Where there is state religion, there is less
freedom
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In a recent paper, "State Religion and Freedom: A Comparative Analysis", published by the
Religion and Politics Section of the American Political Science Association, Professor Steven
Kettell discusses the findings of his comparative analysis on the relationship between state religion
and individual freedom.

Although he notes that his findings should be viewed with some caution - given that his research
requires more detailed analysis — provisionally, his study reveals some very interesting findings and
his overall thesis is a compelling one.

Kettell's study highlights two significant findings. The first is that state religions are shown to be
disproportionately clustered in those countries classed as "less free".

The second finding is that in those countries with a state religion, there are significantly lower levels
of political and civil freedom (i.e. in terms of political rights, civil liberties, and religious persecution)
and a notably higher degree of government and social regulation of religion, as well as higher
levels of favouritism toward religion.

The study found, according to one index, that nearly half of those countries classed as 'not free'
possess a state religion, compared to just 12% of those countries classed as free. In other words,
the further down a country was on the freedom scale, the more likely it was to have a state religion.

Interestingly, the research also noted that the form that the state religion took had an impact on
freedom. Whilst according to one index used, just one of those countries with an Islamic state
religion was considered free, according to another there was no free country with Islam as its state
religion. By contrast, the vast majority of free countries with a state religion were Christian (i.e.
Roman Catholic, Protestant, or Orthodox).

Political systems also played a significant role however; perhaps unsurprisingly none of the
countries classed as 'not free' and all those considered free were liberal democracies, regardless of
whether or not they possessed a state religion. Nevertheless, the pattern observed in terms of the
relevance of a state religion's form when it comes to levels of freedom in a country, was consistent
for liberal democracies also.

In response to these findings, the question that then might be asked is: Why do we see this
negative impact of state religion on freedom in a country?

Kettell dismisses the often-pointed to factors of human development, religiosity or religious diversity
as central to a lack of freedom in those societies with state religions. Instead, he contends, the
reasons behind this phenomenon are likely to be based on the institutional dynamics of state
religion. Kettell argues that since the very purpose of a state religion is to promote and support one
particular religious perspective over any other, and to do so by extending political, legal and
financial support for an institutional representation of that perspective, it is not overly surprising that
such an arrangement should lead to limitations in political and religious freedoms.


https://www.secularism.org.uk/opinion/authors/865

What recognising one religion as a state religion does, Kettell argues, is to ground the authority and
legitimacy of the state on sectarian criteria, and to imbue within the notion of national identity one
particular religious affiliation. This inevitably institutionalises a ranking of citizenship. Thus, not only
does this kind of institutional favouritism and biased conception of religious legitimacy undermine
notions of civic equality, fairness, and individual freedom, it inevitably generates social divisions
and tensions around religious issues, fosters intolerance of those not subscribing to the state
religion, and corrodes the very democratic legitimacy and accountability which helps guarantee
freedom in the first place.

Significantly, the paper concludes that the only way to avoid this negative correlation between state
religion and freedom, and to best ensure the protection and promotion of human rights and
freedom is to maintain a secular state; a state that is free from the institutional imperative to
legitimise and officially recognise any one particular set of beliefs, a state that treats all citizens
equally regardless of what they choose to believe.

The paper can be seen by subscribers here
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Disestablish the Church of England

A state religion has no place in a 21st century democracy.
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NSS announces major conference on protecting liberal
values

Kenan Malik, Joan Smith and more speaking at NSS Secularism 2024 conference in London. Read
More »

New extremism definition may put free speech at risk, NSS
warns

Proposed definition could 'label secularists as extremists'. Read More »

A state Church is no bulwark against extremism — but
secularism is

With its commitment to the separation of religion and state and safeguarding the rights of all
individuals, secularism can provide an effective defence against the spread of extremism, says
Stephen Evans. Read More »

Report. CofE safeguarding “below standards” of secular
Institutions

Most victims and survivors unsatisfied with safeguarding approaches, while safeguarding
'weaponised' to remove those "seen as a nuisance”, report finds. Read More »

Resist calls for £50m a year for churches, NSS urges minister

Churches trust also calls for churches to host NHS services. Read More »
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