
 

 

Sociology of Religion PYQ 2020 

 

Q1. Discuss how Emile Durkheim defines the elementary form of religious life.  

Ans. Emile Durkheim, a pioneering sociologist, defines the "elementary forms of religious life" in his 

classic work, "The Elementary Forms of Religious Life" (1912). Durkheim's analysis focuses on the 

study of religion from a sociological perspective and seeks to understand the fundamental and 

universal aspects of religious beliefs and practices. He argues that these elementary forms of 

religious life are the building blocks of all religious systems. Here's how Durkheim defines them: 

1. Totemism as the Elementary Form: Durkheim begins by examining totemism, which he considers 

the most primitive and elementary form of religion. In totemic societies, clans or social groups are 

associated with specific totems, often in the form of animals, plants, or natural elements. These 

totems serve as symbols of the group's identity and are objects of religious reverence. 

2. Collective Effervescence: Durkheim emphasizes the role of collective emotions and rituals in 

religious life. He argues that religious beliefs and practices create a sense of collective effervescence, 

a heightened state of emotional intensity and solidarity among members of a community. During 

religious rituals and ceremonies, individuals come together, experience shared emotions, and 

reinforce their social bonds. 

3. Sacred and Profane: Durkheim distinguishes between the sacred and the profane. The sacred 

refers to things, symbols, or practices that are regarded as extraordinary, set apart from the 

mundane, and invested with religious significance. The profane encompasses the everyday, ordinary 

aspects of life. Religious rituals and symbols mark the boundary between the sacred and the profane, 

creating a sense of reverence and awe. 

4. Collective Conscience: Durkheim introduces the concept of the "collective conscience," which 

refers to the shared beliefs, values, and norms that bind members of a society together. Religion, 

according to Durkheim, plays a central role in maintaining and reinforcing the collective conscience. 

It provides a moral framework and helps individuals conform to societal norms. 

5. Religion as a Social Fact: Durkheim's approach to the study of religion is grounded in his broader 

sociological perspective. He treats religion as a "social fact," something external to individuals but 

with a powerful influence on their behavior and beliefs. By studying religious phenomena as social 

facts, Durkheim seeks to understand their role in shaping society and maintaining social order. 

6. Function of Religion: Durkheim argues that the elementary forms of religious life serve important 

functions in society. They create a sense of solidarity and integration among group members, 

reinforce social norms, and provide individuals with a sense of purpose and meaning. Religion, in 

Durkheim's view, is essential for the stability and coherence of social life. 

In summary, Emile Durkheim defines the elementary forms of religious life as the basic and 

foundational expressions of religion found in all societies. These forms are characterized by 

totemism, collective effervescence, the distinction between the sacred and profane, and the role of 

religion in maintaining the collective conscience and social order. Durkheim's work laid the 

foundation for the sociological study of religion and remains influential in the field of sociology and 

religious studies. 



 

 

 

 

Q2. How does Max Weber link economic and religious life as Protestant ethic?  

Ans. Max Weber's concept of the "Protestant ethic" is a key idea from his seminal work, "The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism," published in 1905. In this work, Weber explores the 

connection between economic behavior, particularly the emergence of modern capitalism, and 

religious beliefs, specifically Protestant Christianity. He argues that the Protestant Reformation, 

particularly its Calvinist branch, played a significant role in shaping a set of values and attitudes that 

contributed to the development of modern capitalism. Here's how Weber links economic and 

religious life through the concept of the Protestant ethic: 

1. Asceticism and the Spirit of Capitalism: 

Weber begins by noting a change in attitudes toward work and wealth in the early modern period. 

He observes a "spirit of capitalism" characterized by the pursuit of profit, rationalization of economic 

activities, and disciplined work ethic. Weber suggests that this spirit is rooted in a particular religious 

outlook. 

2. Calvinism and Predestination: 

Weber focuses on Calvinism, a branch of Protestantism founded by John Calvin. Calvinism's key 

theological concept is the doctrine of predestination, which holds that God has already determined 

who will be saved and who will be damned. Calvinists believed that they could not influence God's 

decision through their actions or good deeds. 

3. The Calling and Vocation: 

Calvinists emphasized the idea of the "calling" or "vocation." They believed that one's life and work 

were predetermined by God, and individuals were expected to fulfill their worldly duties diligently 

and responsibly as a way of serving God. This idea led to a sense of moral duty in one's work. 

4. Rationalization and Capital Accumulation: 

Weber argues that the Calvinist belief in the calling and predestination contributed to the 

rationalization of economic activities. Calvinists saw their work as a means of serving God, and this 

attitude led to careful and disciplined economic practices. They reinvested their profits into their 

businesses, facilitating capital accumulation and economic growth. 

5. Avoidance of Luxury and Consumption: 

Calvinist beliefs discouraged conspicuous consumption and excessive wealth accumulation for 

personal enjoyment. Instead, they advocated frugality and reinvestment of wealth into productive 

enterprises. This behavior furthered the development of capitalism. 

6. The "Protestant Ethic" and Capitalism: 

Weber coined the term "Protestant ethic" to describe this set of values and attitudes associated with 

Calvinism and other forms of Protestantism. The Protestant ethic, characterized by a disciplined work 

ethic, rational economic behavior, and the pursuit of profit, provided an important cultural 

foundation for the rise of modern capitalism. 

7. Secularization and Disenchantment: 



 

 

Weber also discusses the long-term consequences of the Protestant ethic. He argues that over time, 

as religious beliefs lost their hold on society, the rationalization of economic life and the pursuit of 

profit continued, leading to what he called the "disenchantment" of the world, where traditional 

religious and mystical beliefs gave way to rationalization and secularization. 

In summary, Max Weber links economic and religious life through the concept of the Protestant 

ethic. He argues that the values and attitudes associated with Protestantism, particularly Calvinism, 

played a pivotal role in shaping the spirit of capitalism and the rationalization of economic behavior 

in the early modern period. The Protestant ethic, with its emphasis on disciplined work and the 

calling, provided a cultural foundation for the development of modern capitalism. 

 

 

Q3. Delineate how Karl Marx charts out the relationship between religion, state and society.  

Ans. Karl Marx, the influential 19th-century philosopher and social theorist, had a critical perspective 

on the relationship between religion, the state, and society. He viewed religion as an integral part of 

the superstructure of society, which was shaped by the economic base, and he saw it as having a 

complex role in reinforcing and perpetuating social inequalities. Here's how Marx delineated this 

relationship: 

1. Religion as an Ideological Tool: 

Marx considered religion to be an ideological tool used by the ruling class (bourgeoisie) to maintain 

social control and justify the existing social order. He famously referred to religion as the "opium of 

the people." According to Marx, religion serves as a form of social control by offering solace and 

hope to the oppressed, diverting their attention from their material conditions. 

2. Alienation and False Consciousness: 

Marx argued that under capitalism, workers (proletariat) experience alienation, a sense of 

estrangement from their labor and the products of their labor. He believed that religion provided a 

form of "false consciousness" that prevented the working class from recognizing their exploitation 

and the true source of their suffering. Religion, in this view, distracts individuals from their economic 

and social reality. 

3. State and Religion: 

Marx saw the state as an instrument of the ruling class, serving to maintain the existing economic 

and social hierarchy. In many cases, the state and religion were closely intertwined, with religious 

institutions providing moral legitimacy to the state's authority. Marx believed that the state often 

used religion to pacify and control the working class. 

4. Critique of Religion's Role: 

Marx criticized religion for promoting passivity and resignation among the oppressed. He argued that 

it encouraged individuals to focus on the afterlife (heaven) rather than seeking to change their 

material conditions on Earth. Marx believed that religion hindered the working class's struggle for 

social and economic justice. 

5. Materialism and Class Struggle: 



 

 

Marx's approach was fundamentally materialistic. He believed that the economic base (the mode of 

production) determined the social and ideological superstructure, which included religion. Marx 

emphasized the importance of class struggle as the driving force behind historical change and social 

transformation. 

6. Secularization and the Withering Away of Religion: 

Marx's vision of a communist society included the idea that religion would gradually wither away. As 

society underwent radical transformation and the material conditions of life improved for all, 

religion's hold on people's minds would weaken. In a communist society, Marx envisioned that 

religion would lose its relevance as people focused on their collective well-being. 

7. Critique of Religion vs. Freedom of Belief: 

It's important to note that Marx's critique was directed at the way religion was used as a tool of 

oppression and control. He did not advocate for the suppression of religious belief or freedom of 

conscience. Marx believed in the right to religious freedom but criticized the exploitation of religious 

ideology. 

In summary, Karl Marx saw religion as a product of social and economic conditions, serving the 

interests of the ruling class by maintaining social control and perpetuating inequalities. He viewed 

the state as complicit in this process and saw religion as a means of diverting attention from class 

struggle. Marx's critique of religion was rooted in his broader analysis of capitalism and class conflict, 

and he envisioned a future in which religion would lose its significance as society transitioned to a 

communist system. 

 

 

Q4. Write an essay on the body as a host to left and right symbolism. 

Ans. The symbolism of left and right has played a significant role in human culture and thought for 

centuries. This symbolism often extends to the human body, where the left and right sides are 

associated with distinct meanings and values. Here, we will explore the symbolism of the body as a 

host to left and right symbolism in various cultural, religious, and historical contexts. 

1. Cultural and Linguistic Symbolism: 

In many languages and cultures, the terms "left" and "right" are laden with symbolism. The right side 

is often associated with positive qualities such as righteousness, correctness, and dexterity, while the 

left side is sometimes associated with negative or sinister connotations. 

2. Religious Symbolism: 

Religious traditions have frequently incorporated left-right symbolism. In Christianity, for example, 

the right hand of God is often associated with divine favor and blessing, while the left hand may be 

linked to punishment or damnation. In Hinduism, the right hand is considered pure and is used for 

religious rituals, while the left hand is associated with impurity. 

3. Symbolism in Art and Literature: 

Artists and writers have used left and right symbolism to convey meaning in their works. For 

instance, in literature, a character's dominant hand (right or left) may symbolize their moral 



 

 

alignment or character traits. In visual art, the placement of objects or figures to the left or right of a 

composition can carry symbolic significance. 

4. Political Symbolism: 

In politics, the left-right spectrum is a well-known framework for categorizing ideologies and policies. 

The "left" typically represents progressive or liberal positions, while the "right" represents 

conservative or traditional values. This political symbolism has an impact on how individuals perceive 

and engage with political ideologies. 

5. Body and Cultural Practices: 

Some cultural practices and rituals involve specific gestures or actions related to left and right 

symbolism. For example, in various cultures, the right hand is used for greetings, offerings, or eating, 

while the left hand may be reserved for hygiene-related tasks, such as cleaning oneself. 

6. Health and Medical Symbolism: 

In medical contexts, left and right symbolism can have implications for diagnosis and treatment. For 

instance, the left side of the body may be associated with the heart, while the right side may be 

associated with the liver. In traditional medicine systems like Traditional Chinese Medicine, the 

balance of energy between the left and right sides of the body is considered essential for health. 

7. Superstitions and Beliefs: 

Superstitions and beliefs related to left-right symbolism exist in various forms worldwide. For 

instance, some cultures consider it bad luck to start a journey or enter a building with the left foot 

first. Others associate the left side with negative omens or events. 

8. Psychological Symbolism: 

In psychology, the concept of left and right brain hemispheres has been explored in terms of 

cognitive functions. The left hemisphere is often associated with analytical and logical thinking, while 

the right hemisphere is linked to creativity and intuition. 

In conclusion, the symbolism of the body as a host to left and right symbolism is a rich and 

multifaceted aspect of human culture and thought. It encompasses linguistic, cultural, religious, 

political, artistic, and medical dimensions, reflecting the diverse ways in which societies have 

attached meaning to the left and right sides of the body throughout history. These symbolic 

associations continue to influence our perceptions, behaviors, and practices in various aspects of life. 

 

 

Q5. Describe with example any one positive or negative cult ritual.  

Ans. Cult rituals, whether positive or negative, often hold significant meaning and impact on the 

participants involved. Let's explore an example of a negative cult ritual: 

Example: The Jonestown Massacre (1978) 

The Jonestown Massacre is a tragic and infamous example of a negative cult ritual led by Jim Jones, 

the leader of the Peoples Temple cult. This event took place in Jonestown, Guyana, where a large 



 

 

group of cult members, under the influence of Jones, participated in a ritual that led to the mass 

murder-suicide of over 900 people, including children. 

 

Description: 

1. Cult Leadership: Jim Jones was a charismatic leader who had established a cult known as the 

Peoples Temple. He exercised total control over his followers, manipulating their beliefs, 

emotions, and actions. 

2. Isolation and Control: Jones isolated his followers in the remote jungle of Guyana, far from 

external influences and scrutiny. This isolation contributed to the cult's complete dependence on 

him. 

3. Coercion and Fear: Jones used fear tactics and psychological manipulation to maintain control. 

Members were subjected to physical and emotional abuse, and they lived in constant fear of 

retribution for disobedience. 

4. Ritual of Mass Poisoning: On November 18, 1978, Jim Jones ordered his followers to participate 

in a ritual of mass poisoning. He convinced them that it was a revolutionary act of protest against 

the oppressive world. Members were instructed to drink cyanide-laced punch, leading to the 

deaths of hundreds of adults and children. 

Analysis: 

The Jonestown Massacre serves as a chilling example of how a charismatic and manipulative leader 

can use cult rituals to exert control and ultimately lead to tragedy. It illustrates the devastating 

consequences of blind obedience, psychological manipulation, and the willingness of individuals to 

follow a charismatic leader to their own demise. 

This negative cult ritual exemplifies the extreme end of cult behavior, where the power dynamics, 

isolation, and psychological manipulation culminated in a horrific event that shocked the world. It 

serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of cults and the importance of awareness, 

intervention, and support for those who may be vulnerable to such manipulation. 

 

 

Q6. Explain why myth is significant for Malinowski? 

Ans. Bronislaw Malinowski, a prominent anthropologist, emphasized the significance of myth within 

the framework of his functionalist approach to anthropology. Myth, for Malinowski, served several 

crucial functions in the lives of individuals and societies. Here are the reasons why myth is 

significant for Malinowski: 

1. Psychological and Emotional Function: 

Malinowski believed that myth addressed deep psychological and emotional needs within 

individuals. Myths often provide explanations for the mysteries of the world, the origins of human 

beings, and the nature of life and death. They offer a sense of order and meaning in a complex and 

uncertain world, providing comfort and reassurance to individuals. 

2. Cultural Integration: 



 

 

Myths play a vital role in cultural integration by providing a shared set of beliefs and values within a 

society. They serve as a cultural blueprint, helping individuals understand their place in society and 

their roles and responsibilities. Myths promote social cohesion and a sense of belonging by 

reinforcing common cultural norms and identities. 

3. Social Control and Moral Guidance: 

Myths often contain moral and ethical lessons that guide individual behavior. They establish norms 

and taboos, delineating what is considered acceptable and unacceptable conduct within a society. By 

conveying these moral teachings, myths contribute to social control and order. 

4. Coping with Uncertainty: 

Malinowski emphasized the role of myth in helping individuals cope with uncertainty and 

unpredictability in their lives. Myths provide explanations for natural events, disasters, and personal 

misfortunes. They offer a sense of control by attributing meaning to seemingly random occurrences. 

5. Ritual and Symbolism: 

Myths are often closely tied to rituals and symbolism. Rituals enact and reenact the events and 

themes of myths, reinforcing their cultural significance. The performance of rituals associated with 

myths strengthens social bonds and reinforces the shared cultural heritage. 

6. Maintaining Traditions and Values: 

Myths serve as a repository of cultural traditions, values, and historical narratives. They transmit the 

collective wisdom and identity of a society from one generation to the next. Through storytelling and 

oral traditions, myths help preserve a culture's heritage. 

7. Adaptation and Problem-Solving: 

Malinowski also highlighted the adaptive function of myth. In times of crisis or change, myths may be 

modified or created to address new challenges and provide solutions. Myths can offer guidance on 

how to navigate unfamiliar situations or respond to external threats. 

In summary, Malinowski viewed myth as a multifunctional cultural phenomenon that addresses 

psychological, emotional, and social needs within a society. Myths provide meaning, order, and a 

sense of belonging, and they play a central role in shaping cultural values and norms. For Malinowski, 

understanding the significance of myth was essential for gaining insight into the cultural dynamics 

and adaptive strategies of human societies. 


