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Editorial: "Complex Religion: Intersections of Religion and Inequality"

Abstract
What is complex religion and how does it relate to social inclusion? Complex religion is a theory which posits
that religion intersects with inequality, especially class, race, ethnicity and gender. The nine articles in this
volume examine a wide array of ways that religion intersects with inequality, and how, as a result, it can create
barriers to social inclusion. The issue begins with three articles that examine the role of religion and its
intersection with race and racialization processes. It then moves to three articles that examine religion’s
intersection with socioeconomic inequality. The issue closes with three studies of how religion’s relationship
with the state creates and maintains various status hierarchies, even as some religious movements seek to
combat inequality. Together, these articles enrichen our understanding of the complex task before anyone
seeking to think about the role of religion in social inclusion.
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Abstract
What is complex religion and how does it relate to social inclusion? Complex religion is a theory which posits that religion
intersects with inequality, especially class, race, ethnicity and gender. The nine articles in this volume examine a wide
array of ways that religion intersects with inequality, and how, as a result, it can create barriers to social inclusion. The
issue begins with three articles that examine the role of religion and its intersection with race and racialization processes.
It then moves to three articles that examine religion’s intersection with socioeconomic inequality. The issue closes with
three studies of how religion’s relationship with the state creates and maintains various status hierarchies, even as some
religious movements seek to combat inequality. Together, these articles enrichen our understanding of the complex task
before anyone seeking to think about the role of religion in social inclusion.
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1. Introduction

What is complex religion and how does it relate to so-
cial inclusion? Complex religion is a theoretical stance
that comes with corresponding methodical decisions. At
its most basic level, the theory argues that religion in-
tersects with inequality, especially class, race, ethnicity
and gender (Wilde&Glassman, 2016;Wilde& Tevington,
2017). Because some of these intersections are quite ro-
bust, complex religion theory argues that religion should
almost always be examined in interaction with these
social structures (Wilde, 2017). The term complex reli-
gion builds on theories of complex inequality, which ar-
gue that social stratification is multidimensional (Choo
& Ferree, 2010; McCall, 2001). Complex religion extends
these theories to include religious group membership
among the social structures that matter for inequality,
as it also brings inequality into focus for researchers who
are mainly interested in religion.

The nine articles in this volume examine a wide array
of ways that religion intersects with inequality, and how,
as a result, it can create barriers to social inclusion. These

articles examine religion both in the US and abroad. They
examine its relationship with common measures of in-
equality, such as socioeconomic resources and educa-
tional attainment (Wilde, Tevington, & Shen, 2018). They
examine how those structures relate to decisions about
how to help fellow church members who are in need
(Glassman, 2018), how to engage in political activism
(Sager, 2018), and even when tomarry (Tevington, 2018).
The articles in this volume examine how “reasonable ac-
commodation” of religious differences can result in liv-
ing well—or poorly—together (Barras, Selby, & Beaman,
2018). They do so by examining tensions between native-
born African-American Muslims and their wealthier, im-
migrant religious brothers and sisters—in the mosque
(Prickett, 2018) and in religious schools (Guhin, 2018).
They do so by examining the relationship between edu-
cation and employment among Muslims in Sweden (Lin-
demann, & Stolz, 2018). The articles in this volume even
examine how religion can reproduce inequality behind
prison walls (Ellis, 2018).

I have grouped these articles by the type of social
inequality—of social inclusion and exclusion—each one is
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focused on. The issue begins with three articles that ex-
amine the role of religion and its intersection with race
and racialization processes. It thenmoves to three articles
that examine religion’s intersection with socioeconomic
inequality. The issue closes with three studies of how re-
ligion’s relationship with the state creates and maintains
various status hierarchies, even as some religious move-
ments seek to combat inequality. This is not to say, how-
ever, that any one of these articles examines only one
way that religion intersects with other social structures.
Almost all of them acknowledge the multiple, compet-
ing, and thoroughly complexways that religious intersects
with various other structures of inequality or social life,
even as they focus, as they must, mainly on one of these.

Together, these articles enrichen our understanding
of the complex task before anyone seeking to think about
the role of religion in social inclusion.

2. Intersections of Religion and Race: Islam and
Racialization

Sociologists have long acknowledged that religion plays
a crucial role in racialization processes. In the words of
theorists of racialization processes, religion is a critical
dimension upon which race is “culturally figured and rep-
resented, the manner in which race comes to be mean-
ingful as a descriptor of group or individual identity, so-
cial issues, and experience” (Winant, 1998, p. 756). As
Catholicism and Judaism were racialized a century ago
in the US (see Wilde & Danielsen, 2015), today the key
racialization process that is occurring vis a vis religion in
the US and other industrialized countries has to do with
Islam. To that end, we are treated with three articles in
this volume that examine various disadvantages faced by
Muslims in the US and in Europe.

By engaging the growing body of literature on the
racialization ofMuslim immigrants and exploring his own
data froman ethnographic study of an immigrantMuslim
high school, Jeffrey Guhin argues that “American Islam
is only sociologically intelligible through its intersections
with other salient identities especially…race and ethnic-
ity” (Guhin, 2018, p. 87).

Pamela Pricket’s study of an African-American
mosque in South Central Los Angles also examines how
American Islam intersects with race, particularly in her
nuanced account of the tensions that exist between the
African-American members and Arab immigrant Muslim
neighbors. Pricket explicitly connects these tensions to
the divergent class locations of the two groups, point-
ing out vividly how those differences are felt when the
wealthier Muslims bring her respondents gifts of charity
during Ramadan. She thus concludes that “the ways in
which AmericanMuslims experience stigma and inequal-
ity varies depending on how their religious identification
intersects with other dimensions of social stratification
(Pricket, 2018, p. 98).”

Anaïd Lindemann and Jörg Stolz find that both the
most and least educated Muslims in Sweden experience

disproportionately greater unemployment. Acknowledg-
ing that it is difficult to distinguish between ethnic and
religious discrimination in their case, they conclude that
solutions to the Muslim employment gap are not simple.
Given that Swedish Muslims with the greatest amounts
of human capital experience comparable rates of unem-
ployment as those with the least, their research provides
a useful caution to policy makers.

3. Intersections of Religion and Class Inequality

Although the study of religion and inequality was
marginalized for years because of assumptions that re-
ligious inequality was “smaller than [it] used to be
and…getting smaller all of the time” (Pyle & Davidson,
2014, p. 195), there has been a revival of studies of
both the causes and consequences of religious inequal-
ity. My article with Patricia Tevington andWensong Shen
describes the current state of religious inequality in the
United States in order to make one important point:
religious inequality remains. It is profound and robust
(Wilde et al., 2018).

Lindsay Glassman’s article examines how economic
inequality is managed within a tightknit religious group
that rejects almost all modern forms of economic ad-
vancement, including higher education, health insur-
ance, mortgages and credit cards. She finds that mem-
bers at Full Truth Church are able to help fellow mem-
bers, but to do anonymously, by using the Church’s re-
sources. In doing so, members are able to thank God for
various godsends, and not individuals who are likely bet-
ter off financially.

By probing reactions to her Evangelical respondents’
early marriages, Patricia Tevington finds that while all
Evangelicals receive social sanctioning for earlymarriage,
those frommiddle class backgrounds experience greater
stigma, especially from their families, than those from
working class or poor backgrounds.

4. Intersections of Religion and the State

From theories that argue that state regulation or sup-
port of religion creates lazy monopolies (Finke & Stark,
1992) to studies of how state regulation interacts with
other factors like religious diversity (Wilde, 2007; Wilde,
Geraty, Nelson, & Bowman, 2010), religion’s relationship
with the state has been an important part of the sociol-
ogy of religion for a long time. Three articles in this is-
sue examine the complexities that emerge from various
forms of that relationship, even in societies where dises-
tablishment is par for the course.

Amelie Barras, Jennifer Selby and Lori Beaman show
how Canada’s mandate of “reasonable accommodation”
does little to unseat the power and privilege enjoyed
by religious majorities, but seems to, at the same time,
cause much religious conflict and especially anti-Muslim
sentiment. As such, their article is a powerful example of
how religion is “intertwined both with other social cate-
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gories such as ethnicity and class and with social inequal-
ity” (Barras et al., 2018, p. 163).

Sometimes, religious institutions can try to change
what they see as unfair systems. Rebecca Sager’s arti-
cle examines when and how religious institutions get in-
volved in political organizing to combat inequality. She
demonstrates that religious institutions that want to en-
gage in such work often have to work around members
who prefer to not get entangled in political disputes
(Sager, 2018).

Finally, Rachel Ellis’ ethnographic study of religion
in a women’s prison, highlights how race, class, eth-
nicity and gender all intersect with the messages fe-
male prisoners receive from religious volunteers. She
profoundly points out the contradiction between Conser-
vative Protestant messages about finding “Godly men,”
and the reality of the marriage markets that female pris-
oners will return to if—and when—they are released. As
she puts it so eloquently: “The environment in which ad-
herents “do religion” exists within a broader landscape
of stratification” (Ellis, 2018, p. 183).

5. Conclusion

In sum, the articles in this thematic issue examine
many aspects of religion’s intersection with inequality—
whether race and racialization processes, class and eco-
nomic differences, or attempts to administer or change
some aspect of state laws as they relate to religion. That
said, although the variety, depth and insightfulness of
the articles presented in this issue are impressive, in
some sense, they represent only the very beginning of
the possible theoretical and empirical rewards that can
come from employing an intersectional approach to the
study of religion. I close this introduction hoping that
these articles will spark many more.
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