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to competing worldviews challenges traditional 

beliefs. In some cases, religions have reacted 

with a forceful revitalization of ancient, funda-

mentalist traditions (Kurtz, 1995). Witness the 

growing trend toward governments defining 

themselves in narrowly religious terms. The 

ascension of fundamentalist Islamic govern-

ment in Iran, the growing influence of Orthodox 

Jews in Israeli politics, and the continuing con-

flict between Hindus and Muslims in Kashmir 

and between Sunni and Shiite Muslims in Iraq 

and Syria attest to the fact that many people 

today believe religion cannot be separated from 

a nation’s social and political destiny.

The rise of religious nationalism around the 

world has created an obvious threat to global 

security. The attacks of September 11, 2001, are 

the most glaring illustration. Radical elements 

sometimes use religious texts—in this case the 

Qur’an—as justification for violence against 

societies that they blame for moral decline and 

economic exploitation. Elsewhere, the possibil-

ity of violence by supporters of religious nation-

alist movements has brought down political 

regimes, changed the outcomes of elections, 

strained international relations, and made some 

parts of the world dangerous places for travelers 

(Juergensmeyer, 1996).

But religion has also played a positive role 

in world affairs and has created dramatic social 

changes. According to Max Weber (1904/1977), 

the spread of Protestant beliefs throughout 

Europe made the growth of modern capital-

ism possible. Protestantism maintained that 

worldly achievements, such as the accumula-

tion of wealth through hard work, are a sign 

of God’s favor. But the early Protestants also 

believed that God frowns on vulgar displays of 

wealth, such as big houses, fancy clothes, and 

so forth.

Folk
religionists

5.9%

Buddhists
7.1%

Other
0.8%

Jews
0.2%

Christians
 31.5%Hindus

15.0%

Unaffiliated
16.3%

Muslims
23.2%

SOURCE: Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2012a.

Exhibit 9.2 Dominance of World Religions 


