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Abstract
Background Among the modern Western countries where the issue of religiosity 
has been studied, the United States and Italy offer the only examples of empirically 
verified periods when religious practice was consolidated or even revived to some 
extent. A recent study, however, shows that the nature of religious exceptionalism in 
the United States does not constitute a real counterexample. This leaves Italy as the 
only country that might provide evidence of the falseness of the assumption that the 
secularization process is inescapable.
Purpose This study seeks to enhance our knowledge about the case of Italy, where 
the many surveys conducted over the years have produced a wide variety of often 
divergent results, prompting a fervent debate among scholars. Several authors argue 
that the level of participation remained almost constant from 1980 to 1990. Others, 
on the contrary, claim that the level of participation increased between 1980 and 
2000. This paper contributes to this path of study, aiming to shed light on the devel-
opment of religiosity in Italy between 1910 and 2013.
Methods Different data sets—time use surveys, ‘stylized surveys’, direct surveys 
and other kind of data—and an innovative method will be used to develop the rea-
soning and trace the trend of secularization.
Results As will be shown, there are discontinuities in the pattern of religious prac-
tice over time. These fractures were due to attrition caused in turn by factors related 
to economic phenomena like migration and political/ideological subcultures, which 
temporarily changed the level of religious practice and, at least for a time, counter-
balanced the long-term trend away from religious practice.
Conclusions and Implications The trends presented suggest that secularization in 
Italy developed without any discontinuity, leading to confirmation that moderni-
zation and religious action ‘counteracted’ each other in an extremely regular man-
ner. Therefore, according to the current state of knowledge, no documented mod-
ern Western country constitutes a counterexample to the secularization thesis. It 
can thus be claimed that modernization and secularization are inextricably linked 
processes.
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Background

Virtually every discussion about the process of religion losing social significance in 
modern Western countries features the contrasting views of those who support and 
dispute the inevitability of the phenomenon. While the arguments supporting both 
theses are generally based on empirical evidence, it is more difficult to explain the 
causes of events, and any interpretations are often based on information that is not 
shared.

The first of the two opposing groups of scholars consists of those who directly 
or indirectly support the inexorable nature of secularization and believe in a future 
society where religion will play a marginal role at best (Wilson 1976; Bruce 2011a; 
Voas and Chaves 2016). In contrast, the second group believes that secularization is 
not inevitable and suggests that any variation is cyclical in nature (Stark and Bain-
bridge 1980; Iannaccone 1991; Finke and Stark 1992). To prove the validity of their 
assertions, the first group frequently presents data indicating that the importance of 
religion is in decline, often with a strictly monotonic trend, while the second coun-
ters with situations where this is not the case, highlighting circumstances where reli-
gious practice has been consolidated or even forms of religious revival.

In an attempt to explain the evolution of religion, scholars attribute the seculari-
zation process to a clash between two opposing forces: modernization and religious 
action. The former is understood in the broadest sense of the term and refers to a 
complex blend of factors such as social differentiation, societalization and rationali-
zation (Wallis and Bruce 1992, p. 11; Dobbelaere 2004; Martin 2005, p. 17), aspects 
that may not all be present in any given context (Bruce 2011a, p. 26). The latter, on 
the other hand, concerns action implemented by the Church to obtain the consent 
of individuals to follow religious tenets (Wilson 1976; Stark and Iannaccone 1994).

Given the above, it should be relatively easy to identify and explain any changes 
in current trends. However, documented variations in the development of this pro-
cess are both quite rare and difficult to measure (Voas and Chaves 2016; Scappini 
2018). Indeed, as is known, the size of the error and the erratic nature of studies on 
religious behaviour prevent a clear, unambiguous reading of what has happened.

In the studies conducted in modern Western countries (Voas and Crockett 2005; 
Wolf 2008; Voas 2009), the USA is seemingly the only nation besides Italy where 
it can be said with reasonable certainty that secularization temporarily weakened 
in the early 1980s. Indeed, the process almost came to a halt there (Chaves 1989) 
due to a change in the religious action of the different Churches (Wilson 1976). A 
recent study, however, shows that the nature of religious exceptionalism in the 
United States does not constitute a real counterexample  (Voas and Chaves 2016). 
This leaves Italy as the only country that might provide evidence of the falseness of 
the assumption that the secularization process is inescapable.

As will be seen, the Italian case shares some similarities with the American situa-
tion, as discontinuities were found from the 1960s to the 1980s, prompting a fervent 
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debate among scholars about the causes. Unlike in the USA, however, there have 
been no significant changes in religious action in Italy over the past century and a 
half.

With regard to the latter aspect, it seems that the principles of Catholic intran-
sigentism, based on the faithful’s submission to the Church and the repudiation of 
modernism, were guiding elements for the Papacy in defining its social doctrine 
from the mid-1800s to the early 1970s. It was a position that only abated, perhaps, 
with the pontificate of John Paul II (Verucci 1976; Menozzi 1993). Furthermore, 
it is worth remembering that there was a religious monopoly in Italy until the end 
of the twentieth century, with Catholicism as the only widespread religion. It can 
thus be observed that the religious action of the Italian Catholic Church remained 
unchanged from the second half of the 1800s until at least the early 1990s.

With regard to modernization, the analysis of such a complex phenomenon and 
the variability of some of its major defining elements over the course of the twen-
tieth century would deviate from the established goal. As will be seen, though, the 
effects of interrelating these aspects lead to a surprisingly consistent result with 
extremely constant expansion of secularization over time.

There is therefore reason to argue that religious action in twentieth-century Italy 
was constant, and that modernization expanded in a uniform manner. These assump-
tions are important, firstly because it will thus be possible to ignore the effect of two 
of the major factors involved in the process, significantly simplifying the subsequent 
discussion, and secondly because the search for an explanation will be broadened.1

This paper aims to shed light on the development of the level of religiosity in 
Italy between 1910 and 2013. Our analyses will show that despite the extreme regu-
larity of the development of the secularization process, there are discontinuities in 
the pattern of religious practice over time. These fractures are transitory and due to 
attrition caused by specific factors connected with temporary economic and political 
phenomena. As this study will show, these discontinuities have little to do with the 
process of secularization, which did not deviate from its ‘natural trend’.

1 The invariance of religious action is a simplification made necessary to be able to carry out this study. 
It is known, however, that there are differences between the various areas of Italy in terms of both the 
development of secularization (Cartocci 1994; see also Cartocci and Vanelli 2015) and religious offer. 
Diotallevi showed for example that, from the first few decades of the twentieth century onwards, reli-
gious action achieved better results in the North than in the South, despite the fact that the process 
of modernization was more intense in the North. This result is due to the fact that there is ‘… a link 
between the dynamics and quality of the religious offer and the dynamics and quality of the religious 
demand.’ (1999, p. 9). The phenomena under discussion are nevertheless regular; they change slowly and 
at most slow down the secularization process. There is therefore no reason to believe that these territorial 
differences might have modified the overall trend of the religious phenomena analysed in this study.



106 Review of Religious Research (2022) 64:103–126

1 3

Methods

The Data

A wide variety of data were used to develop the reasoning (see Table  1 in the 
Appendix).2 It is therefore not possible to offer an in-depth presentation of all the 
surveys, many of which are already known. Some observations on the lesser-known 
ones are included and the most distinctive aspects are highlighted when necessary.

The datasets used to trace the development of secularization belonged to three 
groups.3

The first consisted of time use surveys—specified by the acronym TUS—
which use an indirect method of measurement. In this case, Mass attendance was 
measured by identifying it among the activities logged in a diary kept by an indi-
vidual for a specific day of the year. The Saturday afternoon and Sunday attend-
ance figures for 52  weeks were added up to obtain the average of those who 
attend church on an annual basis. In more formal terms, a value (x = 1.0) was 
assigned to each of the N interviewees depending on whether or not they attended 
Mass on Saturday (S) or Sunday (D). Nj, xj{j = s, d} was then used for the ratio 
P =

∑Ns

1,s
xi,s∕Ns +

∑Nd

1,d
xi,d∕Nd , regarding the mean proportion of respondents that 

attended a service during the year. The term presence at church was used to refer to 
the index P (Rossi and Scappini 2014).

The second group were referred to as ‘standardized surveys’ and always used an 
indirect method. They were based on a questionnaire in which there was an item 
about the frequency of Mass attendance. Two selection criteria were used to guide 
the choice of surveys. The first of these was repeated cross-sectional surveys with 
public access to the data, on the basis of which four repeated cross-sectional studies 
were selected: ADL, EUB, EVS, ITANES. The second criterion was to consider the 
oldest available surveys, leading to the selection of six cross-sectional studies: CIV, 
MIS, PAN, and three from Doxa.

The indicator used in the standardized surveys was not consistent with its TUS 
equivalent. In order to make the information comparable in a similar way to the 
work carried out by various authors (Presser and Stinson 1998; Gershuny 2003), a 
conversion had to be performed. In formal terms, this involved the addition of the 
products of the number of people fx for each typical attendance frequency,4 codified 

4 The frequency values used are those specified in the response mode if the indication is unique 
(e.g. once per month = 12), the intermediate value if the indication is a range (e.g. 1–3 times per 
month = (12 + 36)/2 = 24).

2 For further details on the surveys used, here follow some bibliographical references. For Time Use 
Surveys, see Rossi and Scappini (2012) who only used the years 1988 and 2003. However, the method 
of collection and the encoding have not changed since 2003. For Civic Culture Studies, see Almond 
and Verba (1974), Doxa (1956, 1962, 1973), Misura (Carli 1960), Panorama (Burgalassi 1967). For the 
remaining surveys see Vezzoni and Biolcati-Rinaldi (2015).
3 Other data not from surveys were also used, like the extent of internal migration from 1902—new 
members due to change in residence—and census data from 1861 onwards (Istat. www. istat. it), the frac-
tion of CGL trade union members from 1906, renamed CGIL in 1944 (Giacinto 1995; Horowitz 1963, 
pp. 71, 75, 196, 208; Romagnoli 1980: 193 et seq.) and the fraction of votes for left-wing parties from 
1946 onwards (Istituto Cattaneo. www. catta neo. org).

http://www.istat.it
http://www.cattaneo.org
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in the questionnaire with xc{c = a, b,… ,C} , and usually pertaining to a year—
thereby identifying the positive events—dividing the result by the number of pos-
sible events—N ⋅ 52. In concise form, P =

∑C

c=a
fxc ⋅ xc∕(N ⋅ 52).

The third dataset included direct surveys. In this case, presence at church was 
measured by selecting a certain number of parishes and counting their congrega-
tions on Saturdays and Sundays (p), comparing the total value obtained to the refer-
ence population—P = p∕ N.5 It should be noted that is extremely difficult to carry 
out large-scale surveys of this type in which the sample assumptions are respected 
and the demographic information on churchgoers is often almost non-existent or 
extremely approximate (Hadaway et al. 1993). The only attempts made in Italy at a 
national level were those conducted in 1960 by the periodical Vita (Burgalassi 1960, 
1967, p. 25) and a study administered from 1951 to 1966 by Burgalassi (1968)—
acronym BUR.6

As the research used surveys with such different characteristics, one problem that 
arose was varying degrees of reliability in measuring presence at church.

While diaries can be used to carry out extremely accurate studies on the aver-
age intensity with which a given activity is performed, standardized surveys provide 
very imprecise information (Kan and Pudney 2008; Scappini 2021). This problem is 
exacerbated when the question refers to a moral dimension like religious behaviour 
(Presser and Stinson 1998; Hadaway and Marler 2005; Rossi and Scappini 2014). 
Finally, direct measurement should provide even more precise information than the 
diary method by eliminating distortion due to self-selection of the sample (Elli-
son 1992; Rossi and Scappini 2012) and possible ambiguity in the reading of the 
reported activities.

To summarize, although there is sufficient information for the research, there are 
also some problems. Standardized surveys typically provide biased estimates, but 
they are the most common type and are distributed over a long-term period of time. 
The TUS data, on the other hand, are much more accurate but have only been avail-
able since 1988. Finally, direct surveys cannot be ignored: they convey the idea that 
the level of presence at church in the early 1960s was much lower than the estimates 
generated by the standardized surveys.

Some Important Concepts

A new concept was introduced: socialization of religious practice—hereinafter 
also simply religious socialization—, which is different from religious practice. 
Admittedly, there is no great need for yet another definition of religious behaviour. 

5 The reference population (N) was calculated from the total of the chosen area excluding people ‘not 
required’ to attend. This group is estimated, in our case, to be 25% of the total population (Burgalassi 
1967, p. 160).
6 This impressive but relatively little-known study examined behaviour related to 14% of parishes—3418 
surveyed out of 24,410—representing 13% of the Italian population—about 7 million individuals (Bur-
galassi 1968: 11 et seq.). The survey was carried out by representatives who completed forms for each 
parish by noting the number of attendees at compulsory Masses in a given week and a few other details.
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However, for reasons yet to be discussed, although it seems counterintuitive, reli-
gious practice and religious socialization can differ significantly. Religious practice 
was defined as the level of presence at church that was actually found, while reli-
gious socialization referred to the natural level of presence at church that would 
occur in the absence of obstacles defined as attrition.

Before explaining how the two indicators were identified, other concepts need 
to be introduced to provide a broader framework. As is well known, when there are 
age-related variations in the level of religious practice, scholars tend towards inter-
pretations based on three factors.

The first is the birth-cohort effect. According to this point of view, religious 
beliefs are formed at a young age, often in pre-adolescence, and once acquired they 
remain relatively stable throughout the person’s life (Bruce 2011b; Rossi and Scap-
pini 2016; Voas and Chaves 2016). Religious socialization was derived from the 
birth-cohort effect.

The second factor that can change the level of religious participation is the age 
effect. From this perspective, religious convictions depend on the current phase of 
life. For example, it is known that relatively young parents with pre-teen children 
(6–12 years old) increase their level of religious practice (Stolzenberg et al. 1995), 
while for elderly people religious participation can be negatively affected by poor 
health (Bahr 1970). The selection of the age range used—18–74 year-olds—allows 
us to assume that this type of effect is negligible.

The third factor that can modify the level of religious participation is the so-
called period effect. Supporters of this theory believe that the opinions of individu-
als constantly interact with the values and the dominant social and cultural climate. 
For example, religious participation can vary in conjunction with major religious 
events— like after the proclamation of the papal encyclical Humanae Vitae (Hout 
and Greeley 1987)—or when incredible or miraculous events are recorded.

In this study, the period effect consisted of the different types of attrition that lim-
ited the natural propensity to practise religion. Some, like those related to pregnancy 
or health problems, were always present and were therefore considered marginal 
and negligible for diachronic analysis. Instead, other types of attrition like inter-
nal migration and/or adhesion to specific political subcultures were of considerable 
importance on the whole, albeit on a temporary basis, and could not be neglected 
when conducting short- or medium-term analyses.

The Main Indicators and Some Technical Aspects

Starting from these concepts, different indicators needed to be built to develop the 
argument. The first one measured the values of religious practice by birth cohort 
– Pc . For example, P1920 indicated those born in the years 1916–1925. These values 
were calculated by selecting only individuals aged 18–74 with Italian citizenship 
and using the TUS for the most recent cohorts (1910–1990),7 while for the older 

7 For the TUS, this information has only been available since 2008, while for those conducted before 
that date it is possible to overlook the problem.
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ones—1890–1900—the 1960 CIV survey was referred to.8 The values prior to 1890 
were then hypothetically estimated by making a linear interpolation and assuming 
that religious practice was approximately 70% before 1870. This value will be justi-
fied below.

Once Pc was identified, the second indicator could be built, taken from the frac-
tion of the entire population attending church in a given year—Py . In this way 
Py =

∑

c Pc ⋅ t
y
c , where ty,c was the fraction of the population derived from census 

data that in the year y belonged to birth cohort c, under the obvious condition that 
∑

ct
y
c = 1.00.

In the next step, the values relating to religious socialization were deter-
mined—Sy . In practice, this meant:

where Fy
p was used to denote the level of attrition in the year y, regarded as the pro-

portion of those who were not likely to attend church.
F
y
p was now used to define the period effect due to combined attrition, with reli-

gious practice in year y deriving from:

It seems a roundabout method, but this is not the case. It was possible to deter-
mine the level of religious socialization because, as will be seen, the TUS were 
conducted at a time when attrition was almost constant and due to a single main 
cause: internal migratory phenomena. The consequence was that the calculation of 
Sy did not involve any particular complexity. The discontinuities that were discussed 
instead occurred at previous times when attrition took shape differently and had a 
considerable and variable influence.

Results and Discussion

Preliminary Questions

Some preliminary questions will now be addressed to help understand what hap-
pened in the 1960s and 1990s, and establish when secularization began. The latter 
information is necessary in order to be able to describe the development of seculari-
zation over a longer historical span.

(1)Sy = Py∕
(

1 − Fy
p

)

Py = Sy ⋅
(

1 − Fy
p

)

8 The CIV data are from a survey conducted in 1960, with the results of bias due to overestimates and 
the other forms of attrition in the period. It is felt, however, that these effects are less significant among 
older subjects. On the other hand, the use of these data is only supplementary to a trend already well 
identified.
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An Overview of Religious Practice Between 1956 and 2013

Firstly, an attempt will be made to understand what might have happened between 
1956 and 2013. Figure 1 is inevitably disconcerting at first: by comparing both the 
attendance values found in surveys conducted in the same year and those found in 
longitudinal studies repeated at close range, it is clear how random the quality of the 
available information can be. Leaving aside the values of TUS, BUR and Vita for 
the moment and examining the overall trend observed in the standardized surveys 
from 1956 to 2013, the uncertainty is reduced, and it is possible to outline one or 
more paths regarding what may have happened.

To highlight the possible trajectories, the values were interpolated to obtain the 
two lines identified (interp.1&2).9 Overall, the two curves are very similar, diverg-
ing only in the middle. In fact, the historical phase examined is broken down into 
three parts, with a first and a third phase that are almost identical, where the trend 
shows a clear decrease in religious practice over time, and a second phase where 
the two interpolations diverge in both duration and trend. In the first interpolation, 
it is seen that religious practice decreased slightly or stabilized between 1980/1985 
and 1995/2000. On the other hand, in the second interpolation the attendance values 

20

30

40

50

60

70

1955 1965 1975 1985 1995 2005 2015

Re
lig

io
us

 p
ra

c�
ce

 %

Itanes EUB ADL EVS Doxa TUS MIS

BUR Vita PAN CIV Interp.1 Interp.2

Fig. 1  Pooled dataset of level of religious practice and interpolated trends, years 1956–2013

9 Interp.1 is a smoother line with f(x) = a1⋅sin(b1⋅x + c1) + a2⋅sin(b2⋅x + c2) with R2 = 0.73. Interp.2 f(x) 
= a1⋅sin(b1⋅x+ c1) + a2⋅sin(b2⋅x + c2) + a⋅sin(b3⋅x + c3) with R2 = 0.83.
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increased between 1980 and 1990/1995, indicating a reversal of the trend or what 
could be called a religious revival.

Nothing new has been said thus far as these events have already been noted by 
several authors. Some (Marchisio and Pisati 1999; Vezzoni and Biolcati-Rinaldi 
2015) used a wide selection of surveys to reach similar conclusions, arguing that the 
level of participation remained almost constant from 1980 to 1990. By contrast, oth-
ers (Jagodzinski and Dobbelaere 1995; Introvigne and Stark 2005) claimed that the 
level of participation increased between 1980 and 2000.

Garelli and Ricolfi also reached similar conclusions. While the former stressed 
that religious practice at the national level was constant and consolidated in the 
1970s and 1980s, perhaps even slightly increasing (1996, p. 79), the latter under-
lined the close relationship between desecularization and the end of the great collec-
tive mobilization campaigns promoted by the Italian Communist Party (1988, p. 72).

It could be argued that this is not the right way to deal with the problem. As will 
be seen, the reading of the data must start from a different point of view. Only then 
can it be understood which of the two curves is more closely related to events and 
can an explanation be provided.

From the 1960s to the 1980s: The ‘Apparent’ Break in the Secularization Process

The matter will now be analysed in greater depth to try to understand what may have 
happened during the years in question. Figure 2 shows the trends plotted from the 
Eurobarometer data on religious practice by birth cohort collected for three groups: 
EUB.1 (between 1970 and 1973), EUB.2 (1975–1978), and EUB.3 (1981–1991).10

EUB.1 is first compared with EUB.3, considering only the birth cohort from 
1920 to 1940. These subjects were surveyed in different years but have similar levels 
of religious practice, as the lines practically overlap in the time span considered. In 
this case, therefore, the expected trend is followed as subjects socialized in the same 
birth-cohort show similar levels of attendance.

Fig. 2  Level of religious 
practice by birth cohort, EUB.1 
(years = 1970–1973), EUB.2 
(1975–1978), EUB.3 (1981–
1991)
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10 The EUB cross survey is the only one with continuous data in the period in question. Moreover, for 
ease of understanding, only unweighted average values are presented for each group.
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With regard to the same time span, the focus will now move to the second half of 
the 1970s (EUB.2). There is clear discontinuity in this case as there is a decrease in 
attendance of about 10% among subjects socialized in the same cohorts as the other 
two groups but surveyed in an intermediate phase.

By just considering EUB.2 and EUB.3, could reference be made to deseculari-
zation? Before offering a response, it should be noted that secularization typically 
develops from the most recent, less religious cohorts, which replace the less recent, 
more religious ones with the passing of time (Voas and Crockett 2005). Similarly, 
even possible desecularization should have started by influencing the behaviour of 
subjects in the younger cohorts.

It follows that a process similar to the one shown in Fig. 2 could have developed 
if two conditions were met. The first is linked to important events in the early 1980s 
that may have led to a revival of religious practice. The second is that these events 
similarly affected those born into different cohorts. With regard to the first condi-
tion, it can simply be said that there were seemingly no changes in the religious 
action of the Church to counter secularization. As for the second condition, it can 
only be stated that it is highly unlikely that such changes could affect subjects of dif-
ferent ages in the same way.

The full picture will now be examined, providing a different interpretation of 
what happened. Events at the turn of the 1970s produced a significant decrease in 
the level of religious practice (from EUB.1 to EUB.2). However, such events or 
attrition did not affect socialization, and once they weakened (see EUB.2 to EUB.3), 
religious practice returned to its ‘natural course’ (EUB.1 and EUB.3). Note that this 
interpretation, which is believed to be much more convincing, will be supported by 
other empirical evidence in the study.

Before moving on to the causes of the attrition, there is a final problem to solve, 
which is to identify, as precisely as possible, when secularization began and the 
likely level of religious practice by birth cohort in the decades before 1890. This 
step is necessary in order to be able to ascertain the proportion of the population that 
attended Mass in the first half of the twentieth century.

The Beginning of the Secularization Process in the Second Half of the 19th 
Century

Christianity was deeply rooted in the social fabric of the Ancien Régime. Therefore, 
even with some differentiation in the various geographical areas and the political 
divisions of Italy, including the Papacy with its broad temporal power and influence 
on neighbouring states (Pollard 2008, p. 7), it is easy to think that the behaviour dic-
tated by religious institutions was generally assiduously followed.

From the second half of the eighteenth century onwards, this stability started to 
fade. The process began with the spread of the Enlightenment and the ideals of the 
French Revolution, and then developed through the period of alternating political 
power following the Italian campaign led by Napoleon (1796–1815) to the age of 
the Restoration and the Italian Risorgimento (1816–1871) (Battelli 1992).
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In addition to this series of events, there was also a significant reduction in the 
Church’s capacity to intervene due to a decrease in both the number of clergy and 
economic wealth. In fact, towards the middle of the nineteenth century there was 
an average of one priest for every 250 inhabitants in Italy, rising to 1/327 in 11,881 
(Brunetta 1991), ratios much lower than the figure of one for every 50–60 inhabit-
ants in the previous century (Guasco 1997, 84). Concomitant with the reduction in 
the number of clergymen, there was also a significant drop in ecclesiastical property, 
falling from 25% of Italian land at the beginning of the 1800s to 13% in 1815 (Atkin 
and Tallett 2003, p. 81).

While the most significant events of the past, especially those of an institutional 
nature, are relatively well identified, much less is known about the extent of their 
influence on the belief system and the religious behaviour of individuals at the time. 
In a study of this type, however, the loss of importance of religious institutions is not 
the only significant aspect. Consideration should also be given to variations in these 
events in different geographical areas, which increases the complexity of the his-
torical framework (Rocca 1992). Furthermore, focus should be placed on the great 
social calamities that occurred between 1815 and 1847 (Barbagli 2018, chap 1.5), 
which may have favoured the consolidation of religion especially in rural areas, even 
with the emergence of new secular processes (Menozzi 1986). Finally, the attitude 
of bishops, who adapted to modern times in various ways by introducing changes 
in pastoral action, may have led to a further element of opposition to secularization 
and/or a religious revival (Menozzi 1992).

In light of this context of highly complex and multi-pronged ‘prompts’, it should 
be noted that the majority of the population was still ‘rural’ in the nineteenth cen-
tury and lacked ethical and cultural autonomy, at least initially. Scholars are there-
fore convinced that any stimuli opposing religion were received extremely passively 
and did not trigger a real process of secularization (Verucci 1976; Battelli 1992).

A more empirical confirmation of the analysis developed here can be obtained 
from historical studies on delayed baptism, which serve as an indicator of the loss of 
importance of religious values.

Indeed, until the end of the eighteenth century the salvation of the soul was a 
family’s first goal for a newborn. Typically, the infant was baptized on the day of 
birth, or the next day at the latest if born in the afternoon. This practice dwindled 
from around the second half of the nineteenth century onwards, and the objective 
began to lose importance as other aspects acquired more significance.

Although not all scholars agree on the complete overlap of the postponement of 
baptism and the beginning of secularization (Gourdon 2006; Minello et al. 2017), 
the available research shows that the rite cannot have been delayed without changes 
in the religious consciousness of families (Charpin 1964). It is easy to understand 
the mechanism underlying this reasoning. At a certain point, Christian sensibili-
ties declined and the concern for an immediate baptism was replaced by the need to 
organize an appropriate celebration, apprehension for the health of the child due to 
the risks connected with the baptismal rite, and the emergence of materialistic ide-
ologies contrary to religion, etc. (Burgalassi 1967, p. 108).

With regard to the identification of the historical time when the delay began, the 
available information is consistent. Burgalassi’s research (1967) shows that baptism 
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was delayed by up to 48 h in the early modern period, from 1400 to the second half 
of the 1800s. A more systematic survey carried out on a representative number of 
parishes (500 out of about 24,500) showed that the delay only began to be signifi-
cant after 1870. Similarly, Gourdon’s study of Rome (Gourdon 2006) found that the 
postponement only started appreciably after 1870. On the other hand, in their studies 
of the Italian city of Padua, Minello, Dalla Zuanna and Alfani (2017) found that the 
delay could already be seen in the second decade of the 1800s, specifying moreover 
that the phenomenon started among the urban upper classes.

In summary, the available information leads to the following considerations. It is 
likely that secularisation began with Napoleon’s descent into Italy at the end of the 
eighteenth century. There are no definite elements to assess the impact that political 
changes may have had on religious practice, but it is likely that any variations were 
not significant. Moreover, the years of the Restoration saw the Church regain the 
level of power it had before the invasion, especially in the South and in the Papal 
States. It can therefore be assumed that initially secularisation developed very slowly 
and began in the early 1800s, especially in the urban areas of the North, and that the 
phenomenon only had a widespread and gradual increase throughout the peninsula 
from 1870 onwards.

The initial slow development of secularisation allows us to assume that the val-
ues measured by birth cohort at the end of the nineteenth century—see below in 
Fig. 6—were not very different from those for the previous decades ( P1890 = 67%). 
It therefore seems reasonable to place the level of religious practice in the second 
half of the 1800s at approximately 70%, which corresponds to a value of religious 
socialization of around 73%.11

Some other important pieces of the puzzle will now be identified and put together.

Identifying and Assembling the Other Pieces of the Puzzle.

A look at the literature produced in the 1960s and 1980s makes it relatively easy 
to identify the causes that gave rise to the discontinuities, leading to changes in the 
misalignment between religious socialization and practice. It is simple to imagine 
that they could be sought in the same economic and political factors that produced 
sustained changes in Italian society throughout the twentieth century.

Three measurable aspects related to religious practice have been identified. The 
first is of a predominantly economic type, namely internal migration, while the other 
two are of a mainly political/ideological type, namely membership of left-wing trade 
unions—CGL or CGIL—and/or voting for a left-wing party (the Communist Party 
or another party on the far left). Various forms of decrease in religious practice were 
associated with the increase in each of these factors in certain historical phases.

11 Calculated in the following way: 73 ≈ 70 / (1–0.045) see (1). In this, 4.5% is the value of Fy
p derived 

from the average level of migration in the years 1990–2010. In practice, however, the level of religious 
socialization should be even higher, probably by a few percentage points, as the level of religious practice 
identified by the TUS is also subject to the limitations already shown with those not required to attend 
and not considered among the sources of attrition.
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Internal Migration and Religious Behaviour

The first factor to be considered is migration. On this subject, the available literature 
has, in different ways, underscored the negative relationship between internal migra-
tion—hereinafter just migration—phenomena and religious practice (Jitodai 1964; 
Welch and Baltzell 1984; Bibby 1997). From the few studies undertaken, the Italian 
situation seems to fall within the norm.

With regard to the great migratory flows that characterized Italy during the eco-
nomic boom from the 1950s to the 1970s (Bonifazi and Heins 2000), it has been 
observed that in most cases of migration a change of residence causes the uproot-
ing of individuals, who are therefore no longer subject to the social forces of their 
original environment that would push them towards conformity (Grumelli 1965; 
Burgalassi and Scarpati 1966). Together with the great difficulties in integrating into 
the indigenous society, this reduces immigrants’ chances of becoming part of local 
life, which in turn has an impact on their level of religious practice (Gamerro 1960). 
Burgalassi and Scarpati (1966; see also Burgalassi 1967) found that typically this 
abandonment is not definitive and that there is a return over time. The authors esti-
mated that the interruption is remedied in no more than 20–25 years.

While the studies discussed with regard to Italy have a fragmentary empirical 
basis, more recent data allow the truthfulness of these statements to be verified. 
The 1972 ITANES survey can be used to confirm that migration only temporarily 
reduces the level of religious practice. Indeed, Fig. 3 shows that the level of Mass 
attendance among migrants (42%) is around 6/7% lower than the figures for those 
who have not changed their municipality (48%) of residence and those who migrated 
more than twenty years previously (49%). This would mean a reduction of approxi-
mately 10% in relative terms as the level of presence at church was nearly 50% in 
1972 according to these data.

However, information on migration status is not available in the TUS. Even if it 
were, it would be related to recent years and therefore of little use. The level of attri-
tion was therefore calculated from the migration statistics, which are available from 
1902 onwards. To make the measured values compatible with the 1972 ITANES 
data, it is assumed that on average roughly one out of every ten migrants takes 

Fig. 3  Level of religious prac-
tice by length of migration and 
Vote Left or Union, Itanes 1972 48
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20 years to return to his or her pre-migration situation. Then for the contribution of 
F
y
m it was assumed that:

The suffix m indicates the subject of migrations, with ni
m
 the number of migrants 

who have changed municipality of residence in year i and NY
all

 the total census 
population.

The Communist Subculture

The discussion about the outcome of the ideological clash between the Catholic 
Church and left-wing parties or trade unions is complex, as well as problematic. 
In addition, however broad the scientific literature on the subject may be, its ori-
entation does not fully account for what actually happened between the 1960s and 
1980s.

The debate on the political repercussions of competition between opposing 
ideologies and subcultures originates from the seminal idea of Lipset and Rok-
kan (1967). They pointed out that it is the result of the capacity of a given party 
to win consensus by redefining and conveying or integrating the variety of indi-
vidual interests along certain lines of demarcation called cleavages. Two such 
cleavages were considered critical and persistent in most West European coun-
tries: religion (state-church) and social class (owner–worker) (Galli 1968: 39 et 
seq.; Thomassen 2005, p. 9).

Specifically, the studies in Italy show that the political leanings of those bound 
to the Catholic religion are primarily oriented towards the party that embodies the 
culture’s principal values, i.e. the DC (Christian Democratic Party), while workers 
primarily vote for parties that reflect a communist subculture (extreme left parties, 
the Communist Party and also, initially, the Socialist party) (Mannheimer and Sani 
1987; Biorcio 2003; Diamanti and Ceccarini 2007; Ignazi and Wellhofer 2013).

Most research also shows that the two fractures are mutually exclusive. Natu-
rally, some exceptions were observed, especially in the more recently industrial-
ized areas, like in the small municipalities of the North-East where the Church 
managed to maintain a certain influence over voting, even among the working 
class (Barnes 1974; Sani and Segatti, 2002), while at the same time the left-wing 
parties also gained ground in other professional categories (Sani 2006). However, 
it was generally found that being both Catholic and Communist was neither sim-
ple nor frequent.

This incompatibility did not remain stable, though, and changed considerably 
over time in terms of both importance and magnitude.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, parish priests were aware that workers, 
especially members of trade unions, frequently abandoned religious practice with 
worrying frequency (Burgalassi 1967: 16 et seq.; Guasco 1986 chap 7). On the other 

Fy
m
=

y
∑

i=y−20

ni
m

NY
all

⋅

1

10
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hand, the Marxist ideologies that conditioned the party, especially in the first half of 
the twentieth century, left little space for coexistence with religion (Zunino 1975: 96 
et seq.).

The complex, fluctuating level of conflict among Catholic institutions already 
present in the 1920s evolved into an ever-increasing radicalization of the clash (Zun-
ino 1975: 351 et seq.), culminating in Pope Pius XII’s ‘Decree Against Commu-
nism’ in 1949. This officially established the doctrinal incompatibility of being both 
Catholic and Communist (Ruggieri 2011).

Research carried out in urban areas at the end of the 1970s (Kertzer 1980) con-
firmed that adherence to party activities was strongly incompatible with regular 
participation in religious activities, although this irreconcilability was less cogent 
in rural areas (Faenza 1959). Finally, a 1985 study (Mannheimer and Sani 1987) 
showed that only 8% of respondents were able to reconcile the two ideologies.

In the early 1990s, the clash between the two subcultures declined in importance 
(Segatti 1999; Sani and Segatti 2002; Bellucci and Heath 2012). From that moment 
on, individuals no longer felt there was a problem with being both religious and 
left-wing.

While the studies discussed for the Italian situation have a fragmentary empirical 
basis, survey data make it possible to verify these statements. Using the ITANES 
data—see Fig.  4—the course of religious practice was plotted, broken down into 
subgroups.

As can be seen, two aspects can be highlighted by separating those who voted for 
left-wing parties or are members of a trade union (Vote Left or Union) and compar-
ing them with the entire sample. The first is a strong reduction in the degree of reli-
gious practice among those who associate with or are involved in left-wing activi-
ties. The second is that the influence of involvement is not stable but varies over 
time: it hit a peak in the first half of the 1970s and returned to its original level after 
2000.

In other words, in certain historical moments and in variable terms, even tempo-
rary affiliation with a left-wing party and/or the CGIL—considered the communist 
trade union (Romagnoli and Rossi 1980, p. 95)—could induce changes in religious 
behaviour.

Fig. 4  Level of religious prac-
tice by years and Vote Left or 
Union, Itanes 1968–2001
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Religious Behaviour and the Communist Subculture

Following a similar strategy to the one used above, the level of religious practice 
was calculated by subtracting the effects of union membership and voting for left-
wing parties from religious socialization and the effect of migration.

Then, for the attrition due to trade union membership—data available from 
1906—it was assumed that:

where the suffix u indicated a trade union, nyu was the number of members and NY
18−74

 
was the census population aged between 18 and 74. In the same way, the attrition 
due to voting for left-wing parties was then calculated—a figure available from 1946 
onwards and which included the Communist Party or another far-left party. In this 
case, it was assumed that:

 where the suffix g indicated elections and nyg was the number of votes for left-wing 
parties. The total sum of the sources of attrition, or the overall period effect, was 
thus equal to:

Note that by calculating the effects in this way, it was also supposed that there 
was a partial overlap of the sources of attrition. As will be seen below, this was a 
necessary stratagem to make TUS estimates compatible with BUR and Vita values.

It can now be established when, in the time span from the second half of the 
1960s to the second half of the 1980s, the effect of Fy

p reached its peak value, or 
the year with the greatest difference between socialization and religious practice. 
Using the ITANES data, the year can be identified as 1975, while the EUB data 
show a sequence of values of religious practice that are extremely similar and close 
to the minimum, between 1977 and 1981—see Fig. 1. It should be noted that the 
contribution due to migration—F

y
m—reached its maximum value between 1965 and 

1970 while the political contribution—F
y
g—peaked in 1976 (see Fig. 5). As a first 

approximation and for the sake of simplicity, it was therefore assumed that religious 
practice reached its minimum value in 1975.

A few aspects will now be clarified. The effect of the left-wing subculture on 
religious practice can be divided into two further influences. The first of these is the 
increase, until at least 1975, in the number of subjects connected to the left-wing 
subculture (see Fig. 5). The second is the radicalisation of political conflict and its 
repercussions on religious behaviour. In other words, the level of religious practice 
decreased further during the period of radicalisation of the conflict also among those 
involved in the left-wing subculture.
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u
=
(

1 − Fy
m

)

⋅

n
y
u

NY
18−74

Fy
g
=
(

1 − Fy
m
− Fy

u

)

⋅

n
y
g

NY
18−74

(2)Fy
p
= Fy

m
+ Fy

u
+ Fy

g



119

1 3

Review of Religious Research (2022) 64:103–126 

It should be reiterated that the framework outlined here has been simplified, inas-
much as it was assumed firstly that there was no religious practice among those on 
the left12 and secondly that there was a linear relationship between the left-wing 
subculture and the overall level of practice.

It can now be ascertained whether these approximations led to significant bias. 
With regard to the first aspect, as will be seen, the level of religious practice was well 
approximated as the estimated values for the 1960s almost coincide or are slightly 
higher than the extremely reliable data in the BUR and Vita surveys.13 Therefore, the 
set of assumptions adopted led to a good level of approximation. With regard to the 
second aspect, no corrections were introduced as it was felt that a more complex cal-
culation would not produce any more information. In other words, the ‘rift’ was identi-
fied without considering the radicalisation of the conflict.14 Moreover, there is no rea-
son to believe that the overall trend is very different from the one which was discussed.

Assembling the Pieces of the Puzzle

The pieces of the puzzle will now be assembled. The first step was estimating the 
level of religious practice by birth cohort ( Pc) identifying the trend from 1870 to 
1990—see Cohort Hypothetic, Cohort CIV and Cohort TUS values in Fig. 6. Based 
on this information, the level of religious socialization ( Sy ) was estimated—see Pop 
Socialization Hypothetic and Pop Socialization.

Starting from the estimate of religious socialization, the values of religious prac-
tice were calculated by adding the three forms of attrition discussed—Pop Church 
( Py ). For example, see Eq.  (2), in 1975 religious practice (P1975 ) was obtained by 
subtracting the forms of attrition from Pop Socialization ( S1975 = 49%). Attrition was 
calculated in terms of migratory effect F1975

m
 = 5%, trade union effect F1975

u
= 9% 

Fig. 5  Trends of some structural 
variables over time, years 
1902–2013
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12 Even considering the fact that standardized surveys significantly overestimate the levels of religious 
practice (see also Rossi and Scappini 2012), there is probably a small percentage of those in the left-wing 
subculture who attend Mass. The partial overlap of the sources of attrition was also useful for correcting 
this type of bias.
13 As Fig. 6, below, shows, the values are: P1960 = 40%, BUR = 37% and Vita = 40%.
14 In the period of the radicalisation of the conflict (’68/’75), which is not examined in this study, the 
change in religious practice also affected those who were not part of the left-wing subculture. The lat-
ter dropped from 61 to 44% (ratio .72, Fig. 4). This figure is significant but much lower than those who 
stated they were involved in it (ratio .60). It is totally feasible, however, that the political conflict also 
involved some of those who did not explicitly declare their left-wing affiliation.



120 Review of Religious Research (2022) 64:103–126

1 3

and political party effect F1975
g

= 29% . Consequently, the religious practice of the 
population in 1975 was 28% = 49 ⋅ (1 − 0.05 − 0.09 − 0.29).

The sources of attrition added were firstly those due to migratory phenomena 
with data available since 1902, then those related to membership of trade unions 
since 1906 and finally those deriving from voting since 1946. It is therefore probable 
that until 1945 the deviation identified between socialization and religious practice 
is lower than the actual value since the measure relating to association with the left-
wing subculture is only partial.

The definition of the trends from 1975 to 1988 reveals another problem, namely 
that there is no way of measuring the loss of importance of the left-wing subculture 
in influencing religious behaviour. In this case the values from 1975 to 1988 were 
interpolated on a linear basis. Finally, from 1988 onwards practice values were cal-
culated by assuming that sources of attrition are due only to migratory phenomena.

With the puzzle now complete, the main results will now be discussed.
It should first be noted that the trend of religious socialization—Pop Socialization 

in Fig. 6—is very regular and strictly monotonic, while the trend of practice is more 
discontinuous—Pop Church.

The trend of secularization processes associated with religious socialization is 
clearly monotonic and downward in type. It also follows from this that the inter-
polations identified—nterp.1 & 2—cannot be used for this purpose. The evolution 
of secularization in Italy is therefore similar to the findings in other studies (Voas 
2009; Requena and Stanek 2013; among others). It consists of an initial phase where 
decline is slow—which can be placed in the years 1870–1920—, an intermediate 
phase of loss of importance of religion—which began approximately in the 1920s 
and still continues today—, and a plausible final phase with inevitably weak decline.

The other indicator to be discussed is religious practice. In this case, the trend is 
much more uneven. The uniform drop between 1910 and 1920 was interrupted in 
the early 1920s by a short reversal of the trend. The main reason for this change was 
the reduction in the number of trade union members, linked to the rise of fascism 
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(Horowitz 1963: 165 et seq.; see also Tannenbaum 1972: 54 et seq.). This was exac-
erbated by the reduction in migratory flows due to the economic downturn (Horow-
itz 1963: 165 et seq.). This first interruption was followed by a resumption in the 
decrease of religious practice, even though the level remained similar to the pre-
fascist phase until 1930’.

A second fracture can be seen in the post-war phase. Between 1945 and 1946, 
with the reconstitution of trade unions and the resumption of political activity, 
there was an acceleration in the decline in religious practice. This fracture was in 
all likelihood more diluted over time: it could have begun a few years earlier with 
the decline of fascism, a phase that cannot be measured because there is a lack of 
adequate information.

A new cycle emerged in around the 1960s. In the first phase, between the early 
1960s and 1975, the trend plummeted, while in the second, between 1975 and the 
end of the 1980s, there was a reversal of the trend with an upswing in religious prac-
tice and an ‘apparent’ religious revival.

In this case, in the first phase of the cycle the deviation from the natural trend was 
caused by the concomitant increase in both migration and the leftward shift of the 
electorate, as well as a partial rise in the number of trade union members. In turn, 
these events were the product of the economic boom that denoted the modernization 
of Italy between the 1950s and 1960s (Ascoli 1979) and the ideological ‘ferment’ 
that characterized these years (Tarrow 1989). Peaking in around 1975, the concur-
rent reduction in the phenomena in question brought the development of the secular-
ization process back to its natural trend. From this point of view, albeit in extremely 
concise form, it is the interpolation interp.2 that best approximates the trend of reli-
gious practice. From the early 1990s to 2013, the trend was quite regular, and no 
further fractures were identified.

Conclusions and Implications

In summary, the analyses have shown that despite the extreme regularity of the 
development of religious socialization, there are three discontinuities in the pattern 
of religious practice: during the fascist period, between 1945 and 1960, and between 
the 1960s and 1990s. It has been demonstrated that these fractures were transitory 
and due to attrition caused by specific factors connected with migration and political 
subculture. Finally, it has been shown that the short-term variations identified have 
little to do with the process of secularization, which did not deviate from its ‘natural 
trend’.

In conclusion, this article has developed the claim that Italy is not a counterexam-
ple to the secularization thesis. As has been demonstrated, secularization developed 
without any discontinuity, leading to confirmation that modernization and religious 
action ‘counteracted’ each other in an extremely regular manner. Therefore, accord-
ing to the current state of knowledge, no documented modern Western country con-
stitutes a counterexample to the secularization thesis. By implication, it can thus be 
claimed that modernization and secularization are inextricably linked processes.
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