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    Chapter 17   
 Religions and Ideologies 

             Paul     Claval    

17.1            Introduction 

 Most persons think that religions differ profoundly from ideologies. On refl ection, 
however, the two terms offer many similarities (Dubuisson  1998 ; Duméry  1985 ). 
The French dictionary Robert defi nes  religion  as a “system of beliefs and practices, 
involving relations with a superior principle, and specifi c to a social group” and 
 ideology  as a “system of ideas, philosophy of the World and life.” Defi nitions in 
English dictionaries show similarly the proximity of the two words: for instance, 
 religion  is “a set of beliefs, values, and practices based on the teachings of a spiritual 
leader” and  ideology , “a set of doctrines or beliefs that form the basis of a political, 
economic, or other system” ( American Heritage Dictionary   2011 ). Our purpose 
here is to compare religions and ideologies in order to understand the role they play 
in the organization of space and the life of individuals and social groups.  

17.2    Similarities and Differences 

17.2.1    Giving a Signifi cance to Existence 

 We may summarize the notions of religion and ideology in the following way 
(Claval  2008 ): (i) Religions appear as sets of beliefs dealing with the signifi cance of 
cosmos, nature, life, and offering salvation to women and men. (ii) Ideologies 
appear as sets of beliefs dealing with the signifi cance of nature, life, society and 
promising fulfi llment and happiness in this world to human beings. Both defi nitions 
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give a sense to the existence of individuals and/or human groups. Those who believe 
in a religion or adhere to an ideology express their convictions through specifi c 
forms of behaviour. Religious women and men pray, meditate, attend services 
in temples, churches, synagogues or mosques, give money to their churches and 
participate in processions. They become pilgrims to visit holy places. Religions 
practice sacrifi ces of animals, but also, in the past, of men or women, or are reminded 
of them through their rituals, as is true for Christians. 

 Those who adhere to an ideology do not pray nor meditate; they do not visit 
temples, churches, synagogues or mosques, but attend meetings where orators remind 
them of the main tenets of their ideology and apply them to social problems – here 
and now, or in other places and other times. They participate in walks, which are in 
many ways similar to religious processions. They sometimes visit the places where 
the ideology was born, where its fi rst exponents lived or where militants were killed 
when fi ghting for their cause, which is another form of pilgrimage. Ideologies 
consider that the sacrifi ce of animals and human beings for the Glory of God, or 
gods, is an abomination, but revolutions are one of their main rituals. In these times 
militants do not hesitate in sacrifi cing thousands or millions of people to eradicate 
the classes which exploit the proletariat, or the groups which have treacherous links 
with foreign countries. 

 Religions and ideologies are not identical, but their manifestations offer many 
analogies.  

17.2.2     Salvation of the Soul vs. Individual or Collective 
Fulfi llment and Happiness 

 The aims of religions and ideologies are akin, but not identical: personal salvation 
for most religions; a better life and happiness in this World – now, or in the future – 
for ideologies. Ideologies differ also from religions by their greater emphasis on 
collective destiny. 

 Religions are based on a dual conception of human beings. On one side the body 
is made of matter, and on the other, the soul appears as an immaterial principle, a 
breath ,  a spirit. The interpretation religions propose of human life is a consequence 
of this dualism. The death deprives the body of life, but does not destroy the soul. 
Religions refl ect on the destiny of the soul after death – and sometimes, before birth. 
It offers ways to insure its salvation. 

 Ideologies do not accept this dualism. When they developed in seventeenth 
century Europe, epicurean atomism was one of the main references for the new 
scientists. It was the root of the sensualist conceptions of Thomas Hobbes and later, 
John Locke. The mind did not pre-exist to the body. It was not born as a full-fl edged 
entity. It developed progressively thanks to the senses and their impact on the brain. 

 Ideologies ignore problems of salvation. They deal only with bodies and minds, 
and look for the individual or collective fulfi llment of life in this World. They speak 
about happiness, not salvation.  
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17.2.3    A Different Role in History 

 Another difference is linked to the role of religions and ideologies in history. 
Religion was, and is, present in all societies; the prehistoric paintings preserved in 
caves were certainly linked to the worship of gods and the cult of the dead. Ideologies 
have a shorter history. They were unknown in the Antiquity and the Middle Ages. 
They appeared with Thomas More’s  Utopia  in  1512 , but became mainly infl uential 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries with the rise of the idea of Progress 
and the success of philosophies of history. Their role grew in the nineteenth century. 
In many ways they appeared as dominant in the twentieth. 

 The decline of the philosophies of history reduced their audience in the late 
decades of the twentieth century. After the Fall of the Wall, in 1989, the socialist 
regimes of Eastern countries, which were grounded in the socialist ideology, 
disappeared in Europe; they survived only in Cuba, North Korea, Vietnam, and, 
under a much altered guise, in China. 

 Elsewhere, the influence of ideologies was reduced by the renewal of old 
religions and the development of new ones. This new success of religious beliefs – 
old or new ones – relies on a move towards a simpler interpretation of Revelation 
and purer forms of practice (Berger  1999 ). It can be achieved through a move back 
to the primitive expression of traditional religions, as in fundamentalisms, or a new 
emphasis on the Holy Spirit, as in Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal churches 
and charismatic movements, or syncretic forms of Eastern religions and Western 
ideologies, as in many sects. 

 Are ideologies doomed to disappear? No, since they are taking new forms. They 
have ceased to rely on philosophies of history and the idea of progress. They are 
grounded in the exploration of the unconscious or in a new faith in the power of 
Nature. 

 On the whole, ideology appears as a Western venture. Some oriental “religions” 
present analogies with ideologies, since they do not invoke a unique God or a plurality 
of gods, which was the case of Confucianism, but favored the cult of ancestors, 
which was common to many traditional religions. 

 In the last two centuries, most of the ideologies which met success in the East 
came from the West. Among the two variants of the Philosophies of Progress, the 
liberal one seduced many indigenous elites during the nineteenth century, as 
shown by the intellectual milieu in which Gandhi grew up, for instance. Later on, 
the socialist variant was preferred, since it was at the same time a Western 
Ideology and a way to struggle against the Imperial Western hegemony. Some 
forms of national identities existed outside Europe in the past, but their role in 
the building of States was a limited one, except perhaps for some Eastern 
countries like China, Japan and Korea and to a lesser degree Vietnam, Thailand 
and Burma. The Japanese people were the fi rst to graft the Western idea of a 
nation on an older indigenous one – already modernized and theorized, however, 
in the eighteenth century by Motoori Norinaga, whose ideas were infl uential at 
the time of the Meiji revolution.   
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17.3     Religions and the Topologies of Next Worlds 
They Are Built On 

17.3.1    The Truth Comes from Another World 

 Religions and ideologies present important differences. The main one stems from 
the sources of authority they rely on. Religions refer to God, or gods or a superior 
principle; ideologies only deal with terrestrial realities. 

 Religions rely on a “belief in one or more gods,” “in a divine power” or “in a 
supernatural power or powers that control human destiny.” They show “belief in and 
reverence for a supernatural power or powers regarded as creator and governor of 
the universe.” They express “belief in, worship of, or obedience to a supernatural 
power or powers considered to be divine or to have control of human destiny.” 

 How this God or these gods were – and are – known? (i) It is (was) sometimes 
through the mythical tradition of an immemorial time when animals and human 
beings communicated freely with gods (Ricœur  1985 ). These traditions reveal(ed) 
also the existence of sacred places where hidden forces or spirits are (were) present. 
(ii) Religions may (might) rely on God’s Word as revealed by one (or several) 
prophet(s); they recognize(d) the sacredness of the places where the Revelation 
occurred, where the prophet(s) was(ere) born and lived, and where God was – and 
is – present through the Eucharist or because the faithful are praying and singing in 
His/Her name. All religions rely in this way on the belief in the existence of Next 
Worlds, of Beyonds; human beings cannot visit them, but thanks to tradition or 
revelation, they know about their existence. 

 The relation of these Next Worlds, of these Beyonds, to our World is not always 
the same. They may be  transcendent  and reside in the Heaven – as in most Revealed 
religions. They may also be  immanent : they are then made of forces or spirits who 
lay inside the terrestrial things or beings (Claval  1999 ).  

17.3.2     Why Geographers Have to Study the Next Worlds 
of Religions 

 In the past, geographers only dealt with material space. Today, they are also inter-
ested in the representations people have of it. They analyze these other spaces. In 
this respect, two aspects have to be more specifi cally stressed.

    (i)    The analysis of the notion of “horizon” explains the way Next Worlds may be 
conceived and imagined, as shown by Jean-Marc Besse:

  … the horizon expresses … much more than the existence of faraway worlds. This term has 
an ontological as much as epistemological signifi cance. It refers to the part of invisible 
which is located within all that is visible, to this incessant fold of the world which trans-
forms defi nitely the real into an uncompleted space, an open space, which can not be totally 
categorized. The horizon is the name given to this power of overfl owing of the being 
(débordement de l’être) which is present in the landscape. (Besse  2009 : 53) 
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   In this way, geographical experience goes beyond the real. It opens the way to 
next worlds.   

   (ii)    In some places, the invisible “other spaces” get in contact with the material 
world and transform it. In the overwhelming profane environment where people 
live, there are points or areas which differ by their nature: heterotopias, in the 
sense defi ned by Michel Foucault (1984/ 1985 ).     

 These places present to human experience the appealing and frightening character 
of sacredness, since they communicate with the Next World. Mircea Eliade 
( 1949 /1975: 316) was the fi rst to underscore this major fact: sacredness has to do 
with the terrestrial incidence of Next Worlds. It is often present where the axis of the 
world passes through the surface of the Earth, since it favors the relations between 
the Earth and the Beyonds. 

 In this respect, a major difference exists between revealed religions and polytheisms 
and animisms. For the fi rst ones, terrestrial space is mainly profane; sacredness is 
an exception. For animisms, it is much more frequent, since many things or beings 
are inhabited by supernatural forces or beings. With the passage of polytheism to a 
unique God, the disenchantment of the world began, but it never was complete, 
since God had manifested himself/herself where the Revelation occurred. He is also 
present through the sacrifi ce of the Mass or because the faithful are gathered in 
order to pray and sing in God’s name.   

17.4    The Next Worlds of Ideologies 

 Ideologies reject the idea of a supernatural reality, which is central to religions,+ 
either traditional or revealed. They try to explain our world through terrestrial forces 
or factors only. Just like religions, their construction relies, however, on Next 
Worlds – but they are terrestrial ones. 

17.4.1    Terrestrial Next Worlds 

 The construction of ideologies relies on the belief in the existence of terrestrial 
beyonds (Claval  1999 ); they serve as models to understand reality and conceive the 
ways of transforming it. They pertain to two types. First, they are made of real but 
unattainable places located in the past of the Golden Age, the future of an Utopia or 
the Earth without Evil of a faraway country. Second, they are located in the unconscious 
forces at work in the depths of nature, human beings or social systems. 

 The way these beyonds are known differ widely. Thomas More ( 1512 ) conceived 
his  Utopia  as a Country without Evil. The narrator had met in Antwerp Raphael 
Hythloday, who just came back from a journey to the newly discovered America, 
where he visited a former peninsula, transformed into an island by its inhabitants 
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and who wished to severe all contacts with the rest of the World in order to build 
there a perfect society. As described by More,  Amoraute  was a wonderfully organized 
country and ignored the evils which plagued the Christian Kingdoms of Europe. A 
curious coincidence: at the time when Thomas More wrote  Utopia,  Portuguese and 
Spanish discoverers were meeting the Tupi-Guaranis of Southern America. From 
time to time, one of their tribes left its village and moved under the leadership of a 
shaman towards the Land without Evil he had just discovered in his dreams. 

 Utopia has always been located on the Earth, but very soon, it ceased to exist in 
the present. In the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, the majority of humanists 
situated it in a Golden Age of the Past, in the texts and ruins of Rome and Greece. 
By the beginning of the seventh century, Utopia had become a feature of the future 
(Manuel and Manuel  1979 ). 

 A novel like  Utopia  was a good way to criticize the weaknesses of Western 
societies, but something else was required in order to give credence to the Next 
World it revealed.  

17.4.2    Ideology and Myth 

 All the Next Worlds explored in Antiquity were not religious ones. In the myth of 
the cave, Plato compared the way human beings discover the world to that of prisoners 
living in a cave where the only thing they could observe was the shadows projected 
on the wall in front of them by a fi re located behind them. This experience explained 
that their world was only a pale projection of the real one. The lesson for ordinary 
human beings was a simple one: their world was only a pale projection of that of 
Ideas. Hence the role played in the Western tradition by a non-religious beyond, that 
of metaphysics, which contributed much to the enrichment of the Christian tradition 
in the Antiquity and during the Middle Ages (Claval  2008 ). 

 In the Modern Times, the construction of non-religious Next Worlds did not 
result from the activity of philosophers, but from social thinkers (Claval  1980 , 
 2001 ). Social sciences began do develop during the seventeenth century, when 
scholars started to study social realities according to the principles of the new 
physics and the new interest in epicurean atomism. Their approach was, however, 
different from that of physicists. They could not rely on experiences performed in 
the real world. Their only possibility was to imagine them. Hobbes was the pioneer 
in this fi eld; for him, in the prehistory of humanity, there was no society. Each 
individual relied only on his/her forces to be secure. Nobody protected him/her. He/
she was like an atom in a gas. According to Hobbes (    1651 ), in this state of nature, 
man (generically speaking) was a wolf for man. People lived in permanent warfare; 
they ignored security. This condition was unbearable once people became conscious 
of this fact. In order to break with this situation, they decided to renounce the right 
they had to use physical violence against their enemies. They signed a Covenant, the 
Social Contract, which transferred it to the Leviathan (the State) and which insured 
security for all. 
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 The story of the Social Contract was not a scientifi c demonstration. It offered a 
plausible version of an imagined event in the past. It was a myth, just like the myth 
of the Cave of Plato (Claval  1980 ,  1985 ). It was thus through a tale that the Next 
World of ideology gained a wide audience. The story appeared as grounded in 
Reason; it looked scientifi c, even if it was not built on a demonstration. Hobbes 
talked about a moment of the past, but his analysis invites us to replicate it. Hobbes’ 
vision could be read as a recipe to build a better future for humanity. Utopia ceased 
to be a literary device. It became a projection that guided human action. 

 The Social Contract knew a fantastic success in the second half of the seven-
teenth century and in the eighteenth. As used by John Locke ( 1690 ), it was signed 
in a society which suffered all the most from insecurity that its members were 
already engaged in a process of enrichment through their labor: the social contract 
appeared as a condition for the betterment of everybody’s material life. For Jean- 
Jacques Rousseau ( 1762 ), humanity had a long history, with positive as well as 
negative aspects: positive ones, since it had entered into a process of civilization; 
negatives ones also, since this process was responsible for the depravity of women 
and men. The signature of the Social Contract was the only way to give human 
history a right orientation and to insure happiness for all.  

17.4.3    From Myth to “Scientifi c” Explanation 

 By the early nineteenth century, the standards of scientifi c research in the social 
fi eld had improved. Myths could no more appear as convincing arguments, even if 
their lessons seemed rational. Auguste Comte ( 1822 ) was conscious of this fact, but 
he did not succeed in giving a fi rm statute to his Law of the Three States of Humanity. 
It was just another tale about the mythic prehistory and history of societies. 

 Karl Marx chose another way to present his own philosophy of progress and 
history. He relied on the only social science which already had a well-defi ned 
methodology, economics. The fi rst book of  Capital  (Marx  1867 ) analyzed the 
genesis of profi ts through the dialectics of the market- and labor-value of human 
work. The exploitation of the proletariat appeared as the result of a hidden process. 
The suppression of the capitalist regime through a social and political revolution 
would stop human alienation. Societies would then move out of history to enter into 
an era of happiness. 

 Marx’s  Capital  marked a major turn in the construction of ideologies. From then 
on, theory began to be “scientifi cally” built and anchored in what appeared to be the 
most convincing form of scientifi c demonstration. Marx presented a new version 
of the philosophies of history and progress, but at the same time, he introduced 
something new. He was not a builder of  utopias : everyone knows his condemnation 
of the utopian socialisms of his time. His thesis was based on the analysis of 
contemporary realities; it relied on the discovery of a hidden mechanism in 
economic life, which remained unconscious for most of the population and liberal 
economists. 
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 It means that for the fi rst time, the Next World upon which an ideology relied was 
not built on a historical narrative, but on the “scientifi c” study of a hidden process 
(Claval  2008 ). In the second half of the nineteenth century, other forms of “unconscious” 
were successively explored by social and human sciences. Sigmund Freud stressed 
the signifi cance of the unconscious in mental processes and the role of inner 
forces in the human sciences. Linguists explored in a similar way the unconscious 
of language; a speaker does not always express his/her personal views. When using 
ready-made expressions, he/she refl ects his/her social position and the opinions of 
the groups he/she pertains to. 

 The discovery of unconscious mechanisms was exploited in two ways. First, 
scientifi cally, through the deciphering of new causal relations, and then, ideologically, 
through the use of these unconscious mechanisms to explain for what reasons 
human beings remained unfulfi lled since they suffered from repression. Freud himself 
did not condemn systematically the role of the superego as a regulatory social 
mechanism, but for those who developed an ideological interpretation of his thought, 
all form of repression was bad; the truth of women and men was located in their 
depth, in their instincts. Hence there developed an ideology of liberation, which 
differed from the past ideologies of history, since what it described was located in 
the individuals, not in the society as a whole, and might happen now. 

 During the nineteenth twentieth century and the fi rst half of the twentieth 
ideologies were either based on philosophies of history and progress or the libera-
tion of the forces repressed by unconscious social mechanisms. During the last 50 
years, the ideologies of history regressed, since the future of humanity appeared 
increasingly threatened by arms of massive destruction and the ruin of nature. 
Simultaneously, ideologies of the unconscious, which locate their Next World in 
the depth of things or beings, developed. Nature itself was increasingly considered 
as an entity whose inner mechanisms are threatened by human action. Hence the 
rise of green ideologies, for which the truth of the World does no more lay in 
humanity, but in the depth of nature.  

17.4.4    Instead of Prophets, Intellectuals 

 In revealed religions, beliefs came from the testimony of prophets, who received 
the Divine Word and diffused it among the multitudes. To complete their work, 
religions rely on the existence of groups of theologians,  ulemas,  priests, ministers, 
imams, monks, preachers et al. 

 The situation of ideologies is not so different in this respect; they were born out 
of the activity of social thinkers, who imagined stories of Social Contract, or stressed 
the revolutionary consequences of the discovery of unconscious processes in the 
mind of people, in social life or in Nature. Their ideas were diffused by professors, 
journalists, novelists or fi lm-makers through the publication of “scientifi c” articles 
and books, novels, the realization of fi lms. Religions have their clerics; ideologies, 
their intellectuals.   
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17.5     The Institution of a Normative Order Thanks 
to the Next Worlds 

17.5.1     Heavenly Next Worlds, Divine Law and Morals 
of Love and Fear 

 Even if the nature of the Next Worlds they believe in is not the same for religions 
and ideologies, their functions present similarities. The Next World of religions is 
not earthly. It is the World of God, or the gods and spirits, and possibly, as Paradise, 
the home of souls after death – if they had not been thrown down in the subterranean 
World of Hell after the Judgment. 

 The Heaven is the place of Integrity and Truth. God, or gods, provide women and 
men with rules to respect in order to achieve salvation. In this way, they impose a 
normative and moral dimension to human life (Claval  1988 ). People have to 
conform to the divine Law, worship the Lord, obey God’s rules, honor their parents, 
respect one’s word. They have to refrain from killing their foes, committing 
adultery, thieving etc. From one religion to another, the list of moral obligations is 
not the same, but there is always one. People have several incentives for complying 
with the divine Law, viz., the fear of the Divine wrath, the respect and love of the 
Lord and the perspective of salvation, which is generally linked in a way or another 
to the compliance of moral obligations.  

17.5.2     Terrestrial Next Worlds, Rational Behavior 
and the Pursuit of Happiness or Fulfi llment 

 The earthly next worlds of ideologies do not play exactly the same role; they are not 
inhabited by a supernatural power. For the ideologies of progress and history, they 
just offer a view of terrestrial environments, but environments which differ much 
from those in which human beings live here and now. They offer more harmonious 
landscapes, more peaceful relations between human beings and more prosperous 
economies and societies. Hence, for rational people, a simple conclusion: in order 
to achieve happiness, the best recipe is to take these earthly next worlds as models 
(Claval  1988 ). 

 The next worlds of the ideologies of unconscious are located in the inner strata 
of the self, society, economy or nature, which reveal the real forces at work and the 
obstacles they are confronted with. Here also, the lesson is evident. In order to 
insure their own fulfi llment, women and men have to subvert all forms of repression 
and liberate themselves. In order to create a society of justice, they have to struggle 
against the capitalist system. In order to restore Nature in its entirety, they have to 
limit human impact on local, regional and global environments. 

 Next Worlds, those of religions and those of ideologies, had similar functions, 
viz., to give a normative dimension to human action, through the revelation of a 
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more real and true World (the Heaven), or a more harmonious one, that what we 
shall experience here below (utopia). For religions, the stress is on fear and love; for 
ideologies, it is on reason and computation.   

17.6     The Relations Between Religions and Ideologies: 
Complementarity and Competition 

 Relations and ideologies share many characteristics. Both are systems of beliefs, 
both are built on a dual interpretation of the World and the existence of 
an elsewhere – heavenly or terrestrial. Both give a sense to life – salvation in the 
Next World for religions, happiness and human fulfi llment here below for ideologies. 
At the same time, they deeply differ. Religions generally rely on a dual conception 
of human nature, when ideologies stress its unity and its materiality. Religions often 
equate God and metaphysic Reason, but give room to mystery. Ideologies stress the 
role of scientifi c reason. 

 Because of these similarities and differences, religions and ideologies share a 
similar aim – to give a sense to human life – but along different lines. They are at 
the same time complementary and competitive. 

17.6.1    The Complementarity of Religions and Ideologies 

 In a way, religions and ideologies appear as complementary. Religions are mainly 
concerned with the salvation of the soul and its life after death in a heavenly Paradise 
or a subterranean Hell. Ideologies tell what happens, or will happen, here below in 
the future of Utopia. They do not speak of salvation, but of happiness and for the 
ideologies of History and Progress, of the happiness that our children or great 
children will enjoy in the future. 

 As a result, people may believe at the same time in a religion and an ideology. 
Religion explains what each individual has to do in order to save her/his soul; the 
ideology shows how, thanks to their political involvement, the hard life of people 
today will give way to a better condition for their descendants. 

 This position explains why, since the seventeenth or eighteenth century, ideolo-
gies of Progress and History had coexisted peacefully with Christianity in the Western 
World. At the same time women and men labored hard for the salvation of their soul 
and contributed to the betterment of their lives and those of their children and grand-
children in this World below. It was for the same reason that Western ideologies 
appeared as seductive to a part of the colonized populations. They had the feeling that 
it was possible to remain faithful to the religion of their fathers, either Buddhism, 
Confucianism or Islam, and to believe in a better future for their families. 

 In such a context of complementarity, religions appeared more as systems of 
personal relief, and ideologies as a basis for collective action – for politics.  
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17.6.2    The Competition Between Religions and Ideologies 

 Between religions and ideologies, competition came along with complementarity. 
There were several reasons for that. The fi rst one was clear: the perspective of a 
bright future in this World below reduced the seduction of the salvation of the 
soul in the Next World. The success of ideologies was conducive to a progressive 
restriction of the religious field to the personal endeavor for salvation and to 
the substitution of ideologies to religious believes. This position is the well-known 
thesis of the secularization 1  of modern societies – or expressed in another way, in 
the thesis of the disenchantment of the World (Weber  1904 –1905; Cox  1965 ; Wilson 
 1966 ; Luckman  1967 ; Bellah  1970 ; Berger  1971 ; Gauchet  1985 ; Bruce  2002 ). 
It explains the decline of attendance to religious services, the Eucharist, the 
communion, and in the belief in a Next World. 

 This interpretation knew a great success in the second half of the twentieth 
century. It was recently revamped in France by Marcel Gauchet ( 2003 ). 

 During the last generation, the thesis of the secularization of modern societies 
lost, however, a part of its credibility (Berger  1999 ; Kepel  1991 ; Martin  1991 ). The 
ideologies of Progress and History suffered from the threats on the future of human-
kind and nature. Religions knew a renewal linked to their move back towards their 
origins, especially for fundamentalist groups, or to the creation of new forms of 
religious expression, on market segments (Lenoir  2003 ) through charismatic or 
evangelical movements as expressed by the multiplication of new denominations. 

 At the same time, new ideologies grew and replaced the philosophies or 
History and Progress. These are based on the idea of liberation of the self and the 
fulfi llment of individuals or on the protection to be given to nature in order to 
save our planet. 

 Instead of speaking of the competition between religions and ideologies as 
conceived by the secularization thesis, people in the Western World are increas-
ingly conceiving religions and ideologies as beliefs offered on a market where 
believers choose the set which appears the most convenient for them. For Rodney 
Stark and Laurence Iannacone ( 1994 ), as summarized by Knippenberg ( 2005 : 
44) “religion is subject to similar mechanisms as economy: people have religious 
needs, which result in a demand for certain activities, services and institutions. 
In this way, a religious market can direct the supply of their particular religious 
goods and services to their specifi c target groups or market segments. It is not sur-
prising at all that this line of thought originated in the United States.” Knippenberg 
mentions that the comparison of religion and the economy was introduced by 
Finke and Starke ( 1988 ).  

1   For Jose Casanova ( 1994 ), the word secularization has three meanings: (i) the separation between 
the religious and the secular fi elds; (ii) the decline of religious practices and beliefs; (iii) the negation 
of religion in the private sphere. 
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17.6.3    How Religions and Ideologies Interact 

 A deeper analysis stresses also the interaction between religions and ideologies. 
Religions have often borrowed some features to the ideologies with which they com-
peted. Roman Catholicism developed in this way a growing interest in the social dimen-
sion of Christ’s message since Leon XIII’s Encyclical  Rerum Novarum  of the 15th of 
May 1891. It culminated in the theologies of liberation which fl ourished mainly in 
South America in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. This conversion of a part of the Roman 
Catholic Church to the rhetoric of social struggles and a lesser interest in the salvation of 
individual souls, had a double effect on Roman Catholics. It seduced a part of the work-
ing class, but left unsatisfi ed those who were endeavoring for the salvation of their souls. 

 The interaction between religions and ideologies is now taking new forms. The 
philosophies of History and Progress appear no more as a good platform of beliefs. 
New religious movements and sects (Wilson  1990 ) draw a part of their inspiration 
from the ideologies of self-fulfi llment or of those of nature’s protection (Corten 
 1997 ). In Brazil, for instance, the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, founded 
in 1977 by Edir Macedo, owes a part of its success to the incorporation of new 
themes into old Christian ones. Its theology underscores the omnipresence of Evil 
forces, from which one frees oneself through practices of exorcism. It is at the same 
time a theology of prosperity. Poverty is diabolical, and God is portrayed as a rich 
parent who loves his children and wishes all of them prosperity Success is a proof 
of the divine presence in the life of people. The Theology of Prosperity restores the 
body to favor, as explained by Ricardo Mariano

  A perfect health, a material prosperity and the felicity are the rights of the Christians as 
announced in the Bible […]. Through the mediating sacrifi ce of His Son, God has already 
done all that He could do for humanity, since his favors have become from then on afford-
able for men and women. They have to decree, require, vindicate, be faithful in their quest 
and generous in their offerings, as prescribed by God, in order to enjoy the benedictions 
they are entitled to. (Mariano  1998 : 225) 

   And Mariano goes on:

  The theology of Prosperity is promoting a strong inversion into the axiological Pentecostal 
system. It emphasizes the move back to the faith in this life, instead of giving priority […] 
to the abrupt apocalyptic end of this World and the bliss of the blessed elected to the celes-
tial paradise. It contrasts with the traditional biblical terms of self-sacrifi ce […] asceticism, 
negation of carnal pleasures and Worldly things. Instead of that, it values the faith in God 
as a mean to obtain physical wellbeing, wealth, happiness and power. (Mariano  1998 : 226) 

17.6.4        Instead of Secularization, a Dynamic Relation Between 
Systems of Beliefs 

 The above interpretation of religious evolution in terms of secularization does 
not fi t the most recent phase of history. The joint approach of religions and ideolo-
gies we propose offers a more satisfactory interpretation of contemporary changes. 
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Paraphrasing Knippenberg ( 2005 ), we may say: people have spiritual needs, either 
religious or ideological, to give a sense to their life. This results in a demand for 
certain activities, services and institutions. In this way, a market of beliefs, either 
religious or ideological, can direct the supply of their particular religious or 
ideological goods and services to their specifi c target groups or market segments 
(Hervieu-Léger  2001 ).   

17.7    Conclusion 

 All systems of beliefs, either religious or ideological, are based on similar, and different, 
topologies, viz., the existence, beyond or below observable realities, of a more real 
world, which serves as a model for the people living here and now, and introduces 
norms and objectives in individual and collective life. 
 This broader conception of systems of beliefs is conducive to: (a) a better interpreta-
tion of Western civilization and its religious dimension and correlates since the sev-
enteenth century and (b) an understanding of the spread of Western ideologies all 
over the World as a form of globalization, and (c) an explanation of the contempo-
rary syncretism between religions and ideologies. Since they do not rely on a set of 
beliefs fi xed by a Revelation, but on refl ection, meditation and self-discipline, 
Eastern Religion can more easily mix with modern ideologies than Christianity or 
Islam: hence the incorporation of Eastern components in many contemporary sets 
of beliefs, those of New Age for instance (Ferreux  2000 ).     
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