
The Good Society

What institutions and policies are most conducive to human flourishing?
The Good Society is a book of diagnoses and prescriptions for the United
States and other affluent democratic nations.
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1.	Introduction	



About this book

Lane Kenworthy, The Good Society

2017

What institutions and policies contribute to a prosperous, dynamic, open,
fair, and inclusive society? This book, The Good Society, is my attempt at
an answer.

The book is wide-ranging, covering everything from jobs to incomes to
foreign policy to religion. It’s organized around the ends we seek in a
good society — democracy, economic security, freedom, happiness, and
more. These ends drive the content. I make no attempt to identify a set
of core principles or concepts that can be deployed across issue areas.
Instead I ask questions such as “How do rich countries lift up the poor?”
and “Why haven’t Americans gotten happier?,” and I try to answer those
questions using available information.

The book is evidence-based. Good answers to these questions require
attention to theory. But while theory gives us hints about how things
work, it rarely gives us answers. For answers, we need data.

I focus on the world’s rich longstanding-democratic nations, with a
particular emphasis on the United States. Most of the people in the world
live elsewhere, and they tend to be less affluent, less secure, and less
happy. They therefore deserve greater attention from scientists. Yet
figuring out what works in a context of affluence and stable democracy
holds lessons not just for the 20 or so countries that I concentrate on,
but also for nations that will sooner or later join this group.

I emphasize the United States for three reasons. It’s my country. It’s by
far the largest of the rich democratic nations, with about one-third of
their total population. And it is, in some respects, the country with the
longest road to travel to reach the good society. America has some
outstanding features, but it also has no small number of shortcomings.

As the chapter list suggests, the book covers a lot of ground. You can,
however, read as little or as much as you like. Each chapter is intended to
stand on its own, to be digestible without having read any of the others.

Who is the audience? Anyone and everyone. I’ve written the book to be
intelligible to policy makers, college students, and newspaper readers, but
high school students, too, will be able to read much of it without difficulty.
Many of the chapters assume some basic knowledge about modern
societies, economies, and governments, but not much. I’ve tried to keep
jargon to a minimum. I include lots of data displays (graphs), but they
make it easier to understand, not harder. There is some statistical
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analysis, but where it gets sophisticated (not too often), I explain it in
prose.

The book will also, I hope, be helpful for readers with more advanced
knowledge. If it isn’t, then I’ve simplified too much.

For now, the book isn’t available in hard copy. It’s solely online. This has
some significant advantages. It’s free to readers. It’s easy to access: you
can read the book on your computer, tablet, or phone. I can make the
book available piece by piece, rather than having to wait until it’s
complete. And I can update chapters regularly, with the updates available
to readers immediately.

A pdf of the full book is available via a link at the bottom of the chapter
list, though note that it may not include the latest version of all chapters.

Please cite chapters individually. For example:

Kenworthy, Lane. 2017. “A Decent and Rising Income Floor.” The
Good Society. Online: lanekenworthy.net.

Comments are welcome. If you think I’ve gotten something not quite
right, or altogether wrong, please let me know. Contact me via email:
lane.kenworthy@gmail.com.

I’ve received help from an array of generous souls. I’m grateful to all.

A suggestion by John Campbell gave me the initial idea for this
project. John also offered valuable comments on early versions of
several chapters.
Larry Bartels, Christopher Jencks, Beth Truesdale, and participants at
the “Successful Societies” conference in Toronto in November 2011
gave me useful feedback on early drafts of the “Is Income Inequality
Harmful?” chapter.
Heather Harper provided very helpful research assistance for the
“Tolerance,” “Inclusion,” “Civic engagement,” and “Trust” chapters.
My biggest debt is to students in my “American Society” and “The
Good Society” classes. I’ve taught one or both of these courses
nearly every year since 2008, first at the University of Arizona and
beginning in 2015 at the University of California-San Diego.
Questions, comments, and arguments from students have helped to
clarify my thinking on a number of the book’s topics. I look forward
to more.
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What is a good society?

Lane Kenworthy, The Good Society

2017

Life is complex and multifaceted. To flourish, we need a variety of things.
Here is my list of the most important (in alphabetical order):

Community
Democracy
Economic equality
Economic opportunity
Economic prosperity
Economic security
Economic stability
Education
Employment
Environment
Family
Finance
Freedom
Good government
Happiness
Health
Housing
Inclusion
Information
Law and order
Privacy
Safety
The United States and the world (how we relate to other countries)

Some of these desiderata take precedence over others. But which ones?
Most of us would agree that basic liberties are more important than
economic prosperity. Yet are they also more important than economic
security? Than democracy? Than safety? Do they trump environmental
sustainability?

Prioritizing is difficult. If we ask 100 people to rank-order these various
ends, we might well get 100 different orderings. Libertarians privilege
freedom.  Utilitarians emphasize happiness.  Marxists tend to focus on
material needs.  For many conservatives, safety and order get top billing.
The Declaration of Independence prized “life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.” The French Revolution highlighted “liberty, equality,
fraternity.” Communitarians emphasize civic engagement and social
connections.  For proponents of the “capabilities approach,” opportunity
takes center stage.  Environmentalists emphasize planetary survival.

1 2

3 4

5

6
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Is there an objective way to decide? The best-known device is John Rawls’
“original position.” In A Theory of Justice, Rawls asks us to imagine we will
be born into the world without knowing what our assets, abilities, and
preferences will be. Rawls concluded that a rational person in this scenario
would privilege basic liberties, equality of opportunity, and the maximum
possible well-being of least well-off.  Rawls’ conclusion isn’t universally
shared, however. And his notion of the well-being of those at the bottom
in effect lumps together a number of the ends in the above list, such as
economic security, housing, safety, and happiness.

Existing societies reinforce the conclusion that there is nothing close to a
consensus about which of these desiderata to prioritize. Modern rich
countries strive for varying combinations.

In The Idea of Justice, Amartya Sen makes the sensible point that
thinking and arguing about the ideal society distracts from the more
important task of improving on what currently exists.  There is no
optimal, achievable good society. There is only better and worse. Our aim
should be to do better, not to achieve perfection.

The task for scientists, then, is to answer these two questions:

Which institutions and policies, alone or in combination, are more
effective than others at achieving these ends?
To what extent are there tradeoffs? For instance, if we want more
equality, do we have to sacrifice some liberty or prosperity? If so,
how much? In other words, how close can we get to “all of the
above”?

1. Friedrich A. Hayek, The Constitution of Liberty, University of Chicago
Press, 1960; Milton Friedman and Rose Friedman, Free to Choose,
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1979. �

2. Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and
Legislation; Richard Layard, Happiness, Penguin, 2005. �

3. Jon Elster, Making Sense of Marx, Cambridge University Press, 1985. �
4. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan; James Q. Wilson, “The Moral Sense,”

American Political Science Review, 1993. �
5. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America; Robert D. Putnam, Bowling

Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, Simon and
Schuster, 2000; Yuval Levin, The Fractured Republic, Basic Books,
2016. �

6. Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, Oxford University Press, 1999;
Martha C. Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, Harvard University Press,
2011. �

7. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Harvard University Press, 1971. The
“original position” device formalizes the age-old notion “There but for the
grace of God go I.” �

8. See, for instance, Gøsta Esping-Andersen, The Three Worlds of Welfare
Capitalism, Princeton University Press, 1990; Peter A. Hall and David
Soskice, eds., Varieties of Capitalism, Oxford University Press 2001; Lane
Kenworthy, Jobs with Equality, Oxford University Press, 2008. �

9. Amartya Sen, The Idea of Justice, Harvard University Press, 2009. �
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How do we know?

Lane Kenworthy, The Good Society

March 2016

The aim of this book is to figure out what institutions and policies are
conducive to human flourishing in a rich society. How do we do that?

We use science. We ask a question, formulate a hypothesis (sometimes
called a “model” or “theory”), examine evidence to see whether it’s
consistent with the hypothesis, adjust the hypothesis if necessary, think
about what else we would expect to observe if the hypothesis were true,
and then look for more evidence. The key to science isn’t that it proceeds
in exactly this order. The key is that it’s evidence-based and thorough.

ASK A QUESTION

First, pose a question. It’s tempting to begin with a topic or an issue, but
it’s better to start with a question. A topic is too big, and too vague.
Narrowing it down to a specific question helps to focus. And it doesn’t
preclude flexibility; we can always change the question later.

Suppose we’re interested in improving happiness. Let’s start off with the
following question: What would increase happiness in the United States?

CONSIDER THE EVIDENCE

A good next step is to read some summaries and discussions of prior
research on the question.  This will give us some familiarity with what’s
been done already and some ideas for how to proceed.

Can happiness be captured in a quantitative measure? Public opinion
surveys have asked questions along the lines of “How happy would you
say you are?” for some time in the US. Respondents are given three
options: very happy, pretty happy, and not too happy. Suppose we
decide to use the responses to this question as our measure of
happiness. Specifically, we might use the share of adults who respond
“very happy” as the indicator.

Next, we could take a look at some evidence. Let’s start with the trend
over time in the United States. Data from the General Social Survey (GSS)
tell us that the share of American adults saying they are “very happy”
hasn’t changed much since the early 1970s. If anything, it has decreased
slightly. That’s surprising: the economy has grown, and it seems likely
that more income would translate into more happiness, because income
allows people to buy more things and it alleviates financial stress. But
maybe additional income no longer increases happiness once a country

1
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reaches a certain level of affluence. This is interesting. Let’s revise our
question: In an affluent nation, does more income bring greater
happiness?

A research question is, in effect, the same thing as a hypothesis. We
could restate our question as the following hypothesis: In an affluent
nation, more income brings greater happiness. Our goal is to figure out
the degree to which this is true.

Notice that I said “the degree to which,” rather than “whether or not.”
That’s because in most instances we want to know not just whether there
is an effect, but also how strong the effect is.

The over-time pattern in the United States since the early 1970s
suggests that more income may not increase happiness. But we need to
think more carefully. Were there any other developments during this
period that might have reduced happiness and thereby offset an increase
produced by higher income? Let’s say we know from our reading of prior
studies that people who are religious tend to be happier. Religiosity has
been decreasing in the US in recent decades, so that could have caused a
decline in happiness. Also, since the rich in America have been getting
much richer (some CEOs, hedge fund managers, athletes, and
entertainers now take home more than $100 million in a single year),
perhaps many Americans feel that they’ve been falling farther behind, and
therefore are less happy, even though their incomes have been
increasing.

Given these considerations, we might conclude that the over-time pattern
in the United States doesn’t yield a clear answer to our question. Let’s
turn to other evidence.

To answer most questions in social science, we need to compare. To ask
“Does more income bring greater happiness?” is to ask “Does low income
tend to go with low happiness and high income tend to go with high
happiness?” In examining the over-time pattern in the US, we were
comparing different points in time. We were looking to see if happiness
was greater in years in which income was higher. What other types of
comparative evidence are there?

We can compare across countries. If income increases happiness, then
nations with higher income should tend to have greater average
happiness.

Which countries should we examine? Lack of data means we can’t include
all of the world’s 190-plus nations. We wouldn’t want to include all of
them even if we could, because most countries are much poorer than the
United States. If we’re interested in whether more income brings more
happiness in an affluent nation like the US, then we should focus on
affluent nations. Also, we might want to include only countries with
democratic political systems. And we should probably exclude a few, like
Iceland and Luxembourg, that have populations on the scale of a city
rather than a country. There are 20 or so countries that are comparable
to the US in this respect.

Suppose we find that, among this group of countries, higher income is
associated with higher happiness (income is positively correlated with
happiness). That’s interesting, but once again we need to consider
whether income is genuinely the cause or whether there is something else
making it appear as though income is the cause. Perhaps employment
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increases happiness, and more people are employed in countries with
higher income, and it’s the higher employment rather than the higher
income that causes the greater happiness in these nations. Or perhaps
good health increases happiness, and countries with healthier people have
higher income, and it’s the better health that brings the greater
happiness.

We can conduct a statistical analysis to control for (“hold constant”) these
other potential causes.  Let’s suppose such an analysis suggests that
income is in fact associated with happiness across the world’s rich
nations.

CONSIDER MORE EVIDENCE

Examining over-time developments in a single country or comparing
across countries at a single point in time are helpful analytical strategies.
But better is to compare change over time across countries. This is the
closest social science can get to an experiment, which is the ideal strategy
for assessing causality.  If more income boosts happiness, countries with
larger increases in income should tend to have larger increases in
happiness.

We also could, if data are available, do these same sorts of comparative
analyses across states or regions.

Another helpful strategy is to look for “natural experiments.” Suppose
two neighboring states are similar in economic structure, population
characteristics, culture, and other respects. Examples might include North
Dakota and South Dakota, or Alabama and Mississippi. Suppose one state
gets an income windfall, perhaps from discovery of oil or natural gas or
some other energy resource, and this leads to a significant increase in
income. If income boosts happiness, we would expect a larger jump in
happiness in the state with the income rise than in the other state. This
same sort of approach can be applied to countries (the US and Canada,
or Denmark and Sweden) or to cities or neighborhoods. And if data are
available, it can be applied to large numbers of pairs.

A valuable and sometimes-underappreciated strategy is careful, in-depth
examination of developments in a single country. For our question, it
would be particularly useful to study a country in which there does appear
to be a link between income and happiness. This would allow us to explore
whether income genuinely is the cause, and it could help us to better
understand the path(s) through which income affects happiness.

Now, suppose we conclude from our various analyses that more income
does tend to produce greater average happiness in a country. If this is a
genuine causal effect, we ought to see it among individuals too. We could
use data from a survey such as the GSS to examine whether persons
with higher income tend to be happier.

Ideally, we would have data on particular individuals over time. This would
allow us to see whether persons whose income increases tend to become
happier.

Another possibility is to conduct a formal experiment with individuals. We
might get a randomly-selected set of people, measure each person’s
happiness, then have them do an activity that leads some to get a
nontrivial monetary sum, and then measure each person’s happiness
again. If income increases happiness, we should find a larger increase in
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happiness among those who received more money.

There are lots of other ways of studying individuals that might help. We
could pick a group of people with low income and low happiness and
interview them in depth to try to understand exactly why low income
reduces their subjective well-being. Or we could do an ethnographic
study, spending time with such people as they go about their daily
activities, to try to sort out the causal relationship between income and
happiness.

What if we observe a correlation between income and happiness when
comparing across countries but not when comparing across time in a
particular country? Or what if our finding from studying individuals isn’t
consistent with what we find in examining countries? Then we need to try
to figure out the source of the inconsistency. Sometimes the
inconsistency can be resolved; sometimes it indicates that one of the
findings is mistaken.

I’ve described a host of analytical strategies. The actual practice of science
typically involves doing just one of them and then reporting the findings.
The cumulation of such studies allows us to get a clearer picture in
answering our question.

The best social science often is similar to detective work, with the social
scientist more like Sherlock Holmes than like a chemist in a lab. Seldom do
we have the evidence we want. So we use various types of data, and we
deploy a mixture of analytical methods. We ask: “What would we expect
to observe if a particular hypothesis were true? Is that what we in fact
observe? If so or if not, what does that tell us about the answer to our
question?” Then we piece together a conclusion from our multiple
imperfect and incomplete bits of evidence.

TENDENCIES, NOT LAWS

If a physicist knows the volume and pressure of a gas, she can calculate
its exact temperature. These three things are related to one another in
law-like fashion. In the social world, there are few iron laws.  Even if more
income boosts happiness, that effect almost certainly will be a tendency.
It will happen for some people or countries but not for all, and the
magnitude of the impact will be larger for some than for others. That’s
why in discussing causal effects social scientists frequently use phrases
such as “on average” and “tends to.”

MACRO EVIDENCE IS VITAL

In recent years social scientists have increasingly utilized experiments and
“randomized controlled trials,” in which a policy or incentive is
administered to one group but not another. This source of evidence is
considered to be the gold standard in social science because it’s the most
likely to yield a clear signal about causality.

However, we shouldn’t draw inferences about country-level patterns
based solely on individual-level data.  We can’t tell from studies of
individuals how strong the effect will be at the level of society as a whole.
Nor can we tell whether the cause will have other effects on the outcome
that offset the effect identified at the micro level. Suppose studies of
individuals find that people tend to respond to higher taxes by reducing
their work effort. We shouldn’t infer that increasing tax rates in the
United States will reduce economic growth. At the aggregate level the

7

8



impact may be small and thus overshadowed by other determinants of
growth. And higher tax rates may have other effects on economic growth
(enabling more investment in infrastructure or research, for example) that
offset a negative impact on individuals’ work effort.

To draw inferences about the societal impact of policies and institutions,
we have to examine macro units — countries, states, cities. Even if it
seldom gives us definitive indication of causality, macro evidence is vital.

SMART CONSUMPTION

Suppose you want to form an opinion on a question or an issue but you
aren’t an expert, and you don’t have enough time or interest to become
one. What should you do?

Too often, we simply side with our “team” — Democrats, southerners,
Mormons, Jews, environmentalists, libertarians, country music fans,
finance guys, upper east side intellectuals, “freshwater” economists, Fox
News watchers, or any other group with whom we feel an affiliation. When
we don’t know what our team’s view is on a particular issue, we may take
our cue from an influential organization or person who speaks for the
team — the AARP, the Chamber of Commerce, the president, a talk radio
host.

Consider the question of whether the planet is warming. This issue is too
complex for almost anyone who isn’t a climate expert to be certain about.
One possibility, then, is to believe what most scientists believe. But in
practice, that’s not how most of us make up our minds. A survey by the
Pew Research Center in 2015 found that 92% of Americans who consider
themselves Democrats believe there is solid evidence that the earth’s
average temperature is rising, while only 38% of Republicans believe
that.

Our inclination to side with our team leads us to uncritically accept
argument and evidence consistent with our position, and to reject
opposing argument and evidence. It also encourages us to use bad
argument and evidence to try to sway others. Sometimes this is
conscious, sometimes unconscious. Even the wisest among us are
susceptible. It’s particularly likely in formats designed to persuade, such
as political speeches, talk radio, op-eds, and films.

If we want to make up our own mind, and we aren’t capable of digesting
the scientific literature, we need other sources of information. There are
many: books, magazine and newspaper articles, op-eds, online essays
and posts, movies, videos, lectures, discussions, and more. Which ones
should we trust?

A good source will have many or all of the following features: It will
address a question, rather than an issue. It will evaluate evidence. It will
formulate a conclusion. It will consider objections and alternatives to the
conclusion. It will acknowledge uncertainty.

Just as valuable, perhaps, is to be aware of what makes for a bad source
of information. Here are some red flags :

Presents only one side, with no attention to objections or
counterarguments. Occasionally this is justifiable because space is
limited, as in an op-ed or a brief interview spot. But usually it’s a
signal that the conclusion hasn’t been carefully thought through.

9
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Addresses weak arguments that the other side doesn’t actually
make. This is a common trick by op-ed writers and politicians.
Arguing against a straw-man makes your case appear more sensible.
Asks a question, but then answers a different one. This too is quite
common. The author begins with the question of interest, but then
shifts, almost imperceptibly, to a different question, the answer to
which just happens to be their preferred solution or position.
Generalizes from an anecdote. Journalists and politicians typically
begin with a story about a person, group, place, or event. This is an
expository technique aimed at hooking you in, at grabbing your
attention. Rarely is it, in and of itself, evidence for or against a
hypothesis. Sometimes a source will intentionally generalize from a
single anecdote or a small number of them. That’s bad. A single
story might be representative of a larger phenomenon, but it just as
easily might be the exception to the rule.
Tells some history and then implies that today’s similarities or
differences give us the solution. This is common in books and
documentaries. History helps to put our current situation in
perspective, and many people find it interesting. But these sources
sometimes use the history to draw excessively simplistic conclusions.
They focus on one or two changes and argue that if these were
reversed, we could get back to the desirable outcome we used to
have. The problem is that lots of other things may have changed as
well, so that reversing one or two institutions or policies might not
have the same effect as in the past.
Posits a tradeoff, implying that we can have one thing or the other
but not both. Societies and individuals do face tradeoffs; we can’t
always have our cake and eat it too. But too often a source will posit
a tradeoff because it seems plausible that there is one, even if the
evidence suggests that it’s actually weak or nonexistent.
Commentators frequently say that the United States could afford
more generous social programs if we were to increase taxes, but that
this would reduce investment and economic growth. That’s a
reasonable hypothesis, but it turns out that most of the evidence
suggests it’s incorrect.
Uses a theory based on highly-simplified assumptions to infer about
the real world. This can be a useful analytical tool, particularly for
clarifying our thinking about causal processes. It’s been the bread
and butter of academic economists for much of the past century. But
it’s vital that the reader be told when the theory (“model”) is aimed
mainly at crystallizing thinking rather than at explaining actual
empirical phenomena.
Treats a single scientific study as though it were definitive. Almost
never does a single study get everything right. Many findings turn
out to be not quite right or altogether wrong. Knowledge advances
via reanalysis and additional analysis.
Suggests that there are only two alternatives and one of them is
extreme. The social world is complex, and often there are multiple
ways to attack a problem. But it’s easier to argue for your favored
strategy if you can convince your audience that there really are only
two options, and the other one isn’t realistic or isn’t consistent with
their values.
Defers to public opinion. Saying “it’s what Americans want” is a
common sidestep. Public opinion can be interesting and important,
but it seldom tells us anything about whether the evidence supports
a particular policy or position.
Uses data tricks. Misleading use of data, whether intentional or
accidental, is rampant. So be alert. One common trick is to
exaggerate size by using a really big number. Someone who wants



us to be alarmed at the size of Social Security will say that it costs
$850 billion a year, without mentioning that this is only about 5% of
the country’s GDP. Another trick is to overstate or understate
change. Suppose the share of Americans receiving disability
payments increases from 1% to 2%. In percentage-point terms this
is a fairly small increase, but if we say that disability receipt doubled,
it sounds quite large. If we convey this via a line graph and have the
vertical axis range from 1 to 2, it will appear to the casual observer
that there was a massive jump. Similarly, we could make it look as
though there were no change at all by having the vertical axis range
from 0 to 100.

If your source of information exhibits one or more of these red flags, be
skeptical.

GOOD SCIENCE AND GOOD ARGUMENT

Social science isn’t easy. But if we want to make the United States (or any
other country) better, we depend on it. Given this, it’s a good idea to try
to practice it and consume it effectively.

1. See, for example, Lane Kenworthy, “Happiness,” The Good Society. �
2. Many, many reports by good journalists and academics ignore the

strength of effect. Here are two examples: Margot Sanger-Katz, “Income
Inequality: It’s Also Bad for Your Health.” New York Times, March 30,
2015; Jane Brody, “Nuts Are a Nutritional Powerhouse.” New York Times,
March 31, 2015.  �

3. For an introduction, see Brandon Foltz, “Statistics 101: Multiple
Regression (Part 1), The Very Basics”; Lane Kenworthy, “Toward
Improved Use of Regression in Macrocomparative Analysis,” Comparative
Social Research, 2007. �

4. Glenn Firebaugh, Seven Rules for Social Research, Princeton University
Press, 2008, ch. 5; Joshua D. Angrist and Jorn-Steffen Pischke, Mostly
Harmless Econometrics, Princeton University Press, 2009, pp. 227-243;
Lane Kenworthy, “Step Away from the Pool,” Newsletter of the American
Political Science Association Organized Section for Qualitative and Multi-
Method Research, 2011. �

5. David Card and Alan B. Krueger, Myth and Measurement: The New
Economics of the Minimum Wage, Princeton University Press, 1995;
Arindrajit Dube, T. William Lester, and Michael Reich, “Minimum Wage
Effects Across State Borders: Estimates Using Contiguous Counties,”
Review of Economics and Statistics, 2010. �

6. David Collier, “Understanding Process Tracing,” PS: Political Science and
Politics, 2011. �

7. There are exceptions. See, for instance, Charles Ragin, The Comparative
Method, University of California Press, 1987; Gary Goertz and Harvey
Starr, eds., Necessary Conditions, Rowman and Littlefield, 2003. �

8. For more, see Angus Deaton, “Instruments, Randomization, and Learning
about Development,” Journal of Economic Literature, 2010; Martin
Ravallion, “Fighting Poverty One Experiment at a Time,” Journal of
Economic Literature, 2012. �

9. Jocelyn Kiley, “Ideological Divide Over Global Warming as Wide as Ever,”
Pew Research Center, 2015 �

10. See also Joel Best, Damned Lies and Statistics, University of California
Press, 2001; Noah Smith, “A Few Words about Math,” Noahpinion, 2013;
Noah Smith, “Most of What You Learned in Econ 101 Is Wrong,”
Bloomberg View, 2015; Jon Bakija, Lane Kenworthy, Peter Lindert, and
Jeff Madrick, How Big Should Our Government Be?, University of California
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America is exceptional … and ordinary

Lane Kenworthy, The Good Society

June 2015

American exceptionalism is one of our country’s most cherished notions.
There is considerable truth in it: we are different in a number of respects
from the world’s other rich longstanding-democratic nations, a group that
includes Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Ireland, Italy, Japan, (South) Korea, the Netherlands, New
Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United
Kingdom. At the same time, there are a host of ways in which we’re quite
ordinary.

To some, “exceptional” doesn’t just mean different; it means best. To
others it means worst. As we’ll see, America is both.

Here is a brief and partial introduction to the United States in comparative
perspective. Though it barely scratches the surface, it will give you a
sense of some of the ways in which the US is both different and similar,
both wonderful and woeful.

WE’RE THE BIGGEST

We have by far the largest population, as figure 1 shows. Along with
Canada and Australia, we also have the largest land mass (not shown
here).

Our economy, too, is far and away the biggest, according to the standard
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Figure 1. Population 
“m” = million. Data source: OECD. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.
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measure — gross domestic product (GDP). Figure 2 shows this.

Sometimes big is good. Other times it’s not. No one will rejoice at the fact
that, as shown in figure 3, the United States has the most obesity of any
affluent nation.

America also is the biggest contributor to climate change. Given the size
of our economy, it’s no surprise that our total output of carbon dioxide
emissions is much greater than that of any other rich nation. But as
figure 4 shows, our emissions are highest even when calculated on a per
capita (per person) basis.

Figure 2. GDP 
Gross domestic product. Adjusted for inflation and converted to US dollars using purchasing
power parities. “tr” = trillion. Data source: OECD. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 3. Obesity 
Adult obesity rate. Obesity is defined as body mass index greater than 30. Solid lines: the
obesity data are from actual measurements of people’s height and weight. Dashed lines: the
obesity data are from surveys in which people report their height and weight to the
interviewer. Data source: OECD. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.



WE’RE NEARLY THE RICHEST

The standard measure of a nation’s affluence is GDP per capita. As figure
5 indicates, the US ranks second, behind only oil-rich Norway.

OUR POOR AREN’T ESPECIALLY WELL-OFF

America’s affluence doesn’t trickle down to everyone in a straightforward
fashion. As figure 6 shows, the income of US households on the lower
part of the income ladder is below that of their counterparts in many
comparator nations.

Figure 4. Carbon dioxide emissions per capita 
Metric tons per person. Data source: World Bank. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 5. GDP per capita 
Gross domestic product per person. Adjusted for inflation and converted to US dollars using
purchasing power parities. “k” = thousand. Data source: OECD. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is
Austria.



Income gives us only a partial picture of people’s standard of living. To
get a more complete sense, we can ask people about their actual living
conditions: Are they regularly unable to pay bills? Do they have holes in
their walls or cracks in their windows that they’re unable to fix? Is their
neighborhood unsafe? And so on. Figure 7 shows that, according to the
best available data, a larger share of Americans suffer material hardship
than is the case in most other affluent countries.

OUR INCOMES ARE THE MOST UNEQUAL

So we’re a fabulously affluent country in which the poor aren’t particularly
well-off. That suggests a high degree of income inequality. America is
indeed quite unequal, as figure 8, which shows the share of household
income that goes to the top 1%, makes clear.

Figure 6. Tenth-percentile household income 
Posttransfer-posttax household income. The incomes are adjusted for household size and then
rescaled to reflect a three-person household, adjusted for inflation, and converted to US
dollars using purchasing power parities. “k” = thousand. The lines are loess curves. Data
sources: Luxembourg Income Study; OECD. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 7. Material hardship rate 
Average of the deprivation rates (share of households experiencing deprivation) in the
following seven areas: inability to adequately heat home, constrained food choices,
overcrowding, poor environmental conditions such as noise and pollution, arrears in payment
of utility bills, arrears in mortgage or rent payment, difficulty in making ends meet. Data
source: OECD, Growing Unequal?, 2008, pp. 186-188, using data from the Survey on
Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) for European countries, the Household Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia survey (HILDA) for Australia, and the Survey of Income and
Program Participation (SIPP) for the United States. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.



WE USED TO BE THE MOST-EDUCATED, BUT NO
LONGER

A generation ago, the United States had the highest rate of college
completion among the world’s rich nations. But since then we’ve stalled,
and a number of other countries have caught up and passed us, as figure
9 shows.

WE SPEND THE MOST ON HEALTH CARE, BUT WE’RE
AMONG THE LEAST HEALTHY

America spends a lot of money on healthcare — far more, as a share of
our GDP, than any other rich nation. Figure 10 shows this gap.

Figure 8. Top 1%’s share of income 
This is a measure of income inequality between the top 1% and the bottom 99%. Pretax
income. Excludes capital gains. Data source: World Top Incomes Database. “Asl” is
Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 9. College completion 
Ages 25 to 34. Bachelor’s (or bachelor’s equivalent) or more. Data sources: National Center
for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, table 603.30, using OECD data;
OECD, Education at a Glance 2015, table A1.3a, p. 41. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.



Despite this massive spending, we don’t live very long relative to our
counterparts abroad. In fact, life expectancy in the US is lowest among
the affluent countries, as figure 11 indicates. Infant mortality data (not
shown here) tell a similar story.

WE PRIZE EMPLOYMENT, BUT ONLY A MODEST SHARE
OF US ARE EMPLOYED

Employment is front and center in the American ethos. Yet fewer
Americans are in paid work than in many other affluent nations, as figure
12 shows.

Figure 10. Healthcare expenditures 
Share of GDP. Includes public and private expenditures. Data source: OECD. “Asl” is
Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 11. Life expectancy 
Years of life expectancy at birth. The vertical axis doesn’t begin at zero. Data source: OECD.
“Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.



OUR LABOR UNIONS ARE AMONG THE WEAKEST

Labor unions play a significant role in determining wage levels and wage
growth in many of the world’s rich countries. That used to be true here
too, but not any more. As figure 13 shows, barely one in ten American
employees now have their wages set via collective bargaining.

WE HAVE A MODERATELY FREE ECONOMY

Liberty is one of our core values. And yet, according to one measure,
displayed in figure 14, our economy is fairly ordinary in the degree to
which economic actors are free to choose.

Figure 12. Employment 
Employed persons aged 25-64 as a share of the population aged 25-64. The vertical axis
doesn’t begin at zero. Data source: OECD. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 13. Collective bargaining coverage 
Share of employees whose wages are determined by collective bargaining. Data source: Jelle
Visser, “ICTWSS: Database on Institutional Characteristics of Trade Unions, Wage Setting,
State Intervention, and Social Pacts,” Amsterdam Institute for Advanced Labour Studies,
version 4, 2013, series adjcov. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.



WE’RE THE BIRTHPLACE OF MODERN DEMOCRACY,
BUT NOT MANY OF US VOTE

Our political system, like that of other affluent democracies, is a
representative democracy. Though there is a role for direct democracy, in
the form of state and local referendums, most important political decisions
are made by elected representatives rather than by the citizenry. As figure
15 indicates, compared to our counterparts in other affluent nations,
relatively few Americans participate in electing those representatives.

OUR POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS ARE UNUSUAL

Beyond the fundamental similarity of representative democracy, the
structure of America’s political institutions is relatively unusual.

The US is one of a small number of rich democracies in which the
executive (president) is directly elected. In most other countries the
executive (usually the prime minister) is the leader of the largest
party in the parliament, and she or he has no formal lawmaking
authority.

Figure 14. Economic freedom 
Average score for business freedom, labor freedom, trade freedom, investment freedom, and
financial freedom. Each item is scored from 0 to 100. The vertical axis doesn’t begin at zero.
Data source: Heritage Foundation, heritage.org/index. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 15. Voter turnout 
Voters as a share of the eligible population. Legislative elections. In the US, turnout is shown
only for years in which there is also a presidential election. Data source: Institute for
Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), series VAP turnout. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus”
is Austria.



We have two legislative bodies (the House of Representatives and
Senate) with equal power. Most others have just one house in
parliament; and in those that have two bodies, one of the two is
largely ceremonial.
Most other affluent democracies have a proportional representation
electoral system: people vote for parties, and the share of seats each
party gets in the legislature is proportional to their share of the
votes. We have a winner-take-all system: people vote for individual
candidates, and in each state or congressional district only the
candidate with the most votes gets representation.
Private donations account for a much larger share of campaign
finance in the United States than in other countries.
We have a more federalized system of government than most other
rich nations: state and local governments have considerable decision-
making power.

OUR GOVERNMENT TAXES AND SPENDS LESS THAN
MOST

There are various ways to measure the size of government, but a
common one is according to the share of the economy (the GDP) that
passes through the government. As figure 16 shows, by the standards of
the world’s rich nations that share is relatively low in the United States.

WE SPEND THE MOST ON THE MILITARY

Though our government’s overall size is comparatively small, there is one
government program on which we spend a lot. As figure 17 shows, our
military spending is the highest among the affluent countries.

Figure 16. Government revenues 
Share of GDP. The vertical axis doesn’t begin at zero. Data source: OECD. “Asl” is
Australia; “Aus” is Austria.



WE’RE THE MOST RELIGIOUS

A larger share of Americans say religion is “very important” in their lives
than is the case in any other affluent democracy, as figure 18 shows. The
share in the US has been declining since 2000, and if that continues it
won’t be too long before we join the club of secularized countries. But for
the moment we’re still exceptional in this regard.

WE’RE THE MOST PUNITIVE

When it comes to crime and punishment, our approach over the past
generation has had more of an Old-Testament flavor than a New-
Testament one. As figure 19 shows, we incarcerate a larger share of our
population, by far, than any other affluent nation. Part of this owes to the
fact that our murder rate is the highest, but murders account for only a
small portion of crimes, and our rates of assault, rape, robbery, and other
types of crime aren’t particularly high relative to other countries.

Figure 17. Military expenditures 
Share of GDP. Data source: World Bank. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 18. Religion is very important in my life 
Other response options: rather important, not very important, not important at all, no
answer. Data source: World Values Survey, series v9. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.



WE’RE MODERATELY WELCOMING

America has long been a land of immigrants, a country that, more than
any other, welcomed the world’s tired, its poor, its huddled masses
yearning to breathe free, in the words of Emma Lazarus’ homage to the
Statue of Liberty. Immigration restrictions imposed in the 1920s
dampened the embrace, while a reform in 1965 and a partial amnesty in
1986 reopened the door to a significant degree. Where do we stand
today? Figure 20 shows that the US is now quite ordinary in its foreign-
born population share.

WE’RE MODERATELY TRUSTING

As an open society that prizes individual liberty, America depends, to a
certain degree, on our ability to trust one another. Do we? The World
Values Survey regularly asks a representative sample of adults whether
“most people can be trusted” or “you need to be very careful in dealing
with people.” Americans are below average in trustingness, as figure 21
shows.

Figure 19. Incarceration 
Persons in prison per 100,000 population. Includes pretrial detainees. Data source:
International Centre for Prison Studies, via the OECD. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 20. Immigrants 
Foreign-born share of the population. Includes both legal and illegal immigrants. Data source:
OECD. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.



WE’RE SOMEWHAT HAPPY

Our nation’s founding document, the Declaration of Independence,
highlights the pursuit of happiness as an “inalienable right” of Americans.
How happy are we? A good comparative measure comes from a question
regularly asked by the World Values Survey: “All things considered, how
satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?” Respondents are
asked to rate their life satisfaction on a scale of one to ten. Relative to our
counterparts in other rich longstanding-democratic countries, we
Americans are ordinary in our happiness, as figure 22 shows.

1. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 1835; Seymour Martin
Lipset, The First New Nation, Basic Books, 1963; Lipset, American
Exceptionalism, W.W. Norton, 1996. �

2. For more, see Peter Baldwin, The Narcissism of Minor Differences: How
America and Europe Are Alike, Oxford University Press, 2009. �

Figure 21. Trust 
Share of adults who believe most people can be trusted. Question: “Generally speaking,
would you say that most people can be trusted or that you need to be very careful in dealing
with people?” Data source: World Values Survey. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.

Figure 22. Life satisfaction 
Scale from 1 (completely dissatisfied) to 10 (completely satisfied). Question: “All things
considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?” The vertical axis
doesn’t begin at zero. Data source: World Values Survey, via the World Database of
Happiness, series 122F. “Asl” is Australia; “Aus” is Austria.
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On the whole, religion’s influence does seem to have declined over the
past half century.

To some, this will be surprising given the prominence of the “Religious
Right” in recent decades. The Religious Right is a fusion of conservative
Christianity (mainly Protestantism) and political conservatism. Most
members believe their basic politics can be drawn from the Bible, and
many see the goal of their political activity as restoring the United States
as a “Christian nation.” The movement began in the late 1970s, coalescing
in response to the Supreme Court decisions limiting school prayer and
legalizing abortion and to the dramatic changes in American family life that
began in the 1960s. Key organizations have included Jerry Falwell’s Moral
Majority, Pat Robertson’s Freedom Council, and the Christian Coalition.

FIGURE 23. A person with an incurable disease has a right to commit
suicide 
Share of adults. GSS question: “Do you think a person has the right to end his or
her own life if this person has an incurable disease?” Response options: yes, no.
Data source: General Social Survey, sda.berkeley.edu, series suicide1. Pew
question: “Do you think a person has a moral right to end his or her own life when
this person has a disease that is incurable?” Response options: yes, no, don’t
know. Don’t know responses are omitted. Data source: Pew Research Center,
“Views on End of Life Medical Treatments,” 2013, p. 83.

FIGURE 24. Doctor-assisted suicide should be legal 
Share of adults. Question: “When a person has a disease that cannot be cured
and is living in severe pain, do you think doctors should or should not be allowed
by law to assist the patient to commit suicide if the patient requests it?” Response
options: should, should not, no opinion. No opinion responses are excluded. Data
source: Andrew Dugan, “In U.S., Support Up for Doctor-Assisted Suicide,” Gallup,
2015.



The Religious Right has won control of some local school boards, it is an
important player in the Republican Party in some states, and at one point
it held considerable sway within the House of Representatives via
sympathetic Republicans. Yet on much of its agenda, it has lost ground.
In part, this is because the Religious Right faces a problem common to
sectarian groups: the source of its energy and growth — its quest to
restore a Christian “golden age” in morality and politics — is also the
source of its lack of wider appeal.  Indeed, despite enthusiasm,
charismatic leadership, ample funding, and considerable media attention,
evangelical Christians, from whom most of the Religious Right are drawn,
haven’t gained adherents in recent decades. They’ve held steady at 25-
30% of Americans since the early 1970s.  Moreover, many Americans
disapprove of efforts by religious conservatives to influence government
policy. In 1991, 52% agreed that “Religious leaders should not try to
influence government decisions.” In 1998, the next time the question was
asked, the share had increased to 60%. In 2008 it was 67%.

More generally, on issues such as the family and sexuality, religious
traditionalists are pushing against powerful social, economic, and
demographic shifts. In other affluent nations these changes have
contributed to a large and sustained decline in religion’s influence on belief
and behavior. Though the process began later here in the United States
and has occurred more slowly, we do appear to be traveling down this
same road.

RELIGION AND COMMUNITY

For many Americans, religion is a path to community. It isn’t just about
belief in God, or in heaven and hell. It’s also about attending services
regularly with people who share a similar worldview. It’s about listening, in
the company of those people, to a sermon on how to be a better person,
how to live a better life, how to overcome adversity. It’s about chatting
with friends and acquaintances during an after-service coffee hour or
brunch. And for quite a few it includes participating in other activities with
a subset of those fellow congregants — a Bible study class, a church choir
or softball team, a youth support group, a regular potluck dinner, a food
drive for the poor, a cleanup of a local park. According to one estimate,
“nearly half of all associational memberships in America are church related
… and half of all volunteering occurs in a religious context.”  Humans
long for community — for belonging, for sharing, for the “collective
effervescence”  of communal ritual. Religion helps to supply it.

Have changes in American religion in recent decades altered the degree to
which it enhances community? Let’s consider four hypotheses: (1) The fall
in religious attendance reduces community. (2) The rise of megachurches
diminishes community. (3) Religious intolerance weakens community. (4)
Religious polarization decreases community by increasing political
polarization.

Begin with the fall in attendance at religious services. As noted above, the
decline has been slow, but it is real and significant (figures 8 and 12).
Approximately 55% of Americans born before 1945 attend once a month
or more. Among baby boomers, those born between 1945 and 1964,
about 45% do. Among Americans born since 1965, only 35% do. These
numbers tend to remain constant throughout the life course. Given this
significant reduction in regular attendance, it’s very unlikely that religion
provides as much community as it used to.

A second significant change in religious participation in recent decades is
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the rise of megachurches — churches with more than 2,000 members.
Does this shift mean small and medium-sized bodies where Americans
recognize and interact with their fellow congregants are being replaced by
big, impersonal productions where the pastor entertains and the
churchgoers are passive spectators?

Possibly, but it isn’t clear that megachurches have in fact had this effect.
For one thing, although they have risen rapidly and have become an
important part of the religious landscape in America, their growth has
been more modest than is sometimes thought. For most Protestant
denominations, the share of total membership that is in the largest 1% of
churches increased by only five percentage points between 1980 and the
mid-2000s, from approximately 10% to 15%.  And the median
congregation size, around 75, didn’t change between the late 1990s and
the late 2000s.  Furthermore, the fact that you can’t possibly know all of
your fellow congregants in a megachurch doesn’t preclude knowing some
of them quite well, and many megachurches create mechanisms to
facilitate that kind of interaction, such as small groups, volunteer
activities, and committees.

Third, by encouraging adherents to believe in their particular version of
the “one true faith,” religious traditions, denominations, and
congregations can impede our sense of broader community. If I’m a
Protestant and you’re a Catholic, I may get the impression from my
church that you’re mistaken in your views about God and about moral
behavior. The same is true if I’m a Jew and you’re a Muslim, if I’m an
evangelical Protestant while you’re a mainline Protestant, or if I’m religious
and you’re an atheist. To what degree does religion in America impede
community across religions? And has it gotten worse in recent decades?

The available evidence suggests that things actually have gotten better
rather than worse. Americans have become more, not less, accepting of
religions other than their own. According to Mark Chaves,

“Increasing religious intermarriage probably is the best indicator of this
increased tolerance and even appreciation, but it shows up in other ways
as well. The percentage of Americans who say they would vote for an
otherwise qualified Catholic, Jew, or atheist who was running for
president has increased dramatically since the middle of the twentieth
century, to the point where today almost all say they would vote for a
Catholic or Jew, and about half say they would vote for an atheist….
Today, three-quarters of Americans say ‘yes’ when asked if they believe
there is any religion other than their own that offers a true path to God;
70 percent say that religions other than their own can lead to eternal life;
… only about 1 in 3 Americans believes that the Bible is the ‘actual word
of God and is to be taken literally, word for word,’ and that number has
been declining for decades….

“American Christians are much more suspicious of Muslims than of Jews
… and they still are more wary of atheists than of people who believe in a
God different than their own. Even more troubling, outbursts of anti-
Muslim sentiment, vandalism, and violence have increased since 2001,
and there are signs that the general public’s suspicion of Muslims also
has increased. At the same time, however, we should not overlook the
powerful dynamic that increases appreciation of other people’s religion
over the long term: increased religious diversity within our families and
friendship circles. It seems likely that it will take several decades, maybe
longer, for this dynamic to make non-Muslim Americans as tolerant and
appreciative of American Muslims as they already are of persons of other
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religions, and dramatic events here or abroad could slow or, in the
extreme, undermine this dynamic. But I expect that, in the long run, we
will see levels of tolerance and even appreciation of American Muslims
that approach the levels we currently see for persons of other religions.”

What about tolerance on the part of the nonreligious? As religious
participation and religion’s sway have diminished, have nonreligious
Americans become more aggressive in trying to hasten that decline?
Proponents of this view point to the Supreme Court’s trifecta of “anti-
religion” rulings — its early 1960s prohibition of mandatory prayer in
school, its 1973 legalization of abortion, and its 2015 legalization of
same-sex marriage. They point to sharp declines in Americans’ confidence
in religious leaders.  They posit an effort to rid the country of religious
symbolism, from removal of “Ten Commandments” statues in government
buildings to a “war on Christmas,” and they accuse Hollywood and the
television industry of disparaging the traditional family.

There is some truth in this portrait. But the decline of religion’s influence
in the United States surely stems less from a concerted effort by cultural
and political elites than from heightened affluence, scientific advance, and
improved access to information. To take just one example, the notion
that homosexuality is “wrong” could no more survive as a norm in a world
with plentiful information than could the notion that persons with dark
skin or two X chromosomes are inferior.

A fourth way religion might impede community is via politics. Since the
early 1990s, the correlation between religiosity and political views has
increased in the US. The most religious Americans are increasingly likely to
be politically conservative and to identify with the Republican Party, while
the least religious are increasingly likely to be politically liberal and to
identify with the Democratic Party.  At the same time, the two political
parties have polarized in their policy commitments and behavior.
Oppositional rhetoric and posturing by members of both parties have
intensified. Has religion, then, weakened community by contributing to
political polarization?

Yes, it has, but its role in this development probably has been much
smaller than many people think. Though the correlation between religiosity
and political views has increased, it actually is relatively weak. And the
correlation between religiosity and party preference is even weaker.
Furthermore, party polarization began in the 1960s and 1970s, well
before religion began to have an impact. And party polarization has a
number of other causes, many of them arguably more significant than
religion.  Finally, there is some indication that secular Americans are more
likely than their religious counterparts to gravitate to the right and left
extremes of American politics.

HOW WILL A LESS-RELIGIOUS AMERICA FARE?

Religion, in the view of some, is a key source of beliefs, norms, and
behaviors that have made the United States one of history’s most
successful experiments.  Can the country thrive with less religion?

Since Max Weber, some social scientists have viewed religion —
specifically, Protestantism — as conducive to a vibrant economy.  Will
religious decline dampen economic growth? America’s growth rate has
been slower in recent decades than it was during religion’s post-second
world war apex. But the 1950s and 1960s was a period of unusually rapid
economic growth in all rich nations, due to catching up in the wake of the
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Great Depression and the war. Our slowdown is comparable to that of
other countries. Furthermore, a number of rich nations in which religion is
far weaker nevertheless have thriving economies.

Will religious decline cause antisocial behavior to increase? In the 1960s
and 1970s, as religious belief and participation began to decrease, the
crime rate in the US exploded. But it’s unlikely that the trend in religiosity
played much of a causal role, if any. For one thing, the crime increase
began before the shift in religiosity. For another, although the decline in
religiosity has continued, crime peaked in the early 1990s and has since
plummeted. Finally, other affluent nations that are much less religious
have similar or lower rates of crime than the US.

Across individuals, religion is positively correlated with health. Will
Americans’ health suffer as religion declines? That’s possible, but there is
good cause for optimism. Life expectancy and most other measures of
health have improved sharply over the past generation as religion has
been weakening. One notable exception is obesity, but that has been
rising in nearly all affluent countries, not just in the US. Across the rich
nations there is no association between religiosity and life expectancy.
Indeed, at the extremes the correlation runs in the other direction: Japan,
one of the least religious countries, has the highest life expectancy, while
the United States has the lowest.

Tolerance is another hallmark of a good society. Here too there is reason
for optimism. By virtually every measure, Americans have become more
tolerant during the era of religious decline.

In the United States, persons who are more religious tend to give more to
charity and volunteer more of their time.  Will life be worse for America’s
poor if religion continues to weaken? If nothing steps in to fill the void,
that’s quite possible. But if we continue the course we’ve pursued over
the past century, of slowly replacing private charity with public insurance,
America’s poor might end up better off rather than worse. Incomes
among the poor are higher in a number of rich nations that are less
religious than the US, and they have less material hardship.

Americans who are more religious tend to be happier than those who are
less religious. Religion’s decline might, then, be partly to blame for why
average happiness in the US hasn’t increased over the past four decades
despite growing affluence.  On the other hand, a number of rich
countries with low levels of religiosity score higher than we do on
measures of happiness. As figure 25 shows, across these countries there
is no association between religiosity and life satisfaction.
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FIGURE 25. Life satisfaction by religiosity 



Community is the desideratum most likely to suffer if religion continues to
decline in America. As various observers have pointed out, religion is the
single biggest contributor to social engagement and civic participation in
the United States. It isn’t clear what might substitute for it.

SUMMARY

Religious belief and participation and religion’s influence are stronger in
the United States than in other rich democratic nations. They also are
declining. The causes of this decline are the same as elsewhere: the ability
of science to answer complex questions has advanced, greater access to
information and exposure to other types of people and cultures causes us
to question traditional religious dictums (women shouldn’t be leaders,
homosexuality is “unnatural”), and greater affluence reduces the need of
those at the bottom to focus on the afterlife. This secularization process
is unlikely to halt.

Where religion has stood in the way of justice, fairness, or opportunity,
its decline is a source of progress. But religion has many beneficial effects
as well, not least its contribution to community. In the United States,
church (or temple, synagogue, mosque) attendance and participation in
religious organizations’ other activities has long been a key source of
community. To the extent religion’s decline continues, that will be a
significant loss. Yet developments in the US over the past half century
and in other affluent countries suggest that in other respects, including
economic dynamism, safety, health, tolerance, economic security, and
happiness, America and Americans can flourish as the nation becomes
more secular.
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