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Abstract

In order to maintain social control and order, several authors perceive religion
to be a significant aspect of societal life (Akhverdiev & Ponomarev 2008:1;
Stark & Bainbridge 2012:1; Welch, Tittle, & Grasmick 2006:1605). The right
to religious practice is considered vital in almost all societies. There is a body
of research that suggests that a decline in religious conformity erodes the moral
fabric of society and hence perceives its decline to contribute to social
degeneration leaving society in a state of disarray (Nwube & Edigbo 2023;
Ezeonwumelu 2021; Sekhaulelo 2021; Dick, Ede, & Chiaghanam 2020;
Nikolova 2018). A deviation from religious norms and values at an individual
level is known to result in anomic behavior ensuing conflict with the law. On
the contrary, religious fundamentalism is also known to be contributing to
hostility, violence, lawlessness, harmful behavior, and social instability (Gorur
& Gregory 2021; Wright & Khoo 2019; Sulaiman 2016; VanAernum 2014). It
is in this context that this article reviews religious practices and beliefs among
male offenders and its role in rehabilitating their deviant behavior so that they
may self-actualize to become good citizens upon release in the South African
society. Notwithstanding, the study provides very little support on the notion
that correctional centers’ inspired faith-based programs indeed impact
prosocial behavior as offenders engage with their respective religious belief
systems as individuals. This finding refutes the notion contained in the
literature study that avers that correctional centers’ inspired faith-based
programs do in fact yield prosocial behavior.
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Introduction?

20"-century sociologists such as Durkheim (1858-1971) and Weber (1864-
1920) postulate that religion serves as a form of moral order and social control.
With increasing secularization, the traditional theocratic state, as found in
Europe, South Africa, and America, for example, has been rapidly diminishing
and religion has moved from the public sphere to the personal (Luckmann
1963:150; Berger 2001:444; Riesebrodt 2002:1). Although many societies
consider religion as a personal matter, they have enshrined religious practices
and traditions in their respective constitutions. The right to religion has been
recognized by the United Nations as a fundamental right as early as 1945.
Similarly in the African continent the right to religion is recognized by the
African Union while South Africa, a newcomer to global and continental codes
of social order is also a signatory. South Africa occupies a special space in
human rights violation given its past colonial and apartheid legacy which was
dealt with by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission post liberation where
an opportunity was provided for perpetrators to confess and be forgiven
(Wilson 2000:79). Drakulevski (2017:2) observes that it is no coincidence that
the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners was named
the Nelson Mandela Rules which embodies access to religion as a fundamental
human right.

Studies on the religion-rehabilitation nexus is only beginning to gain
currency in the behavioral sciences since the 20" century (Jang & Johnson
2023:1; Kittrell 2018:16; Gerace & Day 2010:318). There is an emerging body
of knowledge that suggests prosocial behavior is contingent on religious
practices and beliefs (Jang & Johnson 2024:47; Bryan, Francoa, Angelo, &
Sembrero 2016:636; Oxhandler & Pargament 2014:271, Preston, Salomon, &
Ritter 2014:149-150). In therapeutic work with offenders, religious and
spiritual beliefs are known to result in behavior change for the better. Based on
this assertion the study has interrogated a sample of 62 male offenders in the
Medium B Prison in Westville, Durban. As a preamble, the study will provide

1 Acknowledgement: The author would like to thank Dr. Patrick B. Murhula for the
support he has provided to undertake the fieldwork for this paper.
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a conceptual framework on religion distinguishing it from the sacred to the
profane followed by some theoretical notions on the nexus between religion
and social order. The role religion plays in promoting prosocial behavior is
then discussed. This is followed by a discussion on the relation between
conformity and deviancy through religious practices. Thereafter faith
approaches in the recuperation of offenders and a case study are analyzed to
ascertain whether organized religious programs impact positively on the
spiritual wellbeing of offenders.

Religion — the Sacred and Profane

The view that religion is a social invention which embodies a collective
representation of society’s ideals has been expounded by the earlier work of
sociologist Emile Durkheim in his book The elementary forms of the religious
life (Durkheim 1912) which continues to hold theoretical validity. Durkheim,
cited by Gofman (2018:26), postulates that religious beliefs serve as a source
of social cohesion within society which provides meaning in life. Additionally,
it reinforces morals and social norms that are held collectively within society.
He further asserts that it is an integral part of the social system that provides
social order and solidity. Durkheim, cited in Bellah (1973:1), contends that
religion is sacred, uniting adherents into a moral community. Morris
(1987:127) further elucidates that religion has a regulatory effect on human
behavior which is transmitted over generations.

Although Durkheim views religion to be an important component for
societal functioning, Karl Marx (1818-1883) holds a differing view asserting
that the purpose of religion is to dull the pain of oppression to prevent people
from making demands for social change so that it provides a blissful afterlife
through salvation. The bourgeoisie and the church buoyed one another with the
former funding the church legitimating inequality as God’s will, thus
maintaining the established social order. The proletariat, according to Marx,
failed to realize this as religion imparts their misery as God’s will, resulting in
the creation of a sense of false consciousness. According to Outhwaite
(2020:426), Marx’s critique of religion was a key catalyst in the rise of
Communism in 1917 in different parts of the globe until its demise in 1989.
After a long absence of religion, traditional churches were able to gain social
acceptance after a period of state-enforced secularization (Sarkissian
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2009:477). More recently, new religious markets emerged with many people
exercising their liberty to pre-communist faiths (Saunders 2022:42-43; Minarik
2021:5-6; Mojzes 2020:8-9).

Conceptualizing Religion and Social Order
Although the classical works of Durkheim, Weber, and Marx continue to serve
as a foundation for the explanation of religion and social order, more recent
theoretical perspectives provide insight into the criminal deterrence effect of
religion. In this respect the most prominent works of Hirschi and Stark (1969),
Burkett and White (1974), as well as Higgins and Albrecht (1977), cited by
Baier and Wright (2001:3), and Adamczyk, Freilich, and Kim (2017:192-193)
postulate the hellfire hypothesis. This hypothesis predicts that religion
discourages individual-level deviancy through supernatural sanctions that
encourage normative behavior through supernatural rewards. The hypothesis
of Stark, cited in Johnson and Jang (2010:118), for instance foretells that
conformity to religion would deter deviancy in moral communities. On the
other hand, in secularized communities, little or no effect of religiosity would
be expected (Johnson & Jang 2010:118). Similarly, Welch, Tittle, and Petee
(1991:159-160) hypothesize that ‘moral communities’ are most effective in
promoting moral standards.

Building on the works of Welch et al. (1991), Stark and Bainbridge
(2012), in their analysis of religion, postulate that the main purpose of religion
is to maintain moral order. They therefore contend that the greater the religious
belief is, the greater the likelihood of not breaking the moral code of that
society. They view religion as a social rather than a psychological
phenomenon, hence their work focuses on the morality of the community as
compared to that of the individual. Within the moral community dialogue,
individuals have subordinated their selfish impulse to society through social
integration which means a shared willingness to adopt a set of norms
acceptable for interaction within society (Stark & Bainbridge 2012:4). They
further assert that through social integration, individuals form social
attachments which are a societal glue that holds individuals together. Based on
this assertion it is hypothesized that people will deviate due to having lesser
levels of attachments (Stark & Bainridge 2012:4). Although attachments may
provide norm coherence and meaning, world religions impose sacred
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obligations towards the divine, specifically moral demands concerning the
behavior of adherents (Stark & Bainbridge 2012:5).

The ecological hypothesis on religion and crime has been expounded
by Rose (2002:340) who asserts that the community’s capacity for local social
control is less likely in more religious contexts. This assumption is predicated
on the understanding that community-level religiosity is a form of social
control since it represents social responsibility and concentrations of
religiously oriented people who create a moral climate which is not conducive
to crime. On the contrary, the social control theory gained currency through
the work of Benda and Corwyn (2001:58) who hypothesize that there is a
relation between religion and undesirable behavior. Notwithstanding, they
caution that there is very little understanding as to why there are fewer
criminals among atheists and question as to why organized religion increases
the magnitude of crime.

There is another assertion that religious individuals can become
deviant. The work of Perrin (2001) illustrates that fringe religions such as New
Religious Movements (NRMSs) provide insight into forms of behavior which
are considered deviant. Hence, the normative perspective focuses on non-
normative religious behavior which explains why NRMs form and why
individuals join (Perrin 2001:136-137). Many NRMs are sects or cults that
deviate from mainstream religions which are considered pure, and invent
religious innovations which are not in keeping with pure religions grounded in
the divine, hence they violate the norms of the parent religion (Moon 2023:5
of 14; Diefenderfer 2020:1; Pretorius 2011:229). NRMs emerge when
individuals have lost faith in traditional forms of religion (Coates 2013:1300).
Notwithstanding, conformity to traditional forms of religion continue to thrive
in almost all societies. For instance, in Africa given the long history of
colonialism, the vast majority had to forsake their traditional religion and
practices (Ndemanu 2018:70) and are now reverting to their religious roots
(Masondo 2011:32). Similarly, the case of the Soviet Union is one such
illustration where there is a reversion to traditional forms of religion.

Religion and Prosocial Behavior
Despite secularization, the global religious landscape in the 21% century
suggests that religion is vital in the lives of individuals and communities. More
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than 80% people identify with a religious group, according to the Pew Research
Center’s Forum on Religion and Public Life (PEW Research Center 2012:9).
In a comprehensive study, the Center has observed that 5.8 billion adults and
children in more than 230 countries surveyed, representing 84% of the 2010
world population of 6.9 billion, are affiliated to some form of religious order
(PEW Research Center 2012:9). This finding strongly suggests that an
adherence to religious values and norms forms an integral part of people’s lives
as illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Majority Religion by Country
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(Source: PEW Research Center 2012)

Although an overwhelming percentage (84%) of the world population
subscribe to some form of religious affiliation, adherence to faith varies by age.
In a more recent survey the PEW Research Center (2012:5) has observed that
the younger adults more likely do not conform to religious values compared to
their older counterparts. Adults older than 40 are more likely to perceive
religion as very important compared to their younger counterparts. This does
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not only hold true in the lives of more affluent countries and secular countries
but also in lesser and more religious countries.

There is also a view that education reduces religious identity and
practice (Rachmatullah, Ha, & Park 2019:2). Societies that provide a high
standard of education result in the current generation receiving more education
compared to their parents and grandparents. Commitment to religion also
varies due to differences in the way countries have evolved historically. In
Western societies, although organized religion has evolved to a greater extent,
religious practices are lesser in extent as compared to poorer nation states. In
instances where people face constant vulnerability to material resources and
social ailments they tend to place their faith in the supernatural, which provides
them with succor from anxiety. According to the American Psychological
Association, feelings of distress drive people to religious conformity
(Goodman 2020).

There is another notion that countries that are less religious are
characterized by lower levels of deviant behavior. In this respect, Wang and
Jang (2017:1124) observe that they are less likely to be corrupt with lower
levels of deviance compared to their religious counterparts. Crimes such as
murder, according to Inglehart (2021:1), are 10 times higher in theocratic
countries compared to less religious ones. Access to better material and legal
resources makes it safer in poor countries.

Religious Conformity and Deviancy

The assertion that religion is the fundamental fabric upon which behavior is
regulated is based on the understanding that society will decay due to being
less religious. This will result in crimes escalating, the prevalence of violent
behavior resulting in immorality and depravity in once-civilized life. Secular
societies which have weaker religious participation tend to have lesser levels
of crime compared to those societies that have a strong faith in God
(Zuckerman 2015). This trend may be attributed to high levels of poverty that
predispose adherence to crime. Tittle and Welch (1983:653) have already
noted that environments which are characterized by normative ambiguity,
lower social integration, lesser peer conformity, and high religious non-
affiliates are not precursors to deviancy. Such an assertion holds true,
according to Johnson (2009:866), who asserts that youths who grow up in ‘bad
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places’ can still turn out to be ‘good kids’ if religious beliefs and practices are
regular and important in their lives.

Families, kinship, and social networks are important factors that
promote religiosity. Individuals who adopt a specific faith since childhood and
socialize within communities are more likely to conform to social norms and
values. This suggests that the greater the exposure to religion the more people
are inclined to conform (Thiruchselvam, Gopi, Kilekwang, & Gross
2017:956). Thiruchselvam et al. (2017:957) provide a more scientific
understanding on neural measures and its effect on lowering social conformity
among non-religious individuals. They conclude that neural responses to
stimuli raised by religious practices result in conforming to religious groups,
which is intrinsically rewarding as it creates neural circuitry since it is
rewarding to the brain.

Secularization refers to the collapse of specific and dominant religious
organizations (Dawson 1988:583). Secularized countries are characterized by
enacted laws that are normative to regulate society and are enshrined in their
constitution. In this instance, Dawson (1998:583) notes that ‘laws fare best in
terms of managing crime rates, advancing prosperity, equality, freedom,
democracy, women’s rights, human rights, educational attainment and life
expectancy’. A deviation from secularized notions of what unacceptable
behavior is, is subject to sanctions which bring citizens to account for their
conduct.

Table 1: Aggregate percentage of secular people out of the total population
in five continents
Continent 1900 | 1970 | 1990 | 1995 | 2000 | 2025

Africa 0.0 0.2 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.9
Asia 0.0 | 25.0 | 21.0 | 204 | 198 | 126
Europe 05 | 21.3 | 187 | 182 | 178 | 147

L. America 0.6 2.5 3.4 3.5 3.6 4.2
N. America 1.2 47 9.0 9.4 9.7 12.9
(Source: Shy [2005:4])

Secularists are not agnostics and believe that God exists, that he is the
creator of life, making life incredibly valued. In this instance secularists may
argue that the foetus needs to be protected by law as it is life that is innocent.
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They may argue similarly that all people are created equally and that racial
discrimination is wrongful according to God’s moral law and we should care
for others who experience material challenges by providing social welfare
programs. Hence, Sweetman (2010:2) argues that people like these should not
just assert the existence of God, but proposes that it is rational to believe in
God. Hence, secularization has proliferated the rise of NRMs (lbrahim
2013:182).

Religious Approach to the Rehabilitation of the Deviant

A deviation from the norms and values of society, be it based on theocratic or
secularist principles, is subject to sanction in different forms, one of which is
incarceration. Cavadino and Dignan (1997:114) assert that correctional
services serve society by keeping deviants in custody and their duty is to
humanely take care of them and assist them to conform to societal laws and
lead meaningful lives whilst in custody and beyond. While a variety of secular
therapeutic approaches are used towards rehabilitating offenders, the role of
religion as rehabilitation is believed in some instances to promote spirituality
that will instill a sense of morality that deviates from the norms of society
(O’Connor 2004:14).

Religious approaches to the rehabilitation of offenders are pursued
through chaplaincy. Sundt, Dammer, and Cullen (2002:64), cited by Khan
(2024:11), interrogated 232 chaplains on the rehabilitation of offenders.
Chaplains were asked what they think is the best way to rehabilitate offenders.
The findings indicated that offenders be provided educational skills
development to find a job after incarceration, assistance to cope with their
emotional problems that led them to be in conflict with the law, and change in
their value system through religion, were important factors. More specifically,
60.2% of the respondents felt that a change in their value system through
religion was the most appropriate way for offender rehabilitation. A significant
number (90%) asserted that they should be a role model for moral thinking
behavior change.

Dammer (2002:35) has investigated reasons for offenders’ religious
involvement. He has observed that offenders who were sincere found religion
to be a motivating factor in their lives. Additionally, Dammer (2002:35) notes
that religious observance provides incentives for change, a sense of direction,
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meaning for life, hope for the future, peace of mind, positive self-esteem, and
a change in lifestyle. Insincere offenders are inclined to practice their religion
for manipulative purposes in which their behavior does not echo the rules or
norms of any formal religion.

Faith-Based Approaches to Rehabilitation in Westville Male

Medium B Correctional Center

The study comprised 62 offenders from the Westville Medium B Correctional
Center, of which all agreed to participate. The Correctional Center incarcerates
offenders who have committed serious offences. They were incarcerated for
offences such as murder, rape, armed robbery, drug trafficking, and many
more. A structured questionnaire comprising demographic data on the
offender, the nature and extent of their engagement with faith-based programs,
the frequency of faith-based practices, and six Likert scale questions on the
impact of their participation in faith-based programs and their outlook towards
life as a result of participation in religious programs were explored.

From the demographic data presented in Table 2 a broad overview of
offenders can be profiled. The vast majority are below 55 of which 38.7% are
between the ages of 22 and 35 and 36 and 45, respectively. Cumulatively they
constitute 77.5% of the sample, suggesting that the offenders are relatively
young. As far as the educational levels of respondents are concerned, 40.3%
have completed their senior certificate examination, 45.2% had Grade 8 to 11
education, while the remaining 14.5% with Grades 5 to 7. Cumulatively, 59.7%
of the participants did not complete their senior certificate examination. This
finding suggests that offenders varied over a range of educational
gualifications, hence education was not a precursor to the nature of offenses
committed.

Almost two thirds (61.2%) of the respondents were in gainful
employment or self-employed. More than a third (38.7%) of the respondents
were unemployed. This pattern suggests that the rate of unemployment among
offenders is higher than the country’s norm of 33.9%. Notwithstanding, this
finding refutes the notion that unemployment is the primary variable in
offending. It confirms that irrespective of the material circumstances of
offenders, offending is spread among both the employed and the unemployed
with greater prominence among the unemployed. Just more than a third
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(35.5%) of the respondent were married while a significant number (64.5%)
were single. Among those who were married only 16.7% had no children. A
significant number had one, two, or three children amounting to 37.1%, 16.1%,
and 22.6%, respectively. A small number had four or five children making up
4.8% and 3.2%, respectively. This finding suggests that despite having a sense
of family responsibility it is not a deterrent to offend.

Table 2: Demographic Profile of Respondents
2.1 Socio-Demographics Characteristic Frequency Percentage

Age Total Percentage
15-21 1 1.6%
22-35 24 38.7%
36-45 24 38.7%
46-55 12 19.4%
56-65 1 1.6%
Total: 62 100%

2.2 Level of Education

Level Total Percentage
Matric 25 40.3%
Grade 8-11 28 45.2%
Grade 5-7 9 14.5%
Total: 62 100%

2.3 Occupation

Work Total Percentage
Employed 27 43.5%
Self-employed | 11 17.7%
Unemployed 24 38.8%

Total: 62 100%

2.4 Marital Status

Status Total Percentage
Married 22 35.5%
Single 40 64.5%
Total: 62 100%
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2.5 Number of Children

Number Total Percentage
0 10 16.1%
1 23 37.2%
2 10 16.1%
3 14 22.6%
4 3 4.8%
5 2 3.2%
Total: 62 100%
2.6 Religious Affiliation
Religion Total Percentage
Bahai 1 1.6%
Christianity 30 48.4%
Hindu 2 3.2%
Islam 17 27.4%
Shembe 8 12.9%
ZCC 4 6.5%
Total: 62 100%

All respondents in the study were affiliates of some organized form of
religion. Offenders within the Christian faith made up close to half (48.4%) of
the study population while Islam ranked second with 27.4% and Shembe — a
blend between Christianity and indigenous ancestral worship — with 12.9%.
Offenders within the Hindu faith comprised 3.2%, Bahai 1.6%, and Zionist
Christian Church (ZCC) adherents 6.5%. What is significant in this finding is
that Christianity is a dominant religious grouping in the country while Islam
constitutes a minority. Islam as a faith group promotes greater rigidity in
religious practices and they make up more than half of their Christian
counterparts. This variation in religious affiliation suggests that belonging to
a particular faith group is not a factor in the nature and extent of offending. It
may be further assumed that belonging to a particular faith group does not
preclude offending.

Amongst the most prominent crimes committed are house breaking
(24.2%), rape (16.1%), and murder (12.9%). The average duration of

12 of 22 pages



Religion Behind Bars

incarceration for these crimes committed is 30 years. Considering that the
current life expectancy rate in South Africa is 64.8 years suggests that
offenders will spend almost half of their lifetime in incarceration. Being in
isolation from family and society for such a long duration makes reintegration
programs a futile exercise as most will be closer to have lived their life span.
Such predictions are based on the assumption that the values and norms learnt
in incarceration through religious conformity, will add very little social capital
to society given the length of their incarceration. Although this may be
perceived as being pessimistic, for the offender, faith in religion provides
succor within the bars of the correctional center.

Interestingly, 82,3% of the offenders reported that before incarceration
they practiced their religion compared to 96.8% who affirmed that they are
praying on their own. The fact that an overwhelmingly large percentage
reporting adherence to their religion before incarceration, suggests that they
were not religiously sterile individuals before serving their sentence. However,
there are variations in the frequency with which they pray. A total of 75.8% of
the respondents pray daily whereas 12.9% pray occasionally. The remaining
11.3% pray once a week. Irrespective of this variation in the frequency of
praying, the fact that they do pray is indicative that they are not lost to religion
and faith. With reference to participation in religious programs organized by
chaplains only 21% of participants were attracted. This trend suggests that
organized religious programs have a low level of appeal, which is supported
by the earlier finding that 96.8% of the offenders are praying on their own. Of
those who participate in chaplain led religious programs, 54% are praying only
on religious occasions, 17.7% sometimes, and 6.5% not at all. The low-level
support for chaplaincy led religious programs suggests that commitment to
organized forms of religious activity has very little appeal among offenders.
Offenders prefer praying on their own and value their faith as individuals,
which is supported by the finding that 82.3% reported conformity to their faith
before incarceration. This is supported by the finding that 96.8% are praying
on their own. The findings suggest that conformity to religion during
incarceration is an individual and personal matter between the offender and
God.

Seeking forgiveness from God is a motivating factor as to why
offenders are praying. In this respect 9.7% strongly agreed as compared to
72.6% who only agreed. Praying regularly helps offenders to make life easier
in the correctional center. In this respect a significant 74.2% felt that practicing
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their religion helped them cope with the challenges accompanying
incarceration while 22.6% found no difference followed by 3.2% with no
response. A vast majority (91.9%) agreed that they will continue to practice
their religion post incarceration while only 6.5% strongly agreed, with 1.6%
disagreeing. This finding suggests that irrespective of chaplaincy led religious
programs, offenders were and are religiously inclined before, during, and post
release. There was a wide agreement (80.6%) that they did not learn much
about their religion during incarceration whereas 19.4% disagreed. This trend
suggests that offenders come to correctional centers with a strong religious
orientation and organized chaplaincy led programs did not further enhance
their knowledge about their faith. Exposure to other religious groups and
wanting to change their religion gained a fraction of support. A total of 19.4%
felt their exposure to other faith groups made them want to change their
religion as compared to 72.6% wanting to continue with their faith. Despite the
fact that a significant number continued to practice their religion there was
overwhelming (88.7%) support with regard to respect for other faith groups.
These findings further affirm that offenders are not religiously sterile within
the confines of the correctional center.

Conclusion

The study has confirmed that religion is a vital social institution in the
organization of societies. With secularization religious practices have
diminished to a certain extent. Despite this, secularized societies compared to
their theocratic counterparts have lesser levels of deviancy. This brings into
guestion whether religious belief is a constraining factor in deviant behavior.
The case study reveals that offenders held strong religious beliefs before their
incarceration. The effectiveness of chaplaincy is illustrated by low levels of
participation in religious programs which suggests that irrespective of
organized religious programs, offenders preserve their religious identity on
their own. Whether there is a need for them to learn more about their faith in
order to seek succor and comfort during their incarceration is questionable. The
fact that an overwhelming number of offenders pray on their own highlights
the motivation to be connected with their spiritual self and likely to carry over
their faith upon release. These findings strongly suggest that offenders have
not been incarcerated as religiously sterile individuals. This is contrary to the
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literature that asserts that organized faith-based programs are a necessity for
pro-social behavior. By all indications there is very little agreement with the
assertion that faith-based programs do in fact enhance the religiosity of
offenders. With or without such programs, offenders are cognizant of the value
of practicing their faith to cope with the challenges and difficulties that
accompany incarceration.
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