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Objectives: By linking the subdisciplines of the sociology of religion and the
sociology of deviance, this study examines whether the religious characteristics
of communities or social contexts influence the relationship between individual
religiosity and deviance. In fact, the present research, relying on Rodney Stark's
moral community thesis, empirically examines this issue among a national sample
of Iranian Muslims to see whether religion, when understood as a collective
characteristic or asset, is significantly associated with a reduction in deviance
among individuals living in cities with high collective religiosity. It also empirically
examines whether the effectiveness of individual religiosity increases in social
environments where religiosity is more prominent. Methods: In this regard, data
from a national survey of 82,500 Iranian Muslims in 426 cities were used to assess
the extent to which the main claim of the moral community thesis is consistent
with empirical evidence. Results: Overall, the results of this study showed that
the effect of individual religiosity on deviance among Iranian Muslims is not
strengthened by increasing integration into a more moral community, and the
empirical evidence related to the Iranian Muslim population was completely
inconsistent with the moral community thesis, which had a refuting effect on the
main claim of this thesis. Conclusion: The observation of a small difference in the
effect of religiosity on deviance at three completely different levels of moral
community in the present study supports the claim that religiosity at the
Community, Muslim cgllective or systemic level, especially whep moral comr'nur'li"cy is meagqrefi atthe
Iranians, Religiosity, 01ty. level, dqes not a}ffect the.relatlonshlp between individual rellg19s1ty an@
Rodney Stark Flewance, yvhlch certa.m.ly questions the adequacy of the moral community thesis
in the sociology of religion.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The traditional view in sociology has
always emphasized that religion plays an
active role in controlling human behavior
and, as an agent of social control,
increases conformity and prevents
deviance by helping to internalize moral
values and accept social norms. This view
is still reflected in the popular belief that
lack of religious commitment is an
important factor in the etiology of deviant
behavior. A considerable body of research
conducted over the past decades has
indicated an inverse relationship between
religiosity and criminal or deviant behavior
and has empirically documented this
relationship (Johnson et al., 2000; Baier
and Wright, 2001; Kelly et al., 2015; Rivera
et al., 2018).

Although various theoretical
explanations for this empirical pattern
have been proposed in sociology and
criminology, Rodney Stark, a sociologist of
religion, proposed the moral community
thesis, which emphasizes the interaction
between individual religiosity and
integration into a religious community
(which he termed the “moral community”)
in reducing deviant behavior. According to
this thesis, moral communities reinforce
religious norms and, consequently,
strengthen the protective effects of
individual religiosity. According to the
argumentative content of this thesis,
moral communities reinforce religious
norms and, as a result, increase the
protective effects of individual religiosity.
It is worth noting that by operationalizing
the “moral community” through aggregate
levels of religiosity in organizations (such
as schools and universities),
neighborhoods, urban areas, counties,
provinces, geographic regions, and even

countries, researchers have empirically
tested the central idea of this thesis, that
people living in predominantly religious
areas or environments are more
integrated into a moral community and
thus conform to social norms than people
living in non-religious areas.

Of course, the results of research on the
moral community thesis in the sociology
of religion and criminology have been
mixed. Some studies have shown that
religious environments enhance the
protective effects of religiosity at the
individual level. In contrast, some studies
have failed to find evidence supporting the
thesis. Thus, in the context of empirical
research, the moral community thesis
remains controversial as an explanation of
the relationship between religiosity and

delinquency and requires further
investigation
More importantly, all empirical

research examining the validity of the
moral community thesis in explaining the
relationship between religiosity and
deviance has been conducted in Western
countries (especially the United States)
and within non-Islamic religious traditions
(mainly Christianity and, to some extent,
Judaism). Unfortunately, no research has
examined this issue within the Islamic
tradition. Furthermore, previous studies
have tended to compare followers of
Christian and Jewish religions with those
who have no religious affiliation, while a
few of these studies have examined the
inhibitory effects of other religions,
especially Islam.

Therefore, given the major differences
between Islam, Christianity, and Judaism,
it is necessary to empirically evaluate the
moral community thesis in non-Western
contexts, beyond the Judeo-Christian
tradition, and among Muslim populations.
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Accordingly, this study was conducted to
examine the empirical validity of the moral
community thesis in explaining the
relationship between religiosity and
deviance among Muslims in Iran.

2. Methods

To accurately assess the moral community
thesis, data on religiosity must be
collected at both the individual and
collective (or societal) levels in a single
study. Therefore, the present study used
data from the “National Survey of the
Social, Cultural, and Moral Status of
Iranian Society” (2017), which, with a
sample size of 82,500 Iranians aged 18 and
over, covers the largest population
generalizable to Iranian society to date. In
the present study, due to limitations
related to nationally defined data, we were
forced to use the “city” unit of analysis as
the system wunit to test the moral
community thesis. The appropriate
system-level data with the “city” unit of
analysis were obtained by averaging the
data related to individual religiosity for
each city in that survey (426 cities in total).

3. Results

The findings of this study showed that the
effect of individual religiosity on deviance
among Iranian Muslims is in no way
strengthened by increased integration
into a more moral society, and that the
empirical evidence related to the Iranian
Muslim  population was completely
inconsistent with the moral society thesis,
which had a refuting implication for the
main claim of this thesis. Also, the
observation of a small difference in the
effect of religiosity on deviance at three

completely different levels of moral
community in the present study supports
the claim that religiosity at the collective
or systemic level, especially when moral
community is measured at the city level,
does not affect the relationship between
individual religiosity and deviance, which
certainly calls into question the adequacy
of the moral community thesis in the
sociology of religion.

4. Conclusion

The findings of this study showed that the
effect of individual religiosity on deviance
among Iranian Muslims is not at all
enhanced by increased integration into a
more moral community, and that the
empirical evidence for the Iranian Muslim
population is in a direction that is
completely inconsistent with the moral
community thesis, implying a refutation of
its main claim. This finding is consistent
with other studies conducted in Western
religious traditions that failed to find
empirical support for the moral
community thesis (cf. Bahr and Hoffman,
2008; Hoffman and Bahr, 2006; Sturgis,
2010; Sturgis and Baller, 2012).
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Table 1: Regression of the deviance on Iranian religiosity, controlling for background variables
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Table 2: deviance regression models on Iranian religiosity in three types of moral community
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