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IDEOLOGY, SCIENCE AND RELIGION 
Specification: sociological explanations of ideology, science and religion, including both 
Christian and non-Christian religious traditions 
 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
Identify, outline, explain, analyse and evaluate the concepts of: 

§ ideology 
§ science 
§ religion 

Analyse the ways in which ideology, science and religion are similar and different. 
 

 
Belief Systems 
A belief system is any set of ideas and beliefs that people use to make sense of the world around them. All 
three key terms in the title of this section could be described as belief systems. Traditionally, people made 
sense of the world through supernatural explanations whereas today (some argue) it is more common to 
understand the world based on scientific evidence while others put their faith in both religious and non-
religious ideologies. 
 
Karl Popper differentiated science from religion on the basis that religion was a closed belief system while 
science was an open belief system. What he meant by this was that religion claimed a monopoly on the 
truth accepting no criticism or opportunity for development. Religion was based on doctrine and to 
challenge that was sacrilege or blasphemy. On the other hand, for Popper, science was an open belief 
system as it constantly opened itself up to criticism and testing and constantly sought to discover new 
knowledge. 
 
As we shall see, not everyone agrees that such clear distinctions can be drawn between religion and 
science. 
 
What is ideology? 
The word ideology does not have a single clear definition and is used in a variety of ways. Its most common 
use in every-day language is to describe a broad, cohesive set of political ideas and beliefs (e.g. liberalism, 
socialism, conservatism, etc.) You will encounter ideology used in this way in sociology, but you will 
encounter it used in other ways too, most particularly by Marxists. 
 
The Marxist concept of ideology is a word to describe a set of ideas and beliefs that are dominant in society 
and are used to justify the power and privilege of the ruling class. While the mainstream use of the word 
ideology is effectively neutral (it can be a good or bad thing depending on your perspective) this is clearly a 
negative concept of ideology: ideology is used to obscure the truth, to give people a false picture of how 
the world works in order to manipulate and control them. 
 
In related, but subtly different, definitions, ideology is also used to describe an official set of beliefs and 
ideas associated with a political system (usually an oppressive, authoritarian system based on a single 
ideology) or the world-view associated with a religion. 
 
The Marxist view of ideology is shared by many feminists who argue that it is patriarchal ideology that 
maintains the dominant role of men in society. According to radical feminists, one of the ways it achieves 
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this is by convincing women that patriarchy is natural, normal or even desirable. This is very similar to the 
Marxist concept of false consciousness. 
 
Marxists argue that if the proletariat really understood the exploitative nature of capitalist society and 
their place within it, there would be a revolution. What prevents revolution is ideology: a set of ideas that 
creates an illusion. That convinces the workers (or enough of them) that capitalism is fair; that they are not 
being exploited by the system and those who are wealthy have worked hard and deserve their success. 
Marxists argue that this ideology is reinforced by a wide range of institutions in society (what Althusser 
called ideological state apparatus). Religion forms part of that ideological state apparatus, as we shall see 
in the next section. 
 
Evaluating the Marxist view of ideology 
§ Somewhat ironically, Marxism itself could be said to have performed the role described by Marx in the 

Soviet Union and other communist countries. 
§ Karl Popper argues that the Marxist view of ideology is impossible to study scientifically, because its 

effects are impossible to falsify. If a worker expressed contentedness with their situation or the system, 
how could this be scientifically shown to be false consciousness as a result of ideology? For traditional 
Marxists this is almost an article of faith as it is clearly the case that such a view would go against the 
worker’s own material interests.  

§ Some neo-Marxists suggest that the idea that the working class do not know their own mind and have 
been indoctrinated by bourgeois ideology is patronising and disempowering. Many feminists (other 
than radical feminists) take a similar view regarding the idea that women have been brainwashed by 
patriarchal ideology and therefore do not know what they want. Arguably, the suggestion that ideology 
leads to false consciousness is just a convenient explanation for not being able to persuade people of 
the strength of their arguments! 

§ The suggestion in traditional Marxist approaches to this is that there is just that one ideology in society, 
but some neo-Marxists argue that this is just the dominant ideology. There are other competing sets of 
ideas in society, some of which can be developed in opposition to the ruling class. This idea is 
developed particularly by Antonio Gramsci and his concepts of hegemony and counter-hegemony. 

 
Is religion an ideology? 
Religion, then, is also a set of ideas and beliefs about the world. While Marxists would see religion as being 
one important part of bourgeois ideology, in some countries clearly religion is the central belief system 
upon which government and everything else depends. In theocratic states, like Iran or Saudi Arabia, 
religion acts precisely like an ideology, both in the Marxist sense of the word, and the everyday political 
sense. Although there is a distinction between the religion, Islam, and the ideology, Islamism, that is a 
distinction made by other Muslims, rather than by Islamists. In the same way, many Christians would 
dissociate themselves from the ideology of the Christian Right in the USA, but the Christian Right 
themselves would consider their belief system to be Christianity, rather than “Christianism” or right-wing 
Christianity. 
 
What is religion? 
The previous section rather raises the fundamental question: what is religion? 
 
There are three main approaches to defining religion, in sociology: 

• Substantive 
• Functional 
• Social constructionist 
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Max Weber (1905) used a substantive definition of religion, seeing it as a belief in a supernatural power 
that is unable to be scientifically explained. In other words, whether a belief can be considered religious or 
not depends on the substance of what is believed. Religion requires a belief in God or gods, or other 
supernatural beliefs. 
 
This contrasts with a functional definition, such as that used by Durkheim or Parsons, which defines 
religion by the social or psychological functions it performs for individuals or society. In this definition, a 
belief or organisation could provide certain functions – such as encouraging social cohesion and a collective 
conscience – without necessarily including supernatural beliefs. Could football be considered a religion, for 
instance? 
 
A social constructionist definition of religion comes from interpretivist sociologists who argue that there 
are so many different types of religion that it is impossible to come up with a single, undisputed definition. 
Instead, what is interesting is the process by which a set of beliefs becomes recognised as a religion and 
who has power to determine whether something is a religion or not. For example, when the UK 
government passed a law outlawing “incitement to religious hatred” in 2006, some opponents questioned 
what constituted a religion. Similarly, there have been debates about whether Scientology is a religion, 
with some countries declaring it a dangerous cult, others a business, others a religion. There have been 
attempts in some countries to ban Scientology (e.g. Germany in 2007). Those who seek to apply a 
substantive or functional definition conclude that the organisation fits the criteria to be considered a 
religion, and therefore it is the subjective ways in which religion is defined which makes the difference in 
this case. Instead of making assumptions about what all religions hold in common, sociologists should ask 
what religions mean to their believers and recognise that it is likely to differ from society to society, 
religion to religion and time to time. 
 
Throughout the rest of this Topic Companion, these varied definitions of religion should be borne in mind. 
 
What is science? 
There is no universally agreed definition of science. In sociological discourse it is generally understood to 
be value-free, objective, unbiased and rigorous; based on empirical evidence and facts, tested by 
experiments, rather than being based on faith. Something based on knowledge rather than belief. 
 

MAKE THE LINK 
One of the key questions asked in relation to sociological theory and research methods is whether 
sociology is a science. As such, you will have previously considered the question of what a science is. 
 
Exam hint: While it’s always a good idea to make links between the different topics areas in A Level 
sociology, you must avoid going too far along a tangent. If you get a question about religion and 
science, you do not want to answer the question of whether sociology is a science! Some of the 
material learnt to answer that question is relevant, but always remember to link your point back to 
the question. That way you’ll be sure there still is a direct link back and you have not drifted from the 
point! 
 

 
Science and Religion: similarities and differences 
Most people would argue that science and religion are fundamentally different, perhaps presenting them 
as polar opposites: “knowledge” based on faith vs “knowledge” based on evidence. However, some 
sociologists suggest that they are more similar than they first appear. 
 
The differences: 
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Science  Religion 
Open belief system 
 
Subject to falsification and testing 
 
Independent of state/government 

Closed belief system 
 
Accepted on blind faith 
 
Often closely linked to the state 
 

 
However, in evaluation to the view that they are so different, Thomas Kuhn points out that science 
operates within a paradigm. What he means by this is that there is a set of assumptions about the world 
which new scientific theories and discoveries have to fit into. When scientists propose theories that do not 
fit into the existing paradigm it is not accepted unless there is sufficient evidence for a paradigm shift. The 
researchers engaging in “radical science” are rejected from the scientific community, not unlike heretics 
questioning religious dogma. So, for example, any new scientific discoveries today need to fit into a 
paradigm that accepts that theories such as evolution or gravity are true. If a new theory were to shake the 
foundations of such firmly accepted truths, it would be rejected as unscientific. This is not so different from 
a religious institution rejecting the existence of fossils because it undermined the creation story in the 
Bible. So perhaps science is not such an open belief system as is suggested. Similarly, although it takes 
time, some religious organisations have changed their position on certain issues (e.g. allowing women to 
become priests, changing attitudes towards sexual orientation, etc.) so religion is not always as closed as it 
is presented. 
 
Similarly, science is not necessarily as objective as many sociologists might like to argue. Not only is science 
conducted within a paradigm that is very resistant to challenge, it is also dependent on funding from 
various sources, including corporate funding. As such, scientific research is often conducted with a view to 
reach a particular outcome that will assist the sale of a particular product. For example, scientists funded 
by oil companies have often been those to reach conclusions questioning the extent of man-made climate 
change. 
 
Furthermore, although in the UK there is still an official state role for the Church of England, for the most 
part religion in western liberal democracies is no longer as closely linked with government as it once was. 
However, there often are government scientists and scientific advice – on health issues for example - is 
often pushed quite forcefully by the state and through the law. So religion is more independent than is 
often presented, and science less so. 
 

MAKE THE LINK 
Remember, as well as making the link between different topics, you should constantly be making the link 
between areas of study within a topic too. Issues relating to science and religion come into the 
secularisation debate (covered here in the section on Religion Today below). Is science now the 
dominant belief system in society? What does that really mean, and if it is, why has that come about? 
These questions will be addressed in the secularisation debate, but you should be able to apply 
knowledge about science and religion and the similarities and differences between them into an answer 
on that topic. 
 
While some topic areas very clearly link to one another, others can be linked by an exam question. The 
“Outline and Explain” 10 mark questions will apply knowledge from one area of the topic to another, so 
try and thinking synoptically about this topic all the time. 
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Links to Core Themes 
§ One of the core themes is socialisation and belief systems are essentially the product of socialisation: a 

set of norms and values that are widely shared. This is particularly the case with the Marxist concept of 
ideology. Various institutions, including religious organisations, transmit the bourgeois ideology, and 
this then becomes an accepted common sense among people. Functionalists describe a similar process 
only seeing the  outcome as a widely beneficial shared set of norms and values. 

 
Possible Exam Questions 
 

Item I 
 
Both religion and science are belief systems that claim to offer explanations for the way things are. For 
example, some religions explain ill health in terms of God’s will, while science will offer medical 
explanations. 
 
Karl Popper argues that science and religion are very different, because science is open to falsification. 
However, not everyone agrees that science is as objective and open as Popper suggests. 
 

 
1. Applying material from Item I, analyse two similarities between science and religion as belief 

systems (10 marks) 
 
Exam hint: You need to find “hooks” in the item to develop. The item hints at open and closed belief 
systems (without using the terms) so you could develop Khun’s point about paradigms and whether 
science is as open a belief system as is sometimes argued. The first paragraph says that both are belief 
systems claiming to offer overall explanations, which could be developed into comments about 
postmodern ideas about metanarratives. 
 

Item J 
Most people would argue that religion and science are completely different. Religious belief depends on 
faith while scientific knowledge depends on evidence. 
 
However, some sociologists argue that the two are more similar than it might appear, with some arguing 
that both are just big stories that help people make sense of a complex world. 

 
2. Applying material from Item J and your own knowledge, evaluate the view that belief in science is a 

religion. (20 marks) 
 
Exam hint: At first glance this might seem a pretty horrible question! It risks being answered in a non-
sociological, opinion-heavy way: like a General Studies essay or an article for a school magazine! The 
trick here is to identify the relevant sociology and stay focused on that, being evaluative and analytical 
as you go. These sorts of questions can allow for wide-ranging, highly-conceptual answers, but do 
require taking a few minutes to plan. Think about relevant concepts and sociologists before diving in. 

  


