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Extended Abstract

For more than two centuries, the social sciences have been subjected to the “irrational
actor axiom" in the scientific study of religion. Religiosity and religious behavior were
explained on the basis of primitive thought, neurotic impulses, and social
conditioning; and the decline of religion and religiosity was also seen as the inevitable
consequence of scientific enlightenment and technological advancement. From the
late 20th century, and especially early 21th century, an increasing set of empirical
data from social science research has shown that this traditional approach to the
scientific study of religion is defective. Many of these data have seriously challenged
the old but still popular social sciences scholarship on "incompatibility of science
with religion”, "the gradual decline of religion" and "pathological roots of religious
commitment." The research evidence presented in this paper also showed that most
of the extensive literature on the relationship between university education and the
reduction of students’ religiosity, which was dominated by the secularization
paradigm and the incompatibility of science with religion, does not have the
necessary empirical support. Also, analyzing the data on the religiosity of Muslims in
Iran showed that the difference in religiosity of the population was more affected by
their religious background of their family rather than by studying at the university.
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INTRODUCTION

For more than two centuries, social scientists, along with their counterparts from
Western philosophers and intellectuals, have insisted that scientific advances in
society and the rise of literacy, especially in higher education, will lead to the
downfall of religion and the decline of religiosity. In fact, because they assumed
religion as a display and product of the primitive stages of human thought, they
came to the conclusion that science and religion were directly opposed to each other
in a zero-sum game that won one (which is always science) necessarily leads to
another loss (which is religion). Likewise, traditional theories of religion and
religious commitment all agreed with the assumption that religion was not rational,
arguing that as science and technology progressed, religion would inevitably
decline; Or, the more literate people become and the more educated they gain, or
more familiarity with science, they become more skeptical about their religious
claims and teachings and finally abandon them. However, numerous studies
conducted in the 21st century have challenged the assumption that higher
education necessarily reduces religiosity. Perhaps the most important cognitive
achievement of this set of researches was that higher education is not uniformly
related to all dimensions and indicators of religiosity; so it was negatively related to
some religious beliefs, unrelated to some religious beliefs, and positively related to
religious participation (Mayrl & Oeur, 2009; Hill, 2011; Schwadel, 2011 & 2016).

PURPOSE

Since the vast majority of studies on the relationship between higher education and
religiosity has been conducted within the Christian religious tradition in Western
countries, it was necessary to evaluate how this relationship is practiced among
Iranian Muslims as well.

METHODOLOGY

To examine the relationship between higher education and religiosity, the data of
the "National Survey of Islamic Religiosity of Iranians" (Taleban 1393) was used,
which included 4937 people of Muslim Iranians 18 years and older in urban and
rural households living in 30 provinces of the country as research sample.

RESULT

The findings of the study indicated that the religiosity of "university graduates” in
terms of the main indices of religious belief and behaviors was slightly lower than
the public population. However, this difference in belief in God and belief in the
afterlife is not statistically significant, which means that it is not possible to make a
real difference between university graduates and the general public in terms of belief
in these two pillars of Islam. Also, the proportion of over 90% of believers in God



and the afterlife among university graduates indicates their very high religious
commitment in this regard. Importantly, the ratios of these two religiosity indices
indicate that the degree of difference that separates university graduates from the
public population of Iranian Muslims is, in most cases, no greater than the
respondents' differences in other contextual variables; i.e., it is no greater than the
differences that separate men from women, young people from adults, singles from
married people, and urbanites from rural areas.

In terms of "adherence to prayer" indicator (the best single measure of religious
ritual commitment in Iran), a gap of about one and a half percent has separated the
proportion of university graduates who regularly pray from their respective
proportions of the general public (61.4 percent vs. 63 Percentage). But this gap is
more than five times less than the gap between men and women (58.9% vs. 67.2%),
nine times less than the gap between young people and adults, and urbanites from
rural areas (55.2% vs. 69.6%), and is 9.5 times less than the gap between single and
married (52.2% vs. 67.6%).

DISCUSSION

Although the degree of religiosity of university graduates is slightly lower than the
public population, the extent of these differences is not greater than the differences
between their gender, age, marital status, and geographical area of residence.

Also, the results of regression analysis showed that the observed difference in
religiosity should be considered more influenced by the religious background of the
family respondents rather than education in the university. Indeed, the data of this
study provide empirical support for the argument that what is often presented as
the effects of academia on reducing students' religious commitment compared to
their peers who did not have a academic education; It is more because of differences
in family backgrounds and early socialization before entering university than as a
product of their experiences after entering universities.

CONCLUSION

The evidence presented in the present article shows that most of the massive
literature related to the relationship between academic education and the decrease
in religiosity of students, which was produced under the domination of the
secularization paradigm and the hypothesis of incompatibility of science with
religion, do not have the necessary empirical support. In addition, the analysis of
data on the religiosity of Iranian Muslims showed that the difference in the
religiosity of the population of the research sample was more influenced by their
family religious background than their university education. In other words, we
conclude that what is often referred to as the effects of the university on reducing
students' religious commitment compared to their peers who did not have a
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university education is more because of differences in family backgrounds and their
initial socialization before entering university than as a product of their experiences
after entering universities.
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