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It is almost universally assumed, by various indices, that women are more reli-
gious than men and not without a fair amount of confirmation by academic 
research evidence. This volume by Trezebiatowska and Bruce reviews the extant 
sizeable body of social research and claims to take a global and partly historical 
sweep, critiquing the prevailing dominant theories. As might be expected from 
a sociological enquiry, biological causal possibilities are large refuted in favour 
of a convergence of a number of social factors. A particular emphasis is put on 
an exaggerated gender gap since social changes have impacted the religious 
lives of men who held dominant roles and positions in religious life. The authors 
argue that since the lived experiences of men and women are becoming more 
similar, religious indifference grows (this emphasis more than suggests that the 
focus of the volume is rather on the more secular West).

Chapter 1 outlines the major thrust of the volume and justifies its timing. 
Firstly, that in a highly secular context it is favourable to explore the social 
causes of differences in personal religiosity. Secondly, to explore the ‘feminali-
zation’ of Christian churches and organisations, alongside the religious pref-
erences of men and women. Thirdly, that there now exist a large number of 
putative explanations of these differences which can be called upon. Chapter 
2 supplements the data surveyed in the opening chapter with some accounts 
of the gender composition of innovative religion. This amounts to a histori-
cal over-view of leading female figures of a number of 18th and 19th century 
and post-1960s New Religious Movements – many with millenarian and utopian 
visions. The chapter concludes that such women as Anne Lee (the Shakers), Ellen 
White (Seventh-day Adventists), and Mary Baker-Eddy (Christian Science) were 
particularly susceptible to religious innovation.
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Chapter 3 singles out Spiritualism for particular consideration because, under 
the influence of Victoria Woodhull, it was particularly innovating and notewor-
thy due to her advocacy of ‘free love’ and mixture of science and what the 
authors refer as something more akin more to ‘parlour games’ than a religion. 
The conclusion advanced is that women were more attracted to the movement 
than men because it appealed to their interest in an idiom with which they were 
familiar: the living body and the body post-mortem.

Chapter 4 considers those religions which gained popularity since the 1960s, 
including the Unification Church and Hare Krishna, and how they became part 
of the fabric of the more recent holistic spiritual milieu. While stressing that 
they have never had a great appeal in the western world, the authors stress their 
particular appeal, and that of the New Age, to experiences which predispose 
women to explore the spiritual themes on offer, in short health, well-being, and 
spiritual enlightenment, on a basis which circumvents male leadership.

Chapter 5 considers, with special reference to Pentecostalism in Latin Amer-
ica and Southern Africa, why women are often attracted to conservative forms 
of religion. The authors argue that Pentecostalism’s secondary benefits, after 
supernatural beliefs, offer opportunities to tame the culture of patriarchy and 
thus improve women’s family lives. Chapter 6 considers female biology (with 
an interesting discussion around gay men and their religious preferences). The 
emphasis here is on secular gender roles in having religious consequences: that 
women’s greater interest and involvement in religion is not in being female as 
such but being more feminine.

Chapter 7 explores risk-preference theory in relation to religiosity which (via 
the work of Rodney Stark and others) seemingly offers an alternative explana-
tion to the question of women’s greater religiosity. Nonetheless, the chapter 
concludes that such popular theorising has not added much to an understand-
ing of feminine and masculine attitudes to religion. Chapter 8, though a survey 
of the role of women in Islam and Judaism – while acknowledging that restric-
tions in the freedom of movement, dress, and association is curtailed in order to 
prevent men being tempted into sin – the authors assert that women in these 
faith traditions strive for a right to practise religion in ways to maximise their 
approach to the sacred often through vicarious expressions of religiosity, thus 
displaying religiosity on the part of those less eager to do so (namely, men).

Chapter 9 provides an overview of the secularisation processes that Bruce 
has detailed numerous times in defence of his own thesis, supplemented by 
the view that these processes affected men before they did women. In the 
concluding chapter Trezebiatowska and Bruce assert that their study has been 
deliberately inconclusive. Nonetheless they generate a brief summary of their 
discussion. Firstly, that there is nothing intrinsic in the biological make-up of 
men and women which of itself explains a near-universal gendered religiosity. 
Secondly, that the role of carer and primary responsibility for socialisation of 
the young maintain women closer to organised religion and such beliefs as 
those in an afterlife. Thirdly, that the role of religion in the control of human 
sexuality gives men an interest in obliging women to adhere closely to the 
dominant religious culture. Fourthly, female interest in bodily purity – periph-
eral in mainstream religion – draws women towards new forms of religion 
and holistic spirituality. Finally and most significantly, that there is a time lag 
which ensured that men were impacted by secularisation processes earlier than 
women.
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This volume takes a unique approach to women’s religiosity. In some respects 
this is refreshing and to be welcomed in throwing light on a complex area of 
study. Readers seeking to find the adaptation of feminist theory might however 
be disappointed. Largely the book takes as its primary concern several indices of 
secularisation, especially as applied to gender, and engages with Steve Bruce’s 
renowned defence of a more convention secularisation thesis. Such a defence 
may not be in line with recent ‘revisionist’ accounts of secularisation, but within 
the paradigm the authors adopt there are some very powerful arguments which 
need serious consideration. For this reason I would commend the volume as a 
significant contribution.
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