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Belief in God is so widespread—90 per-

cent in the United States and 80 percent

across all countries in the sample—that it

fails to signify specific behavior or traits.

“Instinctively, people think they have to

say yes to this question,” says Barro. But

for what he calls more “extreme” beliefs,

the yes fraction is smaller and more re-

lated to economic results. Across the

whole panel of countries, 55 percent of re-

spondents believed in heaven, but hell

garnered only 38 percent. In countries

such as France, Barro says, it’s not intel-

lectually respectable to say one believes in

hell. But in Muslim countries such belief

is extremely high, nearly 90 percent.

If belief in hell enhances economic suc-

cess, it would follow that Muslim cul-

tures, with the most vivid depictions of

damnation, would have the greatest pros-

perity. Yet that’s not quite the case.

Growth is above average in Turkey,

Malaysia, and Indonesia, for example, but

Nigeria, Iran, and Iraq have done badly.

There is something else at work. “The

Muslim countries are high on the beliefs

that are reinforcing of growth,” says Barro,

“but they’re also the highest in terms of

the resources used up in religious partici-

pation—like the business of praying five

times a day, or attendance at formal ser-

vices.” McCleary explains, “The more you

participate in a religious activity, the more

you’re not engaged in productive

activity and the more you’re out

of the marketplace.”

Britain, Japan, and the Scan-

dinavian countries, on the

other hand, exhibit a pattern of

high belief relative to low at-

tendance at worship services.

“People say that somehow

these countries have lost reli-

gion,” Barro says. “But we don’t

see it that way, because the be-

lief levels are still pretty high,”

even though people don’t spend

a lot of time going to church. If

you think of the “religion sec-

tor” as being in the business of

producing beliefs, he suggests,

then the way for it to be most

productive is to generate a lot

of belief without expending a

lot of resources or time.

The study contravenes the long-

dominant “secularization thesis” that 

religiosity decreases as national wealth

increases. “If you separate out religious

activity from religious beliefs, then reli-

gious beliefs do continue to play an im-

portant role in productivity,” says Mc-

Cleary. The researchers conclude that

strong belief despite minimal practice is

the most economically advantageous 

religious orientation.

High conversion rates from Eastern 

religions to Protestantism have rein-

forced the tremendous economic growth

in South Korea, the researchers say, and

they anticipate greater prosperity in

Latin America due to widespread conver-

sion from “time-consuming” Catholicism

to productivity-enhancing Protes-

tantism. In other words, à la Weber,

Protestantism triumphs once again.

Whether you applaud or question this

empirical support for the Protestant

ethic, future economists will find it hard

to ignore religion as an important eco-

nomic determinant.

�harbour fraser hodder

related website:
www.wcfia.harvard.edu/religion
robert barro e-mail address:
rbarro@harvard.edu
rachel mccleary e-mail address:
mccleary@wcfia.harvard.edu
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Megastore Politics

W
al-mart, with its 3,500 stores

across the country (as well as

plans to add nearly 10 percent

more in 2004), is the most visi-

ble part of the trend toward

“big box” stores, giant warehouse-style

discount stores that o≠er every conceivable

product under one roof—from food and

clothing to gardening equipment and tires.

Recent research shows that at least 82 per-

cent of American households make at least

one purchase annually at Wal-Mart.

Shoppers check out at the Wal-Mart supercenter in South Reno, Nevada, in July 2003. A
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The arrival of these stores on the land-

scapes of the nation’s urban and subur-

ban communities, as well as their origi-

nal appearance in small-town America,

have had profound implications for

retailing and communities. But no one

can quite agree on exactly what the

e≠ects are. “It’s widely recognized that

the nature of shopping is changing in

America,” explains Daniel J. Hopkins ’00,

a second-year graduate student in gov-

ernment. “Larger retailers are coming to

play a larger role in people’s shopping

habits, as well as in social communities.”

Though some sociologists have been

quick to leap to near-apocalyptic conclu-

sions—one researcher wrote that the big-

box stores had produced “a landscape of

scary places, the geography of nowhere,

that has simply ceased to be a credible

human habitat”—few studies have actu-

ally measured the impact of this shopping

revolution on communities. Hopkins

started researching how the changed

environment a≠ects community involve-

ment and political participation while

studying with Malkin professor of public

policy Robert Putnam last year and join-

ing in his civic-engagement project.

Hopkins zeroed in on the issue of

commercial sprawl—the tendency to

locate large shopping centers and big-

box stores near major highways, instead

of in historic downtowns. For evidence,

he turned to the Social Capital

Community Benchmark Survey (SCCBS,

which, under Putnam’s leadership, col-

lected data from nearly 30,000

Americans and is the most comprehen-

sive dataset available on civic engage-

ment) and readily available zip-code-

based census data on retail patterns.

That enabled him to identify the per-

centage of retail firms that employ fewer

than five, 10, or 50 people, and firms with

more than 250 employees (known as

megastores), and thus determine the

retail makeup of a given community.

He tested statistically whether the

homogenization brought on by mega-

stores a≠ected people’s attachment to

their communities or neighborhood social

networks, and whether the huge stores’

presence altered residents’ political par-

ticipation. Given the heated rhetoric sur-
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rounding the issue, the findings might

come as a surprise. “Simply put, there is

no evidence that the social network or

community attachment hypotheses are

correct,” Hopkins writes in his paper,

Discounting Politics: The Impact of Large
Retailers on American Communities. “Only

political involvement seems a≠ected by

the composition of firms in one’s commu-

nity.” Individuals in communities with

high concentrations of big-box stores are

one to six percentage points less likely to

join political groups or participate in

marches and demonstrations. The results

held up even after controlling for race,

gender, age, education, and household

income, indicating that the e≠ect is what

social scientists call “robust.”

Hopkins speculates that this apparent

impact of megastores on more activist

political behavior stems from one of the

largest sea changes linked to malls, if not

big-box stores: the privatization of public

space. The outdoor historic Main Street

business district has given way to sterile

mall corridors decorated with plants and

fountains. “People are congregating in

di≠erent places,” Hopkins says. “They’re

not going to downtowns, and they’re not

going to places where they’re interacting

with politics.” Contrary to the free-

flowing discourse on a downtown’s pub-

lic sidewalks, most malls in America are

apolitical by design: malls generally for-

bid protests, petitioning, and other

overtly political acts on their premises.

Instead, the emphasis is on product

sales, not preserving social capital. It’s a

widely recognized principle in political

science that a democratic government

requires space for citizens “peaceably to

assemble”—a right so fundamental that

our Bill of Rights enshrines it. Hopkins

posits that by privatizing and regulating

the space in which people live their daily

lives, large retailers and shopping centers

are barring local activists from their tra-

ditional recruiting grounds—“the mar-

ketplace,” where people come for quotidi-

an reasons. “Local politics needs a place

to happen,” Hopkins says. “People need to

be mobilized to do these things, and that

typically happens outside their homes.”

In future work, Hopkins hopes to ask

whether the giant retailers actually cause
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people to disengage with politics, or if

perhaps the megastores purposely target

apolitical areas, hoping that such locales

will be less likely to erect roadblocks to

expansion. (Occasionally communities

have organized, sometimes successfully, to

prevent the construction of Wal-Marts, as

happened earlier this year in Inglewood,

California, a Los Angeles suburb.)

Hopkins admits that his research left

aside a lot of questions and hypotheses

regarding large retailers. For example,

there are potential positive impacts, such

as ways retailers could build social capi-

tal by providing networking opportuni-

ties for employees. But his study is at

least a starting place to debate what the

explosion of Wal-Mart, Home Depot,

Circuit City, Best Buy, Target, and

Costco mean to America’s sense of com-

munity. �garrett m. graff

daniel hopkins e-mail address:
dhopkins@fas.harvard.edu

Harvard Magazine 17

AWorld of Art…
In the midst
of Harvard Yard
Join us & enjoy the benefits of membership

• Free admission to all three art museums

• Calendar of Exhibitions & Programs mailed to you

• Discounts at the Museum Shop

• Invitations to openings & special events

• Reduced rates for lectures, seminars, 

concerts & other events

www.artmuseums.harvard.edu/information/membership.html

Corner of Quincy Street & Broadway • 617.495.4544 • Please walk or take the 

FO
G

G
B

U
SC

H
-R

EISIN
G

ER

S
A

C
K

L
E

R

H A R V A R D U N I V E R S I T Y A R T M U S E U M S

Right  Now

A  R O O F  O F  O N E ’ S  O W N

Extreme
Housing

T
here are more than 20 million

refugees in the world, and for many

of them, home consists of UN-

donated plastic sheeting held up by

sticks. Matthew Jelacic, M.Arch. ’93,

a Loeb Fellow at the Graduate School of

Design in 2003-04, believes that people

displaced by complex emergencies such as

wars or natural disasters deserve better

living spaces. In 1999, together with his de-

sign partner and fellow architect Deborah

Gans ’77, he entered an international com-

petition sponsored by Architecture for

Humanity, WarChild, and the United

States Agency for International Develop-

ment that sought proposals for transi-

tional housing for thousands of refugees

returning to Kosovo. Jelacic and Gans

won—not by designing a new tent, like

many other entrants, but by submitting an
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