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THE POLITICAL ORIGINS OF
RELIGIOUS LIBERTY
The issue of religious liberty has gained ever-increasing attention among policy makers and the public at large. Whereas politicians have long championed
the idea of religious freedom and tolerance, the actual achievement of these
goals has been an arduous battle for religious minorities. What motivates political leaders to create laws providing for greater religious liberty? In contrast
to scholars who argue that religious liberty results from the spread of secularization and modern ideas, Anthony Gill argues that religious liberty results
from interest-based calculations of secular rulers. Using insights from political
economists dating back to Adam Smith, Gill develops a theory of the origins
of religious liberty based on the political and economic interests of governing
ofﬁcials. Political leaders are most likely to permit religious freedom when it
enhances their own political survival, tax revenue, and the economic welfare of
their country. He explores his theory using cases from British America, Latin
America, Russia, and the Baltic states.
Anthony Gill is Associate Professor of Political Science at the University of
Washington, where he specializes in the study of religion, economics, and politics. He is the author of Rendering Unto Caesar: The Catholic Church and the State
in Latin America and numerous articles on religion and politics. Professor Gill
was awarded the University of Washington’s Distinguished Teaching Award in
1999 and is a nonresident scholar at Baylor University’s Institute for Studies of
Religion.
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For Victor H. Gill and his shining city on the hill.
Never forget the value of freedom.
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Preface

I am not sure how many people read prefaces, but if you have made it this
far I urge you to continue. In the course of the next few short paragraphs,
I hope to provide you with a little insight into why this book was written
and how to read it.
This work is an extension of my earlier research that began while I was
in graduate school and which resulted in a dissertation and a previously
published book, Rendering Unto Caesar: The Catholic Church and the State
in Latin America. The primary conclusion of that book was that religious
competition, primarily from evangelical Protestants, prompted the Latin
American Catholic Church to pay attention to the needs of its parishioners
more closely. In countries where the number of Protestants was expanding
rapidly, the Catholic Church tended to take a more preferential option for
the poor and denounce governmental institutions deleterious to the nation’s
citizenry. In the ﬁnal analysis, I concluded that this is a good thing. However, the one question that I never got around to answering was why Protestants happened to be more numerous in some countries than in others. In a
subsequent article published in Rationality and Society, I discovered that religious liberty accounted for the varying growth rates of Protestants throughout Latin American countries. This ﬁnding would seem rather mundane;
of course minority religions would expand where there were fewer laws
preventing them from expanding. Despite this obvious conclusion, some
ix
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early reviewers of that manuscript commented that such logic was counterintuitive. Nonetheless, I persevered in my belief that religious freedom and
religious vitality were linked.
The next question that naturally arose from my course of study was why
some countries would have more liberal regulations governing religious
groups and others would maintain stricter laws. The fact that there were
signiﬁcant degrees of difference throughout countries with similar cultural
backgrounds and religious traditions ruled out the possibility that culture
was at work. Moreover, other research I conducted with my graduate student Arang Keshavarzian revealed that similar patterns of church-state relations could be seen in countries with radically different cultural traditions,
most notably Mexico and Iran. All of that set me to thinking about the
role that political interests play in regulating religions. Because religious
liberty is really just the accumulation of numerous laws telling churches
and believers what they can and cannot do, it would make sense that the
interests of lawmakers would be of crucial importance in determining the
shape of those laws.
The process of exploring this idea led me ﬁrst to examine Mexico and
a few other countries in Latin America. I then turned my attention to the
United States, realizing that the writing of the First Amendment of the
U.S. Constitution was a major milestone in the history of religious liberty,
at least in the modern era. I found great joy in going back and reading U.S.
colonial history, and I found additional pleasure in the fact that it took me
back into European history. Finally, I decided to pursue an exploration of
Russia, which in 1997 implemented a highly restrictive set of regulations
on religious minorities. Though not an expert in Russian politics or history,
I gathered up the courage to move ahead, realizing that this case offered up
a remarkable test of my hypothesis. Fearing my lack of knowledge would
inhibit me in this area, I recruited a graduate student who was taking one of
my classes at the time – Cheryl Žilinskas. Cheryl suggested that the Sovietdominated Baltic States would also make a great case study, and because she
was planning a dissertation on the topic, I agreed to let her help me. The
result of my thinking on this topic is what you now hold in your hands. I
hope you enjoy it.
And speaking of enjoyment, I hope that this work ﬁnds a broader audience than most scholarly books. I think it will. The topic is of great concern
to the waves of religious believers who have refused to go away despite the
coaxing of Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, Steve Bruce, and others. The
book should also provide good reading to those interested in the general
topic of liberty. Because freedom of conscience is often considered the “ﬁrst
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freedom,” understanding how it ﬂourishes (or is repressed) should help us
understand how other liberties are won or lost. To reach out to this wider
audience, I tried to minimize the use of jargon wherever possible, or at least
to explain that jargon when it appears in the text. I ﬁrmly believe that lay
readers are capable of reading whatever academic scholars can dream up, so
long as the language they write in does not come from some esoteric secret
society. Too much scholarly writing today is thick with pedantic meanderings. If you are a lay reader of this work, I invite you to contact me and let
me know if you found this work inspirational. Of course, if you are reading
this work some sixty years from now, I probably won’t be around, but you
could always try a séance.
To further help the cause of reaching a broad audience, I have also tried
to include some wit in the text and footnotes.1 Deciding whether I have
succeeded in this task will be up to the reader, but I sincerely hope that
you get at least one chuckle. As with my concern over arcane writing, I also
think that too many scholars take their work far too seriously, particularly
in the social sciences and humanities. I understand there are serious topics
that demand a serious mind, but part of the reason I enjoy my profession
so much is that it gives me the joy of discovering new things, including all
varieties of human quirks and foibles. Being a person who is not immune
from possessing such quirks and foibles, I ﬁgure it is best to celebrate them.
And the bottom line is this – on average, human beings get about seventyﬁve years to enjoy life. If I cannot ﬁnd the opportunity to smile in the course
of that time, including the portion of it when I am at work, then I sincerely
wonder if I spent my time wisely.
1

Speaking of footnotes, I encourage readers to read them. For graduate students and other
interested parties, I have put a number of unanswered questions in the footnotes. Many of
these would make great dissertation topics or research projects.
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Brigham Young, Emory, Harvard, Koç University (Istanbul), and Rice. I
particularly enjoyed the enormous hospitality shown to me at Brigham
Young University, which has a remarkably energetic and proliﬁc political science department. The good folks at the University of Washington’s
Political Economy Drinks and Discussion group also provided needed commentary at the early stages in this process. The University of Washington’s
Royalty Research Fund provided funding for my research in Latin America.
Several students were instrumental in a variety of ways in bringing this
book to fruition. My greatest appreciation here goes to Cheryl Žilinskas,
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