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Outline the key features of the modernist/secular understanding of society.  Illustrate your essay with examples drawn from social life in New Zealand.
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Outline the key features of the modernist/secular understanding of society.  Illustrate your essay with examples drawn from social life in New Zealand.

The modern understanding of society is characterised by a strong focus on the individual, the absence of spiritual considerations in public affairs, leaving religion as a private matter, the rejection of authority and pre-eminence of rationality.  Writing in the sixties, F R Barry noted “that the west has been gradually coming adrift from its classical and its Christian inheritance; and this process has now come to a climax…”
  Examples of the more formal elements of New Zealand Society such as politics and legislation show these characteristics clearly as do less formal aspects such as our personal choices and forms of expression.  One of the over-arching concepts of the modern movement is a focus on the individual.

Placing the individual at the centre of life is key characteristic of modernity.  Philosophers such as Descartes take the existence of the individual as the starting point for developing all further ideas
.  The rise of democracy has at its core the intrinsic value of each person
.  New Zealand has many pieces of legislation defining and promoting the rights of individuals, such as the Bill of Rights Act, Relationship Property Act and the Human Rights Act.  The “Human Rights Act carefully details what every individual is entitled to, but has nothing to say about the common good…”
  Not just in legislation is the individual at the centre, but also in the way New Zealanders talk and think about themselves, as observed by Austin Mitchell.  “Instead of discussing ideas or grouping people into abstractions such as classes they prefer to gossip about individuals. Their national literature, like their conversation and women’s magazines, is dominated by the ‘funny thing that happened to me’ approach.”
 The primacy of the individual extends into the treatment of religious matters. 

Secular society views religious observance as something that is not to be imposed and relegates it to the private and personal sphere of life.  This is a natural result of the modern doctrine of excluding spiritual influence from public life.  Brian Carrell notes that “Faith, religion and the Church in this scheme belong to the private sphere, along with all other leisure activities…”
  New Zealand’s Education Act of 1877 included a requirement that “teaching… be entirely of a secular character” 
.  Later amendments that allowed limited religious instruction contained opt-out clauses to enable parents to exclude their children from such lessons
.  People also exercise their right to opt-out of organized religion.  Declining church attendance in New Zealand is commonly held up as a sign of increasing secularity.  Whilst this does not conclusively prove the decline of religion per se, it does indicate that religious observances such as church services are not an expected norm and that there is no social obligation to partake.  “Most follow their various paths of morality and spirituality in a haphazard way, influenced more by upbringing and schooling that by the lively effects of a current religious affiliation.”
  This wariness of imposed religion is seen in the way church authority is rejected in New Zealand society.

The rejection of authority was a key factor in the development of modernity and can be seen in modern society.  Modern scientists and philosophers searched for an alternative to the authority of scripture or the church to support their understanding of the world.  “Modernity involved a search for new identities to replace the traditional and religiously-sanctioned ones of the previous epoch.”
  This is true too of secular society which separates religion from public affairs.  In contrast to other countries, religion has largely been kept out of New Zealand politics.  “Support for one religion or religious denomination rather than another is not reflected in political allegiance…”
  Destiny New Zealand, a political party associated with the Destiny Church, has been attacked or discredited for overtly having biblical principles at the core of it policies, even by MP Peter Dunne, the leader of a moderate Christian party
.  The closest a political party espousing religious values, has come to power was in the 1996 general election, with the Christian Coalition gaining less than 5% of the vote
.  The successor of authority was rational thought.
In secular society “all we believe and do must be finally tried at the ultimate bar of rationality.”
  The importance of rationality is a major theme of philosophical and scientific development leading up to and during the modern period.  “Rationalism holds that the human mind has the capacity to establish truths… by reason alone…”
  Not even religion was spared.  “Under modernity, reason rather than faith became the measure of truth in knowing God.”
  The fact the word ‘irrational’ is used as a pejorative in New Zealand political debate
 shows the low value placed on ideas that are not expressed within a rational framework.  The force of rational thought has been instrumental in the emergence of the secular society, but is only one aspect of its total character.
Examples from both the formal and informal spheres of social life demonstrate the central characteristics of modernity in New Zealand.  The supremacy of rationality, the rejection of authority, the relegation of spiritual matters to private life and the primacy of the individual are the key characteristics of the secular view of society. 
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