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1. Introduction

In this paper, | summarize some results of a setaske studies on the life-concepts of
Germans born after the Second World War and refledhem in the light of current debates
in the sociology of religion. | argue that the amiabl equipment provided by two very
influential positions (Luckmann’s theory and simipproaches and the “theory of religious
economies” by Stark et al.) is of little use in gmang these cases, because they share a
restricted notion of autonomy. Some case studigs wedertaken by myself, some by Ulrich
Oevermann and other colleagues at Goethe-Univensifgrankfurt. In our analysis of the
interviews, we use a “sequential analysis,” a $figtep analysis of text material. This
approach is part of the methodological framewodvted by Objective Hermeneutics which
was developed by Oevermann (cf. Oevermann et387)1 Few of the case studies to which
| will refer have been published (see e.g. Oevemaard Franzmann, 2006), and fewer still in
English. So | will have to ask for the reader’s dadl because he or she cannot easily turn to
these case studies in order to trace the resudtsepted here, of the analysis of particular

interviews.

These case studies have brought to my attenti@vel@pment in succeeding generations in
Germany that one can term, following Max Webersniaology, theroutinization of an
autonomous “conduct of life® As far as | can see, this development parallads ith other
Western industrial nations to some degree, anteitefore seems desirable to make these
results available to colleagues in other countri€bis development was preceded by the so-
called “Generation of 1968”. born between 1945 dfib2, in the 1960s they were

! Usually this expression of Weber is translatedwibutinisation”. In this paper | adopt this tréation for the
sake of comprehensibility instead of using the iodj German expression. Aiteral translation of
“Veralltaglichung” would be “everydaying”.
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adolescents. This generation challenged traditiynand taken-for-granted authority in
principle, and thereby helped bring about a breakijh which reverberates today.
Autonomy was established as an ideal for the camafude and this brought about for almost
everyone the problem of how to live it out. To fllthis ideal has been difficult because it
demands a high degree of “Ich-Leistung” (“ego-acbieent”, Sigmund Freud). To follow
tradition and authority provided a good deal of ghejogical relief. The “Generation of
1968” could for a long time confine itself to theegation of the old, to challenging
traditionality and authority without having to fatkee problem of positively fulfilling its
ambitious rhetoric. Succeeding generations, howex@uld no longer evade this problem,
because society increasingly took for granted ithditziduals must live an autonomous life.
This idea, at an early stage, was new and untebtesl went along with a naiveté in trying to
live up to it—much “nonsense” was tried out becatisgas considered unique and therefore
“autonomous.” Later generations, and young adwiti&y in particular, have become more
accustomed to the challenges of an autonomy-odemss of life, and the ability to deal with
them has grown bit by bit. What | will suggest liistpaper is that this development has today

resulted in a near routinization of an autonomyiied conduct of life.

2. The difficulty of autonomous life-conduct

Before | discuss some facts so as to highlight giscess of routinization, | will try to
describe the challenges to an autonomy-orienteduwrof life. Its main problem consists in
conducting one’s own life without adopting “systeaiaultimate meaning” (Luckmann) from
others, e.g. systems offered by religious-pastagaincies. Life has to be lived without such
recourse, in a truly autonomous way, and with & hdggree of “Ich-Leistung” (Freud).
However, this does not imply that an autonomousvanso the question about the sense of
one’s life can be arbitrary: it has to be justifalnd coherent—as had formerly been true of
traditional “religious” beliefs. Further, the quiest as to the “meaning of one’s life” cannot
remain unanswered—as the Bible observes, “Man doteBve on bread alondut on every
word that comes from the mouth of God.” (DeuterogoBi3, Matthew 4.4, Luke 4.4) It
would therefore be inappropriate and reductionisticonsider religious facts to be “soft”, in
contrast with the “hard” facts of, say, economi¢st in the current sociology of religion this
sort of polarisation is quite common. But one cdrawwid the pressing problem of coming up

with an answer to the question of meaning, andrfaterial reproduction.
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Both challenges are inescapable. The necessity atérral reproduction is obvious. The
necessity for an answer to the question as to #enimg of one’s life results from the general
structure of life praxis. In his structuralist-pragtist model of religiosity, Oevermann has
shown that there exists a logical necessity to campewith such an answer within the
structure of life-praxis (Oevermann, 1995, 2001@0)1d, 2003). It results from thdualism
between thavorld of hypothetical possibilitiegpast and future), on the one hand, and the
here and now of the present wortth the other hand. This dualism emerges with threamu
transition from nature to culture and with the dliameous formation of language, and it
brings about @onsciousness of the finiteness of Ikad this consciousness, in turn, calls for
a beliefthat provides hope by making sense of the finitereéhuman life within its infinite
context, the ongoing process of life. Without sachelief there exists no basic motivational
thrust; and a life which exhausts itself in merl-msprodution and self-referentiality, would
bespiritually deadand, in many cases, shortly afterwards physicabddas well.

Now, our case studies show that in order for itvark, an answer to the “question of a
meaning of one’s life” has to be coherent in vasistays: 1.) It has to be coherent with itself,
2.) it has to be in line with one’s own biograplapd 3.) it must be consonant with the forms
and levels of rationality and knowledge prevailingthe relevant culture. (These forms of
rationality, of course, will be informed by the t&t@f empirical science there.) This answer,
furthermore, the individual will have to developmhi or herself—as an autonomous
achievement. This does not preclude support froemdis or family—on the contrary. As a
matter of course, those who share their lives witk another will also support each other
with respect to the conduct of life. This does mopede the individual’'s autonomy, and
should the task of figuring out one’s life concepttoo difficult, there remains the possibility
of resorting to psychotherapy. In the latter casdividuals, despite their partially reduced
and damaged autonomy, will nevertheless maintamptinciple. In this case, psychotherapy
is part of an autonomous process of developingdividuated life-concept. The structure of
psychotherapy, therefore, differs from the struetwf (traditional) pastoral care This
distinction is frequently overlooked or levelled aurrent debate among sociologists of
religion. In psychotherapy, the individual’'s autampis the norm against which the need for
psychotherapy appears as an exception—a perhapsa@mon exception, but nevertheless
an exception; in contrast, pastoral care strudiupabsupposesveryindividual to be in need
of spiritual guidance and orientation and to neatrthe individual as an autonomous one. For

a religious person, it is quite normal to seekismt guidance from a pastor, and those who
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seek this guidance are not considered to be fEychotherapy, on the other hand, aims at

the restitution of an ill patient’s autonomy.

Now, in the case of a felicitous autonomous lifehact, the individual manages to
successfully develop the meaning of his or her lifea biographically coherent and
contemporary way. Such a life is automatically datid to the public interest, because it is
meaningful only if it contributes to the ongoindgliof its community and of humankinth
order to succeed, the individual has to continuouskiiew his or her biography with
impartiality and an aesthetic view—much like a téxat needs to be continued in both a
coherent and adaptive way, i.e. open to unforespenortunities or developments which may
contradict previous decisions and call for revisiand adjustments. To summarize, the
crucial point is that the individual autonomouslgvdlops a life-concept according to

aesthetic criterissuch as clarity and coherence (Oevermann, 1995: 10

3. Whereby could the process of routinization of tb autonomous life-conduct be

recognized?

The routinization of such an outlook on life, ofrautinization of an autonomy-oriented
conduct of life, is evidenced by the earnestnesis which young German adults usually face
its challenge$. In this respect they differ from previous genenasi: for the “generation of
1968” (born between 1945 and 1952) and those betwden 1952 and 1960 (a different
generation), Marxist ideologies of emancipationved a dominant belief—of course with
many exceptions and variations. These seculansbgates for traditional religions naturally
did not yet represent an individuated belief andtaimed many illusions.

However, speaking typologically, those born betw&B860 and 1967 (the “existentialist” or
“quest for meaning generation”) abandoned suchdawological-collectivist orientation, in
favour of an individual quest for meaning. The ns&i@am of this generation tends to pursue
this search for meaning outside normal life—infimiil experiences aimed at self-awareness.
Characteristically, it sought such meaning by asdiexg bits and pieces from a variety of
traditions (particularly eastern traditions of mation, esotericism and psycho-cults) into a
syncretistic collage. But such a “self”, which sdes for itself and for a meaning for its life
outside the normal, substantial praxis with itshaatic challenges, remains an abstraction,
and, in the long run, such a self-awareness willade. And the syncretistic collage lacks

basic coherence and credibility. It representgpa tf autonomy which is limited to selecting
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from existing ultimate meanings and which is res&d to gluing together the selected pieces,
instead of autonomously creating a coherent whole.

The following generation (born between 1967 and5)gihally gave up their predecessors'
collectivist program of general emancipation, tackiithe individual quest for meaning in the
“Existentialist Generation” paradoxically still loelged. Instead, this generation developed a
culture of downright avoidance of any collectivistentation and idealism—in this sense, its
orientation was negative. The term “Generation Xiich was coined by the American writer
Douglas Couplaridand which was adopted and used by German inteflecfor a while
expressed this attempt to evade identification @endicular predicates, but, paradoxically, it
became a positive lab&lThe negation of collective idealism and an osténa restriction to
the pursuit of private interests (frequently tiedat permanent, compulsive irony, smartness,
and the syndrome of “fun-society”) undoubtedly athed the idea of a more autonomous
conduct of life, in particular because it advantieglidea of material self-reliance, of standing
on one’s own feet. At the same time, however,db akstricted the idea of autonomy to self-
reproduction. An autonomous answer to the quesi®rio the meaning of one’s life was
therefore not provided. This “last” step is takemren and more by the youngest adult
generation so that the autonomous life conductyréalgins to turn into a day-to-day routine.
Unlike their predecessors, this generation doesim@in artificial way, look for a meaning to
their lives outside the real problems they face,daes it try to avoid idealism by focusing on
their own private interests. It dedicates itselineatly to the everyday business of reviewing
their individual concepts for a meaningful life,ekang to adjust these ideas in response to
their experience in the authentic praxis. Thisiesl tto a personal idealism and a strong
dedication to authenticity. It is this attitudefsconspicuousness which is striking, and which
indicates that a dedication to an autonomy-oriemi@uduct of life has become a matter of

fact—something normal.

4. Conclusions in regard to contemporary approachei the sociology of religion

On the basis of the findings which | have triedbtdline, several conclusions can be drawn.
One is that the analytical equipment provided by imfluential positions in the sociology of
religion are of little use in analyzing the suceessof recent generations in Germany in
general and the generation of contemporary youmdisadth particular: Thomas Luckmann’s
theory is perhaps the most prominent approach amdhgse stressing a

“deinstitutionalization” and “individualization” ofeligion; and Rodney Stark and Roger
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Finke (Stark and Finke, 2000) as well as Laureacmacone (1991) and their approach of a
“theory of religious economies” has been of patticuelevance in the U.S.

Luckmann’s approach is of little help because #sua restricted notion of autonomy, and
because in the end it primariparaphrasesthe really existing phenomenon of a quest for
meaning, as it has become typical for the “Exisédist generation”, in sociological language,
without substantiallyanalyzingit. In some sense the theory is too closely linkath its
subject. In this view, autonomy is likened and tedi to that of a consumer selecting a
product in a market and of assembling pieces ofnmga This theoretical framework
provides no room for a unique and consistent carmef life, which, in our analyses of
interviews with young German adults, proved to b@emessary theoretical assumption.
Further, this approach has the somewhat absuretgoesce of excluding questions about the
coherence, clarity, and credibility of the conteotgarticular beliefs from the sociology of
religion. As any believer will attest, however, skeare crucial issues, and they cannot,
therefore, be ignored in the social sciences eithsra consequence, this approach tends to
overlook important processes of religious transfaron that are not induced from outside but
from within, through problems concerning coheremtayity, and credibility.

The notion of autonomy underlying the “theory digeus economies” is surprisingly similar
to Luckmann’s. It, too, excludes questions of tlehaerence, clarity, and credibility of
particular beliefs. The believer's autonomy is adesed in the terms of a market and of a
consumer who selects a suitable “product.” The ipdigg of a strictly autonomous creation
of a consistent life-concept is ruled out from #hart. In contrast to the Luckmann tradition,
the “consumer of ultimate meanings” is not seepwtng selected pieces together to make a
private belief-system, but as someone who choas@susly just one belief, and in so doing
joins the respective religious community. What #ggroach ignores is that to join a religious
community which adheres to a particular belief u@ésen one’s autonomy as a result of
compromising one’s individuation. This theoretioaddel seems almost like a paraphrase of a
pluralism which emerged from a peculiar Americamitbge of protestant sects and their
secular successors. Theories designed to explaimoatc phenomena are used as models for
sociological theories of religious ones. In thisis® the “theory of religious economies”
seems reductionist. However, this reductionism maisbeen confined to the sociology of
religion: since the 1960s and 1970s, and the Maixisrpretation then in vogue, it has been
prominent in the social sciences in general. Asresearch into the development of particular

successive generations in Germany suggests, atice uniplicit suggestions by Stark and
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Finke, the traditional American pattern of a pligial of sectarian religiosity (in Weber’s use
of the term) does not constitute the “end of higtor

Methodologically, the inadequacies of these twootbtcal approaches are instructive.
Among other things, they can be attributed to ek lof a “reconstructive” approach like
Oevermann’s Objective Hermeneutics, to the laclamgropriate tools for analyzing source
material. Instead of deducing basic theoreticaliomst from a detailed and thorough
reconstruction of notions implicit in representatsources (such as interviews), conclusions
are frequently reached by a paraphrase, not agsasiabf specific forms of religiosity. In the
case of the “theory of religious economies”, theibaheory has been additionally generated
through the procedure of imposing the theoretic@mework of another discipline
(economics) on one’s own discipline (sociology efigion).” Such problematic procedures
call for a social research which centres the amalgErepresentative cases in order to gain
appropriate basic notions. Grounded Theory doedalter such a methodological model,
because, in its coding procedures, it cannot abaadogic of subsumption” (Adorno) and
does not really aim at “reconstructing” the struetuof meaning in text material and data. In
our own work, we have made use of a “sequentialyaisd (i.e. a minute, step-by-step
interpretation) of selected material, an approaticlv has become known in Germany as
Objective Hermeneutics. This has allowed us totileand trace in our interview material

issues of coherence, clarity, and credibility aftigalar religious beliefs.

As a result of our analyses of young German adultgve been able to confirm Weber’'s
theory of secularization, which he described asazgss of “disenchantment.” In Weber’s
view, this process appeared not merely dermal transformation ofeligious beliefs into
secularones. This would be a rather limited and formigligbtion of secularization. Instead,
he analyzednaterially “what” becomes disenchanted, and he suggestedhbagtrocess of
disenchantment and rationalization covers all agddgie and all kinds of objects. On the
level of religious beliefs, which guide life as &ele, secularization culminates, as becomes
clear in Weber's material analyses, in a progressautonomization”, that radically unfolds
in occidental history with its tremendous ratiomation dynamic. The contemporary process
of routinization of an autonomy-oriented conduct Igé confirms this development.
Therefore, a century after Weber's famous essaytaPootestant ethics and the spirit of
capitalism, the evidence for a process of secwtom, a progressive disenchantment and

realization of the potential for autonomy, has gnastrongly.
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The Jewish-Christian myth of creation, the expulsod Adam and Eve from the garden of
Eden (Genesis 2,4-3,24), already described a paltdot autonomy in mythical form (cf.
Hegel, 1986: 75ff., Oevermann, 1995: 67-87). Theuésion from paradise is depicted as an
expulsion from a state of paradisiacal carelessaedsanimal-like unconsciousness by virtue
of the first autonomous decision by Adam and Eweytdecide not to blindly follow the
divine commandment but instead their own reasomyTdecome convinced by the snake’s
impressive arguments. Their decision is followedhmsir transfer to a state in which they are
able to tell good from bad. This indicates thatezignce begins with autonomous decisions.
This new ability, however, of making decisions aexperiences, goes along with the
elimination of a prior carelessness—and it bringsut the disquieting awareness of the
finiteness of life, of one’s own mortality. A cuiiwith such a creation-myth already has
pursued the course of the progressive, ever matersyatic accumulation of experiences, for
which the development of sedentariness and ofemidnguage represents a sine qua non.
With the French revolution the secularization psscewhich had been initiated by a
centuries-long transformation, came into its maifghase, since this revolution realized the
autonomy-potential at the fundamental level of granciples of political rule and the
constitution of political community in the transiti from divine right to the sovereignty of the
people. The consequent restructuring of the sdciasditutions in conformity with the
autonomy of the citizens extends over the wholeteienth century and beyond. After the
Second World War, the secularization process rehtie level of the everyday life-conduct
of the individual. In Germany the breakthrough camith the generation of the 1960s. Now,
the process gradually seems to reach the youngesragion of adults, with a widespread
routinization of the autonomy-oriented conduct ibé.1But further radical autonomization
steps can already be seen on the horizon, abovkeealhtroduction of an unconditional and
sufficient basic income for all citizens (see wwasltincome.org), which would enormously
extend the scope of autonomy for the individual bludv apart the “iron cage” of economic
coercion that Weber accentuated in regard to tiweldped, secularized capitalism of his
time—an economic coercion which is artificially foonged in current “workfare” regimes in

western industrial nations (Franzmann, 2007).

5. Concluding remarks

To summarize, | have tried to suggest that theqe®of secularization consists mainly in the

ever more elaborate and disenchangéeticulation and representation of the autonomy-
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potential in the myths and beliefs that guide Gémduct and thereby in the successive
“realization” of this potential. In this proces$ietsearch for answers to the three universal
mythical questions, “Who am |I? Where do | come fPowwihere am | going?”, is given over
to the autonomous life praxis: to the autonomousplee autonomous organizations,
autonomous professions, the autonomous Individt@al Busting in God and his earthly
“representatives”, who were considered as deligetitese answers, is replaced by trusting
oneself, one’s own autonomy-potential. One canefioee designate the secularization
process also as a process of “finding oneself’ nj@inkind) and of the abolition of self-
alienation, as already Hegel understood the uraldristorical development.

On the surface, this theory of secularization megns similar to Mark Chaves’ formula of a
“Secularization as Declining Religious AuthorityCliaves, 1994). A closer look, however,
will reveal significant differences. Chaves’ forrawgrasps only what to Thomas Luckmann is
a theoretical starting point: the “deinstitutiozalion” or “privatization” of religiosity. But
Luckmann abandoned secularization theory. As | htaied to argue, the process of
secularization is not confined to institutional shas such as declining church attendance and
participation. Beyond the dissolution of religicausthority it consists in the transformation of
the type of answers to the mythical questions meetl above, answers which are no longer
religious in content, but more and more disenchantedseeular This is not to argue that
aspects of authority and institution are irreleydmit it needs to be complemented by those
dimensions stressed in this paper if it is to avemlctionism. A theory of secularization will
have to be able to explain why both aspects go arthnd, and it seems to me that the
extension of a Weberian theory which | have trieauatline in this paper does provide such

an explanation.
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