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something better to offer. Most of us are raised in a 
particular belief system from childhood and adhere 
to that religion because it is part of the custom and 
tradition most familiar to us. We seldom question our 
“choice” until we interact with members of different 
religions.

In a pure theocracy, or rule by God, religious lead-
ers, like those in Iran, rule society in accordance with 
God’s presumed wishes. In other nations, political, 
rather than religious, leaders govern, but an offi-
cial state religion receives support from tax money. 
Sweden, Britain, and Italy are examples of societies 
with state religions. In China, citizens have some lim-
ited freedom to practice certain religions, but the 
Chinese government gives itself the right to select 
religious leaders (like the Dalai Lama and Catholic 
bishops serving in China). Some countries, such as 
the former Soviet Union, have outlawed religion alto-
gether so that nothing competes with loyalty to the 
nation. The continuum in Figure 11.3 shows the pos-
sible relationships between church and state.

Although religion often reinforces the power of the 
state, it may also be a source of conflict and tension 
on issues regarding morality, justice, and legitimate 
authority. Even in the United States, which professes 
separation between church and state matters, reli-
gious groups seek to influence policies such as prayer 
in school, selection of textbooks and reading matter, 
and abortion laws. In some countries, religious groups 
strongly oppose the government and seek to under-
mine the authority and power of political leaders. In 
Nazi Germany, for example, some church leaders 
formulated the Barmen Declaration in opposition to 
Hitler. Many Christian groups in South Africa opposed 
apartheid. In some parts of Latin America, church 

education systems and legitimates the family system 
through sacred rites of passage for marriage, birth, 
and death. Religion interacts with the health system, as 
well. For example, those who regularly attend religious 
services are healthier (and happier) than those who do 
not (Newport 2012a). 

Religion not only supports other institutions but 
may also experience support or pressure from these 
other institutions. The Catholic Church, for example, 
has faced increasing criticism from international orga-
nizations, political movements, governments, religious 
groups, and educational institutions for its ban on arti-
ficial birth control. Due to AIDS and rapid population 
growth, especially in poor Catholic nations, many inter-
ested parties have encouraged the Catholic Church to 
ease the strict ban. In 2010, faced with mounting pres-
sures and high death rates in Africa, Pope Benedict 
XVI indicated some openness to accepting the use 
of condoms among married couples to prevent the 
spread of AIDS (BBC News 2010). If the Church does 
not change and adapt with the times, it must expend 
considerable effort to defend its position in order to 
keep from losing credibility in the eyes of members 
and nonmembers alike. We will now consider the rela-
tionship between religion and two other social institu-
tions: politics and economics.

Religion and Political Systems. Jan, a Swede, 
belongs to a state religion: Lutheranism. He was 
raised a Lutheran and does not really think about the 
possibility of other religious beliefs, although there 
is a growing Pentecostal movement in Sweden. The 
Nwankwo family, mentioned in the chapter open-
ing, practices an ancient tribal religion, also with no 
thought that another religious belief might have 
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FIGURE 11.3  Links Between Religion and the State




