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Religiosity, Presidential Campaign Discourse
and The Democratic Party

SHEILAH MIRMIRAN

Government

Abstract

This essay seeks to examine the effect religion, or at least the rhetoric of
religion also called religiosity, has had on Republican and Democratic Party
campaign discourse in the last twenty to thirty years. The influx of reli-
gious messages and themes, particularly in presidential campaigning, is
widely accepted and understood to be an ongoing trend since the birth of
our nation. Empirical evidence proves this is not the case. Rather, the re-
cent rise in religiosity represents a shift in the general political debate that
has impacted not only the Republican Party, but the Democratic Party as
well.

Religion must be considered as a value that affects how issues are framed,
how candidates campaign, and ultimately how citizens vote. Whether this
religiosity is good or bad, however, is not the focus of the research at hand.
Neither does this endeavor argue whether religion and politics should be
mixed or what that mix means to the separation of church and state. While
these are extremely important questions, this essay represents an attempt
to look the rise in religiosity from a different point of view.

First, this research provides evidence of the increased religiosity in
recent presidential campaign discourse and demonstrates that this rise is
disproportionate with the nation’s overall religiousness. Second, it
considers why the conservative religious right became politically active
when it did and how it influenced the Republican Party. Third, it demon-
strates that this shift by the Republicans eventually forced the Democrats
to shift their campaign messages as well. Finally, this essay argues that
religion is an extremely important social factor influencing issues and
candidate preferences for voters. Therefore, the use of religiosity as
campaign rhetoric is worthy of careful scholarly attention.

69




Introduction

Religion or at least the rhetoric of religion (religiosity) has be-
come more prevalent in recent Republican and Democratic Party campaign
discourse resulting in a shift in the general political debate. Religion is a
value' that effects how individuals frame issues and thus all candidates
must address their opponent’s religiosity messages. This reality has
prompted many political scientists to debate whether religiosity is a good
or a bad thing, if religion and politics should be mixed, and what it all
means to the separation of church and state. While these are extremely

important questions, this essay represents an attempt to look the rise in
religiosity from a different angle.

First, this essay provides evidence of the increased religiosity in
recent presidential campaign discourse and demonstrates that this rise is
disproportionate with the nation’s overall religiousness. Second, it consid-
ers why the conservative religious right became politically active when it
did and how it influenced the Republican Party. Third, it demonstrates that
this shift by the Republicans eventually forced the Democrats to shift their
campaign messages as well. Finally, this essay argues that religion is an

extremely important social factor influencing issues and candidate prefer-
ences for voters.

Semantics can easily cloud this discussion. In many ways, words
have become weapons for opposing groups and many words have come to
carry pejorative baggage. This essay has attempted to avoid such negative
uses. The first challenge is what to call the organization or movement in
question. While the Moral Majority, Christian Coalition, religious conser-
vative, religious right and Christian Right are often interchanged, there is
no one acceptable term to describe this movement. Each group is different
and any attempt to paint them as monolithic in thought or demographics is
inherently problematic. Conservative religious people observe many faiths.
Combined with other sociological factors, religious people may be conser-
vative on social issues, yet liberal on economic ones. Others might be con-
servative on both fronts. Therefore, for the purposes of this analysis, the
term conservative religious right will be used as this term best embodies
the conservative views of people of varying faiths who, until recently, tended

to receive their political cues from a more traditionalist-American-values
perspective. Second, religiosity is the primary focus of this discussion. While
many of the individuals and players may be devout, neither the Democrats

nor Republicans can honestly claim to be the party of God. Therefore al-
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though the campaign theme may be religion, religiosity is used to
operationalize the message.

Rising Religiosity

This essay is based on the primary assumption that religiosity is
more explicit in recent presidential campa.igns, a Foplc that has ll‘)een a(::
dressed by many fronts including the media, candidates, re;earc o;gan
ienti these players
i iti d party platforms. A survey o
zations, political scientists, an ‘ these players
i tion. The Washington Post w
upports the primary assump ! . . C O
‘s‘ pIt)hat God is getting too much attention this.election season :cmd.that a
b:1;1'ding war on religion, in which the question becc?mes Wth}"l sxldé is mor;ci
devout,” had ensued.? Ellen Wiilis from The Natxon wro?e‘ A ,grg, an
Joe Lie’berman did their best to outdo the Republicans at rellglosui.l . l::ails
. .. :
i i h 2001, “The role of religion in public
tor Lieberman stated in Marc ,' ‘ . B ot
i i sion. It is the discussion. .. After
no longer the underlying discus . : ! e eotess por-
i i faith have finally given them
ing coy and hesitant, people of _ .
lxileiss%on t}:) speak in public.”* The Pew Charitable Trusts foun(c:l the 1ssu'f. to
e . es
i i 10 million in the Religious Communiti
be so important they invested $ mi n the u
and the Al:nerican Public Square initiative. This is intended “to ‘fost.er %;ea::
i i ligious voice in the re-
i ding of the importance of the re : ;
public understan : S e the
i d to provide people o
newal of American democracy, an . le 1 :
institutional resources they need to translate their religious beliefs into a

healthy civic engagement.”

Many political scientists agree. Robert Zwier declares, “Relig%on
has invaded politics.”® Mark Silk writes “Hardly had. the %‘100(1)( can:ipzlf:r;
t of the early Republican flock, an
begun that Bush, most of the res  ear ' G and e
i ifyi heir faith more vociferously y
President Al Gore were testifying to t faith crously fhen any
i i i in living memory.”” Michael Kazin a s it w2
presidential aspirants in nadmis 1 wes
iffi Gore was the more zealo
difficult to tell whether Bush or . - | hristan
led “an intensification of the tra
2000.% A survey by John C. Green revea n: tlon ofthe track
i i i iths to party politics, aided by
tional connections of particular fait dod Oy the xe
i ic i ien.” Gerald Pomper and Bill Galston
hetoric in the campaign. ! Iston bot
i:;z: trh:t religion, whether the true practice or the rhetoric (l)g religiosity, 1s
certainly more evident today than it was in recent decades.

Party platforms demonstrate that the current level of religiosityl is
extraordinary for both the Republicans and Democrats. Although pr((ix;l a;
mations of faith and God-given rights seem normal today, the trend ha

i i f tradition. As will
been more of an evolution rather than a perpetuation o i




be discussed in more detail later, many cultural changes occurred in America
throughout the 1960s and 1970s. Supreme Court decisions regarding de-
segregation, school prayer and the Equal Rights Amendment incensed many
conservative religious constituents. Not until 1973, however, and the Roe
v. Wade decision to decriminalize abortion did these conservative religious
individuals begin to organize into vocal political activist groups. With dedi-
cated leadership, organization and abundant funding, these groups were
able to pressure the Parties to consider their positions on social issues. By
the end of the 1970s, conservative religious organizations found a home in
the Republican Party, thus becoming the conservative religious right. As
platforms have been called the “barometers of changing public opinion
and emerging trends across most of the nation’s political history,”"! a plat-
form is the perfect tool with which to track this evolution of religiosity.

Republican National Platforms

First, the Republican Party platforms demonstrate the increased
religiosity beginning with the 1972 platform, in which there is no direct
reference to God. Instead, page 5 quotes founding documents “that all men
are endowed with certain rights,” but-even the tone of this quote is much
less religious than what will appear in the 1976 version. When referring to
draft dodgers on page 10, the platform commends those who serve in the
military for obeying “a higher morality.” Yet still it is unclear whether this
is a reference to a religious or secular moral code. Similarly, page 17 refers
to the Carter Administration’s policy on crime as “undermining the legal
and moral foundations of our society.” Page 26 affirms the Republican
“view that voluntary prayer should be freely permitted in public places...
thus preserving the traditional separation of church and state.” This state-
ment is particularly interesting given the current debate over church and
state.'? The only blessing mentioned in the platform is on page 33, which
refers to the blessing of liberty and universal freedoms.

By the 1976 platform, the Republican religiosity is completely trans-
parent. Page 3 clearly states “Our great American Republic was founded
on the principle: ‘one nation, under God'? , with liberty and justice forall’. ..
‘That men... endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights’
and that those rights must not be taken from those to whom God has given
them.” Note the difference between this usage and that of the 1972 usage
provided above. Page 8 begins the Republican pro-family'* theme, which
is important to the present discussion as it follows the language of Jerry

Falwell, Phyllis Schlafly and other conservative religious right leaders.
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Page 8 states “the structure of the family must be strengthened.” This is
expanded into a plank devoted to The American Family, which states “Fami-
lies must continue to be the foundation of our nation... [as it is through our
families that] our cultural and spiritual heritages are perpetuated, our laws
are observed and our values are preserved.” It continues “women’s and
men’s concerns with their changing and often conflicting roles [and] high
divorce rates... create a hostile atmosphere that erodes family structures
and family values... We fear government may be powerful enough to de-
stroy our families.”

Abortion appears for the first time in the 1976 platfprm on page 9
when the Republican state they support “a position on abf)mon that v.aluejs
human life.” This continues on page 11 with “The question of abortion 1s
one of the most difficult and controversial of our time. It is 'undoubte‘:dly a
moral and personal issue but is also involves complex questions relatmg to
medical science and criminal justice.” This wording sounds more like
Ronald Dworkin’s liberal common ground argument'® than the staunch
Republican pro-life position that will follow (particularly‘ by 1988 plat-
form, which can be found in the appendix). In carries on with “We prote.st
the Supreme Court’s intrusion into the family struc?ure thr‘ough its denial
of the parents’ obligation and right to guide their minor children. The Re-
publican Party favors a continuance of the public dialogue'on ‘abortlon and
supports the efforts of those who seek enactment of a constltuthnal amfnd-
ment to restore the protection of the right to life for unborn c?uldren. Al—
though this pro-life position is not shocking today, the evolution .of religi-
osity from the more common ground wording in l97§ t.o an absp!uhst stance
beginning 1988 coincides with the conservative religious activist focu§ on
abortion. The growth of the movement and its impact on the I_{epubllca_n
Party is easily tracked through this single issue. Page 12 mepuons chari-
table institutions for welfare solutions and page 19 has entlre. plank on
Morality in Foreign Policy. Under this added plank,' the Republicans state
they will “Honestly, openly, and with firm conviction... go forward as a
united people to forge a lasting peace in the world. based upon our deep
belief in the rights of man, the rule of law and guidance by the hand of
God.”

The increase in religiosity from 1972 to 1976 is clearly evident.
Much had changed in this time frame. The Equal Rights A.mendment“’ was
still awaiting ratification. Roe v. Wade had sparked a national debate .w1th
religious organizations mobilizing as pro-life pressure groups. Gay rights
organizations, first formed in 1969, continued to grow. Many clergymen




became politically active as they began to see a fundamental need for reli-
gion in the public square. In addition, many of the 1976 messages have
remained in all Republican platforms up to and-including 2000. These
messages include the pro-family stance, charitable institution involvement,
and the need to blame Democratic liberal permissiveness for the nation’s
moral decline."” As the current analysis need only demonstrate when each
party increased its religiosity, religious examples from the 1980 to 1988
Republican platforms are available in supplementary materials available
upon request.

Democratic National Platforms

The Democratic National Platforms from 1972 to 1992 speak of
religious freedom, morality and respect for those who are different. Yet
there is not a single reference to God in any of these documents. Further,
the 1988 platform is almost devoid of any direct moral references (as op-
posed to the rising Republican religiosity fervor in their 1988 platform).
The fact that the word God does not appear in a Democratic National Plat-
form until 1996 is stunning when you consider the Republican shift by
1976 as a result of rising conservative religious right pressure groups and
the twelve years of Republican presidential leadership that followed. The
assertion here is not that religion or Roe v. Wade were the causes for a
Democratic Party decline, but that each played a part in that decline. As
Elaine Kamarck indicates, this was certainly a period when the Democrats
fell out of line with the mainstream and issues perceived as religious were
part of the party’s problem. Kamarck argues that the Democrats needed to
find a way to talk about religion as they could no longer afford to cede God
to the Republican Party.'®

The 1992 Democratic National Platform stepped a toe in the reli-
giosity water presenting itself as a “new covenant” and talking about Ameri-
can values of faith and family. Still, there was no explicit references to God
prompting President Bush to say that the Democrat’s platform had “left out
three simple letters, G-O-D.”"® This changed by the 1996 presidential elec-
tion. Following the 1994 Republican victory in the House of Representa-
tives and their Contract With America agenda, the religious themes in the
Democratic Party’s platforms grew. In addition to the religious freedom
and morality language of the past, page 1 states “We want an America that
gives all Americans the change to live out their dreams and achieve their
God-given potential.” Page 39 references a “sacred responsibility” to fam-

ily and page 42 states “We understand we have a sacred obligation to pro-
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tect God’s earth and preserve our qualify of life for our children and our
children’s children.”

By 2000 the platform incorporated all of the religious references
from the past and went much further. Page 14 talks about a “God-given
right to work hard and live the American dream.” Pages 18 and 24 discuss
faith-based organizations and charitable choice for social services. Page 28
says “Democrats know that for all of us there is no more solemn responsi-
bility than that of stewards of God’s creation.” Page 30 claims “America is
blessed”. Page 31 declares: “Democrats believe that God has given the
people of our nation not only a chance, but a mission to prove to men and
women throughout this world that people of different racial and ethnic
backgrounds, of all faiths and creeds, can not only work and live together,
but can enrich and ennoble both themselves and our purpose.” Page 33
sums it up that we are “one America — one nation, under God?”’, with lib-
erty and justice for all.”

Platforms Illustrate Shift in Religiosity

These platforms clearly demonstrate the rise in religiosity within
presidential campaign discourse, but the reason for this change could be
debatable. First, it could be argued that the parties shifted along with the
rest of the nation, but this fails to explain why both parties did not shift at
the same time. The Republicans began to shift in 1976. The Democrats did
not shift until 1996. In addition, the argument that Americans had become
more religious is dubious. Even if the Republicans simply caught on to the
trend earlier and it took the Democrats twenty years to catch up, the data
does not support a proportional rise in American religiousness. For ex-
ample, church membership as a percentage of the population declined from
69.5 percent in 1965 to 64.4 percent in both 1970 and 1975, and to 63.3
percent in 1997.2' The number of Americans who said religion was very
important in their lives dropped from 70 percent in 1965 to 62 percent in
1998.2 Church attendance remained basically the same with 41 percent in
1939, 46 percent in 1962, 40 percent in 1998 and most recently 42 in No-
vember 2001.2 According to these numbers, the platform references to
God should have either been present in the 1960s and 1970s or decreased
proportionately in the platforms. Instead, they grew more explicit and stron-
ger.
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Conservative Religious Right and the Republican Party

If not due to an increase in religiousness itself in America, why did
religiosity increase in campaign discourse? As mentioned at the onset, this
essay attributes the rise in religiosity to conservative religious right activ-
ism in the 1970s and the pressure these groups asserted on the Republican
Party. This is not to say that religious groups did not oppose government
policy prior to Roe v. Wade. Many credit the 1950s “civil religion” period
(when God was added to both the Pledge of Allegiance and the national
motto In Got We Trust) and the Barry Goldwater campaign in 1964 with
the “upsurge in public religiosity.”* In fact, religious Americans could be
found on the left and right of issues throughout the 1960s, but their politi-
cal involvement was different. Even though “churches and church leaders
were in the forefront of the civil rights revolution, the anti-war movement
and the war on poverty... [these] religious liberals used their faith to chal-
lenge rather than support prevailing government policies and social prac-
tices.”” Up to this point in time, the conservative religious right was most
concemed with the Supreme Court decisions against organized prayer and
Bible reading in public schools. “The court said these decisions were nec-
essary to protect religious freedoms, but they provoked strong opposition,
especially among fundamentalists and other religious conservatives.”?

The cuitural angst of the 1960s, which also included desegrega-
tion, the Viet Nam war and protests, and the rise of anti-establishment reli-
gious groups (particularly with young Americans) resulted in what Elaine
Kamarck calls a cultural realignment.?” Others attribute the perceived moral
and spiritual problems of today to a “cultural shock of the 1960s.”2® There
were enormous changes taking place as groups were challenging inequal-
ity in foreign policy, race, and gender issues. By the 1970s, everyone was
worried about the economy. “But for the incipient Christian Right, what
inspired the first wave of activists was a series of key events around the
questions of morality, gender, and family relations.”?

In Sara Diamond’s opinion, “The 1973 Supreme Court decision
legalizing abortion was the single most galvanizing event in the history of
the Christian Right.”** While conservative Catholics and Christians of all
denominations had been involved with recent political issues on the out-
skirts, this one issue brought them together in the right-to-life movement,
which began by focusing on a constitutional amendment to ban abortion.
Diamond also points to the 1970s battle against the Equal Rights Amend-

ment. When ratification appeared likely, Phyllis Schiafly’s Eagle Forum (a
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conservative religious organization originally called Stop ERA) mobilized a
national effort to defeat ERA and eventually succeeded.®' Schlafly remains
an important conservative figure today, yet she is important to the present
discussion as she was one of the first to “sound the alarm against what she
saw as a full-scale ‘threat’ to the traditional family. .. She claimed the ERA
would make gay marriages legal and prevent the reversal of Roe v. Wade.
For Schlafly and others, the set of profamily issues was beginning to crys-
tallize into a unified package, with potential action on many fronts.”*

In 1979 the abortion issue, ERA and election of Jimmy Carter (a
born-again Christian) convinced Jerry Falwell and a group of conservative
religious leaders® that a “ newly minted right-wing evangelical fervor”
existed. These men “joined together to harness what they perceived as an
untapped major political force.” They named this new organization the
Moral Majority and it quickly became the largest conservative religious
right group at that time. The Moral Majority organized state chapters, set
up a Washington lobbying office and created a political action commit-
tee.”> “Falwell’s organization was well focused and financed... Ronald
Reagan visited Falwell’s Liberty College and was greeted by a host of reli-
gious broadcasters sporting bumper stickers proclaiming ‘Christians for
Reagan.” The movement brought new voters to the polls in several
states...””? and has often taken credit for Reagan’s 1980 presidential vic-

tory.

The rise in religious groups was also part of a larger phenomenon
in 1970s, and that was the proliferation of interest groups, PACs and cam-
paign money. It was the beginning of the permanent campaign. Robert Zwier
notes that one “major reason for the greater interest in cooperation among
groups is the decentralization in Congress as a result of the organizational
changes in the 1970s... The average religious interest group... bring[s}
legitimacy, stability, a larger constituency, and a moral dimension to such
cooperative efforts.”> So while the conservative religious right groups grew
in power during this time due to their moral opposition to abortion and
other religious issues, the changes in party organization, elections and cam-
paign money certainly helped their efforts. Perhaps this point helps to ex-
plain why the rise in the 1970s is considered such a phenomenon. It is not
so much that this was radical fringe. Rather, the religious interest group
dynamics and actions represented a great departure from religious groups
of the past.®

While it is quite contentious just how much of the 1980 Reagan
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victory can be attributed to the Moral Majority, the group was determined to
make voter registration its primary goal and credible estimates claim they
succeeded in registering approximately two million voters. Additionally,
the number of Republican white evangelical Protestants grew about 9%
between 1978 and 1987.© Borrowing from what the Democrats had em-
ployed so successfully with the labor unions,* the conservative religious
right organized direct mail operations, get out the vote drives, and moral
report cards® for church leaders to pass out the Sunday before election
day. Continuing their coverage from 1976, media evangelists used their broad-
cast programs “to play a vital role in the political mobilization of their audi-
ences.”® By tapping into “preexisting social networks that have important
ongoing significance in their members’ lives™ and harnessing religious
concerns regarding the decline of American morality, the conservative reli-
gious right convinced many voters that the Republican Party was the only
religious choice in town. From a local, state and nation perspective, the
conservative religious right movement opposed gay rights, pornography,
abortion, and sex education. As they began to oppose these issues, the
Republican platforms began to reflect the same trends often with identical

language.

Many question the impact conservative religious right groups ac-
tually had on the 1980 Reagan victory. Michael Lienesch argues that their
presence cannot be i gnored. In fact, he calls the presence of religious activ-
ists, “who throughout the 1980s could be seen in ever-increasing numbers
at political caucuses, campaign rallies, and party conventions™ striking.®
Ronald Reagan confirmed this when in an April 1980 speech before the
Religious Roundtable National Affairs Briefing. He said, “I know you can’t
endorse me, ... but I want you to know that I endorse you.”* According to
Sara Diamond, “Reagan conveyed to the newly aroused Christian Right
the message that he was their man, and that he would turn the White House
into God’s House... The 1980 election was a watershed event because it
brought to power a new breed of Republican legislators, people who were
more beholden than their predecessors to grassroots right-wing forces back
home” both in the White House and Congress.” James Guth and John
Green argue that “in the 1980s Republicans ardently wooed the religious
with traditionalist appeals, apparently with considerable success. The New
York Times / CBS Poll found that 81 percent of white ‘born-again’ Chris-
tians voted for Reagan in 1984... accelerating a long-term shift of theo-
logically conservative Protestants (especially younger ones) toward the
Republicans.”*® Diamond adds that over two-thirds of the new white reli-
gious voters in 1980 voted for Reagan over Carter and that 17 percent
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Ym fewer conservative religious voters voted for Carter in 1980 than in 1976.%

088 Wlth tl.le demlse.of the Moral Majority and Pat Robertson’s failed
'presmentlal campaign, many political scientists and journalists we:
f:onvmced that the conservative religious right movement had ended Yf;
in 1989, Pat Robertson formed the Christian Coalition and made R.al h
Reed the executive director. Reed and the Christian Coalition were in trlzl
menta.l throughout the 1990s including the Republican’s Contract éVit};
America and Clinton’s impeachment.*® The conservative religious right
groups had become more professional and astute in asserting reli iosg t
into the American political debate. Republicans, according to Kailarlky
h'ad taken religiosity and made it a wedge issue for voters.’! “Liberals cr?t' ’
.mzed the [Christian] coalition for giving a religious cast to secular politicz;
issues. What troubles many people... is that certain planks of conservative
1§eolo§y are made to seem synonymous with being Christian or being reli-
gious.” One survey that supports this argument found that when A%neri—
cans were asked whether they thought churches should express their views
on day to day political and social issues rather than staying out of politics
the nuglber \fvent up (22 percent agreed in 1965 and 29 percent agreed ir;
1996).. While this is hardly a majority, it represents a significant votin
bloc with t.he today’s marginal victories. It is even more interesting in li h%
of the declining religiousness in America, as presented earlier in thgis essiy

The conservative religious right remain an im i

for the Republicans and their current challenge is to mggg?:ttt:’: trl;% li)cioc
vote while not alienating the moderate and independent voters.>* B 1g99léS
78 percent of the conservative religious right were republicans' wh?ch dif:
fered greatly from the 28 percent of the general population and, 30 percent
of the general evangelical group.>® The conservative religious right was
mafie up of '58 percent women, 42 percent men and over 96 percent of
wh.lte Amencan‘s (compared to 79 percent of the general population).’
This group continued to make an impact in the 2000 Republican primari'es
for Seflator John McCain, according to William Mayer. Mayer argues that
McCain made great strides early on for his party’s nomination, but he “ma
have unde.rcut these efforts by delivering several highly publi’cized attackz
on the ‘evil influence’ of the Christian right within the Republican party.”*’
James Ceaser and Andrew Busch concurred stating “though McCain bz.lat-
edly apologized and made a distinction between the leaders and thei
grassroots followers, the damage was done.”® )
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Democratic Party Shift in Religiosity

Thus far this analysis has demonstrated the presence of religiosity,
its effect on party platforms, the rise of conservative religious right groups,
and their influence on the Republican Party. The present aim was to go one
step further. It must now be established that the Democratic Party was forced
to ratchet-up the religiosity in presidential campaign discourse in order to
compete with the Republican Party for voters, particularly swing voters
with conservative religious beliefs. Perhaps the best way to demonstrate
this point is to g0 directly to the source.

According to Elaine Kamarck, one of the principal architects of
the 1996 Democratic National Platform along with Bruce Reed, this shift
in the party’s campaign strategy was not an accident. It was a “concerted
effort” to pull the party back to the center ideologically by telling many
conservative Democrats leery of the party’s commitment to religious val-
ues “Don’t worry, you can ftrust us.”® Andre Churney, the 2000 Demo-
cratic National Platform architect, even joked with Kamarck that he had
managed to get God in there more than in 1996. Kamarck added that New
Democrats consciously armed themselves with a new theme to remind vot-
ers that the Republican Party was not alone in representing God. The Demo-
crats has suffered greatly from the 1960s to the early 1990s and the inclu-
sion of religiosity was quite intentional to regain much needed territory.®
E.J. Dionne, Jr. added a new dimension of this effort when he explained
how a venture capitalist organization «“arranged the [2000] Democratic
ticket. .. to increase interest in the subjects of religion and politics.”®" Just
as the word family had once been the buzzword and then became main-
stream, the new buzzword is faith. “And just as ‘pro-family” ideology is
not confined to the political right but has influenced liberals, leftists, even
feminists, what might be called ‘pro-church’ sentiment cuts across the po-

litical spectrum.”®

As for the New Democrat shift, Kamarck admitted the focus was
to use God, family and party (in that order) throughout the platforms as
much as possible.® This strategy allowed the Democrats to concentrate
“on blunting the strength of religious conservatives instead of competing
for their votes.” According to Hart, a Democratic pollster in a Survey for
the People for the American way, “Pemocrats have gone out of their way
to tell these people [religious conservatives] that they’re not welcome in
the party.” His survey found that “voters’ attitudes toward the religious
right. .. found the public shared the movement’s concern about a decline in
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::lzriilev[atiuc:; agd did not view the movement as a political threat. Hart’s
e Democratic Party] was to debate th i ic
tions advocated by religious conservati e sttt o
ns ' atives rather than the str
rgllglous r'lght or the role of religion in society.”®* David Wilhzrllr%lthf:r:lh :
thz;nt(l)lcrzl:tlc.Paiu’ty“chlef,‘concurred when commenting in the earl’y 1993r
that € hr1§t1a111 coalition and its founders. .. were trying to brand opp i
s as anti-religious.”® He continued “tha o
! t Democrats would -
Il)gtégg lfor the votes of the religious faithful, too. ‘We’re a party thl:: i(r:10tr;:
e es .ost }:be flag S.Omil;lOW. .. I do not want to let the party lose God or thg
s in this e.lectlon. % At the time, Wilhelm was speaking about th
presidential election and given the results, he was right )

C . .. .
onservative Christian Right’s Successes

Thus the religiosity in campaign di i

- li paign discourse did increase di

:.mnate;l'y .to the religiousness of the country. The prevalence :f ;Z?xzz[:\?:
ive religious right increased along with intere: .

. . . . st groups, PACs and m

atr (t)he time. This result.ed in an incredible influence of the religious act(:?i?;
igS sul;[;sbgnt li:ec Repubhc.an Party. Whether due to the saliency of religious
i onservative religious groups or the party itself, igi

interest groups evidently influenced th oan Barty's e

e e Republican Party’s social poli
positions and platform language. The i oo (e
‘ . party certainly welcomed th
Republican voters. Just as Falw , aior potitica
. ell had sensed an “unt d maj iti
force,”’ so did the Republi D Ecgan as oarly o
X publican Party. The Republi b

1976 espousing the religiosi ly, traditional values oo,
' giosity of a pro-family, traditional val

given agenda. These messages evolved thr ; s and 19900

: Ja. T . oughout the 1980

include social, international and economic policy issues and 590 to

- fThlf: rise in religious discourse coincides with the rising impor-
tancs ;t)) 1 re; lgloz as a value thus influencing voter choice. The Republicans

e to make religion a wedge issue and :

. subsequently forced the D
crats to incorporate religiosity into i i i . Camarck

y into its campaign discours
and Churney openly admit thi Fesoed Demotis
this occurred and that the i
Party ey e - ( e increased Democratic
gilosity was intentional for the las i
/ n r sity wa t three presidenti

elections. Beginning with biblical imagery inserted in the 199p2 platfon:;1

the Democrats foll i .
and 2000. owed up with more explicit references to God by 1996
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Religiosity and Voter Choice

The final portion of this analysis draws on .traditionally accepted
party identification and voter analysis theories. Rehg.lon ha§ long been con;
sidered one of the social factors effecting voter choice. Wlth the voter; 0
today relying more on issues and candic!ates tha1.1 parties tf’ 'make ;( eir
choices, religiosity plays an ever increasing role in the decision making
process. Conservative religious right groups can provide the necessary cues
voters need to make rational vote choices.

Jerry Perkins argues that the shift frorp party politics in t.he 196;1)5
to more candidate and issue centered politics in the 19ZOs was v:ital t((l) ‘?
right of conservative religious groups, \.NhO Were now orgamzle C;\ln. t\if:n
cal. The Religious Roundtable, Christian Voice, 'thf: Nationa rlls
Action Coalition, and, most notably, the Moral Majority .le.:d. an assaultona
perceived immorality of liberal government and.tlTe pOlltl(}l&ﬂS who occu-
pied it.”® Perkins’ study looks at the impact rehglo.us bel.lefs anc'l convic-
tions have on voting choices when mixed with Partlsanshlp and 1deo!0gy.
As he explains it, an individual’s religious behefs come .befor'e partisan-
ship, ideology, or their evaluations of a conservative religious right group.

In this model, the party identification and ideongy also cpme be-
fore the evaluations. All aspects of an individual’s.dec151_or'1 making pro-
cess flow through their evaluation of the conser.vaftlve religious group. In
this sense, Perkins argues, the conservative religious groups serves aiézl
conduit for religious fundamentalists, Repub.licans, and conservatives.
The ability of parties to incorporate the religious themes only strengthens

this effect.

For many religious Americans, conservativ.e religious right groups
have replaced what the parties may have providfed in the V.O. K.ey Ameri-
can Voter model. This is not to say that religion is the only d601519n factor,
but it is an important. In fact, poll data shows that more Amerlc’ans be-
lieved in 2000 that religion can answer all or even most of t.oday s prol7)(;
lems than did in 1985. (58 percent in 1985 and 6§ gercent in 3{2000).
Additionally, a 1996 poll indicated that that Fhe r.nzfjonty of Americans (b60
percent) believed the governing elite to be 1rre11g10us. and 52 percent e-
lieved they were lacking character.” Andrew Kc?hut cites a.P.ew survey in
which fewer Americans resisted the mix of religion and po}mcs 199792 than
in a 1965 Gallup Poll. (53 percent in 1965, 45 percent in 1999.)"> The

ability of conservative religious right groups to provide cues to voters also
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gives legitimacy to the candidates and parties. Perhaps this explains why
morality and character have become important campaign litmus tests. As
David Maser explains, “Many Americans have found the community’s
emphasis on traditional family values and deep religious faith appealing.
As a result, evangelicals have increased both in size and in political and

cultural influence over the last 30 years. And many experts on religion
expect the growth to continue.””

“Religion is a strong and growing force in the way Americans think
about politics. It has a bearing on political affiliation, political values, policy
attitudes and candidate choice. Its increasing influence on political opinion
and behavior rivals factors such as race, region, age, social class and gen-
der... More specifically, religion has a strong impact on the political views
of Christian Americans who represent 84 % of the voting age population...
Regardless of denomination, people who express more faith are more con-
servative. People who engage in more religious practices are more conser-
vative. Those who say religion plays a very important role in their lives are
more conservative.” With the larger percentage of Americans self-identify-
ing themselves as a member of some religion as opposed to agnostic or
atheist, particularly following the attacks of September 11,7 it is critical
for both parties to at least neutralize the religious question in the minds of
voters by embracing religious messages as part of campaign strategy. Then
the question is no longer whether a party is religious, but where each stands
on issues in light of that religious view.

John Green argues “The 2000 presidential race was one of the clos-
est in American history, and one reason was a deepening division among
and within America’s diverse religious communities. .. The Bush vote was
substantially an alliance of observant white Christians and less observant
white Protestants. The key constituency was regular worship attending evan-
gelical Protestants, who voted 84 percent for Bush... Taken together, all
regularly attending white Christians accounted for almost three-fifths of
the Republican presidential ballots. .. Minority religious faiths and secular
votes accounted for one-quarter of Bush’s total. The Gore vote was essen-
tially a coalition of minority faiths plus secular voters and less observant
white Christians. Black Protestants, who gave 95 percent of their ballots to
Gore, formed his strongest constituency... The narrowness of each
candidate’s religious support helps explain the closeness of the election.””

While religion has long been considered a part of the American
political process, the rise in religiosity coincides with a weakening of the
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wall separating church and state.” The impetus f_o.r this ShlfF behgatllg";/(l)th
the rise of the conservative religious right.as a political force in t e IS slt
Although this group may not have had a high rate of ballot pc?x v1ctor1et;,us
has succeeded in shifting the entire debate to a more rehglolus ’;)'}I:e -
affecting the campaign promises and eventual policy proposais. he r::r
ginal difference in the 2000 election result only proves how much e : 1;y
vote counts, which codifies the need for b.ot.h parties to apl.)eal toa vatne y
of conservative religious individuals. Religious CO‘I}SEI'?IZ'lthCS are no t%:;-t
ing anywhere. They have become entrenched as a “political pres.encertant
cannot be ignored. For the Republican .Party, they a{e clearly atx)ll }mpc; o
- and some say essential - base of political §uPpon. Tt}e Repu' ican o t}:
does not stand a chance of becoming.a'majogty ;Z,:gty in America ore

ing another president without the religious right.

Similarly, the Democrats must find a way to attract many of t}lllet
same conservative religious voters '(other than t.he extr(el:me relgen
evangelicals). Democrats are just as religious as Re?pl'xbllc.am,s ?il.lffm::t Ve
agree on the problems. Each party, however, is religious }ll"lh adi erh e aZt
resulting in different solutions to those same prqblems. Is is wl has 1
implored the Democratic Party to con_sxder. While embracing re 1gI t }zle,
Democrats must stress how their solutlc?ns Wf)uld appeal to voters.. ; "
end, the impact of the conservative relig{ous rlght on the DemoT.raimcl 1 a d)i
is undeniable. They “have wroughta lastmg shift on thfa U.S..po lthZ.l zmor
scape... [and] it is safe to predict that this m(?bnhzanon.wﬂl’Sgntmue
even intensify in the future local, state and national elections.

APPENDIX

Republican National Platforms 1980 to 1988

1980 . . o
P ace 2 labels the Democratic politicians as “the chief architects of our decline.” Page 4
(=3

continues “This malaise has become epidemic in Washington. Its 1gure 155 gov?rnxzzg;:llggttg
jori i . says “‘wi
i ho share the values of the majority of Amerlcans. age outto
EZPX:‘;?::“WP;NC: With God’s help...” Page 7 begins first introduces thel:( we‘lcf‘z:re pov
” for this problem. This page also speaks of “compas-
erty trap” and blames the Democrats , : : e
ity.” vious commitment to the ‘
sion and charity.” Page 12 reaffirms the party’s pre ! C e
i i i i i ledge of Schiafly’s franking privileg
for its ratification. Interestingly, given know ! e o
i - i i f the [Democratic} White House, te
tor Ervin, the platform states “at the discretion of :
estre:ladepartments jaunched pressure against states which refused to ratify ERA. Regardless
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of one’s position on ERA, we demand that this practice cease.” Page 13 “We reaffirm our
belief in the traditional role and values of the family in our society. The damage being done
today to the family takes its greatest toll on women.” Page 14 reasserts the party's position
on school prayer. Page 19 offers a Family Protection plank, which calls for a White House
Conference on families to “express our support for legislation protecting and defending the
traditional American family against the ongoing erosion of its base in our family.” Page 24
“We commend the religious leaders, community activists, parents, and local officials who
are working with fervor and dedication to protect young Americans from the drug plague,”
which they previous blamed on the permissive Democrats. Page 38 describes the nation as
“steeped in the Judeo-Christian ethic and Anglo-Saxon theories of law and right.” Page 49
"We will work for the appointment of judges at all levels of the judiciary who respect
traditional family values and the sanctity of innocent human lives.”

1984

Page 2 speaks of mercy and pity. Page 7 introduces the “taxation of churches, religious
schools, or any other religious institutions” for the first time. Page 20 describes religion as
one of the “basic building blocks” that come from “self-reliant individuals, prepared to
exercise both rights and responsibilities.” The Republicans describe the Democrats as fol-
lows: “Worst of all, they tried to build their brave new world by assaulting our basic val-
ues... They ignored traditional morality. And they still do.” Pages 22 and 23 blames welfare
for shattering family cohesion, echoing the work of Charles Murray and other conservative
researchers that will have an enormous impact on the welfare debate. They blame this on
“permissive liberals.” Pages 32 and 33 speak of morality and school prayer. “We have
enacted legislation to guarantee equal access to school facilities by student religious groups.
Mindful of our religious diversity, we reaffirm our commitment to the freedom of religion
and speed guaranteed by the Constitution of the United States and firmly support the rights
of students to openly practice the same, including the right to engage in voluntary prayer in
schools.” Page 40 reasserts “pro-family” tax codes. Page 47 introduces the Family Protec-
tion plank. “During the 1970s, America’s families were ravaged by worsening economic
conditions and a Washington elite unconcerned with them... Preventing family dissolu-
tion... is vital.” Page 48 continues with opposition to “‘gratuitous sex and violence in enter-
tainment media [which] contribute to this sad development.” Page 49 “We commend the
President for appointing federal judges committed to the rights of law-abiding citizens and
traditional family values.” Page 51 claims that “‘the right to property safeguards for citizens
all things of value... [including] their religious convictions... Republicans reaffirm this
God-given and inalienable right. The unbom child has a fundamental individual right to life
which cannot be infringed. We therefore reaffirm our support for human life amendment to
the Constitution, and we endorse legislation to make clear that the Fourteenth Amendment’s
protections apply to unborn children... judicial appointments... who respect traditional
family values and the sanctity of innocent human life.” For the first time on page 62, Repub-
licans address international affairs and abortions. *‘Prominent among American ideals is the
sanctity of the family. Decisions on family size should be made freely by each family.... As
part of our commitment to the family and our opposition to abortion, we will eliminate all
U.S. funding for organizations which in any way support abortion or research on abortion
methods.” Page 64 “To this end, we pledge our continued effort to secure for all people the
inherent, God-given rights that Americans have been privileged to enjoy for two centuries.”
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1988
Page 2 “American is its people: free men and women, with faith in God... This is the
continuing American revolution of continuity and change.” Page 20 “As part of our com-
mitment to the family as the building block of economic progress, we believe decisions on
family size should be made freely by each family, and we remain opposed to U.S. funding
for organizations involved in abortion.” Page 21 “Strong families build strong communi-
ties. .. Republicans believe, as did the framers of the Constitution, that God-given rights of
the family come before those of government. It separates us from liberal Democrats. .. pro-
family... We appointed judges who respect family rights, family values...” Pages 21 and 22
“The family s most important function is to raise the next generation of Americans, handing
on to them the Judeo-Christian values of Western civilization and our ideals of liberty.”
Page 27 addresses the AIDS crisis for the first time *AIDS education should emphasize that
abstinence from drug abuse and sexual activity outside of the marriage is the safest way to
avoid infection with the AIDS virus.” It could be argued the Republicans unwillingness to
address the issue in 1984 or to mention sympathy for those in the gay community who
suffered could be tied to the conservative religious right. The Reagan administration knew
of the disease, described as GRIDS (Gay Related Immune Deficiency Syndrome) at the
time. Page 27 discusses the care of children by groups “including religious groups” and
introduces the concept of “fetal protection” in the workplace. Page 28 “We will require
parental consent for unemancipated minors to receive contraceptives from federally funded
family planning clinics” Page 30 addresses homelessness and argues that “homelessness
demonstrates the failure of liberalism... root causes of the problem.... [destruction of] fami-
lies.” Page 31 The Republican Party believes “that the Pledge of Allegiance should be
recited daily in schools in all States. Students who learn we are ‘one nation, under God,
indivisible, with liberty and justice for all” will shun the politics of fear... In defending
religious freedom. Mindful of our religious diversity, we support the right of students to
engage in voluntary prayer in schools. We are for full enforcement of the Republican legis-
Jation that now guarantees access to school facilities by student religious groups.” Pages 31
and 32 “That the unborn child has a fundamental individual right to life that cannot be
infringed. We therefore reaffirm our support for a humane amendment to the Constitution,
and we endorse legislation to make clear that the Fourteenth Amendment’s protections ap-
ply to unborn children... We commend the efforts of those individuals and religious and
private organizations that are providing positive alternatives to abortion... We applaud Presi-
dent Reagan's find record of judicial appointments, and we affirm our support for the ap-
pointment of judges at all levels of the judiciary who respect traditional family values and
the sanctity of innocent human life. That churches, religious schools and any other religious
institution should not be taxed...” Page 40 regarding education “our goal is to combine
traditional values and enduring truths with the most modem techniques and technology for
teaching and learning... Values are the core of good education. A free society needs a moral
foundation for its learning. We oppose any program in public schools which provide birth
control or abortion services or referrals. Our *first line of defense’ to protect our youth from
contracting AIDS and other sexually communicable diseases, from teen pregnancy, and
from illegal drug use must be abstinence education.” Page 41 one introduces school vouch-
ers. Page 48 states “The drug epidemic didn’t just happen. It was fueled by the liberal
attitudes of the 1960s and 1970s that tolerated drug use.” Page 51 “‘Fathers of welfare
dependent children must be held accountable. .. root causes of poverty. Divorce, desertion,
and illegitimacy have been responsible for almost a!l the increase in child poverty...” This
is Charles Murray's Losing Ground thesis. Page 86 “We commend the Reagan-Bush Ad-
ministration for its courageous defense of human life in population programs around the
world. We support the refusal to fund international organizations involved in abortion.”
86

e
¥

Chronology of Religion and Politics in America (Abridged Version)”

Colonial Times: Religious dissenters settle many of the original 13 Colonies, but
most Colomal governments adopt religious tests for office and religious taxes S,ome
colonies, however, establish models for religious freedom. '

1;89-}: 900: The (;onstlmtion prohibits government establishment of religion, but
churches play an important part in politics on issues ranging from slavery anci $O-
cial reform to prohibition and public morality.

1900-1 960: Strains increa‘se between traditionalist and modernist religions.

1'908. The Federa.ll Council of Churches of Christ in America is formed and, as its
g;s’t, action, published a pro-labor report called “The Church and Modern indus—
1910: "I:[h; fli:rst (cj)f a series of conservative theological tracts published under the
name “The Fundamentals” lays the groundwork i

pame “The Fund g rk for the formation of 20% century
.J uly 1925 : Jghn Scopes, ahigh school biology teacher in Dayton, Tenn., is convict-
ing of violating state law against teaching the theory of evolution. The conviction is
overturned two years later by the state Supreme Court.

1941-1 9423 Rival ft'm('iamentalist organizations are formed: the combative Ameri-
can ‘Councxl of Christian Churches in 1941, now defunct, and the more moderate
National Association of Evangelicals in 1942.

1954: Congress adds the phrase “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance.

1956: Congress.makes “In God We Trust” the national motto.

19605—19795: Ll.bgral religious groups are active in civil rights and peace move-
ments, while religious conservatives are less active.

.Septembfr 12, 1.96‘0: Democratic presidential nominee John F. Kennedy neutral-
izes Fhe Cat.hollc }ssue” by telling a group of Southern Baptist ministers that his
religious beliefs will not dictate his actions if elected.

i ;x(r)lfn 25 196?: U.S. Supreme Court bars state-written prayer in public school class-

s as an improper establishment of religion; the decision i

to cover Bible reading in class. on s exiend ayearlater
J amtx)g[y‘ 22, 1973: U.S. Supreme Court rule in Roe v. Wade that women have a right
to abortion during most of apregnancy. The ruling is supported by most Americans
but prompt strong opposﬁmn from Catholics and evangelical Protestants.
Novg(;nbfr 21111976: Jimmy Carter, a self-described born-again Christian, is elected
president with support from most evangelical voters. L ic

Carter s potics g rs. Later, evangelicals spurn
1979: The Rev. Jerry Falwell is recruited to head a new advocacy group, the Moral
Majority, to lot?by on abortion, pornography and other moral issues.
M)_s The r.ellgu‘)us right solidly back Republicans Ronald Reagan and George
113911;1 in presidential elections, but most of its agenda is not enacted
1987-1988: Televangelist Pat Robertson campaigns un . i
nomination for president. P ruccessiully forRepublican

1989: Robertson forms the Christian Coalition, hiring political activist Ralph E.
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Reed as executive director.

1990s: Conservative religious groups mobilize in many states.

November 3, 1992: Democrat Bill Clinton, a churchgoing Southern Baptist with
liberal views on social issues, is elected president.

July 1993: Christian Coalition says it will broaden its agenda to economic issues.
1994: Republicans win House majority on Contract With America agenda, taken in
large part from the Christian Coalition’s “The Contract With the American Family”
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