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Discussion In recent years about a
perceived decline Iin the importance of
religion in North America and parts
Western Europe masks a deeper truth.
the world level, the importance of religion |
'S lives describes varying trajectories
ountries, rising in some and falling
, with no clear trend visible on
e. There seem to be many countries
ere religiosity is fairly low and stable, and
any where it is fairly high and stable.
Apparent declines or increases in religiosity
In various countries may reflect, not secular
long-term trends but movements from a
high stable state to a low stable state or
vice versa. Two main factors seem to
Influence the Importance accorded to
religion in different countries.




The first Is the extent to which religious
movements can offer their members
community benefits, both spiritual a
material, that secular institutions in th
country do not. Evangelical an
tecostal churches, but also
tive Muslim, Hindu and Buddhist
Izations have been able to grow in
gth in recent years in this way,
particularly in Africa, Asia and Latin
America. The second is the extent to
which religion is perceived as relatively
politically neutral. When It
comes instead to be perceived as
politically partisan, it gradually loses
legitimacy with those members of the
population who are not natural
supporters of the political regime.




Religion may gain legitimacy, as it did under
Communism in many countries, by standing u
for individuals of all political persuasions
are threatened by authoritarian regimes
growth of Orthodox Christianity in the last t
decades, as well as Catholicism in Poland,
g examples. However, religion may lose
acy (as it appears to have done In
les as diverse as lIreland, Iran, Spain
er Franco and Chile under Pinochet, and
may now be doing in the United States) where
It IS perceived as having been instrumentalized
by partisan political interests. In Book 5 of The
Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith described a
theory of the political economy of religion which
has interesting relevance to the 21st century
world. This presentation will discuss the
strengths and limitations of Smith's theory and
conclude on the prospects for religion and
politics in the 21st century.
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