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ABSTRACT

Religion has long been identified as a potential generator of social capital through its provision of community membership,
shared values, and organized collective action. Putnam (2000), in ‘Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American
Community,” identified religious participation as one of the most robust correlates of civic engagement, arguing that
religious congregations provide the social infrastructure for civic skills development, volunteer recruitment, and norm
internalization that supports broader civic life. However, the relationship between religion and social capital is more
complex than the Putnam thesis implies: religious capital is predominantly bonding (within-group), and may reduce
bridging capital (cross-group) when religious identity becomes the basis for social exclusion. This paper examines cross-
national survey evidence on the religion-social trust relationship, distinguishing effects on particularistic (in-group) versus
generalized trust, and exploring how religious pluralism, state-church relations, and religious intensity moderate the civic
consequences of religious participation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The sociology of religion has debated whether religious participation enhances or diminishes civic life for over a century,
from Tocqueville’s (1835) observation that American voluntary associations—many religious—were the school of
democracy, to contemporary debates about whether evangelical Christianity in the United States promotes or undermines
democratic civic culture. Putnam (2000), in ‘Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community” (Simon
& Schuster), identified religious participation as the single strongest predictor of civic engagement in his cross-sectional
analysis of social capital in the United States, accounting for roughly half of all volunteering and charitable giving. This
finding positioned religion as a potential solution to the decline of civic engagement that Putnam documented.

However, subsequent research has complicated this picture. Norris and Inglehart (2004), in ‘Sacred and Secular: Religion
and Politics Worldwide’ (Cambridge University Press), document substantial cross-national variation in religious
participation and its relationship to social outcomes, challenging the generalizability of findings from the American context
where religious participation remains unusually high. The bonding-bridging distinction is central to understanding
religion’s civic effects: religious communities generate strong bonding capital within congregations but may reduce
bridging capital across religious boundaries by reinforcing religious identity as a primary social division.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1 Religious Congregations as Civil Society Organizations

Religious congregations function simultaneously as: (1) social networks providing access to jobs, social support, and
information; (2) settings for civic skills development through leadership of committees, public speaking, and collective
organization; (3) mobilization structures for collective action; and (4) generators of shared norms and values including
reciprocity, honesty, and care for others. Each of these functions contributes to civic engagement through distinct
mechanisms: network access through weak ties, civic skills through practice, collective action through institutional
resources, and civic culture through moral socialization.

2.2 The Dark Side of Religious Capital

The bonding-bridging distinction reveals a potential negative relationship between religious capital and generalized trust.
Strong in-group solidarity within religious communities may coexist with reduced trust toward out-groups, particularly
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when religious identity is salient in national politics. Delhey and Newton (2003), reviewing cross-national trust data, find
that Protestant majority countries show higher generalized trust than Catholic majority countries, which they attribute to
the horizontal (congregational) structure of Protestant churches versus the hierarchical structure of Catholicism—
suggesting that organizational form, not just participation, shapes trust outcomes.

3. CROSS-NATIONAL EVIDENCE

Table 1. Cross-national patterns in religion-social trust relationships from World Values Survey analysis.

Country Type Religion-Trust Pattern Mechanism

Protestant majority High generalized trust; moderate civic Secularization retains Protestant civic

(Scandinavia) engagement; declining religiosity with retained  culture; institutional trust substitutes for
norms religious

Catholic majority High in-group trust; lower generalized trust; Hierarchical church structure generates

(Latin America) high religious participation but moderate civic bonding not bridging capital
engagement

Muslim majority High in-group (family, community) trust; lower  Particularistic trust in context of weak

(MENA) institutional and stranger trust state institutions

Religiously pluralist ~ Positive religion-participation correlation; no Voluntary congregation membership

(US, UK) clear trust gradient by denomination generates civic skills regardless of

theology

4. SECULARIZATION AND SOCIAL CAPITAL

The secularization of Western Europe has prompted concern about the fate of social capital previously generated by
religious institutions. Norris and Inglehart (2004) document that existential security—provided by welfare states—reduces
the need for religious community and accelerates secularization. However, secular civil society organizations may partially
substitute for religious congregations as social capital generators. Scandinavian countries show that high secular
participation in sports clubs, cultural organizations, and voluntary associations can maintain high generalized trust even in
the absence of high religious participation. The United States, by contrast, shows lower substitution rates, as religious
congregations remain the primary venue for volunteer recruitment.

5. CONCLUSION

The religion-social capital relationship is context-dependent, mediated by organizational form, level of religious pluralism,
and the availability of secular substitutes for religion’s civic functions. Religious participation generates robust bonding
capital within congregations, but its effect on generalized (cross-group) trust depends critically on the political salience of
religious identity and the organizational structure of denominations. Future sociological research should use longitudinal
studies tracking civic engagement following dechurching to quantify the social capital loss from secularization, and
evaluate whether secular civil society organizations provide comparable civic skills development and volunteer
mobilization.
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