Political Identity and Religious Choice in the USA:

A Study in Reciprocal Causation

1972 -2004

Efstratios (Stratos) Patrikios

Thesis submitted in fulfilment of the conditions of Doctor of Philosophy,
Department of Government, University of Strathclyde.

June 2008



Declaration of Author’s Rights

The copyright of this thesis belongs to the author under the terms of the United Kingdom
Copyright Acts as qualified by University of Strathclyde Regulation 3.51. Due
acknowledgement must always be made of the use of any material contained in, or derived

from, this thesis.

11



Abstract

Recent research in American political behaviour has examined at length the increased
closeness of white evangelical Protestants to the Republican Party. These works tend to treat
religion as an ‘unmoved mover’ with respect to political contexts, a stable individual
attribute that shapes political concerns without being affected by the political process. By
doing so, existing scholarship on religious politicization fails to consider two features that
are central to this study: the idiosyncratic nature of religiosity in the US, and the autonomous
influence of the political process on other social phenomena. The present study sets out to
explore the transformation of religious life through its participation in the political process.
Could this participation drive some believers closer to the church and others away from it?
One expectation would be for believers that disagree with their church’s politics to abandon
the church. In a more general sense, what is examined is a reversal of the predominant fear
among progressive liberal thinkers: instead of the common preoccupation of how religion
can overwhelm liberal democratic politics, the focus here shifts to whether the political

involvement of religious constituencies has effects — and of what kind - for religious

developments.

The theoretical foundation for the thesis is a view of political identification as a form of
social identity. Belonging to an ideological or partisan camp imposes a stereotype of that
camp and what its members should do, which can extend to what they should do in the
religious domain. The argument 1s examined empirically by modeling American National
Election Study panel data. The analysis explores the previously untested possibility that
religious and political factors are linked through reciprocal causation at the individual level.
Conditional upon religious and temporal context, the findings highlight the role of

ideological and partisan affiliations in generating changes in religious behaviour.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

In the aftermath of the 2004 US presidential election, media and pundits followed the
demands of the 24-hour news cycle and searched to identify potential protagonists for the
2008 race. On the Republican side, Mitt Romney was considered one of the favourites, a
successful businessman and governor. One of the intriguing features of a Romney
candidacy was whether his Mormonism would become a liability on the campaign trail.

The main component in the GOP base, white evangelical Protestants, were expected to feel

uncomfortable with a Mormon candidate.

Some years later, in the run up to the primaries for the 2008 presidential election, criticism
appeared in the coverage of Romney’s campaign. His Mormon background was by now an
Issue for most commentators, as Catholicism was a question for John F. Kennedy a half
century before. In this instance, criticism did not focus on exotic bits of the Mormon faith
or on the compatibility between religious doctrine and the nation’s pragmatic interests or
even on the candidate’s reluctance to discuss his faith. This particular criticism regarded a
relatively ignored by-product of political ‘God talk’: a tendency to water down and
misrepresent dogmatic elements of faith so as to make it more appealing — or to put 1t
better, less discouraging - to the key evangelic constituency. This was no usual flip-

flopping on some policy issue - it was adjusting religion to fit the needs of partisan politics:

' ‘Mitt Romney’s Evangelical Problem’ by Amy Sullivan, The Washington Monthly, September
2005.



...during an interview earlier this year with George
Stephanopoulos, the presidential candidate disputed the suggestion
that Christ would someday return to the United States rather than
the Middle East. Mormons, he said, believe “that the Messiah will
come to Jerusalem. ... It's the same as the other Christian
tradition.” This was both technically correct and completely
misleading: The church's position is that, while Christ will indeed
appear at the Mount of Olives, he will also build a new Jerusalem
in Jackson County, Missouri, which will serve as the seat of his
1,000-year reign on Earth. Romney had conveniently neglected to

mention this part of his church's doctrine. °

Romney’s case could be treated as an extreme example of trademark elite cynicism. A
politician was caught presenting an altered description of his faith due to political
considerations — 1n this case, the aim was to avoid alienating the crucial evangelical vote.
Could this ‘adjustment’ hold any similarity to how the general public experiences religion?

Thas thesis will argue and provide supporting evidence for a similar process taking place at
the mass level, although not as intentionally as in Romney’s case: the shaping of religious

commitment by political concerns.

The argument

The present thesis contributes to the study of the relationship between white evangelical
Protestants and the GOP 1n recent decades. Existing research has produced a vast output of
empirical evidence, which testifies that the cross-sectional link between individual
religiosity and political behaviour has become stronger. White evangelicals comprise one-
quarter of eligible voters and are now considered a necessary pillar in election victories for

the Republican Party, while seculars are equally prominent in the Democratic base. Apart

? ‘Latter-Day Skeptics’ by Josh Patashnik, The New Republic, November 20, 2007.




from its electoral implications, what further justifies academic attention to the phenomenon

is that it takes place contrary to the expectations of secularization theory. Based on the
postulation that advancing modernity drives religiosity statistics downwards, secularization
theory posits that religion should become less relevant both politically and personally 1n the
US. We should then witness a weakening link between religious variables and political

variables in the American case and not the situation we witness today.

This thesis attempts to provide one explanation of why religion seems to remain relevant
for American politics. To do so, it reverses the question asked to date. As the Romney
opening to this chapter implied, the discussion shifts to the effects of politicization for
religion. Instead of taking religion for granted and examining its consequences for politics,

this study asks whether religion becomes stronger or weaker because of its involvement

with partisan politics.

In doing so, my argument pursues a nuanced direction in the study of the link between
social groups and political groups. This approach stresses the framing role of politics in
presenting social and political features as ‘naturally’ connected: for instance, evangelical
Protestantism and Republicanism (Sartori 1969; Przeworksi and Sprague 1986; Heath,
Jowell and Curtice 1985; Kriesi 1998). This logic of equivalence can have a range of
consequences, typically examined at the political arena — for example, the attraction of
religious constituencies by political parties. However, the approach adopted here indicates
that the products of the infusion of religion into politics are not restricted to the electoral
realm, but can transform religion into a secular/political phenomenon. In the case of
indivi;:lual religiosity, one instance of this effect should be evident when Democratic
members of a church with prominent Republican leanings minimize their exposure to the
church. Avoiding assumptions on the ‘objective’ and stable nature of religiosity therefore,

the influence of religious phenomena on political behaviour - a convention adopted by most



political scientists — is supplemented by a reverse effect, whereby politicization transforms

the individual religious experience. This is the ‘political religion’ hypothesis. >

The social-psychological mechanism that supports the hypothesized phenomenon at the
individual level rests on social identity theory (Green, Palmquist and Schickler 2002;
Greene 2002, 2004; Greene, Jackson and Saunders 2008). Social identity theory uses
psychological group membership as a cause of behavioural and attitudinal conformity
among group members. My use of the theory applies it in a novel way. Instead of focusing
on the conformity of religious group members as expressed in political behaviour, my
attention is on how political group members follow group norms regarding religious
behaviour. This explains why Democrats would be under pressure to lower their exposure

to and/or abandon churches that are too closely connected to the GOP and vice versa for

Republicans.

My analyses use panel data from the Michigan/American National Election Study (ANES)
pool, which both precede and overlap with the religiously charged eras of the mid-1990s
and early 2000s. Drawing on the political behaviour literature, particularly on
methodological advances regarding the exogeneity of party identification vis-a-vis other

political concerns, a series of models tests competing expectations.

The existing research framework
The empirical political science literature has made little attempt to evaluate the possibility
of this religious transformation in the context of the recent cycle of religious politicization

in the US. To be fair, the nexus between religion and politics in violent and non-violent

> A note on style is required at this point. The summary term ‘political religion’ does not mean that
religtous choice is purely based on political considerations. The reader should notice that the ceteris

paribus condition is always implied when the term appears.



conflicts tends to generate global scholarly and popular attention. American society in

particular serves as a proverbial case, where the peaceful but vocal participation of religious
populations in the political process is now widely considered an endemic phenomenon
(Leege and Kellstedt 1993; Green, Rozell and Wilcox 2003). The relationship has been
identified as a cleavage, a concept describing the translation of objective social divisions
into enduring political conflicts with original reference to the formation of West European

party systems (Lipset and Rokkan 1967).

The religious cleavage has garnered ample scholarly consideration as the engine in the ‘red
vs. blue’ description of ideological and partisan polarization in the US in recent decades.
However, it is surprising that research has tended to probe the role of religion in American
politics relative only to the impact of ‘stable’ religious factors on political behaviour. This
bottom-up, sociological interpretation of politics expects that exogenous socio-religious
processes (e.g. exposure to church contexts) shape political processes (e.g. partisanship),
and accounts for relevant trends accordingly. All in all, there is very limited academic

concern about what happens to religious communities and individuals once they are

exposed to electoral politics.

Recent studies 1n this tradition have debated the drift of mainline Protestants away from the
Republican Party and the relative stability of Catholic support for the Democrats. Above
all, scholarship has located the most consequential phenomenon for electoral politics in the
entry of white evangelical Protestants into the Republican base in the 1980s and their
transformation into an efficient political machine in the 1990s and 2000s (Moen 1994;
Guth, Green, Smidt, Kellstedt and Poloma 1997; Layman 1997, 2001; Manza and Brooks
1999; Bolzendahl and Brooks 2005). It is now commonplace to speak about the Republican
Party as the ‘God Party’ in American politics, and about a ‘God Gap’ between the two

major parties (Keeter 2006). This school of thought tends to interpret the move of



evangelicals towards the GOP as the mobilization of an ‘objective’ and exogenous religion

towards a political outcome.

The opposite expectation (political pressures on individual religiosity) is rarely if ever
examined. Michael Hout and Claude Fischer’s sociological study (2002) is to my
knowledge the only published quantitative effort that attempts to explore this expectation.
Their research centres on apostasy, i.e. the phenomenon of Christians dropping out of
church. The authors argue that the conservative religious politicization caused the
following backlash in the 1990s: ideologically liberal and moderate Christians abandoned
conservative denominations. Hout and Fischer interpret part of this movement as a reaction
against the Christian Right’s political agenda, and the prominent place occupied by
conservative Protestantism in GOP ranks (2002, pp. 181, 185). The evangelical movement
towards Republicanism is not simply a product of evangelicals following pro-Republican
church cues (the conventional assumption), but also of Democrats and liberals abandoning
faith due to its politicization towards the conservative cause. If political ‘dissidents’ leave
the faith, the boundaries of the generic evangelical community change because of political

grievances by community members. This is the effect of politics on individual religiosity

and the religious community.

In a more general sense, the softening of the sacred when put in the service of the secular
purposes of politics is not a discovery of the present thesis, but a persistent concern 1n a
variety of fields outside political behaviour research. It has already been a fear of the
Christian Realism School since the 1950s and 1960s (for a historical overview, see
Thompson 1988). This Protestant movement warned against the use of religion for
legitimizing political goals, since it saw the inherent paradox in mixing absolute truths with
the bargaining process and relativism of politics. Comparative analysis has identified an

analogous development in the rise of European Christian Democracy (Kalyvas 1996).



According to this approach, religious mobilization into politics does not simply awaken an
already existing religious identity; instead, it assorts together religious, political, social and
economic concerns into a politically reconstructed religious identity. Finally, Bagge
Laustsen and Waever’s (2000, p. 726) theoretical work on the securitization of religion also
expects this potential: ‘by using religion for political gains one denies the transcendence of
the divine call...religious behaviour stops being driven by, for instance, the

acknowledgment of sin...and becomes political behaviour’.

The public role of American religion

The observation that, despite the separation of state and church institutions, religion in the
United States is somehow closely related to secular-political institutions is an old one. With
the fresh, penetrating perspective of a non-American, Alexis de Tocqueville was perhaps
the first to notice the central role of generic religion for democratic citizenship in America.
He famously stressed the importance of religious beliefs and voluntary associations outside
religious 1nstitutions as an antidote to American individualism and hence as a condition for
a liberal, egalitarian society (1945; see similar claims in Weber 1958; Herberg 1955; Marty
1976; Cristi 2001). This focus on the national function of American religiosity is a constant

theme 1 most theory and research (Roof and Hadaway 1979; Demerath 1998; Putnam

2001).

The most imaginative elaboration of this observation comes from sociologist Robert
Bellah’s elustve ‘civil religion’ concept (1967; see also Richey and Jones 1974; Gehnig
1979). While many specialised definitions are offered, there is agreement on two broad
elements defining the concept. First, civil religion is an expression of national cultture and
values. It is not merely an application of individual piety, or devotion to God, or even
affiliation with a particular ethnic group. Second, the rituals of this public theology are not

restricted within the church, but expand towards Independence Day celebrations, and the



inauguration of a new president (the original work used as its primary source Kennedy’s
inaugural speech; see Bellah 1967). The office of president is the focal point for the
consolidation of civil religion: citizens see the president as a ‘high priest’, who provides

guidance in times of suffering (Pierard and Linder 1988).

This ‘natural melding of religion and nationhood’ (Demerath 1998, p. 30) provides one
explanation for the high ranking of the US in crossnational religiosity statistics, and for the
important role of religion in the public sphere. Yet, this public role has not been constant in
American history. The political impact of the religious factor belongs to a long historical
chain of American Protestant activity that oscillates approximately every 100 years. By
examining the current phase in religious politicization within this larger historical
framework, we are better able to understand its temporary nature, and avoid treating the
role of religion as endemic in American electoral politics. What is of great concern here and
also transcends academic interest is of course to find if, when and how religious
politicization ends. So, there is more to my empirical investigation of a few decades of
American political behaviour than a closer look at the period between 1972 and 2004, in
that it focuses on one of the major themes in American society: the rise and more

importantly, the subsequent downfall of the religious factor in the political arena.

According to the ‘great awakenings’ thesis, a popular historiographical heuristic, religious
politicization takes place periodically and can have a degree of predictability in its
evolution and destination (McLoughlin 1979; Hammond 1979; Fogel 2000). The religious
awakenings thesis sees three phases in the involvement of religion with social and political
change (see Figure 1.1). First appears a revival of religious feeling - often with an ecstatic
character - as an answer to times of social, economic or moral change and crisis. This
revival generally emphasizes fresh ethical and moral values. Second, there is the diffusion

of those values into a social movement and their expression in the electoral arena. All



religious revivals lead to a major political reform programme. The last phase of the cycle
involves a negative reaction towards the ethics expressed in the revival, and then the
decline of the political formation that has sprung from this revival. In order to provide an
understanding of how they appear, and create a benchmark for assessing the current
historical moment, [ will briefly review the historical expression of religious awakenings so

far.

Figure 1.1: The religious-political cycle
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Researchers in the field identify four awakening periods in American history that succeed
each other approximately every three generations (see overview in Fogel 2000). There are
however no clear dividing lines that establish when one awakening ends and when another
begins. The revival phase of the First Great Awakening emerged on American soil in the
first half of the 18" century as a reflection of the Puritan Revolution in England in the 17"
century. Expressed 1n developments such as the travelling preacher and an aversion towards
church hierarchy, it encouraged a reaction against English control and the Anglican Church
in the second half of that century. This was a period when American Protestantism moved
away from Calvinism and obtained a distinctively evangelical flavour. It helped forge a
sense of common cultural independence in the first colonies, and served as the ideological
preparation to the Revolutionary War. Eventually, the leaders of the successful revolution,
products of the Enlightenment themselves, promoted a secular ideology, eschewing the

theological fervour that initiated the awakening.

The Second Great Awakening is conventionally located in the early years of the 19"
century particularly in northern states, at the same time as Tocqueville’s historic visit. Its
leaders promoted pietism and social action, millennialism, a culture of benevolence, and a
push for reforming society towards perfection. They attacked ‘sinful’ institutions ranging
from alcoholism, gambling, and dancing to slavery, and even masonry. The political phase
of the awakening (1840-70) saw many states introduce strict laws regarding licensing to
sell alcohol. Women’s suffrage and universal primary education were also promoted in this
period. Most importantly, the formation of the Republican Party was the product of efforts
by northern evangelical leaders to appeal to the religious compassion of the citizenry and
gain popular support for abolition. The civil religion literature often cites Lincoln’s second
inaugural address from this period (1865), which is structured around God’s will. The Civil
War eventually settled and defused the slavery issue, but the old activist leaders had exited

the scene, with the new generation of leaders having different concerns.

10



The revivalist phase of the Third Great Awakening (1890-1930) witnessed a schism in the
Protestant churches over the causes of the urban crisis in American cities, and the theory of
evolution. The two sides represented the battle between traditionalism and modernism, with
the main questions being those of biblical literalism and the compatibility of evolution with
scripture. The Social Gospel movement belongs to the modernist tradition that emerged
from this split. It fought for a transformation of religious doctrine that called for
government intervention to amend social problems, instead of viewing them as products of
personal sin. The ultimate goal was to ‘make the world a fit place for the imminent return
of Christ’ (quoted in Fogel 2000, p. 110). The New Deal and the introduction of welfare
and labour reforms in the 1930s and 1940s, and the civil rights movement in the 1950s and
1960s, with the participation of the National Council of Churches, are the direct political

offspring of this religious revival. These liberal reforms however also led to the widespread
conservative backlash of the 1970s, and to the related emergence of religious conservative

movements.

Where the Third Great Awakening battled with the problems of a modern industrial
society, the currently unfolding Fourth Great Awakening emphasizes more spiritual
concerns (see Figure 1.2). The late 1960s saw an increase in service attendance to
conservative evangelical churches, the growth in the number of Christians reporting born-
again status, and declining membership in mainline denominations. The rise of the Moral
Majority in 1979 and of the more efficient Christian Coalition in 1990 gave an organized
expression to conservative theological support for pro-life causes, the traditional family
structure, school prayer and the fight against pomogmphy. Incentives for the mobilization
of these religious populations abound in this era, when the state forcefully attempted to
regulate matters of particular salience to religious individuals. Supreme Court decisions in

this period include Engel v. Vitale in 1962 on school prayer and the notorious Roe v. Wade

11



in 1973 on abortion. The 1deological movement found expression through the Republican
Party, which still reaped the fruits of this connection in the 2006 mid-term elections, and is
expected to benefit from it again in the 2008 race (Green 2008). The third phase of the

awakening —the backlash against religious politicization — remains an ongoing question.

Figure 1.2: The current religious-political cycle

i

e e g f
.ﬁ:ﬂ#ﬂ"‘"’""w ‘#ﬁ-‘-‘ﬁ..‘_"

_~""1) Growth in
_~~ evangelicalism; born-
again phenomenon

evangelicalism ™.

12




All 1n all, a pattern of religious renewal and stagnation seems to be recurring, which brings
tangible political outcomes. Religious enthusiasm produces an idealistic urge to change
society (first phase), which in turn finds expression in politics and sometimes in war
(second phase). In the last phase, the radical political expression of the religious revival is
countered by a combination of processes. These processes range from general historical
conditions (for instance, the Enlightenment in the First Great Awakening) to generational
replacement (the Second Great Awakening), and opposing social movements (the Third

Great Awakening).

There are two updates to the awakenings construct as employed here. First, existing
research has downplayed the possibility of a reaction in the third phase within the churches
that head the awakening, mainly due to the lack of individual-level information. What this
thesis contributes is an examination of an intramural backlash, namely a reaction of
individuals within churches, instead of the commonly investigated impersonal forces that
move against religious politicization (e.g. the Enlightenment, generational replacement, or
opposing movements outside the church). The attempt to examine how politicization

affects members of the church is only made possible by the availability of temporally

relevant individual-level information in the form of survey data.

Second, the original conceptualization of great awakenings suggests that each step in the
cycle takes approximately one generation to develop, which in total adds up to a century’s
duration for each awakening. However, the modern context of advances in communication
technology arguably makes the succession of the three phases faster. A constant
information cycle reaching better educated mass audiences through electronic sources,
including news bulletins and tele-evangelism, suggests that the transition from religious
upheaval to political manifestation and then to backlash should be speedier in the late 20"

and early 21" century than in previous eras of slower information circulation.
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To sum up, the core expectation in this thesis is that the politically charged American
religious landscape - in this historical moment I refer to the close association in the public
mind of evangelical Protestants with social conservatives and the Republican Party - can
lead individuals to react by altering their religious circumstances, for example, church
membership and attendance. Religious politicization creates the potential to drive believers
away from certain churches and — eventually - closer to others or away from organized
religion altogether (see reaction against religious politicization in stage three of Figure 1.2).
One plausible expression of this process would be Democratic identifiers and liberals

abandoning evangelical churches.

The importance of studying the phenomenon

This research aims to update three distinct fields of social science. First, it suggests that the
sociology of religion should revise its explanations of individual religiosity and affiliation
trends, which so far have concentrated on non-political factors. Common phenomena like
denominational switching, religious apostasy, loss of faith, and the growth of certain
denominations have been attributed to intergenerational educational differences, geographic

mobility, marrying outside the church, gender, differential fertility rates and other ‘hard’

structural causes (Roof and McKinney 1987; Sherkat 1991; Hout, Greeley and Wilde
2001). Politics has been notably absent as an explanation of the dynamics of religious
commitment. This thesis provides evidence that the dynamics of American religion are

partly driven by developments in the political environment.

Second, the findings of this research also inform political science. Quantitative studies of
religious politicization tend to assume that religion is exogenous to the political
environment, i.e. that it can shape it without being affected by it. Religious variables are

treated as explanations of political developments, while political developments are not seen

14



as able to shape these religious forces (Manza and Brooks 1999). It will be argued however

that the entrance of religion into the political arena subjects faith to political pressures. A
politicized religion can attract believers that agree with its politics, but can also have
adverse effects for believers that disagree with its politics. If this happens, we should
expect religious groups to become even more politically homogenous. In the short term,
this polarization would exacerbate notions of a ‘culture war’ phenomenon.* In the same
vein, this research also challenges the exaggerated role that religious elites supposedly play
in shaping congregants’ political preferences and enforcing attitudinal conformity within
the church. After all, homogeneity can be the product of a political sorting process within

churches and not simply a product of the pulpit.

Third, using survey data this research provides rigorous support for the much debated
‘great awakenings’ concept, and especially for the political expression of the Fourth Great
Awakening (stage 2 and especially stage 3). Critics of the concept mainly argue for a linear
instead of a cyclical character of the religious impact in the political arena (e.g. Smith 1957;
Barkun 1985). To date, answers to this debate have typically resorted to describing the
aggregate-level picture (see Hammond 1974, 1979). The present contribution fills this
weakness in the awakenings construct by describing individual-level processes of backlash
at the third phase. Survey evidence presented here shows that the politicization of
American evangelicalism since the 1970s has followed predictable steps. The periodic
nature of the framework applied also allows speculation concerning future developments.
Based on the presence of a cyclical pattern, we can anticipate that the vocal mobilization of

conservative Protestants in the GOP base will not persist as an endemic feature of

American politics.

* For the longer-term trend, see the awakening thesis.
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Analytic strategy and thesis outline

The phenomenon examined in this thesis has implications for the type of methodology
employed. I use statistical analyses of survey data for the following reasons. First, the
existing body of knowledge that examines the political impact of religion at the individual
level is mostly quantitative. The same applies to the sociological scholarship that
investigates the dynamics of religiosity in the US. Reliance and contribution to the above
fields will be made possible by resorting to quantitative methods. Second, quantification
facilitates replication of findings with different samples, with future data, and in cross-
national perspective. Third, the use of nationally representative samples upholds the
generalizability of research outcomes. Finally, the rigorous framework of quantitative
analysis provides higher precision in theory testing by explicitly modeling competing
expectations. It is also convenient for statistically isolating the impact of each causal factor

In a complex environment of confounding influences.

On the other hand, secondary analysis of quantitative data poses a series of obstacles. The
design teams of the surveys used here had different pursuits, often incompatible with the
expectation of this thesis (i.e. the expectation of an unstable religion shaped by political
concerns). Valuable questions may be missing from certain critical years, while other
questions may not have been asked in a consistent form. Also, questions that have been
found to be the most valid operational measures of certain theoretical constructs may be
absent altogether from the datasets. This is an inevitable risk however when analysis needs

to go back in time and resort to previously collected information.

The thesis is structured as follows. Chapters 2 and 3 justify the selection of the US as a case
study. Chapter 2 provides a detailed discussion of the role of religion in American society.
It offers a critical take on existing literature regarding the supposedly exogenous role of

faith in American politics. This establishes the dynamic character of American faith during

16



advanced modernity, opening thus the potential for its shaping by political concems.
Chapter 3 continues with a historical narrative of how we came to the emergence of the
evangelical bloc in the Republican electoral base. This discussion identifies the temporal

and social context in which the *political religion® phenomenon is expected to emerge.

Chapter 4 sets out the theoretical foundation of the argument that motivates the empirical
analysis. It builds on the awakenings abstraction mentioned in the introduction by drawing
a picture of the micro-mechanics taking place during the politicization of religion, with
reference to post-WWII American society. The theoretical basis comes from a top-down
version of cleavage theory, one that focuses on politicization as a force in its own right and
not simply as a reflection of socio-structural developments. The specific mechanism that
produces the politicization effect on religiosity is provided by social identity theory and
self-categorization. Parallel theoretical explanations of the same phenomenon are also
considered. The discussion is summarized in the form of a general hypothesis, whereby
partisan and ideological concerns are expected to shape individual church-going and
denominational affiliation. To underline the gap in the field, the chapter closes with a

review of how empirical studies have consistently ignored the phenomenon.

Chapter 5 sketches the formal specification of the models and the measures used in the
empirical investigation. A description of the datasets and main variables used is followed
by the presentation of two models that best capture the processes at the heart of the
hypothesized relationships: one examining partisan and ideological pressures on individual
church attendance, and another examining such pressures on affiliation with religious
traditions. The chapter also contains a discussion of methodological features of the model,

chosen from a range of alternatives, and the problem of heterogeneity, which calls for the

separate investigation of causal relationships across different social contexts.
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Chapter 6 presents results from the first model. This examines how the politicization of a
religious environment can lead members with dissenting political affiliations to minimize
their exposure to the environment. At the same time, politicization can lead members with
compatible political affiliations to increase their exposure to the religious environment.
Results indicate that members of the most politicized religious traditions do tend to adjust
their religious exposure based on partisan and ideological concerns. The effect is taken as
confirmation of the hypothesized phenomenon, and helps us understand the ignored role of

the political process 1n increasing political homogeneity within religious communities.

Chapter 7 presents findings from the second model. This evaluates whether political
concerns can eventually lead some members of the politicized church to drop out
altogether. Due to limitations with the way the data was collected, this analysis also serves
to underline problems in the design of existing surveys. Despite the limited availability of
useful data sources to evaluate this more ambitious expression of the political religion
phenomenon, findings in this chapter concur with the evidence discussed in Chapter 6.

These results update our understanding of the variety of forces that emerge in reaction to

religious politicization.

Finally, Chapter 8 summarizes and evaluates the importance of the empirical results. It
discusses limitations of the analyses, implications for theory, methodology, and for the
American political and religious landscape, and possible directions for future research. It
argues that the study provides further support to a top-down understanding of cleavage
theory, highlighting the role of the political process in shaping other aspects of social hife -
in this case, a voluntary religious experience. Methodologically, it proposes a break with
previous political research, by turning the spotlight on religious dependent variables.

Finally, 1t also suggests that the political voice of the religious constituency at the centre of
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contemporary American politics will soon lower its volume, in a move to protect the

religious experience from political influences.
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Chapter 2

The US as a critical case in the study of religious politicization

This thesis examines the transformation of religion when it enters the political arena.
Before discussing existing literature and theory, the present chapter justifies the selection of
the United States as a critical case study for investigation. The identification of religious
explanations of political behaviour - and as argued here of political explanations of
individual religiosity - should be most likely to emerge in an environment where the
religious sphere is vibrant (i.e. religion is relevant in society), and religious populations
actively pursue their interests in the political arena. In this chapter, I present the American

case and determine that these features are present in the period of interest.

I first talk about religiosity and its place in present day American culture. This discussion
involves the competition among churches for believers, which is facilitated by the
pluralistic religious landscape in the US. It also entails an examination of the choice-
oriented nature of individual religious experience. I then examine the population of interest
to my study by mapping the emergence of a new religious bloc in the American political
scene 1n the post-WWII era: evangelical Protestants. Their involvement in politics is
viewed as a product of bottom-up forces (rising social standing, which provided resources

for civic engagement) and top-down choices (e.g. state legislation).

Finally, I explicate how this involvement was first expressed in connection with

conservative concerns during the early 1970s. This is the crucial moment for the
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appearance of evangelical Protestants in politics. A step-by-step narrative of how their
1deological mobilization in the 1970s found expression in the partisan conflict between

Democrats and Republicans appears in the following chapter.

2.1. Secularization theory and the American exception

Discussions of the nature of American religiosity usually begin with secularization theory
and its failure to accommodate the American case (see for example Ladd 1986). This
analytic framework will be used here to highlight the transformation of religion in modern
America. The approach adopted expects that the central causal force in secularization
theory, i.e. societal modernization, is not necessarily translated into a decline in the
indicators of individual religiosity (for example, church attendance), but into a decline of
religious authority over the individual. This transformed religion is the agent that
participates in the awakenings cycle and creates phenomena often described as culture wars
and fundamentalism, which typically ‘objectify’ religion and ignore its potential

transformation in the political arena.

A comprehensive definition of secularization and its historical manifestations remains an
ongoing debate. The straw-man version of the theory simply anticipates that modernization
will herald the decay of religious attendance, belief and membership. Developments such
as the cognitive mobilization of mass publics and the openness of physical, cultural and
information networks create a pluralistic landscape. Churches are likely to experience
negative consequences in this new environment, where competing systems of norms and

meanings undermine fixed certainties, including the given nature of religion (Berger 1967).
Empirically, this narrow expectation normally rests on inspecting comparative trends in the

main indicators of faith: believing, behaving and belonging (for example, see Greeley

2003). Using these indicators of religiosity, the phenomena posited by secularization theory

71



are not taking place in countries like the US, where advanced modernity - as reflected in
scientific advance, increasing affluence and educational attainment, and extended physical
mobility - coexists with high levels of religious commitment (Greeley 1989; Hunter 1991;

Iannaccone 1991; Dobbelacre 1999).

Many sociologists insist that the apparently high piety of the American public does not

preclude the possibility of a latent religious transformation (e.g. Luckmann 1967, pp. 36-

37). A mere comparison of crossnational levels of surface devotion does not reveal much
on deeper developments (Demerath 1998; Yamane 1997). In an attempt to accommodate
the high levels of religious commitment and religious politicization in the US, more

nuanced perspectives of secularization theory identify a much more complicated process

(Chaves 1994; Yamane 1997; Dobbelacre 1999, 2002).> The transformation process 1s

often seen as non-linear, i.e. not leading to the eventual demise of faith in modern society.

This revised point of view expects the progression of modernity to affect religion at three
interrelated levels: 1) the societal (Luckmann 1967; Martin 1978); 2) the organizational

(Berger 1967, Luckmann 1967); and 3) the individual level (Luckmann 1967; Wilson

1976). Some of the main developments at each level are:

1. Institutional differentiation: social spheres such as education, government,
and the military become increasingly autonomous from the sacred canopy of
the church, and seek legitimacy from sources other than God, functioning
according to non-metaphysical criteria: science, rationality, productivity and

profit. This differentiation is the first act in the distancing of society from

5 Norris and Inglehart’s (2004) ‘secure secularization’ thesis accounts for the American outlier, yet
their use of theory sticks with the traditional reading. They do however switch levels of analysis and

go beyond a treatment of each country as a homogenous context.
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religious control, with repercussions for the church and the individual alike.

It does not rule out a backlash from religious actors.

2. Internal transformation of organized religion due to competition with
other religions and secular pressures: modern churches tend to abandon
mysticism and a dogmatic interpretation of reality; adjusting to an era of
rationality and pluralism, they switch to satisfying congregants’ needs, and
emerge as providers of non-spiritual products (see internal secularization in

Luckmann 1967; Berger 1967).

3. Declining church authority over the individual: phenomena appear such as
religious exogamy, denominational mobility, and the emergence of religious

belief systems constructed outside Church control. Religion eventually

becomes a matter of choice.

Sociology of religion takes for granted the first aspect of secularization in the US, namely
institutional differentiation, since the absence of an established reli gion and the separation
between state and church form part of the founding act of the Republic. With this societal-
level key process in place, researchers have attempted to identify the two remaining
expectations of the theory in order to assess whether modern American society fits the

profile described in this paradigm.

My strategy in this section will be to examine internal secularization and the decline of
religious authority on the individual. These general themes are by no means exhaustive of

the processes described by secularization theory. For reasons of parsimony, I focus on these
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because they open up the possibility of the transformation of individual commitment due to

political exposure.®

The two themes addressed here indicate that churches and individuals alike approach faith
in a more secular way than high religiosity statistics reveal. By secular I mean that the
European paradigm of dealing with religious commitment as an inherited individual
attribute - largely immune to ongoing experiences of social and political events - appears to
be a heroic assumption in the American case. The following exposition will serve as the
prelude to the expectation proposed in Chapter 4: surface religiosity carries an incorporated

baggage of political concerns.

Internal secularization

Economic theory describes the American case as a competition among churches for
members (supply) and the active choice that religiosity represents for Americans (demand)
(Stark and_ Bainbridge 1985; Finke and Stark 1992; Wamner 1993: Iannacone 1998).
Religious economics treats churches as suppliers of products, which respond to demand in
a competitive, unregulated market. This unregulated market is of course the result of

institutional differentiation, where state support for any single religion is absent, and

multiple religious worldviews coexist.

Congregants, like consumers in a material market, pursue their interests freely by

responding to attractive products in return for a fee (Finke and Stark 1992).” These products

® Some of the works cited in the following section originate from famous critics of secularization
theory revolving around the work of Rodney Stark. These however seem to ‘miss the point’ because
they interpret as ‘religion’ various phenomena that are outcomes of secularization; religious

bricolage or new religious movements are in effect ‘adaptations to a secularized world’ (Dobbelaere

1999: pp. 236, 240).
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can range from explanations of the meaning of life, strict doctrines, and a promise of
salvation to supplements for community ties, social experiences and services. Costs include
the time needed to practice one’s faith, money for purchasing religious paraphemalia, and
sacrifices in personal life, like abstention from alcohol. Theory predicts that individuals
conduct a cost-benefit analysis and decide on the religious ‘package’ that maximizes
benefits and minimizes costs (Iannacone 1995). It is important to observe the demystified

character of many of the products delivered by organized religion.

This theoretical account, accompanied by strong but contested empirical evidence, claims
that the existence of a crowd of churches in America (religious pluralism) creates an
evolutionary setting that reinforces religiosity (Iannaccone 1991, 1998; Finke and Stark
1992; Finke 1990; but see Sherkat and Wilson 1995; Sherkat and Ellison 1999). With the
absence of state endorsement/subsidization of any religion and the separation of church
from state, American churches need to compete aggressively and attract believers in order
to survive. In R. Stephen Warner’s words, it is ‘sink or swim’ (1993, p. 1051). This
deregulated setting implies that churches have to improve their products in an active pursuit
of demand. At the same time, the diversity of available religious options offered in this

pluralistic landscape suggests that most religious tastes will eventually be satisfied. In other

words, if one church does not suit a believer’s needs, another will probably do. In contrast,
the existence of a religious monopoly in many European cases — for example Catholicism
in Spain - corresponds to a ‘lazy’, non-competitive market. Here the official or major
religion is under no pressure and in no position — since supply is less diverse - to cater for
the spiritual, social or psychological needs of consumers, remaining out of tune with

believers’ needs (Chaves and Cann 1992).

" The terms congregation, denomination and derivatives are used interchangeably. For conceptual

differences see Wald and Calhoun-Brown (2007: p. 27).
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A case in hand is the rising trend in megachurches in recent decades in the US (Shibley
1998: Miller 1997). Scott Thumma’s (1996) extensive study of the phenomenon defines
megachurches as mall-like congregations targeting the baby-boomer generation. These
institutions are large Protestant churches with typically 2000 to 3000 followers, and a
theologically conservative mission - many among them are close to the evangelical family.
In their attempt to attract mainly the unchurched population, these institutions tend to
follow a more consumer-friendly approach to worship, with entertainment-oriented
activities taking place in their facilities, which often include gyms and cafeteras. This
phenomenon epitomizes the present discussion: churches attracting - and losing - believers

on the basis of offerings that go beyond the theological and spiritual needs of the

individual.

In turn, should we expect that church attachment to a political cause (e.g. clergy
endorsement of conservative candidates) can serve as an attractive/repulsive non-spiritual
product offered to congregants? If believers choose a church based on multiple criteria that
include worldly and non-transcendental concerns, these criteria could include political
considerations. By explaining why America scores consistently high in religiosity statistics
among other developed nations, the market metaphor provides the foundation for an

interesting feature of American religiosity: religion as a multifaceted package attracting or

discouraging demand.

A matter of choice

Let us consider the context where modern American religion exists: a pluralistic religious
market (many religious products on offer), and advanced societal modernity (individual
choice is less restrained by social boundaries). It is reasonable to suggest that the public
experience of religiosity comes closer to a conscious, changeable association, instead of a

taken-for-granted demographic (Newport 1979). American religion emerges as a
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phenomenon contradicting the predominantly European experience of religious affiliation
as a matter of passive socialization. Individual religious characteristics appear to be

increasingly a matter of renewable selection (Chaves 1994).

The eccentricity in the idea of religion as an active choice is reduced when considering two
relatively recent phenomena with prominence in the relevant literature, often interpreted as
indications of declining church control over its members: religion "a la carte” (Dobbelaere
2002; Bibby 1987; Luckmann 1967) and denominational switching (Stark and Glock 1968;
Roof and McKinney 1987; Tocqueville 1945). The first refers to the trend of mixing
elements from different religious traditions, and incorporating them into a personalized
system of religious belief, i.e. a religious ‘cocktail’ (Newport 1979; Roof and McKinney
1987; Roof, Carroll, and Roozen 1995). Recent studies of American public opinion, for
example, document extreme expressions of this trend, with individuals defining religiosity
In relation to Tarot cards, astrology and the lighting of Sabbath candles (Lindsay and
Gallup 2000) or even to a ‘Cindy Crawford religion’ (quoted in Yamane 1997, p. 116).°
This syncretism refers to an exaggerated practice, one which nevertheless reveals the extent

to which individuals can be emancipated from ‘top-down’ definitions of faith, and include

non-religious ingredients in a personalized mix.

Equally challenging to a treatment of religious identities as a taken-for-granted basis of
social and political life is the phenomenon of denominational switching or religious
mobility. Increasing religious mobility since WWII documents the unstable character of
religious ‘choice and consumption’ in the United States (Wuthnow 1988, p. 88; Sherkat and
Wilson 1995, p. 997). Believers appear very prone to switch denominations, drop out from

church and reaffiliate. According to consistent empirical results, this type of mobility 1s

® The statement belongs to supermodel Cindy Crawford and reads in full: ‘I'm religious but in my

own personal way. I always say that I have a Cindy Crawford religion — it’s my own’.
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practiced by approximately one third of Americans at some point in their life (Warner
1993; Loveland 2003; Pew 2008). Religious mobility supports a conceptualization of
religion as a self-selective, dynamic choice. In this vein, religious choices cannot be treated
as ‘set for life’ (Warner 1993, p. 1081), but are instead reinforced or altered as a function of
various factors (Stark and Glock 1968; Stark and Bainbridge 1985; Marler and Roozen
1993). Although the sociological literature has lagged in considering the influence of
political concerns on religious mobility, it is plausible to expect that in politicized religious

settings, the political characteristics of the church would play a key role in switching.

In a nutshell, the two related points reviewed above first explain why one of the most
advanced societies remains exceptionally religious among socially advanced nations. Based
on these, it is not surprising that Americans continue to report high levels of religious
membership, belief and attendance, contrary to the predictions of a popular version of
secularization theory. In connection with my argument, I have used these points to 1mply
that under specific circumstances church products can assume political chmacteﬁstics
(supply) that will subsequently attract or drive away believers (demand). The next section
examines closely how we came to such circumstances, in the form of the political

mobilization of religious populations. Emphasis is placed on evangelical Protestants, the

key constituency in the current cycle of religious politicization in the US.*

2.2. The social and political importance of evangelical Protestantism since WWII

After examining the nature of the religious experience in American society, I will now
move on to discuss the religious experience of American evangelical Protestants, the
population of interest to my thesis. Looking back to the 20" century, research on the

translation of religion into political outcomes remained typically founded on investigating

? The terms ‘evangelical’ and ‘conservative Protestant’ are used interchangeably for variety. For a

discussion of the various subcultural families within American Evangelicalism see Shibley (1998).
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social, economic and political differences among members of the major religious traditions:
Catholics, Protestants and Jews (Niebuhr 1929; Herberg 1955; Lenski 1963). This
‘tripartite’ framework reflected the European historical experience, in which the crude
distinction between Protestants and Catholics was still politically relevant, taking the form
of Protestant anti-Catholicism (Converse 1966; Fuchs 1967). Focusing on this nominal-
level classification of religious traditions, research held that a deep-seated cleavage existed

between the not yet “Americanized’ Catholics, and the ‘native’ Protestants.

Other researchers recognized that differences inside the Protestant family could also be
politically relevant, and distinguished between mainline and evangelical Protestant
denominations (Greeley 1972; Glock and Stark 1965). The dividing lines had social
sources, that is, they were drawn along class, race and ethnic boundaries (Niebuhr 1929).
For example, Episcopalians tended to hold on average a higher social status than Baptists.
The social differences between the two denominational families are mainly expressed in
their reaction towards social advancement. Mainline Protestants are characterised by an
‘accommodating stance towards modernity...and pluralism in their tolerance of varied
individual beliefs’ (Steensland, Park, Regnerus, Robinson, Wilcox and Woodberry 2000:
293-4). On the contrary, evangelical denominations are stricter in the interpretation of

doctrine, more ‘closed’ to modernity, while also requiring greater involvement from the

individual believer.

In the second half of the 20® century, a key change in American religious life can be
summarized in two connected phenomena: the growing membership of evangelical
churches and the declining membership of mainline churches. The traditionally more
affluent mainline Protestant churches, such as the Episcopal Church and the Presbyterian
Church, experienced a loss of members almost in every year since 1965 (Sundberg 2000;

Kelley 1977). From containing a majority of Protestants in the 1950s compared with other
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churches in the family, mainline denominations had fallen to 40% of general Protestant

membership by the 1990s (Finke and Stark 1992; Woodberry and Smith 1998).

The easy explanation for this observed change would be to resort to the secularization
narrative and attribute it to the effects of societal modemity. Yet, the simultaneous growth
of most evangelical churches makes this explanation inadequate. Single-factor causal
accounts of this trend are certainly too simplistic. Explanations of the differential rate of
growth abound, ranging from a focus on different fertility rates and childbearing patterns in
the two traditions (Hout et al. 2001) and the closer positioning of conservative churches to
the new suburbs (Hadaway 1983), to the internal migration of Southerners — and their more

conservative flavour of Protestantism - to other parts of the country (Shibley 1991).

Perhaps the most established explanation of the disparate growth in mainline and
evangelical Protestantism focuses on the clarity of the religious product delivered by each
denominational family (Berger 1967; Kelley 1977, Finke and Stark 1992; Iannacone 1994;
cf. Bruce 1990). On the one hand, mainline churches attempted to combine diluted

religious teachings with an open stance towards modernity and cultural pluralism. The

advocacy by mainline elites of the liberal causes of the 1960s summarizes this tendency. In
a sense, the endorsement of the values of liberalism, tolerance and pluralism created the
condition for mainline decline. On the other hand, evangelical churches have been
dogmatic, require an active and often public decision to join on behalf of the individual
(e.g. a born-again experience), impose strict demands on personal behaviour, and in this
way overcome free-riding from less committed members. Therefore, evangelical churches
have Been better positioned to offer the essence of what many people search for in faith: a

clear, authontative interpretation of the world and its ultimate meaning. Hence, they have

been better able to proselytize new members, and retain existing ones.
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Why has this phenomenon emerged in this specific period? The trend described above can
be understood within the broader setting of socioeconomic changes in American society.
Specifically, post-WWII affluence and the rise in educational attainment across the
population resulted in denominations becoming more similar in their social/demographic
composition. For instance, in the 1950s Episcopalians were almost three times more likely
to be college educated compared with the national average. By 1980, they were less than
two times more likely than the average. Baptists followed the inverse pattern, by becoming
more educated as a group compared to the national average (figures from Wuthnow 1988,
pp. 86-87; also see Roof and McKinney 1987: Smith 1998). All in all, denominations were
becoming more similar in their social characteristics. This facilitated the movement of
members from one denomination to another, especially in the context of the more voluntary
nature of religious experience in late 20" century America. Higher social status
Episcopalians willing to convert to Baptism now did not have to worry much about joining

a less respectable, lower-status congregation. These growing conservative congregations

were to play a major role in reshaping American politics.

From religious vitality to political mobilization

The rising status and vitality of evangelical Protestantism has had direct repercussions for
their involvement in public debates. The old demographic lines separating Catholics from
Protestants, Christians from Jews, and members of different denominations from each other
were becoming blurred - although without disappearing. These were to be replaced by a
different separating line (Roof and McKinney 1987; Greeley 1977; Lipset and Raab 199)).
In the late 1980s, Robert Wuthnow’s ‘restructuring’ thesis (1988) was one of the first to
recognise the potential that the integration of Catholics, Jews and (importantly for my
argument) lower-status evangelical Protestants into the American mainstream played 1n the
displacement of the old divides from 1945 onwards. Wuthnow’s contribution lies 1n

describing the new barriers that emerged. The new conflict overrode the old structural
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alignments based on demographics and instead occurred along ideological lines. This found
expression in the formation of two distinct worldviews that realigned the religious

landscape into a ‘liberal’ and a ‘conservative’ camp (Wuthnow 1988, pp. 219, 418).

The realignment identified by Wuthnow finds a political voice in an ideological
mobilization driven by social issues (cf. the extension of this thesis as a full-scale ‘culture
war’ in Hunter 1991). Although they had eschewed political activism before the 1970s,
evangelicals were now better educated and, as a result, more likely to participate in the
promotion of public causes against the erosion of public morality. Opportunities for
political reaction abounded: public debates on abortion, homosexuality, pornography, equal
rights, and church-state relations (for example, school prayer). As an illustration, the panels
in Figure 2.1 present results from regressions of pooled ANES data from 1976 to 1996
(Brooks 2002). The analysis explains variation in individual concerns about the decline of
the traditional family. The lines show the impact of exposure to different religious contexts
(measured as church attendance) on the predicted probability of expressing concerns about
the decline of the traditional family. It is evident from the top-left panel that at least since

the mid-1970s, evangelical Protestant churches have been increasingly connected with such

concerns.
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Specifically, the early 1970s are generally identified as a watershed moment for the
mobilization of religious groups by ideological concerns, especially those related to the
protection of traditional values. This was the decade when the state began to legislate heavily
on matters that particularly concerned religious populations (e.g. sexuality and personal
morality). Legislation on such matters can be seen as both a process that triggered evangelical
involvement with public affairs, and then as an outcome of this involvement (Wald and
Calhoun-Brown 2007). University courses on ethics were introduced for students of law,
medicine and business, while the government begun investigating immoral behaviour among
members of Congress (Wuthnow 1988, p. 200). This point is supported by a cursory inspection
of the frequency of Supreme Court decisions on subjects that particularly attract religious
opposition or support (Tables 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3). It is clear that the 1970s mark a cut-off point for

the emergence of the traditional family agenda and the political mobilization of conservative

religious constituencies.

This was a time when evangelical denominations begun to organize in an attempt to reverse
what they interpreted as a grim fate for American society. Ammerman (1991, pp. 48-49) quotes
carly examples of conservative Southern Baptists, who were worried about societal
modernization in a more urban, less segregated, less culturally homogenous American South.
They reacted by establishing organizations and newspapers. Wuthnow devotes a whole chapter
in his study (1988) to religious special purpose groups that by the mid-1970s outnumbered
denominations, growing three times as fast. The common characteristic of these groups was an
urge to deal with collective problems, ranging from nuclear arms to prison ministries

(Wuthnow 1988: chapter 6).
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Table 2.1: Post-WWII Supreme Court Decisions on Abortion

[No decisions prior to 1973]
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Roov. Wade (1973)
Doe v. Bolton (1973)

Bigelow v. Virginia (1975)

Planned Parenthood of Central Missouri v. Danforth (1976)

Beal v. Doe (1977)

Mabher v. Roe (1977)

Poelker v. Doe (1977)

Harns v. McRae (1980)

Akron v. Akron Centre for Reproductive Health, Inc. (1983)

Thornburgh v. American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (1986)
Frisby v. Schultz (1988)

Webster v. Reproductive Health Services (1989)
Hodgson v. Minnesota (1990)

Rust v. Sullivan (1991)
Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pennsylvania v. Casey (1992)

Source: Supreme Court Opinions, Cornell University Law School: http://www.law.cornell.edw/
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Table 2.2: Post-WWII Supreme Court Decisions on Obscenity
Roth v. United States (1957)
Jacobellis v. Ohio (1964)

Book Named "John Cleland's Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure” v. Attorney General of
Massachusetts (1966)

Stanley v. Georgia (1969)
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New York v. Ferber (1982)

City of Renton v. Playtime Theatres, Inc. (1986)
Bethel School Dist. No. 403 v. Fraser (1986)
Osborne v. Ohio (1990)

Jacobson v. United States (1992)
Reno v. ACLU (1997)

L]
L)

I._i.i‘i’i.i'-l
LN, ]

lllll

fice Department

- ]

- F)

) *

-

L
il e,
Falta st
M
o~
-
.
- :+:_+"'
&
- -i"'-l-:-l- *
*
3
£ *
"
- . N
-
o
P
-
LX)

L s

'y -l:-l'._ '_I:li
" - s l..i:i.i

x W

s -

- "

Fl
L
LY il-'l'-l‘-l +
a v
T
a L] *
" :". ' .
e
L "
u
::-i
-
!':" Fi
-
o I
Pl :._++- M
a
' *
.
L T e
Lol
wa
o -
ok
atal
w2
' nteT
4~ M
L Rr)
i‘i:l:l-:l-: *
araer .
.i'l o
R
& Py
l."'.l.":"'n."i"i"'
at
)
-
¥ rEF
Y -!:l-:ll-
o
PR,
e Yy
Fetatate etk
b/ L
- "a
LN
v Tt
AT
"l-':'i'l:_ #
o
-
G e
ettt
-
e
e

v ._ll"

e

e Rl ™

N
-l"' " i-:i
F i
n o,
' .
N
-
-!"-1-'
-
. '!:-I.-I- *
Ll
i
ettt
w'a
e T aa
A,
ata et
R
e
-
- et e
et
Ear
e N

f:l-" v 'l-}:i- -

A e e ¥

T l-.- 'y

M W I

b

™

e :
S
-

-
- ar
L] .'.

] ¥

i"l-:-l-._t:t ¥

-l:-l-._l- A,

P
e
- -
.
- =
e 1-".-’: U
Lt M
'
] '._I o
tsinn
o
.
-
- -
&
FY :-I .
L
. e
R
. : :_l-" R
a ar
ey el
R R
+
- i.:-_ X

- a i -

o

o

- u

-:!'-r: :'l-._ :-I ¥

[l ey e M MR

o g ¥

e

P Sl o

e ¥
.
.

rer T gagr o

wore ey e T

» e

e '
i i

utet B N

e '

P,

i-:n."n.'-u-:-- e
wolalet
i.:.l. ¥ -
- ol
1
- Yy

. ]

o !:!:

. ove
.-I:-I-:-I-:-I- -|:
-I.-I"l-"l-"‘ n -

AR
-, e
ot b S
ettt
-
-
-
a

- LN ]

- s
' .

e
g
I T e Y
'a Ty -!:-l:l-'-l:-l.:

'+ & - At
'+ :l- s ::- '_-l-"' ..l."::
i .'I- e
:-l"' -+
T A - ‘l'
.t .
™ e i,
-
-
2 e s
-
- "

sea 4

-

P
'F:'::'l- o - _l"‘
a L
-
ol
el Nl ' 4
:l-"i-"' e
* n.': .
= '
TR k] n":
-
- -
- Ta . T4
¥,
oA T
- T Talyt Ty

e TN
’i"n'n"'-l-" o,

P

At Tttt
2 I‘i'._i.‘l-.‘ ata

-
o e
e

= L]

L]

T
F; -i:-!:_l-" * :-l
e )
- l:-l-"'-l-_'n:l: o
e ettt
"y n'-"'l-""n:i"' W
u
N PRI
-
-

Fl »

T
N + 4
et

g R
i R
e S
'+ "l-._i- :t"'n:t_
: L -|"'.|.:
-
: i:i: i:i‘i.
#atlt s e
.
- . . -
LK ] ...!'!
e
.
-a . J

s wa ¥

] ity

aale L ealel

' ey

g : :-I - +:

. '

e nh
' 2T -l
s at
R e
T,
- : :._1- g T
o
Pt
L III-l"'- -
" -y
- -

National Endowment for the Arts v. Finley (1998)
Ashcroft v. Free Speech Coalition (2002)

Source: Supreme Court Opinions, Cornell University Law School: http://www.law.comnell.edu/
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Table 2.3: Post-WWII Supreme Court Decisions on Gender
[Only prior decision in 1875]
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Mississippi University for Women v. Hogan 458 u.s. 718 (1982)

Arizona Governing Committee for Tax Deferred Annuity and Deferred Compensation

Plans v. Norris 463 u.s. 1073 (1983)

Hishon v. King and Spalding 467 u.s. 69 (1984)
Roberts v. United States Jaycees 468 u.s. 609 (1984)
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Source: Supreme Court Opinions, Cornell University Law School: http://www.law.cornell.edw/
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Conclusion

The first task of this chapter was to develop a foundation for understanding the nature of
American religiosity. Section 2.1 used advances in the sociological literature to introduce
individual religious commitment as an explanandum that can be updated depending on a variety
of factors, including political ones. This part established that although most empirical studies
treat American religion as the equivalent of a vague ‘European’ version, the assumption of
American religion as a stable demographic isolated from the influence of political life is
unfounded. If Americans approach religious experience as a matter of choice, this choice will

be subject to a range of considerations: practical, spiritual, and as argued in this thesis, political.

However, political considerations are only likely to affect religious choices when churches
become involved in political debate. For example, when Church A is seen as a politically
neutral ground, there 1s no reason for political motivations to affect congregant religious
choices. But if Church A plays a prominent role in political debate and imagery, congregants
would be more likely to consider political reasons in their religious decisions, since these
reasons will be more salient in this context. This is what Section 2.2 established: the

phenomenon of religious politicization is mostly affecting evangelical Protestants. A

combination of social structural forces (educational attainment) and top-down actions
(legislation) has placed them in the middle of the current cycle of religious involvement in

politics.

The presentation of the American religious context provides the basis for the further
development of the following hypothesis: a transformation of religious life may be taking place
for some churches due to their political exposure. The next chapter will provide a more detailed

account of how the mobilization of evangelical Protestants was expressed in partisan politics.
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Chapter 3

Religious politicization and its electoral context

This chapter explores how religious politicization finds expression across different electoral
eras. Having discussed the process through which evangelicals became interested in politics in
the previous chapter, here I present the relevance of their mobilization for particular electoral
races. The discussion of elections not only provides an historical narrative of how

evangelicalism came to be almost synonymous with support for the Republican Party, but is

also essential for a number of reasons.

First, the following presentation ensures that my argument avoids exaggerating the role of faith
in the public sphere, by showing that religion is only one of many factors contributing to
political developments. Nevertheless, it reveals the attempts made by political elites to gain
votes from religious constituencies. The chapter also justifies the emphasis put by the previous
chapter on the 1970s. This decade was underlined as the defining moment in the politicization
of the religious constituency of interest. This chapter will provide the qualitative description

that supports this focus.

Finally and perhaps most importantly, the present chapter identifies the period in which
evangelicals became associated with the Republican Party. This will be used to illustrate how

religious mobilization in politics moved from an ideological foundation in the 1970s to a
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partisan foundation in the 1980s and ever since. This will then help fine-tune my expectation of
political pressures on religious choice. If the original ideological basis of evangelical political
involvement was later reinforced by a partisan basis, then the political religion hypothesis has
to consider this transformation. After all, if individuals apply a political reasoning to their
religious choices, the present description will distinguish the differential appearance of the
ideological from the partisan component in this reasoning. To achieve all the aforementioned
goals, I opt for the ‘thick’ description of electoral eras rather than a quantitative summary of

survey and electoral evidence.

From conservative ideology to the Republican Party

Faith communities are important for parties because they provide already formed persuasion
structures, financing sources, and valuable volunteer and voter pools in an era of declining
social capital (Wald, Owen and Hill 1988; Hertzke 1991; Putnam 2001). Not surprisingly,
parties, particularly the GOP, did not ignore the fact that the boundaries separating religious
communities were becoming ideological instead of ethno-demographic, a development already
evident in the 1970s (see Chapter 2). The restructuring of American religion became politically
more relevant in the 1980s through the polarizing movement of the two major parties, both at
the elite and the popular level, on the basis of differences on the proverbial ‘Social Issue’ (see
the ‘critical moment’ in Carmines and Stimson 1989: Green et al. 1996; Guth et al. 1997,
Wilcox 2000; Layman 1997, 2001; Poole and Rosenthal 1984, 1997; Wald and Calhoun-Brown

2007; DiMaggio, Evans and Bryson 1996; Cook, Jelen and Wilson 1992).

Until the late 1960s / early 1970s the cultural cleavage on racial and cultural issues had crosscut

the two parties in Congress. Sparked by the social turbulence of the 1960s and candidates like

Republican Barry Goldwater (*Mr. Conservative’), Democrats and Republicans have since
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experienced a sorting-out process. The strategic choices of party elites, always interested in
new issue alternatives that attract votes, contributed much to this sorting. By adopting opposing
stances in the new agenda of pro-family matters, the Republican Party eventually grew into a
more socially conservative formation, while the Democratic Party became the liberal coalition
(Levitin and Miller 1979; Poole and Rosenthal 1984; Carmines and Sttmson 19389, Layman

2001; Abramowitz and Saunders 2006).

How did this happen? The transformative elite effect led to the parties issuing clearer
ideological cues to the electorate. These cues told voters that Democrats were for liberalism and
Republicans were for conservatism (Levendusky 2005). New voters entering the electoral
landscape for the first time also found it easier to differentiate between the two distinct partisan
alternatives (for these conversion and cohort-replacement effects see Green et al. 2002; chapter
6). In the end, socially liberal Republicans abandoned the GOP - especially during the Reagan

years - and conservative Democrats (social issue conservatives, mainly Southern whites)

followed a similar movement away from their party and towards the GOP.

In this context, one of the first noticeable expressions of the political mobilization of
evangelical Protestants can be seen in the entrance of the Christian Right into the Republican
electoral base in the 1980s. The dashed line in Figure 3.1 illustrates the move of evangelical
Protestants closer to the increasingly conservative Republican Party, by showing that greater
exposure to evangelical religious settings (measured as church attendance) becomes
increasingly associated with Republican identification as we move into the 1980s. A detailed

presentation of this development follows.
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Figure 3.1: Partisanship among frequently attending evangelicals, 1960-2004
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‘regular’ until 1968, and as ‘almost every week’ or more thereafter.

A discussion of electoral eras

During the long, disorderly ‘decade’ from 1960 to 1972, major developments took place in the
American political landscape. The electronic media started to have a powerful role in replacing
parties as providers of political information to citizens. At the same time, the number of people

identifying with neither the Democrats nor the Republicans rose to one third of the electorate.
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In the electoral field, parties witnessed a decline in their ability to influence the primary process
due to nominating and finance reforms. The bitter experiences of the divisive 1968 Democratic
National Convention led to the implementation of a range of reforms in the 1972 Democratic
primanies, proposed by the McGovern-Fraser Commission. These were later adopted by the
GOP in its own nomination process. The number of primaries increased and the nomination
contest became more open to public participation and less subject to state-party control.
Democratic delegate selection also became subject to quotas, a measure that aimed to
Incorporate the alienated groups of the 1960s into the electoral process - especially women,
African Americans and younger citizens (Schlesinger 1986; Nie, Verba and Petrocik 1978).
Radical ideological pursuits could now find easier expression in the nomination process. This

‘openness’ of the political system to radical demands contributed to the emergence of an

1deological conflict between the two major parties.

A. Nixon vs. McGovern in 1972: The ideological foundation

In 1972, the Democrats experienced one of their worst electoral defeats, with Republican
President Richard Nixon obtaining reelection by receiving 61% of the popular vote (96.5% of
the electoral college vote) against 37.5% for George McGovern. Heavy defections of
Democratic identifiers towards the GOP produced a landslide for Nixon, reflecting the national
backlash against the liberalism of the disorderly 1960s, but also the positive times experienced
on the economic front under Nixon (Weisberg and Box-Steffensmeier 1999). The 1972 contest
concentrated on the ideological positions of the candidates. This is reflected also in the
introduction of the liberal/conservative scale by the American National Election Study (ANES)
design team in 1972, with empirical findings supporting the significant role played by self-

reported ideology on voting choice in this election (Holm and Robinson 1978). The most
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salient public concern in the 1972 campaign was the Vietnam situation, which had

repercussions for the economy in the form of inflationary pressures (Kessel 1984).

In this setting, McGovern represented the ‘liberal left’, anti-establishment option (Stamson
1975; Miller, Miller, Raine, and Brown 1976). His positions on social issues and the Vietnam
War alienated traditional Democrats, and eventually led to that year’s divisive Democratic
National Convention (Hagen and Mayer 2000; Miller and Miller 1975). All in all, the
Democratic candidate was in retrospect seen as an unpopular nominee, linked in the public
mind with radical liberal interests: the civil rights movement (with his campaign focus resting
on school busing), women’s rights, gay liberation, drug legalization, and mostly with anti-war

activism and the demand of troop withdrawal from Vietnam (Boller 1996).

Lopatto’s analysis of this election (1985) finds that the war and the race issue triggered the first
appearance of a voting bloc that would later become a familiar component of post election
commentary: theologically conservative Protestants. In 1972, theologically liberal Protestants
moved in the direction of the Democratic Party. Theologically conservative Protestants

followed the opposite route, that is, away from McGovern’s militant liberal image and in the

direction of the GOP. This overview of the 1972 race provides a first indication that ideological

concerns already existed among the electorate in general, and evangelical Protestants in
particular during the early 1970s. This is a requirement for my argument of political pressures

on individual religiosity.

B. Ford vs. Carter in 1976;: The year of the evangelical Democrat
The 1972 election was followed by two major events. In the ideological arena, the 1973

Supreme Court decision Roe vs. Wade incorporated the pro-choice position on abortion in the



Constitution and officially set the ground for the political mobilization of theologically
conservative populations. Furthermore, the full disclosure of the Watergate scandal, causing
Nixon’s resignation in 1974, led to extensive reforms of election finance rules in the form of
the 1974 Federal Election Campaign Act, which called for: direct federal financing of
candidates, limits on individual contributions, spending caps for candidates, and disclosure of
expenditures by candidates in their campaigns (Alexander 1979; Schlesinger 1986). These
changes would further open the electoral process to radical outsider interests. The most
important product of Watergate for religious politicization was a shift of attention from private
to public morality, and the related emergence of Jimmy Carter, a candidate whose success owed

much to his perceived decency.

In the partisan arena, the 1976 presidential election was not a particularly heated contest.
‘Politics as usual’ pacified the excited electoral spirits, once aroused by the domestic and
foreign troubles of the 1960s. Democrat James Carter won 50% of the popular vote (55% of the
electoral college vote) to 48% for his incumbent opponent, unelected President Gerald Ford.

Turnout was rather low, indicating a campaign that failed to mobilize voters. Accordin g to Jules
Witcover's Marathon (1977, p. 644-645), the classic account of that year’s campaign, the

outcome of the 1976 election was a weak endorsement of Carter.

Helped by campaign reforms, the Democratic candidate, the first major party candidate for the
Presidency from the Deep South since the Civil War, ran his campaign as an anti-establishment
politician (Witcover 1977, p. 645). The main issue at stake was a faltering economy in the face
of a recession in the mid-1970s, unemployment, and the continuing effects of the 1973 oil
crisis. Confidence in federal government was a salient concern, exacerbated by Ford’s pardon

to Nixon for the Watergate scandal, and by Republican infighting between Ford and Reagan in
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the primaries over Vietnam (Kessel 1984, pp. 153-154). A harbinger of candidate-centred
politics, the scandals of the Nixon administration laid the ground for the 1976 campaign to
place emphasis on the private life of the two candidates, with novel practices introduced, such
as each candidate’s relatives being interviewed about policy. Issue differences between the two
candidates were not the most decisive influence on the outcome; differences in their

personalities partly carried the vote (Boller 1996).

But the 1976 contest also had a religious theme, connected to Carter’s conversion experience 1n
1966, and subsequent missionary work and Sunday school teaching (Witcover 1977, p. 270).
Not surprisingly, the election year was dubbed by 7Time magazine as the ‘Year of the
Evangelical’. Carter’s candidacy further raised the interest of religious conservatives regarding
electoral politics, with white evangelical Protestants being more likely to turnout in 1976. They

did so by casting a disproportionally Democratic vote than previously (Manza and Brooks

1997, p. 61; Woodberry and Smith 1998).

Overall, regarding the 1972-1976 cycle, the predicted post-1960s Republican tide was set back
due to Nixon’s failed second term in power (Kellstedt, Green, Guth and Smidt 1994). But
Carter’s administration soon corrected this anomaly. His policies were more liberal than
expected and were considered a disappointment by a constituency that had been gathering

momentum in grassroots campaigning against social liberalization: white conservative
Protestants (Hertzke 1991). All in all, the 1976 election raised the political profile of
evangelicalism. In addition, what took place between 1976 and 1980 (the failure of an
evangelical president elected under the Democratic banner to cater for socially conservative
demands) was treated as the final push that brought conservative Protestants closer to the

Republican side in the 1980s.
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C. Carter vs. Reagan in 1980: From a conservative Democrat to a conservative
Republican

The late 1970s and especially the Reagan years witnessed the meeting of religious involvement
in conservative ideological causes, already evident since the 1970s, with a new phenomenon:
the polarization between the two parties on social issues. Political strategists concentrated their
efforts on enhancing the electoral base of the Republican Party, while the Reagan
administration promoted a traditionalist image for the GOP. The organization of mobilized

religious constituencies into more coherent coalitions (e.g. the Moral Majority in 1979) was

directly linked to those efforts (Oldfiecld 1996).

Hertzke (1991, p. 24) summarizes the systemic change that took place in that period with a
fitting comparison. A product of the linking of the Democrats with the 1960s counterculture
movement, and the subsequent Republican exploitation of the conservative religious backlash,
the American partisan landscape started by the end of the 1980s to resemble a typical scenario
In Western Europe: a secular party of the ‘left’ pitted against a pious party of the ‘right’.
Various analyses of national sample surveys show that a milestone is reached in the mid to late
1980s: this is the time when a higher percentage of white conservative Protestants identified

with the Republican Party than the Democratic Party (see Figure 3.1). At the same time

evangelicals replaced mainline Protestants as the core religious constituency in the GOP

(Kellstedt et al. 1994, Stanley and Niemi 1999).

The 1980s election pitted incumbent president Jimmy Carter against Republican Ronald
Reagan. Despite successes in foreign policy (peace in the Middle East and the Panama Canal

treaty) President Carter was percetved by the public as heading an incompetent, passive and
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politically weak administration (Pomper 1981). Reagan, once governor of California and the
victor in the Republican primaries, was a prominent conservative politician. In fact he was the
leader of this 1deological wing in the party. Reagan’s campaign for the White House, although
not overtly conservative so as not to alienate traditional Democratic constituencies, such as
blue-collar workers, focused on the ‘community of shared values’, a codeword for traditional
family concerns (Pomper 1981). Meanwhile, a third, independent candidate emerged from the

GOP prnimaries, John Anderson, who attempted to get the vote of liberal Republicans.

The dominant theme in the campaign of the three candidates was an urgent call for change in
the face of disaster, be it economic or military (Plotkin 1981). One of the main political
questions of the period had to do with reliance on Middle Eastern oil, and the economic
problems connected with energy policy, for example, inflation, troubles in the domestic
automobile industry, and subsequent layoffs. Carter’s perceived inability to lead the economy
out of trouble was a particular weakness in the Democratic push for re-election. Foreign policy

was also prominent due to the hostage crisis in Iran, where militant Islamists took over the
embassy demanding the extradition of the former Persian ruler, and the Soviet invasion of

Afghanistan. Republicans criticized what they saw as a ‘dovish’ presidency under Carter.

On election day, Reagan won a clear victory with 51.6% of the popular vote (91% of the

electoral vote). Carter received 41.7% of the popular vote, while Anderson got 6.6% and no
electoral votes. Social issues were seen by many as important in deciding the contest. This was
the first election 1n which the two major candidates took clearly divergent stances on such
issues (Schneider 1981). Prominent debates on public morality, abortion, women’s rights,
school prayer, crime, and sexuality stimulated evangelical groups into the electoral campaign.

These groups used various channels of communication with the public in an attempt to reverse
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a national move away from traditional moral standards (Plotkin 1981). Unlike their previous
support for these standards in 1976, Democrats now emphasized a commitment to liberal
causes, such as the Equal Rights Amendment. Republicans on the other hand clearly followed
the opposite move, away from progressive secularism, proposing instead the reintroduction of
school prayer, publicly (for the first time) opposing the Equal Rights Amendment, and
reinstating the importance of the family as the key component of American society. Reagan’s
personal contribution was immense, as the first major candidate who understood the importance

of conservative Protestants in building a winning electoral coalition.

The vocal presence of social issues on the agenda contributed to the consolidation of distinct
1deological stances that now separated the two parties. Although part of convention etiquette,
Carter’s speech at the Democratic National Convention in 1980 was exact when it stressed the
ideological divide in the election as: ‘a stark choice between two men, two parties, two sharply
different pictures of America and the world’ (Schneider 1981, p. 249). It is no surprise that
CBS exit polls (data from Pomper 1981b and Schneider 198S5; see also analysis of NES data in
Miller and Wattenberg 1984) document born-again white Protestants splitting their vote in

favour of Reagan by 63% compared to 33% for Carter. It would be no overstatement to argue

that the 1980 presidential race was the crucial moment when conservative Protestants entered
the Republican electoral machine. This point will direct my study of political pressures on

individual religious choice to focus on both ideological and - from the 1980s onward - partisan

pressures.

D. Reagan vs. Mondale in 1984: Yet another liberal Democrat
Reagan’s first term in government gave him the opportunity to express the conservative

movement that he represented. The ensuing change in the running of government was so drastic
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as to justify the term ‘Reagan Revolution’. The main tenets of Reagan’s conservative vision can
be summarized as: a free market under minimal state control; smaller government; more power
to the states; government intervention in moral matters; anti-communism; and military
preparedness (Ranney 1985). Although not the top priority of the administration, Reagan’s
verbal support for constitutional amendments to intervene in moral and religious matters
intensified the appeal of the GOP among evangelical Protestants. The Reagan administration
was in theory favourable towards pieces of legislation that promoted religious values or posed
obstacles to the use of abortion. The President also welcomed visits from religious leaders in

the White House and appointed conservative Protestants in symbolic public offices (Hunt

1985).

The 1984 election took place in the aftermath of the highly successful Olympic Games and
amidst an upbeat economic climate. On election day, Reagan won re-election and 58.8% of
popular votes (97.5% of the electoral vote) and defeated Democratic candidate Walter
Mondale, who received 40.6% of the popular vote. The Democratic candidate carried only the
state of Minnesota, his home state. The race is considered as one of the major landslides in

American electoral history, and a personal victory for incumbent Ronald Reagan.

The campaign was uneventful, failing to excite both pundits and electorate alike. The
Republican camp emphasized general themes, such as a positive economic atmosphere, and the
strong leadership qualities of the incumbent President. The latter had been one of the main
issues in the 1980 race. Mondale attempted to refocus the agenda on what his side perceived as
the religious fanaticism of the Reagan administration, the separation of church and state, a

relaxation in tax policy, and a ‘hawkish’ attitude in foreign affairs (Rae 1985). This was a clear
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effort to isolate Reagan from less conservative voters. Although this effort got him many liberal

votes, Mondale lost the conservatives that were attracted by the Carter candidacy.

Tellingly for the importance of the 1980s in placing conservative religion at the centre of
partisan competition, the one issue that managed to stir the otherwise passive atmosphere was
rehigion. Henry Plotkin’s examination of the issues addressed in this election campaign notes
that ‘[1]f the issues of race bubbled below the surface of American politics, religion erupted like
a geyser in the election of 1984’ (Plotkin 1985, p. 48). Weeks before election day, during the
Republican National Convention, Reagan was addressing religious leaders. He claimed that the
sacred and the political sphere ‘are necessarily related [and] inseparable’ and that any claim of
the opposite is simply ‘intolerant of religion’ (quoted in Hunt 1985, p. 142). The ensuing debate
in the campaign was fierce and covered many aspects of the religious role in politics: school
prayer, black protestant activism, and the influence of the Religious Right. The Rev. Jerry
Falwell, the nationally prominent tele-evangelist who founded the Moral Majority in 1979,

summed up the atmosphere by describing Reagan as ‘God’s instrument in rebuildin g America’

(quoted in Hunt 1985, p. 142).

Not surprisingly then the CBS exit poll (data from Schneider 1985) reveals that Reagan’s
strongest showing took place among conservatives, and the born-again white Christian
constituency. This second group was the one that moved most decisively to the Republicans in
1984. With the absence of an evangelical candidate in the challenging party’s ticket (Carter in
1980), this constituency voted for the Republican candidate by 80%. The change represents a
huge swing of +15 in favour of Reagan. In conclusion, Mondale’s campaigning in a liberal
direction, and Reagan’s persistent courting of conservative Protestants in 1984 further

intensified the image of the Republican Party as the “party of God’.
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E. Bush vs. Dukakis in 1988: ‘For our children’...and the GOP

The Reagan administration has been branded as one of the most ‘ideological’ in American
political history (Burnham 1989, p. 1). Beyond changes in economic structure, Reagan’s two
terms in office marked a change of course in American partisan politics, with a movement of
the GOP towards the pro-family territory of traditional moral values, while Democrats swung in
the opposite direction. In 1988, with Reagan’s exit from the scene, and after two consecutive
Republican terms in presidency, the contest had been expected to be close — and the campaign a

bitter one.

The eventful Democratic primaries gave the nomination to Massachusetts Governor, Michael
Dukakis, who beat an African-American Baptist minister, Jesse Jackson. Dukakis was the
moderate choice compared to the very liberal candidacy of Jackson. Republicans made a much
more rapid choice of nominee, driven by their incumbent position. This entailed minimizing
ideological debates in the primaries and instead focusing on defending the administration’s
achievements (Pomper 1989). Since Reagan’s record remained sacrosanct among Republican
candidates, Vice-President George H. W. Bush was the clear favourite. His position stressed the
need for continuity in Reagan’s legacy, and his own status as heir. A‘s an illustration of the
close connection of Republicanism and conservative Christianity, one of the competitors for the
Republican nomination was a tele-evangelist, Pat Robertson. His candidacy aimed to
appropriate the traditionalist vote in the Republican electoral base. After a strong showing in
the early primary period (especially in the more activist-oriented caucuses), his campaign

quickly waned in the open primaries.
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On ¢lection day, the public voted for continuity over change. It gave a positive evaluation of the
Reagan administration. Bush carried 53.4% of the popular vote (79% of electoral vote), by
winning a majority in 40 states. Dukakis received 45.6%. In an indication of the changing
structure of American electoral politics, and the consolidation of a winning coalition by

Reagan, this was the first time that the same party had won three consecutive presidential terms

since WWII.

With differences on foreign policy outlook and on the direction of the economy being narrower
between the two major parties, candidates attempted to differentiate themselves on the social
issue dimension (Pomper 1989). In a predicted close contest, the two candidate strategies
eventually had to pick up on that difference. Symbolism featured heavily in the run up to the
election (Farah and Klein 1989). Dukakis was clearly reluctant to use ideological labels, and
attempted to emphasize his leadership qualities. Bush’s presidential campaign theme (‘For Our
Children and our Future’) however focused on a clear message of social conservatism, military
readiness, and free-market economics (Pomper 1989). Naturally, he paid particular attention to

the concerns of evangelicals (Ammerman 1991, p. 56).

A fitting example of cultural conservatism espoused by the Republican candidate was his ad
campaign against Dukakis. One among many themes, which also included patriotism,
concentrated on Dukakis’s record of giving ‘prison-breaks’ to convicted murderers in
Massachusetts. In the end, Bush managed to frame Dukakis as the quintessential social liberal

(Pomper 1989). It is not a surprise that exit-polls (numbers in Pomper 1989b) reveal once more

a split of the conservative evangelical Christian vote in favour of Bush with 81%. Generally
speaking, the final presidential contest of the 1980s reinforces the pattern that emerged in that

decade: an incumbent Republican Party transmitting conservative pro-family cues, and a
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sequence of Democratic pretenders perceived as socially liberal. In other words, the 1980s
mark the establishment of the bond between conservative Protestantism and Republicanism.
The bond was built on the attraction of evangelicals by the conservative causes that the GOP

began to champion under Reagan.

F. Bush vs. Clinton in 1992: The ‘culture wars’ Republican National Convention

Contrary to previous expectations of a partisan dealignment, the 1990s witnessed the
culmination of a surge in partisan voting, measured as the impact of partisanship on electoral
choice, other things being equal (Bartels 2000). In this decade, Democrats attempted to
downplay the salience of social issues, which until then had offered an advantage to the GOP.
Democrats emphasized instead welfare issues and the threat posed to those by a Republican
administration (Alvarez and Nagler 1998). In the 1992 election, Democrat William J. Clinton
received 43% of the popular vote (and 69% of the electoral college vote) and surprisingly
blocked the reelection of his opponent, incumbent President George H.W. Bush, who only
received 37.5% of the popular vote. Importantly, independent candidate Ross Perot made
inroads into the Republican electoral base. He obtained 19% of the vote, mostly among

potential Republican voters (Alvarez and Nagler 1995).

The economy was an important influence on the vote in 1992. Clinton’s campaign focused
intensely on the 1ssue. Bush’s team 1initially emphasized the incumbent’s record on the foreign
terrain, where the Cold War was over, and the President was seen as the victor of a military
intervention in the Persian Gulf. Due to this international crisis, Bush’s ratings in 1991 were the
highest ever recorded. Clinton’s tactic however turned the focus of the campaign to the
economy (Boller 1996). In the aftermath of the 1991 recession, voters assessed Bush’s

economic performance negatively. This development cancelled the positive impact of foreign
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issues (Alvarez and Nagler 1995; Abramowitz 19935; Arterton 1993; Pomper 1993). The contest
was also noticeable for the presence of a third candidate (Ross Perot) 1n the electoral landscape,

which mitigated a clear cut contest between the two major parties (Alvarez and Nagler 1998).

Despite economic interpretations of the election outcome, the 1992 race is important for
another reason. The Republican National Convention of that year perhaps represents the most
celebrated moment of the party’s effort to associate itself with traditional family values and
religion. Nelson’s overview of the election (1993) concludes that the 1992 race was not
confined to performance questions. Competing positions on cultural issues, such as abortion,
were very prominent as well. In particular, the 1992 Republican campaign was a clear partisan
move to capture the faith vote, with cues ranging from the religious speeches by Buchanan and
Robertson in the convention, to Bush’s vocal pro-life position (Abramson, Aldrich and Rohde
1994). Kellstedt and colleagues conclude that evangelical Protestants ‘solidified their growing
Republican proclivities of recent decades’, while mainline Protestants moved further away from

the GOP (Kellstedt et al. 1994, pp. 307, 317).

An inspection of exit-poll data (numbers in Pomper 1993) reveals that white born-again
Christians voted for Bush by 61% against 23% for Clinton and 15% for Perot. This is a lower
difference in favour of the GOP from the one documented in the previous race (81% for Bush
in 1988). Stl], this is an impressive showing by the Republican ticket among conservative
Christians when considering two things. First, the Democratic ticket of that year included an
unusual pair: two Southern Democrats (Clinton and Gore). Their presence would increase their
potential appeal to Southern social conservatives, and therefore justify the weaker Republican
performance among conservative Protestants. Second, the election was a three-way race and

part of the Republican base broke away towards the third candidate. The 1992 contest then
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testifies to the persistence of the ability of Republican candidates to connect with the

evangelical constituency even under adverse conditions.

G. Clinton vs. Dole in 1996: Still sticking with the GOP

The Republican tide that swept both houses of Congress in 1994 did not seem to foretell an
casy re-election of the Democratic incumbent in 1996. President Clinton however improved on
his 1992 performance on the basis of a positive economic record, while also avoiding blame for
the policy stalemate that resulted from the Republican congressional landslide. The moderate
strategy of triangulation — the President’s positioning as an arbitrator between competing
parties and adoption of the best policies irrespective of partisan origin - also allowed Clinton to
overcome partisan differences in Congress, and to propose policy reform taken directly from

the Republican playbook of small government (Morris 1998).

In the 1996 election a popular incumbent run against a weaker challenger under an upbeat
economic climate (Weisberg and Box-Steffensmeier 1999). Wayne’s analysis of polling data
from 1996 reflects Clinton’s advantage: voters with a positive evaluation of their economic
situation turned to Clinton (2000, p. 279). Bob Dole’s (the Republican oppontent) central
campaign message — tax relief - also stayed on the economy (Elshtain and Beem 1997). Clinton
won re-election by receiving 49% of the popular vote (70.5% of the electoral college vote),
against 40.7% for Dole, and 8.5% for third-party candidate Ross Perot. The election however

did not generate high interest among voters. Only about half the electorate turned out to vote on

election day (Nelson 1997).

The Republican candidate was not openly religious, although his wife was a celebrated

evangelical Protestant. All the same, the Republican ticket continued to connect with white
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evangelical Protestant voters. This happened despite Clinton’s attempt to draw part of the

religious vote by using religious references in his speeches and talking about his Baptist
upbringing (Campbell 2006). A view at exit-poll data (numbers in Nelson 1997) illustrates the
persisting bond that prevailed in this election between conservative Protestants and the
Republican Party. The (crudely defined in this exit-poll) constituency of white Protestants

preferred the defeated Republican candidate, by 53% against 36% for the Democrat. Had a

fine-tuned measure of religious affiliation been available that distinguished evangelical

Protestants from other Protestants, the pro-GOP bias would have certainly been more striking.

H. Gore vs. Bush in 2000; The reborn but ‘compassionate’ Republican

In 2000, a reborn Christian candidate obtained the ticket to the White House. Republican

George W. Bush won a very slim victory, losing the popular vote by 47.9% (but controversially

winning 50.4% of the electoral vote) compared to 48.4% for Democrat vice-president Albert
Gore (49.5% of the electoral vote), and 2.7% for third-party candidate Ralph Nader (no
electors). An indication of the wide ideological gap between the two parties is singled out by
McGillivray and colleagues (2001). The authors suggest that in the 2000 race, the number of

split-ticket districts (different party for the White House and Congress - an indirect measure of

partisan polarization) fell to pre-1950s levels.

The issues that dominated the campaign focused on welfare and economic concerns, although
not as much as during the Clinton years (Pomper 2001). The Democratic candidate did not
emphasize past economic performance under Clinton, and instead offered a vision of the future,
a strategy that many researchers blame for his defeat (Aldrich, Griffin and Rickershauser 2006:
Pomper 2001; Campbell 2001). Candidate character and public morality remained on the table,

especially after the Monica Lewinsky affair that plagued the end of the Clinton presidency. The
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electorate evaluated Bush more positively in this respect than Gore. Bush’s openness about his
religious devotion was welcomed by many as an antidote to the supposedly morally relaxed
Clinton White House (Pomper 2001). As Campbell notes however (2006), this personality

effect was weakened by Gore’s ‘moral’ choice for Vice President, Senator Joseph Lieberman.

One illustrative incident in the pre-election period was the memorable quote of Bush’s naming
of Jesus Christ as his favourite political philosopher. Abramson and colleagues (2003) state that
during the primaries, Bush campaigned vigorously on abortion and other issues with
religious/moral connotations. In a centripetal movement, he downplayed such discourse during
the Republican National Convention and the presidential election campaign. Even so, he still

Insisted on a ‘compassionate’ version of the main label applied to his party, i.e. pro-family
tonservatism (Pomper 2001, p. 205). Empirical studies confirm that Bush carried the white
COnservative Protestant vote against both his main opponent in the primaries (John McCain)

and his Democratic opponent on election day (Guth et al. 2002; Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde

2003; Pomper 2001; Beachler 2005; Campbell 2006).

Exit-poll data from the Republican primaries illustrate the impact of Bush’s iconic status. Table
3.1 contains exit-poll results from a selection of states. The interesting pattern is in comparing
how those identifying with religious conservatism (respondent part of the Religious Right) went
against the general trend. For instance, in Michigan religious conservatives were far more likely
1o vote for Bush compared with other primary Voters (a +41 difference). The remaining primary
Participants voted predominantly for Senator John McCain. The same pattern is repeated in
Stveral states, including McCain’s home state, Arizona. Here, conservative Protestants split
their vote for the two candidates. Exit-polls on election day verify this religious conservative

Preference for Bush. A clear picture emerges from the reported electoral choice of (the crudely
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how those identifying with religious conservatism (respondent part of the Religious Right) went
against the general trend. For instance, in Michigan religious conservatives were far more likely
to vote for Bush compared with other primary voters (a +41 difference). The remaining primary
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preference for Bush. A clear picture emerges from the reported electoral choice of (the crudely
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defined category of) white respondents that identified with the Religious Right. This
constituency voted for the Republican candidate by 80%. '° In conclusion, the 2000 presidential
election extended at least in symbolic terms the Republican courting with evangelical

Protestantism. The GOP ticket was now headed by a reborn - even if mainline Protestant —

Christian.

' Data from: http://www.cnn.comVELECTION/2000/results/index.epolls.html
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Table 3.1: Conservative religion in the 2000 Republican Primaries

State Respondent Part of Bush McCain Difference
Religious Right? /. %o
New Hampshire Yes 36 26 +10
February 1 No 28 54 -26
Delaware Yes 54 12 +42
February 12 No 48 31 +17
South Carolina Yes 68 24 +44
February 19 No 46 52 -6
Arnizona Yes 44 48 4
February 22 No 33 64 -31
Michigan Yes 66 25 +41
February 22 No 36 60 -24
Virginia Yes 80 14 +66
February 29 No 45 52 -7
California Yes 73 17 +56
March 7 No 56 39 +17
New York Yes 62 28 +34
March 7 No 47 47 0
Florida Yes 84 7 +77
March 14 No 67 27 +40

Source: Voter News Service exit-poll from http://www.clas.ufl.edu/users/kenwald/



I. Bush vs. Kerry 2004: The downright reborn Republican

The 9/11 terronist attacks in New York and the subsequent military effort in Afghanistan and
Iraq created a shift in the public agenda. The agenda has ever since been dominated by
questions of international and homeland security. The terrorism threat —-and related to it,
leadership qualities on the domestic and foreign fronts - naturally played a vital role for the

2004 ‘wartime’ election outcome, and suppressed traditional economic concerns (Campbell

2005).

The 2004 contest was seen by the Democrats as a re-match of the much doubted 2000 outcome.
The pundits and the public braced themselves for a fierce electoral battle. Intense opposition
became very vocal about the President’s policy choices on the foreign front. Yet, even with the
predominance of foreign policy concerns that emanated from 9/11, the Republican bond with
evangelicals would retain its vitality. To this end, the Bush team had invested heavily in
traditional family values, abandoning the ‘compassionate conservatism’ dogma (Noll 2007,
Rozell and Whitney 2007; Vinson and Guth 2007). As in 2000, the symbolic character of
President Bush’s faith status reinforced traditional evangelical support for the GOP. Lower
court appointments of social conservatives in the first term and other policy proposals
successfully prepared the ground for the mobilization of religious conservatives in 2004. The
reelection strategy employed by the presidential team also relied heavily on energizing the
conservative religious base with micro-targeting techniques. Finally, referendums took place in
11 states on same-sex marriage on the same day as the presidential election. This could have
attracted the religious voter to the polling stations. Indeed, the 2004 election witnessed an
unprecedented participation of religious constituencies in the polls (McMahon et al. 2005;

Beachler 2005).
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The general public also responded with an abrupt increase in turnout (60.7%), and in voting
along partisan lines (Weisberg 2005). The two major party candidates attracted more votes than
any other pair of presidential candidates in American elections. The election outcome was again
far from being a landslide, yet this time it did produce a clear winner. Incumbent President
George W. Bush won reelection by carrying 50.7% of the popular vote (53% of the electoral

vote), against 48.3% for Democrat John Kerry.

National Election Pool exit-poll data from the 2004 contest reveal that a plurality of people
considered family values to pose the most important problem experienced by the country, as
opposed to the economy and jobs issues, which mattered most in 2000. Respondents opting for
the ‘values’ choice voted for Bush by a wide margin (Weisberg 2005, p. 780)."" Finally, white
evangelical Protestants composed the most prominent social group in the Republican electoral
base. This constituency voted for Bush by a 77%-22% split (numbers in Pomper 2005). The

only other constituency voting so heavily for Bush were — pointedly — Republican identifiers.

Conclusion

American political science has devoted much attention to the close connection between religion
and politics, trying to explain the current historical phase in the polarization of American
politics. The most recent national exit-poll data provide a small taste of how persistent this link
is: for instance, seven out of ten born-again Christian voters opted for a Republican candidate in

the House election of 2006. This religious voting took place despite the hugely unpopular Iraq

'! A Pew survey experiment however, found that a closed question ~similar to the one used in the exit
polls- on issue salience was more likely to favour moral issues, than an open ended version of the same

question. (Pew 2004). In both cases however, moral values are much more frequently mentioned among

Bush voters than among Kerry voters.
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war and a combination of scandals in the GOP, including sexual ones, which can be off-putting

to religious constituencies.

The task of the narrative of recent electoral developments was to establish that religious
politicization exists, and that it was built on ideological concerns in the 1970s, which became
consolidated in partisan politics in the 1980s. Despite the growth of conservative Protestantism,
it is evident that the political mobilization of religious populations in the 1970s lacked a clear
partisan focus. The partisan polarization that such clearcut, ‘cleavage’ connections between
religious groups and parties tend to accompany remained dormant. On the other hand, the
ideological conflict that emerged in that decade, created an interesting dynamic by pitting
conservative constituencies against what they saw as moral decline and the radical erosion of

traditional values.

This potential was soon picked up by the major parties. The late 1970s and early 1980s saw the
parties, especially the Republicans, who had lost the electoral contests of 1974 and 1976,
moving to capitalize on this ideological conflict. Reagan’s courting of theologically
conservative Protestants was followed by more intense efforts to solidify the presence of
evangelicals in the GOP base throughout the 1990s. Furthermore, the presence of a vocally
religious candidate in the 2000s helped update this link between conservative religion and

Republican politics, and between liberal or no religion and Democratic politics.

The following chapter will use this contextual description to build an argument for the effects

of political exposure on religious life. It will provide a theoretical justification of the political

element that often emerges in individual religious decisions. Then, it will use the above review
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of electoral eras to identify the contexts where this political element is most likely to appear,

and the expression it should take — ideological or partisan.



Theory

Existing scholarship normally examines the political mobilization of religious constituencies in
terms of the impact of religious forces on politics. This deterministic approach - namely
drawing attention merely to social explanations of political processes - prohibits a deeper
understanding of the interplay between religious and political forces in the US. This chapter
provides a critical take on extant theory and research regarding religion and its place in
American electoral politics. The historical case of interest is the political mobilization of white

evangelical Protestants, first in relation to the ‘Social Issue’ of the 1970s, and then thejr

appearance as a major bloc in the Republican electoral base.

Section 4.1 reviews the ‘top-down’ strain in cleavage theory. This approach provides an
understanding of the religious cleavage phenomenon as more than a reflection of social forces
onto the political canvass. This perspective shifts attention to the effects of politicization for
religion itself. According to this path, the influence of religious phenomena on political
behaviour - a conventional assumption adopted by most political scientists - can be
accompanied by a reverse effect, whereby religion becomes constrained by political concerns.

This nuanced direction in the study of cleavages indicates that the products of the infusion of

religion into politics are not restricted to the electoral realm, but can potentially transform

religion into a phenomenon partly driven by politics.
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A detailed social psychological explanation of this effect is laid out in detail in Section 4.2.
This part combines the worldly character of modern American religion with the influence of the
political process on non-political phenomena. The causal mechanism lies in group
identification. Religious politicization, loosely defined as the affinity of certain religious
populations with certain ideological camps and parties, creates the potential to drive believers
away from certain churches and - eventually - closer to others or away from organized religion
altogether. This process is summarized as an extrinsically ‘political religion’ fuelled by

ideology and partisanship.

The hypothesis appears in full detail in Section 4.3, which establishes two competing
expectations ansing from religious politicization: i) a religious effect on politics (the
‘sociological’ approach) and i1) an ideological/partisan effect on religion (the ‘political religion’
phenomenon). Section 4.4 calls for an empirical evaluation of this hypothesis by documenting

that extant research has largely ignored it.

A preliminary caveat 1s in order. In reviewing a large body of scholarship, covering sociology
of religion, political science, and social psychology, I do not intend to provide comprehensive,
shopping-list type coverage of the respective debates. I will selectively draw on the literature to

construct a theoretically plausible and empirically testable argument.

66



4.1. From the ‘sociology of politics’ to ‘political sociology’"

This discussion connects the religious developments described in Chapter 2 with the political
process by means of cleavage theory. It introduces the conceptual framework of the mechanism
that generates and cultivates the bond between faith and politics. Particular emphasis is placed
on the role of the political process in shaping popular perceptions, attitudes and behaviour. In
doing so, this section departs from a static understanding of the religious cleavage, and argues
that the social basis of the religious divide in American politics (church life) can be subject to
political influences. The discussion prepares the ground for the hypothesis that individual

religious choices can be a function of political concerns, other things being equal.

The cleavage literature offers a useful tool for organising causal connections between social
and political phenomena, in this case between religion and politics. These connections refer to
relatively stable, recurring electoral patterns. The original formulation of the cleavage concept
appears in Lipset and Rokkan’s influential article in 1967, aiming to explain the formation of
West European party systems. Lipset and Rokkan’s introduction was followed by a long line of
scholarship, which attempted to construct a precise description of the cleavage phenomenon
(Bartolini and Mair 1990; Knutsen and Scarbrough 1995; Bartolini 2000). Briefly, the strict
definition of cleavage coming from this body of knowledge claims that the translation of

objective social divisions into transient political conflicts requires the alignment of three

conditions (Bartolint and Mair 1990, pp.213-215; Bartolini 2000, pp.16-17):

e an ‘empirical/ sociostructural element’: a structural division between

social groups, such as membership of a religious denomination;

2 The title comes from Sartori’s article (1969).
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e a ‘normative/ identity element’: a division based on values, interests and
identities attached to this social membership;

e an ‘organizational/ behavioural’ element: the political expression of the

above in the electoral arena. '3

The role of the two first elements, i.e. the existence of a socio-structural basis for political
conflict, and the competing norms, values and identities associated with it, have been
extensively researched by the relevant literature. For instance, demographic characteristics (the
empirical/socio-structural element in the cleavage definition) are tangible and the easiest to
operationalize in empirical research. Due to their glacial movement, they allow for better

prediction as more or less stable explanatory factors. It is a natural consequence for researchers

to turn to the social structure as ‘the’ explanation and take it ‘to be given’ (Sartori 1969, p. 66).

A closer reading of theory however, argues that the existence of social divisions, i.e. of the
empirical element 1s “a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the emergence of political
cleavages’ (Zuckerman 1975, p. 237; cf. Przeworksi and Sprague 1986). Focusing on the third
element of the definition, Lipset and Rokkan had already mentioned the importance of the
political condition required for consolidating the cleavage. But it was Giovanni Sartori who
criticized the weight placed on the empirical element of the cleavage definition and elaborated
on ‘translation handling’ (1969, p. 88). Sartori stressed the relevance of political factors,
especially parties, in shaping awareness, organizing options for political participation and
defining the meaning of ‘objective’ social divisions (1969; Kriesi 1998; Bartolini and Mair

1990; Bartolini 2000; Knutsen and Scarbrough 1995).

13 Numerous versions exist, which place emphasis on different elements of this definition (see a recent
overview of the field in Deegan-Krause 2007).
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To quote an oft-cited example, Sartori’s argument was that class voting cannot be treated as an
automatic expression of objective class (social structure), but primarily as a subjective, identity
element shaped by the parties (1969, p. 83-84). For the class division to become political and to

override other divisions within each class (e.g. ethnicity or religion), it has to be recognised and

internalized by citizens as such, and this is ‘an effect of the activities of political parties’
(Przeworksi and Sprague 1986, p. 9; Kitschelt 1994; Kriesi 1998; Zuckerman 1975; Heath ez al.
1985). In a sense, what is treated as an objective social feature that pre-exists its politicization is
essentially reconstructed as part of a wider political identity: working class ‘goes with’ Labour,
evangelical with Republican, trade-union member with Democrat. Each two features become
natural bedfellows. So while the politicization effect is built on social grounds (the first element
in the cleavage: a religious revival or the existence of intense social inequalities), the social
identity involved in politics is essentially a product of this politicization: it is a class political
identity or a religious political identity. The present case introduces the expectation that when

religion becomes the basis of a political conflict, it can also become a signifier of political

elements (partisanship and ideology).

The approach described above, often called a political-agency view of cleavage formation and
consolidation, has been gaining increasing attention in the empirical literature. The core of this
approach refers to the ‘learning’ effect of politics (Miller and Shanks 1996, p. 133), grounded
on a view of the political process as the continuing education and socialization of citizens
through political participation. Political groups appear to ‘impose images of society on
individuals, mould collective identities, and mobilize commitments’ (Przeworksi and Sprague
1986, p. 143). Numerous recent studies assert that citizens tend to adjust their issue preferences
and even core predispositions, such as moral tolerance, on the basis of political cues

(Hetherington 2001; Layman and Carscy 2002; Goren 2005; Carsey and Layman 2006). In
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cleavage terminology, the political element of the cleavage does not function as a simple
reflection of the normative element, but also shapes this by providing an indication to partisans

on which political position/attitude to choose.

This 1s however only one observed expression of top-down cleavage processes, limited to
political behaviour (e.g. Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes 1960; Green et al. 2002;
Greene 2004). It describes the power of the political process to mobilize social groups by
highlighting common interests and links between social positions and specific parties. What is
argued here, however, is an extension of the importance of the political process, this time for
non-political behaviour. This effect of political factors can be thought of as a political

construction of how people experience membership in social groups, an expectation with little

attention in the empirical literature.

This ignored aspect of the political ‘voluntaristic approach’ on cleavages (Enyedi 2005, p. 698)
postulates that the politicization of a social division does not simply make individuals aware of
normative links between social positions and political choices. In conditions where social
position 1s a matter of choice, politicization also initiates a process in which the linkage
between these positions and political choices may lead to selective exposure to social contexts.
Let us assume that Democrats tend to opt for membership of religious group A (for example, a
church), while Republicans tend to select religious group B. This phenomenon can further
intensify divisions between the social groups that participate in the conflict by making them
politically homogenous: church A will become more Democratic, while church B will become

more Republican.
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To take the traditional assumption, if specific social groups are perceived to be associated with
more or less appealing political camps, then group membership will shape political choice
(Figure 4.1.A). Yet, this connection has a by-product. If people have control over their
exposure to social contexts, then political factors may play a part in their decision to exercise
this control (Figure 4.1.B). Political consideration then can determine the degree of individual
exposure to social contexts, and membership in voluntary social groups including religious
ones in the American case. By ignoring this possibility, research continues to over-emphasize
the importance of social explanations of political conflict, while downplaying the role of the
conflict itself. Bartolini’s (2000, p. 19) point concisely anticipates this: ‘conflicts and
oppositions...may even be generated by politics, activated and reinforced by po]jti‘cal processes
and 1nstitutions’ (my emphasis). This effect will form the essence of my thesis regarding a

revision of the role of religious groups in American politics.

Figure 4.1: The dual nature of religious politicization

A. Religion Politics
(practice, membership) (identity, attitudes,
vote)

Politics Religion
(1dentity, attitudes, (attendance,
vote) membership)

As a caveat before moving on to a more specific discussion of the aforementioned
phenomenon, this chapter does not suggest that political actors shape social structure
independently of objective social conditions. The influential political element in the cleavage

definition is itself constrained by structural developments. As conceptualized by the proposed
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definition of cleavage, one of the requirements for the emergence of a political conflict is the
existence of observable differences in structural positions typically between two groups.
Drawing on the classic example in cleavage theory, irrespective of elite efforts tangible reasons
would make it hard for working class voters to identify with the upper class and vote for the
respective party - harder at least than to identify with the working class and vote for a social
democratic party. Adding the top-down element therefore, the non-static view of cleavages
postulates a cyclical process: ‘factual’ conditions (the effect of social divisions) shape the
environment in which political discourse articulates, interprets, and fosters structural

differences 1nto political outcomes (the effect of political developments).

By extension, it is implausible to expect that exposure to diverse socialization processes,
surrounding cues, collective identities and peer pressure will be without consequences for
politics or that these can be entirely manipulated by political actors. In their documentation of
the religious politicization phenomenon in the US, Roof and McKinney (1987) indicate the
prime role of social structure in the mobilization of conservative Christians by emphasising
educational and matenal achievements of American Evangelicals in the post-WWII era (see
also Chapter 2 in this thesis). This attainment in turn facilitated the participation of the above
populations in the demanding mechanisms of electoral politics. Therefore, one should hesitate
to challenge the sine qua non character of social structure as a necessary requirement in the
political mobilization of religious populations (for a classic example of structural constraints of

political behaviour see Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet 1948).

4.2. Does politics matter?
This section will elaborate on the top-down cleavage approach by describing one of its causal

expressions. The following discussion presents the social-psychological process that explains
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why politics should be responsible for changing the social basis of the cleavage, 1.e. the
religious environment. In general, the importance of American parties for mass belief systems
is reflected in a vast body of research investigating the links that connect them with voters.
Prominent among these, partisanship has long been considered as one of the central and most
stable elements that shape collective identities in America. The Michigan school and its
disciples treat identification with a party as a multifaceted concept: as an evaluation of partisan
objects, as a perceptual screen for interpreting objective stimuli, and most importantly for the
present thesis, as psychological expression of group membership (e.g. Campbell et al. 1960;
Green et al. 2002). Miller and Shanks for instance mention that: ‘one of the roles of the church,
or the party, is to provide structure to the ordinary person’s understanding of the external

world... [and] cues for normative assessments of the outside world’ (1996, p. 121).

For this research tradition, partisanship represents a subjective state of mind. It is not formal
party membership, as party identifiers do not need to be official activists. Additionally, iF does
not refer to the voting choice on election day, since Democratic identifiers can vote for the
Republican candidate or abstain for reasons other than their psychological attachment to the
Democratic Party. On the contrary, partisanship serves, among other things, as an anchoring
point for individuals, which directs them in interpreting reality: for instance, what 1s the

‘objective’ state of the economy (e.g. Zaller 1992; Bartels 2002).

Steven Greene (1999, 2002, 2004) and Donald Green and associates (2002, pp. 73, 136) have
produced strong arguments and evidence against a view of partisanship as a simple perceptual
screen, time-saving device, or an attitude towards a political object. Staying faithful to the
original theoretical formulation of the concept by the Michigan tradition, they instead proposc a

more socially embedded version of partisan attachment. My use of party identification draws on
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this analytic direction, which treats it as a sense of belonging to a group (for an overview of
theoretical and measurement issues see Greene 2002; Green et al. 2002). I will introduce the
theoretical foundation of this approach with the intuitive example of religious identity, and then
shift the discussion to party identification. Hereafter, the terms partisanship and party

identification are used to refer to this sense of commitment as psychological group belonging.

Experimental work in social psychology provides the basis for the group-psychological
foundation of partisanship. In their major contribution, Tajfel and Turner discovered two
psychological effects, termed ‘social identity’ and ‘self-categorization’ (Tajfel and Turner
1986; Tumner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher and Wetherell 1987). These two terms refer respectively to
a definition of the self according to group characteristics, and to an exaggeration of differences

between one’s own group and other groups in order to achieve a positive self-concept.

Social identity 1s defined by Tajfel (1978, p. 63) as: ‘knowledge of [one’s] membership of a
group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to the
membership’. In social identity theory (SIT), an individual who psychologically feels closer to
a group — no formal membership required - internalizes group membership by perceiving
herself though group instead of personal characteristics — ‘I am Democrat/Catholic/Hispanic’
(cf. stereotype or group standard in Hogg and Terry 2000). The final goal of the application of
general attributes is to reduce the complexity of social life and to satisfy ‘the need for positive

self-esteem’ (Turner 1982, p. 33).

On the other hand, the cognitive process of self-categorization elaborates on how SIT works,

that is, through the exaggeration of intergroup differences (Turner et al. 1987). People assign

social objects into us/them categories: the us category represents the in-group, where people
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feel they belong, and the them group stands for the out-group, where non-members are located.
In this process, individuals attempt to make the in-group more distinctive than the out-group by
conducting biased comparisons (stereotypes) with members of the out-group: for example ‘we
evangelicals are more pro-life than Jews’; and by adopting typical group norms and behaviour
in order to maximize psychological inter-group differentiation: ‘I protest outside abortion

clinics because this is what we evangelicals do, as opposed to pro-choice Presbyterians.’

In sum, SIT expects individuals to a) perceive themselves not so much as unique units but as
group members; b) cement their impulse for a positive self-image by making exaggerated
comparisons with out-group members (stereotyping); and c¢) follow in-group standards in
attitude and produce ‘groupy’ behaviour (Hogg and Terry 2000, p. 121). The three points are
interrelated, in the sense that self-perceived membership of a group expects conformity with
shared in-group standards (and against out-group standards) in order to achieve greatest

possible perceived inter-group distinctiveness.

Partisan social identity

So far I have used examples citing the religious community as the group in SIT, while
examining the normative outcomes of religious group membership. What happens if we look at
the party as the social group in the theory? It has been already mentioned that the original
exposition of the party identification concept in The American Voter viewed partisanship as
many different things: an attitude, a perceptual screen and as group belonging. I am mostly
interested in the belonging dimension of partisanship, in the sense of an ‘us’ vs. ‘them’
distinction (Campbell et al. 1960, pp. 133-135). For instance, the 1960 Michigan study
compares the group basis of partisanship with other racial, ethnic and religious identities. The

importance of the social character of parties is what Green and his colleagues recently
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described when arguing about voters asking themselves ‘what kinds of social groups come to
mind as I think about Democrats, Republicans, and Independents? Which assemblage of groups

(if any) best describes me?’ (2002, pp. 8, 10).

Although attachment to American parties is not as strong as to resemble attachment to a socio-
structural group, empirical studies on SIT suggest that parties can also function as the
‘psychological group’ iIn members’ minds (Greene 2002, 2004). Furthermore, most
experimentation with SIT is based on the minimal group situation. In this setting, members are
assigned to groups by researchers according to arbitrary criteria like common eye colour or
even by chance (Tajfel and Tumner 1986). Greene (2004, pp. 148-149) argues that if social
identity can be provoked in these laboratory conditions and through group creation based on
trivial critena, then partisanship too can generate the expectations of SIT. For example, citizens
with stronger partisan social identification, i.e. greater group identification with fellow
partisans (based on scales that measure feelings of belonging to a group), have been found to
internalize in-party and out-party stereotypes, exhibit increased engagement in partisan
behaviour (e.g. rally attendance), and exaggerate differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’, even
after controlling for the traditional party identification variable, as predicted by SIT (Greene

2004)."*

Consider the following set of normative cues transmitted to in-group (party) members.

Typically during the course of a campaign, parties raise the salience of socio-political links by

' Like Steven Greene, Donald Green and associates (2002: p. 78), see party identification as a plausible
basis for SIT processes. They eventually insist in using partisanship as a product of social
developments, without examining the effect of partisan identities on phenomena beyond voting (see

their interpretation of Southern realignment through this prism, 2002: pp. 157-162).
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sending out clear references of which social group is part of their electoral base using
manifestos, candidate speeches and other broadcasts (Dickson and Scheve 2006; Hetherington
2001). This does not preclude the influence of non-textual symbols as discourses. Symbols can
include a politician’s personal characteristics or behaviour that exemplify the connection

between social categories and political party (cf. Green et al. 2002, p. 13).

A distinct body of work is dedicated to this ability of parties to manipulate and provide political
content to social labels (‘evangelical’ or ‘working class’). A case in hand is David Green’s
work on the impact of political language on public consciousness (Green 1987; see also
Edelman 1964). Through a process of purposeful use of political symbols, labels become
reified and eventually could be considered ‘naturally’ connected to other labels, for instance
attitudes, policies, or even social groups (e.g. Republican/pro-life/conservative/evangelical
Protestant). Green’s work on campaign speeches reflects this role of political actors in the
formation, maintenance or suppression of social cleavages: ‘politics is a process of conflict
resolution, conflict creation and conflict management, and political language at once reflects

and contributes to these processes’ (1987, p. 7).

Since the early 1980s, such efforts constitute part of a GOP attempt to define itself as the “party
of God’, while 1dentifying the Democrats with godlessness. Examples abound (see a more
detailed discussion in Chapter 3). Prominent among many is the 1992 Republican National
Convention, especially the ‘culture war® speech by Pat Buchanan. This speech represented a
symbolic milestone in the recurring effort to associate the party with conservative family
values, popular among theologically conservative populations. Its most illustrative excerpt

contained the following:
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My friends, this election is about much more than who gets what. It is

about who we are. It is about what we believe. It is about what we
stand for as Americans. There is a religious war going on in our
country for the soul of America. It is a cultural war, as critical to the
kind of nation we will one day be as was the Cold War 1tself. And in
that struggle for the soul of America, Clinton and Clinton are on the

other side, and George Bush is on our side. And so, we have to come

home, and stand beside him."

Similarly, George W. Bush’s election to the White House in 2000 has arguably reemphasized
the politics of faith in the Republican Party. The President, a born-again Christian, has
consistently stressed the link between his Republican and theologically conservative
credentials. In what appears to be a conservative reading of Christian faith he hindered federal
funding of pro-choice groups abroad in 2001, while taking steps to promote funding for
religious service organizations. Bush has also openly declared his opposition to same-sex
marriage by favouring a constitutional amendment that would make same-sex marriage illegal
(Muirhead, *Rosenblum, Schlozman and Shen 2005; Guth 2004; Guth, Kellstedt, Smidt and
Green 2006; Green, Rozell and Wilcox 2006; Campbell 2007; Noll 2007). Evangelical leader
Jerry Falwell described Bush’s reelection in 2004 and the role played by evangelicals in it as: ‘a
“slam dunk” as the Church of Jesus Christ made the difference in initiating the return of this
nation to moral sanity and the Judeo-Christian ethic’ (quoted in Layman and Hussey 2005, p.
1). It is not accidental that ANES data from the early 2000s show that many respondents

mistook Bush for an evangelical Protestant, although he belongs to a mainline denomination.

'’ Republican National Convention Speech, Houston, Texas, 1992. http://www.buchanan.org/pa-92-
0817-rnc.html
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The outcomes of this recurring identification of two labels as ‘naturally’ connected and
equivalent (Republicanism — evangelical Protestantism or social conservatism - evangelical
Protestantism) can be two-fold. If we focus on the religious group as our building bloc, as
political science normally does opting for a sociological interpretation of politics, the
expectation is that members of specific religious communities will conform to group norms and
move closer to the prescribed party (cf. Green et al. 2002). Other things being equal,

evangelicals will tend to move closer to the GOP.

Yet, members of religious groups also consider themselves part of partisan groups. Partisan
identities become particularly prominent and consequential during election periods. What if we
switched from the religious group and concentrated on the partisan group, under the assumption
that this becomes very salient in the public mind during such periods? In that case, SIT expects
that the labels associated with the in-party will guide its members towards adopting similar
interpretations of reality and desirable preferences or actions. If in-group (in-party) members
are Republicans, and assuming that the link between social group and party is very prominent,
members will be exposed to the stereotype (the social imagery of the party). This connects, for
instance, Republicanism with evangelical Protestantism, and Democrats with Catholicism, or in
more recent years, with secularism. In this case, religiosity becomes an in-group (in-party)
norm and according to SIT, group identifiers will be more likely to follow this religious norm.
In a self-selective process, Republicans will tend to stress their Republicanism by intensifying
their commitment to evangelical Protestant churches. Alternatively, Democrats will be under
pressure to distance themselves from this religious environment, which contradicts their

partisan in-group norms (cf. the withdrawal outcomes of cognitive dissonance in Festinger

1964).
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This stereotyping 1s of course a simplification of reality — after all, not all Republicans are
evangelicals. SIT stresses the point that members perceive in-group and out-groups as
homogenous, and not so much that members actually embody these stereotypes. The
occurrence of this simplifying strategy is supported by experimental research, where
individuals construct simplified versions of external reality, and structure outside information
as internally consistent sets of attributes: ‘Republican’ goes with ‘evangelical’, while

‘Democrat’ goes with ‘Catholic’ (see for example Fiske and Taylor 1984).

Ideological social identity

A stmilar rationale applies to ideological camps as producers of social identity effects (Holm
and Robinson 1978; Levitin and Miller 1979; Conover and Feldman 1981; Lau 1989; Greene et
al. 2008). The social upheaval that shook America in the 1960s and the backlash it produced in
the 1970s brought attention to the existence of two separate and conflicting ideological groups
ip society: liberals and conservatives. Public debate became saturated with references to the

liberal or the conservative camp using various direct or indirect ways to brand them.

Although a vast array of anecdotal evidence exists, Wuthnow’s study of the 1970s conservative
backlash from the perspective of religious populations provides a particularly rich source of
qualitative information. In one example, he quotes an interview with evangelical leader Jerry
Falwell in 1981, who claimed that: ‘our task is not to Christianize America, it’s to bring a moral
and conservative revolution’ (1988, p. 211, my emphasis). In another instance, Wuthnow
quotes an interview with a conservative parishioner, who generalizes that ‘I would associate
[feminism] with across-the-board liberality, a weak view of [biblical] inerrancy, a lenient view

of abortion and capital punishment’ (1988, p. 227, my emphasis). Examples like the above
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indicate that everyday language in the churches in the 1970s had already been saturated with

1deological stereotyping and an us vs. them logic.

Certainly, phenomena such as talk-radio also helped spread the idea that two competing
ideological coalitions battling and sometimes conspiring for cultural hegemony. Even in
academic circles, recent studies reinforce the same idea. American linguist George Lakoff is an
illustrative case. His written output includes among other titles the telling ‘Moral Politics: How
Liberals and Conservatives Think’. Other, more popularized books also carry forward the same
concept, 1.e. of a conflict between two grand ideological aggregates. Thomas Frank’s recent
book ‘What’s the Matter with Kansas’ is subtitled: ‘How Conservatives Won the Heart of

America’.

On the basis of this conflict, Hout and Fischer (2002) make a crucial observation in one of the
few examinations of political pressures on individual religiosity in the context of the recent
religious politicization in the US. The authors assert that the conservative flavour dominating
evangelical churches since the 1970s has driven non-conservative evangelicals to apostasy, i.e.
away from those churches (cf. the distinct but parallel trend in European Protestantism based on
a backlash against theological conservatism in Bruce 1990, pp. 109-110). The aggregate-level

consequence of this movement is the formation of ideologically homogenous churches.

Green and Guth (1993) appear to examine a similar phenomenon, yet from the opposite
perspective. Their analysis of NES pilot data shows that switchers — i.e. individuals abandoning
their denomination - resemble the ‘target’ denomination in terms of political characteristics,
such as partisanship and ideology. In the absence of panel data, they can only speculate as for

the reasons of this alignment. Yet, instead of following Hout and Fischer’s rationale, namely

81



that political concerns have something to do with the motives behind switching, they opt for the
traditional explanation. Specifically, they use the theory of anticipatory socialization, and claim
that switchers promptly change their political preferences in order to adjust to the new religious
environment. In this vein, political characteristics remain an outcome of the sociological forces
that drive people to change denominations, for example lifecycle effects: first believers decide
to change church for whatever non-political reason, and then they promptly bring their political
characteristics in line with the norms in the new church. Hout and Fischer step away from this

conventional thinking.

All 1n all, the distancing of moderate/liberal believers from evangelical churches can be
interpreted as the result of ‘groupy’ behaviour, Here, liberal evangelicals would be expected to
follow political in-group (liberal) standards (on religion) and react to the conservative turn of
their churches by avoiding religious services. Conversely, conservative evangelicals would tend
to adopt in-group (conservative) religious standards and strengthen their links with evangelical
churches by attending more frequently. In politicized periods, the connection of evangelicalism
with political conservatism would have attendance become the norm of the political
(conservative) in-group, with the reverse holding for the opposite (liberal) in-group. This
process should accompany the conventionally assumed influence of church on individual

ideological orientations.

Additional explanations

Parallel causal mechanisms could account for partisan and ideological effects on religious
commitment. In addition to social identification, some element of social interaction within
discussion networks could be in play (Weatherford 1982; MacKuen and Brown 1987). For

example, individuals frequenting Republican clubs could find themselves under direct pressure
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from peers to join an evangelical church or if already members, to attend evangelical churches
more often. At the same time, Democrats frequenting trade-union meetings could be exposed to

suggestions by co-workers against joining or attending an evangelical church.

This political sorting-out within religious groups, particularly the abandoning of partisan
congregations by identifiers with the opposite political camp, could also be the product of
cognitive dissonance (cf. Lazarsfeld et al. 1948; Campbell et al. 1960). Democrats belonging to
evangelical congregations will tend to be under a state of cross-pressure: on the one hand, they
are exposed to pro-Republican cues from the pulpit; on the other hand they are Democratic
identifiers. The solution to this inconsistency is hypothesized to be disengagement and apathy

for the individual. In this case, disengagement could take the form of a retreat from the

organized religious realm.

Kristin Luker’s qualitative work on abortion attitudes (1984) is a study that sheds light on
processes similar to those described in this chapter, yet unrelated to identity-based mechanisms.
Her study sets out to illuminate reasons that shape pro-choice or pro-life positions in the
abortion debate. Findings from 212 in-depth interviews with abortion activists support the
intuitive expectation: that is, individual preferences on the subject are mainly a function of
religion and life-cycle experiences. Crucially however for the alternative expectation proposed
in the thesis at hand, the vociferous role played by church elites in the public debate over
abortion has also ignited a countermovement (for similar conclusions see Warner 1988).
According to Luker’s analysis, many believers with pro-life concerns had converted to
Catholicism, which officially advocates an absolute pro-life position. In a mirroring process,

many pro-choice activists followed a movement of de-affiliation from religion altogether.
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The aforementioned explanations — social networks and dissonance - provide further theoretical
support to the political religion expectation. Yet limited availability of relevant measures
favours emphasis on SIT. Questions on discussion networks are not a consistent part of the
ANES survey design. Similarly, cognitive dissonance is difficult to establish, since information
on individual exposure to cues from the pulpit and the nature of these cues does not form a
stable part of ANES surveys. For these practical reasons, analyses in following chapters resort
to an explanation rooted in social identity theory, for which more or less valid measures are

available.

4.3. A political religion (ceteris paribus)?

The combination of the elements presented so far begs the obvious question: in the mobilization
of religious communities in the political arena, should we expect the community itself to be
transformed? It has been argued here that the influence of religious life on political behaviour -
a conventional assumption adopted by most political scientists - is not the only plausible one in
the cleavage process. Elaborating on Sartori’s critique of reductionist, sociological explanations
of voting behaviour, Knest (1998, p. 172) notes that members of different structural groups
‘come to be mobilized by the political adversaries...and by way of their identification with this

opposite camp also reinforce their social and cultural distinctiveness’ (emphasis added).

In the commonly employed approach, the first part of the sentence emphasizes the ‘objective’
structural element of the cleavage concept, which is necessary for the mobilization of social
groups at an initial stage. In specific terms, parties appear in the arena that make existing
communities aware of which political formation is their natural home, and these communities
respond (Green er al. 2002). When the GOP starts presenting itself in a theologically

traditionalist light, being an evangelical makes it more likely for a citizen to be attracted by that
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party. In SIT terms, religious membership serves as the categorization criterion dividing society

into groups, while partisanship is the normative end product of the process (Figure 4.1.A).

However, when crystallized, the political link between social groups and parties or ideological
camps creates an additional effect, which can leave an autonomous footprint on society. In a
second process then, political identities can constrain religious identities — for example, a
member of an evangelical church who is strongly Republican or ideologically conservative,
will tend to become even more strongly evangelical (see Figure 4.1.B). In reverse, those feeling
closer to the Democrats or the liberals will be more likely to limit their exposure to the
evangelical environment, as a means to avoid the ambivalence involved in belonging to the
‘wrong’ church vis-a-vis their partisan/ideological group standard (cf. concept of cross-pressure
in Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954). This social psychological effect identifies one
instance of top-down effects on the empirical element in cleavage theory, as described above. It
is here that political context can reinforce the boundaries of religious communities, by driving

citizens closer to their ‘natural’ religious communities.

My argument calls for a theoretically comprehensive effect. This is what Bartolini and Mair
refer to when they note that: ‘once cleavages become established and organizationally
institutionalized, they develop their own autonomous strength and, in turn, begin to act as an
influence on social, cultural and political life’ (Bartolini and Mair 1990, p. 218). Specifically 1n
the American religious context, expressions of religious commitment and identity can be
connected with a political understanding of faith and church, i.e. of religion as being ‘owned’

by a specific ideological camp or party (cf. Petrocik 1996).
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It seems plausible therefore to suggest that individuals update their religiosity on the basis of
political concerns and pressures. Commitment to an evangelical church could eventually
function as a symbolic expression of conservatism and Republicanism, whereby one goes to
church because one sees this practice as confirmation of the dominant religious stereotypes in
one’s political in-group (conservatives or Republicans) and as demarcation from the out-group
(liberals or Democrats). In a logic akin to a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’, the activation and
salience of the equivalence between party/ideology and religion leads to a stronger connection

between religion and party in a feedback relationship:

PROPOSITION: Reinforcement

Step 1:
Religious exposure -2 political outcomes (apparent effect)
Exposure to a religious environment will influence political

choice.

Step 2:

Political exposure - religious outcomes (masked effect)
Identifiers with political groups will tend to bring their
religious preferences in line with their group’s social

imagery.

Based on the discussion of the sorting phenomenon that took place between the two parties
since the 1970s, the phenomenon of religious commitment influenced by political (partisan or

1deological) concemns, is hypothesized to emerge within a religious community in which
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political identities are increasingly salient. I identify the existence of this condition in the post-
1980s political era among evangelicals (see Chapter 3 in this thesis). Specifically, the post-
1980s period has been a time of extreme cultural polarization and salient religious and political

identities, and even witnessed a reborn Christian heading the Republican ticket.

It remains an empirical question however whether the feedback hypothesis holds among
evangelicals before the 1980s. It is implausible to suggest that partisan concerns could affect
religious concerns in that period. White evangelical Protestants were not yet explicitly attracted
by the GOP. Hence the link between Republicanism and evangelical Protestantism had not yet
been consolidated in the public mind. In other words, partisanship was not a very clear divisive
line for religious populations, not to the degree that the conservative-liberal demarcations was.
After all, 1976, the ‘Year of the Evangelical’, was defined by the Democratic candidacy of
Jimmy Carter. So, as discussed in detail in Chapters 2 and 3, during the 1970s evangelicals
were only mobilized around ideologically conservative causes. It is more plausible then to
expect that while the partisan demarcation was dormant in that period, the ideological drive that
emerged among the evangelical population in the 1970s could push some liberal members of

the church away - or reinforce the religiosity of conservative members.

4.4. The missing link in empirical research

This section examines how — if at all - this plausible expectation is reflected in methodology.
The argument, which expects modern American religious commitment to be partially
constrained by politics, has not yet found translation into most sociological and political
research. The paradigmatic view in most empirical social science starts with the assumption
that the political sphere is a neutral arena, a Marxian superstructure that deterministically

reflects society, culture and economy. Especially when examining the fluctuation of religious
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trends, political explanations are offered as mere narratives by the scholarly literature. In the
sociology of religion field, the predominant tendency is to seek explanations of individual
religious choice or of large-scale religious developments in the traditional places: social
networks, lifecycle events, affluence and the like. Politics is excluded from such approaches at
both the individual or aggregate levels of analysis. Under this perspective, if the politicization
of evangelical Protestantism leads to a sudden, intra-generational surge in the number of people
dropping out of evangelical denominations, current research may fail to properly account for

that surge if focused only on non-political explanations.

The existing sociological literature does provide some hints of the possibility for political
pressures on religiosity. Roof and McKinney’s (1987) celebrated work on American Protestants
concludes by speculating on the possibility that macro-social explanations of denominational
switching could be contested by more ‘political’ explanations; the claim is that dissonant
positions on policy issues could lead certain individuals to abandon one congregation for

another that better fits their views. In a more recent sociological overview of explanations of

religious commtment however, the potential for effects originating within the political sphere

is completely ignored (Sherkat and Ellison 1999).

Empirical evaluation of such claims also comes in short supply in the political science field.
Custom still prevails and religious variables are treated as stable, exogenous factors (Campbell
et al. 1960). In this way, most studies use the sociologically deterministic version of the
cleavage concept, and provide an incomplete explanation of how a cleavage develops (see for
example Manza and Brooks 1999: Bolzendahl and Brooks 2005; Brooks, Nieuwbeerta, and

Manza 2006).
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Specifically, the dominant Michigan approach in political behaviour suggests that social
characteristics such as class and religion tend to constrain political attitudes and behaviour
mostly through the omnipotent partisan identification filter. It has conventionally treated
religion —practice, belief and affiliation- as a firm demographic attribute, endogenous to other
sociological influences, but strictly exogenous to politics (Campbell et al. 1960; Lopatto 1985;
Rose and Urwin 1969; Jelen, Smidt and Wilcox 1993; Wald, Kellstedt and Leege 1993; Miller
and Shanks 1996; Bolzendahl and Brooks 2005; Wald er al. 1988). Religious parameters are
normally used as predictors of party identification (e.g. Wilcox 1987), political ideology and
attitudes (Carmines and Layman 1997; Barker and Carman 2000), and turnout and vote (Manza
and Brooks 1997). When studies do show concern over the factors that actually shape a basic
explanatory vanable like religion, they still insist in excluding politics as a potential cause (e.g.

Olson and Green 2006, including the vast majority of the religious switching literature).

The Michigan approach has been visually presented as a funnel of causality (Campbell et al.
1960). A milestone in 20™ century voting research, the funnel of causality is a heuristic for the
arrangement of numerous influences on political behaviour: causal relationships are based on a
social component, one translated through psychological processes into political outcomes. The
graphical representation of the major steps in the funnel is outlined in Figure 4.2. Variables in
Stage 1 — which include religious ones - are exogenous to the political process and represent
enduring personal characteristics. Notice how both elements discussed so far, the unstable
nature of American religiosity and the autonomous influence of politics, are absent from this

heuristic.
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Figure 4.2: The funnel of causality

Stage 1: Sociodemographics
Stage 2: Party Identification & Policy related Predispositions

Stage 3: Policy Preferences & Perceptions of current conditions

Stage 4. Retrospective Evaluations

Stage 5: Evaluations of Candidates
Stage 6: Prospective Evaluations

Voting decision

Source: Adapted from Miller and Shanks (1996, p. 192).

For most political research then, the political mobilization of conservative Christians by the
socially conservative Republican agenda can be adequately investigated as follows: exogenous
religious characteristics of the individual are linked to specific political choices; for example,
evangelicals are more likely to support the GOP. This perspective either analyzes cross-
sectional data, and reaches conclusions on the impact of religion on politics at a single point in
time or examines fluctuations in the magnitude of this impact across time. The untested
assumption or ‘objectivist superstition’ according to Sartori (1969, p. 92) prevails: membership

in social groups urges individuals to behave accordingly in politics.
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This disregard 1s a product of two related conditions, a theoretical and a practical one. First, the
behaviourist foundation dominant in the first years of electoral behaviour research dictated that
readily observable social traits are temporally prior and more stable than latent political
attitudes. The former therefore tended to be treated as causes of the latter. This theoretical
misconception leads to the second condition, where research is constrained by data limitations.
Analysis of cross-sectional surveys is common practice in empirical political science, but is not
acceptable as a robust test for the clarification of feedback relationships (Finkel 199)). In a
vicious circle, the supposed stability of personal religious characteristics has guided the

designers of national surveys to largely overlook repeated measures of religious features (Green

et al. 2002, p. 75).

Any cursory inspection of codebooks for ANES panel surveys verifies this. Extensive measures
for religiosity do not appear consistently in all waves of such surveys. For instance, in the 1992-
1994-1996 panel, five new categories have been added to the Protestant denominations list in
the 1994 and 1996 waves, hindering consistency in the classification of religious affiliations.
The 2000-2002-2004 NES panel, a dataset of particular interest for the study of religious
politicization because of the strategy of Bush’s team, contains data on denomination
membership only for waves 1 and 2, but even in this case, answers from the 2000 wave are
imputed into the 2002 wave.'® Naturally, post 9/11 research on denominational switching and
apostasy due to political concerns is hindered by such designs, since there is no way to evaluate

whether individuals changed denomination between the two time points.

' For example, see variable number PO00904 in 2000 cloned into P023138 and into P023138a in 2002.
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Conclusion

The task of this chapter was to use the exceptional nature of American religiosity in order to
justify a revisionist evaluation of its role in American politics. The studies appearing in this
chapter echo one general question — does religion remain intact when mixed with partisan
politics? In the picture that has emerged, the element of choice in American piety, coupled with
an intensely partisan environment, can transform religiosity into a function of politics. Section
4.1 reviewed an argument with origins in political sociology, departing thus from the current
sociological paradigm in the study of political behaviour. The claim is that the political process
is not merely a phenomenon that awaits explanation, but can serve as an explanatory factor per

se for other aspects of social life.

Section 4.2 amends this absence by developing a social psychological expectation for the
impact of political processes on religious life. The hypothesized phenomenon, branded
‘political religion’, suggests a causal link that contradicts the paradigm followed by most
current research. The political mobilization of religious constituencies involves a more
complicated mechanism than usually suggested, separated into two processes: an apparent
effect on politics and a masked effect on religion. The former coincides with what extant
literature brands religious politicization, an attempt to provide religious explanations of
political behaviour. Examples include the denominational foundation of party attachment,
policy predispositions, foreign policy positions and vote choice. In general, if the political norm
of the religious in-group is to support Republicans, then strong in-group identifiers will be more

likely to support the GOP.

This incomplete definition of religious politicization however does not fully examine the

critical role that identification with political groups exerts in defining and organizing mass
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perceptions and choices. If religious life becomes intensely involved in politics, one expectation
15 that its quality will become affected by this politicization. The addition of this ignored effect
provides a more comprehensive account of what follows when the above elements (religion and
politics) become constrained into a stereotype. Specifically, religion moves individuals towards
certain political directions, drawing a picture of persisting religious vitality in modern society.
But this is only half part of the story, since politics can also move believers to certain religious
choices. Ignoring this process is to ignore the dynamic character of modern religion, and the
negative or positive effects of politics on religious life. Finally, Section 4.4 emphasizes the
absence of empirical evaluations of this hypothesis, by presenting how previous studies have

examined religious politicization.

This chapter aimed at providing the foundation for the empirical tests that appear in Chapters 6
and 7. Laying the ground for the methodological discussion, a top-down cleavage approach
explained why we should expect individual religion to become transformed through political
exposure. By extension, religion can be considered as a dependent variable by social scientists.
Before assessing whether the above expectations are observed in the data, the next chapter
prepares the reader for an empirical answer. It discusses how these theoretical points can be
translated into concrete and systematic evaluations, In methodological terms, the present
argument calls for the assessment of the mutually reinforcing effect between religious structure
and political context, in replacement of the commonly assumed unidirectional impact of

religion on politics.
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Chapter 5

Methodology

This chapter formally presents the hypothesis that religiosity and ideology/partisanship are
linked through mutual reinforcement. The usual methodological specification postulates that
exposure to religious communities constrains political choices. The alternative specification
proposed here argues that psychological attachment to ideological and partisan camps
corresponds to a deeply rooted sense of group identity, which could lead to specific religious
choices. Other things being equal, alongside religiously driven political outcomes, the

theoretical discussion in the previous chapter also expects a religious outcome driven by

political factors.

The starting point in my effort to test this hypothesized bidirectional causal link between
religious and political variables is the party identification literature, particularly methodological
research that explores reciprocal causation between partisanship and other political vanables
(Jackson 1975; Markus and Converse 1979; Page and Jones 1979; Layman and Carsey 2002;
Goren 2005; Carsey and Layman 2006). This motivation, coupled with the theoretical emphasis
of existing SIT research on partisan groups, justifies the preference given by the following
discussion to examples using the partisan group. As argued in Chapter 4 however, the same
analytic framework is employed here to assess the effect of ideological group identification on

religiosity.
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I begin with a description of the datasets and the main variables used in the analyses. I then
move on to modeling issues, including the nature of the population under investigation. Then,
two models that supplement each other are specified. The first model expects that psychological
identification with a partisan or ideological group affects, ceteris paribus, the degree of
exposure to a politicized religious environment (defined as church attendance). This model 1s
the more complex one in terms of inference and specification. The second model comes closer
to the essence of the hypothesized phenomenon, and anticipates that ideological and partisan

identification can shape denominational choice other things being equal.

5.1. Data and measures

A direct question posed to citizens along the lines of ‘why do you go to (that) church’ would
seem Intuitive as a test for the existence of a political religion among the American public. Yet,
it carries serious disadvantages. First, such questions are rarely, if ever, asked in national
sample surveys (cf. Gallup item discussed in Newport 2007). Second, social desirability effects
would lead most respondents to provide a ‘proper’ reason for their religious choices, such as
belief in God or spiritual needs, but not political justifications. The test of the political religion
argument has to be indirect, and multivariate statistical analysis serves that purpose. The
empirical evaluation will involve disentangling the direction of causality between political and
religious variables, in accordance with the expectation posited by the previous chapter. This
will be achieved by using quantitative information collected for the same individuals across
different time points (waves), i.e. panel surveys. The variables chosen to operationalize politics
are party identification and ideological self-placement. As measures of religion I use church

attendance and denominational affiliation.
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The first part of the analysis (Model 1) evaluates the religious influence on political behaviour
and the parallel political influence on religious behaviour using ANES panel data. Three
electoral cycles are covered: 1972 to 1976, 1992 to 1996, and 2000 to 2004, with interviews
conducted in both pre- and post-election periods for presidential years, and only for the post-
election period in off-years.'’ The number of people that participated in the maximum number
of repeated interviews (five) across three time-points are: 1183 cases for all waves in the 1972-
1974 - 1976 panel; 597 for all waves in the 1992-1994 - 1996 panel; and 748 for the 2000

2002 -2004 panel.'®

Relevant longitudinal data are missing for other interesting political eras - for example from the
1960s, which witnessed the political mobilization of religious liberals, and especially from the
1980s, a period that marked the breakthrough of the Christian Right into the Republican
machine. As an opening caveat therefore, the following results support inferences regarding

only the time periods covered by the datasets.

'7 Data used in the present study were made available by the Inter-University Consortium for Political
and Social Research. The author holds sole responsibility for their analysis and interpretation.
Throughout the study, I avoid using the 1956-1960 ANES panel, since the detailed measure that
differentiates among Protestant denominations and is required for sub-group analysis had not yet been
introduced in 1956. In the examination of the reciprocal link between ideology and attendance (Model
1), the 2000-2004 panel is dropped, because of the absence of repeated measures of ideological self-
placement in 2004. In the estimation of political influences on changing religious affiliation (Model 2),
the dataset used is the 1972-1976 ANES panel, the only source containing an adequate sample size and
consistent repeated measurement of affiliation.

% Since the analysis does not employ data from all panel waves, the actual number of cases is higher.
This depends on how many waves are used, and whether variables are drawn from both pre- and post-

election interviews. The numbers used in each analysis appear with findings in following chapters.
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Partisan social identification

For reasons explained in Chapter 4, I adopt the social identity approach to partisanship
(Campbell et al. 1960; Greene 1999, 2002, 2004; Green et al. 2002). Secondary analysis of
ANES datasets applies limitations to what kind of variables can be used to accommodate the
SIT perspective. To measure partisan identification I employ the standard item designed by the
ANES. The wording of the base item and its follow-ups that compose the seven-point summary

scale used in the present analysis reads as follows:

Root question:
Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an

Independent or what?

Follow-up A (if respondent self-identifies as Republican / Democrat):
Would you call yourself a strong Republican/Democrat or a not very strong Republican/

Democrat?

Follow-up B (if respondent self-identifies as independent, no preference or other):
Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican Party or to the Democratic Party?

Summary indicator:
0) Strong Democrat 1) Weak Democrat 2) Democrat leaner

3) Independent
4) Republican leaner 5) Weak Republican 6) Strong Republican

The work of Green and colleagues (2002) and especially Greene (2004) suggests that, in want
of more valid questions, the NES measure can be used as an operational definition of social
identification. It contains a long-lasting element (‘generally speaking’), and also probes for a

self-definition (‘do you consider yourself’). Question wording provides a cognitive stimulus for
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this self-definition and avoids evoking affective elements 1n the respondent’s mind (cf. ‘do you
feel that you are’ and the experimental literature in that direction, e.g. Burden and Klofstad
2005). In this respect, the NES measure comes close to measuring an abstract property like

identification with a social group.

The use of the standard Michigan item as a measure of social identification is also supported by
the nature of the American party system. While multi-party systems do not offer themselves as
fertile settings for us vs. them partisan categorizations, the two-party system in America
provides an implicitly conflictual model for group identification. While ‘being’ Labour in the
UK does not necessarily reflect negative stereotyping of both Liberal Democrats and

Conservatives, this is more likely to hold in the case of Democrats vs. Republicans.

The first model presented in this thesis tests for feedback effects between an (unobservable)
psychological vanable and a (self-reported) behavioural measure. By taking into account the
stability of one variable with respect to another, it contains an inherent danger: causal estimates
may be influenced by the different stability of the two variables, which is partly an effect of
their dissimilar nature. Behavioural elements, even self-reported ones like church attendance,
tend to be more reliable and less prone to random error than psychological indicators, like
group identification. This could lead to the spurious conclusion that the superficially more
stable element (behaviour) ‘causes’ the less reliable, fuzzier psychological indicator (Bollen
1989, p. 11). Therefore, the different status of the main variables examined can prove

problematic.

However, an advantage of the use of the traditional NES party identification item 1s that it

contributes to suppressing this danger. Jon Krosnick’s study of the NES question (1991)
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suggests that the carefully crafted wording of the partisanship item is the reason behind its
relative stability as compared with other psychological measures. Unlike single scales used to
measure policy preferences, the party ID measure contains a very detailed, branching scheme (a
stem question, an 1ntensity question, and a probing item). This particular item is one of the most
recliable among psychological survey questions, and could be used opposite a behavioural

question in feedback models. A final strength of the NES measure is that the centrality of party

identification in the American paradigm of political behaviour has protected the survey item
from wording vanations across years. This ensures consistency in longitudinal statistical

analysis.

Overall, the root item’s long-term perspective, and its focus on self-categorization with a group
label have been deemed adequate by researchers for the battery to stand as a measure of group
belonging (Green et al. 2002; Goren 2005). As a caveat however, it should be noted that
respondents who answer follow-ups in the party ID scale have already rejected using a party
label in the root item. Thus, the NES branching item (the combination of the root question and
two follow-ups) 1s problematic as a measure of group identification (see detailed discussion in
Green et al. 2002, pp. 37, 57-58; Greene 2002, p. 174-176). The summary gauges both an
attitude towards a political object and a feeling of belonging to a group (psychological
identification). The first follow up question differentiates between strong and not very strong
Republicans/Democrats, which do not constitute directly identifiable social groups, in the same
way as the labels ‘Protestant’ or ‘Catholic’ do. In this sense, interviewees may interpret the first

follow-up as a measure of their voting loyalty in the past.

In addition, the second follow-up directly requires respondents to think about their closeness to

the parties. It resembles an ideological proximity measure, further departing from the logic of a
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social psychological item. Feeling close to a political object is dissimilar from considering
oneself as a member of a group. And although limiting analyses only to respondents of the stem
question would cancel the disadvantages of the two follow-ups (follow-ups A and B in the NES
battery), this would also reduce N and hinder the use of complex methods. To avoid this, I
prefer to include respondents to the follow-ups in my analyses. Some validation of my choice 1s
provided by previous studies showing that partisan-leaners are very similar to identifiers (e.g.
Keith, Magleby, Nelson, Orr, Westlye and Wolfinger 1992). Finally, the assignment of
‘independents’ by the summary measure also means that there is confusion between
membership in distinct groupings (parties) and attitudes towards political independence

(Weisberg 1980; Greene et al. 2008).

As an alternative to the ANES question, a specialized indicator measuring social identification
and categorization would be more fine-tuned to the requirements of SIT. Although missing
from national sample surveys, such a measure has been developed recently. Steven Greene’s
work (1999, 2002, 2004) adapts a group identity scale developed by social psychologists, and
creates the following partisan social identity battery. Comparing this with the NES measure
emphasizes their similarities - hence, the strengths of the root item - and also the limited

validity of the follow ups:

When someone criticizes this group, it I have a number of qualities typical
feels like a personal 1nsult. of members of this group.

I don’t act like the typical person of this This group’s successes are my
pTOUp. SUCCESSES.

I’'m very interested in what others think of If a story in the media criticized this
this group. oroup, I would feel embarrassed.
The limitations associated with this group When someone praises this group, it
apply to me also. feels like a personal compliment.

When I talk about this group, I usually I act like a person of this group to a
say ‘we’ rather than ‘they’. preat extent.
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Ideological social identification

As a measure of identification with liberal and conservative camps, I select the ideological self-
placement scale introduced in 1972 by the ANES. The wording of the scale appears below.
High scores on the seven-point scale represent conservative identification. I use the original
root question, available in both the 1970s and 1990s panels. I do not employ the summary
three-point measure (liberal/moderate/conservative), which allocates respondents who initially
select “haven’t thought much about it* or ‘moderate’, and is absent in the 1970s panel. This also
ensures that when examining reciprocity between ideology and attendance, the two scales have
a high number of points. Note also how the use of the self-reported ideology scale allows direct

comparison with the similarly structured partisanship scale (both using a seven-point template):

We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and conservatives. I'm going to show you a 7-

point scale on which political views that people might hold are arranged from extremely
liberal (1) to extremely conservative (7).

Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven’t you thought much about this? (2 is
liberal, 3 is slightly hberal, mid-point is moderate/middle of the road, 5 is slightly

conservative, 6 is conservative).

Chapter 4 has mentioned the prominence of the ‘liberals vs. conservatives’ imagery that has
dominated public debate in post-1960s America. My theoretical expectation is based on the
religious outcomes of social identity with an idéological group. Thus, the wording of the self-

reported ideology item serves my purpose, since it defines from the outset the two opposing
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groups. The same argument applies here as in the case of partisanship: identification with a
psychological group provides more analytic leverage than reactions to political objects (parties
or issues). I am not concerned whether participants organize issue positions in a consistent
manner. So, the ANES item used is less about whether people think about issues ideologically,
and more about how people see and categorize themselves using an ideological label, such as ‘I
am Liberal’ (Edelman 1964; Holm and Robinson 1978; Levitin and Miller 1979; Conover and

Feldman 1981).

Alternatively, studies of public opinion have investigated ideology as the existence of a
meaningful structure or attitudinal/belief constraint in measures of issue positions (e.g. Luttbeg
1968; Fleishman 1988). This strategy does not come close to measuring identification with an
ideological camp. For instance, it is often the case that individual positions on various attitudes
are inconsistent with ideological self-identification: self-reported liberalism coincides with
conservative 1ssue positions and vice versa (Huckfeldt and Sprague 2000). In a similar sense,
measures of issu¢ constraint often find the mass public to be less capable of ideological
thinking than usually assumed (Converse 1964; Repass 1971; Zaller 1992). Even so, most
respondents still choose to place themselves on the ideological identification scales in opinion
surveys. This indicates that ideology is much more than cognitive sophistication and issue

constraint, and provides further support to my use of it as a self-identification measure.

The disadvantages of this question as a social identity measure are immediately obvious.
Although the survey question mentions the two ideological camps from the beginning, the
presentation of a multiple point continuum (and the grey area between them) obscures a clear
distinction between the two groups. Similarly, the option ‘slightly liberal’ does not correspond

to an identifiable political group. The scale also asks respondents for their ‘political views’. By
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using this item, it is not easy to validate whether respondents understand the question as a
belonging query or as an expression of an abstract attitudinal tendency. Still, this is the best

measure available in the ANES series.

Measuring religion

Model 1: Church attendance

Religion is commonly treated as a multidimensional concept containing three facets: believing,
behaving and belonging (Glock and Stark 1965; Stark and Glock 1968; Emmons and
Paloutzian 2003). Two types of religious dependent variables are considered in this study. Due
to limited item availability in the panels, the dimension of religion examined in the first
analysts (Model 1) is church attendance, a five-point scale with high scores indicating frequent
attendance. This indicator, which is not a measure of religious identification, is expected to be

subject to partisan and 1deological influences. The wording of the attendance item is as follows:

1972-1976 ANES
Would you say you go to (church/synagogue) every week (5), almost every week (4), once or

twice a month (3), a few times a year (2), or never (1)?

1992-1996 & 2000-2004 ANES

Do you go to religious services every week (5), almost every week (4), once or twice a month

(3), a few times a ycar (2), Or never (1)? a

a. In the 1992-1996 and 2000-2004 panels, a preceding filter excludes respondents who
answer ‘no’ to a dichotomous church attendance question. For this analysis, these have been

recoded into the ‘never’ category of the ordinal vanable.
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The choice of self-reported church-going as a measure of religiosity in Model 1 was influenced
by a number of considerations, practical and theoretical. Church attendance has been the most
popular indicator in the sociology of religion (Greeley 1989). A common first step in studies of
secularization 1s to examine whether the number of church-goers is declining in a country.
Among political scientists, researchers have also recently discovered that religious attendance
shapes ideological predispositions, partisan attachments and vote, often independently of
religious tradition (Miller and Shanks 1996; Green 2004; Olson and Green 2006; Wald and

Calhoun-Brown 2007).

For this reason, religious attendance is the only religious variable consistently asked in repeated
survey designs, and one of few that has been asked with minimal wording changes across
decades. For 1nstance, while panel surveys normally measure respondents’ religious beliefs and
church affiliation only in the first wave of the study, under the obvious assumption that these
remain stable, the attendance question is usually repeated across waves. The example of the
latest NES panel (2000 to 2004) is illustrative: an item on Biblical literalism (whether the Bible
is the word of God) appears only in 2000, making it therefore unsuitable for examining change
in individual religious choice across panel waves. The church attendance question on the other
hand appears both in 2000 and 2004. The same applies to a battery classifying respondents into
religious denominations (it is missing from 2004). Maintaining consistency in testing causal
relationships across decades of panel studies is a considerable task per se. Keeping
discrepancies to a minimum therefore is an urgent need, and using the same variables across

time is one way to reach this goal.
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My research aims are also best served by a religious indicator that allows space for secular
influences. This point will be supported through a discussion of Allport and Ross’s (1967)
distinction between extrinsic and intrinsic religiosity. Extrinsically religious people base their
faith on non-religious motives. Intrinsically religious people are those who use faith because of
the spiritual dimension in Christianity. The church attendance indicator allows for such
extrinsic, multilayered motives. The same distinction cannot be made for beliefs about biblical
literalism. Whereas doctrinal belief is much more likely to be related to spiritual concems,
religious practice can reflect motives ranging from the pious to the profane. For theoretical
reasons, I also decided not to use an item about prayer (self-reported frequency of prayer
outside religious services), which refers to the private dimension of religiosity. As a solitary

religious activity, it is not relevant to the social psychological processes investigated here.

The use of the church-attendance variable also facilitates the estimation of contextual effects.
Specifically, the phenomenon of political religion is not expected to be uniform across time or
across the entire population. Contextual characteristics affecting the salience of the link
between social group and political group (ideological or partisan), will be taken into
consideration when estimating the models. In other words, analyses are run separately for
different religious constituencies, because the prominence of the political-religious link within
each setting 1s expected to vary. Since different religious groups are expected to become
politicized in different eras, we should avoid using a religious indicator that depends too much
on group characteristics. The attendance question helps overcome this danger, since it permits
variation within each religious éroup (cf. Wilcox 1987). On the other hand, a definition of
religiosity within religious groups as doctrinal belief might resemble a constant indicator, since

doctrinal belief among members of the same church tends to be similar.
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Survey measurement of religious attendance is not without problems. The main weakness of the
item lies 1n misreporting. Being religious is a norm in American society, therefore going to
church is socially prescribed. Sociologists have followed various approaches to this problem.
Presser and Stinson (1998) find that once the social desirability effect of the face-to-face setting
is minimized - for example via time-use diaries - weekly worship attendance is reduced by one
third. Hadaway and colleagues (Hadaway, Marler and Chaves 1993) also consider actual
attendance to be one-half of the self-reported levels in Gallup samples, and propose the use of
‘head counts’, 1.e. estimates of church-going produced by the church. The authors do however

acknowledge that church compiled statistics also tend to be unreliable.

In a more optimistic study for the quality of the self-reported measure, Hout and Greeley (1998)
turn to General Social Survey (GSS) data to validate self-reports by asking respondents’
spouses to verify the reported behaviour. The researchers conclude that church-going as gauged
in surveys is only weakly exaggerated by a ratio of 1.1 rather than 2.0, as found by Hadaway
and colleagues. Such a solution is not a possibility in the present case, since NES data do not

contain cross-examination questions of respondents’ reported behaviour.'

Also, estimates of church attendance based on alternative methods such as time-use data or
official statistics collected by church institutes can be biased themselves: diaries used in time-

use surveys are subject to similar social pressures to exaggerate or downplay certain

' One could even go as far as claiming that whether people actually go to church or just report doing so
does not matter to the feedback hypothesis. There are two possibilities in the event of a- political
religion. If reports are sincere, Republican identifiers follow the group norm and increase their

attendance. If reports are exaggerated, Republicans follow the group norm by reporting what is

desirable, i.e. a high attendance record.
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behaviours, while official counts are prone to inflation as church elites will tend to provide a
healthy picture of organized religion. Official counts also do not provide individual-level

information.

Model 2: Denominational affiliation

When looking for the religious outcomes of political identities, another way to define the
religious phenomenon is by using denominational indicators. By doing so, I posit that political
pressures drive the choice of religious environment and not simply the degree of exposure to a
religious setting (attendance). Therefore a second religious dependent variable is used in Model
2, namely religious affiliation/self-reported membership.”® ANES codebooks provide a great
degree of detail on such membership, especially for Protestant denominations. This thesis
follows the conventional solution when it comes to classifying a plethora of Protestants
denominations. It organizes broader groups that contain similar denominations on the basis of

historical and theological criteria (see a detailed discussion in Steensland et al. 2000).

® Technically, affiliation and preference are the terms of choice, because membership implies official
status defined by paying dues and the like. Compare this with the distinction between partisan identifier
and party member.
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Information on denomination comes from a combination of questions, the opening ones being:

1972 — 1976 ANES

Is your religious preference Protestant, Roman Catholic, Jewish or something else? (If

response is ‘Protestant): What church or denomination is that?

1992-1996 & 2004-2004 ANES
(If respondent attends church) Do you mostly attend a place of worship that 1s Protestant,

Roman Catholic, Jewish, or what?

(If respondent does not attend church, but thinks of self as part of church or denomination) Do

you consider yourself Protestant, Roman Catholic, Jewish, or what?

The battery becomes more complicated after this initial question is asked, in an attempt to
differentiate among sister denominations. Eventually, all answers from the long battery appear
in a summary measure. This summary measure organizes a long list of specific groups into
general groups. Using the options available in the 1992-1996 and 2000-2004 data as an
example, the general groups range from General Protestant, Adventist, Anglican, Baptist,
Congregational, European Free Church, Holiness, Independent-Fundamentalist, Lutheran,
Methodist, Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Reformed, Restorationist, Non-traditional Protestant,
Roman Catholic, Jewish, Mixed Christian (only 2000-2004), Eastern Orthodox, Non-
Christian/Non-Jewish, to a mix of major religions (only 2000-2004), and an option for

Other/No religion.

Even these general groups however are not useful for statistical analysis with normal sample

sizes. Classification of these religious groups into even larger categories makes statistical
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analysis easier. Therefore, I have collapsed these groups into three major traditions: Catholic
(contains a single category: Roman Catholic), mainline Protestant, and evangelical Protestant.”’
Tables 5.1 and 5.2 below describe which denominations are included in the two Protestant
traditions, evangelical and mainline. Notice that the classification scheme was constructed

using the more detailed denominational catalogue of the General Social Survey (Steensland er

al. 2000).

Also, due to the relatively low size of respondents in ANES panels, some denominations do not
appear in the data. Following common practice, African Americans have been excluded from
all analyses, due to their idiosyncrasies in terms of historical and demographic characteristics,
their organizational autonomy within the Protestant family, and their low numbers in ANES
panels (e.g. Lenski 1963; Manza and Brooks 1999; Miller and Shanks 1996; Roof and
McKinney 1987). Finally, note that this affiliation variable is also used in Model 1 as a guide
for the stratification of the sample into religious groups. It is not however entered directly in the

analysis.”

*1 Based on recent trends, Steensland et al. classify nondenominational Protestants as evangelicals
according to their church attendance (frequent attendance suggests evangelicalism) (2000, p. 316). Since
the present analysis is built on the church attendance variable, adopting the above practice would have
introduced a biased logic: religiosity would feature both as an independent/dependent variable within
religious groups and as a stratification criterion across groups. Facing the risk of introducing an amount
of unwanted variability in the groupings, nondenominational Protestants were assigned to the
evangelical group in recent decades, irrespective of their observance. However, they were retained as
mainline in the 1970s data, following Steensland and colleagues’ suggestions.

# Results in Chapter 6 are insensitive to alternative specifications. For instance, if models are estimated
within born-again evangelicals (measure not available in 1972-1976), the ‘partisan religion’ effect is
intensified. I do not emphasize this result however, for two main reasons. First, subsample size further

decreases. Second, the ‘born-again’ item is a subjective measure, less reliable than denominational
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I preferred not to use other classification schemes that organize denominations according to
fundamentalism of religious belief, because these are more ‘psychological’ than ‘social’, i.e.
not very reliable indicators of the social-psychological group identification inherent in the
political religion phenomenon (see Smith 1990; Knoke 1976; Rothenberg and Newport 1984,
Wilcox 1986; Wilcox, Jelen and Leege 1993; Jelen 1998; Woodberry and Smith 1998). Also,
notice that ‘born-again’ and theological items separating fundamentalists from others were not
been included in surveys conducted before the 1980s, while this thesis analyzes data beginning
in 1972. Hence, I concentrate on the Steensland et al. distinction of Catholic-mainline-

evangelical affiliation.

Table 5.1: Classification of mainline Protestants

American Baptist Presbyterian Christian Disciples Friends Reformed Church of
American Lutheran Presbyterian Congregationalist, First Grace Reformed Reformed United
Church Congregationalist Church of Christ
RO | Ve Refomed
Church United Brethren in
Christ

Lutheran Church in United First Christian Disciples Moravian United Church of
America Presbyterian of Christ Canada

Reformed Christ
Methodist (1) Baptist (Northern) First Reformed Reformed United Church of

Source: Steensland et al. 2000
(1) Included only if race of respondent is not black.

membership. Estimates are insensitive to an additional test: the successive dropping of each control

variable from the analysis.
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Finally, the reader should note that dichotomous affiliation indicators (belong/don’t belong)
make analysis more complicated. Statistical techniques used for the estimation of feedback
phenomena as is the case in Model 1 do not favour the analysis of dichotomous variables
(Bollen 1989, p. 433). Also, as previously mentioned, ANES panel designs do not contain
consistently repeated measures of affiliation. These designs tend to assume that religious
affiliation remains constant across waves. Such measures for example are not available for the
2000-2004 panel, a period in which it would be interesting to examine any trend in dropping-
out of evangelical churches for the same individuals due to the explicit Republicanization of
these churches. Thus, a rigorous test of the political religion hypothesis that uses
denominational indicators will only be possible for the 1970s and 1990s ANES panel studies.
Still, even in the 1992-1996 panel, the low number of switchers (respondents that change
affiliation) in the altogether small sample is not powerful enough to sustain statistical

estimation.

5.2 Model specification

The present work enhances Hout and Fischer’s study of ideological pressures on religious
membership (2002) by updating it in three ways. First, Hout and Fischer provide an indirect test
of their expectation of apostasy due to political concerns by only analysing cross-sectional data.
The models presented herein avoid assumptions of temporal precedence by turning to panel
data, and provide a more rigorous test of the religious transformation expectation at the
individual level. This is achieved by monitoring changes in religiosity for the same participants
across time. Second, the 2002 work focuses on how personal ideological orientation determines
apostasy. In what follows, I elaborate on this idea and develop an additional explanation rooted
in partisan influences. This supplementary proposition rests on a well documented phenomenon

in realignment research (also see Chapter 3). This refers to the sorting-out experienced between



the two major parties since the late 1970s, which has led them to ideological homogeneity: a
predominantly conservative GOP and a liberal Democratic Party (e.g. Poole and Rosenthal
1984; Levendusky 2005). The overlap between ideology and partisanship, and the partisan
polarization that followed this overlap, indicate that partisanship should work alongside
ideology in affecting individual religious choices. Finally, my work is not limited to an
examination of political pressures on church membership as is Hout and Fischer’s work, but
encompasses political pressures on church attendance. It is argued that the latter (degree of
exposure to a religious environment) is part of a chain that leads to the former (membership

change).

In assuming the sole existence of one flow of causality (from religious to political variables),
most studies are content to model cross-sectional data, drawn at a single point in time.
Considering the typical conjecture in such research, namely that religious variables represent
fixed personal characteristics that are temporally prior and exogenous to the political process,
analyses without a temporal dimension seem to serve the purpose. Yet, the untested assumption
of unidirectional causation can easily be evaluated when temporal precedence is embedded in
the data, i.e. when repeated measurement of the same individuals across time is available
(Finkel 1995, pp. 22-23).” Repeated measurement of the same individuals across time offers a

way out of the ‘chicken and egg’ problem of causal order.

3 Establishment of causal precedence between two variables is indeed possible with cross-sectional
data, when simultancous effects are assumed. This however requires the use of very unrealistic
modeling options in the form of instrumental variables. Instruments should be very strong predictors of
one endogenous variable, but not related to the second endogenous variable. Instrumental variables, as
assumed by theory, are very difficult to locate in survey research, unless the design team had planned

ahead and included such indicators in the questionnaire.
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Systematic accounts of causal effects in social research require three conditions for variable X
to cause variable Y: 1) the two phenomena must be related; 11) X must be temporally prior to Y;
and 111) no spurious relationship must be present (Asher 1983; Davis 1985; Menard 1991).
Employing cross-sectional data permits the evaluation of the first condition and only by
assumption the second condition of temporal precedence, since all varables are measured with
a snapshot at a single point in time. These data lack a time dimension, which in the final
analysis, i1s imposed by assuming that individual scores in variable A are ‘set’ prior to those 1n
variable B. In other words, without an actual temporal component documented by the dataset
(e.g. vanables measured at different time points), one cannot test the existence of causal effects

from religious to political variables (Asher 1983).

Panel data, 1.e. data that measure characteristics of the same people across time, allow the
evaluation of the second point. Having measured variable X at time ¢-1, we can be certain that it
is temporally prior to variable Y at time ¢ for the same individual. The panel structure serves as
the basis of the quasi-experimental design: like experiments, it entails repeated measurement
pre- and post-intervention (Kenny 1979). This intervention could be any event happening
between two measurements. However, the panel design does not provide information about
what happens to people who are identical to the panel members, but do not receive the
treatment (1.e. there 1s no comparison with the counter-factual group of people not exposed to
the lapse of time; cf. King, Keohane and Verba 1994, p. 77). In this sense, it is almost
impossible for non-cxperimental social research, cross-sectional or longitudinal, to fulfill the

third condition, i.e. the omitted variable problem, and control for all possible causes of an

outcome.
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It is very unusual for panel data to be used in models containing endogenous religious
variables, at least in political science (see sociologists Sherkat and Wilson 1995). Chapter 4 has
already summarized the assumptions underlying most models in electoral studies, based on a
conceptualization of religiosity as a stable demographic, isolated from the influences of the
political environment. Most studies therefore are innocent about what happens to religious
characteristics once they are exposed to politics. However, the causal relationship proposed in
Chapter 4 identifies two mutually reinforcing effects: a religious effect on politics (the orthodox
assumption in political science), and a political effect on religion. This combination constitutes

a feedback effect.

My analysis will follow two directions, supplementary to each other. Model 1, whose results
appear in Chapter 6, employs structural equations to examine the feedback effect and is built
around the religious attendance variable available across all panels. This analysis tests whether
identification with a political group has consequences for the extent of exposure to a politicized
religious environment (attendance). The consequences of religious exposure for political
identity are also examined in this model. Model 2 uses logistic regression with a focus on
repeated measurement of religious affiliation available in the 1970s ANES panel. Results for
this model appear in Chapter 7. Model 2 will not examine feedback, but will test whether
identification with a political group eventually shapes affiliation with a religious tradition, other
things being equal. This affiliation hypothesis will be observed if members of a given partisan
inclination are more likely to abandon or join specific denominations. The second model also

highlights the limitations in existing datasets that do not allow a more rigorous assessment of

the political religion hypothesis.
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The sequential relationship between the two models 1s captured by Figure 5.1 below. The
notion that a political social identity ‘moves’ attendance (Model 1) is a more nuanced case of
the second, ‘harder’ alternative, where political identity is expected to lead to denominational
switching or apostasy (Model 2). The assumption in what follows is that individuals will not
suddenly join/abandon a church. Instead, they will tend to follow a gradual process. In the
example of abandoning one’s religious community for political reasons, it is plausible to

assume that before leaving the church (Model 2), the individual first reduces exposure to the

church (Model 1).

This is one feature that makes Model 1 more likely to find empirical support. In this ‘softer’
outcome, the number of people lowering their attendance rate will be higher than the number of
switchers or drop outs (the ‘hard’ outcome of Model 2). The disadvantage of Model 2 then is
that the size of religious ‘movers’ (those who change religious affiliation) is suppressed due to
the small time span of NES panels. In other words, there is not a long enough time period for
the phenomenon to evolve. All 1n all, the estimation of both models will establish whether the

political dynamics in church attendance lead to denominational change.
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Figure 5.1: Political influences on church attendance and affiliation

Evangelical Protestantism Other Traditions / No Religion

Democrats/
liberals will leave

evangelical Protestantism

—— > ————————)>

Republicans/ Democrats/
conservatives will liberals will
attend more attend less

Note: Arrows represent political motivation in religious choice

A caveat is required at this point regarding the use of ANES panel data in the two models. The
disadvantage of using ANES data to examine change in religious variables is related to the
design logic of the ANES series. Designed by political scientists, its primary purpose is to
explain variation in political vanables. Therefore, explanations of sociological phenomena,
such as choice of religious tradition, should be attempted with care, even when these
phenomena appear to be more voluntary than previously assumed. Another disadvantage of
survey design is that individual religious choice cannot be prone to a great degree of instability
in the course of a single election cycle. In the same vein, the use of relatively small NES panel
samples makes my research prone to a Type II error.?* Yet, assuming, for example, that not

many people tend to change affiliation within a four year period, if political forces are found to

4 This happens when one fails to reject a false null hypothesis. A small sample size means that

differences should be clearly stronger 1n order to reach statistical significance, compared to a large

sample size.
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influence the instability of religious affiliation, my hypothesis will have passed a very

demanding test.

Model 1: Political shaping of church attendance

The use of the attendance variable permits a precise specification of the feedback effect in the
religious cleavage in American politics. The extent of exposure to the religious structure,
operationalized as frequency of attendance, should constrain partisanship, and partisanship
should constrain religious exposure. Therefore a technique is desired that can accommodate
these parallel effects. This condition for simultaneous estimation of multiple equations is met
by structural equation modeling (SEM). Unlike regression analysis, whose success is based on
explaining variance in a single dependent variable, SEM allows the assessment of fit for a
whole system of causal effects, containing multiple dependent variables. In this sense,
regression analysis is a subcase of SEM, together with factor analysis. Also, SEM offers an
advantage against cross-lagged path analysis, which fails to account for the difference in

stability between the two main variables, thus producing biased estimates (Finkel 1995).

The causal feedback between religiosity and party identification is specified as follows:

System 1:

PartylD, = B1PartylD,., + B2Attendance, + €1,

(1):Sociological assumption

Attendance, = f3Attendance,; + B4PartyID, + €2,
(2): Political religion
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Coefficient Bl in equation (1) represents the impact of PartylD,, on PartylD, This is the
stability coefficient, showing how firm partisanship is in the course of two consecutive
presidential elections, net of the effect of control variables and the 1nfluence of Religion,.;. The
same logic applies to B3 regarding Attendance as the dependent variable. Coefficient P2 is the
cross-lagged effect of Attendance,,; on PartyID, net of the effect of control variables and
PartyID,.,. The same applies to B4 and Party as the dependent variable. The presence of the
auto-regressive component (X,; predicts X,) means that the model explains change in the
dependent variables. According to the hypothesis in Chapter 4, the two effects underlying the
politicization of religion are: first, attendance influences changing partisanship, and second,
partisanship influences changing attendance. If the feedback hypothesis is correct, we should
observe B2 > 0in (1) and B4 > 0 in (2). Alternatively, if the ‘sociological’ view that dominates

electoral behaviour is true, we should only observe B2 > 0in (1), while 34 = 0 in (2).

For the effect of 1deology on attendance, the partisanship variable is replaced by the ideology

measure, and the model takes a similar form:

System 2:

IdeologylD; = $11deologyID,.; + B2Attendance,  + €1,

(1): Sociological assumption

Attendance, = fi3Attendance; + B4IdeologylD,; + £2,
(2): Political religion

Notice that the effect of partisanship is examined separately from the effect of ideology. While

a simultaneous estimation of ideological and partisan effects on attendance would appear more
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intuitive, there is a serious obstacle to its implementation. Earlier in this chapter, I have
discussed the importance for my analysis of the literature on reciprocal causation between
partisanship and other political characteristics (Jackson 1975; Markus and Converse 1979; Page
and Jones 1979; Layman and Carsey 2002; Goren 2005; Carsey and Layman 2006). These
political characteristics include self-reported ideology, and the ongoing debate centres around
the issue of which political variable is prior: is it partisanship that shapes ideology, is it

ideology that shapes partisanship or are both causal effects happening in parallel?

There is one thing I could do to incorporate both ideology and partisanship in my models. I
could use the advantage offered by the panel design, and attempt to model the causal sequence
between partisanship and ideology by adding a third main variable in the cross-lagged model
(religiosity + partisanship + ideology) in a three way specification. Here, I would add the
equations in System 2 to the equations in System 1, and also add two new equations :
Party=f(Ideology at ¢-1) and Ideology=f(Party at ¢-1) — a total of 6 equations to be estimated
simultaneously. Considering the degrees of freedom available within the small samples used in
the present thesis, such a complicated model would produce an unstable (if at all) SEM
solution. In any case, for reasons of parsimony, I avoid following that route and opt for a
compromised, scparate estimation of the two political effects. It could still be the case that
ideology lies behind the partisan effect on religiosity or that partisanship lies behind the

ideological effect on partisanship or — more likely - that both these exist.

Models were estimated with AMOS 6.0 and full-information maximum likelihood (FIML).
Goodness-of-fit is assessed with the following criteria (Arbuckle 2005): the * test/degrees of
freedom ratio, in which values less than 5 are desirable (or 3 for stricter evaluations); Bollen’s

incremental fit index (IFI), which makes adjustments for the complexity of the model taking
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into account degrees of freedom, should score close to .90 and above (or .95 and above for
more conservative evaluations); Bentler’s comparative fit index (CFI), which again accounts
for small sample sizes and should be greater than .90 (or .95 for stricter evaluations); finally,
the root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA), where values should be lower than .08
(or .05 for more conservative evaluations). All models tested — feedback and unidirectional, for
all groups, during both periods - had an acceptable fit to the variances/covariances encountered

in the data.

Without being an imputation method, FIML does not exclude missing cases from analysis for
respondents included in the models. Under the assumption of data missing at random (i.e. under
ignorable non response, where the probability that Y is recorded depends on X but not Y; see
Little and Rubin 1987, pp. 13-15), the procedure produces superior estimates to either listwise
or pairwise deletion, or mean imputation (Arbuckle 2005). Regarding panel effects, Bartels’s
study (1999) shows that the ANES design does not suffer from serious biases due to panel

attrition or conditioning, with the exception of campaign interest and turnout variables.

The analysis does not simply report coefficients from the above causal specification (Systems 1
and 2) for all subgroups across all panels. An explicit test is proposed, which directly compares
alternative models. Specifically, I contrast the fit of the feedback model (both equations in each
system) to that of a unidirectional model (sociological assumption only), which postulates that
the only effect taking place during religious politicization moves from attendance to
ideology/partisanship (see Figure 5.2). This constitutes a more explicit evaluation of competing

expectations (Bollen 1989, pp. 291-2).
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The comparison is conducted through a chi-square difference test, since the constrained model
with unidirectional effects is nested within the unconstrained model that proposes the feedback.
The difference between the chi-square values of the two nested models is itself distributed as a
chi-square value with degrees of freedom equal to the additional constraints imposed in the
second model (Kline 1998, p. 131). Taking into consideration the difference in complexity
(degrees of freedom) accounts for the fact that more complex models tend to fit the data better.
In sum, the reciprocal hypothesis corresponds to an unrestricted model, where the political
effect on religiosity is freely estimated; the traditional, unidirectional expectation corresponds
to a restricted model, with the political effect constrained to equal zero. The test will show

whether it is best to increase or decrease the complexity of the model (Figure 5.2).

The hypothesis of lagged instead of synchronous effects between the main variables
(ideology/partisanship and religiosity) defines the recursive (i.e. unidirectional) character of
causality in the model, and makes identification simple. A specification with cotemporaneous
effects between the two vanables, would suggest that the two variables influence each other at a
single point 1n time.” Such models break the condition of independent variables being
uncorrelated with the residual (Finkel 1995, p. 32), since the cause is at the same time
influenced by its effect. In this case, normal regression estimates would be biased, so analysis
must turn to the use of instrumental variables (see footnote 23). Due to weak assumptions in the
use of instruments and the gradual nature of most social psychological effects, I consider such
non-recursive models a less plausible scenario. In any case, studies that employ cross-lagged
models of NES data suggest that the selection of lagged over synchronous effects makes no

difference to the estimation of causal relationships (Goren 2005; Carsey and Layman 2006).

2 In reality, this simultaneous effect actually represents a very short time lag between cause and

outcome, relative to the length between panel measurements (Finkel 19935: p. 12).
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Figure 5.2: Unidirectional vs. feedback effects

A. Unidirectional effect

Political variable Political variable
(t-1) (t)

Attendance Attendance
(t-1) (t)

B. Feedback effect

Political variable Political varable
(t-1) (1

Attendance Attendance
(t-1) (t)

Note: The sole causal assumption of studies working with cross-sections 1s represented
by coefficient a in panel A. The feedback model adds the political effect on attendance
repres