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Abstract

Historically, this issue and question of whether and how people’s religion
is related to their position in the social stratification system has been a
subject related to sociologists in different time cycles of sociology since
the beginning of its development. The review of the theoretical literature
in this field of study showed that the scientific answers to the mentioned
question can be generally found under the two theories of deprivation and
relative power in the sociology of religion, which make opposite predic-
tions about the distribution of levels of religious commitment in the social
stratification system. This research article was compiled for the purpose
of experimentally testing the competing hypotheses arising from the two
theories of deprivation and relative power in explaining the relationship
between class and religious commitment. In this regard, these compet-
ing hypotheses were confronted with the data obtained from a national
survey of 82,500 Muslim Iranians in order to evaluate their conformity
and correspondence with empirical evidence. In sum, the findings of this
research showed that the relationship between class and religious commit-
ment among Iranian people was mainly in a direction compatible with the
theory of deprivation and for the main claim of the mentioned theory, it
has a confirmation meaning. Secondly, because the main argument of the
theory of relative power involves a hypothesis that is contradictory to the
theory of deprivation, the empirical verification of the theory of depriva-
tion logically requires the rejection of its opposite theory, that is, the theory
of relative power.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

It is an undeniable fact that within any society, there is considerable vari-
ation in religious commitment among people. To explain this variation,
sociologists have attempted from the beginning to link it to the relation-
ship between religion and social inequalities or religious commitment to
class status. It was in this vein that sociologists began to explain the vari-
ance in people’s levels of religious commitment based on their position
in the structure of inequality and claimed that these differences could be
explained based on the position of individuals in the continuum of class
system or social stratification. On the other hand, a review of empirical
research conducted on the relationship between religion and the system
of social inequality, especially the relationship between social class and
religious commitment in sociology, has shown divergent results. Some re-
search has shown that religious commitment in the lower classes of society
was much higher than in the upper classes. In contrast, other research has
shown that either there is no relationship between social class and religious
commitment; or religious commitment in the middle and upper classes
was higher than in the lower classes of society. Therefore, in the field of
empirical studies, the relationship between social class and religious com-
mitment still remains a controversial issue that requires further research.
Considering the stable links between the institution of religion and the
social stratification system, this question has been raised for sociological
research, how do the levels of religious commitment of individuals differ
across the spectrum or continuum of social stratification? Do those who
are in the lower classes or classes of society have more religious commit-
ment than other social classes, or do those who are in the middle and upper
classes of society show more religious commitment?

In this direction and to achieve a theoretical answer regarding the issue of
how social classes/layers are related to religion and religious commitment,
the review of theoretical literature in the field of “Sociology of Religion”
led us to two different theories: the theory of deprivation and the theory
of relative power. These two theories in the field of study of sociology of
religion provide opposing hypothesis or empirical predictions about the
distribution of levels of religious commitment in the hierarchical system
of social stratification. The main argument of the theory of deprivation can
be expressed as follows: because religion and religious commitment are
rooted in human suffering and deprivation, the greatest influence and prev-
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alence of religion and religious commitment should be observed among
the poor, and generally the lower strata and classes of society. The theory
of relative power, contrary to the theory of deprivation, predicts a high-
er religious commitment among the rich and members of the upper class
of society, who use religion as a social control mechanism to control the
masses.

Therefore, the main hypothesis of the deprivation theory can be translated
to verify its empirical validity as the proposition that “social stratification
or class system has a negative correlation with people’s religion”. So that
it is expected that the highest and lowest levels of religious commitment
belong to the lowest and highest classes, respectively. On the other hand,
according to the hypothesis of the instrument of domination contained in
the theory of relative power, the higher strata in the social hierarchy should
be more religious than the lower strata. So, the main hypothesis of the
theory of relative power can be translated into the proposition that “social
stratification or class system has a positive correlation with people’s reli-
gion”. So that it is expected that the highest and lowest levels of religious
commitment belong to the highest and lowest classes, respectively.

2. Methodology

The present study used available data from a national survey to conduct a
secondary analysis of how class is related to religious commitment among
Iranians. The important point about this national survey is that it covered
the largest population generalizable to the country to date, using a sample
of 82,500 Iranians aged 18 and over. It is worth noting that of the total
sample population in this national survey (82,500 people), 50 percent were
male and 50 percent female; in terms of age, 35 percent were between 17
and 29 years old, 48 percent were between 30 and 49 years old, and 17 per-
cent were over 50 years old; while in terms of marital status, 22.6 percent
of the sample were single and 72.6 percent were married.

3. Findings

This research paper sought to empirically test the two theories of depriva-
tion and relative power in explaining the relationship between social class
and religious commitment among Iranian Muslims. The most important
and fundamental claim of deprivation theory was that religious commit-
ment is much higher in lower social classes than in other classes, and that
the lowest level of religious commitment belongs to the upper class in
the social stratification system. In contrast, the theory of relative power
made the opposite claim that religious commitment is higher in the upper
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class of society than in other classes, and that the lowest level of religious
commitment is expected to be observed in the lower classes of society. In
order to test or verify the empirical validity of the two theories of depri-
vation and relative power, the hypotheses representing the main claims
of these two theories were contrasted with data from a national survey
of 82,500 Iranian Muslims to assess the extent to which their theoreti-
cal predictions correspond to empirical evidence. Finally, the findings of
this study showed that the effect of social class on religious commitment
among Iranians was mainly in a direction consistent with the deprivation
theory and contrary to the relative power theory. In fact, the hypothesis
underlying the deprivation theory was based on a negative correlation or
inverse relationship between social class and religious commitment, which
was mainly confirmed empirically. However, the strength of the observed
correlation or relationship between social class and religious commitment
was estimated to be very weak.

4. Conclusion

Overall, and in terms of testing competing hypotheses, all the findings
of this study can be considered empirical support for the hypothesis of
“negative association of social class with religious commitment” among
Iranians, which has a confirmation implication for the main claim of the
deprivation theory. In addition, since the relative power theory has a op-
posing or contradictory hypothesis of a positive association between social
class and religious commitment, empirical confirmation of the deprivation
theory logically requires the rejection of its opposing theory, the relative
power theory. Therefore, if it is said that these research findings also have
a refutation implication for the relative power theory, it is quite a signifi-
cant statement.

Keywords: Social stratification, Class, Religious commitment, Deprivation
theory, Relative power Theory.
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