dome of the Rock.  
 
However, Durkheim’s findings seem to assume that everyone is part of the collective 
and share the same values, yet feminists would argue strongly that if this is the case 
it is only because of coercion. For Simone de Beauvoir religion functions to oppress 
women…examples and explanation…Anne Holm identifies that in ancient societies in 
Egypt and Greece many of the sacred religious symbols were female but monotheistic 
religion replaced these with male dominated figures such as Jesus and 
Mohammed…further explanation…Moreover, the great churches and cathedrals of 
Europe helped to create a sense of complete power and authority which both 
feminists and Marxists would view as a way to control the populations…Therefore, 
Durkheim fails to appreciate the inequalities of religion and his micro study fails to 
account for more recent religions which feminists argue are patriarchal and 
conservative.  
 
Furthermore, conceivably the biggest problem with his ideas today is identified by 
postmodernists such as Lyotard. They argue that society is becoming more fractured 
and diverse, and people are rejecting metanarratives such as Christianity, therefore 
the idea that there is one unifying religion is perhaps becoming increasingly 
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outdated. Whilst the Christian church is still very prominent today, secularist theorists 
such as Steve Bruce and Grace Davie suggest that it is losing its (formerly dominant) 
role rapidly. Therefore, whilst his ideas will continue to explain how smaller groups 
remain bonded together, perhaps the idea that religion can help create a societal 
value consensus lacks value. 
 
Yet Robert Bellah has built upon Durkheim’s ideas somewhat and his analysis of ‘civil 
religion’ helps us understand that the processes described by Durkheim can be 
applied not only to groups worshipping a god but also to national populations 
worshipping their country. The USA is a valid example of civil religion in practice; a 
good number of schools pledge allegiance every day and there are many examples of 
traditional events such as Independence Day and Thanksgiving which celebrate the 
nation. The flag is also a sacred symbol which if desecrated can create much social 
condemnation and anger. It was illegal to desecrate the flag for a long period but 
despite attempt to reassert this law, it is considered a 1st amendment right to 
desecrate it. However, in other countries such as Turkey and Romania it is illegal; 
indeed in Romania, it is illegal to desecrate any national symbol or national day. The 
UK has many sacred national symbols too which help promote social solidarity and a 
value consensus. For example, Remembrance Day contains the poppy which is 
perhaps sacred to the British. It symbolises the losses during wars (particularly the 
first) and when it was burnt in protest recently by Muslims, it was seen as a direct 
attack of British values and there was much moral outrage. Moreover, Remembrance 
Day centres on (usually religious) services at the Cenotaph and other statues 
commemorating those lost in war. These rituals feature heavily in the media and 
reinforce the moral community.  
 
On the one hand Remembrance Day could be seen as performing a positive function, 
whilst on the other Marxists would be deeply cynical. From his studies on the 
Trobriand islanders Functionalist, Bronislaw Malinowski found that people perform 
rituals to help them deal with life crises because it helps them feel reassured and 
united against things that are out of their control. Remembrance Day helps people 
feel part of something larger and more important. They may have lost a loved one to 
war but because of the pro British values that emanate from the rituals it is deeply 
reassuring. However, Marxists argue that Remembrance Day is an excellent example 
of how the hegemon manipulates religious ritual to serve their own purposes. It 
promotes the ideology that war is courageous and worthy – it is a celebration of 
British imperialism and therefore acts as a form of social control. Like the 
functionalists, Karl Marx understood that religion fulfils an incredibly important role 
in peoples’ lives and that religion can indeed help people in times of life crises – the 
phrase ‘there is no atheist in a foxhole’ often seems apt. However, he saw religion as 
a necessary evil – it was an opiate, a “spiritual gin” (Lenin) that helped dull the pain 
of alienation and exploitation. However, it only needed to exist because of capitalism 
– remove capitalism and religion becomes obsolete. For Marx religion is part of the 
ideological state apparatus and its key function is to keep the working classes 
subservient and passive – to accept their false class consciousness. Indeed there are 
many examples of lessons in the bible that encourages the less fortunate to accept 
their inferior status. For example, it states that “it is easier for a camel to pass 
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through the eye of a needle than enter heaven” which signifies that it is better to 
poor and worthy because of the compensation of going to heaven.  
 
However, Max Weber and even Neo Marxists disagree with this fundamental Marxist 
argument because they believe that religion can create social change. Weber argued 
that his research into Calvinism demonstrates that religion can determine economics 
rather than the other way round as Marx argued…explain briefly…identify that his 
research is challenged strongly however… 
 
Neo Marxists also argue that religion is not always conservative, it can create social 
change…liberation theology…Boff and Merino… 
 
Support with Martin Luther King and Tutu etc… 
 
To conclude….religion has a dual function (Bloch)…specifically focus on the UK – 
pluralistic – harder for the orthodox Marxism and feminist arguments to work – 
Adorno could be applied again…func’s are relevant but there has been a shift to civil 
religion and entertainment…other parts of the world fit Saddawi’s and Marx’s 
argument – genital mutilation in parts of Africa in the name of religion; Saudia 
Arabia etc… 
 


