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Introduction 
 

Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa rose to the podium at the 2012 Democratic 

National Convention for what he and other party leaders likely hoped might be a quick, 

ÄÉÓÃÒÅÅÔ ÖÏÔÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÙ ÐÌÁÔÆÏÒÍȢ 4ÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ Ȱ'ÏÄȟȱ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÙ 

platform in 2008, was conspicuously absent early in the convention. After three rounds of 

ÖÅÒÂÁÌ ÖÏÔÅÓȟ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȰÎÁÙÓȱ ÓÅÅÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÏÕÔÎÕÍÂÅÒ ȰÁÙÅÓȟȱ 6ÉÌÌÁÒÁÉÇÏÓÁ, the DNC chair, 

made the controversial assertion that there were enough votes in favor of restoring God to 

the party platform, though boos rained down from the crowd. The public controversy drew 

criticism from the Republican Party and earned substantial national media attention. 

(Mehta 2012; Ward and Hersh 2012) 

It wasn't the first time the DemoÃÒÁÔÓ ÈÁÄ ÎÅÇÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ Ȱ'ÏÄȱ in their 

platform in recent years; they had also done so in 1992. The GOP, then led by departing Vice 

President and presidential candidate George H. W. Bush, publicly lambasted the Democratic 

Party for departing from traditional American values and abandoning God. That approach, 

however, backfiredȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ '/0ȭÓ blatant and overwhelming emphasis on the importance of 

religion and conservative, Christian values, publicized in media coverage of campaign 

speeches and events, turned away religiously moderate voters. This opened the door for a 

Southern Democrat, Bill Clinton, to capture that portion of the American electorate. To do 

so, he had to achieve a happy medium of giving voters just enough of a religious overture to 

woo their votes, but not so much that  he turned them away. (Domke and Coe 2008) 

Religion has played a role in American politics from the beginning, and navigating 

the balance between being presidential and being religious is a challenge modern 

presidential nominees face. But there is more at work here than just the personal beliefs 

and religious devotion of the presidents themselves. (Domke and Coe 2008) 
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Clinton, like other candidates before him, had to carefully navigate what scholars 

dub ÔÈÅ Ȱ'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ ÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȢ (Domke and Coe 2008, 7) There is evidence 

that success in presidential campaigns is tied to how effectively a campaign attracts the vote 

of a particular sect of religiously affiliated voters. This can be done a number of ways, one of 

which is to communicate specific terms, ideas, and public stances that serve to frame 

politics and policy in a religious or moral light that critical constituent groups can relate to. 

Such tactics can be critical to swaying various electoral demographics and proponents of 

specific issues that might possibly have a religious or moral angle. (Peterson 2009) 

It was arguably this important implication of electoral politics that led President 

/ÂÁÍÁ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÔÏ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÐÕÓÈ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ Ȱ'ÏÄȱ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÓÔÏÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÔÆÏÒÍ ÉÎ ςπρςɂ

a move confirmed by a senior Obama Administration official. (Ward and Hersh 2012)  

 

This thesis serves to analyze high -level polit ical discourse to determine how 

political elites invoke religion to reach the public and whether there is a strategy 

ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÓÕÃÈ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÔÏ ÆÒÁÍÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÁÒÎ ÖÏÔÅÒÓȭ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ, or 

whether such language is rhetorical filler.  
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Background and Literature Review 
 
 A proper observation of religious framing in political speeches requires an 

examination of religious trends in modern America and a review of literature on framing 

theory, civil religion, and the God Strategy of political communication. 

Religion in America  

American Religious Trends  

Religiosity is entrenched in the lives of the American public. Christianity is the most 

represented religion, with 75% of Americans practicing some form or denomination. An 

additional 6% of the population observes some form of non-Christian faith, and 16.1% are 

unaffiliated, as depicted in Table 1. (Lugo 2008) 

Table 1 ς Religious Affiliation in the United States1 
Religious Affiliation  Percent of Population (%)  
Evangelical Protestant Churches 26.3 
Catholic 23.9 
Mainline Protestant Churches 18.1 
Unaffiliated (Atheist, Agnostic, Nothing) 16.1 
Historically Black Churches 6.9 
Mormon 1.7 
Jewish 1.7 
Other Faiths (Unitarians, New Age, Native American) 1.2 
$ÏÎȭÔ +ÎÏ× 0.8 
*ÅÈÏÖÁÈȭÓ 7ÉÔÎÅÓÓ 0.7 
Buddhist 0.7 
Orthodox 0.6 
Muslim 0.6 
Hindu 0.4 
Other Christian 0.3 
Other World Religions <0.3 
Source:  Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life (2008) 

 
An overwhelming majority of Americans also beliÅÖÅ ÉÎ 'ÏÄȟ ÏÒ Á ȰÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÁÌ ÓÐÉÒÉÔȟȱ 

and have done so for decades. Gallup, Inc. ÈÁÓ ÁÓËÅÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ Ȱ$Ï ÙÏÕ 

ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÉÎ 'ÏÄȩȱ ÓÉÎÃÅ 1944, ×ÈÅÎ ωφϷ ÓÁÉÄ Ȱ9ÅÓȢȱ In no polling sample since have fewer 

                                                        
1 http://religions.pewforum.org/pdf/affiliations -all-traditions.pdf . 

http://religions.pewforum.org/pdf/affiliations-all-traditions.pdf
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than 90% answered ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÆÆÉÒÍÁÔÉÖÅȟ ×ÉÔÈ ωςϷ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÉÎÇ Ȱ9ÅÓȱ ÉÎ ςπρςȢ 'ÁÌÌÕÐȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÉÎÇ 

of the question has chaÎÇÅÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÔÏ Á ȰÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÁÌ ÓÐÉÒÉÔȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ 

furt her analyze the composition of survey respondents, but the results have steadily been 

ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÔȟ ×ÉÔÈ ωρϷ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÉÎÇ Ȱ9ÅÓȱ ÉÎ ςπρςȢ (Newport 2011) George Gallup, Jr. said 

ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȟ Ȱ3Ï many people in this country say they believe in the basic concept of God, that it 

almost seems unnecessary to conduct surveys ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎȢȱ ɉ"ÉÓÈÏÐ ρωωωȟ τςρ) 

The American National Election Studies (ANES 2010a) has asked survey 

respondents every other year since 1980 (with the exception of 1982 and 2006, for which 

there is no dataɊȟ Ȱ$Ï ÙÏÕ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÏÒ ÎÏÔȩȱ 

While the number of Americans who have responded in the affirmative has seen a minor, 

though noticeable, drop over time, it has not dipped below 70% since 1980. Gallup polling 

supplements the ANES findings, with more than half of survey respondents each election 

ÙÅÁÒ ÓÉÎÃÅ ρωως ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÉÓ ȰÖÅÒÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȱ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÉÖÅÓȟ including 58% in 2012. 

(Gallup) Though the polls display different findings, both identify the continued importance 

religion plays in the lives of the American public. 

Table 2:  Religion an Important Part of Life, 1980-2012 (excl. 1982, 2006) 
SURVEY RESPONSE 1980 1984  1988  1992  1996 2000  2004  2008  2012  

ANES** 

Yes 75% 79% 78% 78% 78% 76% 77% 71% * 

No 25% 21% 22% 22% 22% 24%                                                                                           23% 29% * 

GALLUP*** 

Very Important  * * * 58% 57% 59% 59% 54% 58% 

Fairly Important  * * * 29% 28% 29% 24% 26% 23% 

Not Very Important  * * * 12% 15% 12% 16% 19% 19% 

* Data Unavailable  
** Source:  The American National Election Studies (2010) 
*** Source:  Gallup (2012) 
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A follow-up question in the ANES surveyɂȰ7ÏÕÌÄ ÙÏÕ say that 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-ÄÁÙ ÌÉÖÉÎÇȩȱɂhas yielded similarly high results, with no fewer than 70% of 

respondents answering that religion provides at least some guidance in day-to-day living 

within the timeframe, though the percent of respondents answering it is not important 

showed a noticeable uptick in the 2008 survey. 2 (ANES 2010b) 

Table 3:  Religious Guidance in Day-to-Day Living, 1980-2008 (excl. 1982, 2006) 
 Ȭψπ Ȭψτ Ȭψφ Ȭψψ Ȭωπ Ȭως Ȭωτ Ȭωφ Ȭωψ Ȭππ Ȭπς Ȭπτ Ȭπψ 

Some 20% 19% 21% 20% 21% 19% 20% 17% 19% 17% 19% 18% 17% 

Quite a 
Bit  

21% 23% 24% 22% 22% 23% 21% 24% 23% 22% 18% 24% 20% 

A Great 
Deal 

35% 37% 33% 36% 36% 37% 36% 36% 35% 37% 38% 35% 35% 

Religion 
Not 
Important  

25% 21% 22% 22% 21% 22% 23% 22% 23% 24% 25% 23% 29% 

N 1394 1908 1069 1755 1954 2290 1756 1702 1268 1798 1497 1200 2310 

Source:  The American National Election Studies (2010)  

 
The Nones 

On the other side of the spectrum, the relÉÇÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÕÎÁÆÆÉÌÉÁÔÅÄȟ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ Ȱ.ÏÎÅÓȟȱ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ 

ȰÆÁÓÔÅÓÔ-ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇȱ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ 3ÔÁÔÅÓ. The Public Religion Research 

Institute  (PRRI) estimates the unaffiliated comprised about one-fifth (19%) of the adult 

population in October 2012. (Navarro-Rivera 2012) Their growth is also evident at the 

ballot box, where unaffiliated voters now account for a significant slice of the electorate. 

Unaffiliated voters comprise three specific subgroupsɂunattached believers, who describe 

themselves as religious but with no formal religious identity (23%); seculars, who describe 

                                                        
2 From 1996 on, the wording of this questÉÏÎ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄ ÔÏȡ Ȱ7ÏÕÌÄ ÙÏÕ ÓÁÙ ÙÏÕÒ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÇÕÉÄÁÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÄÁÙ-to-
day living, quite a bit of guidance, or a great deal of guidance in your day-to-ÄÁÙ ÌÉÆÅȩȱ 
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themselves as not religious (39%); and atheists or agnostics (36%). (Jones, Cox, and 

Navarro-Rivera 2012) 

022)ȭÓ ςπρς !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ 6ÁÌÕÅÓ 3ÕÒÖÅÙ estimates that 16% of likely voters are 

religiously unaffiliated. (Ibid.) Though recent Gallup polling indicates the growth rate 

among unaffiliated voters slowed from 2011 to 2012ɂthe smallest year-to-year increase in 

five years of Gallup tracking religion in America (Gallup 2013)ɂthe unaffiliated vote share 

in presidential elections has more than doubled from 5% in 1980 to 12% in 2008.  (Jones, 

Cox, and Navarro-Rivera 2012) 

PRRI observed trends in the unaffiliated vote over time. While unaffiliated voters 

ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ ȰÕÎÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÒÏÂÕÓÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÒÄ-paÒÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅÓȟȱ $ÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÓ 

have had an electoral advantage within this voting bloc since 1984. Between 1984 and 

ςπππȟ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ ÓÉØ ÏÆ ρπ ÓÕÃÈ ÖÏÔÅÒÓ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ $ÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÉÃ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅȟ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÙȭÓ 

advantage has increased from around 30 points to about 50 points since 2004, and no 

Republican candidate has earned more than one-third of the unaffiliated vote since 1988. 

(Ibid.)  See Appendix A for exit polling data from PRRI depicting the voting behavior by the 

Ȱ.ÏÎÅÓȱ ÓÉÎÃÅ ρωψπȢ 

The Religion Gaps 
 

Scholars, the media, politicos and the general public have debated the relevance of 

religion in politics. Some, like Domke and Coe (2008), lament the lack of attention the 

American media gives the relationship between religion and voting behavior. However, 

Green notes there was plenty of high-profile media scrutiny of religion in 2004; he claims 

ÔÈÁÔȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ȰÃÏÎÓÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÖÅÒ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÒÅÍÅÌÙ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÁÔÅÄ ÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ *ÏÈÎ +ÅÒÒÙ ÁÎÄ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ 7Ȣ "ÕÓÈ ×ÁÓ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÔÅȟ ȰÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÅȱ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 
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ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÕÎÊÕÓÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ȰÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÅÄ ÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÅÖÅÎ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ 

ÆÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÕÂÌÉÃȢȱ (Green 2007, 167) 

Green outlines two conclusions after observing the 2004 presidential election 

between George W. "ÕÓÈ ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎ +ÅÒÒÙȢ (Å ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ Ȱ/ÌÄ 2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ 'ÁÐȱ ÏÒ 

ÔÈÅ ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÌÏÎÇÉÎÇȟȱ ÁÎÄ Á Ȱ.Å× 2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ 'ÁÐȟȱ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 

ÂÅÌÉÅÖÉÎÇȢȱ 4ÈÅ /ÌÄ 2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ 'ÁÐ ÅÎÃÏÍÐÁÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÁÆÆÉÌÉÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ 

commÕÎÉÔÙ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȟȱ a claim supported by the voting behaviors of members of 

particular religious groups in 2004. The New Religion Gap encompasses the notion that 

religious behavior and belief matter in politics, and this was exhibited in 2004 as well with a 

disparity in religious activity between Kerry voters and Bush voters. (Ibid., 1-3) 

Green (Ibid.) notes that both of these gaps underscore the link between religion and 

electoral politics, which has become increasingly important in recent elections. His research 

determines religious traditionalism has not always been an important part of presidential 

voter coalitions; in actuality, the New Religion Gap phenomenon originated in 1972 and has 

operated within the construct of the Old Religion Gap since. 

Religion in 2012  

4ÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ 3ÔÕÄÙȭÓ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅÄ ÆÏÒ 

the 2012 election (they are projected to be released in May 2013), PRRI analyzed likely 

religious voter coalitions for Mitt Romney and Barack Obama less than a month prior to the 

election. PRRI indicated that Obama was poised to equal the vote margin he secured among 

unaffiliated despite underperforming with other groups in his coalition. (Jones, Cox, and 

Navarro-Rivera 2012) 

By the PRRI breakdown, 80% of votÅÒÓ ÉÎ -ÉÔÔ 2ÏÍÎÅÙȭÓ ÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ×ÅÒÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ 

Christiansɂpredominantly white evangelical Protestants (40%), compared to 35% for 
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Barack Obama. Instead, Obama depended heavily on minority Christians (16%) and the 

religiously unaffiliated, which made up a quarter of his base. Of equal importance is an 

observation of the religious views of the latest generation to come of voting ageɂthe 

Mil lennials (ages 18-29). PRRI data reveals that 30% of Millennials are white Christians and 

nearly one-third (32%) are religiously unaffiliated. Of these Millennials, 70% indicated they 

supported Obama, while only 27% supported Romney. Younger voters in 2012 were 

equally split on the importance of religion in the presidential election. (Ibid.) 

Figure 1 ς Religious Coalitions of Likely Voters in the 2012 Presidential Election 

 

Source:  Public Religion Research Institute (Jones, Cox, and Navarro-Rivera 2012)   

Of a sample of national youth ages 18-25 (n = 1,214), taken by the Berkley Center 

for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs at Georgetown University from August 28 ɀ 

September 10, 49% said it was important for a candidate to have strong religious beliefs 

(19% very important, 30% somewhat important), and 48% said it was not important (21% 

not too important, 27% not at all important). (PRRI 2012)  

I will discuss the theory of a God Strategy in presidential campaigns later in this 

literature review; this strategy began, according to theorists, in 1980 when Ronald Reagan 
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faced incumbent President Jimmy Carter. This marks the only competitive race among 

unaffiliated voters as well, with Carter beating Reagan for this group by a mere six 

percentage points (41% vs. 35%). (Navarro-Rivera 2012) 022) ÏÆÆÅÒÓ #ÁÒÔÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ 

affiliationɂȰÂÏÒÎ-ÁÇÁÉÎ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎȱɂas one possible explanation in depressing support 

among unaffiliated voters. (Ibid .) Considering this possibility, it will be interesting to 

observe how Barack Obama navigated an electorate in which both unaffiliated and religious 

voters comprise voting blocs critical to winning election. 

Framing and Values Frames 

Walker and Schattschneider identified the power political elites wield when 

communicating with the general public, competing with opposing elites to set national 

ÁÇÅÎÄÁÓȟ ÃÌÁÉÍÉÎÇ ȰÈÅ ×ÈÏ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÐÏÌÉtics is about runs the ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȟȱ (Walker 

1977, 423) ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÒÅÍÅ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒȢȱ 

(Schattschneider 1961, 68) Elites attempt to persuade the public on policy and issues and 

change their attitudes in the debate over policy stances. (Peterson 2009) 

Definition and Functions  

 Researchers have identified that human beings process complex information in 

ÂÒÏÁÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËÓȟȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ 

ÓÔÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓȢȱ (Tewksbury and Scheufele 2009, 18). This is 

supported by the notion that humans attempt to simplify the complex environments around 

them and make important decisions based on heuristics, or shortcuts. (Fiske and Taylor 

1991) Communication theorists have identified that this behavior can be exploited through 

framing communications. 

Entman (1993) asserts that frames highlight some information about an item or 

topic to influence human consciousness about that topic through vehicles like speeches and 
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news repoÒÔÓȢ (Å ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÆÒÁÍÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÓÅÌÅÃÔÉÎÇ ȰÓÏÍÅ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ Á ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 

[making] them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to fulfill four 

functions:  1) define problems, usually through cultural values; 2) diagnose causes by 

determining what is causing the problems, 3) make moral judgments by evaluating the 

agents causing the problems and their effects; and 4) suggest remedies for the problems and 

predict their effects. (Entman 1993, 52) He notes that frames mayɂbut do not 

necessarilyɂfulfill all four functions, and not all segments in communication vehicles fulfill 

framing functions. (Ibid.)  

Framing an issue allows persuaders to encourage audiences to give priority to a 

desired set of considerations when making an evaluation or a decision on an issue. When 

audiences come to specific decisions on an issue based on these priority considerations, a 

ÆÒÁÍÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÈÁÓ ÏÃÃÕÒÒÅÄȢ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÓÈÏ×Î ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅÓ ÃÁÎ 

indeed be significantly influence based on how political elites use mass media to frame their 

communications. (Druckman and Nelson 2003) Entman (1993) also notes that omissions of 

certain frames may be as critical in influencing audiences as the inclusion of other frames.  

)Î ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒȟ ÆÒÁÍÉÎÇȭÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁl to influence public opinion has been documented 

in both experimental and non-laboratory settings. (Iyengar1991) +ÁÈÎÅÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ 4ÖÅÒÓËÙȭÓ 

(1984) experiment posed a hypothetical medical crisis, in which subjects interpreted 

scenarios and possible courses of actions differently depending on how potential gains and 

losses were framed. They determined that framing selects which elements of reality are 

included and which are omitted; by doing so, framing helps influence how audiences 

understand and remember problems, as well as how they evaluate and eventually act on it. 

In real-world settings, Iyengar (1991) observed that hospitals and oil companies have 
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noticed how phrasing surgery options and gasoline pricing options differently, respectively, 

impacted their target audience reactions. 

Framing has particularly strong influence as a determinant when a choice involves 

ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ȰÁÍÂÉÇÕÏÕÓȱ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅȢ 

(Iyengar 1991, 13) The impact of these frames can vary depending on the political setting. 

#ÈÏÎÇ ÁÎÄ $ÒÕÃËÍÁÎȭÓ experiment (2007) found that audiences adopt more moderate 

positions within a competitive framing environment than when considering one 

communications source without a counterframe. The context of competition impacts not 

only how much information the audiences receive but also how they process it. When a 

framing environment lacks competition, individuals who are unmotivated are more likely to 

use the considerations emphasized by the available frames. (Ibid.) 

Entman (1993) notes that frames have common effects on large portions of an 

audience but are unlikely to have a universal effect. This is important when considering the 

impact of frames on a diverse electorate with many identifying qualities, attitudes, beliefs, 

ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÌÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÂÅÌÉÅÆÓȢ 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓ ÃÁÎ ÅØÐÌÏÉÔ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎÓȭ 

personal emphasis on these values through communications tactics by using values frames. 

Values Frames 

As previously mentioned, psychological research shows human beings utilize 

heuristics to form opinions and make decisions. Literature also shows that Americans use 

their own values as functional shortcuts. Using values frames in persuasive communication 

can position these values in higher priority for decision-making. Brewer (2001, 46) defines 

ÖÁÌÕÅ ÆÒÁÍÅÓ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÒÁ×Ó ȰÁÎ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Á ÖÁÌÕÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÎ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÒÒÉÅÓ ÁÎ 

evaluative implication: it presents one position on an issue as being right (and the others 

wrong) by linking that position to Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÃÏÒÅ ÖÁÌÕÅȢȱ 
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Studies have determined that frames communicated through mass media can 

influence how people link values to important issues either by making them more salient in 

the mind of the recipient (also known as priming), or by swaying the emphasis people place 

on those values. (Brewer 2002) Qualitative research into framing through mass media 

coverage has also determined that, in addition to forming their own opinions through 

frames, people may use them to discuss issues with others. (Gamson1992) In this context, 

the potential power of values frames in swaying the American electorate could seem 

appealing for political elites. 

Framing effects, however, aÒÅ ÎÏÔ ȰÏÍÎÉÐÏÔÅÎÔȢȱ ɉ0ÅÔÅÒÓÏÎ 2009, 11) First, the effect 

values frames have on opinions differ from frame to frame. (Kinder and Sanders, 1996) 

People also are capable of rejecting frames, including those used by political elites, and at 

times they do so. Peterson (2009) notes several moderators that research has identified 

that can limit the effectiveness of framing, including how the message source is perceived, 

the context in which the message is distributed, and characteristics of the audience. 

For example, if an audience feels it cannot trust a presidential candidate giving a 

high-profile  speech, or if the audience has negative impressions of him or her, then framing 

effects may be mitigated. (Brewer 2001; Cohen 2003; Druckman 2001) Frames are more 

likely to be accepted if the audiences share the same values as the speaker or if they are 

undecided. (Peterson 2009) 

!Î ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÆÕÌÌ ÅÌÅÃÔÏÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÅÃÔÏÒÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

message source and a broad analysis of audience characteristics, is outside the scope of this 

project.  Instead, I focus on offering a visualization of how political elites use values frames 

within the context of two theoretical constructs ɀ an American civil religion and a God 

Strategy of political communication. 
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!Î !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ Ȱ#ÉÖÉÌ 2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȱ 

Origins  

Before the Constitution was ratified, the Declaration of Independence drafted or the 

United States of America even conceived, the foundation of European colonial society on the 

American continent was rooted in religion. (Green 2007) The Pilgrims initiated the 

American quest for religious freedom, while the Puritans came to North explicitly to 

practice their own brand of religious intolerance. (Perkin 1999) 

The early colonies were intentionally segregated by religious denomination, 

including the Puritans, Anglicans, Quakers, and Catholics. The state of Rhode Island was 

founded for the very purpose of providing religious safe haven those persecuted in the 

other colonies, notably Massachusetts. (Ibid.) American society was, in its infancy, 

ȰÏÖÅÒ×ÈÅÌÍÉÎÇÌÙ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎȢȱ ɉ"ÅÌÌÁÈ 1967, 5) 

While actual, or revealed, religious devotion has been at the center of the American 

identity from day one, a separate national mythology has manifested itself over time, with 

key figures, documents, dates and battles in American history holding significance similar to 

the prophets, prophecies and ideals familiar from actual religions. This mythology serves as 

Á ÕÎÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÙ ÏÆ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÓÁÃÒÅÄ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ Á ȰÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȟȱ Á ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÆÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωφπÓ ÂÙ ÓÏÃÉologist 

Robert Bellah, has become a field of study in its own right for political scientists and 

theorists. (Domke and Coe 2008) 

3ÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ "ÅÌÌÁÈ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÒÁÓÅ ȰÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȟȱ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÈÅ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ 

credits Jacques Rousseau for providing the premise of a civil religion in The Social Contract. 

(Bellah 1967) 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕ ÏÕÔÌÉÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÉÍÐÌÅ ÄÏÇÍÁÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȡ  ÔÈÅ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ 
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God, the life to come, the reward of virtue and the punishment of vice, and the exclusion of 

religious intoleraÎÃÅȢȱ ɉ)ÂÉÄ., 3) 

Bellah (1967, 3) ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÁÓ ȰÁ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÂÅÌÉÅÆÓȟ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÒÉÔÕÁÌÓ 

×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔ ÔÏ ÓÁÃÒÅÄ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÓÅÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ȰÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȱ 

since the beginning of American history. His explicit ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÉÓ ȰÁ ÇÅÎÕÉÎÅ 

apprehension of universal and transcendent religious reality as seen in, or revealed 

through, the experience oÆ ÔÈÅ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȢȱ ɉ4ÏÏÌÉÎ 1983, 40) 

  The concept of a civil religion in America does not necessitate a direct link with the 

actual practice of religion. Bellah notes that the political realm has a religious dimension 

despite the notion that church and state are separate in the United States, though the civil 

religion shares characteristics with Christianity. (Toolin 1983) Although Bellah notes that 

ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÂÏÒÒÏ×ÅÄ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕȭÓ ÔÅÒÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÄÏÐÔÅÄ 

×ÈÁÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÂÅ ÔÅÒÍÅÄ Á ȰÕÔÉÌÉÔÁÒÉÁÎȱ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȟ ÈÅ ÄÏÅÓ ÆÉÎÄ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÔÏ 

ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕlarly the idea of God, played a constitutive role in the thought 

of early American ÓÔÁÔÅÓÍÅÎȢȱ ɉ"ÅÌÌÁÈ ρωφχȟ τ) 

 Bellah notes the four religious references in the Declaration of Independence 

(Ȱ,Á×Ó ÏÆ Á .ÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ .ÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 'ÏÄȱȠ ÁÌÌ ÍÅÎ ȰÁÒÅ ÅÎÄÏ×ÅÄ ÂÙ their Creator with certain 

ÉÎÁÌÉÅÎÁÂÌÅ 2ÉÇÈÔÓȱȠ ȰÔÈÅ 3ÕÐÒÅÍÅ *ÕÄÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÔÉÔÕÄÅ ÏÆ ÏÕÒ ÉÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓȱȠ 

ÁÎÄ ȰÁ ÆÉÒÍ ÒÅÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÄÉÖÉÎÅ 0ÒÏÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȱɊ ÁÎÄ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÉÅÓ 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÅÌÆ-conceÐÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ 3ÔÁÔÅÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ 

their frequent appearance in early documents. (Ibid.)  

Indeed, revealed religion has played a prominent role in American political 

communication since the inception and formalization of our current government. Religious 
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ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÅÎÔÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÁÌÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ 7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÌ 

address in 1789, and they have been present ever since: 

Ȱ.Ï ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÂÏÕÎÄ ÔÏ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ )ÎÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ 
Hand which conducts the affairs of man more t han those of the 
5ÎÉÔÅÄ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȢȱ ɀ George Washington, 1789 Inaugural Address 
(Bellah 1967, 4) 

According to Bellah (1967), the language utilized by the first few presidents 

established the form of civil religion as it has been represented since, though the earliest 

political elites established a distinction between civil religion and actual Christianity. For 

example, none of the first three presidents mentions Jesus Christ in his inaugural address, 

nor do any of the subsequent presidents to the time of BellaÈȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÁÌÌ 

mention God. Bellah identifies a clear separation between the civil and actual religious 

deities:  ÔÈÅ Ȱ'ÏÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ Ȭunitarianȟȭ he is also on the austere 

side, much more related to order, law, aÎÄ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÏ ÓÁÌÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÖÅȢȱ (Ibid ., 5) 

Components, Themes, and Functions 

Toolin (1983) consolidates research on civil religion, determining that the concept 

includes the following key components:  specific references to a deity (i.e. God,) 

enumeration of republican values (e.g. freedom, duty), particular content of actual revealed 

ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ɉÅȢÇȢ ȰÃÈÕÒÃÈȟȱ ȰÆÁÉÔÈȟȱ ÏÒ Judeo-Christian values) or national religion (e.g. prophet-

like figures like Martin Luther King, wars/historic moments, and founding documents), and 

references of a political and religious nature together. As with actual religion, civil religion 

encompasses recurring themes and motifs that fall into four categories: Sacrifice; Exodus; 

American Destiny under God; and America as an International Example. 

Toolin (1983, 45) identifies three functions of an American civil religion:  culture 

buildingȟ ÏÒ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ Á ȰÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ȬÕÎÉÑÕÅȭ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ 



 
 
 
 

18 

States can standȠȱ culture affirmation, or the acceptance and confirmation of that 

ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȠ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÏÒ ȰÊÕÓÔÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÃÔÓȱ ÂÙ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

Ô×Ï ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓȢ 3ÈÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȟ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÔÉÅÓ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȭÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ 

behavior to its past actions and beliefs.  

Manifestations  

 Theoretical interpretations of what civil religion is comprised of have been 

observed by researchers in high-level political discourse throughout American history.  

(Toolin 1983; Gustafson 1970; Thomas and Flippen 1972; Warner 1974)  TooliÎȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ 

identified that the components of an American civil religion as defined by Bellah were 

ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÌ ÓÐÅÅÃÈ ÆÒÏÍ 7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÕÐ ÔÏ 

the 1981 speech by Ronald Reagan; by identifying the components, Toolin established that 

an American civil religion is found in the inaugural addresses of American presidents. 

The themes of Exodus and Sacrifice were first introduced by Bellah (1967), though 

subsequent observation has found little actual manifestation of the Exodusɂor America as 

Israelɂtheme. The theme of Sacrifice is also a minor theme, historically, and has been more 

frequent during and after wartime. Interestingly, Toolin (1983) noted that the latter two 

themes of civil religionɂAmerican Destiny under God and America as an International 

Exampleɂdid not occur separately but rather concurrently throughout the inaugural 

speeches she analyzed. 

4ÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÎ "ÅÌÌÁÈȭÓ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÔÁËÅ ÏÎ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȟ 

he identified the latter as a theme in its infancy, though Toolin observes it was always 

manifeÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÔÈÁÔ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÙÅÔ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ 

the American destiny to show this form of government as an example for all other nations to 

ÆÏÌÌÏ×Ȣȱ ɉ)Âid., 46) 
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In her analysis, Toolin (Ibid.) identified that the Exodus theme was rarely used in 

the first 49 American inaugural addressesɂonly twice. Her findings support the definition 

of Sacrifice offered by Cherry (1970)ɂreferencing war deadɂinstead of the definition 

offered by Bellah (1967)ɂreferencing individual martyrs. However, both these themes 

paled in importance to the combination of the latter two themesɂAmerican Destiny under 

God, and America as an International Example. 

 Criticism and Implication  

 Not all scholars support the claim that an American civil religion exists. Hart (2000, 

48-49) claims to have found no significant difference in religious references over the nearly 

50 years of political discourse he analyzed from 1948-1996, including messaging by 

ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÄÉÁȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÎÏ ÃÁÍÐÁÉÇÎ ÈÁÓ ÆÁÉÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ÓÕÃÈ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȢȱ (Å 

ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ Á ȰÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÁÒÒÁÙ ÏÆ ÑÕÁÓÉ-ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÒÕÌÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÇÒÏ×Î ÕÐȱ 

around religious rhetoric in political campaigns, requiring political candidates to use the 

ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÄÅÖÏÉÄ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇȢ 2ÈÅÔÏÒÉÃȟ ÈÅ ÓÁÙÓȟ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ȰÈÅÁÒÔÆÅÌÔ 

ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÓȟ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔ ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ ÃÌÏÙÉÎÇȠ ÐÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÂÕÔ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÓÅÃÔÁÒÉÁÎȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓ 

who do otherwise will become marginalized. (Ibid.) 

(ÁÒÔȭÓ criticism is that the presence of religious terms does not necessitate a civil 

religion. (Peterson, 2009) However, his observation ignores the possibility that political 

elites have sincere religious views while also ignoring the context of religious importance 

for the American public. (Lee 2005; Peterson 2009) 

The existence of an American civil religion has been identified, as has the 

ÅØÐÌÏÉÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ ÄÅÖÏÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÈÉÇÈ-level political discourse. 

The question remains whether elites tap into actual revealed religious devotion through 

this discourse and whether there is a dividing line between civil and revealed religion that 
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ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÔÒÅÁÄ ÃÁÒÅÆÕÌÌÙȢ 4ÏÏÌÉÎȭÓ 1983 analysis occurred at turning point  in how 

presidential candidates communicate religious signals to the electorate, as we will observe. 

4ÈÅ Ȱ'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ 

A sizeable portion of the American electorate has religious tendencies or beliefs, and 

there has been a documented history of convergence between civil religion and political 

discourse over time since the beginning of American history. Are these two concepts mere 

coincidence, or is there underlying intent at work? 

Tectonic Shifts aÌÏÎÇ Á $ÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ 2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ Ȱ&ÁÕÌÔ ,ÉÎÅȱ 

Domke and Coe (2008) acknowledge the assertions of scholars like Hart (1977) that 

political religious references have generally been perceived as benign symbolic practice; but 

they note that, since the 1960s, there is a noticeable trend toward more meaningful 

representation of religion in presidential campaigns. 

It began in when John F. Kennedyɂthe first Catholic to ascend to the office of the 

Presidentɂneeded to address religion directly in his communication with the American 

people. There were public concerns about whether or not a Catholic president would be 

beholden to Catholic Church leadership in Vatican City regarding public policy. Kennedy 

assuaged these concerns in a major public speech at the Greater Houston Ministerial 

Association in Houston two months prior to his election: (Domke and Coe 2008, 6) 

Ȱ) ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÉÎ ÁÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÓ 
absolute; where no Catholic prelate would tell the President  ɀ should 
he be Catholic ɀ how to act, and no Protestant minister would tell his 
parishioners for whom to vot e; where no church or church school is 
granted any public funds or political preference, and where no man 
is denied public office merely because his religion differs from the 
President who might appoint him, or the people who might elect 
ÈÉÍȢȱ ɀ John F. Kennedy, 1960 Address to the Greater Houston 
Ministerial Association  (Kennedy 1960) 
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Domke and Coe (Ibid.) ÐÏÓÔÕÌÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔȟ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ Ȱ×ÅÌÃÏÍÅȱ ÉÎ ρωφπȟ 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ȰÕÎÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÂÌÅȱ ÉÎ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ Á ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

Democratic nominee for president nearly 50 years later. In 2004, Sen. John Kerry of 

Massachusetts ɀ also a Catholic ɀ was under fire for an apparent conflict between his faith 

and his stance on abortion. Instead of having to convince the public his religion would not 

ÇÕÉÄÅ ÈÉÓ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓȟ +ÅÒÒÙ ×ÁÓ ÆÏÒÃÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÅÎÄ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÆÏÒ ȰÉÎÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÆÅÁÌÔÙȱ ÔÏ ÈÉÓ #ÈÕÒÃÈ 

in an electoral environment requiring acknowledgment of religious values. This was the 

ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ Á ȰÎÅ× ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȟȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ $ÏÍËÅ ÁÎÄ Coe argue was born in 1980 at the 

Republican National Convention in Detroit. (Ibid., 3) 

Ronald Reagan, in his third attempt to become President, stopped reading from the 

script near the end of his nomination acceptance speech and, apprehensively, addressed the 

spiritu ality of his audience, both in Detroit and watching on national television, by leading 

them in prayer: 

Ȱ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÓÐÅÅÃÈ ÁÎÄ )ȭÍ 
worried over whether I should do it. Can we doubt that only a Divine 
Providence placed this land, this island of freedom, here as a refuge 
for all those people in the world who yearn to breathe freely: Jews 
and Christians enduring persecution behind the Iron Curtain, the 
boat people of Southeast Asia, of Cuba and Haiti, the victims of 
droug ht and famine in Africa, the freedom fighters of Afghanistan 
ÁÎÄ ÏÕÒ Ï×Î ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙÍÅÎ ÈÅÌÄ ÉÎ ÓÁÖÁÇÅ ÃÁÐÔÉÖÉÔÙȣ)ȭÌÌ ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓ 
ÔÈÁÔȣ)ȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÁÆÒÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ×ÈÁÔ )ȭÍ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔȢ 
)ȭÍ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÆÒÁÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÔÏȢ #ÁÎ ×Å ÂÅÇÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÃÒÕÓÁÄÅ ÊÏÉÎÅÄ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ in 
a moment of silent prayer? ȣ 'ÏÄ ÂÌÅÓÓ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȢȱ 
ɀ Ronald Reagan, 1980 Convention Acceptance Speech (Domke and 
Coe 2008, 3) 

2ÅÁÇÁÎ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÒÁÓÅ Ȱ'ÏÄ "ÌÅÓÓ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȱ ÉÎ Á ÍÁÊÏÒ 

speechɂRichard Nixon, two administrations prior, used the phrase in April 1973 when 

addressing the Watergate scandal. However, the phrase was notably absent from any of 

'ÅÒÁÌÄ &ÏÒÄȭÓ ÓÐÅÅÃÈÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÉÎÇÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ *ÉÍÍÙ #ÁÒÔÅÒȭÓȟ ×ÈÏ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÉÔÈȢ 
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2ÅÁÇÁÎȭÓ Ï×Î ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓÅÄ ÈÅÓÉÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÄÄÒÅss the public directly within the frame of 

religion underscored the gravity of the changing attitude toward religion in politics. (Domke 

and Coe 2008) 

3ÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ρωψπ ÓÐÅÅÃÈȟ Ȱ'ÏÄ "ÌÅÓÓ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȱ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÇÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÓÉÇÎÏÆÆ ÐÈÒÁÓÅ 

in major presidential ÓÐÅÅÃÈÅÓȢ 2ÅÁÇÁÎȭÓ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÐÐÉÎÇ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÁÔ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

religion, which has been part of the political subtext throughout American history, became a 

ȰÄÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ ÆÁÕÌÔ ÌÉÎÅȱ ÁÌÏÎÇ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÁÆÆÉÌÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÖÁÌÕÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈȟ 

among other factors, have come to serve as valuable predictors of American votes. (Domke 

and Coe 2008, 7) 

Further, Domke and Coe recognize that one way people make political decisions is 

to rely on cues, and that religious signals by political elites provide the ȰÃÒÅÄÉÂÌÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÏÒ 

ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÔÏ ÇÕÉÄÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÅÆine attempts by politicians to connect with 

religiously inclined voters using these cues ɀ which serve as values frames ɀ as the Ȱ'ÏÄ 

3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȢȱ ɉ)ÂÉÄȢɊ 

Components of God Strategy 

God Strategy, as defined by Domke and Coe (Ibid.), has four signals at its foundation: 

1) Elites act as political priests by speaking the language of the faithful; 2) Elites fuse God 

and country by linking America with divine will; 3) Elites embrace important religious 

symbols, practices, and rituals; and 4) Elites engage in morality politics by trumpeting 

ÂÅÌÌ×ÅÔÈÅÒ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÉÒ ÔÈÏÒÏÕÇÈ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÆÁÃÅÔÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ 

American politics, including high-profile speeches, party platform language, partisan voting 

blocs, pilgrimages to holy sites, and others. (Ibid.)  

The first three components of God Strategy ɀ speaking the language of the faithful, 

fusing God and country through divine will, and embracing religious symbols ɀ parallel the 



 
 
 
 

23 

components of an American civil religion, and have increased in frequency in recent 

administrations. For instance, Domke and Coe analyzed 358 major presidential addresses 

from 1933 (Franklin Delano Roosevelt) to 2007 (George W. Bush) and found that, while 

presidents from FDR to Carter invoked God in nearly half their speeches, each president 

from Reagan on mentioned God in at least 91% of their speeches. (Ibid.)  

A fourth component ɀ trumpeting bellwether issues ɀ incorporates the role framing 

plays in communicating with the electorate. Morality politics issues were noticeably absent 

or subtly included in political party platforms up until 1972, though they have increased on 

average since. Interestingly, it was the Democratic Party that led the charge into morality 

politics until the late 80s, at which point Republicans took the lead on moral issues and have 

not looked back since. (Ibid.) 

The Golden Rule 

3ÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÓ ÓÉÍÐÌÅ ÁÓ ÁÄÄÉÎÇ Ȱ'ÏÄ "ÌÅÓÓ 

!ÍÅÒÉÃÁȱ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ Á ÍÁÊor speech. Rather, it is a strategy that requires deft and 

methodical execution in reaching a broad electorate with diverse religious classification. 

Domke and Coe note that, while the reason a God strategy exists today may be the rise of the 

Religious Right in politics, its successful implementation depends equally heavily on 

religious moÄÅÒÁÔÅÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅÉÒ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ Ȱ)Æ Á $emocrat attacks them or a Republican holds 

ÔÈÅÍȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅ ×ÉÎÓȢ 7ÈÏÅÖÅÒ ÆÁÉÌÓ ÔÏ ×ÏÏ ÔÈÅÍ ÄÅÌÉÖÅÒÓ Á ÃÏÎÃÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÓÐÅÅÃÈȢȱ 

(Domke and Coe 2008, 130) 

Domke and Coe (2008) have identified two religious moderate voting blocs that are 

pivotal to successfully navigating the Golden Rule of God Strategyɂmainline Protestants 

and Catholics.  They observed four election cycles for religious contextɂpresidential 
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elections from 1980-1988, presidential elections from 1992-1996, presidential elections 

from 2000-2004, and the 2006 Congressional elections. 

The only periods in which the Democratic Party won more than 50 percent of their 

votes were in 1992, 1996, and 2006. Incidentally, these were the only situations in which 

the Democratic Party was victorious. Domke and Coe follow these statistical findings with 

contextual observation of the electoral environment and find evidence that, indeed, the 

Democrats successfully adhered to the Golden Rule, while Republicans failed to do so. 

(Ibid.)   

For example, George H. W. Bush, instead of maintaining a level amount of religious 

ÒÈÅÔÏÒÉÃ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÂÉÄ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÐÏÕÒÅÄ ȰÇÁÓÏÌÉÎÅȱ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÆÉÒÅÂÒÁÎÄÉÎÇ of his 

ÆÅÌÌÏ× 2ÅÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÇÅÄ Á ȰÃÒÕÓÁÄÅȱ ÏÆ ÓÏÒÔÓ ÔÏ ÆÉÒÅ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ 2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ 2ÉÇÈÔ ÖÏÔÉÎÇ ÂÁÓÅȢ 

However, in doing so he alienated conservative religious moderates and opened the door 

for Bill Clinton to tactfully employ religious messaging to woo these suddenly available 

votes, which he rode to a win in November 1992. (Domke and Coe 2008, 132) 

On the Golden Rule, scholars with differing views on religious mentions in American 

political discourse can agree. Hart (2000), whom we noted previously to disagree with the 

concept of a civil religion and any strategic value of religious rhetoric by political elites, 

emphasized that political religious rhetoric must be balanced and moderate. Ȱ0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓ 

who veer left and send few religious signals, send the wronÇ ÏÎÅÓȟ ÏÒ ÓÅÎÄ ÎÏÎÅ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȟȱ 

according to Domke and Coe (2008, 130), often are unable to attract sufficient support 

ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÎÙ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎÓ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍȢȱ 4ÈÅÙ ÃÌÁÉÍ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÅÑÕÁÌÌÙ 

ÄÁÍÁÇÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÖÅÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ÕÔÉÌÉÚÅ ȰÔÏÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÖÅÒÔ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÓÉÔÙȱ ÂÙ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ 

agenda into a faith-based crusade that alienates moderate voÔÅÒÓȢȱ 
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Though presidents Reagan, George H.W. Bush, and Clinton each called for a 

ȰÃÒÕÓÁÄÅȱ ÏÆ ÓÏÒÔÓȟ ÏÎÌÙ Ô×Ï ×ÅÒÅ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÅÌÅÃÔÏÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÔext shows the 

elder Bush violated DomkÅ ÁÎÄ #ÏÅȭÓ 'ÏÌÄÅÎ 2ÕÌÅȢ ɉ$ÏÍËÅ ÁÎÄ Coe 2008) 

But not using enough religious language can be harmful as well; Lehrman (2010, 

269-270), an accomplished political speechwriter with experience working with noted 

political  ÅÌÉÔÅÓȟ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȱ'ÏÄ "ÌÅÓÓ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȱ ÉÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÐÅÅÃÈÅÓ ÈÁÓ 

ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȰÒÅÆÌÅØÉÖÅȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÓÐÅÅÃÈ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÏÆ Á ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎ ×ÈÏ ÉÓ ÁÔÈÅÉÓÔ ÏÒ 

without faith know they are expected to include the phrase in speeches. 

In any sense, the Golden Rule highlights an important concern for presidential 

ÈÏÐÅÆÕÌÓȡ  ÔÈÅ #ÁÔÈÏÌÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÉÎÌÉÎÅ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÍÏÄÅÒÁÔÅÓȱ 

comprise 43% of the American electorateɂa critical percentage of voters. (Lugo 2008) 

Further analysis into the types of frames elites have used to communicate with these 

populations may shed new light on the intricacies of God Strategy.  

Framing God and Country 

With all the theories previously described in this literature review, the question 

remains, can religious references be effectively used as frames?  

Welch, Leege, and Kellstedt (1993) identified that political cues heard in the context 

of religious services reach distinct religious groups differently. For example, evangelical 

Protestants were more likely to perceive cues from their pastors on issues related to 

personal behavior (e.g., sexual norms, abortion, school prayer); mainline Protestants were 

more likely to hear about broad economic issues; and Roman Catholics picked up cues from 

their priests on issues related to peace, economic justice, and abortion. Peterson (2009) 

argues that, as a result, these religious audiences may be more likely to accept similar 

frames offered by political elites. Green (2007) argues that George W. Bush exploited the 
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Old and New Religion gaps to activate his voting coalitions through the use of such moral 

values appeals. 

 0ÅÔÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÄÉÓÓÅÒÔÁÔÉÏÎ (2009) supports the effectiveness of using religious 

reference as values frames, but with a caveat. While religious framing organizes and 

simplifies the decision-making process for frame recipients, it did not show effectiveness to 

change attitudes among religiously affiliated respondents within the construct of a scientific 

experiment. Further, religious frames were shown to have the opposite, undesired effect of 

decreasing favorability when presented to respondents who were specifically unaffiliated 

religiously. Instead of accepting frames, religiously unaffiliated respondents intensified their 

opposition to the policy stances being framed. 

Perhaps in hindsight, Peterson may have observed issue areas other than 

environmental policy that might arguably be more legitimately or explicitly tied to a moral 

issue (e.g. abortion, school prayer, or stem cells, all among the issue areas Domke and Coe 

observed in their morality politics analysis in 2008). However, his findings have major 

implications for presidential hopefuls in an America that some say is trending toward a 

more secular, less religious society. 

 

If, in fact, religious fr ames turn off secular audiences, and they comprise a 

growing percentage of the voting blocs needed to achieve electoral victory, then elites 

must consider altering the strategic ways they use religious frames in high -level 

discourse.  The research questions  within this thesis seek to determine whether that 

shift has already begun.  
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Justification for Study  
 

Research shows that framing can influence the mental shortcuts people use in 

decision-making processes. Values frames, in particular, employed through mass media can 

influence not only how potential voters understand issues, but also how they in turn 

communicate about them with others. (Brewer 2002) 

Further, the functions of civil religion outlined by Toolin (1983) are functions 

ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÌÉÔÅÓ also wish to employ when building voter coalitions and achieving 

ÅÌÅÃÔÏÒÁÌ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓȢ )Ô ÍÅÒÉÔÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅÓ ÁÒÅ 

following the footsteps of their predecessors in exploiting the institution of American civil 

religion that is ingrained in the society they are attempting to lead. This, in essence, is the 

God Strategy Domke and Coe (2008) describe. 

The evolving American electorate and the historical context of the 2012 election as 

outlined in the introduction provides furth er justification for observing trends in the 

reliance on religious cues in national elections, pertaining to both civil religion and God 

Strategy, and how political elites utilize these values frames when communicating with their 

largest, broadest audiences in the setting of high-profile speeches.  
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Research Questions 

SÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÆÆÉÒÍÅÄ "ÅÌÌÁÈȭÓ ÁÓÓÅÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ȰÃÉÖÉÌ 

ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÐÁÒÁÌÌÅÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

American political system. (Gustafson 1970; Thomas and Flippen 1972; Warner 1974; 

Toolin 1983; Peterson 2009) There is also evidence that American political campaigns have 

ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÄ Á Ȱ'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÃÈ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÏ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÖÏÔÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÒÓȢ (Domke and 

Coe 2008) This research builds off these assertions. 

Further, Domke and Coe ÈÁÖÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÔÅÒÍ ÔÈÅ Ȱ'ÏÌÄÅÎ 2ÕÌÅȱ ÏÆ Á 'ÏÄ 

Strategy that campaigns must abide by to avoid alienating religiously moderate and secular 

voting blocsɂa Golden Rule that has seemingly manifested in a number of electoral 

scenarios in recent history. (Ibid.) 

I aim to answer a wide array of research questions surrounding the theoretical 

constructs of an American civil religion and a God Strategy as values frames in political 

discourse. 

Have modern candidates used a God Strategy or communicated aspects of a civil 
religion to the American public, and are they doing so today? Which components are 
most represented? 

 
My research will determine the perceivable extent to which modern political elites 

ÔÁÐ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÅÍÐÌÏÙ Á Ȱ'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ ÂÙ 

×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÁÓ Á ȰÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÆÒÁÍÅȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÏÐ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙȢ ) ÁÌÓÏ ÈÏÐÅ 

through this research to extend the work of Toolin, Peterson, and Domke and Coe to 

observe the presence of God Strategy and civil religion in the electoral cycles that occurred 

after their observations concluded. 
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Are these references purely rhetorical, or do they have value as a heuristic for 
American voters in determining th eir ideal candidate? Who is using them more? Which 
components of God Strategy or civil religion are used as values frames for particular 
issues or for candidate choice? If these references are used as values frames, do they 
reflect the most important issue s of the day? And do they reflect the religious 
inclinations of the American public at the time of the election?  

 
 I will observe whether campaigns are using religious references simply as rhetoric , 

as Hart and others argue, or if the references are used to frame particular issues or partisan 

values through a religious lens, and whether those issues framed are the most important 

issues for the American population during the preceding election year. I will analyze the 

content to determine these trends by political party and identify commonalities with 

previous speeches by incumbent candidates within in the content data set. 

Is there a discerniÂÌÅ Ȱ'ÏÌÄÅÎ 2ÕÌÅȱ ÆÏÒ ÕÓÉÎÇ Á 'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȩ 
 
Domke and Coe (2008) do not provide standardized quantifiable measures for their 

proposed Golden Rule aside from voting results. Still, I am hoping to observe whether or not 

the assertion they make that, in the new era of a God Strategy, Democrats must woo 

religious moderates to achieve electoral victory is supported by voter coalitions in the 

election and reelection of Barack Obama in 2008 and 2012, respectively. 

 To answer all of these questions, I will perform content analysis of high-profile 

discourse by political elites in the modern political era for the presence of the theorized 

components of American civil religion, the political God Strategy, and values frames. I define 

all of these elements in the methodology section below.  

Further, while predicting and quantifying the actual intent of political elites and 

political campaign strategists is outside the realm of this thesis, I will observe correlations 

ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÅØÉÓÔ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÌÉÔÅÓȭ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ Á 'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÁÎÄȾÏÒ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓȟ 

and public opinion regarding religion and major issues as represented in public opinion 

polling data sets. 
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Data and Methods  

Definitions  

First, I define political elites, for the purposes of this observation, as the Presidents 

of the United States. I am seeking to identify the aforementioned trends as they relate to the 

modern-day construct ÏÆ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȡ a two-party system featuring the 

Republican and Democratic parties reflecting contemporary ideologies, policy stances, and 

value sets. I also seek to analyze communications tools that allow political elites to reach as 

massive an audience as possible to allow for a consistent comparison of tactics over time. 

After careful consideration of context, existing literature, and available data, I will 

limit my content analysis to presidential elections dating back to 1960, beginning with the 

inaugural address of John F. Kennedy. KÅÎÎÅÄÙȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÁÓ Á ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅ ÈÅÌÄ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ 

significance with regard to religion, as previously mentioned. 

Further, 1960 featured the first robust television coverage, I argue, of presidential 

electoral politics with the first televised presidential debate. The presence of mass media 

greatly influenced the evolution of the modern presidential campaign. (60 Minutes 2012)  

Finally, extending the observation back to 1960 will allow me to extend ToolinȭÓ 

work  forward while  using the election years following Ronald ReaganȭÓ election in 1980, 

ÕÐÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ $ÏÍËÅ ÁÎÄ #ÏÅȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÉÓ ÃÅÎÔÅÒÅÄ, as context for observation of use 

of the American civil religion and God Strategy.  

Components and Themes of a Civil Religion 

I also accept the definitions of components and themes of an American civil religion 

ÁÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÉÎ 4ÏÏÌÉÎȭÓ ×ÏÒË, described in the literature review (please refer to 

Appendi ces B, C, D and E for further  explanation and definitions/search terms in detail); 

and, to continue her work, I will use the same categories for my observations, as follows: 
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Components of Civil Religion  

I. Makes specific references to a deity (i.e. God) 
II. Enumerates republican values (i.e. freedom) 
III. Includes specific religious content of actual revealed/national religion 

(wars/historic moments; founding documents; American prophet-like figures) 
IV. Religious-Political References Together 

 
Themes of Civil Religion 

 
I. Exodus 
II. Sacrifice 
III. American Destiny under God 
IV. America as Internati onal Example 

(Toolin 1983) 
 

 I have made only one revision to the definitions, and that is with the theme of 

Sacrifice. While the literature refers to the sacrifice of war dead and of martyrs (Toolin 

1983), I am extending the definition to include explicit mentions to sacrifice and other 

mentions of individual or collective sacrifice. I do not expect this shift to lead to a major 

increase in representation of the theme, though I justify this extension because such 

mentions fulfill the three functions of civil religion defined by Toolin:  culture building, 

culture affirmation, and legitimization of actions. 

Components of a God Strategy 

2ÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ Á 'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟ ) ÁÃÃÅÐÔ $ÏÍËÅ ÁÎÄ #ÏÅȭÓ (2008) definitions of the four 

components of such a strategy and will use these definitions in my content analysis. Refer to 

Appendices B, B1, and B2 for a detailed description of what I will identify. Of the 

components, I will search for two:  elites act as political priests by speaking the language of 

the faithful; and elites fuse God and country by linking America with divine will. These are the 

only two components Domke and Coe tallied through analysis of major domestic speeches, 

and I will limit my research as such for efficiency and consistency with their research. 

(Ibid.)  
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Values Frames 

 When coding for the presence of religious values frames, I will identify, first, 

whether a religious reference exists, using the list of key terms introduced by Toolin and 

Domke and Coe, and later used by Peterson. I will use EntmanȭÓ (1993) definition of frames 

in fulfilling one of four primary functions and will code whether or not a religious reference 

fulfills one or more of these functions as a values frame, as defined by Brewer (2001) 

Functions of Frames 

I. Defines problem 
II. Diagnoses causes 
III. Makes moral judgments 
IV. Suggest remedies for problems 

(Entman 1993) 
 
 4Ï ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÑÕÁÌÉÆÙ ÁÓ Á ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÆÒÁÍÅȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÁÎ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔ ȰÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ 

between a value and an issue that carrÉÅÓ ÁÎ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ The frame must link a 

position on an issue being right to a specific core value. (Brewer 2001, 46) 

Incumbents 

One level of my analysis will involve incumbent candidates. For my purposes, I 

ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ȰÉÎÃÕÍÂÅÎÔÓȱ ÁÓ a president-elect retaining office for a second consecutive electoral 

cycle. Thus, there are five incumbents included in this research group: Richard Nixon, 

Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama. President Lyndon Johnson 

will not be included in this subset analysis because he was not elected to his first term in 

office, and therefore there is no content in the form of a first inaugural address for analysis 

and comparison. Non-incumbent candidates are coded as such. 

Content Analysis, Samples and Data 

Within the aforementioned timeframe I will perform a content analysis of inaugural 

speeches. Peterson (2009) notes that, while presidential candidates do not use religious 
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references as framing prominently in political advertising, they do frequently use it in their 

prominent speeches. The parameters of my study will limit the sampled discourse to 

presidential inaugural addresses within the timeframe. I will supplement this research with 

available public opinion polling data from the Pew Research Center and Gallup. 

Bellah (1967) and Toolin (1983, 40) identified inauguratioÎÓ ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ȰÈÅÁÖÙ 

ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÏÖÅÒÔÏÎÅÓȟȱ ÓÅÒÖÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ȰÆÒÅÓÈ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÏÉÎÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 

the president as a new national leader. "ÅÌÌÁÈ ɉρωφχȟ σɊ ÃÌÁÉÍÅÄ ȰÔÈÅ ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á 

president is an important ceremonial event in [civil]  religion. It reaffirms, among other 

things, the religious legitimation of the highest political authority.ȱ Cherry (1998, 21) calls 

ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÌ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÁÃÒÅÄ ÓÃÒÉÐÔÕÒÅÓȱ ÏÆ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȢ Also, Toolin (1983) 

ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÅÄ "ÅÌÌÁÈȭÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ civil religion was present and could be found in 

inaugural speeches. 

Examining presidential inaugural addresses will allow me to extend her analysis to 

the present day and examine new possible trends. Included in my analysis are the 14 

inaugural addresses from 1961 to 2013, beginning with Kennedy and culminating with 

/ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ address. To ensure consistency in the content of the inaugural addresses, I 

acquired full text transcripts of all 14 addresses from the same source, The American 

Presidency Project.3 

Public Opinion Data  

Domke and Coe (2008) have identified a fine line along which to navigate the God 

Strategy successfully in American electoral politics. Yet, in the ever-changing world devoid 

of absolute truths, it would be very difficult to arrive at a set mathematical formula or 

theorem to determine what amount of religious communication or civil religious references 

                                                        
3 In order to preserve consistency across each speech, I printed PDF versions of the speeches, available at 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/inaugurals.php , and numbered the individual paragraphs. 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/inaugurals.php
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ÉÓ ȰÊÕÓÔ ÒÉÇÈÔȱ ÔÏ ×ÏÏ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÍÏÄÅÒÁÔÅ ÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÔÏ 

electoral success. That is the arena for campaign leadership and voter modeling experts to 

determine based on their polling data for the electorate. 

I will certainly not be able to arrive at the within the construct of this thesis, but I 

can continue to build on the literature and lay the framework for potential future study to 

arrive at a more conclusive finding on whether use of thÅ Ȱ'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ ÉÓ ÓÔÒÏÎÇÌÙ ÏÒ 

loosely tied to public opinion regarding religion and the major issues of the day, and the 

extent to which political elites use them as framing devices. 

I will utilize datasets of a continually rolling survey from The Pew Institute and the 

Public Religion Research Institute as indicators of the religiosity of the American electorate, 

and polling data I have acquired from Gallup observing national issue priorities, to 

juxtapose trends identified in the content analysis with the context of American society. 

These data sets will provide an image of the evolving religiosity of the American electorate 

over time, as well as the evolution of the major issues of the day for American voters. 

Hypotheses 

Have modern candidates used a God Strategy or communicated aspects of a civil 
religion to the American public, and are they doing so today? Which themes are most 
represented? 
 

"ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÆÆ 4ÏÏÌÉÎȭs (1983) work, I will replicate her study and extend it to the 

present day to examine the evolution of allusions to an American Civil Religion in 

presidential inaugural speeches. I will also extend the research done by Domke and Coe 

(2008) and Peterson (2009) into the present day and into inaugural addresses. Because 

previous literature out of necessity does not include the most recent examples of these 

speeches (as they had not yet been delivered), I will present two simple general hypotheses 
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to cover my eØÔÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓȭ ×ÏÒË ÂÙ ÅØÁÍÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÌ 

speeches. 

H1. The four themes of an American civil religion as defined are represented 
in varying degrees across all inaugural addresses.  
 

H2. #ÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ Á Ȱ'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ ÁÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÐresented in varying 
degrees across all inaugural addresses.  

 
My hypotheses for the observation of the components of civil religion are as follows: 

Given the historical context through the George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations 

(September 11 terrorist attacks, foreign wars and economic recession), I expect to observe 

a distinct trend in that mentions of the Sacrifice theme will increase following the attacks. 

H3. 0ÒÅÖÁÌÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȱ3ÁÃÒÉÆÉÃÅȱ ÔÈÅÍÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ×ÉÌÌ ÈÁÖÅ 
stronger presen ce in observations from 2001 onward than from pre -2001 
observations.  

 
However, as Toolin (1983) found that American Destiny Under God and 

International Example were, combined, the most represented themes of civil religion in 

inaugural addresses within her timeframe, I predict: 

 
H4. The combined civil religion themeÓ ÏÆ Ȱ!ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ $ÅÓÔÉÎÙ ÕÎÄÅÒ 'ÏÄȱ ÁÎÄ 

Ȱ)ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ØÁÍÐÌÅȱ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÅÃÈÅÓ 
in the timeframe.  

 
Are these references purely rhetorical, or do they have value as a heuristic for American 
voters in determining their ideal candidate?  
 

Scholars such as Domke and Coe (2008) argue there is a distinct evolution in the use 

of religious references in political discourse and it is not mere happenstanceɂit is strategic. 

They identify the 1980 election as the first examples of a God Strategy at work in 

presidential campaigns. I concur, and to test this theory as it relates to framing of 

messaging, I will observe whether or not these references serve as frames for issues, or 
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whether they exist as rhetorical or filler language, in which case I will determine them to 

serve as personal identifying heuristics for the candidate. 

H5. Religious references will be found as both framing devices and as 
rhetorical devices in the speeches over the timeframe.  
 

H6. I estimate that the bulk of the religious references prior to the 1980 
election will not include values frames, but from 1980 on, the religious 
references will be used as framing devices, intimating that a God Strategy 
is at work.  

Who is using them more? 

It is postulatedɂcolloquially, academically and in the media (Domke and Coe 2008, 

Edsall 2013)ɂthat the Republican Party relies heavily on the Religious Right and 

conservative values voters. However, the Democratic Party is certainly not disconnected 

from religion in America and includes a number of traditionally religious groups in its 

voting coalition. In line with this understanding, I hypothesize: 

H7. Republican presidents  will utilize more religious mentions, more values 
frames, and more religio us mentions as functional values frames than 
Democratic presidents . 
 

H8. The Democratic Party will predominantly utilize the civil religious theme 
of Sacrifice above others . 

Which components of God Strategy or civil religion are used as values frames for 
parti cular issues or for candidate choice? 

While I have no background upon which to build a hypothesis as to which party will 

utilize which components of these theories more, I will include in my analysis a breakdown 

by party which component is used most often. 

0ÁÒÔÙ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÁÓÉÄÅȟ $ÏÍËÅ ÁÎÄ #ÏÅȭÓ (2008, 19) components of a God Strategy 

ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÏÆ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅÓ ȰÔÒÕÍÐÅÔÉÎÇ ÂÅÌÌ×ÅÔÈÅÒ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȱ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÁÌÉÔÙ 

politics, though the components of civil religion are less clearly defined in light of framing. 

Though I am unsure, and though national and international context varies from president to 
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ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÙ ÄÉÃÔÁÔÅ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÌÅÎÓȟ ) ÂÕÉÌÄ ÏÆÆ 4ÏÏÌÉÎȭÓ 

(1983) work in hypothesizing which components of a civil religion are used more 

frequently as values frames: 

H9. 4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅÄ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ Ȱ!ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ $ÅÓÔÉÎÙ ÕÎÄÅÒ 'ÏÄȱ 
ÁÎÄ Ȱ)ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ %ØÁÍÐÌÅȱ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÖÁÌÕÅ 
frames in speeches within the selected timeframe.  
 

If these references are used as values frames, do they reflect the most important issues 
of the day? And do they reflect the religious inclinations of the American public at the 
time of the election? 
 

This will perhaps be the most interesting observation in my research.  The literature 

identifies the power of heuristics in general in swaying voters, and of religious framing to 

further simplify complex choices. Strategically, tying religious heuristics to the issues most 

ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÆÏÒ Á ȰÐÅÒÆÅÃÔ ÓÔÏÒÍȱ ÃÁÍÐÁÉÇÎ ÔÁÃÔÉc, though further research and 

tactical development would be necessary to identify such validity. 

Domke and Coe (2008, 19) identify the fourth component of God Strategy as 

ÔÒÕÍÐÅÔÉÎÇ ȰÂÅÌÌ×ÅÔÈÅÒȱ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȟ ÆÏÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÏÄÅ ÆÉÖÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÍÏÒality 

issues such as abortion and same-sex marriage. I wish instead to observe the frequency 

with which political elites tie religious language to the most important issues for the public 

For this observation I have acquired Gallup polling data of public opinion on the 

most important problem facing the United States for each election year from 1960 to 2012. 

The question has been asked by Gallup with varying regularity over time, so to preserve 

consistency, I used results from the last poll taken prior to Election Day from each election 

year prior to the inaugural address and identified the top two issues by percentage. The data 

×ÁÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÂÙ 4ÒÁÃÅÙ 3ÕÇÁÒ ÏÆ 'ÁÌÌÕÐȭÓ #ÌÉÅÎÔ 3ÕÐÐÏÒÔ 4ÅÁÍ ÖÉÁ ÅÍÁÉÌ ÏÎ !ÐÒÉÌ ωȟ 
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2013, in Excel format following an online request.4 The data is also available through the 

'ÁÌÌÕÐ "ÒÁÉÎ ÄÁÔÁÂÁÓÅȟ ÁÃÃÅÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȭÓ ÌÉÂÒÁÒÙ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȢ  

I anticipate that analysis will show political elites use religious or civil religious 

references to frame the hot-button issues of the day. Specifically: 

H10. At least one of the two most important issu es for American voters over the  
time period will be framed in each speech over time using religious  or civil 
religious  references.  

 
The analysis also allows for an examination of changeÓ ÉÎ "ÁÒÁÃË /ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÒÈÅÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ 

and persuasive tactics, which are interesting given the speculation surrounding the true 

nature of his religious beliefs among a sizeable proportion of the American electorate 

despite relying heavily on unaffiliated voters. As of July 2012, a Pew poll found that 17% of 

Americans believed Obama was a Muslim, and of that percentage, nearly two-thirds were 

uncomfortable with his faith. The 17% was an increase from 12% of voters who believed he 

was a Muslim in October 2008. (Pew 2012a) 

7ÈÉÌÅ -ÉÔÔ 2ÏÍÎÅÙȭÓ status as a Mormon candidate in the general election for a 

major political party was historic, of the 60% of Americans who correctly identified his 

religion in the same poll, only 19% indicated they were uncomfortable with his religion. 

(Ibid.) I believe that the religious scrutiny faced by Barack Obama forced him to engage 

religious voting blocs more directly in his public appearances. Obama would be shielded 

from fallout with his growing secular voting blocs by the overt religiousness of the 

Republican Party in recent years. 

H11. Aggregate totals for God Strategy mentions and representation of an 
American Civil Religion will increase across both inaugural speeches and 
convention acceptance speeches for 2008 and 2012 compared with 
previ ous years. 
 

                                                        
4 Sugar, Tracey, Gallup, email message to D. Parker Wishik, April 9, 2013. 
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Despite a growing secular, or unaffiliated, segment in the American population, 

political elites continue to make references to Scripture, deities, and civil religious values; 

ÔÈÅÓÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÕÂÉÑÕÉÔÏÕÓ Ȱ'ÏÄ "ÌÅÓÓ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȱ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÁÄÄresses. Because I 

personally have perceived elites using these references in the present-day: 

H12. I estimate that analysis will show an independent relationship between 
the presence God Strategy and civil religion mentions and the increase in 
secularism/unaffi liated voters among the American electorate.  

 
Again, considering the context of his reelection bid, I do not believe President 

Obama would approach the 2012 campaign by pulling back on his invocation of God and 

religious references; if anything, I believe he would have increased them. Such an increase 

would be notable in comparison with the rising secularism in the American electorate. 

 
H13. As with Hypothesis 1ςȟ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ /ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÕÔÉÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á 'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÏÒ 

mentions of an American Civil Religion will show  an independent 
relationship with trends toward secularism in the American electorate 
from 2008 to 2012.  

 
A late addition to my analysis was to code for any explicit mentions or 

acknowledgement of religiously unaffiliated citizens in inaugural addresses. Not knowing 

beforehand previous research into this area, I will not hypothesize, but I will mark my 

observations in the analysis section. 

Is there a discerniÂÌÅ Ȱ'ÏÌÄÅÎ 2ÕÌÅȱ ÆÏÒ ÕÓÉÎÇ Á 'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȩ 

To answer this final question, I will offer the simple hypothesis that the 2008 and 

ςπρς ÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÆÏÌÌÏ× $ÏÍËÅ ÁÎÄ #ÏÅȭÓ (2008) observations of recently successful 

Democratic campaigns in wooing votes from religious moderates.  

H14. "ÁÒÁÃË /ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÖÉÃÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÉÎ ςππψ ÁÎÄ ςπρς ×ÉÌÌ ÆÏÌÌÏ× ÔÈÅ ÔÒÅÎÄ $ÏÍËÅ 
and Coe identified of successful Democratic candidates dipping into the  
vote totals of religious moderates ɂmainline Protestants and Catholics.  
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I will observe available polling data and juxtapose it with the context of Barack 

/ÂÁÍÁȭÓ use of religious language in the content analyzed here. Because actual polling data 

is not available for 2012 from the ANES, I will observe the voting coalitions represented in 

exit polling data from the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life. 

 

Coding  

Because I am analyzing one form of communication in my content analysisɂ

political speechesɂI can utilize a uniform coding scheme with which I will track each 

religious mention within the dataset. I coded each paragraph of the speeches for a number 

of categories, utilizing the definitions and terms provided by previous scholarsȭ ×ÏÒË, 

though I will look for additional terms they may have missed. I justify coding by paragraph, 

instead of logging each particular religious reference, because 1) it allows for a coherent 

and interconnected review of the theories in question; 2) it provides a format for analysis 

that will remain consistent across the content analyzed; and 3) it preserves the full thought 

and message the speaking president intended to convey. 

I coded each paragraph in each speech for the presence of the components of God 

Strategy and civil religion, as well as for the presence of frames, values frames, policies and 

issues framed, and framing functions. The complete coding sheet can be found in Appendix 

F, where I will provide footnotes for any revisions made to the initial document during the 

actual analysis. 

Prior to the full analysis, I worked with three graduate students from the School of 

Public Affairs at American University (enrolled in the departments of Government and 

Justice, Law and Society) to ensure that inter-coder reliability legitimized my findings. This 

session provided significant simplifications to the coding method, including coding for 
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paragraphs instead of mentions and additional terms to include as actual religious, civil 

religious, and republican values references.  

It is important to note that I designated each paragraph as it was written in the 

!ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÃÙ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÓȢ &ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÁÒÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÁÇÒÁÐÈ 

divisions were clear. Where there was a line break from the previous line not initiated by 

ÏÖÅÒÒÕÎ ÔÅØÔȟ ÁÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÐÁÒÁÇÒÁÐÈ ÏÆ 2ÏÎÁÌÄ 2ÅÁÇÁÎȭÓ ρωψρ ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÌ 

ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓȟ ) ÎÁÍÅÄ Á ÎÅ× ÐÁÒÁÇÒÁÐÈȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ *ÉÍÍÙ #ÁÒÔÅÒȭÓ ρωχχ ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÌ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ 

features paragraphs with lists and bullets. These did not qualify as new paragraphs.  

Paragraph 4 in 2ÅÁÇÁÎȭÓ ρωψυ ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÌ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ, as formatted, is not an actual part 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÓÐÅÅÃÈɂit denotes an intended pause by the President to engage the 

American people in prayer. Because this paragraph did not include relevant text, I removed 

the paragraph from coding altogether. Each subsequent paragraph identifier was moved 

down by one number. 

I noted all coding results in a spreadsheet in Microsoft Excel, for which I used two 

versions of the same data. To provide an aggregate snapshot of the terms used throughout 

the timeframe, I counted totals for each mention of civil or actual religious contentɂthis is 

the method presented in the coding sheet in Appendix F. I then created a new spreadsheet 

ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ) ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÔÁÌÓ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ Ȱπȱ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÄ Ȱρȟȱ 

indicating that the component was present in that paragraph. This allowed for easier 

comparison and cross-tabulation between paragraphs with particular content. 

To acquire some of the frequencies and trends, I simply used Excel formulas for data 

analysis. I also inputted the dataset into IBM® SPSS® Statistics Version 21 for some of the 

cross-tabulations and graphical data representation.
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Project Limitations 

It is important to note the limitations and critical questions surrounding this 

research work. First, as previously mentioned, it will be impossible to ascertain for certain 

the true intent of using religious messaging based on our research. We can work under the 

assumption that all message implementation is done with the intent of winning an election, 

in general ɀ ruling out the possibility of efforts by strategists and party leaders internally to 

sabotage or derail a campaign internally as an anomaly. 

While researÃÈ ÄÏÅÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á Ȱ'ÏÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÁÍÐÁÉÇÎÓ ÁÒÅ 

utilizing it, this will remain theoretical in nature until such a strategy is admitted to by 

political strategists. Literature indicates that once priming and framing intentions are made 

explicit, the intended effect on target audiences is hindered as the audiences then engage in 

cognitive processing of the messages they are receiving. However, because research into 

political implementation of religious frames indicates that respondents already react with 

active cognitive processes anyway, as opposed to subconscious or automatic processes, the 

risk of identifying messaging strategies may be diminished. 

Second, the broad scope of elections presents limitations in the certainty with which 

we can identify religiosity as the determinant factor in electoral decision-making by 

American voters. There are a number of voter characteristics, attitudes, and behaviors to 

consider, including partisan affiliation, income levels, education levels, race, gender, 

geographic disparity, and other demographics, in addition to contextual considerations. I 

will use similar controls as outlined in the aforementioned literature and do as thorough an 

analysis possible for major incidents and national issues that might alter the context of an 

election. I will denote such occurrences in the data visualization. 
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 Finally, it is important to note that there are many pieces of the electoral puzzle that 

) ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏÔ ÅØÁÍÉÎÅÄ ÈÅÒÅȢ 4Ï ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á Ȱ'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ ÉÎ Á 

campaign acceptance speech equates to an electoral victory would be inappropriate, 

irresponsible, and possibly inaccurate. From these findings, further research into how 

candidates utilize this strategy through the life of the general electionɂfrom start to finish, 

and even in party primaries ɀ may glean additional exciting information. 

The content was analyzed both on a literal basis and on a contextual one, though the 

parameters of analysis were not uniform for every individual search item. For example, 

while the themes for a civil religionɂExodus, sacrifice, etc.ɂwere observed through a 

contextual review of the paragraph in question as a wholeɂsearch terms for national 

renewal and setting apart the nation were identified on a case-by-case, word-by-word basis. 

This was in line with previous research, though research that follows mine can improve 

upon this method, perhaps coding these items by paragraph or even thought, instead of by 

mention. 

This last itemɂcoding by each individual thought established in the speechesɂ

raises an issue I would have liked to address in my analysis, though a sound methodology 

was unavailable to me. In hindsight, I would have benefited from unifying interconnected 

paragraphs into thought units instead of keeping them as independent paragraphs. For 

ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÐÁÒÁÇÒÁÐÈ ςτ ÉÎ *ÏÈÎ &Ȣ +ÅÎÎÅÄÙȭÓ ρωφρ ÓÐÅÅÃÈȟ ÁÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȟ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎ Á 

specific frame identifier, though when paired with paragraph 23, the framing intent is clear: 

φχɊ Ȱ.Ï× ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÍÐÅÔ ÓÕÍÍÏÎÓ ÕÓ ÁÇÁÉÎ-not as a call to bear arms, 
though arms we needɂnot as a call to battle, though embattled we 
areɂbut a call to bear the burden of a long twilight struggle, year in 
ÁÎÄ ÙÅÁÒ ÏÕÔȟ ȬÒÅÊÏÉÃÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÈÏÐÅȟ ÐÁÔÉÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÒÉÂÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȭɂa struggle 
against the common enemies of man: tyranny, poverty, disease and 
war itself.  
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24) Can we forge against these enemies a grand and global alliance, 
North and South, East and West, that can assure a more fruitful life 
ÆÏÒ ÁÌÌ ÍÁÎËÉÎÄȩ 7ÉÌÌ ÙÏÕ ÊÏÉÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÅÆÆÏÒÔȩȱ  
ɀ John F. Kennedy, 1961 Inaugural Address (Kennedy 1961) 

Finally, in her research, Toolin (1983) suggests the need for further research to 

determine if political elites use the components of a civil religion to communicate in settings 

other than inaugural addresses. I had intended to analyze political convention acceptance 

speeches by presidential nominees during the timeframe, though time did not allow for it. It 

would be an interesting comparison to analyze the use of frames in convention acceptance 

speeches and ÄÒÁ× ÃÏÒÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÓÅÑÕÅÎÔ ×ÉÎÎÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÁÕÇÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓȟ ÇÉÖÅÎ 

the audiences and electoral context is different in either case. 
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Findings 

 Analysis offered mixed results in terms of confirming my hypotheses, though 

indications were that presidents haveɂand-doɂutilize elements of civil and actual religion 

for purposes other than pure rhetorical filler in their high-profile speeches. 

Data 

I coded each paragraph of each speech for 38 specific characteristics as defined in 

the methodology and Appendix Fȟ ÁÎÄ )ȭÖÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ frequency tables computed in SPSS® 

identifying totals for each category in Appendix G. I have also included in Appendix H 

ÇÒÁÐÈÉÃÁÌ ×ÏÒÄ ÃÌÏÕÄ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÉÎ 7ÏÒÄÌÅΆȟ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÆÏÒ 

references to a deity, invocations of faith, enumerations of republican values, and national 

religious references (e.g. references to founding documents, wars, prophet-like figures, and 

other items of notable historical significance). 

Confirmation of Hypotheses 

Have modern candidates used a God Strategy or communicated aspects of a civil 
religion to the American public, and are they doing so today? Which themes are most 
represented? 
 
 Hypotheses 1 and 2 were confirmed, as both American civil religion and the 

components associated with a God Strategy were represented in each inaugural address 

from 1960 to 2013, in varying degrees. Figure  2 below graphically displays the total 

references of God Strategy termsɂÄÉÖÉÄÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ Ȱ,ÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ &ÁÉÔÈÆÕÌȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱ,ÉÎËÉÎÇ 

America with DivÉÎÅ 7ÉÌÌȱ ÔÅÒÍÓȢ .Ï ÔÒÕÅ ÌÉÎÅÁÒ ÔÒÅÎÄ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÆÏÒ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÏÒ ÆÏÒ 

their total representation, though it is notable that recent speeches have a high prevalence 

of these components relative to others. 
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FIGURE 2:  GOD STRATEGY ς Speaking Language of the Faithful and Fusing God 
and Country by Linking America with Divine Will 
 

 

Analysis determined that the fourth component of God Strategy that links America 

with divine willɂsanctifying the nationɂhas been present in all but two of the inaugural 

addresses since 1961, with Johnson and Carter being the exceptions. George H. W. Bush and 

Ronald Reagan both utilized this function twice in the same speech (1989 and 1985, 

respectively), both in the speech closing and in the explicit context of directly leading the 

audience in a prayer. These were the only two instances of explicit prayer in the speeches, 

though there were citations of Scripture. 

Though Domke and Coe (2008) were correct in their observation that the phrase 

Ȱ'ÏÄ "ÌÅÓÓ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȱ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÓÔÁÐÌÅ ÏÆ Íajor presidential speeches until 1980, the act of 

sanctifying the nation was represented prior. Kennedy and Nixon (twice) called upon God to 

sanctify the nation, though in much a less direct and less concise fashion. Please see 

Appendix I for the exact wording of each instance since 1960. 

Analysis also confirmed that each speech contained at least one of the themes of 

American civil religion as defined by Toolin (1983), though each theme was not represented 

in each speech. However, my Hypothesis 3ɂthat the Sacrifice theme would be more 
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commonly invoked post-9/11ɂwas inconclusive, as indicated in Figure 3 . While 2005, 

2009, and 2013 featured more Sacrifice references than 1997 and 2001, such references 

were just as frequent in other years within the timeframe, and no linear trend is evident. 

Further interpretations of this aspect of the data will come later. 

FIGURE 3:  Civil Religion ς Themes Represented Since 1960 

 
 

Hypothesis 4 ×ÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÅÄȟ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ 4ÏÏÌÉÎȭÓ (1983) observation that the 

combined themes of American Destiny under God and International Example are more 

commonly invoked than the Exodus and Sacrifice themes. In fact, America as an 

International Exampleɂoriginally defined as a still-developing theme by Toolin (1983)ɂ
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has itself become the most commonly invoked among the four themes, represented in 53% 

of civil religious mentions. (See Figure 4) 

FIGURE 4:  Civil Religion ς Theme Representation by Percentage Since 1960 
 

 
 
Are these references purely rhetorical, or do they have value as a heuristic for American 
voters in determining their ideal candidate?  
 
 First, analysis determined that, of the more than 477 paragraphs within the 14 

speeches since 1960, just under one-quarter of them contained devices that satisfied the 

given definitions for a values frame. A total of 111 paragraphs contained values frames. For 

the most part, these have been distributed evenly across the speeches, with a mode of 5 

mentions and a mean of 7.9. Interestingly, each of the 5 presidents classified as an 

incumbent in the analysis (those who gave two inaugural addresses; does not include 

Johnson), used more values frames in their second inaugural address than in their first. 

Barack Obama set the mark for most values frames used in the timeframe, with 17 in his 

second address, while George W. Bush used the most total, with 25 in 2001 and 2005. 

To analyze Hypothesis 5ɂthat religious references would be used both as rhetoric 

and as values framesɂI formulated crosstabs for each type of mention in both God Strategy 

5% 

18%  

24%  

53%  

Exodus Sacrifice

God-Given Destiny America as International Example
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and civil religion. Table 4 below shows what percentage of paragraphs with mentions of 

each component or theme of God Strategy or civil religion also included values frames. 

Analysis confirmed the hypothesis, showing that, while most paragraphs with religious 

references did not feature functional values frames, a sizeable portion of the references did 

in fact serve as values framesɂat least one-quarter of the mentions for almost every 

component. 

The only religious component coded for in the analysis that was not used as a values 

frame a single time within the timeframe was the Exodus theme of civil religion, and it was 

only mentioned a total of 9 times. Of particular interest is the finding that nearly half of the 

paragraphs invoking the International Example theme of civil religion (43.1%) concurrently 

had a functional values frame within the paragraph. 

TABLE 4:  Religious Components as Values Frames by Percentage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Theory  Paragraphs Include  

% also 
with 

Values 
Frames 

% with 
no 

Values 
Frame 

GOD 
STRATEGY 

COMPONENTS 

Deity References* 32.1% 67.9% 
Faith Invocations* 24.5% 75.5% 
Invoke the Nation 30.4% 69.6% 
Set Apart Nation 29.1% 70.9% 
Call for National Renewal 24.8% 75.2% 
Sanctify the Nation 14.3% 85.7% 

CIVIL 
RELIGION 

COMPONENTS 

Enumeration of Republican 
Values 

35.4% 64.6% 

Invocations of National Religion 31.4% 68.6% 
References of Political and 
Religious Nature Together 

36.0% 64.0% 

CIVIL 
RELIGION 
THEMES 

Exodus 0% 100%  
Sacrifice 27.8% 72.2% 
American Destiny under God 29.8% 70.2% 
International Example 43.1%  56.9%  

* Components of both Civil Religion and God Strategy  
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Hypothesis 6ɂa two-part assertion that most of the values frames after 1980 

would include religious references, while those prior to 1980 largely would notɂwas 

inconclusive due to vague wording on my part. While Table 4 above shows the percentage 

of paragraphs containing both values frames and religious components, Table 5 below 

shows what percentage of all values frames are linked with those components. 

(To clarify this difference: there are some values frames within the speeches not 

linked to religious components, but they are included in the total percentage in the second 

column to provide a snapshot of how commonly the components are used in values frames 

across the entire timeframe.) 

In fact, a majority of values frames both before and after 1980 included at least one 

of the religious references I coded for, with republican values being enumerated in more 

than 70% of values frames in each timeframe, and invocations of the nation in at least 50% 

of the values frames in each timeframe. 

However, despite this evidence contrary to the hypothesis, there was a marked 

increase in how often each component was used in values frames, with the exception of 

International Example and the Exodus Theme, which was not used. American Destiny under 

God, which was not used at all as a values frame before 1980, was found in 17% of values 

frames after 1980, and deity and faith invocations saw gained 11% and 20% increases in 

their use as values frames as well. 
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Table 5:  Percentage of Values Frames Containing God Strategy/Civil Religion  
Components:  Total, Pre-1980, and Post-1980 

 

Components/Themes of Civil Religion 

and God Strategy 

% of Total Values 

Frames Containing 

Component/Theme  

Pre-1980  Post-1980  

References to Deity  15% 7% 18% 

Invocations of Faith  36% 21% 41% 

Invoke the Nation  63% 52% 67% 

Set Apart the Nation  33% 21% 38% 

Renew the Nation  32% 17% 37% 

Sanctify the Nation  2% 0% 2% 

Republican Values  77% 72% 79% 

National Religio us References 29% 21% 32% 

Political and Religious References 
Together  

23% 10% 28% 

Exodus Theme 0% 0% 0% 

Sacrifice Theme 9% 3% 11% 

American Destiny under God  Theme 13% 0% 17% 

International Example Theme  40% 48% 37% 

Which components of God Strategy or civil religion are used as values frames? Who 
uses them more? 

Analysis confirmed portions of Hypothesis 7  comparing the use of religion-based 

values frames by political party. Republicans did employ a greater number of values frames 

than Democrats, responsible for 55.9% (62) of the 111 total values frames utilized to the 

$ÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÓȭ ττȢρϷȢ 4ÈÅ '/0 ÁÌÓÏ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ υςȢχϷ ɉρȟρτπɊ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ 

ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ɉςȟρφςɊ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅÆÒÁÍÅȟ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ $ÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÓȭ τχȢσϷ ɉρȟπςςɊȢ  

This is notable considering an equal number of Republicans and Democrats 

delivered speeches within the timeframe. However Democrats utilized values frames within 

ςυȢωϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÐÅÅÃÈÅÓȭ ÐÁÒÁÇÒÁÐÈÓȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ 2ÅÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÎÓ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÄ ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÆÒÁÍÅÓ ÏÎÌÙ 

21.5% of the time. I partially attribute this disparity to the greater number of mean 

paragraphs in the Republican speeches (41) compared with Democratic speeches (27), 
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partly due to means of 62- and 39-paragraph-long speeches by Nixon and Reagan, 

respectively. 

However, Republicans did not have a monopoly over the use of the various tools of 

God Strategy and components and themes of American civil religion, as Table 6 indicates. 

Surprisingly, Democrats utilized more joint political/religious references and invocations of 

faith, in addition to leading in phrases setting apart the nation and calling for national 

renewal. Democrats also presented the Exodus and Sacrifice themes more frequently in 

their speeches than Republicans. 

Regarding use of the Sacrifice theme by Democrats, Hypothe sis 8 was disproved. 

While Democrats did employ the Sacrifice theme more than Republicans in total (21 

references to 15) and more often as values frames (4:1 ratio), it is not their most commonly 

invoked theme. It tied American Destiny under God for second-most references at 21 

behind the 36 references to International Example. 

Republicans, according to expectations, invoked the name of God more frequently, 

in addition to more frequently enumerating republican values, invoking the nation, and 

presenting the civil religious themes of American Destiny under God and International 

Example. Perhaps most importantly, Democrats utilized slightly more invocations of 

national religion than did Republicans. This disparity may indicate efforts by the party to 

stroke thÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÄÅÖÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÃÉÖÉÌ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȟ 

winning its good graces without alienating secular voters. 
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TABLE 6:  God Strategy and Civil Religion Mentions Breakdown by Party 

  
 This leads to observation of one of the core research questions of this paperɂwhich 

party is using religious language more often as functional values frames? The third part of 

Hypothesis 7ɂthat Republicans would do so more oftenɂwas inconclusive. In terms of 

total count, 61 of the 62 values frames by Republicans included at least one actual or civil 

religious reference (98.4% ), and 48 of the 49 values frames by Democrats did so (97.96%  

ḙ 98% ). So, by virtue of more total invocations, Republicans did display a higher frequency. 

 However, the entire picture is more complex when considering the frequency with 

which each party used the individual components and themes of God Strategy and civil 

religion as values frames. Table 7 shows a breakdown of total values frames by Republican 

and Democratic presidents, with further breakdown for frames used before and after 1980.  

Theory  Components Total 
References: 
Democrats  

% of Total 
References: 
Democrats  

Total 
References: 
Republicans  

% of Total 
References: 
Republicans  

GOD 
STRATEGY 
COMPONENTS 

Deity References* 30 36.6% 52 63.4%  
Faith Invocations* 115 51.3%  109 48.7% 
Invoke the Nation 176 48.8% 185 51.2%  
Set Apart Nation 130 55.3%  105 44.67% 
Call for National 
Renewal 116 50.2%  115 49.8% 
Sanctify the 
Nation 5 35.7% 9 64.3%  

CIVIL 
RELIGION 
COMPONENTS 

Enumeration of 
Republican Values 214 39.6% 326 60.4%  
Invocations of 
National Religion 93 52.5%  84 47.5% 
References of 
Political and 
Religious Nature 
Together 59 56.7%  45 43.3% 

CIVIL 
RELIGION 
THEMES 

Exodus 6 67%  3 33% 
Sacrifice 21 58.3%  15 41.7% 
American Destiny 
Under God 

21 44.7% 26 55.3%  

International 
Example 

36 35.3% 66 64.7%  

* Component of Civil Religion and God Strategy  
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The table shows that, in total, Republicans have used all but three of the religious 

characteristics as values frames more often than have Democrats, who have only used the 

Sacrifice theme of civil religion, language calling for national renewal, and joint 

political/religious references more often in values framing functions than their 

counterparts on the right. 

References sanctifying the nation and the Exodus and Sacrifice themes were each 

represented in less than 10% of all values frames. The Exodus theme was never used as a 

ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÆÒÁÍÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÎÌÙ Ô×ÉÃÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÁÎÃÔÉÆÙ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

God Strategy concurrent with values frames. Both instances were direct invocations of 

prayer led by presidents Reagan and George H. W. Bush, respectively. 

The Sacrifice theme is the only component included in the analysis that Democrats 

have consistently invoked more than Republicans across the timeframe. Since 1980, 

Republicans have surpassed Democrats in using invocations of faith, republican values and 

the American Destiny under God theme as values frames, while Democrats have surpassed 

Republicans in using national religious references and calling for national renewal in 

conjunction with values frames. 

Interestingly, though Democrats had more total joint political/religious references, 

it is the Republicans who have, over the entirety of the timeframe, used them more 

effectively as values frames, with Republicans responsible for 62% of the references in this 

category that serve framing functions. Moreover, Republicans have shown a greater 

tendency than Democrats to invoke faith since 1980, providing more than half of those 

references used as values frames since then. 
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TABLE 7:  God Strategy and Civil Religion Mentions as Values Frames by Party 

Components 
Included in Values 
Frames 

% of 
Total 
Values 
Frames 

Percent By 
Democrats  

Percent By 
Republicans  

% By D 
< 1980  

% By R 
 < 1980 

% By D 
1980 > 

% By R 
1980 > 

References to 
Deity*  

15% 35% 65%  0% 100%  40% 60%  

Invocations of 
Faith*  

36% 48% 53%  67%  33% 44% 56%  

Invoke the Nation  63% 39% 61%  40% 60%  38% 62%  
Set Apart the 
Nation  

33% 38% 62%  17% 83%  42% 58%  

Renew the Nation  32% 57%  43% 40% 60%  60%  40% 
Sanctify the 
Nation  

2% 0% 100%  0% 0% 0% 100%  

Republican Values  77% 42% 58%  52%  48% 38% 62%  
National Religious 
References 

29% 63%  38% 33% 67%  69%  31% 

Political/Religious 
References 
Together  

23% 38%* 62%*  33% 67%  39% 61%  

Exodus Theme 0% N/A  N/A  0% 0% 0% 0% 
Sacrifice Theme 9% 80%  20% 100%  0% 78%  22% 
American Destiny 
under God Theme 

13% 36% 64%  0% 0% 36% 64%  

International 
Example Theme 

40% 32% 68%  36% 64%  30% 70%  

* Component of Civil Religion and God Strategy  

 
These statistics also confirm Hypothesis 9 , which predicted that International 

Example and American Destiny under God would be the most represented themes of civil 

religion within values frames. The International Example theme alone was found in 40% of 

the total values frames in the speeches within the timeframe, and American Destiny under 

God in 13%. The previous tables indicate that republican values are the component of civil 

religion used most in values frames, with enumerated values appearing in 77% of all values 

frames. Invocations of the nation also appear in most of the values frames at 63%. 

If these references are used as values frames, do they reflect the most important issues 
of the day? 
 
 This was another core research question for this thesis, and excitingly, analysis 

confirmed that presidents since 1960 have used religious-based values frames to 
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communicate regarding at least one of the two most important issues for American voters, 

based on Gallup polling during the election year preceding their inaugurations. However, 

Hypothesis 10  itself must be rendered disproved, as President Carter failed to use values 

frames to comment on either of the most important issues in 1976:  inflation/cost of living 

and unemployment/jobs.  

Table 8 displays the issues wÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈÅÓÔ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÆÏÒ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÄÏ 

ÙÏÕ ÔÈÉÎË ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÆÁÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÔÏÄÁÙȩȱ ÉÎ 'ÁÌÌÕÐ ÓÕÒÖÅÙÓ ÓÉÎÃÅ ρωφπ 

and whether the president in question used values frames to communicate with the public 

on that issue. Carter was the lone exception: each of the other presidents used values 

frames to take a position on one of the two most important issues facing their America. 

Some presidentsɂKennedy (1960), Nixon (1968, 1972), Reagan (1984), Clinton (1996), 

George W. Bush (2004), and Obama (2012)ɂused multiple values frames for an issue 

within the same speech, with Reagan doing so for both issues in his first election year. 

TABLE 8:  Values Frames Used for Most Important Problem in America by Year 
YEAR ISSUE #1 % FRAMED? ISSUE #2 % FRAMED? 

1960  International 
Issues/Foreign Aid 

37% Yes (2x) War/Peace/Terrorism  32% Yes 

1964  Racism 25% Yes International 
Issues/Foreign Aid 

24% Yes 

1968  Vietnam 44% Yes (3x)* Racism  ̂ 12% Yes 

1972  Ethics/Moral Decline 38% No Vietnam 33% Yes (6x)*  

1976  Inflation/Cost of Living 44% No Unemployment/Jobs 34% No 

1980  Inflation/Cost of Living 52% Yes Unemployment/Jobs 14% Yes 

1984  Unemployment/  
Recession/Depression 

22% Yes (2x) Nuclear War 19% Yes (4x) 

1988  Budget Deficit/  Economy 
(Tied) 

12% No Drugs 11% Yes 

1992  Poverty 13% Yes Healthcare 12% Yes 

1996  Crime/Violence 25% Yes (2x) Welfare 16% No 

2000  Education 17% Yes Ethical/Moral/  
Religious Decline 

13% Yes 

2004  Iraq 23% Yes (2x)* Economy in General 21% No 

2008  Economy in General 47% Yes Lack of Money 12% No 

2012  Economy in General 37% Yes (3x)* Unemployment 26% No 

Source ɀ Gallup (Sugar, Tracey, Gallup, email message to D. Parker Wishik, April 9, 2013.) 
* - Frames do not refer explicitly to issue but do refer to it in context  ̂  - Tied with Crime/Vio lence 
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Further, every president who used values frames to discuss one of the most 

important issues in his election year used components of American civil religion to do so. 

Actual religion was not as commonly used in values frames for these issues, though this did 

occur more than half the time (8 of 14 speeches) as shown in the list below.  

USED ACTUAL RELIGION: 
Johnson (1965); Nixon (1969, 1974); Reagan (1981, 1985); George H. W. Bush (1988);  
George W. Bush (2001); Obama (2013)  
 
DID NOT USE ACTUAL RELIGION: 
Kennedy (1961); Carter (1976); Clinton (1993, 1997); George W. Bush (2005); Obama (2009) 

 
 
And do they reflect the religious inclinations of the American public at the time of the 
election? 
 
 !Î ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ "ÁÒÁÃË /ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÒÅligious references is 

inconclusive in answering Hypothesis 11ɂÔÈÁÔ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ /ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÓÐÅÅÃÈÅÓ ÉÎ ςππψ ÁÎÄ 

2012 would show a sustained increase in God Strategy and civil religious mentions. 

Referring back to Figures 2 and 3, it is evident that Obama showed an increase in use of 

particular components from his predecessors while showing a decrease in others. Notable 

are his high use of deity invocations and his emphasis on the civil religious theme of 

American Destiny under God, which he invoked more than any other president within the 

timeframe. 

Hypotheses 12 and 13  were confirmed. Polling and research indicates that 

secular/religiously unaffiliated voters are the fastest-growing segment of the voting 

population, having already seen their share of the electorate more than double from 5% in 

1980 to an estimated 16% in 2012. (Navarro-Rivera 2012) However, prevalence of both 

God Strategy terms and civil religious components and themes has fluctuated independently 

of these trends, in total and by political party. There is no clear linear trend downward in 
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the invocation of these terms and themes; rather, there is a greater indication that the 

prevalence of these terms is stabilizing in a higher percentage range relative to earlier years 

within the timeframe. 

Furtherȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ /ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÒÅÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÕÎÁÆÆÉÌÉÁÔÅÄ ÖÏÔÅÒÓȟ ÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÓ ÔÏ 

invoke religious and faith terminology to communicate with a critical portion of the 

American electorate. However, Obama did make history as the first American president to 

directly acknowledge unaffiliated voters (Grossman 2009.) 

Ȱ7Å ÁÒÅ Á ÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ -ÕÓÌÉÍÓȟ *Å×Ó ÁÎÄ (ÉÎÄÕÓ ÁÎÄ 
nonbelievers. We are shaped by every language and culture, drawn 
from eÖÅÒÙ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ %ÁÒÔÈȢȱ 
ɀ Barack Obama, 2009 Inaugural Address  (Obama 2009) 

/ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÃÁÍÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ Á ÓÐÅÅÃÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÅÔ ÁÎ ÁÌÌ-time 

high in representation of the American Destiny Under God theme of civil religion and 

included a Scriptural quotation of 1 Corinthians 13:11, in what is clearly an effort to balance 

communication outreach to diverse voting blocs. (Obama 2009) 

Is there a discernible  Ȱ'ÏÌÄÅÎ 2ÕÌÅȱ ÆÏÒ ÕÓÉÎÇ Á 'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȩ 

 Finally, Hypothesis 14  ÐÒÅÄÉÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ "ÁÒÁÃË /ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ςππψ ÁÎÄ ςπρς 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ Á Ȱ'ÏÌÄÅÎ 2ÕÌÅȱ ÉÎ 'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÐÕÔ ÆÏÒÔÈ ÂÙ $ÏÍËÅ and Coe 

(2008) that Democratic candidates in the modern era must earn the support of religious 

moderates to secure the White House. That hypothesis, as written, was inconclusiveɂ

Obama won election both years while carrying the Catholic and unaffiliated votes but 

despite not carrying the mainline Protestant vote, as shown in Table 9. 

Table 9:  Religious Moderate Vote Percentages in 2008 and 2012 
Religious Moderate Voting Bloc  % Voted for Obama in 2008  % Voted for Ob ama in 2012  

Catholics 54%  50%  

Mainline Protestants  44% 44% 

Religiously Unaffiliated  75%  70%  
Source: Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life (Pew 2012b) 
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Discussion 

 
The greatest takeaway from my analysis is that, despite a growing secular 

demographic in the American electorate, presidents are using actual and civil religious 

language to communicate, and they are not only doing so rhetorically, but they are using 

values frames to take positions on the most important issues of the day. And the frequency 

with which this tactic has been used in inaugural addresses is overwhelmingɂ13 of the last 

14 presidents have strategically done so. Though most of the references found in these 

addresses are not used as functional values frames, the use of these frames has been on the 

rise since 1980, when Domke and Coe (2008) postulate the God Strategy was born. 

The themes and components being utilized are evolving as well. These trends 

indicate that presidents have been tying God and actual ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÔÏ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎÓȭ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎ 

American civil religionɂthe mythology of the collective experience we have as Americansɂ

intentionally, in order to reach the percentage of American voters who believe religion is 

very important. For example, American Destiny under God, which was not used at all as a 

values frame before 1980, was found in 17% of values frames after 1980, and deity and 

faith invocations saw gained 11% and 20% increases in their use as values frames as well. 

Despite growing secularism, religious voters still comprise bulk of electorate, and political 

elites must ɀ and do ɀ communicate through religious references.  

However, they are doing so with the caveat that religiously unaffiliated voters 

comprise an increasing percentage of the electorate, and these voters cannot simply be 

ignored. While direct invocations of God and faith are on the rise, the civil religious theme of 

International Example has become the predominant theme of civil religion expressed in 

inaugurals, both in terms of total references and in terms of use as a values frame. 
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In an increasingly secular nation, this is arguably the theme that is, arguably, most 

loosely tied to actual religion and, potentially, is the most relatable theme for religiously 

unaffiliated voters who share in the patriotism and devotion to country that their religious 

countrymen profess. One may argue the Sacrifice theme is also loosely tied to religion, and 

$ÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÍÅȭÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓȢ 

Indeed, though Democrats have used more joint political and religious referencesɂ

which essentially link politics or the political process to religionɂit is the Republicans who 

are strategically employing them more often as values frames, taking advantage of how 

people use heuristics in their decision-making. But it is notable that, while the Republicans 

also use more actual invocations of deity and faith as values frames, the Democrats have a 

higher propensity to invoke national religious references as values frames. 

The implications going forward for this indicate that the Democrats have a greater 

track record in using framing devices that are patriotic and yet, potentially, religiously-

neutral enough to resonate with the growing number of secular voters, and that they are 

also exploiting heuristics. 

 Thus, Domke and #ÏÅȭÓ ɉςππψɊ ȰGolden Ruleȱ is an important consideration in 

modern American politics. Both parties must carefully toe the line, though Barack Obama 

presents a deviation from the rule through his combined use of direct religious references 

and national religious terminologies in 2008 and 2012. Heavily reliant on unaffiliated 

voters, Obama was careful in his 2009 speech to directly acknowledge this demographic, 

though he deftly did so while invoking God, citing Scripture, sanctifying the nation with his 

versÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȱ'ÏÄ "ÌÅÓÓ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÉÎÇ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎÓ ÂÙ ÎÁÍÅȢ 

Further, election results underlined the potential  need to redefine which religious 

ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÑÕÁÌÉÆÙ ÁÓ ȰÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÍÏÄÅÒÁÔÅÓȟȱ ÏÒ ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÅÎÏÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÉÔÈÓ 
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comprise ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÌÄÅÎ 2ÕÌÅ ÏÆ 'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȢ "Ù $ÏÍËÅ ÁÎÄ #ÏÅȭÓ (2008) 

interpretation, Obama would not have been able to secure the White House with his 

underperformance among mainline Protestants in both 2008 and 2012. 

However, the unaffiliated vote was a major player in these results, and context 

indicates that either John McCain or Mitt Romney, or both, may have overplayed the God 

3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÔÏ /ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔȟ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÐÕÒÅÌÙ ÃÏÎÊÅÃÔÕÒÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ 

research work and merits further observation. 

But however important they may be, religiously unaffiliated voters have thus far 

been ignored in presidential inaugural speeches on the whole, with the exception of 

/ÂÁÍÁȭÓ ςππω ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÍÅÎÔȢ 
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Recommendations for Future S tudy 
 

While this thesis led to very interesting discoveries, I had higher ambitions for it 

from the outset. My initial research design was to cross-reference inaugural speeches with 

their counterpart convention acceptance speeches, in hopes of viewing political discourse 

both within the competition context of an election cycle and in the unifying context of the 

inaugural addresses. 

Partisan language and policy stances will be offered more directly in these speeches, 

and observation would likely provide a clearer picture of the extent these parties are using 

religious language as values frames in communication with their voting bases. This would 

also tie more directly with the underlying principle of the God Strategy: to win election. 

To establish consistency throughout speeches, I broke each down by paragraphs 

and coded each paragraph for the content and search terms. I did this in order to preserve 

ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÁËÅÒÓȭ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÄÅÁÓȟ ÔÏ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÔÒÕÅ ÆÒÁÍÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÁÖÏÉÄ 

dividing speeches in a subjective manner. However, more than a quarter of all paragraphs 

analyzed had content that was tied to a thought or idea expressed in the previous or next 

paragraph. My recommendation for further research similar to mine would be to determine 

a viable way to divide speeches by individual thoughts and ideas, with concrete and 

perceptible beginnings and ends. This would need to be done with a sound methodology to 

preserve objectivity. 

It would also be interesting to survey the public on what they find to be the defining 

aspects of their American experience and, subsequently, the mythology of their civil 

religion. Such findings would help tighten the defined components of civil religion, and 

knowledge of what the public believes to be part of their defining experience would give 
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candidates leverage in determining which components to strategically invoke in 

communications. 

Further, the assertions I make above that Sacrifice and International Example are 

more loosely tied to actual religion than other themes of civil religion is speculation, and 

further research could delve into the significance with which American citizens attach 

actual religion to these themes of their own mythology, perhaps in a laboratory setting. 

In hindsight, a handful of my hypotheses should have been worded more explicitly 

in consideration of the variables in question. For instance, Hypothesis 4 predicted that post-

9/11, the Sacrifice theme of civil religion would be more frequently represented than 

before. Indeed, there was an uptick in Sacrifice mentions from the speeches immediately 

preceding 9/11, but these years did not feature all-time highs in this category. 

Finally, while this thesis determines that frames and values frames are being used, it 

does not explore the actual effect these devices have on the !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÅÌÅÃÔÏÒÁÔÅȢ 0ÅÔÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ 

2009 experiment is a step in the right direction of determining which religious groups react 

positively to values frames, but more study is needed to expand his findings to a broader 

representation of the population, of religious devotees and of issue areas. 

Conclusion 
 

Despite growing secularism, presidents and political elites must still carefully 

navigate the religious fault lines of America when communicating their policy goals, their 

personal values, and their validity as leaders to the American publicɂthough these fault 

lines are perhaps being redrawn. Historical indication is that recent presidents have used a 

God Strategy to achieve this communication, and they have incorporated components of 

Americaȭs civil religion, through effective values framing of major issues. Further research 

will undoubtedly observe further evolution  of the God Strategy, and just how effective it  is. 
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APPENDIX A : Voting Behaviors by Religiously Unaffiliated Voters 
 

Displays percentage of unaffiliated vote by candidate (statistics), and percentage of 
ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅȭÓ ÖÏÔÉÎÇ ÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÍÐÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÕÎÁÆÆÉÌÉÁÔÅÄ ÖÏÔÅÒÓ ɉÓÐÈÅÒÅÓɊ 

 
1980 -2012  

 
Source ɀ Public Religion Research Institute  (Jones, Cox, and Navarro -Rivera 2012)  
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APPENDIX B: Coding Descriptions  for American Civil Religion 
Definitions Drawn from Toolin (1983) 

 
The theoretical American civil religion incorporates four core components which can be 
identified through the presence of a number of specific or general references. These 
references establish four themes of civil religion. The following explanations outline the 
types of references and thematic representations I looked for in my content analysis. 
 
Components: 
 
I. Specific references to a deity 

Invocations of God ɀ making direct reference to a Supreme Being or deity, often by 
name (Ex:  God, Christ, Creator, Providence) 
 

II. Enumeration of republican values (e.g. freedom, duty) 
Includes: human rights, civility*, freedom, life, liberty, pursuit of happiness, 
justice, equality, order, peace, duty, brotherhood, love, forgiveness, dignity*, 
fairness*, fair play*, tolerance*, republican*^, democratic* ,̂ democracy*5, rule of 
law, values, moral, ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙɕȟ ÆÒÅÅɕ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÓÔÅÍÓ ɉÉȢÅȢ ȰÆÒÅÅ ÔÒÁÄÅȱɊ 
 

III. Particular content of actual revealed religion or national religion 
Invocations of actual religion :  Include terms listed in Appendix C, mentions of 
specific denominations or religions, references to Scripture, prayer, the soul, and 
others. 

 
Invocations of a nation al religion :  These include references to the founding 
documents of the Country (e.g. the Constitution and the Declaration of 
Independence), its noted wars (e.g. World War II, the Revolutionary War and the 
Civil War), and past presidents or notable figures (e.g. Abraham Lincoln, JFK, Martin 
Luther King, Jr.) 
 
References of a political and religious nature together :  See components under 
ÓÕÂÈÅÁÄÉÎÇ Ȱ))ȱ ÉÎ !ÐÐÅÎÄÉØ B. 

 
Themes: 
 
I. Sacrifice ɀ Refers to war dead (Cherry 1970) or individual mart yrs (Bellah 1967) 
II. Exodus ɀ Ȱ0ÒÏÍÉÓÅÄ ÌÁÎÄȱ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ )ÓÒÁÅÌÉ ÐÁÒÁÌÌÅÌÓ 
III. American Destiny under God ɀ American government is best yet formed 
IV. America as an International Example ɀ American destiny to serve as example 

  

                                                        
5 Terms from Thomas and Flippen (1972) and Toolin (1983). My additions are denoted with an *. 
^ - 4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍÓ ȰÒÅÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÎȟȱ ȰÄÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÉÃȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÔÅÍÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÏÎÌÙ ÂÅ ÃÏÄÅÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÉÓ Á ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÔÅÒÍȠ ÐÁÒÔÉÓÁÎ 
mentions will not be coded. 
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APPENDIX C: Coding Justification for God Strategy  
Definitions Drawn from Domke & Coe (2008) 

 
4ÈÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ Ȱ'ÏÄ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ ÉÎÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅÓ ÆÏÕÒ ÃÏÒÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÅÁÃÈ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÃÁÎ 
be identified through the presence of a number of specific or general cues.  The following 
explanations will outline the types of cues I will be looking for in my content analysis. 
 
Components: 
 
I. Elites act as political priests by speaking the language of the faithful 

 
4ÈÅÓÅ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ȰÃÒÕÃÉÁÌȟ ÆÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȱ ÓÉÇÎÁÌÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÌÏ× ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÌÉÔÅÓ ÔÏ 
communicate their beliefs and persuade religious voters that they have shared 
views. There are two types of religious communication that fall under this category. 
 

a. Invocations of God ɀ making direct reference to a supreme being or deity, 
often by name (Ex:  God, Christ, Creator, Providence) 

b. Invocations of faith ɀ terms that over time have become laden with spiritual 
meaning, often Christian (Ex:  Scripture, blessing, heaven, pray) 

i. Terms may address nonreligious topics but retain religious 
connotations and suggest elements of faith. See Appendix B1 for list . 

 
II. Elites fuse God and country by linking America with divine will 

 
4ÈÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÃÏÒÅ ÁÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ȰÁÄÏÐÔ Á 
ȬÒÈÅÔÏÒÉÃ ÏÆ ÒÅÎÅ×ÁÌȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅÄ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÒÅÆÏÒÍ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 
revival.ȱ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÄÏÎÅ ÉÎ ÆÏÕÒ ×ÁÙÓȢ 
 

a. Invoking the nation ɀ naming the country directly (i.e. United States) or 
indirectly (i.e. nation). 

i. $Ï ÎÏÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÁÎ Ȱ!ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎȱ ÏÒ Ȱ!ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎÓȠȱ ÔÈÅÓÅ 
refer more to individuals than the country. 

b. Set apart the nation ɀ declare the U.S. to be a special, distinctive place, 
ÅØÐÌÏÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÙÔÈÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ 3ÔÁÔÅÓ ÁÓ ÄÉÖÉÎÅÌÙ ÃÈÏÓÅÎȢȱ 

i. See Appendix D for list of terms 
c. Seek to renew the nation by calling for national revival and rebirth ɀ 

responsive to religious concerns about national decline without blaming the 
country or its citizens directly. 

i. See Appendix D for list of terms 
d. Sanctify the nation ɀ call on God to bless the country explicitly. 

i. Aligns the U.S. with a supreme divine being by explicitly forging a 
connection. 

ii. For the purposes of this research, I will only identify explicit links 
ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 'ÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ɉÉȢÅȢ Ȱ'ÏÄ "ÌÅÓÓ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȱɊ ÁÎÄ ÅØÃÌÕÄÅ 
ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ɉÉȢÅȢ Ȱ'ÏÄ ÂÌÅÓÓȱɊ 
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APPENDIX D: Terms Used in Analysis of Faith Invocations 
 
amen  
angel  
angelic  
angels  
apostle*  
backslid*  
baptism*  
baptize  
believer*  
Bible*  
biblical  
bless*  
Buddhist*  
cathedral*  
Christian*  
church  
churches  
clergy  
commandment*  
communion  
confession*  
congregation*  
consecrat*  
covenant  
creed*  
crusade*  
denomination*  
devil*^  
devotion*^   
devout  
disciple* 
divine^   
epistle*  
evil*  
faith*  
fellowship* 
follower*^   
fruits  

genesis  
gospel*  
grace  
hallow*  
heaven*  
holy  
hymn*  
immortal*  
Islam*  
Jew*  
lamp  
martyr*  
minister^  
miracle* 
miraculous^  
mission*  
Muslim*  
orthodox*  
parable*  
pastor*  
peacemaker*  
penance  
piety  
pious  
pope*  
pray*  
priest*  
prophe*  
proverb*  
psalm*  
pulpit*  
rabbi*  
reap*^   
rebirth  
reborn  
redeem*  
redemption  
religio*  

remake*^ 
repent*  
restor*  
resurrect*  
reverend*  
sabbath*  ̂ 
sacrament  
sacred  
saint*  
salvation  
sanctify  
sanctity  
sanctuary*  
savior^ 
Scriptur*  
sermon*  
servant*  
shrine*  
sin*^   
sinned  
sinner  
sinners  
sinning  
sins  
solemn*  
soul*  
sow  
sowed  
sown  
sows  
spirit*  
synagogue  ̂
temple*  
testament  
theolog*  
Trinity  
worship*  

 
Source:  Domke and Coe 2008, Appendix B6 
* Indicates that all potential endings to the stem are also included in the list of terms counted. 
^ Indicates terms were added or extended during content analysis.  

                                                        
6 http://www.thegodstrategy.com/documents/AppendixB.pdf  

http://www.thegodstrategy.com/documents/AppendixB.pdf
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APPENDIX E : Coded Terms for Set Apart /Renewal 
 
Set Apart 
bastion  
beacon  
best 
birthright^   
blessed  
chosen  
city on a hill  
destined  
destiny  
envy  
exceptional  
exemplar  
experiment  
grand  
grandest  
greatest  
greatness  
historic  
idea*  
lead  
matchless  
miracle  
new world  
noblest  
preeminent (also pre-eminent)  
revolution  
revolutionary  
special  
stand(s) alone  
story  
unique  
unmatched  
unparalleled  

Renewal 
anew  
awaken  
better^  
begin*  
birth  
dawn 
future^   
new  
reawaken*^   
rebirth  
reborn  
reconsecrate  
rededicat* 
redeem*  
refresh*  
reinvent*  
rejuvenat* 
rekindle*^   
renew  
renewal  
renewed  
renewing  
renews  
restor*  
resurgent  
revitalize  
reviv*  
spring  

 
Source:  Domke and Coe 2008, Appendix C7 
 
* Indicates that all potential endings to the stem were also included in the list of terms 
counted. 
^ Indicates terms were added or extended during content analysis.  

                                                        
7 http://www.thegodstrategy.com/documents/AppendixC.pdf  

http://www.thegodstrategy.com/documents/AppendixC.pdf
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APPENDIX F :  CODING SHEET  
 
 
1. YEAR 
2. INCUMBENT?      (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
3. CANDIDATE LAST NAME    (open-ended) 
4. POLITICAL PARTY     (1 ɀ Republican, 0 ɀ Democrat) 
5. PARAGRAPH NUMBER 

 
GOD STRATEGY COMPONENTS PRESENT? 
Elites act as political priests by speaking the language of the faithful  
6. Specific Reference to a Deity     (# of mentions) 
7. Text of previous      (open ended) 
8. Faith Invocation      (# of mentions) 
9. Text of previous      (open ended) 

 
Elites fuse God and country by linking America with divine will  
10. Invoke nation       (# of mentions) 
11. Set apart nation       (# of mentions) 
12. Seek national renewal     (# of mentions) 
13. Sanctifies Nation? (Ȱ'/$ ",%33 !-%2)#!ȱ)  (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
14. Text of previous      (open ended) 

 
CIVIL RELIGION COMPONENTS PRESENT? 
15. Enumerates republican values     (# of mentions) 
16. Text of previous      (open ended) 
17. National Religious Invocation     (# of mentions) 
18. Text of previous      (open ended) 
19. Joint religious-political r eferences    (# of occurrences) 

 
CIVIL RELIGION THEMES PRESENT? 
20. Exodus Theme Represented?    (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
21. Sacrifice Theme Represented?    (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
22. American Destiny Under God Theme Represented? (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
23. International Example Theme Represented?  (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 

 
VALUES FRAMES 
24. Issues Linked       (# of issues) 
25. Issues Linked      (open-ended) 
26. Values Frame Present?     (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
27. Framing Components Tied to Previous Paragraph?  (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
28. Framing Components Tied to Next Paragraph?  (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
29. Frame Defines Problem?     (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
30. Frame Diagnoses Causes of Problem?   (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
31. Frame Offers Moral Judgment?    (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
32. Frame Offers Remedy to Problem?   (1 ɀ Yes, 0 ɀ No) 
 
OTHER 
33. Mentions of Religiously Unaffiliated    (# of mentions) 
34. Text of previous 
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APPENDIX G :  FREQUENCIES  
 

Compiled in IBM® SPSS® Statistics Version 21 
 

PARAGRAPHS WITH REFERENCES TO A DEITY 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

.0 424 88.9 88.9 88.9 

1.0 37 7.8 7.8 96.6 

2.0 12 2.5 2.5 99.2 

3.0 2 .4 .4 99.6 

5.0 1 .2 .2 99.8 

6.0 1 .2 .2 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 

PARAGRAPHS WITH INVOCATIONS OF FAITH 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

.0 314 65.8 65.8 65.8 

1.0 110 23.1 23.1 88.9 

2.0 41 8.6 8.6 97.5 

3.0 7 1.5 1.5 99.0 

4.0 4 .8 .8 99.8 

5.0 1 .2 .2 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 

PARAGRAPHS INVOKING THE NATION 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

.0 247 51.8 51.8 51.8 

1.0 134 28.1 28.1 79.9 

2.0 69 14.5 14.5 94.3 

3.0 21 4.4 4.4 98.7 

4.0 5 1.0 1.0 99.8 

6.0 1 .2 .2 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  
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PARAGRAPHS SETTING APART THE NATION 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

.0 350 73.4 73.4 73.4 

1.0 87 18.2 18.2 91.6 

2.0 29 6.1 6.1 97.7 

3.0 5 1.0 1.0 98.7 

4.0 1 .2 .2 99.0 

5.0 1 .2 .2 99.2 

6.0 2 .4 .4 99.6 

27.0 2 .4 .4 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 
 

PARAGRAPHS CALLING FOR NATIONAL RENEWAL 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

.0 336 70.4 70.4 70.4 

1.0 93 19.5 19.5 89.9 

2.0 28 5.9 5.9 95.8 

3.0 10 2.1 2.1 97.9 

4.0 4 .8 .8 98.7 

5.0 4 .8 .8 99.6 

6.0 1 .2 .2 99.8 

10.0 1 .2 .2 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 

PARAGRAPHS SANCTIFYING THE NATION 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 463 97.1 97.1 97.1 

Yes 14 2.9 2.9 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  
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PARAGRAPHS ENUMERATING REPUBLICAN VALUES 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

.0 232 48.6 49.3 49.3 

1.0 108 22.6 22.9 72.2 

2.0 58 12.2 12.3 84.5 

3.0 34 7.1 7.2 91.7 

4.0 16 3.4 3.4 95.1 

5.0 12 2.5 2.5 97.7 

6.0 4 .8 .8 98.5 

7.0 4 .8 .8 99.4 

8.0 1 .2 .2 99.6 

9.0 2 .4 .4 100.0 

Total 471 98.7 100.0  

Missing System 6 1.3   

Total 477 100.0   

 

REFERENCES TO NATIONAL RELIGION 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

.0 375 78.6 78.6 78.6 

1.0 65 13.6 13.6 92.2 

2.0 21 4.4 4.4 96.6 

3.0 7 1.5 1.5 98.1 

4.0 3 .6 .6 98.7 

5.0 2 .4 .4 99.2 

6.0 3 .6 .6 99.8 

9.0 1 .2 .2 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  
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PARAGRAPHS WITH JOINT POLITICAL-RELIGIOUS REFERENCES  

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

.0 402 84.3 84.3 84.3 

1.0 73 15.3 15.3 99.6 

2.0 2 .4 .4 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 
 

PARAGRAPHS DISPLAYING EXODUS THEME OF CIVIL RELIGION 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 468 98.1 98.1 98.1 

Yes 9 1.9 1.9 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 
 

PARAGRAPHS DISPLAYING SACRIFICE THEME OF CIVIL RELIGION 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 441 92.5 92.5 92.5 

Yes 36 7.5 7.5 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 
 

PARAGRAPHS DISPLAYING AMERICAN DESTINY UNDER GOD THEME OF CIVIL RELIGION 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 430 90.1 90.1 90.1 

Yes 47 9.9 9.9 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  
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PARAGRAPHS DISPLAYING INTERNATIONAL EXAMPLE THEME 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 375 78.6 78.6 78.6 

Yes 102 21.4 21.4 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 
 

PARAGRAPHS WITH ISSUES FRAMED 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

.0 239 50.1 50.1 50.1 

1.0 200 41.9 41.9 92.0 

2.0 16 3.4 3.4 95.4 

3.0 8 1.7 1.7 97.1 

4.0 7 1.5 1.5 98.5 

5.0 3 .6 .6 99.2 

6.0 3 .6 .6 99.8 

7.0 1 .2 .2 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 

PARAGRAPHS WITH VALUES FRAMES 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 366 76.7 76.7 76.7 

Yes 111 23.3 23.3 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 
 

FRAMES WHICH DEFINE PROBLEM 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 288 60.4 60.4 60.4 

Yes 189 39.6 39.6 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  
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FRAMES WHICH DIAGNOSE PROBLEM 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 426 89.3 89.3 89.3 

Yes 51 10.7 10.7 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 
 

FRAMES WHICH OFFER MORAL JUDGMENT 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 362 75.9 75.9 75.9 

Yes 115 24.1 24.1 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  

 
 

FRAMES WHICH SUGGEST REMEDIES 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

No 279 58.5 58.5 58.5 

Yes 198 41.5 41.5 100.0 

Total 477 100.0 100.0  
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APPENDIX H :  WORD CLOUDS  
!ÌÌ 7ÏÒÄ #ÌÏÕÄÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÕÓÉÎÇ 7ÏÒÄÌÅΊ ɉ7ÏÒÄÌÅȢÎÅÔɊ 

 
Deity References 
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National Religious References  
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Enumeration of Republican Values  

 

 

 
 

  


