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Religions in Modern Times
between the Poles of Secularisation,

Pluralisation and Individualisation

Hans—Peter Grosshans

Universitit Miinster

The theory of secularisation is one of the great master narratives
of the history of modern times. This narrative starts with the peace
treaty of Westphalia in 1648 and its nationalisation of church property,
the confiscation and transfer of the property especially of the Roman—
Catholic church into the property of the European states respectively
the Protestant national churches in various parts of European

countries.

The term sé“culariser” , to secularize, was probably used the first time
in the negotiations of the Treaty of Westphalia in 1646 in Miinster from the
French delegate Henri d’ Orléans, duke of Longueville, to name the transfer
of church property into the property of states. The term denotes then the
confiscation of church property in favor of the princes or the churches of the
Reformation. In that understanding talking about secularisation refers to the

slowly ongoing process of squeezing out the authority of the Roman—Catholic
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church from the realm of earthly dominion, on which the modern state, which
resulted from the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, claimed to have the

monopole. D

The then beginning narrative of the theory of secularization then
goes on with the strict separation of church respective religion and
state in the American constitution, with the French revolution and with
the democratic constitutions of the European states in the 20" century.
Parallel this narrative tells about a manifold critique of church and
religion, which was put forward by modern European intellectuals in
the course of the centuries. Especially effective and at the same time
paradigmatic the critical understanding of the formula of religion being
the opium of the people has prescribed itself into the European
mind , @especially in the formulation of Lenin: Religion is opium for
the people®, in order to console the economically exploited and the
social underdogs with the promise of a heavenly reward. In the context
of the master narrative of the theory of secularization this
understanding corresponds with all other conceptions of progress, be
the progress technological, economical or cultural. The belief is in all

these conceptions, that with the progress in society in mastering nature

(@  Another understanding of secularization we find already a bit earlier in the similar
expression“ saecularisatio” , which was used in canonistic disputes to name the transition from
“regularis” to “canonicus” | that is the passing over of a cleric from the monastic order to
church orders.

@ K. Marx, Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie. Einleitung, in: Deutsch—
Franzosische Jahrbiicher 1844, 71f; quoted according MEW 1, 378 - 391, here: 378.

@ W.IL Lenin, Sozialismus und Religion, in: Nowaja Shisn (1905) 28, 3.
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but as well in respect of economical justice, social participation and
comprehensive education for all religion becomes dispensable and
unnecessary. The functions and services of religion then will become
useless and will not any longer be demanded. The illusion of
happiness, which religions generate will be substituted by true
happiness, when societies have made such an progress, that people do
not need any longer illusions.?

With these or varying formulations with the theory of
secularization the narrative of the development of the modern Western
world from its Christian origins is told. Structured by the contrast of
“religious—profan” this narrative can be told in many variations: be it
the narrative of the decay of religions, the assimilation of religion to
the profane world, the desacralization and disenchantment of the
world, the liberation of society from religion, the transposition of
forms of religious faith and their respective practices — and even
religious concepts—from the religious to the profane sphere.®

If we ask sociologists of religion about this trend of secularisation

in today’ s Germany and Western Europe, we get diverse answers.

@© Die Aufhebung der Religion als des illusorischen Gliicks des Volkes ist die
Forderung seines wirklichen Gliicks. Die Forderung, die Illusionen iiber seinen Zustand
aufzugeben, ist die Forderung, einen Zustand aufzugeben, der der Illusionen bedarf. Die
Kritik der Religion ist also im Keim die Kritik des Jammertales, dessen Heiligenschein die
Religion ist (K. Marx, Zur Kritik, 379).

@ Cf. for the various types of theories of secularization: L. Shiner, The Meanings of
Secularization, in: International Yearbook for the Sociology of Religion 3 (1967) 51 - 62;
cf. G. Marramao, Art. Sikularisierung, in; HWPh 8 (1992) 1133 - 1161, here: 1152.



