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The red line on this book’s front cover shows the rise and de-
cline of the Aggregate Religiosity Index in the US, from 1937 to 
2019. Developed by J. Tobin Grant, this index is based on seven-
teen indicators of religiosity and is estimated for each year despite 
missing values. For more details, see Figure 7.10 in Chapter 7.
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Preface

The economic and cultural changes linked with modernization tend to bring 
declining emphasis on religion—​and in high-​income societies this process 
recently reached a tipping point at which it accelerates. This book tests these 
claims against empirical evidence from countries containing 90 percent of 
the world’s population, explaining why this is happening and exploring what 
will come next.

Secularization has accelerated. From 1981 to 2007, most countries became 
more religious—​but from 2007 to 2020, the overwhelming majority became 
less religious. For centuries, all major religions encouraged norms that limit 
women to producing as many children as possible and discourage any sexual 
behavior not linked with reproduction. These norms were needed when 
facing high infant mortality and low life expectancy but require suppressing 
strong drives and are rapidly eroding. These norms are so strongly linked 
with religion that abandoning them undermines religiosity. Religion became 
pervasive because it was conducive to survival, encouraged sharing when 
there was no social security system, and is conducive to mental health and 
coping with insecure conditions. People need coherent belief systems, but 
religion is declining.

The Nordic countries have consistently been at the cutting edge of cultural 
change and can provide an idea of what lies ahead. They were initially shaped 
by Protestantism, but their 20th-​century social democratic welfare systems 
added universal health coverage; high levels of state support for education, 
welfare spending, child care, and pensions; and an ethos of social solidarity. 
The Nordic countries are also characterized by rapidly declining religiosity. 
Does this portend corruption and nihilism? Apparently not. These coun-
tries lead the world on numerous indicators of a well-​functioning society, 
including economic equality, gender equality, low homicide rates, subjective 
well-​being, environmental protection, and democracy. They have become 
less religious, but their people have high levels of interpersonal trust, toler-
ance, honesty, social solidarity, and commitment to democratic norms. The 
decline of religiosity has far-​reaching implications. This book explores what 
comes next.
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The Shift from Pro-​Fertility Norms 

to Individual-​Choice Norms

Secularization has recently accelerated in most countries, for reasons in-
herent in the current phase of modernization. This book tests this claim 
against empirical evidence from surveys carried out from 1981 to 2020, in 
over 100 countries containing more than 90 percent of the world’s population 
and covering all major cultural zones. This chapter gives an overview of the 
book’s findings. The empirical evidence is presented in subsequent chapters.

Secularization recently accelerated. Not long ago, Norris and Inglehart 
(2004/​2011) analyzed religious change in 49 countries from which a substan-
tial time series of survey evidence was available from 1981 to 2007. (These 
countries contain 60 percent of the world’s population.)1 They found that the 
publics of 33 out of 49 countries had become more religious during this pe-
riod. When these same 49 countries were reexamined in 2020, the trend to-
ward rising religiosity had reversed itself. As Figure 1.1 indicates, in 2020 the 
publics of only six countries showed net gains in religiosity since 2007; one 
showed no significant change; and the publics of 42 countries had become 
less religious from 2007 to 2020.

For many years, the U.S. has been cited as the key piece of evidence dem-
onstrating that even highly modernized countries can be strongly religious. 
But since 2007, the U.S. has been secularizing more rapidly than any other 
country for which we have data. Its level has fallen substantially by virtually 
every measure of religiosity, and by one widely recognized criterion it now 
ranks as the 12th least religious country in the world.

There are several reasons secularization is accelerating. One generally 
overlooked cause springs from the fact that, for many centuries, a coherent 
set of pro-​fertility norms* evolved in most countries that assigns women 
the role of producing as many children as possible and discourages divorce, 

	 *	 Governments sometimes adopt pro-​natalist policies intended to raise the country’s birth rate. 
Pro-​fertility norms are cultural traditions with strong moral connotations, often backed by religion.
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abortion, homosexuality, contraception, and any other form of sexual beha-
vior not linked with reproduction.

Virtually all major world religions instill pro-​fertility norms, which helped 
societies survive when facing high infant mortality and low life expectancy. 
These norms require people to suppress strong natural urges but are no longer 
needed for societal survival—​and are rapidly giving way to individual-​choice 
norms, supporting gender equality and tolerance of divorce, abortion, and 
homosexuality. Pro-​fertility norms are so closely linked with traditional re-
ligious worldviews that abandoning them undermines religiosity. This rapid 
change of basic societal norms creates a polarization between those with tra-
ditional worldviews and those with modern worldviews, producing bitter 
political conflict.

Rising support for individual-​choice norms is not the only factor driving 
secularization. Reactions against religious fundamentalists’ embrace of xen-
ophobic authoritarian politicians, against the Roman Catholic Church’s 
long history of covering up child abuse, and against terrorism by religious 
extremists, all seem to be contributing to secularization. In the U.S., for 
example, since the 1990s the Republican Party has sought to win support 
by adopting the Christian conservative position on sexual morality and 
opposition to same-​sex marriage and abortion and closed ranks behind 
President Donald Trump’s authoritarian xenophobic policies. Some critics 
argued that this didn’t just attract religious voters—​it was also driving 
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Figure 1.1  Countries showing increasing and decreasing religiosity over two 
time periods.
Source: Responses to question “How important is God in your life?” asked in the World Values 
Survey and European Values Study. See Figures 7.3, 7.4, and 7.5 for fuller details.
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social liberals, especially young ones, away from religion (Hout & Fischer, 
2002). Initially, this claim seemed dubious because there is a large and well-​
founded literature on how religion shapes politics. A person’s religion was 
generally so stable that it was almost a genetic attribute. But as religion 
weakens, the dominant causal flow can change direction, with one’s polit-
ical views increasingly shaping one’s religious outlook. Thus, using General 
Social Survey panel data, Hout and Fischer (2014) found that people were 
not becoming more secular and then moving toward liberal politics to fit 
their new religious identity; instead, they found that the main causal direc-
tion runs from politics to religion. Younger respondents were dispropor-
tionately likely to desert the Republican Party because of a growing desire 
for personal autonomy, particularly concerning sex, abortion, and drugs. 
As another observer recently put it, “Politics can drive whether you identify 
with a faith, how strongly you identify with that faith, and how religious you 
are . . . and some people on the left are falling away from religion because 
they see it as so wrapped up with Republican politics” (Margolis, 2018). 
A  number of factors (including some nation-​specific ones) help explain 
the recent worldwide decline of religion—​but the rise of individual-​choice 
norms seems to be the most widely applicable one.

This book focuses on one important aspect of social change: the changing 
role of religion. Another book, Cultural Evolution: People’s Motivations Are 
Changing, and Changing the World (R. F. Inglehart, 2018), provides a broader 
framework for understanding how economic and technological development 
are reshaping the world, analyzing changes in basic values concerning pol-
itics, economic inequality, gender roles, child-​rearing norms, religion, will-
ingness to fight for one’s country, and the implications for society of the rise of 
artificial intelligence. It interprets these developments from the perspective of 
evolutionary modernization theory.

Well into the 20th century, leading social thinkers held that religious beliefs 
would decline as scientific knowledge and rationality spread throughout the 
world. The worldviews of most scientists were indeed transformed by the 
spread of scientific knowledge, but religion persisted among the general 
public. In recent years, the dramatic activism of fundamentalist movements 
in many countries and the religious revival in former communist countries 
have made it obvious that religion is not disappearing, and even led to claims 
of a global resurgence of religion.

An influential challenge to the secularization thesis, religious 
markets theory, argues that established churches become complacent 
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monopolies—​but competition between churches brings high levels of reli-
gious participation (Finke & Iannaccone, 1993; Stark & Bainbridge, 1985). 
Still another perspective, the religious individualization thesis, claims that 
the declining influence of churches does not represent a declining role for 
religion; people are simply freeing themselves from institutional guidelines 
and making their own choices, with subjective forms of religion replacing 
institutionalized ones.

Norris and Inglehart (2004/​2011) propose an alternative to all three 
versions of secularization theory, arguing that insecure people need the psy-
chological support and reassuring predictability of traditional religion’s ab-
solute rules—​but that as survival becomes more secure, this need is reduced. 
They present evidence that industrialization, urbanization, growing pros-
perity, and other aspects of modernization are conducive to secularization. 
Nevertheless, they point out, the world as a whole now has more people with 
traditional religious views than it did 50 years ago because, while virtually all 
major religions encourage high birth rates, secularization has a strong nega-
tive impact on them. Today, virtually all high-​income societies are relatively 
secular, and their birth rates have fallen below the population-​replacement 
level—​but low-​income societies remain religious and are producing large 
numbers of children. Modernization brings secularization, but contrasting 
birth rates maintain the number of believers—​at least for the time being, 
since birth rates are falling even in low-​income countries.

Despite differential fertility rates, secularization has persisted, and has re-
cently accelerated in much of the world, largely because of two related cul-
tural shifts:

	 1.	 Insecure people need the predictability and absolute rules of traditional 
religion—​and throughout history, survival has usually been insecure. 
But modernization brings greater prosperity, lower rates of violence, 
and improved public health, reducing the demand for religion. The 
second factor has accelerated this trend.

	 2.	 A shift from pro-​fertility norms to individual-​choice norms. The world’s 
major religions inculcated pro-​fertility norms in order to replace the 
population when facing high infant mortality and low life expectancy. 
These norms require strong self-​denial, but rising life expectancy and 
sharply declining infant mortality have made these norms no longer 
necessary for societal survival. After an intergenerational time lag, pro-​
fertility norms, emphasizing traditional gender roles and stigmatizing 
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any sexual behavior not linked with reproduction, are giving way to 
individual-​choice norms supporting gender equality and tolerance of 
divorce, abortion, and homosexuality. This is eroding traditional reli-
gious worldviews.

Instead of attributing secularization to the advance of scientific knowledge 
or to modernization in general—​ both of which imply that secularization is 
a universal and unidirectional process—​evolutionary modernization theory 
argues that secularization reflects rising levels of security. It occurs in coun-
tries that have attained high levels of existential security and can move in re-
verse if societies experience prolonged periods of declining security.

Moreover, evolutionary modernization theory recognizes that moderni-
zation is path-​dependent, with a given country’s level of religiosity reflecting 
its historical heritage. For example, though most countries’ historically 
dominant belief system was religious, Confucian-​influenced societies were 
shaped by a secular belief system that made their starting level of religiosity 
lower than that of other countries—​where it remains today.

Security is psychological as well as physical. The collapse of a belief system 
can reduce people’s sense of security as much as war or economic hardship 
does. Religion traditionally compensated for low levels of economic and 
physical security by providing assurance that the world was in the hands of 
an infallible higher power who ensured that, if one followed his rules, things 
would ultimately work out for the best. Marxist ideology replaced religion 
for many people, assuring its believers that history was on their side and that 
their cause would ultimately triumph. The collapse of Marxist belief systems 
led to a massive decline of subjective well-​being among the people of the 
former Soviet Empire, a decline that lasted for decades, leaving an ideolog-
ical vacuum to be filled by rising religiosity and nationalism.

Finally, though secularization normally occurs at the pace of intergenera-
tional population replacement, it can reach a tipping point where the domi-
nant opinion shifts, and the forces of conformism and social desirability start 
to favor the outlook they once opposed—​producing rapid cultural change. 
Younger and better-​educated groups in high-​income countries have reached 
this point.

Alexander et al. (2016) argue that the legalization of abortion and same-​
sex marriage are part of a long-​term trend toward giving people a wider 
range of choice in all aspects of life—​but that until recently, religion gener-
ally managed to block this trend in one important domain, that of sexual 
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freedom. They suggest that more secure living conditions, from rising life 
expectancy to broader education, have led to cultural changes that allow a 
wider range of choices. This trend has begun to spill over into the realm of 
sexual freedom, where, until recently, religious norms and institutions were 
able to resist the spread of free choice. They support these claims with a 
broad array of evidence. Since the Enlightenment, the struggle for human 
emancipation—​from the abolition of slavery to the recognition of human 
rights—​has been a defining feature of modernization (Markoff, 1996; Pinker, 
2011). This struggle virtually always aroused resistance from reactionary 
forces (Armstrong, 2001; Weinberg & Pedahzur, 2004). Nevertheless, so-
cial movements and civil society groups around the world have continued 
to campaign for human emancipation, pushing its frontier farther and far-
ther (Carter, 2012; Clark, 2009). This frontier has reached the domain of 
individual-​choice norms, where religion until recently had largely succeeded 
in blocking the spread of free choice (Frank et  al., 2010; Kafka, 2005; 
Knudsen, 2006). The recent legalization of abortion and same-​sex marriage 
in many countries constitutes a breakthrough at society’s most basic level: its 
ability to reproduce itself. These changes are driven by growing mass support 
for sexual self-​determination, which is part of an even broader trend toward 
greater emphasis on freedom of choice in all aspects of life. Support for free 
choice in the realm of sexual behavior has emerged relatively recently and 
is now moving rapidly, but it remains hotly contested by conservative social 
forces, especially religion.

Throughout history, sexual reproduction has been an aspect of life in 
which religious tradition has most successfully blocked the spread of free 
choice. The rise of free choice in this domain constitutes an evolutionary 
breakthrough in the development of moral systems (Alexander et al., 2016). 
Today, Western countries’ social norms are profoundly different from 
those of the postwar era. In 1945, homosexuality was still criminal in most 
Western countries; it is now legal in virtually all of them. In the postwar era, 
both church attendance and birth rates were high; today, church attend-
ance has declined drastically and human fertility rates have fallen below the 
population-​replacement level.

Although deep-​seated norms limiting women’s roles and stigmatizing 
homosexuality persisted from biblical times to the 20th century, the World 
Values Survey and the European Values Study show rapid changes from 
1981 to 2020 in high-​income countries, with growing acceptance of gender 
equality and LGBTQ people and a rapid decline of religiosity. In low-​income 
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societies, tolerance of abortion, homosexuality, and divorce remains low, 
and conformist pressures inhibit people from expressing tolerance. And in 
most former communist countries, religion grew rapidly after 1990, filling 
the vacuum left by the collapse of Marxist belief systems—​and encouraging a 
return to traditional pro-​fertility norms.

But intergenerational population replacement has made individual-​
choice norms increasingly acceptable—​initially among the younger and 
better-​educated strata of high-​income societies. Experimentation with new 
norms occurs, and when it seems successful, spreads—​with the prevailing 
outlook gradually shifting from rejection to acceptance of the new norms. As 
attitudes become more tolerant, more gays and lesbians come out. Growing 
numbers of people realize that some of the people they know and like are 
homosexual, leading them to become more tolerant and encouraging more 
LGBTQ people to come out, in a positive feedback loop (Andersen & Fetner, 
2008; R. Inglehart and Welzel, 2005).

Religiosity and the Shift from Pro-​Fertility Norms 
to Individual-​Choice Norms

Religion is not an unchanging aspect of human nature. The belief in a God 
who is concerned with human moral conduct becomes prevalent only with 
the emergence of agricultural societies. Concepts of God have continued to 
evolve since biblical times, from an angry tribal God who was placated by 
human sacrifice and demanded genocide, to a benevolent God whose laws 
applied to all humanity. Thousands of societies have existed, most of which 
are now extinct. Virtually all of them had high infant mortality rates and low 
life expectancy, making it necessary to produce large numbers of children 
in order to replace the population. And virtually all societies that survived 
for long inculcated pro-​fertility norms limiting women to the roles of wife 
and mother and stigmatizing divorce, abortion, homosexuality, masturba-
tion, and any other sexual behavior not linked with reproduction (Nolan & 
Lenski, 2015). From biblical times to the 20th century, some societies have 
advocated celibacy, but these societies have disappeared. Virtually all major 
religions that survive today instill gender roles and reproductive norms that 
encourage women to cede leadership roles to men and to bear and raise as 
many children as possible—​stigmatizing any sexual behavior not linked with 
reproduction.

 



8  Religion’s Sudden Decline

Throughout history, religion has helped people cope with survival under 
insecure conditions. Facing starvation, violence, or disease, it assured people 
that the future was in the hands of an infallible god and that if they followed 
his rules, things would work out. This gave people the courage to cope with 
threatening and unpredictable situations rather than give way to despair, 
increasing their chances of survival. Having a clear belief system is condu-
cive to physical and mental health, and religious people tend to be happier 
than nonreligious people (R. F. Inglehart, 2018, Chapter 8). The belief system 
need not be religious; Marxism once provided a clear belief system and hope 
for the future for many people—​but when it collapsed, subjective well-​being 
collapsed along with it.

Since World War II, survival has become increasingly secure for a growing 
share of the world’s population. Income and life expectancy have been rising 
and poverty and illiteracy have been declining throughout the world since 
1970, and crime rates have been declining for many decades. The world is 
now experiencing the longest period without war between major powers in 
recorded history. This, together with the postwar economic miracles and 
the emergence of the welfare state, produced conditions under which a large 
share of those born since 1945 in Western Europe, North America, Japan, 
Australia, and New Zealand grew up taking survival for granted, bringing 
intergenerational shifts toward new, more permissive values.

Most societies no longer require high fertility rates. Infant mortality 
has fallen to a tiny fraction of its 1950 level. Effective birth control tech-
nology, labor-​saving devices, improved child care facilities, and low in-
fant mortality make it possible for women to have children and full-​time 
careers. Traditional pro-​fertility norms are giving way to individual-​
choice norms that allow people a broader range of choice in how to live 
their lives.

Pro-​fertility norms have high costs. Forcing women to stay in the home 
and gays and lesbians to stay in the closet requires severe repression. Once 
high human fertility rates are no longer needed, there are strong incentives 
to move away from pro-​fertility norms—​which usually means moving away 
from religion. As this book demonstrates, norms concerning gender equality, 
divorce, abortion, and homosexuality are changing rapidly. Young people in 
high-​income societies are increasingly aware of the tension between religion 
and individual-​choice norms, motivating them to reject religion. Beginning 
in 2010, secularization has accelerated sharply.


