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Abstract 

 

Today secularism contends with two major belief systems: religious faith and faith in nation, 

nationalism. There is a potential inconsistency between secularism - exemplified by empiricism, 

an absence of unquestioning belief in dogma, commitment to open critical debate - and one or 

both of the belief systems. At the Individual level, a person’s identity may be torn between 

commitment to secular thinking and faith in country and/or faith in religious dogma. Employing 

concepts from identity economics, this paper argues that there are important economic 

implications to the potential conflict between secular identity and identification with an 

overriding belief in a religious dogma or the ideology espoused by one’s nation. To be sure 

when secularism is weakly developed in a society identity conflict is muted. But this comes at a 

cost. Which societies are most likely to bear these costs? Two types of societies are especially 

vulnerable: countries with compromised nationalism exemplified by an absence of responsible 

state rule and minimal adherence to a code of national law; and countries where nationalism is 

defined in terms of belief in one particular religion enjoying a virtual monopoly over religious 

thought. Having established this, the paper goes on to access the penalty paid for not being 

secular, demonstrating that flaccidity in innovation is one of its chief hallmarks. An important 

corollary of the argument is that the rate of convergence for a developing country towards high 

levels of income per capita enjoyed by the advanced countries – toward levels enjoyed by the 

United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Western Europe and Japan – is profoundly 

shaped by the average level of secularism prevailing nationwide in that land.  
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“I found it impossible to pick up the Bible without being rent in two. I had to make a decision 
between evolution and Scripture.....It was there that night that I accepted the Word of God and 
rejected all that would ever counter it, including evolution ....I tossed into the fire all my dreams 

and hopes in science.” 1 

 

I Identity 

 Identity is a powerful thing. Escape it as we may try, it haunts us. When we fall short of 

our idealized self, our sense of what we should be, what beliefs we aspire to, we experience 

discomfort. Call it guilt; call it regret; call it aversion to sin. Our utility is bound up with it. 

 This is the tenet of identity economics, a field pioneered by George Akerlof and Rachel 

Kranton. 2 The key insights of the theory are compelling, simple and intuitively plausible. 

Through socialization, an individual mind acquires a conscious sense of identity, an idealized set 

of standards, a set of norms, to which he or she aspires. Compromising on one’s standards, 

failing to live up to the ideal is costly: the person experiences a loss of utility, unease, 

discomfort even guilt. Institutions – firms, political parties, academic institutions – seek out 

recruits, for instance employees. Some hires naturally identify with the institution and its 

idealized goals; others, more opportunistic in their outlook, do not. The former group consists 

of insiders; the second group outsiders.  

To remain viable in a competitive environment the managers of the institution aim to 

minimize the costs of meeting its goals. The managers know insiders are willing to work for 

lower wages (since they garner utility simply by being identified with the institution) than are 

outsiders who gain no satisfaction from being associated with the institution, are just as happy 

to work elsewhere. If the gap between insider and outsider wages looms large enough the 
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managers have a strong incentive to invest in indoctrination: in rituals and company image 

building (e.g.: singing the company, subsidizing company softball teams, designing the work 

space in a quirky and intriguing manner, etc) with the aim of converting outsiders, fashioning 

them into committed insiders. 

 One of the great appeals of the argument is that it can be extended from a discussion of 

profit making enterprises to other types of organizations. The military, churches, and political 

movements spring to mind. The trick is to redefine an insider. Following Hoffer (1951) I call 

insiders “true believers.” A true believer embraces the idealized norms of the institution 

wholeheartedly. A soldier willing to die for his or her country whether it be right or wrong 

morally (for instance the kamikaze pilots smashing their planes into balls of flame as they crash 

into the decks of aircraft carriers, sacrificing themselves for the greater glory of the Japanese 

emperor); a monk drawing inspiration from filled with nothing more than poverty and 

abstinence from carnal love; a Nazi camp commander directing the mass extermination of Jews 

in gas chambers; a Buddhist acolyte withdrawing from the ways of the world in a search for 

ever higher forms of enlightenment. True believers are they all.  The true believer wills him or 

herself to suffer through extreme discomfort lest his or her behavior fall far short of personal 

identity. 

 Many individuals are not true believers. They are conflicted. They live in a grey world. 

They are outsiders who can be turned into insiders under some circumstances. Revolutions, 

wars, the rapid spread of a cult running rampant through a population can inspire them to 
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become true believers, at least for a while. They follow the herd. They can be inspired to 

participate heroically if sufficiently whipped up into a frenzied state by charismatic leadership.   

The existence of the outsider is one reason why most institutions are likely to engender 

corruption in periods of relative stability. Outsiders demand extra rewards, above and beyond 

what the true believer requests. Give them access to fringe benefits – for instance the ability to 

extract bribes, the opportunity to secure sexual favors from their clients – they are perfectly 

willing to simulate being true believers. That said, the hard cold reality is they are opportunists; 

they are outsiders in the sense that there are identities are not fettered to the cause, the goal, 

of the institution.  

 Using the idea of the true believer and the outsider this paper examines the interaction 

of nationalism and religion – belief systems to which true believers flock because they lend 

themselves to painting the world in black and white terms, insider and outsider terms - with 

secularism based upon a profound scepticism about the possibility of ever knowing absolute 

truth.  To the nationalist you are a fellow national of a country or you are not. To take some 

obvious pairings you are French or you are German, Japanese or Chinese, Indian or Pakistani. To 

the committed member of a religious faith either you sincerely subscribe to the doctrines 

promulgated by prophets like Confucius, or Buddha, or Jesus, or Mohammed or you do not. 

Being secular means seeing the world in empirical terms, being inductive. It means opening 

yourself up to alternative viewpoints, being convinced by what the evidence shows, 

understanding that future experimentation might overthrow what is accepted doctrine today. It 

means appreciating that there is progress in the gathering of knowledge.  
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A key message of this paper is being secular or not being secular has consequences. Like 

it or not, societies in which secular thought and  institutions dominate are more successful in 

generating long-run economic growth, in raising the standard of living, in meeting the material 

aspirations of humanity. 

 The paper begins with the world’s oldest belief system: religion. 

II Religion: Ritual, Myth and Axial Thought  

 Religion is a belief system involving the relationship between a transcendental world 

that can only be gleaned through some leap of faith and the world of actual day to day 

experience. It combines ritual, myth and philosophy.  

Historians of religion argue that it originally emerged in the guise of ritual (dance, 

singing, mime) within tribal settings. Ritual evolved into myth, narrative, as hunting and 

gathering tribalism gave way to settled agriculture societies organized politically into states. 

Recording myth and refining narrative typically went hand and hand with the development or 

writing. For most of human history the vast majority of people were illiterate. Hence small 

elites fashioned myth for the masses.  In the hands of these elites who debated with one 

another as to interpretation it ultimately became philosophy, a systematic ordering of reality 

conceived in terms of an interconnected transcendent and a here and now. This is known as 

axial age thought.2  

 It is tempting to speculate about parallels between the shift from hunting and gathering 

to settled agriculture and the evolution of religion from ritual to myth.3 It is well known that 
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hunting and gathering peoples tend to be democratic and non-hierarchical; as well most are 

very violent, the proportion dying of wounds being quite high by the standards of today.4 

Reducing violence within the tribe and channelling it against other tribes is a practice that 

maximizes the probability of the tribe surviving in an environment in which the number of 

animals that can be hunted is limited, the number of plants to be consumed is scarce, and other 

tribes are competing for the same resources.5  It has been convincingly established by 

neuroscience that our brains are hardwired in contradictory directs. Some complexes in the 

brain promote aggression; others altruism; others reasoning capacity and the ability to weigh 

up costs against benefits. Participating in rituals emphasizing the common bonds shared by 

everyone in the group fosters within group altruism.  

Worshipping the same deity, staying true to the dictates laid down by a small group of 

common ancestors, promotes commonly held identity, shaping purpose and goals for the group 

operating as a whole. Presumably tribes lacking a binding set of rituals are more likely to 

disappear because their members are unwilling to sacrifice themselves for a common cause. 

Successful tribes tend to suppress within group violence, rather directing their aggression 

outward against other competing groups.6  

The fact that humans are natural dualists makes the appeal of belief in a transcendent 

reality all the more convincing. As humans we enjoy consciousness. We naturally assume that 

this arises from the fact that we have a mind where consciousness and identity reside separate 

from our physical bodies. Our consciousness appears to connect us to something transcendent. 

We believe that we possess a soul separate from our material flesh and blood.7  
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Eventually populations that avoid disappearing through the incessant warfare of hunting 

and gathering completion make the transition to settled agriculture with domesticated plants 

and animals. When they do their human numbers proliferate resulting in specialization and 

division of labor. Hierarchy is spawned in the process. A classic case being the caste system 

articulated in India. 8 Following in the wake of this transition emerges writing, bureaucracy 

collecting taxes and elites sharply differentiated from the masses. Mythic and axial religious 

thought generated and guarded by a small elite (enjoying the luxury of being able to speculate 

about the transcendent and its implications for how to live in a world in which market exchange 

increasingly takes the place of violent theft) elaborate theories about true justice. They argue 

justice is an expression of transcendent principles, elaborating their arguments into guidelines 

for how society should be best organized.  

For the exemplary prophet of axial thought – Socrates, Buddha, Elijah, or Confucius – 

the sage-king ruling informed by the wisdom of divine transcendent forces was the ideal ruler. 

From the point of view of the political elite – the ruler and his or her group of advisors – the 

reality was not the sage-king but the king-sage. Religion espoused by the intellectual elite that 

buttressed the political legitimacy of the ruler was a good thing, an institution that should be 

promoted. It reduced domestic violence because it promoted altruistic behavior fostering a 

common identity amongst the masses. At the same time it provided a powerful motivator for 

the soldiers, the military class or caste, whose job it was to fight for the ruler and the territory 

he or she controlled against all enemies, foreign or domestic. A religion guaranteeing afterlife 

to the fallen warrior was something a clever cautious ruler wanted to bolster. A king-sage acting 

as if he or she was a sage-king was something to be reckoned with. 
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In short it is not difficult to create scenarios that account for the appeal of religion, that 

explain why rulers, warriors and military commanders carried on wars of conquest in the name 

of one faith or another. One can understand how religions like Christianity and Buddhism – 

grounded in messages of love, non-violence and forgiveness for sinful trespasses – end up being 

promulgated by the sword. One can understand why religious fanatics in the contemporary 

world carry out acts of terrorism. They might not be the true believers that leaders of the 

various religious institutions hold up as ideal members of their community of believers, but 

they are believers of a sort. In defense of their actions they can invoke the bloody history of 

their faith without espousing untruths about that history.9 

To summarize: the major contemporary religions combine ritual, myth and axial 

thought. This is part of their appeal. They offer different things to different audiences. What is a 

true believer in a religion? The answer is not obvious given the different aspects of religion 

highlighted here. For our purposes here we will take as a definition of a true believer someone 

who embraces all three aspects of religion. Someone who is only committed to one aspect – say 

the axial thought of the religion – will be considered an outsider for our purposes.10 

III Nationalism and Religion 

 Nationalism is the second belief system considered here. Nationalism emerged in 

Europe during the early Enlightenment.11 Committed to improving the economic and political 

fortunes of the mass of humanity the thrust of nationalism is to do away with the elitism of the 

axial religions. In England and the Netherlands, nationalism grew out of the democratization of 

Christian religion, specifically drawing its inspiration from Calvinism. A key tenet of the 
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Protestant versions of Christianity was the individual’s responsibility to read the Bible, not 

relying on the Catholic Church hierarchy to interpret it. A true believer Calvinist was expected 

to lead an exemplary life at all times, in all dealings worldly, in all commercial transactions. 

Ironically this was good for business. A Calvinist garnered trust by simple being a Calvinist. 

 To be sure the Catholic Church had not helped its cause by recruiting monks and priests 

who were less true believers, more outsiders infused with opportunism. Corruption had crept 

into its ranks at all levels, the Papacy becoming a virtual den of thieves. The Counter-

Reformation was aimed at cleaning up the mother Church as well as combating the Protestant 

sects.  

 The Enlightenment itself was not cohesive. It spawned factions, each embracing their 

own theory of how progress for the common person could be realized. Moreover, each variant 

– moderate, radical and counter-Enlightenment – staked out a distinct position on how religion 

was to be treated.  

The moderate Enlightenment version – associated with John Locke’s treatise on 

religious toleration – argued for individual choice in religious matters, for competition in the 

religious market as it were. 12 The American variant of this theory became the basis for the 

doctrine of separation of church and state, the first amendment to the Constitution of the 

United States.13  

The radical Enlightenment was less committed to Lockean individualism. It emphasized 

the national collectivity. Moreover it was overtly hostile to religion. The Declaration of Rights 

and Citizen guiding the early phase of the French Revolution drew heavily from the writings of 
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French philosophers – Voltaire, Diderot, d’Alembert, de Condercet, Montesquieu – many of 

whom were avowed atheists. The modern French notion of secularism (laicité) crystallizes this 

theory of the role of religious organizations in a properly functioning nation-state.  

Finally the Counter-Enlightenment, pioneered by Rousseau, espoused a doctrine 

totalitarian to its core. The state was to be rooted in a civil religious doctrine which all citizens 

were required to adhere (Rousseau explicitly ruled out Christianity as the basis for the 

doctrine). The citizen failing to a true believer in the state religion was a heretic, an outsider 

who deserved to be banished or, worse yet, executed. Two streams of nation-state branding 

found their roots in this theory: theocracy in which one religion has a monopoly, citizenship for 

the masses directly linked to a religious doctrine; or totalitarianism dominated by a secular 

religion like Fascism or Communism. In the totalitarian version the state is organized along the 

lines of the single party that expresses “the voice of the people.” The Leninist theory of the 

“dictatorship of the proletariat” is a classic realization of this view. So is the Nazi state. 

 Modern nation-state branding worldwide derives from these three distinct models:  

among other implications of this thesis is how to achieve progress for the masses by invoking 

some version of nationalism shapes the relation between state and religion in a particular 

nation-state.14 

 The insider/outsider “true believer” thesis suggests important corollaries to this thesis: 

first, nation-states that brand around one dominant religion reduce the potential conflict 

between national identity and religious identity. In a Moslem country like Saudi Arabia that 

defines itself in terms of a distinct version of Islam (Sunnism buttressed by Sharia law as 
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interpreted by Wahabbi inspired clerics and judges) religious identity is virtually synonymous 

with national identity, presumably strengthening the attachment of a Saudi citizen to belief in 

God. By the same token in European countries like Denmark where the official religion is the 

Evangelical Lutheran Church and the state flag displays a cross, there is little conflict of identity 

between being a Danish citizen and being a nominal believer in Christianity (but not necessarily 

a true believer). Likewise in England where there is a monarchy whose duties are inextricably 

linked to the Anglican Church a dedicated nationalist may well confuse religious affiliation with 

citizenship.  

  Using the same logic a natural conclusion is that overtly atheistic states like the 

Communist countries should promote atheism or agnosticism. There is truth to this inference. 

For instance in both China and North Korea, the proportion who identify themselves as agnostic 

or atheist is substantial. However, both countries were originally Confucian and Confucianism is 

one religion that does not emphasize the overriding importance of God (to be sure, Confucius 

himself made much about the mandate of heaven). In Europe, particularly in Europe in the 

aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the sweeping away of the Iron Curtain the 

return to belief in religious doctrine - whether it be Catholic, Protestant or Eastern Orthodox - 

has been remarkable. 

 How can we make sense of the resurgence of religious identification in Eastern Europe? 

In the countries of Eastern and Central Europe where religion was strongly entrenched and 

national groups were defined in terms of faith – Catholic Poland is a prime example – newly 

Communist regimes struggled with how to deal with the religious institutions they inherited. 
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Avowedly atheistic, the governments of these countries had no choice except to place the 

religions under the watchful eye and control of ministries that attempted to monitor and 

manage their behavior. At the same time the governments promoted Marxist-Leninist atheism 

in the schools and amongst party recruits. But many of these party recruits were reluctant 

atheists. They were not true believers in atheism. To entice them into party or government 

positions they were accorded benefits, namely the opportunity to extract bribes from their 

citizenry. As a result the bureaucracies and party echelons in the Iron Curtain countries became 

steeped in corruption. Motivated by the aim of securing legitimacy in order to survive in an 

avowedly atheistic nation-state the churches distanced themselves from corruption, promoting 

reform wherever they could. Human rights advocates, critics of party corruption, dedicated 

secularists opposed to totalitarian rule identified themselves with the churches because the 

churches stood for an alternative model of nation-state branding. The churches became 

political symbols of traditional nationalism in these lands.  

With the collapse of Communism the churches emerged as the bastions of true 

nationalism. Post-Communist Poland is a case in point, albeit an extreme case: there was 

actually a proposal before the Polish parliament to designate Jesus Christ the head of state.15  

IV Science and Religion 

 Battered in some parts of the world by modern nationalism, religion has also suffered 

from the spread of science. Indeed the growing importance of scientific knowledge for 

economic innovation has definitely weakened the intellectual appeal, the axial appeal, of 

religion. To sociology students of Weber this is the demystification of the world brought about 
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the growing role of rational scientific thought. To economists the key is the labor market. As the 

demand for scientifically trained workers increases the prestige and elite status of the ministry 

is tarnished.16The intellectual elite is increasingly imbued with secular thinking. 

 The critical point about science is that it mixes empiricism with critical thinking. 

Scientific thinking is progressive. Scientists operate with the assumption that the truth about 

nature is imperfect, that knowledge about its working is being constantly improved upon, that 

there is beauty in natural law.  

 Physical science – chemistry, physics – is more consistent with a belief in God and some 

form of religion than is biology. No serious physicist could subscribe to the views of a 

theologian like Richard Swinburne17: 

 “[God] can make the planets move in the way that Kepler discovered they move ... or he 
can make plants move in quite different ways .... God is not limited by the laws of 
nature, he makes them and he can change or suspend them – if he chooses.” 

 

That said there is a way out for a great physicist like Newton or Einstein: Deism or Pantheism, 

for instance. Invoke God as the divine watchmaker who sets the universe in motion, 

subsequently withdrawing completely from its management so that natural law and only 

natural law applies. Not surprisingly Deism spread during the Scientific Revolution and the 

Enlightenment that followed on its heels.  

 God as the divine watchmaker is one thing. But what if the watchmaker is blind? To 

eloquent neo-Darwinians like Dawkins (1982, 1986, 1996, 1998, 2006, 2009) the divine 

watchmaker, God as the first mover, makes no sense. Chance, random variation, selected for by 
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the struggle for the means of subsistence, the battle to extract nourishment from the 

environment, governs life on the planet. Life emerged from chemical processes, originally 

taking the form of bacteria, more complex eukaryotes evolving from the bacteria. The 

watchmaker is blind.18 

 Theory in science is profoundly different from religious theory. Axial religious theory – 

as opposed to pure superstition or a belief in miracles (that by definition are violations of 

natural law) – relies on making a priori arguments about transcendent reality that cannot be 

observed through observation or experiment. Neo-Darwinian theory is scientific theory with a 

vengeance. 

 The decline of metaphysics within the field of philosophy is an indicator of the growing 

influence of secular thinking in intellectual circles. Enlightenment thinkers like Hume and Kant 

basically showed that the standard arguments for the existence of God are flawed. Increasingly 

empiricism crept into philosophy though most philosophers reject the most extreme version of 

the doctrine, logical positivism.19 

 Given the various forces – nationalism and science – arrayed against it, religion has 

continued to play a remarkably robust role in the contemporary world. Why? To get a handle 

on this issue – from a secular point of view - we turn to an empirical analysis of data on 

religious affiliation, specifically looking at the percentages of national populations who declare 

themselves either agnostic or atheist.20 

V Statistical Interlude 1: The Determinants of Secularism 
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 For the purposes of this statistical endeavor we define the proportion secular as the 

proportion who is either self declared agnostic or atheist. There are good reasons for thinking 

this is an underestimate of the proportion basically secular. For one thing many individuals 

classify themselves as belonging to a religion because they participate in the rituals of that 

religion, at least on an occasional basis. This does not make them true believers in that faith. As 

an illustration of the fact that religious identity is on the decline the fact that 45% of marriages 

in the United States during the first decade of the 21st century are interfaith marriages suggests 

people are taking religion less and less seriously.21 

 That secularism measured as we calibrate here is less pervasive than we might 

anticipate on the basis of the arguments advanced above is apparent from Table 1. [Table 1 

about here]. If we are seeking places where secularism is deeply entrenched it is apparent that 

Communist Asia and Europe are the strongest candidates. The table also suggests that 

populations residing in monarchies and countries espousing an official religion are more likely 

to be religious than countries lacking these institutions; and that countries with poor 

governance (as calibrated by adherence to law and the efficiency of government) are likely to 

not be secular. For instance in Africa where governance tends to be deeply flawed in the vast 

majority of countries belief in some religion – animism and ancestor worship in some, 

Christianity and Islam in others – is solidly grounded.21 Perhaps people seek out churches or 

mosques out of desire for security. In lawless environments families threatened by violence are 

naturally attracted to sanctuaries.22In addition in countries where government services are 

lacking, there is little if any public education. Many are illiterate. How can an illiterate child 

know much if anything about science and the scientific method? Why would we expect pride in 
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one’s nation to be strong? In so far as humans hunger for some belief system to make sense of 

the sufferings of life on earth and the brevity of life itself what option is there outside of 

religion? 

 Even in Europe secularism is not as strong as we might suspect it would be given the fact 

that the Enlightenment emerged out of Europe. One line of argument is that Enlightenment 

was actually a failure; that in its wake came two brutal Total Wars (World War I and II), the 

Holocaust, the collapse of Communism as a progressive system, and most recently genocide in 

Yugoslavia. This seems to be the position taken by one of the most influential schools of 

philosophy in Europe, the German Frankfurt School. That the rationality of Kant could usher in 

the madness and horrors of the 20th century suggests that Enlightenment rationality was 

fundamentally beknighted.23 

 To go deeper into this problem let us return to the argument involving identity and 

possible conflicts over identity. Recall we argued that individuals feel less loss of identity driven 

utility if the various belief systems they subscribe to are in line with one another. Taking a cue 

from this argument we introduce a new variable into our analysis, one capturing the attitude of 

the nation-state regarding religion. This is GIR, government regulation of religion. 23 The idea is 

that when the state is highly supportive of religion people are more likely to be religious; and 

when the state is hostile toward faith people tend to lean toward secularism. An individual 

identifies with his or her nation-state and its branding particularly when the state’s governance 

is considered adequate (nationalism is more muted when the state is viewed as failing its 

people). Thus we expect GIR to be positively associated with religious attachment. 
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 Evidence consistent with this hypothesis appears in Table 2. [Table 2 about here] To be 

sure statistical significance is not the only criterion one would want to apply in evaluating these 

regressions. But getting solid results is not a bad thing. And these results are solid. 

 In sum secularism is intimately tied up with the governance or lack of governance 

provided by nation-states and the attitudes of the states toward religion.   

VI Statistical Interlude 2: Innovation and Secularism 

 Well enough, but why does this matter to someone primarily interested in economics? 

It matters because economic growth is intimately tied up with secularism. 

 Consider innovation. In Table 3, population weighted averages for governance, income 

per capita, growth in income per capita between 1990-2 and 2008-10 are presented for groups 

of countries classified by ranges for the global innovation index (gii). [Table 3 about here] In 

general the more innovative countries are more likely to be secular. More important are the 

countries having values of the gii between 40 and 49. These are principally developing 

countries. Yet the values for their innovativeness is close to those prevailing in the high income 

per capita countries where we would expect innovation to be pervasive since higher income per 

capita countries can invest more in research and development other things equal. For the group 

of countries with the innovation index between 40 and 49 secularism is unusually strong. For 

instance China is in this group and post-Maoist China is very secular.24  

 Secularism matters because it generates economic growth, because it is dynamic, 

because it encourages innovation, because it is friendly towards science. This can be clearly 
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seen in the regressions reported in Table [Table 4 about here] Here again using standard 

statistical criteria the results are strong. It is encouraging that a very simple model can generate 

such compelling results. Again, this does not prove the thesis is true. But it certainly does not 

hurt the credibility of someone trying to make the case. 

 Fine you might say. But what is the role of science in all this? Using survey data for 

Europe alone (Turkey is included in the sample as it was applying to enter the European Union 

at the time the survey was undertaken) – albeit a limitation since Europe tends to be secular – 

we can relate attitudes toward, and knowledge of, science to our measures of innovation and 

secularism. Grouped averages appear in Table 5. [Table 5 about here] The overlap between 

embracing innovation, secularism and scientific thinking is apparent from the averages given in 

the table. 

V Conclusions 

 It is not uncommon for people in the advanced countries to assert that the 

contemporary world is secular. For those who take comfort from this opinion the message of 

this paper is not encouraging. Secularism does exist but it exists in pockets. It is not strongly 

entrenched in Africa, the Middle East, and in most of the Americas. Where it is strong is in 

North America, Western Europe, Australia, New Zealand, Japan and China. That China is highly 

secular is surely a factor in China’s remarkable growth after the cult of Mao was demolished. 

That said, for those persons including the authors of this paper who are convinced secularism is 

a good thing, the fact that it is on the defensive in so much of the developing world is hardly a 

source of satisfaction. Rather it is a source of unease not by dint of any hostility on our part 

toward religion per se. Rather it is a source of anxiety because not being secular appears to 
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have important economic consequences. If the cost of maintaining an unbending belief in a 

transcendent world is continued poverty is this a good thing? This appears to be the 

unmistakable – if pessimistic - conclusion to draw from this study that embeds identity 

economics into an explanation of how and why secularism has established a foothold in the 

contemporary world and, more important, why this matters. 

 

Notes 

1 The writer of this passage is Kurt Wise an American geologist who directs the Center for 

Origins Research at Bryan College in Dayton, Tennessee (the college is named after 

William Jennings Bryan famous or infamous – depending on your viewpoint – for his role 

in the Scopes trial. At one time Wise was a talented student of science, acquiring a Ph.D. 

at the University of Chicago. He went on to Harvard studying geology and paleontology 

under the guidance of the redoubtable evolutionist Stephen Jay Gould. Wise’s problem 

was that he could partition his mind into two distinct zones: one that accepted the 

Biblical view that the earth was less than 10,000 years old; the other than it was more 

than 10,000 years old. The quote - and this discussion - is taken from pp. 284-5 in 

Dawkins (2008). 

2 Some readers may not be acquainted with the concept “axial thought.” The term, 

originated by Karl Jaspers, refers to theories about the interrelationship between the 

transcendental and the mundane, between the sacred and profane, sufficiently 

powerful to being institutionalized by the rulers of empires or kingdoms. The theories 

were cultivated by intellectual elites – Greek philosophers like Socrates, Plato and 
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Aristotle; Chinese literati like Confucius or Lao Tzu; Jewish prophets like Elijah and 

Jeremiah; the Buddha and the Hindu Brahmins in India. The term “axial age” refers to 

the era between 800 and 200 BCE when these theories were propounded. See Bellah 

(2011) and Eisenstadt (1986). 

3 Speculation along the lines of my account here is voluminous. I can only point to a few 

alternative accounts out of a vast literature. For instance see Bellah (2011), Dawkins 

(2008), Deacon (1997), Durkheim (2001), Freud (1946, 1973), and Shermer (2011). 

4 For a review of the recent evidence about violence in hunting and gathering groups see 

Churchland (2011) and Pinker (1994, 2011). 

5 That within group altruism and aggression directed against outsider groups may be a 

good thing for the point of view of species survival is an intriguing idea advanced 

recently by the socio-biologist E. O. Wilson. See Lehrer (2012). 

6 For instance in the model of how cooperative behavior emerges advanced by Axelrod 

(2006) extending the length of time a game is played and increasing the value of the 

future (the eponymous “shadow of the future”) relative to the present induces 

cooperative game playing. If a transcendent afterlife is at stake the game is actually 

played forever. There is no way around it. The ultimate future never goes away, is 

always weighed in. So it clearly looms large. From this point of view promoting a longing 

for eternal salvation that is blissful and terror from eternal damnation creates strong 

incentives to behave cooperatively. For instance as often as not during the Middle Ages 

most European peasants – illiterate to the core – found their religious “inspiration” in 
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fear, drawing conclusions from paintings on Church walls that depicted hellfire, from the 

scolding voices of priests warning them of what might befall them if they gave in to the 

temptations of the Devil (the priests themselves often ill-informed about the niceties of 

Catholic doctrine). See inter alia Coulton (1961). Fear designed to elicit cooperation 

within medieval villages was also engendered by punishments designed to torture the 

violator of norms while alive, and to even deny him or her proper Christian burial once 

dead. For a discussion – gruesome and grotesque in its details – of cutting off noses and 

ears, breaking on the wheel, sawing victims in two, throwing so-called witches encased 

into a rock laden sack into a river to drown, see Pinker (2011) and Szeghyova (2010). 

One can argue that the principle of karma integral to the operation of the caste system 

in India is analogous to the idea of the Christian idea of reincarnation of one’s soul in 

paradise (raising questions like is the soul connected to a body? in which case one’s 

youthful body or one’s aged body?). 

7 On the problem wrestled with by European philosophers regarding the location of the 

soul see Porter (2003). 

8 For models of the transition from hunting and gathering to settled agriculture, see inter 

alia Mosk (2013: 242-5). 

9 See Juergensmeyer (1993, 2003) and Murphy (2013). 

10 For instance see Gutting (2013). It is clear that Gutting subscribes to axial ideas in 

Catholicism without necessarily buying into the rituals or the myths. 
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11 For details see Mosk (2013). 

12 For a modern variant of this view see Iannaccone (1991). 

13 Bellah (1975) argues that the Constitutional separation of church and state in the United 

States does not capture the true reality of the relationship between Christian thinking 

and government in the country. He maintains that there is a civil religion in the United 

States – captured in famous American songs like the Battle Hymn of the Republic or 

famous speeches like Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address – that weaves Christian ideals 

into the fabric of American nation-state branding. In general mainstream modern 

American philosophers seem to have taken a more moderate position on religion and 

the validity of the religious experience than those in Europe. Perhaps this is because 

American thinking is suffused with pragmatism: if it works for someone it must work for 

them for a reason. For the writings of American pragmatists, see James (1902) and 

Capps and Capps (2005). 

14 For a discussion of nation-state branding in the modern world see Mosk (2013). 

15 On religion in Eastern Europe before and after the collapse of Communism see Buzalka 

(2006), De George and Scanlan (1974), Michel (1988) and Ramet (1989). For the 

activities of German churches during the Nazi period – a totalitarian era analogous to 

that imposed on Eastern Europe and Russia by Communist regimes - see Jantzen (2008). 

16 For instance in France in 1876 the percentage of public faculty degrees given out in the 

sciences was 2.7%; in 1901 it was 13%; and in 1961 it was 33.3%. 
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17 The quote is taken from Dawkins (2008). Another quote, this time from the writings of 

Ambrose Bierce, given in the Dawkins source makes the same point in ironic, admittedly 

jocular, terms: Bierce’s definition of the verb to pray is ‘to ask that the laws of the 

universe be annulled in behalf of a single petitioner, confessedly unworthy.’” 

18 Not all neo-Darwinians subscribe to the version of evolution propounded by Dawkins 

whose emphasis is on the single gene, on DNA, the ultimate replicator, as the key to 

slow evolutionary change. For instance see Odling-Smee, Laland, and Feldman (2003) for 

alternative models. Nor are all neo-Darwinians as hostile to religion as is Dawkins who is 

basically an atheist as evidenced by his book The God Delusion. For instance S. J. Gould 

(2003) proposes a model of knowledge (ultimately based on the reasoning of Francis 

Bacon who pioneered empiricism), the two non-overlapping magisteria (NOMA), that 

explicitly accords religious thinking a respectable place in the advanced of knowledge. It 

should be noted that there are some neo-Darwinians who appear to be true believers in 

Christianity. A notable case is Francis Collins, former head of the Genone Project and 

current director of the National Institutes of Health. The respected biologist E. O. 

Wilson, famous for his advocacy of socio-biology, notes that most scientists are 

hardcore atheists. See Wilson (1999: pg. 62). For Wilson’s theory of gene-meme, 

genetic/cultural, co-evolution, see Lumsden and Wilson (1981). It is worth noting that 

Wilson was raised in a Southern religious family and that he has managed to retain a 

foot in both the worlds of science and religion at least on and off. That said, he cannot 

be classified as a true believer in religion. 
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19 For a strong defense of the empirical approach to philosophy – and a complete rejection 

of idealism – Plato, Hegel, etc – see Popper (1945). The Popper text also demolishes the 

dialectical materialism of Marxism. For the view of philosophers that the neither the 

existence of God nor the non-existence of God can be determined by philosophy see 

Thaker (1981) and Thomas (1970). For an attempt to establish the non-existence of God 

see Dawkins (2008) where an argument framed in terms of probability is put center 

stage. 

20 For other economic theory inspired statistical analysis involving contemporary religion 

see Barro and McCleary (2003, 2005). 

21 See Riley (2013). 

22 On the weakness of states see Migdal (1988). 

23 On the Frankfurt School see Connerton (1980), Friedman (1981), Habermas (2002, 

2012), and Tar (1977). 

23 I take the values of GIR from Fox (2008) which provides a global set of values. For 

countries where Fox characterizes a nation-state’s attitude as hostile to religion – as is 

the case with China, Cuba, France, and North Korea for instance – I multiply the GIR 

value he obtains by minus 1. In this way the range of values varies between high positive 

values (for Saudi Arabia) to low negative values (as in the case of China). For other 

global studies of religion see Bellah (1965, 1970), Breyer (1994), and Merriman (2004). 
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24 China under the cult of Mao was a different matter altogether. On the transition from 

Maoist utopian Communism to Market Socialism in the post-1978 period, see Mosk 

(2011). 
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Table 1 

Percentage of Population Agnostic and/or Atheist (Athagn%) and Sum of Measure for 
Government Functioning and Rule of Law (Govlaw) for Regions of the World and for Groups of 
non-Communist Countries According to Govlaw levels (sub-classified by Whether a Country is 

a Monarchy and/or has an Official Religion, Offchmon) and for (former) Communist or 
Communist (Com) Countries (Population weighted averages for groups) (a) 

Non-Communist Countries  

Communist or 
former 

Communist 
(Com) 

 

All Countries 

Govlaw < 15 Govlaw > 16 

Offchmon = 0 Offchmon > 
1 

Offchmon = 
0 

Offchmon > 1 

Athagn
% 

Gov-
law 

Athagn
% 

Gov-
law 

Athagn
% 

Gov
-law 

Athagn
% 

Gov
-law 

Athagn
% 

Gov-
law 

Athagn
% 

Gov-
law 

Africa (b) 

0.75% 9.9 0.50% 7.78 0.90% 6.7 1.40% 19 - - 0.80% 13.6 

Americas and the Caribbean (c) 

2.51% 13.8 2.50% 13.8 4.22% 15 11.6% 24 11.2% 24.4 13.0% 16.3 

Asia (including Russia) (d) 

1.86% 14.6 1.46% 8.39 0.78% 9.0 1.53% 18 12.6% 24.8 34.2% 3.51 

Europe (e) 

17.0% 25.9 - - - - 19.5% 25 13.5% 26.1 11.1% 18.2 

Pacific Ocean (including Philippines and Oceania) (f) 

6.12% 16.0 0.91% 12 - - 2.2% 22 19.1% 26.1 - - 
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Table 1 (Continued) 

Source: The Association of Religion Data Archives online website 
www.thearda.com/internationalData/ accessed in October and November, 2012; 
the Association of Religion Data Archives is at the Department of Sociology, the 
Pennsylvania State University, 211 Oswald Tower, College Park, PA. 

Notes: 

a The variable “Govflaw% defined as the sum of the government functioning 
variable (ranging from 0 to 12 whee 12 is the best functioning) and the rule of 
law variable (ranging from 0 to 16 where 16 is the most law abiding). The 
Offchmon variable refers to whether a country has a monarch or an official 
church (Offchmon = 0 means no monarchy or official church; Offchmon = 1 
means an official church or a monarch; and Offchmon = 2 means both. Only data 
for countries with figures for Govflaw values are used in making the calculations 
(these are likely to be countries with low values for Govlaw). 

b Former Communist countries are Botswana, Congo (Republic of), Namibia, and 
Niger; Non-former Communist dountries with Govlaw less than or equal to 15 
and Offchmon = 0 are: Angola, Burkino Faso, Burundi, Cameron, Central African 
Republic, Chad, Congo (Democratic Republic), Cote d’Ivorie, Eritrea, Gabon, 
Gambia, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau,, Kenya, Liberia, Malawi, Mozambique, Nigeria, 
Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Uganda, Western Sahara, and Zimbabwe; non-former 
Communist countries with Govlaw less than or equal to 15 and Offchmon greater 
than 0 are Algeria, Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Togo, Tunisia and Zambia; non-
former Communist countries with Govflaw greater than or equal to 16 are Benin, 
Botswana, Cape Verde, Ghana, Mauritius, Sao Tome and Principe, Senegal, 
Seychelles, South Africa and Tanzania. 

c (Former) Communist countries are Chile, Cuba and Nicaragua; non-former 
Communist countries with Govlaw less than or equal to 15 and Offchmon = 0 are 
Bolivia, Brazil, Columbia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, 
Honduras, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru and Venezuela; a non-former Communist 
country with Govlaw less than Offchmon greater than 0 is Jamaica; non-former 
Communist countries with Govlaw greater than or equal to 16 and Offchmon = 0 
are Argentina, Dominica, Panama, Puerto Rico, the United States and Uruguay; 
non-former Communist countries with Govlaw greater than or equal to 16 and 
Offchmon greater than 0 are Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, 
Canada, Costa Rica, Dominica Republic, Grenada, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint 
Lucia, and Saint Vincent and the Grenadines. 

 

 

http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/


33 
 

Table 1 (Continued) 

Notes (Continued) 

d (Former) Communist countries are Afghanistan, Armenia, Cambodia, China, 
Kazakhstan, Korea (North), Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Mongolia, Russia, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Vietnam; non-former Communist countries with 
Govlaw less than or equal to 15 and Offchmon = 0 are Burma, Lebanon, Nepal, 
Singapore, Syria and Turkey; non-former Communist countries with Govlaw less 
than or equal to 15 and Offchmon greater than 0 are Bahrain, Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, Brunei, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Malaysia, Oman, Pakistan, 
Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sri Lanka, UAE, and Yemen; countries with Govlaw 
greater than or equal to 16 and Offchmon = 0 are Cyprus, Hong Kong, India, 
Korea (South), and Taiwan; non-former Communist countries with Govlaw 
greater than or equal to 16 and Offchmon greater than 0 are Israel and Japan. 

e (Former) Communist countries are Albania, Belarus, Bosnia/Herzegovina, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Kosovo, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Macedonia, Moldava, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, and Ukraine; non-former Communist countries with Govlaw greater 
than 15 and Offchmon = 0 are Austria, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, 
San Marino, and Switzerland; non-former Communist countries with Govlaw 
greater than 15 and Offchmon greater than 0 are Belgium, Denmark, Finland, 
Greece, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Malta, Monaco, the Netherlands, 
Norway, Sweden and the United Kingdom. 

f There are no former Communist countries in this group. Countries with Govlaw 
less than or equal to 15 and Offchmon = 0 are Papua New Guinea, the 
Philippines, and Tonga; Countries with Govlaw greater than or equal to 16 and 
Offchmon = 0 are Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Micronesia Federation, Narau, Tuvalu 
and Vanuatu; countries with Govlaw greater than or equal to 16 and Offchmon 
greater than 0 are Australia and New Zealand.  
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Table 2 

The Determinants of Secularism as Measured by Percentage Atheistic and Agnostic (athagn%) 

Panel A: Simple Least Squares Regression  

 

Panel B: Regression with Logarithm of athagn% as Dependent Variable 

 

(No Panel C, because GIR has some negative values) 
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Table 3 

Innovation, Good Governance and Income per Capita 

Countries Classified by Four Levels of the Global Innovation Index (gii): Population Weighted 
Group Averages for: the Percentage of Population Agnostic or Atheist (Athagn%), the Sum of 

a Measure of Government Functioning and Rule of Law (Govlaw), Per Capita Income circa 
1990-02 (ypce), and the Ratio of Per Capita Income circa 2008-10 relative to Per Capita 

Income circa 1990-02 (ratylye) 

 

gii Athagn% Govlaw ypce (a)  ratylye (a) 

 50  < gii (b) 

56.15 14.52 25.36 27,346 1.36 

40  < gii < 50 (c) 

45.25 34.73  6.09  4,083 3.53 

30 < gii < 40 (d) 

35.49  3.54 15.30  3,354 1.94 

gii < 30 (e) 

25.66  1.11  9.62  1,997 1.55 

 

Sources: Sources for Table 1; Center for International Comparisons of Production, 
Income and Prices, Penn World Tables (Version 7.1), downloaded from 
website https://pwt.sas.upenn.edu on February 16, 2013; and 
www.globalinnovationindex.rg/gii downloaded from website on March 6, 
2013. 

Notes:  

a Based on Penn World Table data in international dollars. 

b In order of descending values of the gii variable, highest to lowest: 
Switzerland, Sweden, Singapore, Finland, United Kingdom, Netherlands, 
Denmark, Hong Kong, Ireland, Luxembourg, United States, Canada, New  

https://pwt.sas.upenn.edu/
http://www.globalinnovationindex.rg/gii
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Table 3 (Contined) 

Notes (Continued) 

 

Zealand, Norway, Germany, Malta, Israel, Iceland, Estonia, Belgium, 
South Korea, Australia, France and Japan. 

 

c In order of descending values of the gii variable, highest to lowest: 
Slovenia, Czech Republic, Cyprus, Spain, Latvia, Hungary, Malaysia, Qatar, 
China, Portugal, Italy, United Arab Emirates, Lithuania, Chile, Bulgaria, 
Slovakia, Bahrain, Croatia, Poland, Serbia, and Montenegro. 

 

d In order of descending values of the gii variable, highest to lowest: Saudi 
Arabia, Mauritius, Moldova, Russia, Romania, Brunei, South Africa, 
Kuwait, Jordan, Thailand, Brazil, Tunisia, Costa Rica, Lebanon, Macedonia, 
Ukraine, India, Columbia, Greece, Uruguay, Mongolia, Armenia, 
Argentina, Georgia, Bosnia/Herzegovina, Namibia, Peru, Turkey, Guyana, 
Belarus, Mexico, Belize, Trinidad & Tobago, Swaziland, Kazakhstan, 
Vietnam, Paraguay, Botswana, Dominican Republic, Panama, Morocco, 
Albania, Azerbaijan, and Jamaica. 

 

e In order of descending values of the gii variable, highest to lowest: El 
Salvador, Sri Lanka, Philippines, Kenya, Senegal, Ecuador, Guatemala, 
Indonesia, Egypt, Rwanda, Iran, Nicaragua, Gabon, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Zambia, Honduras, Mozambique, Uganda, Malawi, Mali, Bolivia, 
Zimbabwe, Uganda, Mali, Venezuela, Cameron, Burkina Faso, Nigeria, 
Algeria, Benin, Tanzania, Uzbekistan, Cambodia, Gambia, Pakistan, Syria, 
Cote d’Ivorie, Angola, Burundi, Togo, Laos, Yemen, Niger and Sudan. 
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Table 4 

Secularism Drives Innovation (gii) and the Rate of Growth in per Capita Income (ratylye) 

Panel A.1: The Determinants of gii (Simple Linear Regression) 

 

Panel A.2: The Determinants of gii (with Logarithm of gii as Dependent Variable) 

 

 



38 
 

Table 4 (Continued) 

Panel A.3: The Determinants of gii (Log-Log Regression) 

 

Panel B.1: The Determinants of the Ratio of per Capita Income (circa 2008-10) to per Capita 
Income (circa 1990-02); Simple Linear Regression 

Panel D 
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Table 4 (Continued) 

Panel B.2: The Determinants of the Ratio of Income per Capita (circa 2008-10) to Income per 
Capita (circa 1990-02); with Logarithm of the Income Ratio as Dependent Variable) 
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Panel B.3: The Determinants of the Ratio of Income per Capita (circa 2008-10) to Income per 
Capita (circa 1990-02); Log-Log Regression 
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Table 5 

Innovation (gii), Income Growth (ratylye) and European Attitudes Regarding Evolution (circa 
2005): Population Weighted Averages for Groups of European Countries  

Secularism and Attitudes toward 
Evolution a 

Per capita income circa 
2010 (y) and ratylye 

 

govflaw 

 

gii 

athagn% accev1 accev2 y ratyle 

 60 < gii 

17.6% 75.5% 22.2% 36,474 1.44 26.5 62.0 

50 < gii < 60  

20.7 73.9 16.2 35,384 1.28 26.5 54.6 

40 < gii < 50 

12.0 65.6 28.1 24,289 1.51 23.7 44.6 

gii < 40 

 2.0  35.3 36.6 14,640 1.55 16.7 35.0 

 

Sources: Eurobarometer data for 2005 given in Dawkins (2009: pp. 432-5. 

Notes: 

a “accev1” defined as the percentage of persons interviewed who answered “true” to the 
question as to whether human beings as we know them today are developed from an 
earlier species of animals; “accev2” defined as the percentage of persons interviewed 
who answered “true” to the question as to whether the earliest humans lived at the 
same time as the dinosaurs. 

b Group consists of Switzerland, Sweden, Finland, the United Kingdom, and the 
Netherlands (listed in terms of descending values of gii). 

c Group consists of Denmark, Ireland, Luxembourg, Norway, Germany, Malta, Iceland, 
Estonia, Belgium, and France (listed in terms of descending values of gii). 

d Group consists of Slovenia, Czech Republic, Cyprus, Spain, Latvia, Hungary, Portugal, 
Italy, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Croatia, and Poland (listed in terms of descending 
values of gii). 
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Table 5 (Continued) 

e Group consists of Romania, Greece and Turkey (listed in terms of descending values of 
gii). 

 


