
    

In trodu cti o n

the first amen d m en t of the U.S.
Con s ti tuti on erected a high wall bet ween chu rch and state , but no su ch bar-
rier exists between religion and politics. Religion is, and always has been,
woven into the fabric of American political life. Indeed, it played a major
role in the very founding of the nation by offering a moral sanction for the
revolt against the British.

Ma ny of the nati on’s most gi f ted leaders have been deep ly rel i gi o u s
people who called on their faith in times of trouble and asked their fellow
citizens to do the same. And many an electoral coalition has been built and
sustained on the strength of shared religious beliefs.

Tod ay ’s cl i m a te is one of gre a ter rel i gi o s i ty among po l i ti c i a n s , but many
Am ericans find it distu rbing to hear an increasing nu m ber of c a n d i d a te s
and of ficials air their pers onal faith in public places with app a rent po l i ti c a l
i n ten t . Un til Ji m my Ca rter, pre s i dents had largely decl i n ed to discuss thei r
pers onal bel i efs ;n ow, h owever, pre su m a bly under perceived pre s su re from
the rel i gious ri gh t , vi rtu a lly every ambi tious po l i tician does so. Thus Tex a s
govern or Geor ge W. Bu s h , l e ader in the race for the Rep u blican pre s i den-
tial nom i n a ti on for 2000, proclaims that he has “recom m i t ted his life to
Ch ri s t .” Vi ce pre s i dent Al Gore tells the pre s s , “the purpose of my life is to
gl orify God .” The Reverend Jesse Jack s on , a som etime Dem oc ra tic candi-
d a te , defends those who open ly parade their rel i gious bel i ef : “ Je sus never
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perform ed any miracle at nigh t ! ”1 Le aders have alw ays cl a i m ed that thei r
faith informs their dec i s i on s , but equ a lly rel i gious peop l e , even in the same
U. S . Con gre s s , can come to oppo s i te con clu s i on s . In the vi ew of m a ny sec-
u l a rs and non - Ch ri s tians—as well as mainline Pro testants and Ca t h o l i c s
who ex press their faith more priva tely—the new ph en om en on of po l i ti-
cians making public wi tness to their Ch ri s tian faith smacks of cynical po s-
tu ri n g. Af ter the pre s i den tial prayer breakfast in Septem ber 1998—at
wh i ch Cl i n ton con fe s s ed that he had sinned , a s ked for given e s s , a n d
prom i s ed aton em ent for the Monica Lewi n s ky affair—almost two hu n d red
rel i gious sch o l a rs ac ross the po l i tical spectrum produ ced an angry decl a-
ra ti on pro te s ting “the manipulati on of rel i gi on” for po l i tical and pers on a l
m o tive s .

Wh a tever the public atti tu des of po l i tical fig u re s , the issues before us
n ow are wh et h er rel i gi on has a sign i ficant impact on po l i ti c s , wh et h er that
i n f lu en ce is ch a n gi n g, and if s o, in what ways . Has the Am erican publ i c
become more rel i gious or less? What is the rel a ti onship bet ween rel i gi o u s
a f f i l i a ti on and po l i tical bel i efs? How does rel i gious com m i tm ent affect
op i n i on on public policy issues? How mu ch po l i ti cking from the pulpit
actu a lly occ u rs? By ad d ressing these and similar qu e s ti on s , we seek in this
vo lume to en l a r ge public understanding of rel i gi on’s influ en ce on
po l i ti c s — a n d , in parti c u l a r, to assess how that influ en ce has ch a n ged du r-
ing the past three dec ade s .

From Identity to Issues 

It is the level and type of activism of the chu rches and their partisan mobi-
l i z a ti on that are new, not the re a l i ty that people of similar faiths have similar
va lues and of ten vo te alike . Franklin Delano Roo s evel t’s New Deal coa l i ti on ,
for instance , reflected a pattern of s ect a rian vo ting in wh i ch Ca t h o l i c s , Jews ,
and eva n gelical Pro testants su pported Roo s evel t , while mainline Pro te s t a n t s
su pported the Rep u blican oppo s i ti on . In each case, the disti n ctive iden ti ti e s
of these rel i gious com mu n i ties ti ed them to po l i tical align m en t s .

The political impact of religious identity was never greater than in the
el ecti on of John F. Ken n edy. Af ter the defeat of Al Smith in 1928, it was
thought that no Catholic would ever have a real chance to win the White

1.Quoted in Sally Quinn, “The G-Word and the A-List,” Washington Post, July 12,

1999, p. C1.
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House. It would take thirty-two years and eight more presidential elections
to shatter that bel i ef . Al t h o u gh Ken n edy publ i cly distanced his po l i tics from
his religion, Roman Catholics overwhelmingly supported their favorite son
with a loyalty that was based more on religious pride than on Democratic
ideology. The larger lesson of the 1960 election, however, was not the soli-
darity of one minority religious group but the willingness of the Protestant
majority to help elect someone of another faith.

At least in presidential elections, religion’s direct influence on American
vo ting patterns va ri ed du ring the four dec ades that fo ll owed Ken n edy ’s el ec-
tion. At its weakest during the economy-driven elections of 1976 and 1980,
rel i gi on’s influ en ce became ste ad i ly ascendant in the ye a rs that fo ll owed .
And,although this point is often overlooked, religion’s growing influence is
m a n i fest at both ends of the po l i tical spectru m . Wh i te eva n gel i c a l
Pro testants have indeed shown increasing su pport for Rep u blican candi-
d a te s ; but at the same ti m e ,t h eir rel i gious and of ten cultu ral oppo s i te s — t h e
seculars—have shown steadily increasing support for Democrats.

From Left to Right

The more direct rel a ti onship bet ween rel i gi on and po l i tics that is with us
tod ay began to em er ge in the dec ade immed i a tely fo ll owing Ken n edy ’s el ec-
ti on , wh en a nu m ber of n a s cent po l i tical and social movem ents with ties to
va rious rel i gious com mu n i ties began to affil i a te with the Dem oc ra tic party.
The civil ri ghts movem en t , for ex a m p l e , wh i ch was even tu a lly fo l ded into the
Dem oc ra tic party, was cre a ted and su s t a i n ed by bl ack rel i gious leaders and
t h eir chu rch e s . Si m i l a rly, m a ny leaders of the anti – Vi etnam War movem en t
came out of Je suit sem i n a ries and the World Council of Chu rches (a mainline
Pro testant or ga n i z a ti on ) , and they, too, found a home with the Dem oc ra t s ,a s
did the wom en’s movem ent and the envi ron m ental movem en t — both of
wh i ch inclu ded con ti n gents of rel i gious activi s t s .

By the mid-1970s, h owever, mu ch of the en er gy fueling rel i gious activi s m
came from out s po ken cl er gy repre s en ting the con cerns of eva n gel i c a l
Ch ri s ti a n s . The dra m a tic ascendancy of the ri ght as the cen ter of rel i gi o u s
activism was largely a re s ponse to fundamental cultu ral ch a n ges that had
begun in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Wom en en tered the work force in
u n preceden ted nu m bers , the divorce ra te escalated , and trad i ti onal standard s
of m ora l i ty and beh avi or — p a rti c u l a rly with re s pect to sex u a l i ty and dru g
u s e — s eem ed to have all but disappe a red . In the govern m ental aren a , t wo
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Su preme Co u rt dec i s i on s — one that made aborti on a pro tected ri ght and
a n o t h er that decl a red or ga n i zed prayer in public sch ools uncon s ti tuti on a l —
s eem ed repre s en t a tive of what rel i gious con s erva tives rega rded as the
i n c re a s i n gly liberal and secular tone of Am erican life and po l i ti c s .

Building on the success of fellow televangelists Oral Roberts and Jimmy
Swaggart, religious conservatives Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson sold their
followers on the need to protect Americans’ moral values through political
action. When the Democrats balked at embracing such a crusade, Falwell
and Robert s on held out the Rep u blican party as a safe haven for devo ut
eva n gelical Ch ri s ti a n s . Al t h o u gh some GOP leaders were dismayed , t h e
Republicans did nothing to reject the evangelicals.

In all faiths, people who show high levels of rel i gious com m i tm en t — t h a t
is, who engage in traditional practices and hold to traditional beliefs—tend
to be more po l i ti c a lly con s erva tive , but the po l i tical impact of faith and rel i-
gious com m i tm ent is most po tent among wh i te eva n gelical Pro te s t a n t s ,
who now represent 24 percent of registered voters (up from 19 percent in
1987) and who have been overwh el m i n gly loyal to the Rep u blican Pa rty.
White evangelical Christians are not only much more politically conserva-
tive on sexual and moral issues, such as abortion and homosexuality, but
also on a range of other issues, ranging from foreign policy to the environ-
ment. Moreover, their conservatism on nonmoral issues is independent of
demographic factors such as income, education, or region of residence. In
short,the conservatism of white evangelical Protestants is the most power-
ful religious force in politics today.

The Diminishing Divide

Al t h o u gh public accept a n ce of rel i gi on’s role in the po l i tical process has
i n c re a s ed since the 1960s, the issue of h ow mu ch po l i tical power cert a i n
rel i gious groups en j oy con ti nues to provo ke con cern . G a llup po lls in the
1960s found that, by a margin of 53 to 40 percent, Americans believed that
chu rches should ref rain from invo lvem ent in po l i ti c s , and on ly 22 percent of
re s pon dents bel i eved that it was accept a ble for cl er gy to discuss po l i ti c a l
issues or candidates from the pulpit.2 By 1996, however, these results had
reversed: by a margin of 54 to 43 percent,the public thought that churches

2. November 1965 and February 1968.
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should ex press their vi ews on po l i tical and social issues of the day, a n d
29 percent of respondents supported outright politicking from the pulpit.

Against this back d rop, s ome po l i tical ob s ervers ex pected Cl i n ton’s
s c a n d a l - dom i n a ted second term to stren g t h en the po l i tical influ en ce of
eva n gelical chu rches and produ ce a hu ge increase in Rep u blican tu rn o ut
for the 1998 con gre s s i onal el ecti on s . Not on ly did su ch pred i cti ons not
come to pass,but Republican efforts to embarrass Clinton,using the drum-
beat of con s erva tive rel i gious va lues as ju s ti fic a ti on , m ay well have back-
fired.Outrage over Clinton’s sordid sexual conduct and lies did not lead to
higher turnout by evangelical Protestants in the midterm elections; more-
over, like other conservative blocs, evangelical Protestants did not vote as
solidly Republican that year as it had in 1994. Support for GOP congres-
sional candidates, in fact, declined by seven percentage points (from 80 to
73 percent) among the con s erva tive bl oc . At the same ti m e , su pport for
Dem oc ra tic candidates incre a s ed by a com p a ra ble amount among sec u-
lars—a group that had consistently been among Clinton’s strongest backers
and that was highly critical of the GOP’s impeachment drive. Support from
n on rel i gious Am ericans com bi n ed with trem en dous mobi l i z a ti on on the
part of African Americans to provide the victory margin for Democrats in
the off-year balloting.

The outcome of the election and Clinton’s acquittal in the Senate shook
the po l i tical con f i den ce of con s erva tives in gen eral and mem bers of t h e
Ch ri s tian ri ght in parti c u l a r. Paul Weyri ch , fo u n der of the Heri t a ge
Foundation and a leader of modern social conservatism,announced in the
a f termath of these events that “po l i tics has failed ” to reverse the cultu ra l
revolution of the 1960s. In a much-publicized letter, Weyrich declared that
“we probably have lost the culture war,” lamenting that “what we have been
doing for thirty ye a rs has not worked ” and that “a moral majori ty ” n o
l on ger exists in the co u n try. While denying that he had su rren dered ,
Weyrich proposed that social conservatives should “quarantine” themselves
against “this hostile culture.”3

The rise of cen trist po l i tics as Cl i n ton’s tenu re ends may ch a n ge the ro l e
of rel i gi on in Am erican po l i ti c s . L i ke military campaign s , el ecti on cam-
p a i gns tend to fight “the last war,” a pp lying to the current con fli ct wh a tever
s tra tegy won the last ti m e . In the po s t - Re a gan ye a rs , for ex a m p l e ,

3. Paul M. Weyrich, “Separate and Free,” Washington Post, March 7, 1999, p. B7.
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po l i ticians tri ed to emu l a te “the Great Com mu n i c a tor ’s” s tra tegy, wh i ch
was first and foremost to ra lly his base of su pport : the coa l i ti on of eco-
n omic and social con s erva tive s , wh i ch inclu ded rel i gious con s erva tives as
an integral el em en t . Bi ll Cl i n ton’s approach was qu i te differen t , but equ a lly
su cce s s f u l : go to the middl e . His “tri a n g u l a ti on” s tra tegy placed him—and
u l ti m a tely his party — to the ri ght of trad i ti onal Dem oc ra tic po s i ti ons but
well to the left of trad i ti onal Rep u bl i c a n s . Not inciden t a lly, he also open ly
co u rted rel i gious vo ters in va rious ways , f rom naming his el ecti on plat-
form the New Covenant to prom i n en t ly carrying a Bi ble to chu rch . Hi s
s tra tegy worked , and as the cen tu ry drew to a cl o s e — with the nati on
en j oying econ omic pro s peri ty, l ower crime ra te s , and a bu d get su rp lu s —
po l i tical modera ti on became the watchword .

From the right,front-running GOP candidate George W. Bush has made
clear that his ad m i n i s tra ti on appoi n tees would not be su bj ect to litmus te s t s
on conservative issues, such as abortion. From the left, Democrat Al Gore
joins GOP candidates in welcoming “faith-based”solutions to social prob-
l em s . Di s i llu s i on m ent with the cen tri s t , pra gm a tic stra tegy of Bush and
other Republican moderates caused at least two presidential candidates—
commentator Patrick J. Buchanan and Senator Robert C. Smith—to desert
the Republicans in favor of a third party, complaining that in its positions
on su ch issues as aborti on , gay ri gh t s , and gun con trol the GOP has
betrayed its core principles.

The role of religion in politics today is more direct—almost a blunt,self-
conscious force in the political process. Cohesion among religious groups
once grew indirectly from life in tightly knit communities with distinctive
cultural identities. Now, parishioners’ shared beliefs and values are seem-
ingly marshaled directly into political action by clergy, active laity, and spe-
c i a l i zed po l i tical gro u p s , f rom the Ch ri s tian Coa l i ti on to The In terf a i t h
Alliance: religion thus plays a crucial role in shaping today’s political land-
s c a pe . It is a growing force in the way Am ericans think abo ut candidates and
issues, as well as in politics itself.

The Diminishing Divide: Rel i gi o n’s Changing Role in Am erican Pol i ti cs l ays
o ut the back ground against wh i ch rel i gi on’s power in Am erican po l i tics wi ll
be played out at the tu rn of the mill en n iu m . Ch a pter 2 of fers a histori c a l
overvi ew of rel i gi on in U. S . po l i ti c s . Ch a pter 3 , an ex a m i n a ti on of the “p a tch-
work qu i l t” of Am erican rel i gi on , traces ch a n ges in rel i gious bel on gi n g,
beh avi n g, and bel i eving since the 1960s. Ch a pter 4 ex p l ores the com p l ex rel a-
ti onship bet ween rel i gi on and po l i tical atti tu de s , and ch a pter 5 examines the
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rel a ti onship bet ween rel i gi on and po l i tical beh avi or — p a rti c u l a rly wi t h
re s pect to party affil i a ti on and vo ting habi t s . Ch a pter 6 con s i ders the ch a n g-
ing role of rel i gious insti tuti ons in Am erican po l i tical life since the 1960s.
Ch a pter 7 , the final ch a pter, su m m a ri zes our con clu s i ons and of fers a look to
the futu re .

Readers interested in more detail may wish to consult the appendixes at
the end of the book: appendix A profiles the social and political character-
i s tics of the major rel i gious groups in the Un i ted State s , a ppen d i x B
de s c ri bes the sources of the stati s tics pre s en ted in the tex t , a ppen d i x C
explains the criteria used to determine membership in the various religious
groups de s c ri bed in this boo k , and appendix D is a table illu s tra ting the
ef fects of dem ogra phic and rel i gious va ri a bles on vo ting in pre s i den ti a l
elections.



     

Rel i gion and Pol i ti cs at 
Cen tu ry ’s End: 

S o m ething New,S o m ething Old 

the votes in the 1996 election had
hardly been counted when the struggle to interpret the results began. From
the Sierra Club and the AFL-CIO to the Chamber of Commerce and the
National Rifle Association,interest groups scrambled to claim that the elec-
tion outcomes vindicated their efforts and demonstrated support for their
agenda. Among the most vocal groups were r ival factions that claimed to
speak for “religious people.” Ralph Reed, who at the time led the conserva-
tive Christian Coalition, took credit for Republican congressional victories:
“Con s erva tive eva n gelicals were the firew a ll that preven ted a Bob Do l e
defeat from mu s h rooming into a mel tdown all the way down the ball o t .” Ji ll
Hanauer, of The Interfaith Alliance,a voice for religious liberals, adamantly
d i s a greed . Poi n ting to Dem oc ra tic party su cce s s e s , Ha n a u er procl a i m ed ,
“Yesterday’s results clearly show that when the Christian Coalition is con-
f ron ted on va lu e s - b a s ed terrain by an aut h en ti c , f a i t h - b a s ed voi ce , t h e
hypocrisy of its so-called pro-family agenda is exposed for all to see.” These
antagonists seemed to agree on just one thing: religion mattered at the bal-
lot box.1

These rival voi ces repre s ent som ething new and som ething old in
Am erican po l i ti c s . On the first co u n t , the marshaling of rel i gious con s er-

8

1. The quotations were drawn from press releases issued the day after the 1996 elec-

tion by the Christian Coalition and The Interfaith Alliance, respectively.
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va tives on beh a l f of the Rep u blicans and rel i gious liberals on beh a l f of t h e
Dem oc rats is a recent ph en om en on .2 This em er ging cl e ava ge cuts ac ro s s
rel i gious com mu n i ties and invo lves incre a s ed po l i tical activi ty in and by
rel i gious insti tuti on s . To many Am eri c a n s , e s pec i a lly those who came of
a ge after the Second World Wa r, this diminishing divi de bet ween rel i gi on
and po l i tics is unset t l i n g. Su ch overt po l i ti cking rep l aces a more su bt l e
link bet ween rel i gious com mu n i ties and public affairs , one ch a racteri zed
by a mu ch sharper dem a rc a ti on bet ween rel i gious life and the po l i ti c a l
proce s s .

On the second count, the direct involvement of religion in politics is as
old as the republic itself. Throughout American history religious commu-
nities have often played a major role in the drama o f national politics. The
co s tumes and staging—and the actors them s elve s — h ave ch a n ged from on e
era to the next, but religion’s impact on the political process has been per-
s i s tent and of ten of great con s equ en ce . In deed , the now tame differen ce s
bet ween Pro testants and Catholics—and even bet ween Pro te s t a n t
den om i n a ti on s — were on ce as fierce as the current con fli cts bet ween the
rel i gious ri ght and its oppon en t s .3 Rel i gi on has alw ays been part of the basic
s tu f f of po l i ti c s , but its precise impact has va ri ed with the ti m e s . As we en ter
the twenty-first century, the interaction of religion and politics represents a
new variation on an old theme.

What has caused the divi de bet ween rel i gi on and po l i tics to dec rease du r-
ing the past thirty years? Scholars have put forward two possible answers.
First, changes within religion may account for its increased salience in pol-
itics. Many observers believe that as the twentieth century draws to a close,
the United States is experiencing yet another “great awakening” of “enthu-
s i a s tic rel i gi on ,” not unlike those of the ei gh teenth and nineteenth cen-
tu ri e s ;4 o t h er ob s ervers perceive an import a n t — but less dra m a ti c —
restructuring of American religious communities, in terms of both beliefs
and behavior.5 But in either case,the new prominence of theologically con-
servative churches has provided support for conservative politics, while the
decline of mainline churches and the parallel increase in the nonreligious
pop u l a ti on have gen era ted su pport for liberal causes. Po l i tical cl a s h e s

2. Wuthnow (1989).

3. McCormick (1986).

4. Fogel (1999).

5. Wuthnow (1988).



1 0 rel i gi on and p o l i tics at cen tu ry’s en d

bet ween these rival rel i gious pers pectives are the source of the mu ch -
discussed “culture wars” in American politics.6

The second po s s i bi l i ty is that ch a n ges in the po l i tical agenda have
increased the importance of religion. In the last four decades of the twenti-
eth cen tu ry, the em er gen ce of n ew issu e s — f rom aborti on and hom o s ex u a l-
ity to school prayer, welfare, and the environment—may have linked reli-
gi on to po l i tics in new ways .7 According to this vi ew, these new issu e s
antagonized religious conservatives and energized religious liberals, gener-
ating new conflicts and new opportunities for political action.8

Wh a tever its cause, the broad shift in the rel a ti onship bet ween rel i gi on
and po l i tics has important nati onal con s equ en ce s . The diminishing divi de
has bro u ght new groups into po l i ti c s ,a l tered party coa l i ti on s , and influ en ced
el ecti on re su l t s . Chu rches and other rel i gious insti tuti ons have become more
actively en ga ged in the po l i tical proce s s , and rel i gious people have incre a s ed
the level and broaden ed the ra n ge of t h eir po l i tical parti c i p a ti on .

The impact of these changes should not be overstated: it is important to
rem em ber that rel i gi on is just one of m a ny factors that affect Am erican po l-
i tics and is not alw ays the most import a n t . Moreover, because Am eri c a n
religion is a veritable “patchwork quilt” of affiliations, practices,and beliefs,
its political influence is neither uniform nor consistent. Nonetheless, reli-
gious people have been an important force in politics since the founding of
the republic, and they remain so today.

Great Awakenings, Social Movements, and Party Coalitions 

American history has been periodically marked by dramatic expansions in
the impact of religion on politics. Such expansions have often been associ-
ated with great awakenings—eras of religious fervor when the variety, size,
intensity, or public presence of religious groups suddenly increased.9 Some
scholars believe that the First Great Awakening, during the colonial period,
set the stage for the American Revolution by preaching the importance of
i n d ivi dual con s c i en ce and stressing the ri ghts of com m on peop l e . Th e

6. Hunter (1991).

7. See Shafer and Claggett (1995).

8. Layman (1999).

9. See McLoughlin (1978).
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Second Great Aw a ken i n g, wh i ch occ u rred du ring the early ye a rs of t h e
republic, contributed to the conflict over slavery and ultimately to the Civil
War. The religious revivals of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, sometimes referred to as a third Great Awakening, made mass pub-
lic meetings and moralistic appeals staples of electoral politics.

Rel i gi on’s influ en ce on po l i tics has also made itsel f felt thro u gh soc i a l
m ovem en t s .1 0 The abo l i ti on , pro h i bi ti on , and wom en’s su f f ra ge movem en t s
a re examples from the nineteenth and early twen ti eth cen tu ry; the anti-
communist crusade and the civil rights and anti–Vietnam War movements
offer more recent examples. Religious fervor and social movements some-
times con tri buted to third - p a rty pro te s t s , i n cluding the Kn ow - No t h i n gs ,
the Pop u l i s t s , and the Progre s s ive s . Within social movem en t s , rel i gi o u s
groups were in the forefront of political action.

Less dramatically, religious groups have also influenced politics by serv-
ing as building blocks in the creation of party coalitions.11 In fact, religious
ties have of ten been as important to party coa l i ti ons as regi onal or eco-
nomic factors. In the presidential election of 1800, the religious establish-
m ent of the day (Con grega ti on a l i s t s , Ep i s cop a l i a n s , and Pre s byteri a n s )
b acked John Adams and the Federalist party, while rel i gious minori ti e s
( su ch as Ba ptists and Quakers) su pported Th omas Jef fers on and the
Dem oc ra tic party. By the mid-nineteenth cen tu ry, the major parties had
strong religious constituencies. First the Whigs and then the Republicans
were the party of the cultu ra lly dominant Pro testant chu rch e s , and both the
p a rties and the chu rches su pported econ omic modern i z a ti on and mora l
reform. The Democrats were the party of religious minorities—Catholics,
Jews , n on bel i evers , and the small er Pro testant sect s . Both the Dem oc ra t s
and their constituent religious groups were suspicious of market econom-
ics and staunch defenders of their particular cultures.

Perhaps the best known of these all i a n ces was Roo s evel t’s New De a l
coalition, which arose in the 1930s and dominated American politics until
the 1990s.12 The New Deal coalition cannot be described without reference
to religious groups: it brought together Jews and ethnic Catholics from the
North,southern evangelicals, black Protestants,and secular cosmopolitans.

10. See Hammond (1979).

11. See Swierenga (1990) and Thomas (1978).

12. Kellstedt and Noll (1990).
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The coa l i ti on’s Rep u blican oppon ents were largely nort h ern mainline
Protestants: Congregationalists, Episcopalians, Lutherans, Methodists, and
Presbyterians.

American Exceptionalism: Faith and Freedom 

Religion’s role in the American political process is an important element in
the noti on of Am erican excepti o n a l i s m—a shorthand way of referring to the
w ays in wh i ch the Un i ted States is unlike other indu s tri a l i zed nati on s .1 3

Wh ereas most modern , tech n o l ogi c a lly adva n ced dem oc racies have low lev-
els of rel i gi o s i ty, Am erica is both a high ly modern and deep ly rel i gi o u s
n a ti on .1 4 In deed , s i n ce the beginning of its history, Am erica has been
def i n ed at on ce by market econ om i c s , technical progre s s , and rel i gi o u s
faith—a peculiar combination. Alexis de Tocqueville, writing in the early
nineteenth century, observed that in America, “faith and freedom” worked
hand in hand rather than at cross-purposes, as in the Europe of his day.15

This nexus of faith and freedom has hel ped sustain a vi gorous indivi du a l i s m
and moral self-restraint;it has also produced bitter disputes over individual
rights. Historian Richard Swierenga captures this aspect of the American
ethos well :“ People act po l i ti c a lly, econ om i c a lly, and soc i a lly in keeping wi t h
t h eir ulti m a te bel i efs . Th eir va lu e s , m ore s , and acti on s , wh et h er in the
polling booth, on the job, or at home, are an outgrowth of the god or gods
they hold at the center of their being.”16

The com bi n a ti on of faith and freedom has been espec i a lly po tent in
America because Americans have had at once so many faiths and so many
f reedom s . Put another way, the co u n try has had many god s — or approach e s
to God—and comparatively little governmental restraint.

Many Faiths 

Three elements of religion have had important consequences in American
political life: belonging (affiliation with a religious community), behaving
(engaging in religious practices), and believing (holding religious beliefs).

13. See Lipset (1996).

14. See Inglehart (1990).

15. de Toqueville (1845, pp. 30–44).

16. Swierenga (1990, p. 154).
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E ach of these el em ents can play a role in determining how and to wh a t
extent a person’s religion influences his or her political views, affiliations,
and activities. We will use two concepts—religious tradition and religious
com m i tm en t — to su m m a ri ze how bel on gi n g, beh avi n g, and bel i eving affect
politics.

Bel on ging to a chu rch or other rel i gious com mu n i ty provi des the soc i a l
con text for rel i gious beh avi ors and bel i efs . Some people bel ong to den om i-
n a ti on s , wh i ch are high ly insti tuti on a l i zed or ga n i z a ti ons (su ch as the Rom a n
Catholic Chu rch ) , while others bel ong to rel i gious movem ents (su ch as the
f u n d a m entalist movem en t ) , wh i ch are loo s ely or ga n i zed ch a ll en ges to
den om i n a ti on s , and some people bel ong to both den om i n a ti ons and move-
m en t s . Bel on ging can matter in po l i tics by providing a forum in wh i ch rel i-
gi on can be linked to po l i tical issu e s ,p a rti e s , c a n d i d a te s , and activi ti e s .

Religious tradition is a useful way to summarize belonging: it refers to a
s et of den om i n a ti ons and rel a ted rel i gious movem ents that share similar
behaviors and beliefs.17 Six major religious traditions are commonly recog-
n i zed in the Un i ted State s : eva n gel i c a l , m a i n l i n e , and bl ack Pro te s t a n t s ;
Roman Catholics; Jews; and secular (nonreligious) people, who are often
considered to be the equivalent of a tradition.

E n ga ging in rel i gious beh avi or con n ects indivi duals with the rel i gi o u s
com mu n i ty to wh i ch they bel on g. Some people en ga ge in public ri tu a l s
(such as attending worship services), others in private devotions (such as
personal prayer), and some in both. Such behaviors can affect politics by
exposing individuals to the political positions,par ty affiliations,and candi-
date preferences of their coreligionists. In addition, religious practices can
teach civic skills (such as organizing meetings,speaking in public,and writ-
ing letters) that allow individuals to participate effectively in politics.

Bel i ef is the prime motiva ti on for rel i gious bel on ging and beh avi or. Som e
bel i efs con cern the natu re of the divine and its rel a ti onship to hu m a n k i n d ,
and others focus on appropri a te pers onal beh avi or and social arra n gem en t s .
Mem bers of rel i gious com mu n i ties frequ en t ly part a ke of s pecial sets of
bel i efs that set them apart from the mem bers of o t h er com mu n i ti e s . Su ch
bel i efs can matter po l i ti c a lly by serving as the basis for po s i ti ons on issu e s ,
a t t ach m ents to po l i tical parti e s , and eva lu a ti ons of c a n d i d a tes—as well as
for ideas abo ut the proper role of bel i evers and rel i gious com mu n i ties in the
po l i tical proce s s .

17. Kellstedt and Green (1993).
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Rel i gi ous co m m i tm en t is a useful way to su m m a ri ze rel i gious beh avi or
and belief: it refers to the extent to which an individual engages in practices
and holds beliefs.18 Thus, within a religious tradition, one can distinguish
those indivi duals who have a high degree of com m i tm ent (en ga ge fre-
qu en t ly in rel i gious practi ces and ad h ere to stron gly held trad i ti onal bel i efs )
from those who have a lower degree of commitment (rarely practice their
faith, lack firm traditional beliefs, or both). Committed members of a reli-
gious trad i ti on som etimes differ in important ways from their corel i gi on i s t s
on political matters.

Many Freedoms 

Two fe a tu res of Am erican po l i tics are espec i a lly important to the role of
rel i gi on in the po l i tical proce s s : the First Am en d m ent and the two - p a rty
system. To ensure what is often referred to as “the separation of church and
state” (although neither church nor state appears in the Constitution itself)
the First Amendment prohibits an “establishment of religion”—that is, for-
bids the cre a ti on of an official state chu rch . At the same ti m e , the Firs t
Am en d m ent guara n tees the “f ree exerc i s e” of rel i gi on—the unimpeded
practice of faith.

These stri ctu res have con tri buted to the vi t a l i ty of Am erican rel i gi on ,
keeping govern m ent interferen ce to a minimum and precluding any govern-
m ental role in or funding for rel i gious gro u p s . Un der these circ u m s t a n ce s ,
rel i gious groups could su rvive and pro s per in the Un i ted States on ly by
devel oping a priva te fo ll owing—that is, n on govern m ental su pport . By the
same to ken , rel i gious groups could exercise po l i tical power on ly by mobi l i z-
ing their mem bers to take part in po l i tical life .L i ke free en terprise and a free
pre s s , rel i gious freedom has produ ced po tent re s o u rces for po l i ti c s .

The Am erican two - p a rty sys tem , wh i ch arises from the legal stru ctu re of
the el ectoral sys tem , has driven diverse el em ents of Am erican soc i ety —
i n cluding its rel i gi on s — i n to a narrow po l i tical space , t hus providing a
s trong incen tive for building broad - b a s ed coa l i ti on s . The quest to bu i l d
su ch coa l i ti ons has led po l i ticians to appeal reg u l a rly to rel i gious con-
stituencies. At the same time, religious groups have routinely sought to join
su ch coa l i ti on s , even wh en they were not en ti rely com fort a ble with the
coalitions’ other members.

18. Stark and Glock (1968).
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Al t h o u gh po l i tical parties based on particular rel i gious trad i ti ons (as are
found in some European countries) cannot be sustained in American poli-
tics, many religious constituencies can be accommodated in broader party
coalitions for considerable periods of time. Such accommodations can also
change, of course, with religious groups shifting their allegiance from one
po l i tical coa l i ti on to another. Just this sort of ch a n ge seems to have occ u rred
in the 1990s:as the divide between religion and politics diminished, politi-
cal alignments were in flux.


