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THE YOUNG AND THE REALIGNING
A TEST OF THE SOCIALIZATION THEORY OF
REALIGNMENT

DAVID E. CAMPBELL

Abstract Recent research has demonstrated that Democrats and
Republicans are divided along religious lines—religiously committed
voters (Protestant and Catholic) identify as Republicans, while secularly
oriented voters are more likely to be Democrats. This presents an ex-
cellent opportunity to test an implication of the Michigan model of party
identification—that, in a realigning period, it is young voters who are
most likely to reflect the new electoral cleavage. Using the Monitoring
the Future archives of over 230,000 surveys administered to high school
seniors from 1976 to 1996, I offer evidence that there is a sharp partisan
divide defined by religious commitment among youth just on the cusp
of obtaining the franchise. Furthermore, data from the National Election
Studies (1980–98) confirm that the link between religiosity and Re-
publican Party identification is stronger among younger than older
voters.

Few subjects have occupied scholars of American politics more than the
electoral coalitions of America’s political parties. In particular, a venerable
literature has developed to explain the process by which the party’s coalitions
shift over time. Much of this research has focused on one of the most enduring
alignments in American history—the New Deal coalition forged by Franklin
Roosevelt’s Democratic Party. Given that a good portion of the research done
on electoral alignments was conducted in the wake of this period—if only
because electoral data for earlier party systems were limited—the theories
developed to specify how it is that alignments occur were tailored (consciously
and unconsciously) to observations made in studying the New Deal era. Po-
litical scientists have been awaiting a new realignment in order to test the
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theories crafted to explain the party system spawned in the 1930s. This article
builds on the claim that over the last 2 decades or so, the United States has
undergone a period of shifting electoral coalitions that is comparable with the
realignment of the New Deal era. I start with the premise that the Republican
and Democratic Parties are divided along religious lines. This cleft is not
denominational—Catholic versus Protestant—as it has been historically; in-
stead, it is between religiously committed and secularly oriented voters. This
new division between the parties presents us with an excellent opportunity to
test which elements of theory developed upon observation of the New Deal
party system apply to another period of changing electoral coalitions and thus
potentially to such eras generally. Specifically, this article tests whether
younger voters have been more likely to realign along religious versus secular
lines—as the literature on party identification and realignment suggests they
should.

Realignment

Electoral realignment has long been a subject of interest to scholars of Amer-
ican politics, which means that the definition of realignment has undergone
emendations and amendments over decades of political science research (Burn-
ham 1970; Campbell et al. 1960; Clubb, Flanigan, and Zingale 1980; Key
1955, 1959; Pomper 1968; Schattschneider 1960; Sundquist 1983). All def-
initions, however, share the common characteristic of a systematic rearrange-
ment in the supporters of each party. Even as Carmines and Stimson (1989)
provide a scathing critique of realignment as a theoretically tractable concept,
their alternative theory of “issue evolution” retains the essentials of conven-
tional understandings of realignment. In both frameworks, there are observable
changes in mass political behavior as the coalitions composing the Republicans
and Democrats shift. The very staying power of the theoretical concept of
realignment speaks to the utility of its fundamental premise—that there are
periods in American political history when the divisions between the parties
are defined in a new way. My intention here is to illuminate one important
aspect of the mechanism by which such a change occurs.

Socialization and Party Identification

From its conception, the Michigan model of vote choice has rested heavily
on the assumption that party identification (party ID) is stable over a voter’s
lifetime. Campbell et al. (1960) posited that party ID develops in one’s youth
and rarely changes. Appropriately for this article, the literature on party ID
often compares it with religion—an identity inherited while young, even before
an individual is fully aware of the specific beliefs accompanying that identity.
In the heyday of political science’s behavioral revolution, multiple studies
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demonstrated that party ID can form in children as early as grade school
(Easton and Dennis 1969; Greenstein 1965; Hess and Torney 1967). Even
Fiorina’s theory of retrospective voting—which was developed as a challenge
to the static Michigan model of voter preference—explicitly incorporates a
term to account for the effect of early socialization (Fiorina 1981).

Building on the assumption that party ID forms in one’s youth and persists
across the life span, Beck (1974, p. 205) outlines a “socialization theory of
realignment,” which stipulates that, in a realigning period, the new electoral
cleavage is most likely to be found among voters just entering the electorate.
“They are the ones most likely to break the partisan continuity between past
and future.” Writing in the 1970s, Beck was only able to conduct a limited
test of this idea. A new realignment had to occur to determine whether voters
just entering the electorate drive substantial changes in electoral coalitions.
More contemporary research suggests the utility of such a test. Carmines and
Stimson mention in passing that their analysis of racial attitudes’ role in
American politics offers “unintended confirmation” of socialization theory
(1989, pp. 148–49)—notable given their criticism of realignment theory in
general.

Religion and Realignment

Over roughly the past 2 decades, the American political landscape has un-
dergone the type of electoral shift that warrants a test of the socialization
thesis. Considerable evidence has accumulated that, since the early 1980s,
America has experienced a realigning trend in partisan orientation that is
grounded in religion. Petrocik (1998) has even compared the coalition sup-
porting the contemporary Republican Party with the profile of Christian Dem-
ocratic parties in Western Europe. The religious schism in American politics
today, however, differs from such cleavages in the past. Traditionally, Catholics
have been Democrats, and Protestants, Republicans. More recently, evidence
has begun to accumulate that denomination has been replaced by religiosity
as a major factor dividing the two parties (Wuthnow 1999). For example,
using National Election Studies (NES) data, Layman and Carmines (1997, p.
288) have found that “the influence of doctrinal conservatism on partisanship
and presidential vote choice is growing over time,” supplanting denomina-
tional differences. Layman and Carmines are able to show that, in the United
States, religious traditionalism supersedes postmaterialism as an explanation
for political orientation. Likewise, Bolce and De Maio (1999), Kohut et al.
(2000), Leege and Kellstedt (1993), and Miller and Shanks (1996) all arrive
at similar conclusions. This is not to mention the myriad claims made by the
punditocracy along the same lines. In short, it has become increasingly clear
that, within the American electorate, religiosity and Republicanism go together,
a change that represents a new electoral coalition under the GOP tent. Because
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this change did not occur in the wake of a single critical election, it is most
accurately characterized as a “secular” rather than a “critical” realignment
(Key 1955, 1959).

Religion, the Republican Party, and America’s Youth

The first test of whether young people have shifted their partisan allegiances
to a greater extent than their elders is to examine the party identification of
young people. Is there any evidence of a realignment among voters just en-
tering the electorate?

The data employed in this analysis are from an extensive archive of surveys
administered to an annual national sample of roughly 16,000 high school
seniors. Known as the Monitoring the Future (MTF) series, it is primarily
designed to collect data on the drug and alcohol use of American adolescents.
However, in addition to questions about drugs and alcohol, the standard form
of the questionnaire asks students a number of questions relevant for this
analysis: party ID, religious affiliation, church attendance, and religious sa-
lience, as well as a host of sociodemographic measures. The data reported
here span from 1976 to 1996, with a totalN of over 300,000 (although, because
of missing data, the analyses use fewer cases). Because of its enormous size
and longitudinal consistency, the MTF represents an unrivaled source of data
on the political attitudes of the segment of the population just on the cusp of
exercising the franchise.1

As rich as these data are, however, they are not a representative sample of
all mature adolescents in the United States. High school dropouts, who con-
stitute roughly 15–20 percent of each age cohort, are not included in the
sample. Excluding dropouts undoubtedly introduces bias into the analysis,
since we would expect this group to have systematically different political
attitudes and religious beliefs from adolescents who stay in school. Nonethe-

1. Monitoring the Future is administered to respondents in their schools. Schools, both public
and private, are selected to produce a nationally representative sample of high school seniors.
If a particular school declines to participate, it is replaced with another that matches its profile.
In smaller schools, the whole senior class participates, while in larger schools a representative
sample of up to 350 students is used. There are thus two response rates that apply to these data:
the rate of the schools and the rate of the individual students. The initial response rate of schools
has fluctuated from 1977 (the first year for which this figure is reported) and 1996—starting
around 60 percent, increasing in the mid-1980s to roughly 70 percent, and dropping again to 53
percent in 1996. However, when the response rate is calculated by including the replacement
schools, it has never dropped below 95 percent. The principal investigators of the Monitoring
the Future series note that, if fluctuating response rates lead to selection bias, the results should
also fluctuate erratically over time. They do not. Admittedly, there may be a constant selection
bias among schools, but, if so, the measurement of trends is unaffected. In contrast to other
national surveys, the response rate for individual students has increased from the 1970s to the
1990s—from 77 percent in 1976 to 83 percent in 1996. The most common reason that students
are missed is simply their absence from school on the day the questionnaire is administered, as
less than 1.5 percent of students explicitly refuse to participate (Johnston, O’Malley, and Bachman
2001, chap. 3).
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less, the bias from this excluded segment of the population will be constant
over time and therefore not affect the reported trends.

Simple descriptive statistics allow us to examine whether there is prima
facie evidence for a religious realignment among American adolescents. First,
a simple index of Religiosity was created using two religious items asked of
MTF respondents: Attendance at Religious Services and Importance of Re-
ligion. These measures capture two important dimensions of Religiosity: (1)
participation in a religious community, where political cues can be received
and reinforced, and (2) salience of religious beliefs. Both have been shown
to be significant factors linking religion and political beliefs (Guth and Green
1993; Wald, Owen, and Hill 1988). With a correlation ofr p .58 (p !

they have been combined in an additive index to simplify the discussion..001),
While warning that such an index “must not be viewed as the single best
measure of religiosity across all traditions,” Guth and Green (1993, p. 172)
write that it nonetheless “is an effective way to simplify analysis.” All trends
reported here are identical when the two measures are used separately.

As noted by Guth and Green, it would be preferable to have more precise
measures of religious belief and behavior. A growing literature has demon-
strated the importance of such measures as doctrinal orthodoxy, religious
conversion, and religious identity (fundamentalist, etc.) to explain the links
between religion and political behavior (Kellstedt and Green 1993; Kohut et
al. 2000). In the absence of more detailed measures, however, these items
capture two of the most relevant dimensions of religiosity. Indeed, the relative
crudeness of these measures only makes the trends reported here that much
more striking. The advantage of these two questions is that they are less
idiosyncratic to particular religious traditions than many measures of religious
commitment, such as Protestant-oriented questions about biblical inerrancy
and being “born again.” Testing the claim that religious dedication trumps
denomination as an influence on party ID requires measures of religiosity that
carry across religious traditions.

The MTF measure of party ID asks respondents “to describe your political
preference.” They can choose from a range of options: Strong Republican,
Weak Republican, Weak Democrat, Strong Democrat, Independent, No Pref-
erence, Other, and Don’t Know. While this array of choices requires the analyst
to exercise a measure of judgment about appropriate coding, none of the
results reported here are sensitive to alternative ways of coding party ID.
Figure 1 divides respondents according to their Religiosity score and displays
the percentage who report identifying as Republicans (whether Strong or
Weak). In order to smooth out the trend lines, the figure displays a 3-year
moving average.

Figure 1 is a succinct display of the growing partisan division on the basis
of religiosity. To simplify the presentation, respondents are broken into quar-
tiles according to their Religiosity scores. In the period 1976–78, respondents
in the fourth (highest) quartile of Religiosity were only slightly more likely
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Figure 1. Religiosity and Republican Party identification

to identify as Republicans than were those in the first quartile (21 percent vs.
15 percent). That 6-point gap widened to 18 points by 1996 (37 percent vs.
19 percent). In support of the assertion that the gap in party ID is defined by
religious commitment rather than denominational affiliation, replicating figure
1 for Protestants only and Catholics only shows the trend to be identical in
both groups.

The analysis has kept to the admittedly crude distinction between Catholic
and Protestant, even though the MTF data do include a slightly more fine-
grained measure of respondents’ religious denomination. Respondents are
asked to specify their religious preference among general denominational
families such as Baptist, Lutheran, and Presbyterian. Because these religious
groups are so broad, it is not possible to classify members of the Protestant
denominations into such categories as Evangelical, Fundamentalist, and Main-
line, which previous research has shown to have analytical utility. A Baptist,
for example, could be any one of the three. Therefore, the best analytical
strategy is to differentiate only between Protestants and Catholics.

While these descriptive data provide prima facie evidence of a widening
partisan chasm between the most and least religiously committed high school
seniors, numerous alternative explanations for the observed trends could be
offered. Is it a spurious result stemming from changes in how gender, race,
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or other variables are related to party identification? To test whether the same
finding holds even when controlling for myriad other factors, I have adopted
a straightforward econometric strategy. All of the MTF data have been pooled
together and, using logistic regression, modeled with the following equation:

Republican Party IDp a � b (Time)� b (Religious Affiliation)1 2

�b (Religiosity)� b (Demographics)3 4

�b (Religious Affiliation# Time)5

�b (Religiosity# Time)6

�b (Demographics# Time)� e.7

There are multiple ways to code party ID, each with its strengths and
weaknesses. I have chosen to use a dichotomous measure of party ID (Party
ID) because the question at hand is whether respondents identify as Repub-
licans. Using an ordinal scale for party ID is potentially problematic, given
the intransitivity in the traditional Michigan measure (Keith et al. 1992). An
ordinal party ID scale requires coding Independents and those who have no
partisan affiliation in relation to Democrats. If, as is typical, Independents are
placed in between Republicans and Democrats, it is not clear that a positive
coefficient can be interpreted as an increase in the likelihood of Republican
identification; it could indicate movement primarily from the Democratic to
the Independent column. Nonetheless, any reader who fears that the trends
reported here are an artifact of how the dependent variable is coded should
be reassured upon learning that the results are substantively identical when
alternative ways of coding party ID are employed or different estimators used.2

Among the demographic control variables, Gender and Race are included
because of the long-standing observation that both women and African-Amer-
icans are more likely to be Democrats than are men and whites. There is a
control for living in the South (Live in South) to ensure that any observed
trends are not due to the well-documented rise of the GOP in the southern
states. The size of the community is included because of evidence that suggests
that there is a rural–suburban/urban split in party identification. The addition
of variables that measure whether respondents live in a single or two-parent
household, or if their mother works outside of the home, controls for a “cul-
turally conservative” worldview at home, which would probably favor the

2. These alternatives include coding party ID on an ordinal scale and using either ordinary least
squares (OLS) or ordered logit as estimators. Likewise, the substantive results do not change
when the dependent variable is limited only to respondents who report identifying with either
the Democrats or Republicans (i.e., Independents and respondents who report that they “don’t
know” their party ID are coded as missing).
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GOP. Parents’ education and intention of graduating from college are proxies
for socioeconomic status (SES), because of the unsurprising positive rela-
tionship between SES and Republican Party ID.

Dummy variables were included to indicate each presidential administration
over this time period (with the Carter administration as the excluded category),
since a glance at figure 1 suggests that Party ID is affected by who occupies
the White House. Controlling for the passage of time (Time) captures any
general trend toward or away from Republican Party ID over these 20 years,
while including religiosity (Religiosity) accounts for its general effect on party
ID irrespective of any changes over time.

The key variable is 3 A positive coefficient wouldb (Religiosity# Time).6

suggest that, in spite of the possibly confounding factors included in the model,
religiosity became a greater influence on the likelihood of identifying as a
Republican from 1976 to 1996. By controlling for the main effects of both
variables included in the interaction term, the model presents the interaction
with a sizable econometric hurdle to overcome to reach statistical significance.
The model also accounts for the observed differences between Protestants and
Catholics, and with the interactions between Time and Religious Affiliation,
allows for the possibility that the relationship between religious identity and
party ID changed over these 20 years. The interactions between the demo-
graphic variables and Time also account for any time trends in these other
factors (e.g., did women become more likely over these 20 years to identify
as Democrats?). To allow for an approximate comparison of the magnitude
of each coefficient’s impact, all independent variables have been coded on a
0–1 scale. By converting all of the independent variables to the same scale,
one can compare the relative impacts of the variables across their entire ranges,
a technique recommended by Achen (1982) for linear regression that is adapted
here for logit. Also, the standard errors have been calculated using the Huber-
White correction for heteroskedasticity.

The first column of table 1 presents the coefficients. Religiosity# Time,
the linchpin for the analysis, is both positive and statistically significant at
the .001 level. In other words, even when accounting for a litany of potentially
confounding factors, the time trend displayed in figure 1 is borne out. In
support of the claim that religiosity has become a major dividing line between
the parties, has the largest coefficient of any variable inReligiosity# Time
the model (recall that all of the independent variables have been coded on a
0–1 scale). The comparative magnitude of the impact of Religiosity#

is confirmed by calculating first differences. Using CLARIFY (Tomz,Time
Wittenberg, and King 2000), each independent variable was set to its mean
value. One by one, first differences were computed for the full gamut of

3. An alternative modeling strategy is to run year-by-year regressions and to plot the magnitude
of the coefficient for religiosity. I have done this, and the results mirror the pooled cross-sectional
results reported here. Results are available upon request.
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independent variables—varying each term from its minimum to its maximum
value. Again, has the largest impact, increasing the prob-Religiosity# Time
ability of Republican Party identification (Republican Party ID) by 24 per-
centage points across its full range.4 By way of comparison, the next largest
impact was for —which leads to a drop of 16 percentage pointsBlack# Time
in the probability of Republican Party ID.

A few other results from table 1 warrant comment. There is a general trend
of increasing Republican Party ID over the 2 decades, as demonstrated by
the positive coefficient for Time. As expected, Protestants are more likely to
be Republicans, Catholics less so. But, over time, Catholics have become
increasingly likely to identify with the GOP (positive value for Catholic#

), while the coefficient for does not reach statisticalTime Protestant# Time
significance. Religiosity is positive and statistically significant, but the mag-
nitude of its coefficient pales next to . In sum, it is notReligiosity# Time
religiosity itself that has a substantial effect on the likelihood of identifying
as a Republican, but the interaction of religiosity and time.

One might still question whether these results are not masking differences
between Protestants and Catholics. After all, the claim that there is a cultural
chasm in American politics rests on a convergence in the political beliefs of
committed Protestants and Catholics, a trend not explicitly incorporated into
the models reported thus far. Furthermore, Catholics and Protestants differ in
their mean values on the Religiosity index, with Catholics generally scoring
higher than mainline Protestants and lower than evangelical Protestants (al-
though it is not clear how these differences affect the relationship between
religiosity and party ID for Catholics). To test whether the temporal effect of
religiosity is found among Catholics as a group, and, if so, whether the impact
is of a comparable magnitude, the same model was applied to a subsample
of Catholic respondents only. The second column of table 1 displays the
results. The coefficient for is virtually identical to theReligiosity# Time
coefficient reported in the model including all respondents, providing further
evidence that the religious divide in American politics is based on religious
commitment and not denomination.

The reader should be cautioned that there are exceptions to the generali-
zation about the religious-secular divide in American politics. African-Amer-
icans, a group with one of the highest rates of religiosity, are almost mono-
lithically Democratic. Jews also overwhelmingly identify with the Democrats.
And, of course, both the Protestant and Catholic religious traditions are home
to many religiously committed Democrats. Notwithstanding these exceptions,
the proposition holds that—generally speaking—religious dedication corre-
sponds with Republican Party ID.

4. It should be noted that this manner of comparing the impact of independent variables in the
model does not actually indicate the full impact of time and religiosity. Since these individual
variables obviously move in tandem with the interaction of time and religiosity, a more complete
test would vary their values as well.
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Table 1. Religiosity, Time, and Republican Party Identification (Monitor-
ing the Future, 1976–96) Logistic Regression Coefficients

All
(1)

Catholics Only
(2)

Live in South �.130*** .174***
(.025) (.056)

Female �.308*** �.310***
(.021) (.041)

Black �1.106*** �1.267***
(.055) (.241)

Rural .184*** .053
(.042) (.086)

Small Town .024 .064
(.038) (.068)

Medium City .043 �.042
(.042) (.077)

Medium Suburb .062 .032
(.046) (.082)

Large Suburb .112*** .161**
(.041) (.071)

One Parent Home �.077*** �.154**
(.032) (.066)

Mother Works Full Time �.108*** �.025
(.029) (.062)

Intend to Attend College .259*** .193***
(.025) (.050)

Father’s Education .993*** .190***
(.056) (.018)

Mother’s Education .426*** .081***
(.063) (.020)

Reagan Era .118*** .116**
(.022) (.041)

Bush Era .106** .098
(.038) (.070)

Clinton Era �.205*** �.316***
(.049) (.090)

Catholic �.360***
(.035)

Protestant .462***
(.031)

Religiosity .474*** �.151
(.058) (.123)

Time .555*** .987***
(.118) (.232)

Live in South# Time .364*** .183*
(.041) (.099)
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Table 1. (Continued)

All
(1)

Catholics Only
(2)

Female# Time �.331*** �.461***
(.036) (.072)

Black # Time �1.228*** �.827**
(.095) (.426)

Rural # Time �.255*** �.026
(.071) (.151)

Small Town# Time �.080 �.193*
(.063) (.119)

Medium City # Time �.036 .143
(.071) (.135)

Medium Suburb# Time �.017 .061
(.079) (.143)

Large Suburb# Time .051 .066
(.068) (.123)

One Parent Home# Time .059 .026
(.052) (.110)

Mother Works Full Time# Time �.097** �.119
(.045) (.097)

Intend to Attend College# Time .041 .213**
(.045) (.097)

Father’s Education# Time �.562*** �.509*
(.139) (.272)

Mother’s Education# Time �.681*** �.681**
(.154) (.299)

Catholic# Time .484***
(.057)

Protestant# Time �.076
(.051)

Religiosity # Time 1.237*** 1.168***
(.087) (.187)

Constant �2.715*** �2.784
(.061) (.119)

N 231,686 67,122
Wald x2 16,133.78*** 3,826.68***
Log likelihood �122,644.93 �34,708.39

Note.—Huber/White robust standard errors in parentheses.
* p ! .10.
** p ! .05.
*** p ! .001.
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It is important also to note that, while the impact of religiosity over time
can be characterized as having the largest impact in the models presented,
there are other trends in American politics over roughly the same time period
that are not accounted for. In particular, the MTF data cannot account for the
growing effect racial attitudes, which are themselves correlated with religi-
osity, have had on party ID since the mid-1960s (Carmines and Stimson 1989).
Nor, of course, can these models tell us the precise causal mechanism by
which religiosity and Republican Party ID are linked. It is likely not the case
that members of religious groups choose their party identification on the basis
of theology per se, although it may be that religiously committed voters adopt
a Republican partisan affiliation because they feel that the GOP is more
hospitable to their religious beliefs than are the Democrats. But it is also the
case that religiously committed voters across denominations share positions
on cultural issues like gender roles, abortion, and homosexuality that have
risen on the American political agenda over the past 2 decades.

These caveats, however, do not diminish the fact that the data from MTF
provide clear evidence for the increasing relationship between religiosity and
Republican Party ID among high school seniors. These data are thus consistent
with the long-standing claim that, in a period of electoral realignment, younger
voters will have their partisanship defined by the contours of the new cleavage.
The causal process of electoral change implied here, therefore, is one of
population replacement rather than individual conversion. That is, the growing
ranks of the religiously committed among Republican identifiers is not because
voters switch from another affiliation to Republican Party ID, but because as
new voters adopt a party affiliation, they do so in accordance with the religious-
secular divide. Consequently, an observable implication is that young voters
should be more likely than their elders to reflect the partisan divide defined
by religiosity. Testing that claim requires comparing voters of different ages.

Religion and Republican Party Identification among All
Americans

To test the hypothesis that, in a realigning period, the new electoral cleavage
is reflected more among the young than the old, I employ data from the
National Election Studies for the period 1980–98.5 It is over this time period
that the NES has included questions on religion that most closely mirror MTF’s
questions. The NES has long asked respondents about their frequency of
attendance at religious services, but it was only in 1980 that the questionnaire

5. Overall response rates for the National Election Studies for the period 1980–98 are as follows:
1980, 71.8 percent; 1984, 72.1 percent; 1986, 67.7 percent; 1988, 70.5 percent; 1990, 70.6 percent;
1992, 74.0 percent; 1994, 72.1 percent; 1996, 71.0 percent; 1998, 63.9 percent. Response rates
up to 1994 can be found at http://www.umich.edu/˜nes/studyres/datainfo/dataqual.htm#tab1. The
rates for subsequent years were supplied by personal correspondence with NES staff.



Party Identification and Electoral Realignment 221

first inquired about the importance of religion in the respondent’s life. While
the question used is not identical to the wording used by MTF, it is very
similar. (See the appendix for a comparison of the questions used by the two
surveys.) As with the MTF series, I have again constructed an additive index
of Religiosity by combining the measures for religious service attendance and
the salience of religion.6 The two items correlate at 7 In later.47 (p ! .001).
years, the NES has included a more detailed battery of questions about religion.
Even if they were included across the entire span of time in question, though,
they are generally only appropriate for Protestants and thus inadequate to test
for similarities between Catholics and Protestants.

The MTF and NES models are as alike as possible. To that end, the equation
for the NES model looks very similar to its MTF counterpart:

Republican Party IDp a � b (Time)� b (Religious Affiliation)1 2

�b (Religiosity)� b (Demographics)3 4

�b (Religious Affiliation# Time)5

�b (Religiosity# Time)6

�b (Demographics# Time)� b (Age)7 8

�b (Age# Religiosity)� e.9

As with the above models, the dependent variable is dichotomous, and so
again logistic regression is employed.8 The demographic variables match those
used in the MTF model as closely as possible, although there are obviously
controls that are appropriate for adolescents but not applicable to adults. Thus,
rather than parental educational levels, the respondent’s own education level
is included. Similarly, there is no need to control for intention to attend college.
The NES also has a slightly less precise measure of the type of community
(Urban, Suburban, Rural) in which the respondent lives, not differentiating
between types of suburbs as does the MTF.

As has been discussed above, because of the broad denominational cate-

6. Note that a minor wording change was made in the NES question about frequency of religious
service attendance in 1990. See the appendix for details.
7. The correlation is probably lower than with the MTF items because of the unique way the
NES inquires about religious salience. First, respondents are asked whether they consider religion
to be an important part of their life. If they answer yes, they are then asked how much guidance
religion provides them. The result is a measure that performs better at differentiating respondents
at the end-points of the scale than in the middle (Guth and Green 1993). The imperfection of
this measure only underscores the need for the measure to be supplemented with a second measure
of religiosity.
8. Strong and Weak Republicansp 1, all elsep 0. Substantive results do not change when
Republican leaners are also coded as 1.
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gories used in the MTF questionnaire, little, if any, analytical utility can be
gained from classifying respondents according to religious denomination be-
yond the crude distinction between Protestant and Catholic. The NES, though,
includes far richer categories for classifying a respondent’s specific religious
denomination. By employing more refined denominational categories, we can
test whether the effect of religiosity is really an artifact of an influx of white
conservative Protestants into the Republican coalition. Respondents were thus
classified as White Conservative Protestants, Mainline Protestants, Black Prot-
estants, or Catholics (other religious groups, like Jews and Muslims, are too
small in the NES sample for this type of analysis). Past research has under-
scored the relevance of classifications like these for the American religious
environment (Kohut et al. 2000; Leege and Kellstedt 1993),9 especially in the
wake of the rise of the Christian Right as a force in American elections.

In order to test the central claim of this article—that young voters are more
likely to align along religious lines than voters socialized in an earlier era—the
model includes an interaction term for Age and Religiosity (b9). Because the
effect of Religiosity on Republican Party ID is positive, the interaction between
Age and Religiosity is expected to be negative. In other words, the effect of
Religiosity on Republican Party ID should decrease with age. The effect of
age (b8) is also included in the model, to account for any general life-cycle
effects on party ID. As shown in model 1 of table 2, the interaction between
Age and Religiosity is negative and statistically significant In com-(p ! .01).
parison with other variables, its impact of 14 percentage points ranks with
age, Protestant religious affiliation, and the general impact of religiosity. Note
also that is significant and positive,White Conservative Protestant# Time
consistent with the conventional wisdom that the past 2 decades have seen
voters aligned with the Christian Right become an important constituency of
the Republican Party.

I concede that reasonable objections can be raised to my interpretation of
the Age-Religiosity interaction. It might be that, because religiosity increases
with age, being religious while young is simply an indicator of cultural con-
servatism that correlates with Republican Party ID. (However, this is still
partial confirmation that the Republican Party is home to religiously committed
voters.) And even if spuriousness is not a problem, I must nevertheless ac-
knowledge that the interaction between Age and Religiosity is not a full test
of the hypothesis at hand. Theory actually leads to the prediction that (a) age
and religiosity are negatively related to party ID and (b) that negative rela-
tionship increases over time. In other words, as time progresses, we should

9. Complicating the process of classifying respondents’ faiths from 1980 to 1998, the NES
changed its denominational classifications in 1990. Details about how specific denominations
are coded can be found in the appendix. In particular, note that “White Conservative Protestant”
is not an entirely accurate label. Some of the denominations included in this category, like Latter-
Day Saints, are not technically “Protestants.” A more accurate term might be “Conservative Non-
Catholic Christians,” but that would be rather unwieldy.



Table 2. Religiosity, Time, Age, and Republican Party Identification (National Election Studies, 1980–98) Logistic Regression
Coefficients

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4) Model (5)

Live in South �.441*** �.437*** �.419*** �.548*** �.533***
(.106) (.107) (.111) (.136) (.143)

Female .198** .203** .298*** .061 .168
(.093) (.093) (.097) (.117) (.123)

Black �1.950*** �1.903*** �1.830*** �2.291*** �2.234***
(.498) (.497) (.514) (.643) (.694)

Suburb .405*** .413*** .347*** .523*** .453***
(.127) (.128) (.129) (.158) (.160)

Rural .643*** .660*** .596*** .744*** .657***
(.132) (.132) (.134) (.165) (.168)

Married .071 .096 �.022 .080 �.064
(.095) (.095) (.099) .120) (.125)

Education .824*** .977*** .602*** 1.324*** .844***
(.203) (.207) (.215) (.274) (.286)

Catholic �.702*** �.663*** �.600*** �.545*** �.437***
(.127) (.128) (.131) (.158) (.163)

White Conservative Protestant �.536*** �.496*** �.470*** �.377** �.275
(.129) (.129) (.135) (.165) (.173)

Mainline Protestant .389*** .382*** .358*** .630*** .578***
(.118) (.118) (.123) (.143) (.150)

Black Protestant .550 .539 .546 .899 .955
(.576) (.575) (.594) (.761) (.805)

Age .783*** .745*** .308 .450 .177
(.275) (.275) (.289) (.345) (.363)
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Table 2. (Continued)

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4) Model (5)

Religiosity 1.517*** .786** .229 .597 �.005
(.254) (.333) (.349) (.406) (.435)

Time �.329 �.198 �.328 �1.164** �1.051*
(.346) (.348) (.358) (.537) (.548)

Live in South# Time .317* .304* .310* .441** .439**
(.164) (.164) (.173) (.198) (.208)

Female# Time �.586*** �.587*** �.443*** �.335* �.221
(.146) (.146) (.153) (.174) (.183)

Black # Time .659 .574 .610 1.107 1.098
(.799) (.796) (.838) (.874) (.971)

Suburb# Time �.084 �.088 �.064 �.308 �.259
(.196) (.197) (.201) (.229) (.234)

Rural # Time �.488** �.507** �.461** �.751*** �.647***
(.205) (.205) (.211) (.242) (.248)

Married # Time .062 .026 .075 �.075 .011
(.149) (.150) (.155) (.178) (.185)

Education# Time .466 .227 .092 .406 .266
(.319) (.325) (.338) (.406) (.422)

Catholic# Time .623*** .569*** .493** .472* .326
(.209) (.210) (.215) (.241) (.251)

White Conservative Protestant# Time 1.179*** 1.123*** .944*** .798*** .574**
(.216) (.216) (.228) (.258) (.272)

Mainline Protestant# Time .275 .292 .318 .035 .074
(.195) (.194) (.201) (.222) (.234)

Black Protestant# Time �1.977** �1.954** �1.792* �2.232** �2.195*
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(.927) (.925) (.966) (1.071) (1.150)
Religiosity # Time �.212 .998** .808* .753 .945*

(.288) (.449) (.471) (.528) (.566)
Age # Religiosity �.931** .288 .991* .400 1.009

(.364) (.502) (.527) (.620) (.655)
Age # Religiosity # Time �1.977*** �2.267*** �1.840*** �2.210***

(.561) (.588) (.665) (.704)
Conservative .961*** 1.113***

(.097) (.122)
Conservative# Time .766*** .466**

(.154) (.183)
Racial Conservatism .931*** .701**

(.268) (.278)
Racial Conservatism# Time .878** .769*

(.400) (.415)
Social Conservatism .588* .497

(.305) (.317)
Social Conservatism# Time 1.145** .546

(.456) (.481)
Constant �2.639*** �2.664*** �2.369*** �3.568*** �3.118***

(.256) (.258) (265) (.386) (.394)
N 16,423 16,423 16,327 11,062 11,010
Wald x2 1,083.6*** 1,093.08*** 2,106.43*** 1,020.03*** 1,655.78***
Log likelihood �8,623.52 �8,617.21 �7,961.96 �5,728.08 �5,309.37

Note.—Huber/White robust standard errors in parentheses.
* p ! .10.
** p ! .05.
*** p ! .001.
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expect to see the relationship between youth and religiosity become an ever
stronger predictor of Republican Party ID. Operationally, this can be modeled
with a triple interaction term: Because the effectAge# Religiosity# Time.
of is negative, if the effect of time is to increase thatAge# Religiosity
relationship (i.e., the interactive effect of time is positive), the coefficient for

is expected to be negative. Model 2 of table 2Age# Religiosity# Time
includes the same variables as model 1 with the addition of Age#

In this model, the interaction between Age and Religi-Religiosity# Time.
osity does not reach statistical significance, while the coefficient for the in-
teraction of Age, Religiosity, and Time does. Not only is it statistically sig-
nificant, substantively it is the single largest coefficient in the whole
model—with a first difference of 24.8 percentage points from its minimum
to maximum value.

As compared with , the impact ofAge# Religiosity Age#
seems more impervious to the charge of spuriousness.Religiosity# Time

While there is a clear positive relationship between Age and Religiosity, which
in turn might spuriously produce the negative coefficient for the Age-Relig-
iosity interaction, there is no reason to expect age to have become a greater
predictor of religiosity during the period 1980–98.10

To demonstrate the substantive impact of IAge# Religiosity# Time,
have generated the predicted probability of Republican Party ID. Figure 2
displays the predicted probability of Republican Party ID for two 18-year-
olds in every year of the NES from 1980 to 1998. The other independent
variables have been set so that the reported results are for a white conservative
Protestant male who lives outside of the South in a suburb and has attended
“Some College” (the mean level of education). These hypothetical 18-year-
olds only differ in their level of Religiosity, with one at the maximum level,
the other at the minimum. In 1980, the gap in Republican ID between the
most and least religious is about 12 percentage points. By 1998, the difference
more than doubles to 27 percentage points.

But is this gap greater than what is observed among older voters over the
same period? Figure 3 demonstrates that, as predicted, it is. Here we see the
results for a replication of the process used to produce figure 2, only with
age set to 60 years of age rather than 18. Instead of the widening gap observed
in figure 2, we see one that shrinks slightly, from 15 to 12 percentage points.
Perhaps the starkest contrast is between respondents who are of maximum
religiosity. In 1980, a maximally religious 18-year-old was 8 percentage points

10. To ensure that these results are not an artifact of using a dichotomous measure of party ID,
I again reestimated the model after coding the dependent variable in different ways. As with the
MTF results, if the dependent variable is coded as an ordinal variable and estimated using OLS
or ordered logit, the results do not change substantively. The same holds if the dependent variable
is coded so that Independents and respondents who express no party identification are coded as
missing. In each model, remains significant at Again, gen-Age# Religiosity# Time p ! .05.
erating predicted probabilities confirms that has the largest impactAge# Religiosity# Time
of any variable in all of these models.
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Figure 2. Percentage identifying as Republicans (results generated from logit
model, National Election Studies).

less likely than someone 42 years his senior to be a Republican (29.5 percent
vs. 37.1 percent). By 1998, that situation had reversed—it is now the highly
religious 18-year-old who is 12 percentage points more likely to identify with
the Republican Party (63.3 percent vs. 51.6 percent).

Other Potential Explanations

An alternative explanation for the growing relationship between religiosity
and Republican Party ID is that it is an artifact of ideologically conservative
voters—who are also religiously committed—increasingly coming to identify
as Republicans. Abramowitz and Saunders (1998) provide evidence that from
1976 to 1994, ideological conservatives and liberals divided along partisan
lines. While it is problematic to claim that ideology exogenously affects party
identification, a partial test of the claim that religiosity is just ideology by
another name can be made by simply including a measure of conservatism
(and its interaction with time) in the model predicting Republican Party ID.11

11. Respondents are asked to place themselves on a 7-point scale, from extremely liberal to
extremely conservative For this analysis, ideology was coded as a dichotomous variable for
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Figure 3. Percentage identifying as Republicans (results generated from logit
model, National Election Studies).

Model 3 of table 2 displays coefficients for a model that includes the measure
of conservative ideology (Conservative), as well as .12Conservative# Time
Not surprising, conservatism is strongly and significantly related to Republican
Party ID. In addition, there is a positive and significant relationship between

and identifying as a Republican. In sum, these data sug-Conservative# Time
gest that conservatism and Republicanism are related and that that relationship
has increased in strength from 1980 to 1998. Notwithstanding this trend, how-
ever, the coefficient for increases slightly (fromAge# Religiosity# Time
�1.98 to�2.27). It remains the largest coefficient in magnitude, and it is still
statistically significant at the .001 level.

As mentioned above, another rival explanation for the trends displayed here
is that religiosity is really a proxy for racially and socially conservative policy
preferences. Fortunately, the NES allows for a partial test of this claim, as
consistent questions on these matters have been included across the appropriate
range of time. On the subject of race, NES respondents are asked to place
themselves on a 7-point scale regarding their opinion on governmental assis-
tance to African Americans. At the ends of the scale are “Government should
help blacks” (1) and “Blacks should help themselves” (7).13 This scale—Racial
Conservatism—as well as its interaction with Time has been included in the
model.

whether respondents described themselves as conservative, or more precisely, if they chose
“Extremely conservative,” “Conservative,” or “Slightly conservative.”
12. Other models not shown include among the independent var-Age# Conservative# Time
iables, but this term is nowhere near statistical significance, and so it has been omitted.
13. In years prior to 1986, the question referred to “Blacks and other minority groups.”
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On the subject of opinion on gender-related issues, the NES has asked two
questions consistently from 1980 to 1998. The first is again a 7-point scale
on the subject of women’s role in society—ranging from “Women and men
should have an equal role” (1) to “Women’s place is in the home” (7). The
second is a question regarding abortion. Respondents are asked to select which
of the following statements most closely matches their opinion (responses
coded as indicated):

1) By law, a woman should always be able to obtain an abortion as a matter
of personal choice.

2) The law should permit abortion for reasons other than rape, incest, or
danger to the woman’s life, but only after the need for the abortion has
been clearly established.

3) The law should permit abortion only in case of rape, incest, or when
the woman’s life is in danger.

4) By law, abortion should never be permitted.

These two items were added together to form an index of Social Conser-
vatism, which was also interacted with Time.14 Note that the results are sub-
stantively identical when the two measures are included separately.15

The results are reported in model 4 of table 2. As expected, Racial Con-
servatism and Social Conservatism are both positive and statistically (as well
as substantively) significant, as are their interactions with Time. We do observe
a slight drop-off in the magnitude of (from�2.27Age# Religiosity# Time
to �1.84) but no change in its statistical significance. In this specification,
only one variable— —exceeds it in absoluteBlack Protestant# Time
magnitude.

Model 5 of table 2 presents the results when both ideology and the measures
of Racial Conservatism and Social Conservatism are included in the same
model. This equation is a rough cut only, as it is certainly the case that the
causal relationships between ideology, attitudes, religiosity, and party ID are
far more complex than represented here. In addition, the measures of both
Racial Conservatism and Social Conservatism are less than ideal, potentially
clouding their impact. Nonetheless, this equation suggests that religiosity does
have an impact on party ID over and above these other factors, as Age#

retains its predictive power even when items that areReligiosity# Time
undoubtedly correlated with the growing link between religiosity and Repub-
lican Party ID accompany it in the model.

To summarize this section, analysis of NES data clearly confirms the trends
observed in the MTF time series. First, religious commitment has been re-

14. Here The questions for Ideology, Racial Conservatism, Abortion, andr p .30, p ! .001.
Women’s Role in Society are variables vcf0803, vcf0830, vcf0838, and vcf0834 in the NES
cumulative file.
15. As with Ideology, interactions between these measures, Age, and Time were constructed.
None approach statistical significance, and so they are omitted from the model.
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placing denomination as a dividing line between the parties. Second, this trend
is found primarily among younger voters—precisely what is predicted by
socialization theory. Further, the NES models go beyond the MTF results by
demonstrating that the impact of religious dedication over time is not simply
a function of conservative ideology or attitudes regarding race and gender.

The Present as Prologue

The findings reported here only matter if there is any long-term significance
to the fact that voters entering the electorate have been socialized in an era
when religious commitment and party identification are so tightly linked. Two
different sources of data suggest that there is such a significance. First, panel
data on parents and their children spanning from 1965 to 1982 lead Jennings
and Markus (1984) to conclude that party identification is solidified in early
adulthood. Miller and Shanks (1996) concur, given their analysis of cumulative
NES surveys. Party ID forms in one’s youth and is the prime predictor of
how the American voter marks her ballot. Furthermore, 50 years of political
behavior research confirms the enduring primacy of party identification in
determining how Americans vote (Bartels 2000).

Of course, we cannot know how long the religiously based cleavage reported
here will persist. New issues will inevitably rise in salience, once again causing
a shift in the underlying factors driving identification with the Democrats and
Republicans. However, because this type of shift is relatively rare and the
trend reported here is both strong and consistent over time, we should antic-
ipate that the religious-secular divide will endure into the foreseeable future.

Appendix

Religious Variables in Monitoring the Future and the National
Election Studies

Religiosity Index

monitoring the future

In both the Monitoring the Future (MTF) and National Election Studies (NES) data
sets, I constructed a Religiosity index by summing respondents’ frequency of religious
service attendance and the importance of religion in their lives.

The following is the set of questions regarding religious attendance and salience
for MTF.

How often do you attend religious services?
Never



Party Identification and Electoral Realignment 231

Rarely
Once or twice a month
Once a month or more

How important is religion in your life?
Not important
A little important
Pretty important
Very important

Across the MTF data set (1976–96), these two measures correlate atr p .58(p !

.0001).

national election studies

The following are the questions regarding religious attendance and salience for the
NES.

(1980–88 question)
Would you say you/do you go to (church/synagogue) every week, almost every

week, once or twice a month, a few times a year, or never?

(1990 and later question)
Lots of things come up that keep people from attending religious services even if

they want to. Thinking about your life these days, do you ever attend religious
services, apart from occasional weddings, baptisms, or funerals? (IF YES:) Do
you go to religious services every week, almost every week, once or twice a
month, a few times a year, or never?

Note: This is variable vcf0130 in the 1948–98 National Election Studies cumulative
file (Miller and the National Election Studies 1999).

Do you consider religion to be an important part of your life, or not?

(IF RELIGION IS IMPORTANT)
Would you say that (1996: Would you say your) religion provides some guidance
in your day-to-day living, quite a bit of guidance, or a great deal of guidance in
your day-to-day living (1996: “life”)?

Note: These are variables vcf0846 and vcf0847 in the NES cumulative file (Miller
and the National Election Studies 1999). Across the National Election Studies
(1980–98), these two measures correlate atr p .47 (p ! .0001).
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Denominations

While both MTF and the NES ask respondents for their religious affiliation, the
categories used in the NES are far more detailed.

monitoring the future

The following are the denominations for Protestants used in coding data in MTF:
Baptist, Churches of Christ, Disciples of Christ, Episcopal, Lutheran, Methodist, Pres-
byterian, United Church of Christ, and Other Protestant.

national election studies

The following list includes the denominations coded by the NES in 1990 and after.
See the appendix to theNational Election Study Cumulative File Codebookfor con-
version to the smaller selection of denominations used prior to 1990 (Miller and the
National Election Studies 1999).

White Conservative Protestants.—Seventh Day Adventists, Fundamentalist Ad-
ventists, Adventists (NFS), American Baptist Association, American Baptist Churches
USA, Baptist Bible Fellowship, Baptist General Conference, Baptist Missionary As-
sociation of America, Conservative Baptist Association of America, General Asso-
ciation of Regular Baptist Churches, National Association of Free Will Baptists (United
Free Will Baptist Church), Primitive Baptists, National Primitive Baptist Convention
of the USA, Southern Baptist Convention, Fundamental Baptist (no denominational
ties), local (independent) Baptist churches with no denominational ties or links to a
national fellowship, Baptist (NFS), Christian and Missionary Alliance, Church of God
(Anderson, IN), Church of the Nazarene, Free Methodist Church, Salvation Army,
Wesleyan Church, Church of God of Findlay, OH, Holiness (NFS), Church of God
(NFS), Plymouth Brethren, Independent Fundamentalist Churches of America, Inde-
pendent-Fundamentalist (NFS), Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, Wisconsin Evan-
gelical Lutheran Synod, Other Conservative Lutheran, Primitive Methodist, Assemblies
of God, Church of God (Cleveland, TN), Church of God (Huntsville, AL), International
Church of the Four Square Gospel, Pentecostal Church of God, Pentecostal Holiness
Church, United Pentecostal Church International, Church of God in Christ, Church of
God of the Apostolic Faith, Church of God in Prophecy, Vineyard Fellowship, Open
Bible Standard Churches, Full Gospel, Apostolic Pentecostal, Spanish Pentecostal,
Pentecostal (NFS), Church of God (NFS), Evangelical Presbyterian, Christian Churches
and Churches of Christ, Churches of Christ, “Church of Christ” (NFS), Christian
Congregation, Latter-Day Saints, and Jehovah’s Witnesses.

White Mainline Protestants.—Protestant with no denomination given, Inter-denom-
inational Protestant, Christian (NFS), Episcopalian/Anglican, Independent Anglican/
Episcopalian, Progressive National Baptist Convention, Reformed Baptist (Calvinist),
United Church of Christ (includes Congregational, Evangelical, and Reformed), Con-
gregational Christian, Church of the Brethren, Brethren (NFS), Mennonite Church,
Moravian Church, Old Order Amish, Quakers (Friends), Evangelical Covenant Church
(not Anabaptist), Evangelical Free Church (not Anabaptist), Brethren in Christ, Men-
nonite Brethren, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (formerly Lutheran Church
in America and the American Lutheran Church), Lutheran (NFS), United Methodist
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Church, Evangelical United Brethren, Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., Cumberland
Presbyterian Church in America, Presbyterian Church in America Presbyterian (NFS),
Christian Reformed Church, Reformed Church in America, Free Hungarian Reformed
Church, Reformed (NFS), and Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).

Black Protestants.—Any Protestant who also identified himself or herself as an
African American.

When classifying Protestant denominations, it is unclear whether to classify re-
spondents who report that they are “Christian” or “Protestant” or “Interdenominational
Protestant” as Conservative or Mainline Protestants. Some scholars use measures of
religious beliefs or behavior to assign these “generic Protestants” to one category or
another. Such an analytic strategy is not possible in this analysis because these measures
were not included in the NES in every year from 1980 to 1998. Even if they were
available, however, it would still be problematic to use measures highly correlated
with the critical independent variable—Religiosity—to classify another independent
variable. To ensure that the results reported here are not dependent on how these
respondents are classified, I have compared models where all generic Protestants are
coded as Conservative and where they are coded as Mainline. In every case, results
are virtually identical across the models. Results are available upon request.
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