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The Secularization Thesis and British Religious History
Hiroshi YAMANAKA

There has been a heated debate on the secularization thesis since Bryan Wilson published
Religion in Secular Society in 1966 in which he defined secularization as the process in which
religious thinking, practice and institutions lose social significance. One of the reason why the
thesis has been discussed for a long time is that it has raised a serious question of whether
religion would lose social significance or still maintain the strength and the influence over the
people and society. In this paper I'd like to reexamine the debate in the context of British
religious history, focusing on the response to the thesis from the church historians who have
strongly criticized it.

At first recent development of this debate will be summarized and two directions in which
the debate seems to have moved will be pointed out. One is to refine the thesis accepting some
of criticism against it. The other is to totally reject it. Turning back to the theory of Wilson and
Steve Bruce, a theoretical successor of Wilson, some characteristics and problems of them will
be examined in some detail. Then taking those works of so called revisionists who opposed to
Wilson’s thesis from the viewpoint of church history, I' d like to make it clear that what points of
Wilson's thesis are criticized among them and in what way their works contributed to the study
of British religious history. Finally I would suggest that the thing we should pay attention to in
this debate is not so much distinction between an ideology and a fact as their perspective
through which each camp analyzes religious change in modern Britain.
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