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“A City Upon A Hill”:

Religious Participation, Ideology, and Conservative Political Attitudes in the United States

In recent years, the political science literature on the intersection of religion and political behavior has seen a renewed interest in the way religious beliefs and involvement shape both the political culture and the ideological composition of the American polity. Following de Tocqueville, numerous scholars have once again focused attention upon the religious dimension of “American exceptionalism.” As Inglehart and Norris note, “The United States remains an outlier among postindustrial societies, having a public that holds much more traditional worldviews than that of any other rich country except Ireland.”
 Despite its higher scores on indices of human development and a steady march with Western industrialized nations towards increasing acceptance of post-materialist values, religious beliefs continue to play a role in American public life greater than the role played by religious beliefs in nations with comparable levels of secularization, modernization, and economic prosperity. As such, religion has again become a contested domain as groups with different value preferences compete to place their priorities on the national agenda. The population of the United States exhibits an additional form of exceptionalism as well—among Western industrialized nations, the ideology of the median voter in American politics is decidedly more conservative than that of his counterparts abroad. A burgeoning literature in recent years has attempted to trace the relationship between these two phenomena—religious and political conservatism—to discern the degree to which America’s relations between church and state, historically separate, have become contentiously intertwined.  

The current study is a contribution to this literature, exploring the degree to which religious participation in the United States is linked to or influences specifically conservative political attitudes. The hypothesized relationship is the following: there will be a significant correlation between levels of religious commitment and participation among surveyed respondents significant levels of cultural conservatism, as well as in the willingness of congregants to receive religious guidance in politics in the first place. The current project thus represents an updated continuation of Leege, Wald and Kellstedt’s 1993 examination of “churches as incubators of conservative values.” It also aims to provide empirical elucidation as to whether or not a hypothesized “culture war”
 exists in American politics, specifically looking at what substantial differences would accordingly exist in American public opinion if such a culture war existed. 

Where previous explorations of the connections between religion and American politics have typically made usage of the General Social Survey (GSS) or the American National Election Studies (ANES), I examine the most recent World Values Survey results for United States participants, in hopes of sampling a usefully diverse cross-section of demographics and political sentiments. Through results of a battery of statistical tests, the initial findings lend modest support to the expectations and findings of previous scholarship alleging overlap between religiosity and political conservatism. They also make clear that, the arguments of Morris Fiorina and his colleagues notwithstanding,
 cultural and religious cleavages have persisted in the American body politic, and that this phenomenon is not merely a denominational or sectarian divide. The findings illustrate the necessity of further research into the subtleties of American religious doctrines, the parochial context of political socialization, and to what degree religiously-motivated conservative political preferences actually make a difference in political participation, as well as achieving tangible policy outputs. 

Towards A Cultural Theory of Politics

Historically, the past several decades of political scholarship have conceptualized voter identity, ideology and political mobilization largely in terms of pluralist and/or rational choice models. Anthony Downs, Mancur Olson, and George Tsebelis are examples of the diverse applications of this cluster of approaches. A unifying trend underlying all such research has been the attempt to understand political attitudes and behavior through the self-interested rational decisions and cost-benefit analysis of calculating, utility-maximizing individuals, paralleling behavioral assumptions in contemporary neoclassical economics. 


While not negating the importance or predictive power of such models, an alternate, potentially complementary line of inquiry exists in the study of cultural politics, especially their religious dimension. The content of political ideas—and the frames, heuristics and contexts through which they are expressed—plays a similarly considerable role in shaping the attitudes and choices of voters and partisans as that exercised by utilitarian self-interest. Leege and Wald make the case that culture “identifies and labels actors, defining who we are and who we are not. By providing norms and boundaries for thinking and acting, culture tells us who is like us and who is not. This is tested through the observation of others’ behavior in domains such as family group, religion, and polity.”
 Because cultural conventions involve prescriptive norms about what constitutes the “good life” and the “good society,” both real and symbolic transgressions of such conventions provide an especially sensitive locus for political contention, since the moral order of society (often grounded in a transcendent source of values) is being contested. As Leege and Wald note, “Because of the tendency of practitioners of cultural politics to occupy an issue space that is nonnegotiable, divisive political conflict often ensues…if an issue can be framed properly to carry enough fundamental moral weight, then compromise or support of a candidate holding the ‘wrong position’ is unthinkable.”

The Context: The Dilemma of Change and the Grounds for Discontent 
The upsurge of religious activism in America during the 1980s, 1990s and the early 21st century has been something of an anomaly, when compared against the record of other Western advanced industrial democracies. The rise of such conservative religious social movements has taken place as a reaction against profound social upheaval both in the United States and around the world. 

In the specific case of the United States, the last half century of economic growth, technological innovation and social change wrought dramatic consequences, since “the system linking nuclear and extended families (with their corresponding gender role specializations) to homogenous neighborhood, church, social, and employment networks was perturbed.”
 Such pressures were visible as “Gallup polls registered a modest decline in the proportion of Americans who are members of a church or synagogue, down from about three-quarters (73%) of the population in 1937 to about two-thirds (65%) in 2001.”
 Such results were paralleled in measures by the General Social Survey’s documentation of the “un-churched” over the past thirty years: “They found that the proportion of Americans who are secularists, reporting that they have no religious preference or identity, climbed steadily during the 1990s.”
 A more pronounced dichotomy thus has emerged between those citizens belonging to churches or other houses of worship and those who attend none. 


The character of American secularization has been especially noteworthy due to politically crucial changes in religious demographics within American religious communities over the past four decades. As a nation with no established state church, the American religious landscape has historically been pluralistic and theologically competitive, with different Christian denominations and sects vying for the allegiance of believers. Beginning in the 1960s, the long-dominant “mainline Protestant” churches—the Methodists, Presbyterians, Lutherans, Episcopalians, American Baptists, and United Church of Christ/Congregationalists—experienced a pronounced contraction in membership relative to other churches, “some as much as a quarter of their memberships by the early 1980s; since then they have shown no growth relative to the total US population.”
  At the same time, other previously subordinate Christian denominations became ascendant in both size and power. Among the more theologically conservative and culturally populist denominations, “the Southern Baptist Convention, National Baptist Convention, various independent Baptist churches, and such evangelical denominations as Pentecostal, Holiness, Assemblies of God, Evangelical Free, and Christian and Missionary Alliance churches have all grown rapidly.”
 These shifts in religious demography would have consequences for the attitudes, both religious and political, of Americans up to the present time. 

The influence of more conservative and evangelical congregations grew both because of what they offered the faithful, and what kind of congregants they attracted. These hitherto-unnoticed denominations may have “demand[ed] more time and energies, but also offer[ed] a more vigorous religious experience.”
 This more “vigorous” religious experience included such phenomena as “rising Sunday School enrollments, increasing campus ministries, book publishing and use of the religious media, and founding of independent Christian schools.”
 These services provided an alternative cultural infrastructure for prospective converts, fostering an ideological atmosphere in which norms and values were clearly identified, defined and prioritized. As such, the newer evangelical churches—as well as increasingly popular traditionalist organizations of all denominations—readily performed the religious function of reducing uncertainty for their members in the midst of a turbulent era in American politics and culture. 

The demographic traits of the new converts were also auspicious for the rise of evangelicalism, as “evangelical churches were populated by larger numbers of working-class families, and these families tended to have more children.”
 Such churches also had better cross-generational retention of membership, as “evangelical churches also placed higher expectations on children about retaining the religious loyalties of their parents; and some of these churches benefited from the growing number of new immigrants after 1965.”
 Evangelicalism and other strains of theological traditionalism thus drew—and kept—the faithful in ever greater numbers. As their numbers and influence rose in relation to the mainline Protestant churches, they contributed to shifts in political attitudes and orientations in the American population. 

Catalyst: Cultural Liberation and the Breach of the Moral Consensus 


The axes upon which much of the appeal of evangelicalism and other conservative religious movements (and, by extension, the politics of the New Right) turned were the perceived repeated affronts to “traditional values.” Earlier scholarship in comparative politics has noted the heated cultural controversy that often attends such changes in values, recognizing transnational similarities. James Guth observes that the swift incorporation of formerly rural populations into an industrial-age society “often gives rise to ‘cultural defense movements.’ Organized groups appear to defend old values, which may be embodied in time-honored institutions (or sometimes in new ones), centered around religion, the family, or locality—all of which are perceived as under attack.”
 Such sweeping social changes accurately describe the American cultural context during the rise of the New Right, and illuminates how conditions were ripe for just such “cultural defense movements.” As Guth rightly notes, “although such work generally has focused on ‘developing nations,’ many of the insights also are applicable to ‘developing regions’ within ‘modernized’ societies.”

Alleged violations of sexual mores and gender roles were an especially grievous mobilizing factor, as they were perceived to fundamentally undermine the legitimacy and structure of the nuclear family itself. To more culturally conservative populations who still possessed “materialist” values, such rules were not merely sacred, but sociologically essential. While economic prosperity and rising national scores on indices of human development have alleviated many conditions of scarcity, old social patterns have proven resistant to change. Established cultural leaders and opinion-makers within evangelical and traditionalist circles perceive—correctly—that “materialist” values are dwindling in necessity, and in due course will be supplanted by more individualistic “post-materialist” values. One of the most threatening manifestations of these phenomena is the alleged crisis of “legitimacy” in all its forms: 

Successful reaffirmations of collective values generally suggest who is to blame without implicating all of us. For example, diagnoses of the disintegration of the American family implicate illegitimacy for the rise in welfare, crime, generalized lawlessness, drugs, cheapening of human life, and so forth. And illegitimacy generally connotes women who have erred, usually those who are weakest on the social hierarchy, rather than men, who are more dominant on the social hierarchy. It is the women who have sex, fail to contracept, and make babies—not the men.

“Self-expressive” values that include greater individual autonomy and discretion in consensual activities present an assault not only on moral values, but on the perceived moral component of the social contract itself. A religiously-based “cultural defense movement” would thus plausibly view deviant practices, habits and relationships as an affront to both God and the state simultaneously. 


Over the last twenty-five years, the disparate strands of the evangelical movement and that of other religious conservatives—as well as the right-of-center politics to which they would contribute—have provided a textbook case of a “cultural defense movement” in action, especially concerning “family values.” The sociological trends wrought by development, urbanization and secularization have proven to be threatening to their conceptions of family values, as Inglehart and Norris explain:

The shift from traditional religious values to secular-rational values brings a cultural shift from an emphasis on a traditional role for women, whose lives are largely limited to producing and raising many children, first under the authority of their fathers and then their husbands, with little autonomy and few options outside the home, to a world in which women have an increasingly broad range of life choices, and most women have careers and interests outside the home.

As such shifts in family patterns and gender roles have taken place, they have provided ample fodder for political mobilization. The 1973 Supreme Court decision in Roe v. Wade, for example, provoked a heated, indignant reaction in evangelical circles and also among dissident mainliners and Catholics, as it contradicted orthodox Christian teaching about the sanctity of life. In an equally polarizing fashion the decision galvanized and radicalized the feminist movement, as “they believed that control over reproduction was essential to making women equal to men. Women should be able to decide when they would interrupt their work or educational program to have a baby.”
 Finally, alternative sexual orientations and preferences formed a corollary to the political controversy about gender roles and norms. Gay, lesbian and bisexual relationships represented a particularly divisive problem for clergy and laity of religious groups across the spectrum, and in the American polity as a whole—Andolina and Wilcox discovered that “thirty-eight percent of respondents to a National Election Studies (NES) pilot study in 1993 said that they were deeply disgusted by homosexuality.”
 Homosexual preferences and practices were deviations from traditional nuclear family relationships and presented a direct challenge to both acceptable feminine and masculine conduct—threatening established strategies of procreation and domination. This cluster of issues would set the stage for conservative political activism, movements, organizations and elected officials that would cater to more traditionalist policy preferences. 


Paradoxically, while such “cultural defense movements” arise as a response to (and are, in some sense, a protest against) modernity, the conditions of modernity itself have made it both possible and feasible for such movements to wield the degree of political leverage they have. James Guth describes cultural perceptions of threat as only one strand of a confluence of sociological factors that give birth not only to sentiments of cultural preservation, but concrete resources enabling a movement to come to life: 

Cultural defense movements often appear at the conjunction of several economic, social and political developments: a degree of social mobility creating a new political constituency, the growth of “indigenous” leadership and communication networks, and, most important, a threat to the traditional values, beliefs and institutions of that constituency, often from a ‘secularizing’ (or at least secular) political elite.

Rising mobility and wealth, and a proliferation of new webs of communal interaction have greatly facilitated the rise of America’s modern “cultural defense movements,” revealing that the new “evangelical” constituency is clearly of a piece with and comfortable within the milieu of modernity on a technological and concrete level. Guth notes that “from a position far below that of mainline Protestants in education, income, and self-identified middle-class status, the evangelicals have pulled almost even, paralleling the movement upward of American Catholics.”
 The older, prominent stereotype in journalistic assessments of the religious elements of the New Right—that of less-wealthy, uneducated whites in the South and the West—is no longer as accurate as it once was. What the partisans of contemporary “cultural defense movements” in America take issue with are not the methods nor the material fruits of modernization, but the ideas and values in its wake. 

Religious and Political Conservatism: Hypothesized Links and Prior Empirical Findings


All the historical and cultural developments of the past four decades within American religion and politics have set the stage for increased moral polarization over private vices and public virtues, and it is accordingly plausible to expect parallels between the strength of Americans’ religious convictions and the nature of their political attitudes. The contention of this essay is that there exists an inverse relationship between the two—the more thoroughly secularized American voters are, the more likely they will be to embrace political and moral attitudes indicative of “post-materialist” values, while robust faith and practice will more readily coincide with traditionalist, conservative stances and an acceptance of the models of authority they uphold. The present inquiry examines this dichotomy in the specific context of the politics of morality, especially its sexual and gendered dimensions. Moreover, as the twin forces of secularization and more focused, partisan traditionalism have drawn congregants (and partisans) from the political and moral center, we should expect to see a more pronounced divergence in public opinion over social issues between those who barely attend church or participate in religious life and those who do. 


As the previous discussion has demonstrated, there are sound theoretical, historical, and empirical reasons for identifying the political corollary to religious conservatism. As Wald, Owen and Hill have observed, “Scholars have identified asceticism, otherworldliness, transvaluation, and respect for authority as characteristics of Christianity that comport comfortably with resistance to social and political change. To the extent that church attendance and involvement are correlated with social class, that too should promote political conservatism among churchgoers.”
 As with the personal beliefs of more religious citizens themselves, so too with their beliefs regarding their relationships with their neighbors: 

Ever since Samuel Stouffer’s widely read Communism, Conformity and Civil Liberties, empirical research has demonstrated an inverse relationship between active religious involvement and tolerance. Going to church (or synagogue) in America is seen as conforming behavior often associated with conventional values and attitudes. As Gerhard Lenski has observed, communal religious involvement tends to foster traditional views that are often parochial and narrow-minded.

Religious involvement is vital in the political socialization of a polity, instilling shared values and loyalties both to commonly held worldviews but also to a moral and political status quo. To the extent that such methods produce behavior in greater consonance with prevailing social norms and mores, the formation of heterodox beliefs and their corresponding actions will be both discouraged and more infrequent. Overall, we expect to see the results of such religious and political socialization reflected in the public opinion data gathered from the American polity. As Leege, Wald and Kellstedt noted in reviewing religious and political variables for the 1989 NES Pilot Study, “Following those who regard churches as incubators of conservative values, we predict a positive relationship between church involvement and conservative preferences on the set of attitudinal measures.”
 


Ample experimental studies have repeatedly noted the increasing coincidence of religious and moral/political conservatism. The degree and nature of religious faith has been shown to dictate both the individual parishioner’s cognizance of explicitly political messages from the pulpit and their ideological assent to the propaganda they are given. David Leege observed in a 1992 study that among those congregants who attend church less and have little involvement in church life, the greater their independence of judgment on moral and political issues.
 Conforming with Leege’s 1992 findings, more recent surveys have shown similar relationships between the quantity and quality of religious practice and the willingness to accept political direction from the church. An August 24, 2004 national study by the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press revealed that “white evangelicals and black Protestants are much more apt than members of other religious groups to feel that churches should express their views on politics. Fully 71% of evangelicals​ and 80% among those who attend church weekly ​say this is appropriate, as do 64% of black Protestants.”
 By way of contrast, the Pew survey also concluded that “Most white Catholics (60%) and white mainline Protestants (51%) think churches should stay out of politics. Nearly six-in-ten (59%) secular individuals agree.”
 Which religion a citizen practices—and whether or not a citizen practices a religion at all—contributes much towards forming the respondents’ beliefs about the role of religion in public life in general and politics in particular. 


Besides making American congregants more receptive to political direction from the pulpit, increased religious involvement also seems to specifically facilitate greater absorption of conservative attitudes on social issues and public morality. Wade Clark Roof and William McKinney compiled a three-item index for measuring acceptance of the sexual “new morality”; their data set consisted of responses from eleven separate iterations of the General Social Survey (GSS) from 1972-1984, with a sample size of N=17,052.
 When grouped by respondents’ religion, the responses yielded the following results:

Unitarian Universalists, those with no religious preference, and Jews have by far the highest scores. Liberal Protestants are the only other major family with a positive score; this family’s three groups are all more liberal than the general public on issues of personal morality. Catholics and moderate Protestants have nearly identical scores, falling just below the mean. The base for traditional morality is stronger for black Protestants and conservative Protestants. By far those most opposed to new morality views are the predominantly white conservative Protestants, whose scores range from -.39 for Southern Baptists to -.66 for Assemblies of God members.
 

The degree to which the church’s teachings (and the respondents’ intensity of faith) diverged sharply from those of the evolving secular culture, the more likely followers’ views would diverge as well. David Leege, Kenneth Wald, Brian Krueger, and Paul Mueller contemporaneously produced findings that corroborated those of Roof and McKinney, noting that “analyses of the 1988 NES data and the 1989 Pilot Study demonstrate that even with other dimensions of religiosity (doctrine, denomination, devotion, and salience) controlled, the degree of religious involvement has a substantial independent effect on moral traditionalism and conservative stances on social issues (Wald, Kellstedt, and Leege 1993)(emphasis added).”
 They defined more rigorous religious involvement as meaning “those who interact more with fellow members through church membership, attendance, and participation in other church activities,” noting that such respondents “are considerably more likely to display political attitudes consistent with church teachings. Social cohesion reinforces group values.”
  . 

More recent studies have likewise added to the burgeoning data on the links between political conservatism and religious participation. Collapsing variables from the 1996 NES survey responses, Kohut, Green, Keeter and Toth created a six-item composite index of social conservatism, based upon scores for questions on abortion, crime control, women’s rights, working mothers, discrimination against homosexuals in employment, and the presence of homosexuals in military. The results were revealing when correlated with the respondents’ religion: 

Committed evangelicals are by far the most conservative group in the population. Fully three-quarters (75 percent) of this group score above the sample average on social conservatism. Other evangelicals, committed mainline Protestants, and committed Roman Catholics are also found on the conservative side of the average. Jews are the most socially liberal group, although other mainline Protestants and secular respondents are also significantly more liberal than average.

The results remain consistent—across time, the presence, levels, and quality of religious behavior seem to exert a tangible influence on citizens’ attitudes concerning “moral” politics. 


Beyond a simple correlation between religious and political conservatism within the population, however, some scholars have used such data to argue for the existence not only of a trend, but of a conscious nation-wide program—a “culture war.” As James Davison Hunter alleges, “the dominant impulse at the present time is toward the polarization of a religiously informed public culture into two relatively distinct moral and ideological camps.”
 More importantly, older denominational splits have declined in importance as conservative members of a variety of traditions have made common cause: “Receding ae the doctrinal answers to sixteenth century European issues more important are fundamental questions about the nature of God and the faithfulness of the scriptures, about the medium of conversion about the end times, and about the rigors of the Christian life before the end times.”
 While older sectarian conflicts tended to occur between partisans of one church or tradition against those of another, the inter-religious and ecumenical mobilization based upon the poles of traditionalism and increasing secularization indicate, at least to Hunter and like-minded researchers, a novel alteration of national public discourse. Contested in these realms of confessional politics are “conceptions of moral authority, over different ideas and beliefs about truth, the good, obligation to one another, the nature of community, and so on. It is, therefore, cultural conflict at its deepest level.”
    

Methodology Concerns and Doubts


Despite multiple lines of inquiry pointing to a convergence in America between religious and political conservatism, many scholars remain skeptical. For instance, despite the prominence of evangelical Protestants in conservative political activism, precision in identifying such “evangelicals” has often been lacking. Wilcox, Jelen and Leege lament that “A variety of religious identifications appear important to doctrinally conservative Protestants. The most inclusive religious identification is that of evangelical. Some scholars have used the term evangelical to denote all doctrinally conservative Protestants, including fundamentalists, charismatics, and Pentecostals.”
 Such a lack of conceptual precision is no trivial matter of semantics, either for scholars or for survey respondents; Wilcox and his colleagues noted that NES survey results beginning in 1990 revealed that “up to one-third of the respondents who claim fundamentalist, evangelical, or charismatic identity lack some of the theological beliefs and practices that are usually associated with those labels.”
 A cognitive dissonance can arise between what scholars are trying to measure and what subjects actually believe. Also, because respondents’ identification as “conservative” or “liberal” Christians has come to have political connotations, “constructing cumulative indices of religious identity that include conservative (and a recoded liberal) identity will inflate correlations, but do so primarily through measurement error.”
 

Similarly, attempts to trace the political and religious behavior of morally traditionalist voters in particular—and Americans in general—can prove problematic. Despite the preferences of evangelicals and other moral conservatives, “the percentage of evangelicals who are actively involved in conservative interest groups has remained quite small. Most are more committed to their churches than to larger political interest groups.”
 If true, then such a phenomenon implies that “the Moral Majority, Religious Roundtable, and other conservative Christian movements that emerged between 1978 and 1990 appear in retrospect to have mobilized more attention in the media than they did energy among evangelical church members.”
 In addition, a larger measurement problem exists: recorded levels of religious participation in America, based upon self-reported church attendance alone, will likely find some inaccuracies. Inglehart and Norris noted that “the self-reported figures are subject to systematic and consistent exaggeration, due to a social desirability bias concerning churchgoing in American culture.”
 Americans have social incentives to indicate more devout patterns of religiosity than they actually practice, making their self-reported answers suspect. 

The broader implications of such doubts about the confessional nature of American cultural conservatism call the whole notion of a “culture war,” popularized by sociologist James Davison Hunter,
 into question. Morris Fiorina and his colleagues, writing after the 2004 presidential election, claimed that “the myth of a culture war rests on misinterpretation of election returns, lack of hard examination of polling data, systematic and self-serving misrepresentation by issue activists, and selective coverage by an uncritical media more concerned with news value than with getting the story right. There is little evidence that Americans’ ideological or policy positions are more polarized today than they were two or three decades ago, although their choices often seem to be.”
 At stake is an understanding of religious participation and cultural conservatism being viscerally linked at the mass level or merely the elite level; while both would make for electoral strife, the latter, if true, would reveal considerably less division in the American body politic as a whole. It is thus quite relevant for current scholarship to determine whether the “culture war” is journalistic fiction or political reality.

The World Values Survey: American Values, American Voters

With these precedents and caveats in mind, we will attempt to test the hypothesized link between degrees of religiosity and levels of political conservatism among American voters, drawing upon recent results of the World Values Survey. The current dataset is drawn from the CD-ROM Human Beliefs and Values: A Cross-Cultural Sourcebook Based On the 1999-2002 Values Surveys
 and utilizes its database of respondents from the United States (Variable S003=840), with a sample size of N=1200. 


In order to identify the presence and levels of religious devotion and participation, we draw upon several attitudinal measures. To illustrate the presence of religious belief and assess its importance, the following item was selected from the WVS questionnaire: “How Important is God in Your Life?” (F063). The purpose of such a metric is to measure religious involvement indepenent of group participation, thus capturing the beliefs and attitudes of religious/irreligious citizens on an individual level. 

For the purpose of examining the effects of group participation as an incubator and enforcer of traditional values, several membership questions were selected: “(A060) How often: Spend time with people at your church, mosque or synagogue ([01] Weekly, [02] Once or twice a month, [03] Only a few times a year, [04] Not at all)?”, “(A065) Belong: Religious or church organizations?”. Following Wald, Leege and Kellstedt’s contentions that group religious behavior acts as a positive reinforcement or feedback loop for conservative values, a metric demonstrating the corporate nature of religious belief and socialization is necessary. Beside such indicators of individual and communal religious identification, an additional tool is needed to gauge the range of religious activity. The following items were selected to measure levels of religious participation both inside and outside of church: “Apart from weddings, funerals and christenings, about how often do you attend religious services these days? [01] More than once a week, [02] Once a week, [03] Once a month, [04] Only on special holydays/Christmas/Easter days, [05] Other specific holidays, [06] Once a year, [07] Less often, [08] Never/practically never (F028),” “How often do you pray to God outside of religious services? Would you say: [01] Every day, [02] More than once a week, [03] Once a week, [04] At least once a month, [05] Several times a year, [06] Less often,[07] Never?(F066)”. Frequency of attendance allows the measurement of commitment to religion on a social level (and has, in the past, been correlated with the quality of moral, social and political beliefs), while extra-church prayer or contemplation measures the private, devotional aspect of religion which sustains the communally socialized messages from the church in a person’s daily life. 

Each of the variables representing religious commitment, participation and beliefs was measured against batteries of cultural and political questions. One group of questions seeks to determine the respondents’ acceptance of the “new morality” of “post-materialist” values, specifically those having to do with gender and sexual issues. With a ordinal response range of 1-10, with 1 indicating that an activity or condition is “never justifiable” and 10 indicating that an activity or condition is “always justifiable,” these survey questions include “Please tell me for each of the following statements whether you think it can always be justified, never be justified, or something in between, (F118) Homosexuality, (F119) Prostitution, (F120) Abortion, (F121) Divorce.” When compared to such past questions as asked in the General Social Survey or the American National Election Studies, a ten-point spectrum allows greater subtlety and variety of responses, and as such a greater likelihood of accurately reflecting the views of respondents. An additional question evaluates the political attitudes of respondents, asking them to rate themselves on the political spectrum “Self-Positioning on the Political Scale (E033).” The final set of questions sought to elucidate respondents’ opinions on the role of religion in the political sphere, with a 1-5 response scale ranging from 1 (“Strongly Agree”) to 5 (“Strongly Disagree”): “How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements: (F104) It would be better for [this country] if more people with strong religious beliefs held public office, (F105) Religious leaders should not influence government?” These questions attempt to corroborate the findings of Kohut, Keeter and Doherty that the kind and degree of religious involvement makes congregants more susceptible to political direction from the pulpit, and how much influence they feel ecclesiastical authorities should wield over secular governments. 

A set of statistical operations were performed on the amalgamated United States respondents to the World Values Survey utilizing SPSS data processing software. These included a bi-variate correlation to test association by means of Pearson’s r. These tests yielded substantial results, detailed as follows:

	Correlations:

Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient

(*=.05 level of significance;

**=.01 level

significance)
	A60: 

Time Spent with Church, Synagogue, etc. 
	A65: Belong—Church or other religious group
	F028:

Frequency of Religious Services Attendance
	F063: 

How important is God in your life?
	F066:

How Often do you pray outside of religious services?

	E033:

Self-positioning on political scale
	-.211(**)
	.201(**)
	-.238(**)
	.175(**)
	-.181(**)


	Correlations:

Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient

(*=.05 level of significance;

**=.01 level)
	A60: 

Time 

Spent with Church, etc. 
	A65: Belong—Church or other religious group?
	F028:

Frequency 

of Religious Services Attendance
	F063: 

How 

important is God in your life?
	F066:

How Often 

do you pray outside of 

religious services?

	Homosexuality Ever Justified? 
	.339(**)
	-.216(**)
	.297(**)
	-.290(**)
	.253(**)

	Prostitution Ever Justified?
	.284(**)
	-.220(**)
	.309(**)
	-.330(**)
	.253(**)

	Abortion Ever Justified?
	.342(**)
	-.284(**)
	.386(**)
	-.358(**)
	.326(**)

	Divorce Ever Justified?
	.272(**)
	-.220(**)
	.306(**)
	-.257(**)
	.204(**)


	Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient

(*=.05 level of significance;

**=.01 level

significance)
	A60: 

Time Spent with Church, Synagogue, etc. 
	A65: Belong—Church or other religious group?
	F028:

Frequency of Religious Services Attendance
	F063: 

How important is God in your life?
	F066:

How Often do you pray outside of religious services?

	Better if More People with Strong Religious Beliefs Held Office
	.373(**)
	-.338(**)
	.428(**)
	-.416(**)
	.441(**)

	Religious Leaders Shouldn’t Influence Government
	-.275(**)
	.280(**)
	-.295(**)
	.250(**)
	-.270(**)


 The bivariate correlations reveal a variety of connections between religiosity, political conservatism, gender and sexual mores, and opinions concerning the role of religion in politics. The Pearson’s correlation coefficient for most of the bivariate correlations was greater than +/- .10, and most were significant at the .01 level. A modest level of association thus occurs between A) the religiosity of respondents, and B) their placement on the political spectrum, their approval of “post-materialist” sexual values, and opinions on the role religion should play in the public sphere. Such results appear to lend support to findings noted by Roof and McKinney; Wald, Kellstedt, and Leege; Kohut, Keeter and Doherty; Leege, Wald, Krueger, and Mueller; and Inglehart and Norris. 


The data also seem to provide a salient empirical clarification of points raised by Morris Fiorina and his colleagues.
 Fiorina claimed that allegations of a “culture war” were based upon inaccurate data collection or interpretation, media sensationalism, and a false “red state/blue state” dichotomy in the presidential elections. While Fiorina makes a valid point in disentangling the disparate views of voters within supposedly monolithic “red states” or “blue states,” other scholars have attempted to argue that while a deep cultural and political divide may not necessarily occur between states or regions, it is represented in the population clusters of culturally different citizens *within* states—and that these cultural differences are every bit as divisive as they would be on a state-by-state basis. James Q. Wilson critically commented on Fiorina’s conclusions, saying that “many of these states are in fact deeply divided internally between liberal and conservative areas, and gave the nod to one candidate or the other by only a narrow margin. Inferring the views of individual citizens from the gross results of presidential balloting is a questionable procedure.”
 Wilson takes particular issue with Fiorina’s claims about the allegedly middling differences between Americans on “moral values” issues like abortion. Examining Fiorina’s data, his interpretation is that “almost all Americans are for abortion in the case of maternal emergency, but fewer than half if it is simply a matter of the mother’s preference. That split—a profoundly important one—has remained in place for over three decades, and it affects how people vote. In 2000 and again in 2004, 70 percent of those who thought abortion should always be legal voted for Al Gore or John Kerry, while over 70 percent of those who thought it should always be illegal voted for George Bush.”
 The statistical data produced herein would appear to lean more in support of the conclusions of Wilson than those of Fiorina—levels of religious involvement and conservative positions, at least those which concern “morality” or “family values,” do seem to be linked for a sizable portion of the American populace, even if the causal arrow in such a relationship is unclear. 

Conclusions and Further Research


This inquiry has attempted to assess the relationship between religious and political conservatism in the United States, in light of empirical precedents established by previous political scientists and sociologists of religion. While the hypothesized relationships do not as yet indicate a causal direction, they nonetheless tentatively affirm the broad picture outlined by prior research. 



Future explorations in the relationship between American politics and religion may yield more detailed and subtle findings than those enumerated in this essay. We have seen that the degree and quality of religiosity affects the political opinions and convictions of American voters; what requires further research is how such preferences are translated into collective action, political mobilization, and concrete policy victories. The linkages between religion and rates of participation in conservative interest groups, precinct walking on behalf of conservative candidates, and patterns of financial donation to conservative campaigns and PACs represent fertile ground for further inquiry. The role of political elites themselves also deserves additional scrutiny—how closely do elected officials mirror the conservative social views of their constituents? If they do, is it possible to measure such preferences in the content and quantity of bills they introduce, and how often such bills are passed and approved? Finally, of principal interest is the influence of religiosity on political attitudes towards recently salient political issues such as end-of-life circumstances similar to those of Terri Schiavo, the teaching of the theory of “intelligent design” as an alternative to biological evolution, and also the controversy over utilizing embryonic stem cells for medical research. While technological development, modernization and secularization have exercised a profound influence on the politics of gender and sexual mores, they stand to cut even more closely at traditional conceptions of the origin, nature, and value of biological human life itself. How these value-laden questions are solved will present considerable moral and ethical dilemmas for science, and by definition will predictably polarize the political attitudes of Americans in religiously-defined and empirically measurable ways. All of these concerns will be both relevant and timely for the study of comparative politics and public policy, since, as David Leege notes, “We Americans are culturally and religiously too pluralistic—and many of us too particularistic—to withdraw the transcendent values, the God-talk, from the public square for long.”
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