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Sociologists have long regarded "religion" as an important factor in providing and
maintaining the social cohesion of societies, and had proposed arguments for
rationalization of this relationship. In contrast, some recent theorists of
secularization in the social sciences have argued that one of the most important
consequences of modernization and development on the religious life of the
societies today is that it has sharply weakened the link between religion and social
cohesion to the extent that social cohesion is no longer dependent on the religion
and religiosity of the community members. In the present study, the arguments
of these two competing theoretical views in sociology were first translated into
two conflicting hypotheses about how religion is related to social cohesion. Then,
an attempt was made to experimentally test the validity of these hypotheses using
an inter-country comparative method in Iran by analyzing the "province" and
using the collective data of the second half of the 2021s. The results of this test,
on the one hand, provided empirical support for the traditional hypothesis in
sociology claiming that religion reinforces social cohesion. On the other hand,
the research findings did not provide any empirical support for predicting the
empirical secularization theories. Overall, the findings of the empirical test of the
hypotheses of this study in Iran, using an inter-country comparative method and
an inter-provincial analysis, showed that religion is an important factor in
strengthening the social cohesion even when the effects of development are
controlled and eliminated.

Keywords:

Religion; Social cohesion;
Socio-economic
development; Sociology
of religion; Provinces of
Iran

*Corresponding Author: Mohammadreza Taleban
Address: Associate Professor of Sociology, Imam Email: gtaleban@yahoo.com
Khomeini and Islamic Revolution Research Institute,
Tehran, Iran

Mohammadreza Taleban. A Comparative Study of the Relationship between Religion and Social Cohesion in Iran



mailto:qtaleban@yahoo.com
https://www.orcid.org/0000-0003-0909-3867

P @,w?
S U W

—— Pl 2

Sociology of Social Institutions i i Q

Volume 9. Issue 19. Spring & Summer 2022. Pages 213 to 238.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

In explaining the social functions of
religion, sociologists usually mention it as
the main factor of social integration and
cohesion and consider religion as an
institution serving the cohesiveness of the
social structure. The main leader of such a
functional explanation of religion in
sociology is Emile Durkheim. From
Durkheim's point of view, religion is the
provider of the normative system, the
structure of opportunities, and the rituals
that are necessary to maintain a high level
of social cohesion and prevent anomie or
social abnormality. Moreover, low levels of
social cohesion can be seen as a result of
more individual choices, more reliance on
one's own desires, and less compliance
with collective standards, ultimately
leading to a decrease in individual
happiness and increase in suicide rates.

After Durkheim, several sociologists, in
their empirical studies, have confirmed
the unifying effect of religion even in
modern societies and argued that, by
internalizing common values through
mechanisms of socialization and social
control as well as using supernatural
sanctions in consecrating and supporting
the same moral messages that generally
conform to the norms of the wider society
(e.g. don't steal, don't kill, don't corrupt, be
honest and etc.), religion plays an
important role in developing and
strengthening the social cohesion. Also,
attending the worship places or
participating in religious practices and
activities strengthen the internalized
moral obligations and therefore maximize
the social conformity.

In opposition to the above-mentioned
point of view, some sociologists and

thinkers in favor of the secularization have
argued that, although religion used to play
an important role in organizing the social
life of societies and social cohesion, today,
with economic progress and development,
this role has become less important. In
fact, one of the most important
consequences of modernization and
development on religious life has been that
the social integration and cohesion of
society becomes less dependent on
religion and religiosity of the society
members. The technical and cultural
evolution went in a direction that made
the societies less dependent on religion to
maintain the moral norms and the
continuate the social order and cohesion.
Along with the decline of the traditional
religiosity and the decline of the social
importance of religion, a set of customary
moral norms - at least as strong - has
arisen in new societies to fill the vacuum
of the social decay of the religion.

As a result, in the field of theoretical
perspectives and sociology of religion, the
relationship between the religion and
social  cohesion = still remains a
controversial topic that requires more
systematic research to empirically judge
between the conflicting claims emanating
from these theoretical perspectives.
Therefore, in the present article, we are
trying to trace the empirical implications
of competing theoretical approaches in
the field of religion and social cohesion in
Iran and test it with an inter-country
comparative method in the "provinces" as
the unit of analysis.

Methods

According to the principle of the necessity
of appropriateness of the method with the
subject, the comparative method was used
for the empirical verification of the
hypotheses of this research. In fact, the
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research method in the present study is an
inter-country comparative method using
collective data (both systemic and
aggregated) for the  quantitative
comparison of the macro-social units in
Iran (i.e. provinces).

Results

All the results obtained from this inter-
country  comparative study  were
inconsistent ~ with the empirical
predictions of the defenders of the
secularization  theory, implying a
falsification for the main claim of their
argument claiming that religion is
unrelated to social cohesion when socio-
economic development is controlled. In
contrast, the overall findings of the
research provided empirical support for
the first hypothesis of this research
claiming that religion is a strong driving
factor in social cohesion in Iran.

Conclusion

The results of this research showed that
the hypothesis of secularization thesis
supporters could not pass the empirical

test and all the interprovincial evidence
indicated that this hypothesis is rejected.
Therefore, it can be said that this general
hypothesis that there will be no
relationship between religion and social
cohesion by controlling the level of
development is not applicable in Iran. On
the contrary, all the findings of the
research were in line with the prediction
of the traditional hypothesis in sociology
that religion is a strong stimulus for social
cohesion. Therefore, it can be said that in
the Iranian society, taking into account the
analysis unit of the province, religion is
still an important factor in strengthening
the social cohesion, even after controlling
the variable of development and removing
its effect on the relationship between the
religion and social cohesion.
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