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Several participants in last year=s seminar expressed concern about the appropriateness of applying the concepts and tools of institutional analysis to the study of religion. I thought it might be useful for this year=s class to see a summary of some of these concerns, as well as an updated version of my response to their memos. I have removed most references to individual students= memos, and clarified a few references to readings not included in this year=s assignment. I hope this essay will help focus our discussion on the wide-ranging topics covered in these readings.

The major concern expressed was that religion cannot be properly understood as a matter of choice. Several participants argued that religious belief must be seen as something beyond (or before) conscious choice. The strongest evidence for this point of view is the notion that no one really Achooses@ to have faith, instead one simply does or does not have faith. There=s some truth in that observation. In this sense religious beliefs may be fundamentally different (and more fundamental than) the beliefs included in game models (where beliefs are interpreted as probability estimates). It may be a matter of one=s basic identity (or self-perception) rather than a superficial matter of transitory preferences. In this sense, consideration of the source of religious belief may force us to confront the ultimate limit beyond which rational choice analysis cannot go. Still, there remains lots of room for analysis of the consequences of religious beliefs.

I argued strongly for the position that religion is, like any other human activity, fundamentally guided by choice (albeit shaped by institutional contexts) and thus a fit subject for institutional analysis. All religious are complex structures of belief and practice, and adherents of any one religion differ widely in their actual adherence to the principles of their faith. To live a religious life is to constantly confront explicit moral choices. And these choices determine, in the aggregate, the future content of that religious tradition.

In this sense all religions are human artifacts. Their doctrines, rituals, moral codes, and political implications are shaped by the behavior of adherents to that religion. In my role as an institutional analyst, this seems an undeniable fact. But does this attitude necessarily require us to succumb to religious relativism? Or is it possible to evaluate the validity of religious beliefs? Or, to consider a matter of more direct relevance to social scientists, can=t we compare the political, social, and economic consequences of alternative patterns of belief and practice?

This is where we get into very difficult ground. We need to find some way to analyze religion as a social institution while still avoiding a total denial of its validity and vitality in people=s lives. Social scientists have tended to avoid this subject. There has been a general expectation that religious belief would eventually fade away, overwhelmed by the concrete manifestations of modern science and technology. Clearly, this belief is not consistent with recent trends in American and world politics. In both arenas religion has survived the process of modernization quite well, even emerging, in some respects, more intensely than before.

Even if we accept that religion involves choice, we=re uncomfortable relegating it entirely to human artisanship. Let me venture the following compromise interpretation: religion can be conceptualized as a form of co-production, involving both human understanding and some entity or force that forever lies beyond human comprehension. (We need not agree on the nature of this entity or force to proceed with this analysis.) Even those who believe in a personal deity who has dictated sacred texts should realize that humans (as individuals and as communities) must make contributions in interpreting these words and especially in applying them to everyday life. So religion as it is experienced in the real world necessarily involves humans artisanship, even if its original inspiration (or revelation?) lies elsewhere. 

Those uncomfortable with accepting this hypothesis of a divine co-producer of religious experience might begin with an alternative hypothesis positing some psychological phenomenon that would have to be widely shared among human cultures and historical eras, given the remarkable similarity among widely scattered reports of mystical experiences. Another approach might be to argue that religious institutions are most effective (in whatever it is they do, more on this later) to the extent that they embody timeless truths about the human condition. Maybe this is what Hobbes was after, in his use of God as a source of the laws of nature (or the principles of peace) that all thinking beings would agree upon, should they reflect on these deep issues long and hard. But religion loses much of its power to shape lives if it is relegated to a purely distilled form of right reason. If any of you have ever attended services at a Unitarian church, you=ll know what I mean. After stripping away all of the doctrines, beliefs, and rituals, there=s not much left to enhance a worshiper=s experience. It=s more like a seminar than a religious experience.

Religion is a vital component of the choices of many otherwise perfectly rational actors. Religion has demonstrably real impacts in people=s lives and on society as a whole, and these effects recur throughout all civilizations and all historical periods. If most people make rational choices, most of the time, then religious believers must be receiving some benefits (tangible or intangible) from their religion. These choices may lead them to seemingly irrational extremes, but there has to be some reason why believers are willing to make extreme sacrifices for their belief. Social scientists need to do a better job of confronting the regularities of religious experience.

Weber=s well-known argument, which is often misconstrued as a simple causal ordering between the rise of Calvinism and the rise of capitalism, is better read as arguing for some special affinity between the two, some synergy that enabled both to grow in tandem. Even this more restrained assertion has come under attack by empirical researchers. (Much of this research is surveyed in a 1998 Journal of Economic Literature article by Laurence Iannoccone.) Sometimes religious affiliation is included as an independent variable in models of electoral choice. But religion=s effects on individual lives and societal development is more subtle than any direct influence of the contents of doctrine or ritual on vote choice or investment behavior. There=s something deeper here.

Adam Smith=s analysis provides a particularly useful point of departure for the study of religion as a political institution. He argues that religion plays an important role in providing a general sense of morality within a society that greatly facilitates the smooth operation of economic exchanges. He also argues that this morality is greatly enhanced if there are many competing sects rather than one monopolistic religion. (Tocqueville made similar observations about the positive role that competition among religious sects plays in sustaining American democracy: AThere is an innumerable multitude of sects in the United States... Each sect worships God in its own fashion, but all preach the same morality in the name of God. Though it is very important for man as an individual that his religion should be true, that is not the case for society.@) This contrast between the effects of monopolistic and competitive religious economies served as an inspiration for much of the research surveyed by Iannoccone, but I=m not sure this is the most productive direction for subsequent research. 

I=d relate Smith=s comments about religion=s effect on public morality as a public good to contemporary interpretations of government as a response to market failure. If religion is a public good in this sense, and if governments are supposed to provide public goods, then public officials should take actions that facilitate the production of this general sense of public morality. It might seem obvious that the best way to do this is to impose a common religion on all the people, to insure that they all share a common moral code. Smith points to the natural agency problems that would result from given any set of religious agents monopoly power: they would shirk their responsibilities, exploit their position by extracting rents, and thereby encourage religious dissent. (The situation would be even worse if the government itself tried to manage the religion. This is a clear example of the distinction between production and provision: public officials are better off arranging conditions so that others can produce this public good.) Thus, governments should act so as to facilitate the conditions for the formation and operation of religious institutions, in exactly the same way and for exactly the same reasons that governments should act to lower transaction costs and secure property rights. 

In the United States this provision process has taken the form of erecting a barrier between religion and the state. Religious activities are given pretty much a free rein but cannot be officially Aestablished@ by public authorities. It=s a workable compromise, albeit one that generates endless debates and litigation on exactly where the limits on religious activities lie. Critics of contemporary educational practices of removing the teaching of core moral values from the schools, and of ignoring the many contributions to American history that have been inspired by religious belief, may have an important point here. If policies undermine the basis of a competitive religious economy that provides one of the foundations of public order upon which our prosperous economy has been built, then public officials may be destroying an essential public good by denying the importance of religion to American history.

But religion can=t be reduced to this instrumental goal. As Nathan Zook pointed out in his memo, Christ did not come to provide public goods but rather to shake up society, to introduce a pivotal distinction between believers and non-believers. Many people have gone to great lengths to defend their religious beliefs, far further than would have been the case had their actions been interpreted as simply a means to the end of public morality and economic efficiency. One of the most important lines of literature surveyed by Iannoccone concerns research on religion as a club good. A club good is jointly produced, meaning that participants experience positive externalities from the participation of others, benefitting more intensely the more intensely their fellow believers participate. Believers in cults, for example, make immense sacrifices in order to join and thereby obtain the benefits of an intensely shared experience. These sacrifices can be seen as rational, in that the higher the prices paid to join (in sense of giving up other activities, etc.) then the more the group contains only those who will make significant contributions to the club good. This process of intensification can reach the extremes of mass suicide, but not every member need follow this logic to the bitter end. 

Those cults or sects that manage to survive an initial period of overwhelming intensity eventually settle down into less restrictive behavior. A larger membership would bring more influence on society as a whole, so membership requirements are lowered. Even older members might lose some of their intensity, finding the high costs of membership less appealing. (I feel compelled to point out the analogy to the Thermidor reaction against the French Revolution: after a while ordinary people got tired of constant political wrangling and especially the terror and just wanted to get back to their normal life. Religious zealots face similar constraints in trying to maintain a consistently high level of intensity on the part of the public as a whole.) Eventually this sect becomes a church, usually a more staid entity, with extensive property holdings and interests in the community. As a consequence, the intensity of the individual religious experience declines, and those who prefer a more intense experience will eventually break off to form a new sect, and the process begins all over again. This sect-church hypothesis explains a lot of the dynamics of the religious economy, at least in the United States. It also explains why we can=t expect religion to ever fade away completely, as it conveys an intensity of group feeling that is missing in staid, secular contexts.

This is not the place to go into an extended evaluation of this sect-church hypothesis, or even to deal with the foundational inspiration for religion. But even if religious impulses are driven by other purposes, their unintended impacts on politics and on society may be immense. As such it becomes a valid subject of study by institutional analysts.

Another tension in religion concerns its assertions of universality. No one wants to be alone in their religious belief. (It=s bad enough to bowl alone, but who wants to sign hymns alone?) Yes, religion is an important form of social capital. Perhaps Vincent would see it as an example of a universal public good, like peace. Ideally, everyone would agree with your own vision of the cosmos, for then one could feel secure that your beliefs about the after-life, say, might actually be true. One can suffer deep frustration (intrinsic costs?) at being forced to realize that others strongly hold beliefs that directly contradict your own deeply-felt beliefs. This frustration helps explain the excesses of violence that often accompany wars of religion (or ethnicity). But consider what might happen if one side did win. If everyone shared the same belief (or lived according to same culture), then it=s not going to provide much of an intense experience to any one individual. So somebody somewhere is going to start a new religion (or form a new ethnic group?), which will expand as he or she gains adherents. In this sense a non-monopolistic religious economy seems the natural arrangement. (And a non-uniform collection of diverse cultures or ethnicities.) It requires some special effort by political authorities to impose and maintain artificial monopolies on religious belief. (Or to impose a common nationalism?) Ultimately, this monopoly position is unstable.

(The parentheticals I added to the previous paragraph suggest that this study of religion may indeed be absolutely critical to understanding the nature of conflict in a multi-ethnic world. Ethnicity may be even more restraining, since people have a narrower range of choice concerning which ethnic group they choose to identify with, but they still can choose how much they want ethnicity to dominate their decisions. When religion, or ethnicity, becomes the paramount consideration, then we are in deep trouble, primed for unremitting conflict.)

Candice=s memo tied religion to Vincent=s statement that Aa single comprehensive uniform code of law for all humanity ... is an impossibility.@ Similarly, no one religion can possibly unite all of humanity, without thereby losing its power to affect individual lives. Vincent points to the diverse contingencies of ecological and human conditions as the reason why effective uniform laws cannot be crafted. One of the economists of religion has stated that no one religion can satisfy the tastes of all people in things spiritual, that people differ widely in their tastes for beliefs and rituals. Perhaps there is some common core shared by religious beliefs, and that could be used as a common inspiration for all the laws we might craft. I=m beginning to understand why Hobbes ultimately fell back upon religion as the ultimate basis for this common foundation of the appropriate attitude to take in dealing with political disputes. (In the second half of ALaw and Logos@ Harold Berman outlines a modern variant of this goal of universal moral principles.)

Even if there is some common core of beliefs or attitudes, this core takes dramatically different form in different religions and civilizations. Huntington takes religion as the single most important defining characteristic that differentiates among world civilizations. Huntington raises, but never answers, one crucially important question: just what is distinctive about Western civilization or the variant of the Christian religion that helped sustain this civilization? How did this civilization shape people=s choices so they crafted what we now know as democracy? Or, more broadly, as modernity? What is it about Islam or Confucianism that shapes choices to produce such different results?

It=s easy to see the differences between religions or civilizations at the surface level, but are there deeper similarities in the ways in which fundamental problems of human society are dealt with? Or similar approaches to crafting institutional responses to conflict? Is there a way to develop a language of institutional analysis that transcends civilizational or religious boundaries?

Huntington=s emphasis on the danger of conflict across civilizational or religious fault lines seems misdirected. Yes, such inter-civilizational conflict can be quite intense, but so can conflict within any one civilization or religion. (Conflict scholars often note that civil wars seem to be more destructive than international wars.) We shouldn=t forget about the destructiveness of Europe=s wars of religion, which can be seen as a civil war within Western civilization. (World Wars I and II can be seen in this way, too.) Remember that Hobbes lived through this period of religious wars, and their intensity inspired him to go to remarkable extremes in order to develop a basis for security in human society. 

In many circumstances, advocates of alternative religions engage in more restrained forms of competition. The Areligious economy@ found in the United States is an important example. 

ADVANCE \d4
At the heart of any economic theory of religion is the notion of religion as a commodity, an object of choice... Consumers choose what religion (if any) they will accept and how extensively they will participate in it. Nor are these choices immutable -- people can and often do change religions or levels of participation over time. As with any other commodity, the consumer's freedom to choose constrains the producers of religion. A particular religious firm can flourish only if it provides a commodity that is at least as attractive as its competitors'. (Laurence Iannaccone, "The Consequences of Religious Market Structure," Rationality and Society, 1991, 3:156-177, p. 158)

This model has been used to explain the historical evolution of religion in America.

The use of economic tools in no way suggests that the content of religions is unimportant, that it is all a matter of clever marketing and energetic selling.... The primary value of analyzing American religious history through a market-oriented lens is that in this way some well-established deductions from the principles of supply and demand can illuminate what might otherwise seem a very disorderly landscape... 

[The] "natural" state of religious economies is one in which a variety of religions successfully caters to the special needs and interests of specific market segments. This variety arises because of the inherent inability of a single product to satisfy very divergent tastes. Or, to note the specific features of religious firms and products, pluralism arises because of the inability of a single religious organization to be at once worldly and otherworldly, strict and permissive, exclusive and inclusive, while the market will always contain distinct consumer segments with strong preferences on each of these aspects of faith. This occurs because of "normal" variations in the human condition such as social class, age, gender, health, life experiences, and socialization.

In fact, because of this underlying differentiation of consumer preferences, religious economies can never be successfully monopolized, even when a religious organization is backed by the state. (Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, The Churching of America, 1776-1990, 1992, Rutgers Univ. Press, pp. 17-21)

But is the religious economy of the U.S. an unrepresentative example? Can economic models and analyses of rational choice among alternative religions be extended to other cultures? Or are economic models and analyses only relevant for competition among Christian sects? Why would that be the case? Americans do seem to Aenjoy@ a wider range of choice among alternative religions, wider than would be the case for people living in the Islamic world, for example. But all religious traditions encompass diverse varieties of religious belief and practice. Furthermore, as I argued above, all individuals face choices about how much their religion will shape their daily activities, even if the range of alternative beliefs is sharply restricted. 

Berman argues that the system of multiple, overlapping legal systems developed in Western Europe was fundamentally different from legal orders developed in other civilizations. But his argument mixes several different factors together. At one level there is the characteristic Western blending of beliefs from multiple sources: Judeo-Christian, Greco-Roman, and Franco-Germanic. At another level he directs attention to the particular set of institutions centered around the Roman Church, which he (and Adam Smith and a few other scholars) portray as either the basic template for the modern state or its strongest competitor. (For examples, see http://php.indiana.edu/~mcginnis/relig_quotes.htm#medieval) In particular, Berman argues that it was the co-existence of separate but overlapping religious and secular forms of authority that seems most distinctive about the Western tradition.

These readings suggest to me that institutional analysis of religion can be usefully addressed at multiple levels of analysis or scales of aggregation. Here is my initial list of scales and research questions:

1.  Why do individuals have certain beliefs or report certain religious experiences? (Since this question is least directly relevant to social science, it might be more usefully relegated to either theology or psychiatry.)

2.  What are the tangible and intangible benefits church (or sect) members obtain from participation in rituals? How do these benefits comport with the costs of participation? (That is, how do church leaders inspire members to overcome the relevant set of collective action problems?) Models of small group behavior, especially club goods seem most relevant here. Insurance-based models may also be relevant, to the extent that rational, calculating individuals espouse faith in hopes of being rewarded in the after-life. 

3. Why are religious institutions set up the way they are? By treating them as institutions, one can examine their internal structures and their relationships with other institutions. One might compare, for example, the delivery of welfare services by faith-based and secular-based non-profit organizations. There is a growing literature in this area.

4. What is the process by which a religion grows from a single person=s revelation, to a small group of believers in that revelation, to a cult and a church and a long-lasting institution that may even become so dominant in its social-political milieu as to define the nature of that civilization. What factors determine where this progression will stop in each case? (Compare to Nadelmann=s model of the process whereby the initial concerns of a few moral entrepreneurs result, in some circumstances, in a global and effective ban on that activity. Of course, most of his examples stop somewhere along the way, just as most religions fall short of the criterion of success so far achieved by the Aworld religions@ of Christianity, Islam, and a few others, plus a few candidates for achieving this status in the future.) 

5. What are the consequences of religion on society as a whole? Does it contribute to or retard economic efficiency or growth? Does it reinforce or undermine the existing political order? Smith=s portrayal of religious-based morality as a public good (deserving of governmental support) and Tocqueville=s observation of religion as the first of America=s political institutions would fit here. 

6. How do religious beliefs shape underlying common understandings? Vincent=s discussion of language is relevant here, as is much of Berman=s analysis. For example, Vincent has argued that the image of Jacob wrestling with God is a foundation of Western politics, a fundamental departure from the conceptualizations found in other cultures.

7. Can the reports of revelations, doctrinal belief systems, institutional structures, collective rituals, and individual practices be said to form a coherent whole? Can we compare these religion-systems? What relationships would we expect to observe between these religion-systems (a la Huntington)? Or is it more appropriate to incorporate religion within its social and political context, and focus our comparisons and evaluations on the social, economic, and political implications of alternative forms of religious belief, practice, and institutions?

Clearly this is way too much to discuss in a single seminar session. But even a brief consideration of religion as a potential subject for institutional analysis may prove useful, if only by casting fundamental political and methodological questions in a different light. 

